
Research	Brief Practices,	Structures,	and
Systems	for	Supporting
Multilingual	Learners	in
SFUSD
Summarized	by	Fran	Kipnis	and	Laura
Wentworth

10	minute	read

This	summary	of	research	evidence	finds	five	instructional
practices,	structures	or	policies	related	to	multilingual	students
(otherwise	known	as	“English	Learners”)	that	are	associated	with
positively	impacting	teaching	and	learning.	This	summarizes
research	from	2010-2018	conducted	between	Stanford	University
and	San	Francisco	Unified	School	District.	In	some	cases,	we	explain
changes	that	SFUSD	has	made	as	a	result	of	the	research	evidence.
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SFUSD	changed	policies	related	to	course	placement	of
students	labeled	“English	Learners”	(ELs)	because	they
found	some	practices	of	sorting	students	as	ELs	negatively
impact	students’	access	to	courses.	Some	of	the	evidence
they	considered	when	making	these	decisions	included:

Using	SFUSD	course-taking	data	from	fall	2002	to	spring
2012,	this	study	found	that	middle	school	students	still
classified	as	ELs	were	both	disproportionately	in	lower
level	classes	and	not	enrolled	in	core	academic	classes,
particularly	English	Language	Arts	(ELA).	Researchers
found	that:	1)	ELs	were	enrolled	in	one-ninth	the	number
of	honors	credits,	compared	to	English-Only	students
(EOs);	2)	42%	of	ELs	compared	to	one	to	two	percent	of
non-ELs	were	not	enrolled	in	ELA	in	a	given	semester;	and
3)	overall,		95%	of	non-ELs	were	enrolled	in	math,	science,
and	ELA	in	a	given	semester	compared	to	53%	percent	of
ELs	(Umansky,	2016a).
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The	researchers	exploratory	analysis	suggested	that	this	disproportionality	is	correlated	with
multiple	factors,	including:	1)	prior	academic	achievement;	2)	English	proficiency	level	and	EL
classification	as	teacher/administrators	can	confound	academic	ability	and	English	proficiency;	and
3)	institutional	factors,	most	notably	attendance	in	an	under-resourced	school	that	offers	few	highly
academically	tracked	classes	(Umansky,	2016b).

A	study	analyzing	SFUSD	high	school	students	graduating	between	2009	through	2016	found	that
high	school	course	taking	varies,	both	between	ELs	and	Never-ELs	and	among	EL	subgroups.	Overall,
high	school	ELs	(excluding	reclassified	students)	are	less	likely	to	take	advanced	math,	science,	and
world	language	courses	compared	to	other	groups.	Newcomers	and	Long-Term	ELs	have	different
course-taking	patterns;	reclassified	ELs	take	the	same	number	of,	if	not	more,	academic	classes	than
Never-ELs.	The	researchers	also	found	that	what	happens	to	ELs	in	middle	school	makes	a	difference
to	their	high	school	course-taking	patterns.	(Johnson,	2019a)	

Over	time,	compared	to	English	immersion	programs,	bilingual	programs	demonstrated	faster
reclassification	and	student	achievement	for	multilingual	learners.	While	the	difference	was
more	significant	for	Latinx	students	than	it	was	for	Chinese	students,	the	achievement	gap
between	these	two	student	groups	remained	wide	with	Chinese	students	outperforming	Latinx
students	in	all	programs.

b.

2.

Using	SFUSD	administrative	data	from	fall	2000	through	spring	2012,	this	study	followed	nine
cohorts	of	Latino	EL	students.	Researchers	found	that	Latino	ELs	enrolled	in	two-language
programs	were	reclassified	at	a	slower	pace	in	elementary	school.	However,	they	had	higher
overall	reclassification	rates,	academic	ELA	achievement	and	English	reading,	writing,	speaking,
and	listening	proficiency	by	the	end	of	high	school.	Specifically,	we	find	that	in	this	district	it	takes
eight	years	in	school	for	50%	of	Latino	ELs	to	be	reclassified	into	mainstream	status.	A	full	60%	of
Latino	ELs	become	long-term	ELs	and	roughly	a	quarter	are	never	reclassified.	(Umansky	and
Reardon,	2014)

Similarly,	in	a	study	following	750	EL	students	who	entered	SFUSD	in	kindergarten	between	the
2001-2002	and	2009-2010	academic	years,	researchers	found	that	through	second	grade,	ELs	in
dual	immersion	programs	score	lower	in	ELA	than	students	in	other	language	programs.	However,
by	seventh	grade,	students	in	dual	immersion	and	transitional	bilingual	programs	score	higher	in
ELA	than	those	in	English	immersion	classrooms.	This	held	true	for	Latino	students,	with	Chinese
students	exhibiting	different	patterns.	The	results	did	not	vary	by	the	language	proficiency	of	the
student	when	they	started	kindergarten.	(Valentino	and	Reardon,	2015)

a.

b.

Professional	development	focused	on	conversation,	interactive	supports,	and	social	interaction
can	advance	teacher	skill	in	instructing	ELs	and	influence	student	practices	and	achievement.	In
addition,	teacher	learning	is	accelerated	when	instruction	happens	collaboratively	within
grade-level	or	content-level	teams
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When	teachers	applied	a	conversation-based	approach	for	ELs,	students	engaged	in	academic
conversations	and	initiated	conversation	related	to	learning	objectives.	Integrating	English	Language
Development	and	Content	Area	Learning:	A	Conversation-Based	Approach	and	the	use	of	the
Conversation	Analysis	Tool	(CAT)	to	analyze	student	conversation	is	an	online	professional
development	initiative	initiated	in	SFUSD	in	2016.	In	addition	to	the	findings	related	to	students,
researchers	found	that	the	teachers	may	benefit	from	opportunities	to	collaborate	with	peers	in	the
process	of	planning	for	conversation	and	analyzing	student	conversations.	(Zwiers	&	Bergey,	2016)	

Interactive	supports	(i.e.,	oral	feedback,	rephrasing	in	academic	language)	appeared	to	be	more
crucial	than	pre-planned	supportive	structures	(i.e.,	vocabulary	lists,	graphic	organizers)	for	English
Language	Development	for	middle	school	students.	This	study	analyzed	sixty	reading	lessons	used
by	six	SFUSD	middle	school	EL	teachers	nominated	as	exemplary	during	the	2014-15	school	year.
Teachers	who	expressed	the	most	confidence	in	their	ability	to	provide	high	challenge	and	high
support	instruction	to	ELs	attributed	their	success	to	positive	experiences	in	professional
development	that	focused	directly	on	reading	instruction	for	ELs.	These	teachers	also	expressed
interest	in	more	resources	on	how	to	offer	interactive,	in-the-moment	support	to	EL	students.
(Johnson,	2016)

Teachers	can	support	EL	students’	knowledge	of	science	content	and	language	by	supporting	their
social	participation	in	the	classroom.	This	study	analyzed	aspects	of	the	SFUSD	middle-school
science	curricula	and	observed	four	middle-school	teachers	and	their	students.	Researchers
recommend	that	a	rigorous	science	curriculum	for	middle-school	ELs	explicitly	focus	on	social
interaction	and	that	teacher	professional	development	is	aligned	with	this	aspect	of	the	curriculum.
The	researchers	also	highlight	the	importance	of	time	and	resources	for	teachers	to	change	their
practices	related	to	teacher-student	interactions	and	supporting	student	interactions	in	the
classroom.	(Solano-Flores,	G.	2017)

a.

c.

Summer	programs	for	recently	arrived	high	school	students	had	positive	impacts	on
participants.	EL	Village	is	a	summer	program	that	offers	students	who	have	recently	arrived	in
the	U.S.	an	opportunity	to	earn	high	school	credits	while	helping	develop	academic	and
language	skills.	This	study	analyzed	SFUSD	data	for	the	students	in	the	2009	through	2016
graduating	classes.	Researchers	found	that	EL	Village	led	to	an	increase	in	the	number	of	ELA
classes	by	.6	and	raised	five-year	graduation	rates	by	five	percentage	points.	The	findings	also
suggested	that	EL	Village	helped	students	raise	their	CELDT	speaking	scores	and	ELA
achievement	and	reduce	approximately	five	unexcused	absences.	(Johnson,	2019b)

4.

b.

Multiple	modes	of	media	could	be	important	language	development	tools	for	young	children	of
Latino	immigrant	families.	A	case	study	of	seven	Latino	immigrant	families	with	young	children
found	that	families	made	use	of	a	wide	range	of	media	(i.e.TV,	YouTube,	Google	translate,	iPads)
to	promote	language	learning	and	language-rich	plan;	to	create	connections	between	home	and
school;	and	for	reading	and	producing	stories.	(Levison,	2015)

5.



4

Citations

Johnson,	A.	(2019b).	Summer	Credit	Recovery	Impact	on	Newcomer	English	Learners.	American	Educational	Research	Journal.
57(4).

Johnson,	A.	(2019a).	A	Matter	of	Time:	Variations	in	High	School	Course-Taking	by	Years-as-EL	Subgroup.	Educational
Evaluation	and	Policy	Analysis.	41(4).	

Levinson,	A.	(2018).	Latino	immigrant	families	learning	with	digital	media	across	settings	and	generations.	Digital	Education
Review.

Johnson,	E.	M.	(2016).”Instructional	Strategies	for	English	Learner	Classrooms.”	Stanford-SFUSD	Partnership.

Solano-Flores,	G.,	Altavilla,	J.	M.,	Saavedra,	A.	M.,	Holthuis,	N.	C.,	Deutscher,	R.,	Cheuk,	T.,	&	Kuo,	A.	C.	(2017).	English	Learners'
Access	to	Science:	An	Exploratory	Investigation	of	the	SFUSD	Middle	School	Science	Core	Curriculum,	Assessments,	and
Professional	Development:	Final	Report	Submitted	to	the	Incentive	Fund	for	Projects	in	the	San	Francisco	Unified	School	District.
Stanford	University,	California.	

Umansky,	I.	(December,	2016a).	To	Be	or	Not	to	Be	EL:	An	Examination	of	the	Impact	of	Classifying	Students	as	English	Learners.
Educational	Evaluation	and	Policy	Analysis.	Vol.	38,	Issue	4,	pp.,	714-737.	

Umansky,	I.	(December,	2016b).	Leveled	and	Exclusionary	Tracking:	English	learner	access	to	Content	in	Middle	School.
American	Educational	Research	Journal.	Vol.	53,	No.	6,	pp.	1792-1833.	

Umansky,	L.	and	Reardon	S.	(August	2014).	Reclassification	Patterns	Among	Latino	English	Learner	Students	in	Bilingual,	Dual
Immersion,	and	English	Immersion	Classrooms.	American	Educational	Research	Journal.	Vol.	51,	No.	5,	pp.	879-912.

Valentino,	R.,	and	Reardon,	S.	(December,	2015).	Effectiveness	of	Four	Instructional	Programs	Designed	to	Serve	English
Learners:	Variation	by	Ethnicity	and	English	Learner	Proficiency.	Educational	Evaluation	and	Policy	Analysis.	Vol.	37,	No.	4,	pp.,
612-637.	

Zwiers,	J.	&	Bergey,	R.	(2016).	Integrating	English	Language	Development	and	Content	Area	Learning:	A	Conversation	Based
Approach.	Final	Conclusions.

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0002831219883237
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0162373719867087
https://revistes.ub.edu/index.php/der/article/view/21813
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0162373716664802?casa_token=4kiA_7ZzJ4EAAAAA%3AZbf3N3wdZmfM_f08VMv8uUrli1lK8bHaTGYEjt99nAtxHN8KzMw3zRBdP5G15gOyXCpCWJzBAuSvFg&journalCode=epaa
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0002831216675404?casa_token=qVpJtWLEmAwAAAAA:BSSjmvpf4pis6Qy-Rs3hXO4EcokOLpWw5ikEim2IlZLT--5qdnLd6m3uS7JKA7t381KfTfy3-4bNLg
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.3102/0002831214545110
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.3102/0002831214545110
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43773529
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43773529

