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Background




More than 10 percent of all U.S. public school students are identified as English learners.
These students are developing proficiency in English and their home languages, and
should be recognized as multilingual learners (MLs). MLs with an English learner
designation (hereafter referred to as MLs) are one of the fastest-growing student
populations in K-12 classrooms nationwide. Spanish is the most common home

language spoken by multilingual learners but, collectively, students speak more than
400 different languages, including Indigenous languages and language varieties.

A Comprehensive K-3 Literacy Policy for Multilingual Learners published by the National Committee for Effective
Literacy (NCEL) establishes teaching practice, instructional conditions, and systems of supports necessary to
ensure that MLs are progressing toward grade-level reading standards in alignment with students’ levels of English
proficiency, home language development, and prior and current schooling experiences, including English-medium
and bilingual or dual language programs.

In 2025, a research brief from the Center for Applied Linguistics, Legislating Literacy Instruction: Where are
Multilingual Learners?, reviewed legislation across all 50 states, and found that only thirty-three states mentioned
English learners, 12 made no mention, and 6 states had no literacy legislation at all. The review concluded:

“Research on literacy education is clear that while special attention must be paid to the linguistic and cultural
needs of multilingual learners in literacy practices (CORE Learning, 2024; Gottlieb, 2023; Herrera et al.,
2023; Olsen, 2022), this attention is not always reflected in the policies and practices mandated by state
law.”

NCEL offers this framework as a resource for states, districts, and communities to develop, strengthen, and revise
literacy legislation and policies to reflect research-based elements of a comprehensive, integrated approach to
literacy for multilingual learners.

The framework is divided into two sections: a summary of fundamental principles, and an expanded version with
language to be considered by educators, researchers, community members, and policy makers to center the needs
of multilingual learners in all local, state, and federal literacy initiatives and policies.

These fundamental principles serve as a guide for states and districts to review current literacy policies. At the
conclusion of the description of each principle, reflective questions serve as a tool for legislators, state education
leaders, district and school site administrators, and educators to engage in the process of upgrading and amending
current legislation, and policy and practice to include a comprehensive and integrated view of literacy specific to
multilingual learners.


https://www.cal.org/publications/legislating-literacy-instruction-where-are-multilingual-learners/
https://www.cal.org/publications/legislating-literacy-instruction-where-are-multilingual-learners/

Summary of Comprehensive Initial Literacy

Policy: Fundamental Principles

4 )
. SYSTEM CAPACITY
+  Local, state and federal literacy funding explicitly supports evidence-based practices and instructional materials
designed to serve MLs in grades K-3, as well as newly arrived students in grades 4-12, with diverse educational
and home-language literacy experiences who are in the early stages of English literacy development.
+  Ongoing, job-embedded teacher professional development focuses on evidence-based literacy practices for
MLs, and is supported by literacy coaches with expertise in multilingual education.
«  States establish licensure requirements that ensure teacher candidates demonstrate competency in literacy
instruction, and assessment for MLs through multiple pathways.
\_ _J
~N

g
Il. EDUCATOR PREPARATION

«  Educators have foundational knowledge of literacy learning and teaching in an additional language, second
language acquisition, bilingualism and biliteracy, translanguaging, and culturally sustaining pedagogies that are
grounded in the research on literacy instruction for MLs.

+  Educators understand that literacy development for MLs is interdependent across foundational skills, meaning
making and comprehension, effective expression (including writing and other multimodal systems), oral language
development, and content knowledge.

+  Teacher preparation programs ensure candidates participate in supervised field experiences necessary to teach
and assess literacy for MLs.

+  Educators are prepared to recognize the affordances and limitations of computer-based and Al-assisted
assessments and instructional tools for MLs.




Instruction for MLs integrates language and literacy development across the instructional day and content areas
in both English-medium and bilingual and dual language programs.

High-quality instructional materials adopted by districts align to state standards, and reflect evidence-based
literacy practices for MLs.

Multilingual learners requiring additional literacy support receive linguistically and culturally sustaining
instruction aligned to their language development across program languages, with ongoing progress monitoring.

Early literacy screening and progress monitoring assessments are validated and calibrated for MLs, and include
home language assessments to avoid misidentification of MLs for special education and/or reading difhculties.

For MLs enrolled in bilingual and dual language programs, assessments (validated for MLs) consider language and
literacy proficiency across program languages to provide a comprehensive picture of progress.

Assessment results are interpreted relative to expected patterns of multilingual development and appropriate
benchmarks.

When screening for dyslexia characteristics occurs in kindergarten or first grade, this screening process relies
on assessment tools validated for MLs, with attention to students’ English proficiency and home language
development.

Early literacy assessments (validated for MLs) are administered regularly throughout the year, providing reliable
and valid data for progress monitoring for K-3 students across all pillars of reading, oral language, and writing.

-
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V. FAMILY ENGAGEMENT

Parents and guardians receive timely, clear, and culturally and linguistically appropriate information about their
child’s progress, supports, and goals for literacy and, where applicable, biliteracy development.

Ongoing family engagement is maintained through regular communication, conferences, and strategies that
support literacy development at home in the language or languages families use most comfortably. Parents and
guardians are considered equitable partners in all education decisionmaking for their children.

Student and family data are collected, stored, and communicated in ways that protect privacy and
confidentiality, and that comply with district, state, and federal requirements.




Detailed Fundamental Principles

l. Systems Capacity

Effectively implementing a comprehensive K-3 literacy policy for multilingual learners requires the targeted and
strategic use of local, state, and federal funds. Funding must explicitly support evidence-based literacy practices
and instructional materials for MLs in grades K-3 and for students in grades 4-12 who are newly arrived and in the
early stages of English literacy development, with varied prior schooling experiences. Funding decisions should
reflect the needs of MLs across grade levels to support long-term academic success, graduation, and access to

postsecondary opportunities.

Ongoing, job-embedded professional development is a critical component of system capacity. Educators must
participate regularly in professional learning focused on evidence-based literacy practices for MLs, supported by
literacy coaches with expertise in multilingual education. Systems should ensure collaboration between literacy

coaches and multilingual learner specialists so that
professional learning consistently integrates language
and literacy development across program languages.
These coaches play a key role in strengthening
instructional practice by providing modeling, co-
planning, co-teaching, observation and feedback
aligned to the needs of teachers and the multilingual
learners they serve. Coaching cycles should be
centered on improving learning, and include goal
setting, instructional planning, implementation support,
reflection, and analysis of impact on MLs' literacy
development. These cycles support the transfer of
professional learning into classroom practice across
program languages.

To ensure expertise at all decisionmaking levels, a
coherent licensure and professional development
system that specifically targets multilingual education



practices is needed. States must develop licensure requirements for teachers, administrators, and support
personnel that reflect the necessary expertise related to multilingual learners and literacy development, and
demonstrate competency in literacy instruction and assessment for MLs through multiple pathways.

Questions

Does the allocation of federal, state, and local funds specifically target the language and literacy needs for
multilingual learners, or is the funding generic for all students?

Do the elements of literacy defined in legislation or policy include foundational skills, effective expression, oral
language development, second language development, meaning making, and content knowledge?

Does professional development for educators, coaches, and administrators differentiate and specify research and
instructional practices for literacy development in a second language (English) and students’ home language?

Il. Educator Preparation

All educators working with MLs must have foundational knowledge of the research and practices that constitute
a comprehensive, integrated approach to literacy development in an additional language and home language other
than English. This includes research on second language acquisition, bilingualism and biliteracy development,
translanguaging, and pedagogies that recognize

and build on students’ home languages and cultural
identities. This knowledge is essential for effectively
and equitably teaching literacy to this growing student
population. It equips educators with an understanding
of the unique aspects of literacy development in an
additional language that extend beyond the monolingual
orientation prevalent in current reading policy
nationwide. This knowledge is also necessary for
distinguishing reading difficulties from differences in
the literacy development of multilingual learners who
are developing proficiency across languages.

Culturally sustaining pedagogical approaches are
essential to effective and inclusive literacy instruction
for MLs. These approaches affirm and sustain students’
linguistic and cultural identities, lived experiences,

and ways of knowing as assets for learning. When
supported systemwide across classroom, school,
district, and state levels, culturally sustaining pedagogies contribute to stronger student engagement, family
partnerships, and academic outcomes for multilingual learners.

Educators must understand how the components of literacy development for MLs function together, including
foundational skills, meaning making and comprehension, effective expression (speaking, writing, and other modes
of communication), oral language development, and content knowledge. Effective instruction for MLs integrates
these elements across literacy and content area instruction and across languages to support coherent development.
Teacher education programs play a foundational role in preparing educators to implement comprehensive literacy



Detailed Fundamental Principles

systems that support multilingual learners’ literacy
development.

Teacher education programs must provide candidates
with the supervised clinical experiences to teach and
assess literacy for multilingual learners. Effective
teacher education practices include coursework
grounded in literacy research inclusive of MLs, and
opportunities to design and facilitate literacy lessons
and instructional units aligned to state academic
standards and research-based frameworks for bilingual
and dual language education. Clinical experiences
should include placements in classrooms serving
multilingual learners and, where applicable, in bilingual
and dual language program settings. Programs must
also develop candidates’ ability to assess MLs' learning,
L N use this information to guide instruction, and identify

- P a - \ students who need additional literacy and language

: P ’ - ’ support. Candidates preparing to teach in bilingual and
- dual language programs must develop the specialized
knowledge, skills, and dispositions required to support
biliteracy development across program languages.
Programs should also provide opportunities for
candidates to learn a second language or strengthen their bilingual and biliteracy competencies.

Educators must be prepared to recognize the affordances and limitations of computer-based and Al-assisted
assessments. Educators are able to examine how digital interfaces (e.g., dashboards, menus), automated scaffolds
(e.g., audio recordings, pop-up windows with automated feedback), and the linguistic training of artificial intelligence
systems may shape student performance and introduce linguistic or cultural bias. Educators should be prepared to
interpret data generated through digital tools alongside high-quality formative assessments that are designed and
administered by educators.

Questions

Do teacher preparation programs equip candidates with the knowledge, research and skills a new teacher needs
to understand how all elements of an English medium and bilingual classroom comprehensive literacy program are
integrated; foundational skills, meaning making and comprehension, effective expression (speaking, writing, and
other modes of communication), oral language development, and content knowledge?

Does teacher education include a course that incorporates research on second language acquisition, bilingualism
and biliteracy development, translanguaging, and pedagogies that recognize and build on students’ home languages
and cultural identities?

Are candidates’ placement(s) for their clinical supervised experiences in English medium and bilingual classrooms,
and mentored by those with English learner qualifications?

For bilingual education candidates who feel that their level of proficiency in the language other than English is
insufficient, are there courses, language interactions or settings where they can develop the academic language
they need for instruction?



Detailed Fundamental Principles

Comprehensive literacy instruction for multilingual
learners must integrate foundational skills, oral
language development, meaning making, effective
expression, and content knowledge rather than treating
these components as isolated strands of instruction.

Comprehensive literacy instruction for multilingual
learners integrates language and literacy development
across the instructional day and content areas in

both English-medium and dual language programs.
Instruction is asset-based, and intentionally leverages
students’background knowledge, lived experiences,
interests, home languages, and cultural practices as
resources for learning.

Oral language development, including vocabulary, is foundational to literacy and academic success. Multilingual
learners must engage regularly in listening and speaking opportunities that are meaningfully connected to reading,
writing, and content learning. Instruction explicitly addresses vocabulary, morphology, and language use to support
comprehension, academic discourse, and knowledge building.

Foundational literacy instruction, including phonics and phonological awareness, must be explicit and systematic,
and embedded in meaningful contexts that prioritize comprehension, oral language development, knowledge
building and engagement. Instruction uses connected text, purposeful reading and writing, and rich oral language
experiences to support decoding, comprehension, and language development. Instruction intentionally develops
students” metalinguistic awareness, including attention to how language features compare and connect across
languages, by drawing explicit attention to how language choices support meaning, purpose, and communication
across reading, writing, speaking, and listening.

In bilingual and dual language programs, foundational biliteracy instruction aligns with the linguistic and
orthographic features of each language and intentionally supports cross-language connections. Specific attention is
given to the similarities and differences between languages.

Comprehensive literacy instruction for multilingual learners requires sustained print immersion, and access to
grade-level, content-rich, and culturally and linguistically sustaining texts across genres and disciplines. MLs must
actively engage with text to build knowledge, language, and literacy simultaneously. Disciplinary literacy must
include the explicit teaching of academic language, discourse structures, and text features multilingual learners
need to read, write, speak, and reason across disciplines.

Instruction for MLs includes intentional scaffolds, including the use of the home language, that promote access
to meaning and the development of both receptive and expressive language while maintaining high academic
expectations. Differentiation and additional supports are responsive to students’ English and home language
proficiency levels, prior literacy experiences, and instructional language(s).

Integrated and designated English language development (ELD) are essential components of comprehensive
literacy for multilingual learners. Integrated ELD occurs throughout content instruction and the instructional day,
supporting language development in authentic academic contexts. Designated ELD provides protected time for
explicit English language development aligned with students’ proficiency levels and instructional needs. It focuses
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on language development, and is not synonymous with
foundational skills instruction or the use of foundational
skills programs. Designated ELD must not replace or
reduce access to core literacy, content instruction,

or multilingual and biliteracy opportunities. Together,
integrated and designated ELD support coherent

and sustained language development for multilingual
learners.

Districts must adopt high-quality instructional materials
aligned with state standards that are grounded in
evidence-based literacy practices for multilingual
learners. Materials should integrate language
development, make cross-language relationships visible,
and support biliteracy development in bilingual and dual language programs. From the outset, adoption processes
must center the needs of MLs, include educators and other stakeholders with expertise in educating multilingual
learners, and provide sustained professional learning to support effective implementation.

When multilingual learners require additional reading support, individualized plans and supports are developed
collaboratively with families in the language the parent or caregiver understands best. Supports and interventions
must be linguistically and culturally sustaining and aligned with MLs’ literacy skills and language development
across the language(s) of instruction, including both program languages in bilingual and dual language programs,
and monitored regularly. Progress monitoring data inform instructional adjustments, and are analyzed through a
multilingual and multicultural lens.

Extended learning opportunities, including summer and enrichment programs, provide additional instructional time
for multilingual learners. Summer literacy programs for MLs integrate language and literacy development, build

on students’ linguistic and cultural assets, and maintain coherence with school-year program models, including
bilingual and dual language programs. Extended-time interventions for MLs should deliver targeted, linguistically and
culturally sustaining instruction designed to accelerate students’ progress toward grade-level literacy expectations
and, in bilingual contexts, biliteracy goals.

Questions and Considerations

In state and district instructional guides and curriculum, is there equal treatment and support for high quality
instruction for second language development including designated and integrated ELD and first language literacy
equal to scope of mainstream English language instruction?

Does state policy address foundational literacy embedded in meaningful contexts that prioritize comprehension
and engagement?

Does instruction incorporate connected text, purposeful reading and writing, and rich oral language experiences?

Do district or state instructional materials adoption include high-quality instructional materials integrating
language development and visible cross-language relationships? Does adoption support biliteracy development in
bilingual and dual language programs?

Does policy and legislation promote linguistically and culturally sustaining instruction and bilingual education
options that accelerate students’ progress toward grade-level literacy expectations in both English-medium and
bilingual contexts?
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Early literacy assessment serves two purposes: documenting what students know and can do over time, and
identifying students who may need additional supports. Screening and progress monitoring assessments must be
validated and calibrated for multilingual learners, and include home language assessment when appropriate based
on students’ instructional experiences and language backgrounds to ensure students are not misidentified as having
reading difficulties. In bilingual and dual language programs, assessment must consider literacy development across
both languages to provide a comprehensive picture of a student'’s full linguistic repertoire.

Interpreting a range of reading assessment data is essential for guiding instructional adjustment and identifying
students who may need additional literacy support, while ensuring quality teaching in core instruction. For all MLs,
a body of evidence should be used and interpreted relative to expected patterns of multilingual development and
appropriate benchmarks. For multilingual learners in bilingual and dual language programs, this includes examining
the body of evidence across the program languages. This body of evidence can enable educators to make holistic
interpretations of a wide range of assessment data across languages and modalities (e.g., visual, audio, kinesthetic)
a student may rely on when they learn and communicate. These interpretations can inform more equitable
instructional decisions. It is critical for distinguishing between language development needs and reading difficulties,
and for preventing misidentification of MLs for reading interventions or special education referral.

If screening for dyslexia characteristics in kindergarten or first grade, the screener must include tools that are
validated for multilingual learners. To ensure valid results, English language screening should occur only when
students have sufficient English proficiency, and home language measures should be included. A comprehensive
dyslexia evaluation must be performed by a licensed professional with expertise in dyslexia and multilingual
learners. Any screening that occurs during the preschool years or at the beginning of kindergarten must be
conducted with developmentally appropriate assessments, validated for MLs, and administered in the home
language(s), when appropriate, by staff with bilingual expertise. Additional information and a body of evidence
collected in collaboration with caregivers must also be considered during the screening process with young
multilingual learners.

Families are essential partners in their children’s literacy development. When a reading difficulty is identified,
parents or caregivers must be notified in a timely manner, in the language they understand best, and engaged as
partners in developing and implementing plans to support their child. Families should receive clear information
about their child’s progress, the supports in place, as well as collaboratively established goals for literacy and, where
applicable, biliteracy development.

Ongoing family engagement includes regular
communication, progress reports, conferences, and
culturally and linguistically sustaining strategies to
support literacy at home. Families are encouraged to
engage in reading, storytelling, and conversation in
the language or languages they use most comfortably,
recognizing that literacy practices in any language
support development across languages.

Education records and student data are collected,
stored, and communicated in ways that protect privacy
and confidentiality, and comply with district, state,

and federal requirements. The safety and privacy of
records must be ensured in the adoption of education
technology, digital platforms, and any online system
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that integrates generative Al (GenAl) tools to analyze data or generate educational content. Vendors, districts, and
schools must notify families and caregivers about the safeguards in place to comply with FERPA, COPPA, and
other privacy regulations. Additionally, any adopted online system integrating GenAl tools should include clear
explanations for school staff, families, and caregivers about how linguistic and cultural bias is mitigated in inputs
and outputs (e.g., potential scoring of speech data from students from nondominant backgrounds), how student
data are stored and protected, and whether student information is used to train Al tools. Educators must be
prepared to uphold privacy protections for all students, particularly those in vulnerable circumstances, and ensure
responsible data use in all forms of communication.

Questions

If screening and assessments are an element in state and district mandates, is there a clear definition as to when
the screener should be administered, and for what purposes? Is it clear which screeners and assessments are
appropriate to determine potential reading difficulties, including dyslexia, as opposed to progress monitoring and
assessing multilingual learners’ knowledge and abilities?

Are screening and assessment tools available in multiple languages? Have tools, whether they are in English or
other languages, been standardized to meet the needs of the state’s multilingual population?

Do the assessments adjust or differentiate for students at different English language proficiency levels? Do
the assessment publishers indicate the level of English proficiency needed for valid and reliable results when
administered to multilingual learners?

Are multilingual learners assessed in both English and their home language, when appropriate? Are the results
from both screeners used to develop a complete profile of student strengths and areas of improvement?

Do parents and caregivers understand the purpose and significance of the results from the assessments? Are they
informed about the role they can play in supporting their child's language and literacy development?

V. Retention

The issue of retention for multilingual learners is complex, and decisions must be based on multiple measures,
including students’ language proficiency, literacy development across languages, prior education experiences,
quality of instruction, as well as the length of time a student has been in the United States. In bilingual and dual
language programs, students’ biliteracy development follows trajectories that differ from monolingual literacy
pathways, and must be considered in retention decisions, particularly when grade-level expectations are based on
monolingual benchmarks.

Learning another language is a developmental process that takes time. While this process can be accelerated with
effective instruction, students’ abilities to access grade-level content in a language other than their home language
requires sustained opportunities for learning. Third grade retention does not necessarily lead to academic benefits
for MLs when the primary factor is language development. The limited research on retention for multilingual
learners shows that any benefits of retention fade over time. Moreover, studies consistently document that short-
term gains in reading scores are often the result of intensified and extended language and literacy supports
provided while students are retained. Retention decisions must be made with careful consideration, and should not
be used as a primary response to language development needs.



Conclusion

Comprehensive literacy policy for multilingual learners is not separate from
broader literacy reform. A comprehensive policy is essential for achieving equitable
literacy outcomes for all students. Policies that fail to address multilingual learner
development undermine both literacy equity and educational opportunity.

As documented in the Center for Applied Linguistics research brief, most states have enacted literacy legislation,
yet the majority lack intentional guidance and support for multilingual learners. At the same time, national attention
to literacy has appropriately focused on ensuring that all students become proficient readers who use literacy to
build knowledge, engage deeply with texts, and experience the joy and power of reading.

Without deliberate and research-based attention to multilingual learners, however, these efforts risk reinforcing
inequities rather than addressing them.

Multilingual learners are not a small or peripheral student population. They are one of the fastest-growing groups in
our schools, and bring significant linguistic, cultural, and cognitive assets to the classroom. Literacy policies that fail
to address second language development, biliteracy, oral language, cross-linguistic connections, and culturally and
linguistically sustaining instruction cannot fully meet the needs of multilingual learners.

The National Committee for Effective Literacy calls upon educators, researchers, community members,
policymakers, and state leaders to use this framework to examine and strengthen current literacy legislation,
policies, instructional guidance, and implementation systems through the lens of multilingual learners.

This framework is intended as a practical tool for states and districts to:

e identify gaps in current policy and practice

e strengthen comprehensive literacy systems

e align literacy initiatives with research on multilingual learners

e ensure that literacy reforms promote equity rather than deepen disparities

Without intentional, research-aligned policies for multilingual learners, well-intended literacy reforms risk leaving
yet another generation of students behind.
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