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School-wide Responses to
Emergent Bilinguals

Introduction
Classroom practices and administrative decisions that focus on the school-wide integration of emergent bilinguals can
reduce their isolation and increase their access to language-rich interactions and instruction.
This brief reports on an ethnographic case study that was carried out at a linguistically and culturally diverse elementary
school in a WIDA member state. The study explored the language and literacy engagement of six Spanish-English
emergent bilinguals in Grade 4. By observing students from two classes, one bilingual and one English-medium, it was
possible to capture organizational aspects of school that shape practice within and across classrooms. Analysis of this
“model case” offers insights that are worthy of consideration in larger discussions about effective and responsive education
for emergent bilinguals.

Findings
Various organizational features are in place at the observed elementary school that created supportive conditions for emergent bilinguals
to excel. Figure 1 summarizes school-wide practices in relation to (a) teacher collaboration, (b) buddy classrooms, and (c) professional
development.
These practices increased children’s opportunities to interact and learn with a greater diversity of students, and teachers varied their
instruction to ensure equitable participation. These school-wide practices also allowed for expertise sharing and teacher reflection in ways
that helped improved practice and reduced the isolation often felt by ESL specialists. The principal’s leadership and teacher’s disposition
were key in envisioning and carrying out these practices.

Significance

FIGURE 1

These ways of working within and across
classrooms are significant because, beyond
what an individual teacher can do to support
emergent bilinguals in a particular classroom,
school-wide responses can be sustainable
and systematic, and can create a school
culture that embraces linguistic and cultural
diversity. While many strategies like those
presented here have been highlighted in the
literature for building long-term capacity
(Horowitz et al., 2009; Walqui, 2011), the
range of practices in effect at one school is
noteworthy. To further explore school-wide
practices that are responsive to emergent
bilinguals, schools in WIDA states and
beyond are encouraged to examine this issue
further based on local needs and resources.
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Teacher Collaboration
Collaboration between teachers occurred at multiple levels.
•
•
•

Co-teaching arrangement (2 teachers per classroom) keeps studentteacher ratio low and allows for small group and personalized instruction
on a regular basis and as-needed
Instructional teams (consisting in the teachers from 2 classrooms—see
“Buddy Classrooms” below) allow teachers to share expertise including
ESL/bilingual training, and special education training
Co-teachers and instructional teams plan together during shared blocks
of planning time

Buddy Classrooms
Bilingual and English-medium classrooms at each grade level were paired (see
“instructional teams” above) to facilitate integration and promoted regular,
meaningful contact between emergent bilinguals and English-dominant/
monolingual students.
•
•
•
•

Teachers switch and share students during specials and instructional
time
Teachers assign group work and seating assignments to help mix
students
Teachers design instruction that is challenging yet accessible to both sets
of students
Students and teachers engage in community-building experiences
through special events and fieldtrips

Professional Development
Building-based professional development helped create a sense of community
among teachers and shared responsibility for emergent bilinguals.
•
•
•
•

Teachers have input in training topics
Most PD on supporting emergent bilinguals is aimed at all teachers
PD is quality, up to date, and makes use of local university resources
Principal participates in professional development
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