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Myths about young language learners 
 

 Young learners all acquire English skills very quickly and easily– ‘soak it up like a 
sponge’ 

 Young learners need no special programming or assistance to learn English 

 Young leaners all become indistinguishable from monolingual English speakers 
born in Canada  

 
 



Facts about young language learners & implications for teachers 
 

 Children who start to learn English in elementary school take 3-5 years to have 
oral language proficiency similar to monolingual speakers.  

 Children take 5-7 years for academic language and literacy skills to be similar to 
monolingual speakers 

o Expect students to be ‘ELL’ longer than they might be coded by the 
Ministry as ‘ELL’ (Note: “ELL = English language learner”) 

 

 Youth learners can have variable outcomes in English:  Some will always have a 
foreign accent and /or make grammatical errors when they speak and write 
English.  Others will become similar to monolinguals in their English skills. 

o Expect a wide range of individual differences in learning outcomes in this 
age group 
 

  Second language learning builds on language and literacy skills in the first 
language.  Two languages support each other rather than take away from each 
other in development. 

 Problem:  For many refugee children, limited or disrupted education and pre-
migration hardship and trauma means they have lower language and literacy 
skills for their age 

o Expect some refugee children to learn English language and literacy skills 
more slowly than some other newcomer children 

o Lower language and literacy skills due to life circumstances are not 
language/learning disabilities. Be careful about over-referring such 
children.  Such children are need of extra help with language and literacy, 
not a diagnosis.  
 

 Young learners acquire English skills faster and better when they have rich 
language environments inside and outside school.   

 A rich language environment can and should include two languages for 
newcomer children. 

 Use of English at home by parents who are not fluent English speakers does not 
support a rich language environment; speaking the first language at home does. 

o Create language rich activities in the classroom (see below). 
o Encourage families to speak children’s first language at home, to read 

books, tell stories, sing songs or rhymes in the first language, and 
participate in linguistic/cultural community activities.  

o Encourage families to have their child participate in library reading 
activities and sports or other community activities for a richer English 
experience outside school. 

o Support families by helping them find, and enroll their child in, extra-
curricular activities.  



o Support families by locating language rich books and web-based 
materials in English and the first language. 

 
 
Strategies for creating a language-rich elementary classroom 
 

 Emphasize language over literacy skills in early education programing. Language 
is the foundation of literacy for all children, but building the language foundation 
for literacy is critically important for ELLs. 

 

 Verbalize and label your own actions, thoughts and strategies during activities to 
provide contextualized English language experiences. Label what children are 
doing for the same purpose 

o Example:  While teaching a child to build a tall tower, the teacher says, 
“You put the biggest block first, then a smaller one on top, then another 
even smaller one on top…”. Let’s see why this tower is falling down. Is it 
too tall? I wonder what would happen if we took the top block off? 
You’re putting the red block on top of the yellow block – good job”. 

 

 Repeat instructions, explanations and ideas more than once 
 

 Supplement language use with gestures, pictures and objects to promote 
comprehension, especially with ELL beginners 

 

 Provide positive verbal feedback by repeating children’s correct sentences and 
re-casting incorrect sentences without the errors.  Refrain from direct correction.  
Follow up on topics the child introduces. 

o Repetition: Child says, “the dinosaur goes on there”.  Teacher says, “yes, 
the dinosaur goes on there”.  

o Recasting:  Child says, “dinosaur go on there”.  Teacher says, “yes, the 
dinosaur goes on there”.    

o Correction: Child says, “dinosaur go on there”.  Teacher says, “no – that’s 
wrong.  You should say the dinosaur goes on there” .  

o Follow up:  “What does this dinosaur like to eat?”   
 

 Increase the number of language rich activities in lesson plans 

 Build activities around language functions and themes where whole sentences 
are used rather than around word lists. 

 Limit use of word list activities (even if there are apps for them) such as, lists of 
names of fruit or animals.  There is little evidence children learn language from 
word lists.  

o Examples of language rich activities: role/pretend play, story-
telling/book-looking, language-based games & rhymes – “Simon Says” 



o Examples of functions are:  
Requesting (asking to join in the activity, asking for an object) 
Expressing likes and dislikes 
Describing what just happened, what they did yesterday, etc. 
Describing a present scene, an object, a person, etc. 
Giving “how to” instructions 

 
 
Challenges and strategies for educating ELL youth 
 

 Social networks are key for language and literacy use, e.g., social media, texting, 
talking.  But, ELL youth often socialize only with others from their linguistic 
/cultural communities. 

o Create opportunities at school for social networks across linguistic and 
cultural communities where English is the common language 

 Sports, art, drama, music, computers, chess & other clubs 
 Create “mixed” groups within the classroom for collaborative 

activities 
o Consider media and popular culture-based themes for some lessons 

because they are what ELL youth have in common with their peers from 
the majority culture and from other newcomer backgrounds.  

 Access to peer group culture is important for social networks 
 

 ELL Youth are at risk for academic failure because they are learning the language 
at the same time as trying to keep up with content. Many refugee youth have 
limited or disrupted education, so they are even more vulnerable. Many are 
embarrassed and discouraged at their school performance because of language 
barriers. 

o Organize “homework clubs” where English language help is given 
alongside content help by volunteers (other students, university students 
or community members)  

o Re-assure ELL youth that no question is a stupid question and be 
available to respond to questions in private - build trust. 

 

 Higher self-esteem and belonging could feed positively into youths’ learning of 
English and content material.  

 Tap into the “funds of knowledge”  
o Life experience of refugee youth could be relevant to Social Studies 
o ELL youth might be good at Math because it requires less language 
o Organize and recruit youth to assist in activities supporting the first 

language of children from their linguistic/cultural communities.   
 This could help build ELL youths’ sense of belonging and self-

esteem, and be valuable to child ELLs at the same time.  
 



 
 
 
Discussion prompts: 
 

1. Generate ideas for creating a language rich environment in and outside the 
classroom for young learners 

2. Share challenges and solutions/strategies for working with ELL youth 
 
 
Additional Resources 
 
Working with young children who are learning a new language. Alberta Education 
handbook for teachers written by Dr. Johanne Paradis, Dr. Anna Kirova and Dr. Darcy 
Dachyshyn (University of Alberta) 
https://education.alberta.ca/media/1224523/working-with-young-children-who-are-
learning-english-as-a-new-language.pdf 
 
Dual language development and disorders: A handbook on bilingualism and second 
language learning.  Book aimed at teachers and clinicians written by Dr. Johanne Paradis 
(University of Alberta), Dr. Fred Genesee and Dr. Martha Crago (McGill University)   
https://www.amazon.ca/Dual-Language-Development-Disorders-
Bilingualism/dp/1598570587 
  
What early childhood educators need to know: Developing effective programing for 
linguistically and culturally diverse children and their families. (Pamphlet written by Dr. 
Patton O. Tabors, Harvard University) 
https://www.naeyc.org/files/tyc/file/WhatECENeedToKnow.pdf  
 
Mylanguage.ca (website with resources for books and materials in diverse languages 
created by Dr. Roma Chumak-Horbatsch, Ryerson University) 
 

https://education.alberta.ca/media/1224523/working-with-young-children-who-are-learning-english-as-a-new-language.pdf
https://education.alberta.ca/media/1224523/working-with-young-children-who-are-learning-english-as-a-new-language.pdf
https://www.amazon.ca/Dual-Language-Development-Disorders-Bilingualism/dp/1598570587
https://www.amazon.ca/Dual-Language-Development-Disorders-Bilingualism/dp/1598570587
https://www.naeyc.org/files/tyc/file/WhatECENeedToKnow.pdf
http://www.ryerson.ca/mylanguage/

