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ABSTRACT

Classrooms are more diverse than ever before with increasing numbers of multilingual students who are 
developing English proficiency while simultaneously being expected to learn and perform in English in 
literacy and the content areas. In the context of the United States, previous efforts to prepare teachers for 
the heterogeneous population of students have led to simplified curriculum that limits children’s equitable 
access to rigorous disciplinary learning. This chapter probes one project’s efforts to build capacity in 
schools by holistically preparing educators across grades and disciplines to provide equitable instruction 
for students labeled as English learners. Using a framework that added a language lens to the under-
standing by design framework already used in partner schools, participants developed understandings 
and practices that facilitated curricular design that maintained focus on language across instruction.
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INTRODUCTION

In schools across the United States and around the world, a diverse array of students enters classrooms 
ready to engage in learning and exploration. Recent statistical data indicate that approximately 20% 
of students in U.S. public schools speak a language other than English at home (National Center for 
Education Statistics [NCES], 2021). This results in a significant student sub-group that includes ample 
linguistic and cultural diversity. About half of these students, approximately five million or 10% of the 
kindergarten-through-twelfth-grade (K-12) student population, are considered English learners (ELs). 
EL is a formal label ascribed to students developing English proficiency as measured by standardized 
language tests of listening, speaking, reading, and writing (Linquanti & Cook, 2013, NCES, 2021). 
Despite the opportunities provided by this diversity, the demographic shifts of recent decades have 
resulted in various challenges in disciplinary classrooms, where teaching and learning typically occurs 
in English (Bunch, 2013; Moschkovich, 2013; van Lier & Walqui, 2012). To ensure that students have 
equitable access to content instruction, educators must explicitly attend to language development in daily 
instruction (Commins & Miramontes 2006; Lucas et al., 2008).

Simultaneous with the diversifying demographics spanning urban, suburban, and rural regions of the 
United States, educational reform efforts have bolstered the emphasis on language. In K-12 classrooms, 
the shift to the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) has reinforced the language-rich nature of content 
areas like science and mathematics (National Governors Association Center for Best Practices [NGA 
Center] & Council of Chief State School Officers [CCSSO], 2010; National Research Council [NRC], 
2013). The language focus prompts instruction that merges listening, speaking, reading, and writing to 
build core practices, skills, and concepts and yield real-world problem solvers and communicators. At 
universities, the adoption of the Teacher Performance Assessment (edTPA) has led teacher educators 
in many states to prioritize academic language in teacher preparation coursework (Stanford Center for 
Assessment, Learning, and Equity [SCALE], 2018). Shifting practices increasingly emphasize how 
disciplinary language develops simultaneous to learning and incorporating language development into 
instruction. These policy shifts have prompted the need for an approach to instructional design that 
promotes rigorous disciplinary learning and language development.

Understanding by Design® has been guiding educators’ curricular design for the past two decades, 
prompting rigorous teaching and authentic learning in classrooms across the world (Wiggins & McTighe, 
2005). A flexible framework that spans disciplines and grades, Understanding by Design (UbD) prompts 
teachers to move beyond the coverage of curriculum to instead design instruction that creatively and 
authentically deepens students’ understandings and prompts transfer of learning to other contexts. In 
this chapter, we describe adding a language lens to the existing UbD framework to prepare teachers to 
design instruction in increasing multilingual classrooms. Seeking to promote equitable access to rigor-
ous disciplinary instruction for students labeled as ELs, this approach differs from traditional tendencies 
in the field, such as maintaining content and language as separate entities of teaching and learning or 
simply adding a box at the end of a planning template for a one-size-fits-all strategy. Instead, this ap-
proach responds to the changing demographics, policies, and practices in schools to prepare disciplinary 
teachers who can support students’ language development to promote rigorous and meaningful learning 
in the classroom (Heineke & McTighe, 2018).
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BACKGROUND: ENGLISH LEARNER EDUCATION IN THE UNITED STATES

English learners have long been a presence in U.S. schools, garnering attention in the latter half of the 20th 
century. As a part of the Civil Rights movement in the 1960s, the Elementary and Secondary Education 
Act (ESEA), including the American Bilingual Education Act (BEA), sought to bring attention to ELs 
(Lyons, 1995; Public Law 90-247, 1968; Yarborough, 1967; Yell, 2013). This federal policy recognized 
the urgency to meet the linguistic needs of ELs, allowing the use of students’ first languages for teaching 
and learning (Public Law, 1968; Punches, 1985). The policy’s purpose was not to provide a definition 
or mandate bilingual education, but to serve as the funding incentive to support states and districts to 
establish bilingual education programs.

Following ESEA, landmark court cases resulted in federal policies that further shaped the landscape 
of EL education. Lau v. Nichols (1974) deemed it illegal to allow children to sink or swim in English-
only general education classrooms, requiring schools to provide language accommodations (Alexander & 
Nava,1977; de Jong, 2011). The resulting Lau remedies from the Office of Civil Rights (OCR) compelled 
districts to demonstrate approaches to identify students’ home languages, evaluate English proficiency, 
and determine program effectiveness (Cardenas, 1976). Building from those efforts, Castañeda v. Pickard 
(1981) resulted in a three-pronged test to ensure sound nature of EL programming based on educational 
theories, effective implementation results, and positive language acquisition. These policies solidified 
the imperative for educators to provide sound and effective supports for students learning English.

The Castañeda three-prong test resulted in programs including bilingual and English as a Second 
Language (ESL), with the latter as the priority in the 1980s (Crawford, 2000; Dicker, 2003; Lyons, 1995; 
Woolard, 1989). Sheltered or structured English immersion programs emerged to promote proficiency 
in English while students worked toward graduation standards, which received federal funding in line 
with BEA priorities. In states and municipalities, ideological battles between English-only and bilingual 
advocates waged as stakeholders either supported or discouraged students’ home languages in school 
environments. Emergent from the English for the Children campaign, voters in three states passed propo-
sitions prohibiting the use of bilingual education with ELs in schools and instead requiring English-only 
sheltered immersion programming: California with Proposition 227 in 1998, Arizona with Proposition 
203 in 2000, and Massachusetts with Question 2 in 2002 (Wright, 2005).

Despite priority being given to sheltered instructional programming in state and federal policy, there 
existed little guidance for implementation of this approach in practice (Echevarría et al., 2013). The 
Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP) tapped into existing research to generate school-wide, 
holistic interventions to support ELs across different subjects (Short et al., 2011). The model sought 
to integrate language development within disciplinary learning, providing teachers with an eight-part 
template to guide lesson planning (Echevarría & Short, 2011). Despite its widespread use, SIOP has 
critiques from theoretical, methodological, and practical perspectives (Crawford & Reyes, 2015; Silzer 
& Parson, 2015). Scholars have raised concerns regarding (a) contradictory theoretical foundations with 
emphasis on explicit teaching of discrete skills over deeper understandings, (b) limited research base 
of effectiveness beyond a handful of studies by SIOP authors, (c) its application beyond the originally 
targeted audience of ELs at intermediate language proficiency, and (d) the many rigid lesson components 
that make instructional planning laborious.

Despite its intention to support educators in designing disciplinary instruction for ELs, the SIOP 
model was frequently implemented in ways that separated students based on English proficiency and 
yielded watered-down curriculum with lowered expectations and without home language supports (Oakes 
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et al., 2013). In this way, while English-proficient students engaged in rich, grade-level, inquiry-based 
learning in general-education classrooms, ELs in sheltered classrooms received instruction focused on 
discrete, low-level skills and decontextualized vocabulary (Gibbons, 2009). This divide between so-called 
mainstream and sheltered classrooms resulted in siloed practice and preparation among teachers. For 
example, even in the same grade level or department, teachers in general education classrooms might 
plan curriculum using UbD whereas teachers of ELs used the SIOP model. Teacher preparation mirrored 
these disparate approaches to instructional design: ESL, bilingual, and sheltered teachers developed 
EL-specific repertoires, whereas general educators did not (Gándara et al., 2005; Genesee et al., 2006).

While educators grappled with these challenges moving into the 21st century, the EL population 
continued to grow. No Child Left Behind (NCLB) resulted in decreased use of bilingual programs and 
enhanced pressure to move ELs into English-medium classrooms (Lucas & Grinberg, 2008). Within 
this context, scholars and teacher educators tentatively explored the possibility of framing all general-
education classroom teachers as EL-prepared educators (Bunch, 2013; Garciá et al., 2010; Lucas, et al., 
2008). Scholars recommended that practitioners build from existing content and pedagogical knowledge 
to develop (a) understandings of language learning, (b) knowledge about their ELs cultural and linguistic 
backgrounds, (c) culturally and linguistically responsive instructional approaches, and (d) sociopolitical 
awareness of values, cultural norms, and subjectivities (Cochran-Smith & Zeichner, 2005; Darling-
Hammond & Bransford, 2005; Garciá et al., 2010; Harper & de Jong, 2004; Ladson-Billings, 1995; 
Lucas, et al., 2008; Samway & McKeon, 2007).

The shift to the CCSS and Next Generation Science Standards in 2010 prompted action upon these 
recommendations. Under the backdrop of the promotion of new standards, ELs’ language development 
was no longer the responsibility of EL specialists, rather than a shared endeavor across disciplines (Bunch, 
2013; Lucas et al., 2018). All practitioners needed to understand language progressions, demands, scaf-
folds, and supports, which were recommended to be infused into pre-service teacher education programs 
and professional development for in-service educators (Santos, et al., 2013). More importantly, new 
standards provided the opportunity to rethink previous deficit-based practices that often resulted in ELs 
receiving watered-down curricula in segregated settings (van Lier & Walqui, 2012). In teacher education 
programs and professional development, stakeholders developed pre-service and in-service teachers’ 
comprehensive knowledge of curricula, instructions, and evaluations for ELs’ in line with new standards 
(Bunch, 2013; Santos et al., 2013; van Lier & Walqui, 2012).

In the last decade, U.S. schools have worked to implement these changes and recommendations, 
which often centers on teacher preparation. School-based efforts to prepare all teachers for ELs include 
collaboration within schools where teachers work together across classroom contexts (e.g., Russell, 2014; 
Villavicencio, 2021), as well as partnerships extending beyond schools to provide aligned professional 
development (Dover & Rodríguez-Valls, 2018; Plough & Garcia, 2015). The next section explores one 
collaborative project seeking to accomplish these important and challenging tasks: maintaining rigorous 
disciplinary instruction while supporting language development and preparing content-area teachers to 
facilitate this dual-focused approach in their classrooms with students.

LANGUAGE MATTERS: EQUITY AND INCLUSION FOR ENGLISH LEARNERS

The shift to the CCSS marked a drastic shift in the education of students labeled as ELs. When the 
rigorous standards came out, EL scholars and practitioners embraced the opportunity to change the 
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field. Organized by Stanford University, the Understanding Language group involved experts in ELs 
spanning disciplines, including literacy, mathematics, science, social studies, and teacher education. 
These scholars sought to shift the decades long tendency to simplify and reduce the rigor of literacy 
and disciplinary instruction for ELs and instead maintain the expectations of the new standards while 
scaffolding for language simultaneously (e.g., Bunch, 2013; Moschkovich, 2013; Santos et al., 2012; 
van Lier & Walqui, 2012). This groundbreaking work of the Understanding Language group prompted 
grant funding to promote the application of these conceptual frameworks into daily practice. In one 
urban region of the Midwest, a local foundation made this the priority of a request for proposals, where 
partnerships between stakeholders at universities, school districts, and community organizations could 
apply for funding to support teacher preparation for ELs amid the shift to the CCSS.

The Language Matters project emerged from this work. A partnership between one mid-sized, private, 
urban university and one large, public, urban school district, the efforts centered on building capacity 
within and across schools. The goal was to disrupt tendencies that had typified the field to nurture the 
disciplinary learning and language development of the high number of students labeled as ELs in the 
district. First, the work sought to remove the siloes that typify schools and prepare teachers to support 
language across grades and disciplines. Second, the collaboration targeted specific regions of the city 
to ensure that capacity building efforts were responsive to unique multilingual communities. Third, the 
project spanned K-12 contexts to promote longitudinal language development as ELs moved through 
schooling. Fourth, the work aimed to holistically approach teacher professional development and practice 
without adding new planning tools or templates distinct from colleagues. In sum, the Language Matters 
project aimed to build capacity to allow ELs to receive rigorous curricular and meaningful instruction 
from expert teachers who strategically design and scaffold for their language development.

Collaboration and responsiveness emerged as key levers of this work. Prior to initiating this work, 
the education faculty had committed to creating and maintaining mutually beneficial partnerships with 
schools and communities as a part of their field-based teacher preparation program (Heineke & Giat-
sou, 2020). The Language Matters team at the university, comprised of teacher educators spanning EL, 
literacy, and the content areas, built from these existing partnerships and leveraged new ones in focal 
regions to maintain the K-12 scope of the work. From there, the collaborative nature of the project took 
hold, with the school stakeholders driving the work and university faculty responding to their unique 
contexts and situations. From these initial conversations emerged the integral focus on Understanding 
by Design®, a curricular design framework used for decades in primarily general education classrooms 
to plan inquiry-based curriculum with authentic instruction that developed in-depth, comprehensive 
understandings (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). Schools were already using this framework to plan in-
struction, so the logical next step to reach the above-stated goals was to add a lens on language to the 
UbD template and provide professional development around its use. In the sub-sections that follow, we 
(a) introduce the design of UbD with a language lens and (b) explain the implementation professional 
development efforts around its use.

Backward Design for Learning and Language Development

UbD embraces the notion of backward planning, where designers begin with the end goals in mind and 
design instruction to supports learners’ progress toward those goals (Wiggins & McTighe, 2011). With 
planning typically focused on the unit level, UbD provides a three-stage design process guided by a 
planning template to mediate practitioners’ thinking as they flesh out the original curriculum. Backward 
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design for learning and language development maintains the components of UbD design by weaving in the 
focus on language across existing stages. With this approach, the existing UbD framework and template 
remains the same, with the language lens integrated throughout to plan instruction that is culturally and 
linguistically responsive to the students in the classroom (Gay, 2010; Lucas et al., 2008). We discuss the 
design of the UbD framework for learning and language development below.

Pre-Planning

Responsive practice necessitates starting with students in classrooms, including consideration of col-
lective and individual backgrounds, abilities, strengths, and needs (Gay, 2010; Herrera, 2016; Lucas 
et al., 2008). The pre-planning stage emphasizes the importance of recognizing the rich diversity and 
assets that students bring to classroom learning. Aligned with previous work in disciplinary teaching 
and learning, this approach is based on the premise that learners’ cultural and linguistic backgrounds 
influence how they learn and engage with mathematics (e.g., Bishop, 1988; Gutiérrez, 2002; Leonard 
et al., 2010; Nasir et al., 2008). With the language lens on UbD, practitioners (a) recognize students’ 
language backgrounds and cultural background knowledge as resources for learning and (b) use multiple 
forms of formal and anecdotal data to understand the holistic nature of students’ learning and language 
development (Heineke & McTighe, 2018).

Stage One

Central to the notion of backward design, Stage One of UbD begins instructional design by identifying 
the desired results for students’ learning and understanding at the end of the unit of study (Wiggins & 
McTighe, 2005). Aligned to established goals, such as the Common Core Standards, practitioners first 
define the instructional goals for transfer, meaning, and acquisition. Transfer goals pinpoint how students 
will autonomously transfer and use learning beyond the math unit. Meaning goals consider the big ideas 
and understandings that students will develop and deepen as they grapple with essential questions around 
disciplinary concepts, principles, and processes. Acquisition goals focus on related knowledge and skills, 
which serve as building blocks for students to achieve larger transfer and meaning goals.

When adding a language lens on Stage One, the goal is to maintain the rigor of the unit while targeting 
language development. In this way, the unit’s transfer and meaning goals – those big ideas centered on 
integral disciplinary concepts and processes – stay the same. The key steps in Stage One with a language 
lens are (a) analyzing the language needed to achieve these greater goals for learning and understanding 
and (b) targeting the development of this pertinent language by drafting language-focused acquisition 
goals. Knowledge indicators target academic language features, including words (e.g., vocabulary terms, 
multiple meaning words), sentences (e.g., grammatical constructions, sentence stems), and texts (e.g., text 
features and structures). Skill indicators specify the central language functions (e.g., explain, compare, 
evaluate) across the four language domains (i.e., listening, speaking, reading, writing).

Stage Two

Following the identification of desired results in Stage One, Stage Two of UbD involves integrating 
assessments across units of study for students to demonstrate their ongoing learning, understanding, 
and achievement as aligned to unit goals. Performance tasks are central to the UbD framework, as 
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they prompt students to engage in authentic situations that require transfer of disciplinary learning to 
real-world problems and practices (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). Students take on particular roles (e.g., 
mathematician, engineer, and small business owner) and use understandings of concepts and processes 
in simulated situations aligned to the unit of study. In addition to performance tasks, supplementary 
evidence is collected in various forms across units to glean important information on students’ progress; 
this includes formal measures integrated into units of study such as tests, quizzes, and academic prompts.

The language lens on Stage Two centers on designing assessments that (a) capture data on both dis-
ciplinary learning and language development and (b) provide equitable access for all students to demon-
strate progress toward unit goals. Performance tasks allow teachers to integrate language via authentic, 
collaborative, and language-rich experiences that involve multiple language functions and domains. To 
ensure all students can actively participate, assessment tasks and tools should be culturally responsive and 
linguistically accessible; in other words, we want to evaluate students’ learning and progress toward unit 
goals, not their cultural background knowledge or language proficiency. This begins by considering the 
background knowledge needed to take part in the simulated situation, which typically prompts students 
to transfer their learning in a novel role and context. The integration of differentiated linguistic supports 
further fosters students’ active participation in assessments, including tools like graphic organizers, 
bilingual dictionaries, visuals, and strategic groups (Heineke & McTighe, 2018).

Stage Three

Stage Thee of UbD involves designing instruction that authentically facilitates students’ learning and 
understanding as aligned to Stage One goals and Stage Two assessments (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). 
The learning plan includes strategically sequenced, hands-on experiences with real-world application 
and differentiation based on students’ backgrounds, abilities, strengths, and needs. Formative assessments 
are embedded to collect data on students’ progress across the unit of study (Wiggins & McTighe, 2011).

When adding the language lens, the goal is to design instruction that promotes language development 
and provides equitable access to learning. Through strategic incorporation of collaborative, cognitively 
demanding tasks and complex, culturally relevant texts, teachers target the disciplinary language functions 
and features prioritized in Stage One. When designing tasks, teachers provide differentiated scaffolds 
to support active participation, such as word banks and sentence frames. When using complex texts, 
teachers add scaffolds like marginal notes or modified fonts to call attention to demanding disciplin-
ary language (Walqui & van Lier, 2010). Stage Three also involves tapping into students’ cultural and 
linguistic background knowledge as resources for learning (Herrera, 2016; Moll & González, 1997), 
including the use of students’ home languages in instruction regardless of the primary language of the 
classroom or teacher (Collier & Thomas, 2007). By leveraging students’ rich assets and resources in Stage 
Three, teachers use thoughtful and purposeful curricular design with the UbD template to springboard 
progress toward Stage One learning goals (Heineke & McTighe, 2018).

Preparing Practitioners to Support Language via Understanding by Design®

Designing and refining the UbD framework with a lens on language was the first step to this work. By 
using the existing instructional design approach and template already being implemented by teachers, 
the Language Matters team promoted holistic efforts in partner schools where EL education was not 
siloed with its own approach to instructional design such as SIOP (Echevarria et al., 2013). Additionally, 
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drawing from the rich traditions of UbD to center on inquiry and the development of in-depth conceptual 
understandings over discrete skills, this approach pushed back on prolific tendencies in the field that 
had endured for decades. Nonetheless, the work to integrate a language lens into the UbD template was 
only the first step. The next step involved building capacity for educators to use the template to design 
curriculum and instruction for ELs that maintained grade-level and disciplinary rigor while supporting 
language development and tapping into rich cultural and linguistic resources for learning. Those efforts 
are described in this sub-section.

This sub-section tackles two objectives. First, thick description of the work provides readers with an 
in-depth understanding of the professional development efforts, including the key levers that mediate 
teacher learning. Note that these key levers have emerged from empirical findings from both internal and 
external evaluations (Heineke et al., 2018). Second, the narrative explores the professional development 
of one teacher to exemplify the processes and outcomes of the professional development efforts. Author 
Luke Carman taught seventh and eighth grade mathematics at Walton Multicultural Academy (WMA; 
pseudonym), a partner school within one region of the city with significant cultural and linguistic di-
versity among its student population. This chapter’s focus on middle-school mathematics was strategic 
to highlight two underexplored areas of EL teacher professional development.

Pre-Planning to Focus on Students

The pre-planning stage grounded curricular design in the unique context of the school and community, 
specifically focusing on the unique and diverse nuances of students. The addition of this preliminary 
step preceding the three existing stages of instructional design aimed to add an explicit lens on cultur-
ally and linguistically responsive practice (Gay, 2018; Lucas et al., 2008). In other words, the Language 
Matters team did not want practitioners to plan generic instruction for any classroom but instead include 
specific lenses on their learners’ rich cultural and linguistic background knowledge (Herrera, 2016; Moll 
& González, 1997). In capacity building efforts in schools, this meant attempting to develop educators’ 
understandings of the heterogeneity within the homogenous label of EL.

To reach these goals, the professional development series began with teachers reviewing and analyz-
ing data from their schools. School leaders amassed relevant macro-level data sources in line with the 
above-described goals, including data from home language surveys, standardized tests of language pro-
ficiency (e.g., WIDA’s ACCESS test), and standardized test scores in the content areas disaggregated by 
EL label. Educators explored the data to glean realizations about the many languages used by children in 
homes, various language competencies by domain, and subsequent influences on academic performance 
as measured by standardized tests. In addition to these macro-level data spanning the school, teachers 
brought formal and anecdotal data on students in their classrooms to add more nuance to the conversation. 
Using a tool called a holistic student profile (Heineke & McTighe, 2018), teachers document the assets 
of individual learners, including sources of background knowledge, language preferences and abilities, 
and mathematical self-efficacy (Collier & Thomas, 2007; Herrera, 2016). Across these data analyses, 
facilitators consistently (a) reinforced the strengths and resources of learners and (b) previewed how to 
conduct responsive instruction with the UbD framework.

Luke and his middle-school colleagues on the WMA team recognized that the diversity of their 
school. Situated in one of the most diverse neighborhoods of the urban metropolis, they were broadly 
aware of the multilingual and multiethnic nature of their workplace. But at the middle-school level, many 
students speak with relatively strong proficiency in English, which often skewed adults’ perceptions. 
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Drawing from home language survey data, Luke and his team discovered that an impressive 90% of the 
300 students who attend WMA spoke a language other than English at home, with representation of 16 
different languages. 72% of students were Spanish dominant, with families coming from various locales 
across Central America, South America, Mexico, and the Caribbean, meaning that learners potentially 
spoke different varieties and dialects of Spanish. Luke was interested to learn that 16% of students were 
labeled as ELs per standardized test scores of listening, speaking, reading, and writing, which included 
both newcomers to the United States and long-term ELs who had attended the neighboring elementary 
school since kindergarten. He found that many of his students were previously labeled as ELs but had 
tested out of the label prior to coming to WMA.

Defining Goals in Stage One

The language lens on Stage One of UbD uncovered practitioners’ linguistic blind spots regarding the 
language demands inherent in disciplinary curriculum. As experts in their content areas, as well as many 
also being English-dominant, teachers have not consistently recognized that the language used for teach-
ing and learning might need particular attention to allow learners to deeply engage with the content. By 
adding the language lens in Stage One, framework authors endeavored to place language at the forefront 
of curriculum designers’ minds, rather than save this as an afterthought for the end of instructional plan-
ning. To accomplish this, professional development efforts aimed for educators to analyze and pinpoint 
discipline-specific language functions and features at the word, sentence, and discourse levels to target 
language development in units of study (WIDA, 2012).

Professional development efforts committed substantial time to delving into the nuances of disciplinary 
language. Based on data collection from partner schools, the Language Matters team knew that teachers 
reported using EL instructional strategies without awareness of the language demands for which they 
were scaffolding (Heineke et al., 2018). Recognizing practitioners as content experts in their respective 
disciplines, as well as pedagogical content experts in disciplinary teaching methods (Shulman, 1986), 
facilitators endeavored to add linguistic expertise to educators’ repertoires of practice. Buy-in emerged 
as an integral lever, specifically encouraging teachers to take the perspective of ELs in why language 
might be demanding. To build empathy with learners’ experiences with demanding language, facilitators 
used complex scholarly journal articles from the university library and prompted participants to read and 
use the text to engage in learning. The collaborative reflection after the simulation provided a segue to 
deconstruct linguistic blind spots, getting teachers to think critically about the complexity of disciplin-
ary language in their curriculum. Tools to analyze language features and functions (Assessment and 
Accountability Comprehensive Center at WestEd [AACCW], 2010; WIDA, 2012), as well as examples 
from each of the major disciplines, provided teachers with guidance to probe the demands specific to 
their content areas, classrooms, and students.

Following these simulations, Luke worked on a unit of study from his eighth-grade algebra class. 
He had already drafted the unit in collaboration with his departmental colleagues and EL and special 
education co-teachers and endeavored to add the language lens as a part of the professional develop-
ment series. Luke was steadfast in his desire for all students to meet the Common Core mathematics 
standards, as well as the aligned transfer and meaning goals focused on selecting and using varied and 
effective strategies for dynamic and flexible problem solving. Teaching in a multilingual community, he 
already recognized the importance of language in math teaching and learning; however, the facilitator’s 
guided practice supported his analysis of potential language demands. Using the graphic organizers on 
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language functions and features (AACCW, 2010; WIDA, 2012), he pinpointed the pertinent linguistic 
knowledge and skills for the unit. Knowledge indicators included vocabulary (e.g., slope, intercept, 
coefficient), words used in new ways (e.g., intersection, cancellation), lexical bundles (e.g., dependent 
variable, inverse operations), use/reference of variables, comparative sentence structures, and sequen-
tial directions. Skill indicators focused on language functions tied to cognitive processes including (a) 
translating between algebraic and standard forms, (b) comparing lines with varying equations, and (c) 
explaining appropriate methods for finding the system of equations.

Developing Assessments in Stage Two

The language lens on Stage Two developed authentic and appropriate ways to evaluate students’ prog-
ress toward goals while ensuring equitable access for ELs. Teachers have often learned to develop or 
select assessment tools in line with content knowledge rather than students’ language abilities and cul-
tural background knowledge. Preceding the development of sound assessments for units, the sub-goal 
emerged to develop educators’ criticality around traditional tests of student learning, building on previous 
empathy-building activities to recognize how ELs may not have equitable opportunities to demonstrate 
their abilities and understandings. Then, sessions shifted to providing teachers with alternatives to assess 
learners with authentic performance tasks that aligned to Stage One goals for disciplinary learning and 
language development. In capacity building efforts, this meant modeling and guided practice in design-
ing performance tasks in response to unique students in classrooms.

Sessions on Stage Two commenced with buy-in and awareness in advance of application to instructional 
design. Teachers critically analyzed traditional testing tools for linguistic and cultural bias, prompting 
considerations of how to assess disciplinary knowledge and skills without requiring advanced language 
proficiency or requisite background knowledge. Facilitators then introduced the concept of performance 
tasks, tapping into participants’ prior knowledge of project-based learning and authentic classroom 
assessments. Teachers explored language-rich performance tasks as alternatives to glean data on stu-
dents’ learning and language development, specifically probing ideas for oral (e.g., podcast, roleplay), 
written (e.g., blog, proposal), and displayed tasks (e.g., blueprint, website). The GRASPS format from 
the UbD framework guided teachers in fleshing out performance tasks to facilitate learners’ transfer 
to novel contexts outside the classroom, including the task goal, role, audience, situation, product or 
performance, and standards and criteria for success (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). Facilitators added the 
language lens to prompt considerations of background knowledge and language proficiency to ensure 
tasks accessible for all learners (Heineke et al., 2018). Finally, the session connected back to tools from 
the WIDA Consortium (WIDA, 2007, 2016) to incorporate developmentally appropriate language func-
tions from Can-do descriptors and differentiated supports via graphic, sensory, and interactive scaffolds 
into assessment tasks, tools, and rubrics.

Through participation in professional development, Luke analyzed word problems in his existing cur-
riculum. Finding bias in the traditional test items, he developed a rubric to evaluate the cultural relevance 
for his students, specifically probing the people, places, and problems presented (see Heineke & McTighe, 
2018). Luke then worked collaboratively with his colleagues to create a GRASPS task for the focal unit 
of study that tapped into students’ prior knowledge of jobs held by family and community members, as 
well as notions of making money tied to revenue and expenses. The WPA team wanted students to apply 
understandings about systems of equation to real-world problems using the four domains of language as 
they engaged in problem solving, drafted scripts for career counseling, and performed oral presentation. 
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In line with the UbD 2.0 template (Wiggins & McTighe, 2011), they identified evaluative criteria for 
the assessment task that directly aligned to Stage 1 goals (e.g., real-world career, graphic representation, 
accurate algebraic solution, math-based argument, and math language) and then fleshed out the task 
rubric. With guidance from the facilitator and support from the EL teacher on the WPA team, Luke and 
his team integrated language across the content-focused rubric, including foci on word, sentence, and 
discourse features of mathematical language.

Planning Instruction in Stage Three

The final focus of the professional development series, the language lens on Stage Three supported 
educators in selecting aligned and appropriate methods, strategies, and resources for students to reach 
Stage One goals. Tapping into educators’ background knowledge of EL instructional strategies, session 
goals centered on participants fleshing out meaningful and authentic learning trajectories with language-
rich activities and scaffolds. Grounded in the tenets of culturally and linguistically responsive practice, 
this meant reinforcing the importance of strategically selecting and organizing instructional approaches 
in the UbD template in response to the backgrounds, competencies, and preferences of the students in 
the classroom (Gay, 2018; Herrera, 2016; Lucas et al., 2008) to foster progress toward learning goals.

Language Matters team members closed by focusing on Stage Three with a language lens. Drawing 
from preliminary data collected at partner schools, facilitators knew that participants felt most confident 
with the focus on instruction, in contrast to previous foci on goals and assessments (Heineke et al., 2018). 
Educators described previous coursework and professional development focused on EL instructional 
strategies, such as incorporating visuals, teaching vocabulary terms, and strategically grouping students. 
Nonetheless, findings indicated the need to emphasize not using a strategy for strategy’s sake but instead 
strategically selecting instructional approaches based on the unique students and predefined goals for 
learning and language development. In this way, facilitators returned to earlier session foci on students 
(e.g., language backgrounds and proficiency levels) and goals (e.g., language functions and features) to 
model and guide practitioners in selecting and organizing learning events and materials in response to 
students and goals. With their own students and learning goals in mind, participants explored research-
based approaches and resources for EL instruction, such as bilingual and home-language resources, 
amplification of complex texts, and culturally relevant materials.

Luke and his colleagues collaboratively approached Stage Three design with a language lens, work-
ing under the guidance of the facilitator and contributing various areas of expertise to the learning plan, 
including mathematics, EL, and special education. They began the unit by using word-based prompts 
to tap into prior knowledge and preview disciplinary vocabulary like slope, intercept, and coefficient. 
Across the unit, they ensured various contexts of learning (e.g., modeling, application, discussion) and 
targeted strategies that prompted all language domains (e.g., inquiry groups, send-a-problem). Among 
these instructional events, they found ways to purposefully incorporate students’ linguistic backgrounds 
to support learning, such as grouping students by home language to allow for bilingual interaction. They 
also extended learning to homes and communities, prompting students to glean insight and information 
from parents and community members. To collect evidence of students’ learning to inform instruction, 
Luke integrated formative assessments of language development, including artifacts (e.g., personal word 
walls of math terms) and observations of mathematical language using developmental rubrics designed 
from Can-do descriptors (WIDA, 2016).
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SOLUTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This chapter shares one approach to shifting practice in schools to promote equity and inclusion for stu-
dents labeled as ELs. Anyone who has spent time in the classroom can attest to the fact that teaching is 
highly complex practice. EL education exacerbates this complexity, given that students situated within 
this homogenous label come to school with various languages and language varieties, varying compe-
tencies and abilities, unique cultural practices and background knowledge, and diverse experiences in 
homes, communities, and schools (Herrera, 2016). Students spanning grade levels engage with literacy 
and disciplinary learning while bringing their rich and varied funds of knowledge to make sense of the 
curriculum (Moll & González, 1997. In this way, the target audience is different in every classroom 
with learners of different ages, developmental levels, competencies, home languages, cultural practices, 
interests, and identities. Many approaches to teaching attempt to simplify this complexity, such as as-
signing labels to students (e.g., ELs) or providing lists of instructional strategies (e.g., think-pair-share). 
Transforming education for this population involves disrupting traditional approaches that segregate 
students apart from peers and lower expectations for disciplinary learning and language, as well as em-
bracing that there is no one-size-fits-all approach. Expertise must be developed among educators and 
stakeholders, which is explored in this section.

Complex Professional Learning Grounded in Existing Practice

Various frameworks have been developed to support teacher educators, administrators, and professional 
development providers in pinpointing the expertise that general education teachers need to infuse a 
language lens into their daily practice. Lucas and colleagues (2008) coined the term linguistically re-
sponsive practice and designated various understandings about language and language development, 
paired with related pedagogical practices for teachers to enact in classrooms with learners. Part of the 
work of the Understanding Language group, Santos and colleagues (2012) defined a four-part framework 
for teachers to understand language progressions (i.e., how language develops) and language demands 
(i.e., discipline-specific language functions and features) as a means to strategically design instruction 
that incorporates language scaffolds (i.e., curricula designed with language lens) and language supports 
(i.e., responding to individual needs in instruction). The Language Matters project tapped into these 
frameworks, as well as others that provide the crucial lens on cultural heterogeneity and responsiveness 
(Gay, 2010; Herrera, 2016), to ground the trajectory of practical professional development in solid theory 
and research from leading experts in the field.

By tapping into existing frameworks regarding teacher expertise for ELs, professional development 
providers can design holistic learning experiences for practitioners to develop pertinent understandings 
and practices. Findings from the Language Matters project indicated a preliminary step prior to focus on 
understandings and practices: building buy-in, empathy, and general awareness (Heineke et al., 2018). 
Disciplinary teachers focus on teaching their disciplines, which means that lenses on ELs and language 
may be considered as someone else’s role and responsibility (Feiman-Nemser, 2018). These silos are 
engrained in our educational institution and require disruption, specifically about the role of language 
in disciplinary learning and the responsibility of teachers in attending to language in disciplinary in-
struction. Simulations can prompt empathy with ELs in disciplinary classrooms, putting teachers in 
situations that make them realize the need to focus on language in content-area instruction, such as the 
scholarly article activity described above in the professional development session related to Stage One. 



166

Instructional Design With a Language Lens
 

Not only should disciplinary teachers recognize the impact of their actions and expectations on learn-
ers, but they must also disrupt the common tendency to assume that deficits among ELs results in lack 
of student engagement and understanding (e.g., Clark & Peterson, 1986; Haneda, 2014; Hopkins et al., 
2019; Pajares, 1996; Penfield, 1987).

Building teachers’ buy-in, understandings, and practices is central to professional development efforts 
but means nothing if this expertise does not meaningfully transfer into work with students. Perhaps the 
most significant decision in the Language Matters project was attaching professional learning to the UbD 
framework and template being used in partner schools (Heineke et al., 2018). This meant that teachers 
were not learning or being expected to do something in addition, subsequently situating ELs as an add-
on to expected daily practice that only certain teachers needed to do (Gibbons, 2009). Participants in the 
Language Matters professional development series developed understandings and practices around lan-
guage progressions, demands, scaffolds, and supports (Lucas et al., 2008; Santos et al., 2012) with direct 
integration and application to disciplinary instructional design with the UbD framework. For example, 
the pre-planning stage centered on students’ cultural backgrounds and language progressions. Stage One 
delved in language demands, whereas Stages Two and Three probed appropriate scaffolds and supports 
within assessment and instruction. Teachers then designed curriculum grounded in unique schools and 
students, applying their developing expertise in the context of different disciplines and classrooms.

By attaching EL expertise to existing curricular design frameworks used in schools, efforts can dis-
rupt traditional silos between EL and content teachers, as well as encourage thoughtful curriculum and 
instruction that attends to language development for all learners. In this project, UbD with a language 
lens supported teachers in designing instruction rigorous, authentic, and responsive to students’ diverse 
backgrounds, abilities, strengths, and needs (Heineke & McTighe, 2018). Research showed the efficacy 
of this approach, as teachers drafted and enacted curricula that explicitly targeted language and incorpo-
rated learners’ unique resources like home language materials and culturally responsive texts (Heineke 
et al., 2018). Whether using UbD or another approach, adding a language lens on existing instructional 
practice centers on maintaining grade-level expectations for learning while using language to enhance 
instruction and provide equitable access for ELs. With growing linguistic diversity and enhanced focus 
on language through CCSS and other standards, the language lens on curricular design can equip teach-
ers to promote equity and inclusion in disciplinary classrooms.

Collaboration Across Stakeholders in Schools

In addition to focal components of professional development, the process of capacity building efforts 
– centered on collaboration across stakeholders – emerges as integral (Heineke et al., 2018). This chap-
ter has provided narrative description of Luke and his middle-school colleagues learning alongside of 
each other and tapping into their own expertise to support professional growth and curricular design. 
In Language Matters sessions, teachers co-plan and eventually co-teach curriculum across content ar-
eas, ESL, and special education to reinforce the mindset of inclusive and responsive practices, where 
language development is the job of all teachers and can be accomplished spanning classroom contexts 
at the school. The UbD framework (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005, 2011) served as the common tool to 
facilitate teachers’ collaborative learning and application. Part of the larger empirical findings regarding 
the efficacy of the Language Matters project, teachers shared that UbD with a language lens served as 
integral to developing their understandings around language and ELs, as well as promoting collaboration 
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across educators within and across schools as they designed and shared units of study using the same 
framework (Heineke et al., 2018).

Whereas this chapter situates teachers’ professional development as the focal component of capacity 
building efforts, it is important to emphasize the role of school and district leaders. In Language Matters 
programming, regional directors, principals, assistant principals, and instructional coaches participated 
in workshops alongside teachers on the school- and community-based teams, as well as engaged in 
sessions with one another apart from teachers focused on broader structures and systems for ELs in 
schools. The consistent inclusion of leaders proved detrimental to project efforts to (a) develop aware-
ness, understandings, and practices for working with students labeled as ELs, (b) promote curricular 
design efforts holistically across the school between professional development sessions, and (c) apply 
deepening expertise to school- and district-level programming and decision-making. Leaders described 
the focus on UbD as the key lever to both applicability and sustainability, as teachers integrated language 
development and inclusive practices into the curricular design work already being done by the school 
and district (Heineke et al., 2018). They then worked to facilitate co-planning and co-teaching to allow 
teachers to implement units in meaningful ways in classrooms with students.

But administrators are not the only leaders capable of influencing larger change for ELs in schools. 
Research on the Language Matters project also confirmed the integral role of teacher leaders, specifically 
those who enrolled in the graduate program at the university in addition to the professional development 
series described above (Heineke et al., 2018). With participants’ tuition at the private university partially 
funded by the grant, the Language Matters cohort allowed educators to earn their ESL endorsement with 
the option to continue coursework for a full Master’s degree in EL education. Teachers and instructional 
coaches from across partner schools came together two nights per week for three semesters to develop 
more in-depth expertise beyond the content tackled in a four-day professional development series. Luke 
participated in the cohort as the representative from WMA, which deepened his overall understandings, 
practices, and leadership around curricular planning and teaching ELs. Through these multifaceted 
capacity building efforts, multiple stakeholders developed expertise and commitment to enhancing the 
education of students labeled as ELs.

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

This project aimed to develop and implement an actionable and flexible approach for schools to enact 
the conceptual suggestions from the esteemed scholars in Stanford’s Understanding Language work 
group (e.g., Bunch, 2013; Moschkovich, 2013; Santos et al., 2013; van Lier & Walqui, 2012). The 
project described in this chapter took one approach in one unique urban context in the Midwestern 
United States with more work no doubt occurring in different iterations and settings around the nation. 
Whereas the authors of this chapter drew from case-specific findings from Language Matters, future 
research can probe efforts in other contexts to develop generalizable findings on how to enact change in 
schools to holistically support teachers’ professional development and students’ language development. 
Researchers might probe efforts to deepen expertise with pre-service and in-service teachers in urban, 
suburban, and rural contexts with varying populations of ELs. The authors also recommend prioritizing 
data collection on students’ learning and language development over time to determine how the profes-
sional development efforts transfer to impact student learning; however, this requires the collaborative 
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removal of barriers between university and school partners to allow access to the needed data to make 
this important connection between teacher and student learning.

CONCLUSION

The education of students labeled as ELs has a storied history in the United States, where the emphasis 
on rapid English language acquisition has tended to decrease opportunities for children and adolescents 
to engage with grade-level content curriculum in K-12 schools (García & Kleifgen, 2010). In attempts 
to comply with federal and state policies, schools often designate specific educators in the building who 
maintain responsibility for teaching ELs, subsequently siloing efforts to support language development 
apart from disciplinary curriculum (Oakes et al., 2013). In addition to ESL teachers, schools might 
offer special sections of disciplinary courses for ELs, often referred to as sheltered instruction, which 
focus on discrete skills and content-specific vocabulary (Crawford & Reyes, 2015). While their English-
proficient peers in general education sections engage in content-specific inquiry to develop conceptual 
understandings, ELs receive simplified curricula with lowered expectations for both disciplinary learning 
and related language usage (Gibbons, 2009).

The approach detailed in this chapter builds from previous attempts to merge content and language 
in disciplinary classrooms (e.g., Commins & Miramontes, 2006; Echevarria et al., 2013; Lucas et al., 
2008) to demolish the siloes and maintain high expectations and rigorous instruction for ELs across the 
school curriculum. The focus on disciplinary instruction, exemplified in this chapter by the design of 
the mathematics curriculum for one urban middle school, rests on the premise that learners should have 
access to rigorous, grade-level content-area instruction while development English language proficiency. 
In this way, all teachers – not just those teaching designated ESL or sheltered courses – integrate pur-
poseful language scaffolding into their curricular design to (a) holistically support students’ language 
development, (b) maintain high expectations for ELs, and (c) provide equitable access to the grade-level 
curriculum. This all-hands-on-deck approach involves multiple stakeholders to provide a robust educa-
tional infrastructure promoting both equity and inclusion for students labeled as ELs.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Backward Design: The process of designing curricula that begins with end goals and determines 
appropriate and effective learning events to support learners’ progress toward those goals.

Disciplinary Learning: Development of conceptual understandings, knowledge, and skills within 
the academic disciplines, such as mathematics, sciences, and social studies.

English Learner: An institutional ascription placed upon a student who has been deemed as still 
developing proficiency in English based on standardized assessment scores.
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Language Lens: Classroom teaching that maintains focus on literacy or content-area goals while 
paying particular attention to the language needed to achieve those goals.

Professional Development: Strategically designed learning opportunities for inservice educators to 
develop professional expertise and repertoires of practice to enhance student learning.

Responsive Teaching: Deliberate curricular and instructional choices emergent from learners’ rich 
and unique backgrounds, including cultural practices and home languages.

Scaffolding: Strategic use of methods, materials, and resources to attend to language demands so 
that learners can simultaneously access content learning and develop language.

Sheltered Instruction: Programmatic approach to teaching English learners in the content areas that 
prioritizes maintains content-area focus while targeting language development.
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