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Lost in Translation—
Teachers Report Feeling 
Unprepared to Support 
Multilingual Learners
Findings from the 2024 American 
Instructional Resources Surveys

I
n today’s increasingly diverse classrooms, multilingual learners (MLLs) are a rapidly growing 
subpopulation of K–12 public school students, growing by 35 percent from 2000 to 2020 (National 
Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition, 2022). As of 2021, they made up 10.6 percent of 
the public school student population—or about 5 million students (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2024a). The MLL population is as high as 20 percent in several states, including Texas and 
California, and continues to grow 
swiftly in many other states, such as 
South Carolina, Kentucky, Missis-
sippi, and Indiana (Grantmakers for 
Education, 2010; National Clearing-
house for English Language Acquisi-
tion, 2022). 

MLLs bring linguistic and cul-
tural assets to the classroom, but 
they also face academic challenges 
compared with their English-only 
peers. Only 5 percent of 8th grade 
MLLs scored at least proficient 
on the 2024 National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP) 
reading assessment, compared 
with 32 percent of their English-

KEY FINDINGS
	■ About one-half of teachers serving multilingual learners (MLLs) 

reported feeling not at all or only somewhat prepared to teach 
MLLs.

	■ Addressing the needs of MLLs ranked low among principals’ priori-
ties for selecting teachers’ professional learning and instructional 
materials, even in schools with a moderate to large proportion of 
MLLs.

	■ Slightly less than one-third of teachers serving MLLs reported that 
their curriculum materials were adequate for helping MLLs master 
their state standards and language in English language arts, math-
ematics, and science.

	■ About 60 percent of teachers serving MLLs reported a moderate 
or major need for more or better curriculum materials that provide 
options for MLLs.
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Abbreviations

AIRS American Instructional Resources 
Surveys

CCSS Common Core State Standards

ELA English language arts

ELD English language development

ESL English as a second language

MLL multilingual learner

NAEP National Assessment of Educational 
Progress

only peers (National Center for Education Statistics, 
2024c). MLLs are also less likely to be placed in 
advanced or honor courses (Callahan, 2005; Callahan 
and Shifrer, 2016), are less likely to graduate from 
high school (National Center for Education Statis-
tics, 2024b), and are more likely to experience lower 
teacher expectations (Blanchard and Muller, 2015). 
For more on MLLs and who they are, see Box 1.

Teachers play an important role in helping all 
students, but especially MLLs, acquire such skills 
as reading, writing, speaking, and listening in the 
English language. Importantly, these skills are criti-
cal for meeting academic standards. For example, 
the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) require 
students to engage in such linguistically demanding 
tasks as explaining, describing, persuading, and justi-
fying (Bailey and Heritage, 2014; National Governors  
Association Center for Best Practices and Council of 
Chief State School Officers, 2010). However, research 
shows that teachers may feel underprepared and ill-
equipped to address MLLs’ needs without the proper 
resources and professional learning (Wynn and 
Zahner, 2022). 

Teachers’ access to quality instructional materi-
als that support MLLs likely influences the quality of 
their instruction. Prior RAND research found that 
teachers serving a majority of MLLs in their class-
rooms were more likely to consider their curriculum 
materials as meeting the needs of MLLs than teachers 
serving fewer MLLs, possibly because schools or dis-
tricts with more MLLs intentionally selected or cre-
ated instructional materials tailored for this specific 
student group (Prado Tuma, Doan, and Lawrence, 
2021). Another study found that teachers who used 

materials containing notes on strategies to use with 
MLLs were more likely to apply these strategies. 
Applying these recommended strategies had strong, 
positive associations with MLLs’ learning (Cervetti, 
Kulikowich, and Bravo, 2015). Specifically, these 
notes included evidence-based strategies designed to 
advance MLL learning, such as the use of cognates to 
aid Spanish-speaking MLLs in understanding new 
English words, opportunities to write or talk in their 
native language before learning content, and reading 
strategies (e.g., comprehension monitoring).

Teachers’ decisions on whether and how to use 
instructional strategies for MLLs are shaped by such 
factors as teachers’ feelings of efficacy in teaching 
MLLs and administrator support (Cervetti et al., 2012). 
When teachers understand how to scaffold instruction 
for MLLs, they can more effectively support MLLs in 
achieving grade-level standards and language skills, 
first with guidance and then, eventually, by themselves 
(Lucas and Grinberg, 2008). Scaffolding strategies 
might include modeling a new task, bridging new con-
tent with prior knowledge, or helping students develop 
an awareness of how their learning happens (Walqui, 
2006). This research highlights the importance of 
building teachers’ capacity to engage in instructional 
strategies tailored for MLLs. Professional learning may 
be the bridge between learning these strategies and 
implementing them in the classroom. Altogether, these 
studies illustrate the many ways that schools can sup-
port teachers in addressing MLLs’ needs. 

In this report, we draw on nationally represen-
tative teacher survey data to explore how prepared 
teachers feel about teaching MLLs. We also draw 
on nationally representative principal survey data 
to examine the extent to which principals prioritize 
supports for MLLs when selecting professional learn-
ing and curriculum materials. 

We examine the following research questions:

•	 To what extent are teachers prepared to teach 
MLLs?

•	 To what extent do educators prioritize profes-
sional learning, instructional materials, and 
instructional activities that support MLLs?

•	 What are teachers’ perceptions of whether their 
curriculum materials meet the needs of MLLs?
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Our findings provide insights into teachers’ per-
ceptions of their instructional materials and profes-
sional learning and principals’ prioritization of those 
supports. Using our findings, we offer guidance to 
state and local leaders on how they can create school 
systems that can better evaluate, select, and imple-
ment instructional materials and professional learn-
ing tailored to MLLs’ needs. We hope these insights 
also illuminate ways in which curriculum developers, 
organizations that review curricula, and professional 
learning providers can partner with state and local 
education agencies on crafting supports that are 
more targeted toward MLLs.  

Overview of Data Sources and 
Methods in This Report 

This report draws on survey data collected from 
the spring 2024 American Instructional Resources 
Surveys (AIRS). The AIRS were administered to a 
national sample of 9,126 K–12 English language arts 
(ELA), mathematics, and science public school teach-
ers, including general elementary teachers of multiple 
subjects, and 1,496 K–12 public school principals. 
Responses from these surveys were weighted to be 
nationally representative of each population. Details 
on the weighting of the teacher and principal samples 
are described in the 2024 AIRS technical documenta-
tion (Doan et al., 2024).

Box 1. Who Are Multilingual Learners?

According to the U.S. Department of Education, MLLs are elementary or secondary students who use a lan-
guage other than English at home and struggle to speak, read, write, or understand English at the level of their 
state academic standards (Public Law 89-10, 1965). In our survey, we therefore defined MLLs as students with a 
primary or home language other than English who are in the process of acquiring English. 

MLLs are a heterogeneous group, consisting of varying language backgrounds, cultures, and prior educational 
experiences. Nearly all MLLs are students of color. Seventy-eight percent of MLLs are Hispanic, 10 percent 
are Asian, 6 percent are White, 4 percent are Black, and the remainder are mixed race, American Indian/Alaska 
Native, or Pacific Islanders (National Center for Education Statistics, 2024a). Seventy-six percent of MLLs speak 
Spanish as their first or native language, and the remaining MLLs use Arabic, Chinese, Russian, and many other 
languages (National Center for Education Statistics, 2024a; Kindler, 2002). Notably, 82 percent of elementary 
MLLs and 62 percent of secondary MLLs are U.S.-born, and the remainder are foreign-born (Mitchell, 2016).

Every state is required to provide their MLLs with services in English language instruction educational programs, 
such as English as a second language (ESL) instruction or English language development (ELD) instruction 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2024a; Faulkner-Bond et al., 2012). As of 2020, 28 statesa provide, 
require, or incentivize certain MLL-related qualifications or pre-service and in-service training and professional 
development for general classroom teachers (Education Commission of the States, 2020). 

The initial process for identifying and classifying MLLs usually begins with an English proficiency assessment 
administered to students (National Research Council, 2011). If a student scores below proficient, the student is 
classified as an MLL and will receive ELD instruction. Each year, schools assess MLLs using their state criteria 
to see whether these students are eligible to be reclassified as fluent English proficient. Reclassification criteria 
may include proficiency test scores, content scores, district-established criteria, school personnel input, paren-
tal input, and other requirements depending on the state. In 2021, 15 percent of kindergarteners were MLLs, 
while only 6 percent of 12th graders were MLLs (National Center for Education Statistics, 2024a). There are 
more MLLs in lower grades than in higher grades, possibly as a result of the reclassification process (Novicoff, 
Reardon, and Johnson, 2024). 

a Few states have their own regional ELD standards and assessment system for MLLs, and most are tied to the ones offered by the World-Class 
Instructional Design and Assessment, a research-based system of language standards, assessments, professional learning, and educator supports 
developed by the University of Wisconsin-Madison (Summit K12, undated).
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Throughout this report, we present samplewide 
and subgroup-specific means and proportions of 
variables of interest. We focus on five comparisons:

•	 Subject. We compare the responses of ELA, 
mathematics, and science teachers. 

•	 Grade level. We compare the responses of 
elementary (K–5) teachers and secondary 
(6–12) teachers. 

•	 Credentials held. We compare the responses 
of teachers with and without an ESL or bilin-
gual credential. In our sample, 17 percent of 
teachers had such a credential.

•	 Proportion of MLLs. The AIRS asked teachers 
and principals to estimate what percentage of 
the students they serve are MLLs using the fol-
lowing six categories: 0 percent, 1–10 percent, 
11–24 percent, 25–49 percent, 50–74 percent, 
and 75–100 percent. Throughout this report, 
we focus our analysis on only educators who 
reported serving any MLLs. Thus we excluded 
the 16 percent of teachers who reported that 
there were no MLLs in their classrooms and 
the 8 percent of principals who reported that 
there were no MLLs in their schools. We com-
pare the responses of teachers who served a 
small proportion (i.e., 1–10 percent), a moder-
ate proportion (i.e., 11–74 percent), and a large 
proportion (i.e., 75–100 percent) of MLLs in 
their classrooms. We categorized 1–10 per-
cent as a small proportion because roughly 
10 percent of the national population of K–12 
students are MLLs (National Center for Educa-
tion Statistics, 2024a). Forty percent of teachers 
(n = 3,946) served a small proportion of MLLs, 
38 percent (n = 3,141) served a moderate pro-
portion, and 7 percent (n = 433) served a large 
proportion. We also compare the responses of 
principals who served a small proportion (i.e., 
1–10 percent) and a moderate to large propor-
tion (i.e., 11–100 percent) of MLLs in their 
schools. In our principal sample, 49 percent 
(n = 733) of principals served a small propor-
tion, and 43 percent (n = 600) served a moder-
ate to large proportion of MLLs. We are not 
able to report separately on principals who 

served a large (75–100 percent) proportion of 
MLLs because of the small sample size (n = 28). 

•	 Curriculum used. We compare the responses 
of teachers serving MLLs who reported regu-
larly using at least one standards-aligned 
material (as defined by the curriculum review 
nonprofit EdReports) and those who did not 
regularly use a standards-aligned material.1 
We defined regular use as using a material at 
least once a week or more on average. Ed- 
Reports’ review process includes a few indica-
tors on whether materials contain supports 
for MLLs, although they are not the focus of 
EdReports’ review.2  

Unless otherwise noted, we reference only dif-
ferences among educator subgroups that are statisti-
cally significant (p < 0.05). We did not make statisti-
cal adjustments for multiple comparisons because 
the intent of this report is to provide exploratory, 
descriptive information rather than to test specific 
hypotheses or causal relationships.

To What Extent Are Teachers 
Prepared to Teach MLLs?

About Half of Teachers Serving MLLs 
Reported Feeling Not at All or Only 
Somewhat Prepared to Teach MLLs

Among teachers serving any proportion of MLLs, 
48 percent reported feeling moderately or fully pre-
pared to teach MLLs, with only 13 percent reporting 
that they felt fully prepared. Thirty-seven percent 
reported feeling only somewhat prepared, and 15 per-
cent of teachers reported feeling not at all prepared 
(see Figure 1). 

Teachers with an ESL or bilingual credential were 
significantly more likely to say that they felt moder-
ately or fully prepared to teach MLLs compared with 
their counterparts. Seventy-three percent of teachers 
with an ESL or bilingual credential reported feeling 
moderately or fully prepared to teach MLLs compared 
with 42 percent teachers without an ESL or bilingual 
credential. Only 4 percent of teachers with an ESL or 
bilingual credential reported feeling not at all pre-
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pared to teach MLLs, compared with 18 percent of 
teachers without an ESL or bilingual credential. 

Although an ESL or bilingual credential may help 
teachers feel more prepared to teach MLLs, it is likely 
not the only factor. Teachers serving more MLLs may 

also accumulate experience and knowledge that better 
prepare them to teach MLLs. Teachers serving greater 
proportions of MLLs were more likely to report feel-
ing prepared to teach MLLs: Teachers serving a large 
proportion of MLLs were most likely to report feeling 

FIGURE 1

Percentage of Teachers Serving MLLs Who Reported on How Prepared They Felt to 
Teach MLLs to Grade-Level Standards

NOTE: This figure depicts response data from the following survey question: “How prepared do you feel to teach multilingual learners to the 
grade-level standards in [ELA/mathematics/science]?” Response choices included (1) “not at all,” (2) “somewhat prepared,” (3) “moderately 
prepared,” (4) “fully prepared,” and (5) “not applicable because I do not teach any multilingual teachers.” For ease of interpretation, we 
excluded the teachers who did not report serving any percentage of MLLs or who responded, “Not applicable because I do not teach any 
multilingual learners” An asterisk (*) indicates that percentages for that subgroup significantly differ at the p < 0.05 level from the reference 
group (ref.) before controlling for any teacher- or school-level characteristics. Teachers who reported feeling moderately or fully prepared to 
teach MLLs are grouped together in this figure to show the total percentage of teachers we interpret as feeling adequately prepared to teach 
MLLs. N = 7,235.
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prepared (76 percent), and teachers serving a small 
proportion of MLLs were least likely to report feeling 
prepared (35 percent). Teachers serving a moderate 
proportion of MLLs were in the middle (55 percent). 
Teachers serving a small proportion of MLLs were 
also more likely to report feeling not at all prepared 
to teach MLLs than teachers serving a moderate or 
large proportion of MLLs (23 percent, compared with 
10 percent and 5 percent, respectively). Although 
teachers serving more MLLs were more likely to have 
an ESL or bilingual credential (see Box 2), these differ-
ences between teachers serving small, moderate, and 
large proportions of MLLs remained significant even 
after controlling for whether teachers had an ESL or 
bilingual credential. 

Secondary teachers serving MLLs were less 
likely to report feeling moderately or fully prepared 
to teach MLLs than their elementary counterparts 
(39 percent versus 55 percent). Secondary teach-
ers were also more likely than elementary teach-
ers to report feeling not at all prepared (19 percent 
versus 12 percent). Unlike secondary teachers, some 
elementary teachers are required to learn about 
early language skills needed for reading (i.e., pho-
nological awareness, phonics, and fluency) as part 
of their multiple-subject credential and to teach 
these skills in the classroom (California Educator 
Credentialing Assessments, undated). Secondary 
teachers may also experience heightened challenges 
with teaching MLLs because academic learning—
especially reading—in higher grade levels involves 
more-complex texts and a greater accumulation of 
academic knowledge and skills. As a result, students 
with limited English proficiency may struggle to 
engage with grade-level content, and their teachers 
may similarly struggle with knowing how to support 

these students. Again, although elementary teachers 
were more likely than their secondary counterparts 
to have an ESL or bilingual credential, this differ-
ence remained significant even after controlling for 
whether teachers had an ESL or bilingual credential, 
suggesting that elementary teachers may receive 
more supports to teach MLLs than their secondary 
counterparts.

Similar to secondary teachers, science teachers 
also may not be equipped with the resources (e.g., 
quality curriculum materials or adequate training) 
to teach MLLs. Science teachers were more likely 
than mathematics and ELA teachers to report feeling 
not at all prepared (19 percent versus 13 percent and 
15 percent, respectively). 

Finally, teachers who regularly use standards-
aligned materials may be more prepared to teach 
MLLs than their counterparts who are not using a 
standards-aligned material because their materials 
might include some scaffolding features for MLLs 
in their design. Fifty-two percent of teachers who 
regularly used a standards-aligned material reported 
feeling moderately or fully prepared to teach MLLs 
compared with 47 percent of those who did not 
regularly use a standards-aligned material. Teachers 
who regularly used a standards-aligned material also 
were less likely to say that they felt not at all prepared 
(13 percent versus 16 percent, respectively). 

In addition to teachers’ teaching assignment, 
student population, and credentialing to teach MLLs, 
it is also possible that teachers’ state policy context—
and the supports they receive from their states—can 
influence the extent to which teachers feel prepared 
to teach MLLs (see Box 3). 

In the remainder of this report, we explore some 
potential reasons why teachers may feel unprepared 

Box 2. Overlaps Between Teacher Subgroups

The higher prevalence of teachers with an ESL or bilingual credential among elementary teachers and teach-
ers serving a moderate or large proportion of MLLs may contribute to—although not fully explain—some of the 
patterns we observed. For instance, among teachers serving any proportion of MLLs in our sample, elementary 
teachers were nearly twice as likely as secondary teachers to have an ESL or bilingual credential (24 percent 
versus 13 percent). Similarly, teachers serving a moderate and large proportion of MLLs were about two and five 
times as likely, respectively, as teachers serving a small proportion of MLLs to have an ESL or bilingual creden-
tial (23 percent and 49 percent, respectively, versus 10 percent).
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to teach MLLs. Specifically, we examine educators’ 
lack of prioritization of supports for MLLs and inad-
equate curriculum materials.  

To What Extent Do Educators 
Prioritize Professional Learning, 
Instructional Materials, and 
Instructional Activities That 
Support MLLs? 

Addressing the Needs of MLLs Ranked 
Low Among Principals’ Priorities for 
Teacher Professional Learning, Even 
in Schools with a Moderate to Large 
Proportion of MLLs 

Helping teachers address the needs of MLLs was one 
of principals’ lowest priorities for professional learn-
ing. Only about 10 percent of principals serving any 
MLLs ranked helping teachers address the needs of 
MLLs as one of their top three priorities for profes-
sional learning in ELA, mathematics, and science (see 
Table 1). 

Only about one-fifth of principals with a mod-
erate to large proportion of MLLs in their schools 
ranked professional learning that helps teachers 
address the needs of MLLs as one of their top three 
priorities. For principals serving a small proportion 

of MLLs, this was an even lower priority: Less than 
5 percent of principals with a small proportion of 
MLLs in their schools said this was a top professional 
learning priority. 

Instead, principals were most likely to prioritize 
professional learning that is aligned with their state 
standards, helps teachers address the needs of stu-
dents who are struggling to master grade-level con-
tent, and helps teachers plan instruction using their 
required or recommended curriculum materials. 
It is possible that competing priorities may hinder 
principals from prioritizing professional learning 
focused on MLLs. Principals may also be consider-
ing the needs of MLLs when prioritizing professional 
learning that helps teachers address the needs of 
struggling students. However, such supports may not 
be as effective for MLLs if they do not target MLLs’ 
specific needs.  

Teachers’ survey responses illuminated areas 
where schools and districts might concentrate their 
professional learning efforts in the face of competing 
priorities. When asked about what types of profes-
sional learning best prepared them to teach MLLs, 
a majority of teachers serving MLLs selected col-
laborative learning with other teachers (56 percent). 
Teachers were much less likely to point to profes-
sional development workshops (27 percent) or coach-
ing (7 percent) as the professional learning that best 
helped them to teach MLLs. 

Box 3. State Policy Bright Spot: California

The AIRS had state-representative results for teachers in 18 states. Among these 18 states, California has one 
of the highest populations of MLLs, serving 1.1 million MLLs, which comprises 19 percent of its K–12 public 
school student population (National Center for Education Statistics, 2024a). Across teachers serving MLLs in the 
18 oversampled states, California teachers were among the most likely to say that they felt prepared to teach 
MLLs. That is, 59 percent of California teachers reported feeling moderately or fully prepared to teach MLLs in 
comparison with 48 percent of teachers in other states. 

California enacted numerous policy initiatives that could explain why its teachers were more likely than other 
teachers serving MLLs to report feeling prepared to teach MLLs. California was one of the first states to 
advance curriculum, instruction, credentialing, and teacher preparation to better serve MLLs. In 2014, Califor-
nia adopted the English Language Development Framework for MLLs that aligns and provides guidance on the 
implementation of the California CCSS for ELA and the California ELD standards. In 2016, the state created the 
California English Learner Roadmap to augment the state efforts to implement the California ELD standards 
(WestEd, 2024). The roadmap provided guidance for schools to meet the state requirements for teaching MLLs 
and expanded the reach of bilingual programs for students (Hopkinson, 2017). California also requires all teach-
ers with at least one MLL in their classrooms to have an English-learner certificate or authorization.



8

Few Principals Prioritized Providing 
Options for MLLs When Selecting 
Teachers’ Instructional Materials, Even 
in Schools with Many MLLs

Echoing their responses about professional learning, 
relatively few principals serving any proportion of 
MLLs reported that providing options for MLLs was 
one of their top priorities dictating which instruc-
tional materials they required or recommended that 
teachers use. We did not define “providing options 
for MLLs,” so principals may have interpreted these 
options in various ways. For instance, they could 
have been thinking about whether instructional 
materials included scaffolds, differentiated learning 
activities, or different modalities of learning (i.e., 
visual, auditory, kinesthetic) for MLLs. 

Only about 10 percent of principals serving 
MLLs ranked materials that provide options for 
MLLs as one of their top three priorities for requir-
ing or recommending instructional materials for 

ELA, mathematics, and science, respectively. In com-
parison, almost three-quarters of principals ranked 
alignment with their state academic standards, and 
about one-half of principals ranked scaffolds to help 
students master grade-level content and materials 
that are engaging to students as top priorities. These 
areas are important for serving all types of students, 
which may explain why so many principals selected 
them as top priorities. Principals may be compara-
tively less focused on selecting materials that serve a 
specific subpopulation of students. 

Principals with a moderate to large proportion of 
MLLs in their schools were more likely to rank pro-
viding options for MLLs as a top priority: About one-
fifth of such principals said that providing options 
for MLLs was a top priority when requiring or rec-
ommending ELA, mathematics, or science materials, 
compared with 2 percent to 3 percent of principals 
with a small proportion of MLLs in their schools. 
However, similar to principals’ responses about pro-
fessional learning, this percentage was relatively low.

TABLE 1

Top Ranked Priorities of Principals Serving MLLs for Selecting Professional Learning for 
Teachers for ELA, Mathematics, and Science

Priority ELA Mathematics Science

Is aligned with [ELA/mathematics/science] state standards 65% 68% 75%

Helps teachers address needs of students who are struggling to 
master grade-level [ELA/mathematics/science] content

63% 63% 53%

Helps teachers plan instruction using their required or recommended 
[ELA/mathematics/science] curriculum materials

59% 61% 64%

Helps teachers use or analyze [ELA/mathematics/science] student 
data

49% 53% 38%

Helps teachers address needs of students who need more advanced 
or challenging instruction

18% 18% 19%

Helps teachers address the needs of students with IEP and/or 504 
plan

12% 12% 12%

Helps teachers address the needs of multilingual learners 12% 10% 12%

Helps teachers activate diverse cultural background knowledge of 
students

10% 6% 9%

Helps teachers better use technology for instruction 5% 5% 10%

Provides guidance on students’ social and emotional learning 4% 3% 4%

NOTE: IEP = Individualized Educational Plan. This table shows principals’ responses to the following survey question: “Rank the top three priorities that 
dictate the content-area focus of teacher professional learning for instruction at your school (regardless of whether you are the primary decisionmaker 
for the focus and frequency of professional development)” for ELA, mathematics, and science. We display the percentage of principals who reported 
that each listed item was one of their top three priorities and excluded principals who reported not serving any proportion of MLLs. Darker blue shading 
indicates a higher percentage of principals who reported that item as a priority. N = 1,332 for ELA; N = 1,333 for mathematics and science.
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Only About One-Fifth of Teachers 
Serving MLLs Prioritized Providing 
Options for MLLs When Selecting 
Instructional Activities 

Among a list of 14 priorities, providing options for 
MLLs was among the lowest priorities for teachers 
serving MLLs when selecting tasks or activities from 
their instructional materials, if not their lowest prior-
ity depending on their subject.3 Overall, only 19 per-
cent of teachers serving MLLs said that providing 
options for MLLs was one of their top five priorities 
(see Figure 2). As with principals, we did not define 
“providing options for MLLs” for teachers, meaning 
we do not know specifically what options they were 
envisioning. Importantly, we are unable to determine 
whether these options were scaffolds that helped 
students master grade-level content or whether they 
represented a reduction in the rigor of instruction 
provided to students.

Teachers serving MLLs tended to most highly 
prioritize tasks and activities that were engaging to 
students (78 percent), provided scaffolds to master 
grade-level content (69 percent), or were aligned to 
state standards (54 percent). These results mirror 
principals’ priorities when selecting instructional 
materials. As with principals, we acknowledge that 
these teachers may have been considering the needs 
of their MLLs when selecting these qualities as their 
top priorities. However, we similarly note that this 
finding suggests that teachers are not prioritizing  
supports targeted for MLLs specifically but are 
instead prioritizing qualities that likely apply to all  
of their students, including MLLs.

Unsurprisingly, teachers with a moderate or 
large proportion of MLLs in their classes were sig-
nificantly more likely to prioritize tasks or activities 
that provide options for MLLs than teachers with a 
small proportion of MLLs. Twenty-seven percent and 
48 percent of teachers with a moderate or large pro-
portion of MLLs ranked options for MLLs as a top 
priority, respectively, in comparison with 7 percent of 
teachers with a small proportion of MLLs.

We also observed some differences by teach-
ers’ grade and subject assignment. ELA and science 
teachers were slightly more likely than mathemat-
ics teachers to prioritize options for MLLs in their 

instructional tasks and activities (21 percent of ELA 
teachers and 22 percent of science teachers versus 
16 percent of mathematics teachers). Elementary 
teachers were also more likely than secondary teach-
ers to report that providing options for MLLs was a 
top priority (23 percent versus 16 percent). Although 
these differences are relatively small, they may reflect 
(1) differences in teachers’ perceptions about the 
language skills that students need for different con-
tent areas and (2) potential differences in teachers’ 
access to training that helps them assess the language 
demands of their instructional materials or activities. 

Teachers who regularly used a standards-aligned 
materials were also slightly more likely than their 
counterparts not regularly using standards-aligned 
material to prioritize selecting tasks or activities 
that provide options for MLLs (21 percent versus 
17 percent, respectively). Teachers regularly using a 
standards-aligned material may be more motivated 
to prioritize tasks and activities that provide appro-
priate scaffolds for MLLs because they find these 
materials difficult for MLLs. A prior RAND study 
found that teachers who regularly used standards-
aligned materials were more likely to perceive their 
materials as challenging for their students compared 
with teachers who did not regularly use such materi-
als (Doan and Shapiro, 2023). 

Although providing options for MLLs was over-
all not a top priority for many teachers, it is possible 
that state policy efforts can provide guidance and 
implementation supports for teachers to help them 
prioritize MLLs’ needs (see Box 4). 

What Are Teachers’ Perceptions 
About Whether Their 
Curriculum Materials Meet the 
Needs of MLLs?

Slightly Less Than One-Third of 
Teachers Serving MLLs Indicated 
That Their Curriculum Materials Were 
Adequate for Helping MLLs Master 
Their State Standards and Language

Among teachers serving any proportion of MLLs, 
29 percent indicated that their school- or district-
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FIGURE 2

Percentage of Teachers Serving MLLs Who Ranked Providing Options to MLLs as One 
of Their Top Five Priorities When Selecting Tasks and Activities in Their Instructional 
Materials 

NOTE: This figure shows teachers’ responses to the following survey question: “Think about the tasks or activities within the [ELA/math-
ematics/science] instructional materials that you used in the most recent week you taught. Rank the top five priorities that determined which 
tasks or activities from those materials you decided to use for your [ELA/mathematics/science] instruction.” Respondents were given a list of 
14 options, which included “provided options for multilingual learners.” We display the percentage of teachers who reported that providing 
options for MLLs was one of their top five priorities. We display only the responses of teachers who reported serving any MLLs. An asterisk (*) 
indicates that percentages for that subgroup significantly differ at the p < 0.05 level from the reference group (ref.) before controlling for any 
teacher- or school-level characteristics. N = 7,458.
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required or recommended curriculum materials 
were adequate for helping MLLs master their state 
standards and language. In comparison, nearly twice 
as many teachers (51 percent) considered their mate-
rials inadequate for this purpose, and the remainder 
(20 percent) were in the middle, indicating that they 
found their materials both adequate and inadequate 
(see Figure 3).

Teachers serving a large proportion of MLLs 
were more likely to perceive their materials as ade-
quate compared with those serving a small propor-
tion of MLLs (35 percent versus 28 percent). However, 
we observed no differences between teachers serv-
ing a small and moderate proportion of MLLs. It is 
possible that teachers serving a large proportion of 
MLLs are more likely to teach in schools or districts 
that prioritize adopting instructional materials that 
address the needs of MLLs.  

Teachers with an ESL or bilingual credential 
were also more likely than teachers lacking such a 
credential to consider their materials adequate for 
helping MLLs master state standards and language 

(32 percent versus 28 percent, respectively), and also 
less likely to consider their materials inadequate 
(47 percent versus 52 percent). Although we do not 
know for certain why we observe this pattern, we 
have a few hypotheses. For instance, teachers with an 
ESL or bilingual credential may be better trained to 
judge the adequacy of their curriculum materials or 
better understand how to use the scaffolds embedded 
within their materials to support MLLs. Although 
we asked about teachers’ perceptions of materials as 
they were designed, prior to any modifications they 
may have made to them, teachers with an ESL or 
bilingual credential may be using or modifying their 
materials in a way that better suits MLLs. In addition, 
these teachers may be able to leverage their expertise 
to support the selection of curriculum materials that 
address MLLs’ needs at their schools or districts. 

Finally, mathematics and science teachers 
(30 percent and 31 percent, respectively) were slightly 
more likely than ELA teachers (26 percent) to report 
that their materials were adequate for helping MLLs 
master state standards and language. They were 

Box 4. State Policy Bright Spot: Rhode Island

Among teachers serving a moderate or large proportion of MLLs in the 18 oversampled states, Rhode Island 
teachers were the most likely to report feeling moderately or fully prepared to teach MLLs. Seventy-five percent 
of Rhode Island teachers serving a moderate or large proportion of MLLs reported feeling moderately or fully 
prepared, compared with 59 percent of similar teachers in other states. 

In 2021, Rhode Island served about 18,000 MLLs, which comprised about 13 percent of its K–12 public school 
students (National Center for Education Statistics, 2024a). As part of an effort to align components of its instruc-
tional system, Rhode Island has worked to streamline and improve its education system to better serve MLLs. 
In 2020, Rhode Island released its Blueprint for Multilingual Learner Success that describes the vision and 
evidence-based principles for supporting MLLs and its five-year Strategic Plan for Multilingual Success that 
outlines the action steps to implement the blueprint (Rhode Island Department of Education, 2020). 

Since then, Rhode Island has implemented parts of its strategic plan and alignment efforts. Rhode Island has 
released guidance for teachers on integrating evidence-based practices into their instruction and curricula 
through its High-Quality Instructional Framework for MLLs to Thrive (Rhode Island Department of Education, 
2021). The state also provided student loan incentives to recruit more teachers of color, funded world language 
specialists to support districts’ bilingual programs, offered job-embedded professional learning on supporting 
MLLs, and assisted teachers in using data on MLLs to identify and close the achievement gaps in their classes 
(Council on Elementary and Secondary Education, 2024; Rhode Island Foundation, 2022). 

Perhaps as a result of the state’s many efforts to provide guidance to teachers on how to teach MLLs, Rhode 
Island teachers serving a moderate or large proportion of MLLs were far more likely than similar teachers in 
other states to report that providing options to MLLs was one of their top priorities when selecting instructional 
activities or tasks (49 percent versus 30 percent). 
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FIGURE 3

Percentage of Teachers Serving MLLs Who Reported the Adequacy of Their Required 
or Recommended Curriculum Materials for Helping MLLs Master State Standards 
Content and Language

NOTE: This figure depicts response data from the following survey question: “Indicate the extent to which the [ELA/mathematics/science] 
curriculum materials provided by your district or school as a recommendation or requirement are adequate for each purpose listed below. 
We are specifically interested in knowing your perceptions of those materials as they were designed (regardless of whether you use them in 
practice and prior to any modifications you may make to them).” The list of purposes included “helping multilingual learners master my state’s 
[ELA/mathematics/science] standards content and language.” Response choices were on a scale ranging from 1 through 7, with 1 meaning 
“completely inadequate,” 4 as “inadequate in some ways and adequate in others,” and 7 as “completely adequate.” Teachers could also 
respond not sure or N/A. We excluded the teachers who responded not sure or N/A and teachers who did not report serving any MLLs. 
We interpreted the responses of teachers who indicated a 5 or above as those who considered their materials adequate and teachers who 
indicated a 3 or below as those who considered their materials inadequate. An asterisk (*) indicates that percentages for that subgroup 
significantly differ at the p < 0.05 level from the reference group (ref.) before controlling for any teacher- or school-level characteristics.
N = 6,859.
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also less likely to perceive their materials as inad-
equate than ELA teachers (49 percent and 48 percent, 
respectively, versus 55 percent). It is possible that, 
given the heavy focus on reading and language devel-
opment in ELA, ELA teachers may be more critical of 
whether their materials adequately support MLLs. 

Although elementary teachers and teachers regu-
larly using a standards-aligned material were more 
likely than their counterparts to prioritize select-
ing tasks and activities with options for MLLs as 
described earlier, these teachers were no more likely 
to consider their curriculum materials adequate for 
supporting MLLs.

Our results suggest a relationship between the 
adequacy of teachers’ materials and teachers’ feel-
ings of preparedness to teach MLLs. Teachers who 
reported feeling moderately or fully prepared to teach 
MLLs were more likely to perceive their materials 
as adequate than those who were only somewhat or 
not at all prepared, and vice versa. Notably, these 
relationships held even after controlling for potential 
moderators, such as the proportion of MLLs teachers 
served and whether teachers had an ESL or bilingual 
credential. We are unable to definitively determine 
the directionality of this relationship, but we offer 
a few hypotheses explaining this association. For 
instance, it is possible that teachers who perceived 
their materials as adequate were more likely to report 
feeling prepared to teach MLLs because access to 
adequate materials enhanced their feelings of pre-
paredness. This may be plausible especially because 
we asked for teachers’ perceptions of their school- or 
district-required or recommended materials without 
any modifications. It is also possible that teachers 
who said that they felt more prepared to teach MLLs 
were better able to understand how to use their pro-
vided materials to address the needs of MLLs, leading 
to more-positive perceptions of their materials. 

About One-Third of Teachers Serving 
MLLs Reported That Their Materials 
Helped Teach MLLs Content Standards 
and Language Skills Simultaneously 
and Over Time 

To further unpack the ways that teachers’ curriculum 
materials might help students learn content stan-
dards and language skills, we asked teachers who 
served any proportion of MLLs the extent to which 
their materials helped them (1) teach MLLs both 
grade-level standards content and language simulta-
neously and (2) build MLLs’ content knowledge and 
language skills over time in a coherent and progressive 
way.4 These items were based on guidelines from the 
English Learners Success Forum (undated).   

For both items, about one-third of teachers with 
MLLs said that their curriculum materials helped 
them teach MLLs academic standards and language 
simultaneously or coherently over time to a moder-
ate or great extent, although only 5 percent reported 
that their materials helped them to a great extent. For 
both items, about 45 percent of teachers with MLLs 
said that their curriculum materials helped them to 
a slight extent, with the remaining 19 percent report-
ing that their materials did not help them at all (see 
Figure 4). Teachers’ responses across both items were 
very similar, so when exploring subgroup differences, 
we report results for one of the items (i.e., building 
content knowledge and language skills over time) for 
illustrative purposes. 

Echoing prior findings, teachers serving a 
moderate or large proportion of MLLs (39 percent 
and 51 percent, respectively) and teachers with an 
ESL or bilingual credential (44 percent) were more 
likely to find their materials helpful to a moderate or 
great extent than teachers with a small proportion 
of MLLs (31 percent) and teachers without an ESL or 
bilingual credential (35 percent). Teachers serving 
more MLLs and teachers with an ESL or bilingual 
credential may be in school environments that pri-
oritize supports for MLLs. Or, they may have greater 
awareness about what curriculum materials that sup-
port MLLs should look like. 

Elementary teachers were more likely to report 
that their materials were helpful to a moderate or 
great extent compared with secondary teachers 
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(41 percent versus 31 percent). Secondary teachers 
were also more likely than elementary teachers to 
find their materials were not at all helpful in building 
MLLs’ knowledge and language over time (25 percent 
versus 14 percent). Similarly, science teachers were 

more likely to report their materials were not at all 
helpful compared with ELA and mathematics teach-
ers (23 percent versus 18 percent for both ELA and 
mathematics teachers). Secondary and science teach-
ers may have worse perceptions of their materials for 

FIGURE 4

Percentage of Teachers Serving MLLs Who Reported the Extent to Which Their 
Recommended or Required Materials Helped Build MLLs’ Content Knowledge and 
Language over Time in a Coherent and Progressive Way

NOTE: This figure depicts response data from the following survey question: “To what extent do the materials provided by your district or 
school as a recommendation or requirement help you teach multilingual learners grade-level content standards and language skills in 
[ELA/mathematics/science]?” We display teachers’ responses for the item “build multilingual learners’ [ELA/mathematics/science] content 
knowledge and language skills over time in a coherent and progressive way.” Response choices included (1) “not at all,” (2) “to a slight 
extent,” (3) “to a moderate extent,” and (4) “to a great extent.” An asterisk (*) indicates that percentages for that subgroup significantly differ at 
the p < 0.05 level from the reference group (ref.) before controlling for any teacher- or school-level characteristics. Only teachers serving any 
proportion of MLLs were asked this question. N = 7,482. 
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teaching MLLs because materials for these grades 
and subject may not include as many scaffolds for 
MLLs or because these teachers are less prepared to 
use materials to support MLLs.

Finally, we find that teachers who were regularly 
using a standards-aligned material had more-positive 
perceptions of their materials than teachers who 
were not regularly using a standards-aligned mate-
rial: They were less likely than their counterparts 
who were not regularly using a standards-aligned 
material to say that their materials did not help them 
teach MLLs at all (14 percent versus 22 percent) and 
more likely to say that their materials helped them to 
a moderate or great extent (39 percent versus 34 per-
cent). The inclusion of additional indicators on MLL 
supports in EdReports’ review process may explain 
why teachers who were regularly using standards-
aligned materials had slightly more-favorable percep-
tions about whether their materials teach both content 
and language simultaneously and over time. In addi-
tion to the few indicators related to MLL supports in 
its review process, EdReports’ reviews include indica-
tors related to building content knowledge and lan-
guage skills simultaneously and coherently over time 
(e.g., including a “cohesive, year-long plan for students 
to achieve grade-level writing proficiency by the end 
of the school year” or having students “demonstrate 
their knowledge of a unit’s topic(s) through integrated 
literacy skills”) (EdReports, 2021). 

Mathematics Teachers Had More-
Favorable Perceptions About Whether 
Their Materials Supported MLLs’ 
Language Development and Content 
Knowledge 

Two other strategies that teachers can use to sup-
port MLLs’ learning include (1) supporting language 
development to engage in subject-specific content 
areas and (2) building content knowledge through 
classroom discussions. Mathematics teachers viewed 
their materials more positively than ELA and sci-
ence teachers for engaging in both strategies. About 
one-third of ELA and science teachers said that their 
required or recommended curriculum materials 
helped them engage in either strategy to a moderate 

or great extent in comparison with about 45 percent 
of mathematics teachers (see Table 2). 

Conversely, for both strategies, there were more 
science teachers who reported that their materials did 
not help them at all. This aligns with our prior find-
ing that science teachers perceived their materials 
more negatively for supporting MLLs. 

Almost Two-Thirds of Teachers Serving 
MLLs Reported a Moderate or Major 
Need for More or Better Curriculum 
Materials That Provide Options for 
MLLs

Sixty-one percent of teachers serving MLLs reported 
a moderate or major need for more or better cur-
riculum materials that provide options for MLLs (see 
Figure 5). The relatively high proportion of teachers 
expressing a need for more or better materials for 
supporting MLLs is not surprising, given our earlier 
finding that many teachers said that their required 
or recommended materials were inadequate for this 
purpose. Few teachers serving MLLs (about 10 per-
cent) reported that this was something their curricu-
lum materials already do well. 

Unsurprisingly, teachers serving a moderate 
or large proportion of MLLs were more likely than 
teachers serving a small proportion of MLLs to 
report a major or moderate need for more or better 
materials that include options for MLLs. Sixty-six 
percent and 69 percent of teachers serving a moder-
ate or large proportion of MLLs in their classrooms, 
respectively, reported having a moderate or major 
need, compared with 54 percent of teachers with a 
small proportion of MLLs. 

ELA teachers were also slightly more likely to 
report a moderate or major need for more or better 
materials than mathematics teachers (63 percent 
versus 58 percent). As we observed earlier, ELA 
teachers may perceive a greater need for quality cur-
riculum materials when teaching MLLs given the 
heavy focus on language development, reading, and 
writing in ELA. 

Teachers using and not using a standards-
aligned material were equally likely to report that 
they needed more or better materials for MLLs. This 
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finding may reflect teachers’ need for materials that 
scaffold instruction for MLLs, regardless of the type 
of curriculum used. 

Summary and 
Recommendations

MLLs make up an increasingly large share of the 
U.S. student population (National Clearinghouse 
for English Language Acquisition, 2022). Yet, about 
one-half of teachers serving MLLs reported not feel-
ing prepared to teach MLLs. Although teachers serv-
ing a moderate or large proportion of MLLs were 
more likely to report feeling prepared to teach MLLs, 
relatively few teachers serving a small proportion of 
MLLs—only about one-third—reported feeling pre-
pared to teach MLLs. This is important because, as 
student demographics continue to shift, these teach-
ers may eventually serve more MLLs. Moreover, even 
teachers who serve relatively few MLLs still should 

have access to resources and guidance that help them 
address the needs of those students. Studies show 
that interventions and practices typically used with 
MLLs can also help improve the language proficiency 
of students who are not MLLs (Goldenberg, 2020). 
Thus, all teachers, even those with fewer MLLs in 
their classrooms, can benefit from being prepared to 
teach MLLs.

Two main avenues could support teachers’ 
instruction of MLLs—building teachers’ capacity to 
support MLLs through professional learning or addi-
tional credentials and improving teachers’ access to 
curriculum materials that could help them address 
the needs of MLLs.

Teachers with an ESL or bilingual credential 
were more likely to say that they felt prepared to 
teach MLLs and more likely to prioritize options for 
MLLs when selecting instructional tasks or activi-
ties. This finding likely signals the value of receiving 
training specifically focused on enhancing teach-
ers’ capacity to address MLLs’ needs. However, only 

TABLE 2

Percentage of Teachers Who Reported to What Extent Their Recommended or 
Required Materials Helped Teach MLLs Grade-Level Content and Language Skills

Strategy Not at All
To a Slight 

Extent

To a 
Moderate or 
Great Extent

Supporting language development to engage in content areas

ELA Teach multilingual learners the forms and functions of English in the 
context of reading and writing about grade-level texts

19% 45% 35%

Mathematics Provide opportunities for students to develop language functions (e.g., 
justifying a solution strategy or explaining reasoning) while engaging in 
mathematical practices

15% 39% 46%

Science Provide opportunities for students to develop language functions while 
engaging in scientific practices

24% 39% 37%

Building content knowledge through discussion

ELA Engage multilingual learners equitably in sustained discussions about 
grade-level texts

20% 47% 33%

Mathematics Develop multilingual learners’ understanding of grade-level concepts 
through mathematical discussion

15% 41% 44%

Science Develop multilingual learners’ understanding of grade-level science 
concepts through scientific discussion

22% 41% 37%

NOTE: The table shows ELA, mathematics, and science teachers’ responses to the following survey question: “To what extent do the materials provided 
by your district or school as a recommendation or requirement help you teach multilingual learners grade-level content standards and language skills?” 
We display teachers’ responses for the items shown in the table. Response choices included (1) “not at all,” (2) “to a slight extent,” (3) “to a moderate 
extent,” and (4) “to a great extent.” Universe of respondents were teachers who reported teaching some proportion of MLLs in their classes. N = 3,234 for 
ELA teachers; N = 2,640 for mathematics teachers; N = 1,608 for science teachers.
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19 percent of teachers serving MLLs in our national 
sample of ELA, mathematics, and science teachers 
had such a credential. Even among teachers serving 
a moderate or large proportion of MLLs, an ESL or 
bilingual credential was still relatively uncommon 
(23 percent and 49 percent, respectively). This may 

explain, in part, why about one-half of teachers serv-
ing MLLs report feeling unprepared to teach MLLs. 

Providing teachers with instructional materi-
als that adequately scaffold learning for MLLs and 
that pair academic content knowledge with language 
skills is another way to help teachers support MLLs. 
Yet, only about one-third of teachers, including those 

FIGURE 5

Percentage of Teachers Serving MLLs Who Reported to What Extent They Need Better 
or More Curriculum Materials to Provide Options for MLLs

NOTE: This figure depicts response data from the following survey question: “To what extent do you need more or better [ELA/mathematics/ 
science] curriculum materials for the following purposes?” The list of purposes included “provide options for multilingual learners.” Response 
choices included (1) “slight need”; (2) “moderate need”; (3) “major need”; (4) “N/A—my materials already do this well”; and (5) “N/A—this is 
not applicable to my students.” We excluded teachers who responded “N/A—this is not applicable to my students” and teachers who 
reported not serving any MLLs. An asterisk (*) indicates that percentages for that subgroup significantly differ at the p < 0.05 level from the 
reference group (ref.) before controlling for any teacher- or school-level characteristics. N = 7,122. 
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serving a large proportion of MLLs, reported that 
their materials were adequate. Instead, a majority of 
teachers serving MLLs considered their materials to 
be inadequate for teaching MLLs. Without adequate 
materials, teachers were less likely to say that they felt 
prepared to teach MLLs. Teachers’ relatively unfavor-
able perceptions of their curriculum materials are not 
surprising given educators’ priorities when select-
ing professional learning, curriculum materials, and 
activities within those materials. For both principals 
and teachers, selecting materials and activities with 
supports and options for MLLs was very low on a list 
of priorities, highlighting educators’ difficulties in 
navigating competing demands. Although selecting 
supports for MLLs was overall a low priority, about 
60 percent of teachers serving MLLs nevertheless 
expressed a desire for more or better materials for sup-
porting MLLs. This was even higher among teachers 
serving a moderate or large proportion of MLLs. 

Policy efforts in Rhode Island and California 
demonstrate that aligning aspects of states’ instruc-
tional systems (e.g., guidance around instructional 
material implementation, professional learning, 
teacher recruitment, teacher preparation, and fund-
ing) can help teachers instruct MLLs and prioritize 

supports for MLLs. Supporting MLLs likely requires 
a multifaceted and systemic approach that aligns 
instructional systems and includes access to high-
quality instructional materials containing adequate 
scaffolds, professional learning specific to MLLs, 
supportive school leadership, and opportunities for 
building educator capacity through credentials or 
certifications. Addressing these areas can ensure that 
educators are equipped to meet the needs of MLLs. 
Thus, we offer the following recommendations.

Curriculum Materials Should Address 
the Needs of MLLs to Some Degree

Our findings underscore the need for high-quality 
materials that adequately address the needs of MLLs, 
especially given that those materials will likely be 
used with at least some MLLs. 

Curriculum developers should partner with 
researchers and subject-matter experts to embed best 
practices and strategies for teaching MLLs into cur-
ricula. Features of high-quality curricula that best 
serve MLLs include explicit and systematic oral lan-
guage instruction, modifications of language to aid 
comprehension, use of visual aids, opportunities for 
discussion, and the integration of academic vocabu-
lary with oral language for reading instruction (Carlo 
et al., 2004; Vaughn et al., 2006; Gersten et al., 2007). 

Curriculum developers should also build part-
nerships with districts or schools to better under-
stand educators’ and students’ needs. When develop-
ers deepen their understanding of what instruction 
looks like in practice, they can better blend evidence-
based strategies and engaging content to create high-
quality instructional materials that are both rigorous 
for MLLs and accessible to teachers.

State and Local Leaders Should 
Consider Using Curriculum Review 
Tools to Identify and Select Standards-
Aligned Instructional Materials That 
Integrate Supports for MLLs 

The existence of high-quality curricula that address 
the needs of MLLs is necessary but likely not suf-
ficient for ensuring the uptake of those materials. 
State and local leaders can help teachers access these 

For both principals and 
teachers, selecting 
materials and activities 
with supports and 
options for MLLs was 
very low on a list of 
priorities, highlighting 
educators’ difficulties in 
navigating competing 
demands.
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materials by using curriculum review tools that can 
support the identification and selection of materials 
that adequately support MLLs.  

Previously, EdReports’ review process only 
included supports for MLLs as a few indicators used 
in its final stage focused on the usability of materials. 
However, since early 2025, EdReports now provides 
a comprehensive review of K–12 materials for ELA, 
mathematics, and science focused on MLL-specific 
supports. Its new review process covers MLLs’ engage-
ment with grade-level content, coherence of supports 
for MLLs, teacher guidance, and assessments, includ-
ing formative assessment plans for language develop-
ment across ELA, mathematics, and science.

State and local leaders could use such existing 
review tools or even create their own review tools 
that could help them curate a selection of vetted, 
high-quality curricula that align to state standards 
and best practices for MLLs across all grades and dis-
ciplines. In this review process, leaders should attend 
to whether the materials contain a sufficient number 
of scientifically proven practices, such as oral lan-
guage development, before including them on their 
state-recommended list. Supporting transparency 
around the quality of materials for addressing MLLs’ 
needs can reduce the burden on teachers to find and 
assess materials on their own. 

When Developing, Assessing, or 
Selecting Curriculum Materials, 
Curriculum Developers and State 
and Local Leaders Should Ensure 
That They Are Addressing the Needs 
of Secondary Teachers and Science 
Teachers 

Our findings show secondary and science teachers 
may have heightened needs when supporting MLLs. 
They were more likely than their counterparts to 
report feeling not at all prepared to teach MLLs and 
also more likely to say that their materials were not 
at all helpful for building MLLs’ content knowledge 
and language simultaneously and in a coherent and 
progressive way. Historically, educators have focused 
on ensuring that students acquire sufficient English-
language ability before teaching academic content 

(Minicucci and Olsen, 1992). However, teaching 
academic content and the English language simulta-
neously is essential for grade-level student learning 
(Janzen, 2008). Secondary teachers, in particular, 
may experience a more urgent need for MLL-specific 
scaffolds because academic content becomes more 
complex as students move up in grade levels.

Supporting science and secondary teachers may 
entail understanding more deeply the challenges they 
face in supporting MLLs, the reasons they feel less 
prepared, and why they consider their materials inad-
equate. One way to support secondary and science 
teachers is to consider their instructional needs and 
perspectives when developing and selecting curricu-
lum materials. Curriculum developers could seek out 
the perspectives of teachers who may struggle more to 
teach MLLs, such as secondary and science teachers. 
When assessing, selecting, and adopting curricula, 
state and local leaders could also do the same. Includ-
ing science and secondary teachers in these processes 
can also help build the capacity of participating teach-
ers to understand, recognize, and assess curriculum 
features that would be supportive of MLLs. 

State and Local Leaders Should 
Prioritize Supports for MLLs, Including 
Professional Learning Opportunities 
That Help Teachers Coherently 
Address the Needs of MLLs

One potential reason that teachers do not prioritize 
supports for MLLs in their selection of instructional 
activities is because principals appear to place a low 
priority on addressing the needs of MLLs. For teach-
ers to access the professional learning necessary to 
support MLLs, principals should prioritize the allo-
cation of resources (e.g., time, funds) toward those 
tailored supports for MLLs. Even teachers who do not 
serve a majority of MLLs may eventually serve more 
MLLs, considering the growth of the MLL popula-
tion nationally, so it is important that all teachers are 
prepared to teach MLLs.

First, state and local leaders can support teach-
ers’ access to ongoing curriculum-based professional 
learning (CBPL) to help them use their curriculum 
materials effectively to teach MLLs. By rooting pro-
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fessional learning in teachers’ specific curriculum 
materials, education leaders can ensure that teach-
ers are receiving coherent signals about how to 
teach MLLs (Wang et al., 2023; Wang et al., 2024). 
Such CPBL could integrate the contents of teachers’ 
materials, evidence-based practices, students’ back-
grounds, and targeted linguistic supports. When 
teachers are trained to use their district- or school-
selected materials with evidence-based practices, they 
are able to flexibly adapt the curriculum to their stu-
dents’ needs, including the needs of MLLs (McAlduff 
and Westergard, 2024). State leaders could evaluate 
and identify high-quality CBPL vendors, which 
can help school or district leaders select and engage 
such vendors. School and district leaders could then 
encourage teachers to participate in such professional 
development and provide them with the resources to 
do so (e.g., funding, class coverage).  

Fostering opportunities for peer collaboration 
is another way that local leaders can help teachers 
receive the necessary supports to teach MLLs. By 
creating structures that allow teachers to share strate-
gies, focus on a lesson together, engage in peer obser-
vations, and analyze classroom teaching with each 
other, schools can cultivate a professional learning 
community that is responsive to the needs of MLLs. 
This effort could include dedicated time for both 
subject-specific and ELD teachers to meet within and 
across disciplines to discuss strategies for supporting 
MLLs or developing mentoring programs in which 
veteran educators can guide novice teachers.

Finally, state and local leaders should also lever-
age MLL-specific professionals (i.e., a coach, special-
ist, or consultant) to provide ongoing professional 
development in districts and schools. These profes-
sionals can help provide one-on-one coaching, lead a 
professional development series, develop a bilingual 
education program, and respond directly to educa-
tors’ and students’ needs. For example, Rhode Island 
funded world language specialists to help support 
districts’ bilingual programs. State leaders could con-
sider creating a network of professionals or using the 
train-the-trainer model to help districts and schools 
receive ongoing professional learning.

State and Local Leaders Should Help 
Schools Hire Additional Qualified and 
Credentialed Educators to Serve MLLs 

We find that teachers with an ESL or bilingual cre-
dential felt more prepared to teach MLLs, were more 
likely to prioritize supports for MLLs, and were 
more likely to consider their curriculum materials as 
adequate. Overall, these findings point to the need 
to train and hire additional qualified educators who 
have preparation or a credential to teach MLLs. 

To build the capacity of all teachers early in their 
careers, state leaders should help educator prepara-
tion programs (EPPs) include evidence-based prac-
tices for teaching MLLs in their coursework or field-
work for obtaining a teaching credential. This may be 
especially important for secondary and science teach-
ers who may have greater needs for supporting MLLs. 
Some EPPs are shifting to incorporate more training 
specific to MLLs in such content areas as mathemat-
ics and science. This training has focused on such 
topics as second language acquisition, instructional 
strategies for teaching MLLs, academic vocabulary 
development for MLLs, cooperative learning and 
oral language development, differentiation of text for 
MLLs, and the assessment of MLLs (DelliCarpini and 
Alonso, 2014). Some programs that train mathemat-
ics and science teachers have significantly increased 
how prepared teacher candidates said they felt to 
teach MLLs (Carpenter et al., 2024), which may gal-
vanize more to follow. 

Another way is to encourage teachers to pursue 
an ESL or bilingual education credential or MLL-
specific micro-credentials. This step can enhance a 
teacher’s ability to help MLLs develop their language 
skills alongside their academic skills and knowl-
edge (National Education Association, undated). 
For example, California requires all teachers serv-
ing MLLs to have an English learner authorization, 
earned through coursework or an exam, and teach-
ers serving in a dual-language program must have 
a bilingual authorization (Commission on Teacher 
Credentialing, undated). An ESL or bilingual educa-
tion credential prepares K–12 teachers to help MLLs 
improve their academic achievement by using strat-
egies that support bilingualism and ELD, such as 
leveraging students’ native language and using visual 
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aids to scaffold comprehension (López, Scanlan, and 
Gundrum, 2013). 

Micro-credentials also present an alternative 
opportunity for teachers to receive MLL-specific 
training. Micro-credentials are short, competency-
based recognition certificates that signal mastery 
in a certain area (National Education Association, 
undated). They can be another path for educators who 
lack the time to participate in a full ESL or bilingual 
education credential program. Districts and schools 
can help lower the barriers to obtaining these creden-
tials by offering financial incentives, flexible schedul-
ing, and other supports. Making these pathways more 
accessible will help increase the number of teachers 
who are equipped to address the needs of MLLs. 

Research Limitations

There are several caveats that readers should consider 
when interpreting our results. First, our analysis of 
survey responses relies on educators’ self-reports. 
These self-reports should be interpreted with cau-
tion, because they rely on educators’ understanding 
of what it means to be prepared to teach MLLs and 
the features of curriculum materials that would be 
adequate to support MLLs. For instance, teachers who 
are more knowledgeable about appropriate scaffolds 
for MLLs may be more critical of curriculum materials 
than teachers who are less knowledgeable. As another 
example, principals and teachers also self-reported the 
features of professional learning, instructional materi-
als, and instructional tasks that they prioritized, but 
we do not know their priorities in practice.

Second, we asked educators a variety of survey 
items to understand how they prioritized supports 
for MLLs and their perceptions of the adequacy of 
their materials for teaching MLLs. We did not define 
all of the terms used in the survey items (e.g., devel-
oping “language functions,” or providing “options 
for MLLs”). Teachers and principals may have inter-
preted these terms differently. 

Third, our analysis of the teacher survey data is 
limited to only those who teach ELA, mathematics, 
or science, including general elementary teachers of 
multiple subjects. We are not able to report on the 
perceptions of teachers of other subjects.  

Last, these data do not provide any informa-
tion about how teachers are using their materials in 
the classroom to support MLL learning. Additional 
research is needed to understand the ways teachers 
are using their materials in practice and the specific 
resources they find most useful to teach MLLs.

Even teachers who do 
not serve a majority of 
MLLs may eventually 
serve more MLLs, so it 
is important all teachers 
are prepared to teach 
MLLs.

Notes
1   Teachers serving more MLLs were not significantly more 
likely to use standards-aligned materials. Forty-seven percent 
of teachers serving a small proportion of MLLs regularly used 
standards-aligned materials, compared with 50 percent and 
51 percent of teachers serving a moderate or large proportion of 
MLLs, respectively.
2   In the final portion of EdReports’ review process that focuses 
on the usability of materials, there are indicators focused on 
whether the “materials provide strategies and supports for stu-
dents who read, write, and/or speak in a language other than 
English to meet or exceed grade-level standards to regularly 
participate in learning” grade-level content in ELA or mathemat-
ics and whether “materials provide guidance to encourage teach-
ers to draw upon student home language to facilitate learning” 
(EdReports, 2021). Thus, EdReports’ review process includes 
some indicators about the quality of supports for MLLs within 
curriculum materials, although these indicators comprise a 
relatively small portion of the overall review process. We also do 
not include science materials in this analysis because there are 
relatively few rated comprehensive curriculum materials for sci-
ence, relative to ELA and mathematics. In the future, we plan to 
incorporate the analysis of these materials as EdReports’ body of 
science material ratings grows.
3   We also asked teachers about the following additional priorities 
for selecting tasks or activities from their instructional materi-
als and present the percentage of teachers serving any MLLs who 
selected each priority as a top priority: were engaging for students 
(78 percent); provided scaffolds or supports to help students 
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