
teaching math to english language learners
teaching math to english language learners presents unique challenges and opportunities for
educators aiming to support diverse student populations. As English language learners (ELLs)
navigate both language acquisition and complex mathematical concepts, effective instructional
strategies are essential. This article explores best practices for teaching math to English language
learners, emphasizing language development alongside mathematical understanding. It covers the
importance of culturally responsive teaching, scaffolding techniques, and the integration of visual
supports to enhance comprehension. Additionally, it addresses assessment methods that fairly
evaluate ELLs’ math skills without language proficiency bias. Educators will find practical
recommendations to optimize learning outcomes for ELL students in mathematics classrooms. The
following sections outline key components necessary for successful teaching of math to English
language learners.

Understanding the Challenges of Teaching Math to English Language Learners

Effective Instructional Strategies for ELLs in Math

Incorporating Language Development in Math Instruction

Using Visuals and Manipulatives to Support Learning

Assessment and Feedback Practices for ELL Students in Math

Understanding the Challenges of Teaching Math to
English Language Learners
Teaching math to English language learners involves addressing both linguistic and conceptual
barriers. ELL students often face difficulties comprehending mathematical vocabulary, word
problems, and instructions due to limited English proficiency. This dual challenge requires educators
to recognize the interplay between language skills and math understanding. Additionally, cultural
differences in mathematical terminology and problem-solving approaches can influence how ELLs
interpret and engage with math content. Understanding these challenges allows teachers to create
more inclusive and effective math instruction tailored to the needs of English language learners.

Language Barriers in Mathematical Concepts
Mathematical language includes specific terminology, symbols, and syntax that can be confusing for
ELL students. Words such as “sum,” “difference,” “product,” and “quotient” may not have direct
equivalents in students’ native languages, complicating comprehension. Moreover, math problems
often require reading comprehension skills to decode instructions and interpret scenarios. For ELLs,
limited vocabulary and syntax awareness can hinder their ability to fully grasp math tasks, leading to
misunderstandings and errors.



Cultural Influences on Math Learning
Cultural backgrounds shape students’ prior knowledge and attitudes toward math. Some ELLs may
have experienced different teaching methods, curricula, or educational expectations in their home
countries. These variations can affect how they approach problem-solving and interact with math
content. Recognizing and valuing these cultural perspectives is important for creating a supportive
learning environment that respects diversity and fosters engagement in math lessons.

Effective Instructional Strategies for ELLs in Math
Implementing targeted instructional strategies can significantly improve math learning outcomes for
English language learners. These approaches focus on making math content accessible while
promoting language development. Differentiated instruction, scaffolding, and cooperative learning
are among the most effective methods for teaching math to ELL students.

Differentiated Instruction
Differentiated instruction involves tailoring lessons to meet the diverse linguistic and cognitive
needs of ELLs. This approach allows teachers to provide varied levels of support depending on
students’ language proficiency and math skills. For example, teachers might simplify language in
instructions, provide additional examples, or use bilingual resources to clarify concepts.
Differentiation ensures that all students can engage with the material at an appropriate level.

Scaffolding Techniques
Scaffolding provides temporary support structures that help ELLs bridge gaps in understanding
until they achieve independence. In math, scaffolding might include breaking complex problems into
smaller steps, using sentence frames for math explanations, or modeling problem-solving processes.
These strategies help students gradually build confidence and competence in both math content and
language use.

Collaborative Learning
Group work and peer collaboration encourage ELLs to practice mathematical language in authentic
contexts. Working with classmates allows students to verbalize their thinking, ask questions, and
learn from others. Cooperative learning also fosters social interaction, which is vital for language
acquisition and engagement in math activities.

Incorporating Language Development in Math
Instruction
Integrating language objectives into math lessons supports simultaneous development of English
proficiency and mathematical skills. Teachers can embed vocabulary instruction, language function



practice, and discourse opportunities within math content to enhance learning for ELLs.

Explicit Vocabulary Instruction
Teaching key math vocabulary explicitly helps ELL students understand and use essential terms
accurately. Vocabulary instruction should include definitions, examples, and opportunities for
students to apply words in context. Visual aids and bilingual glossaries can reinforce retention and
comprehension of new terms.

Language Functions and Structures
Math instruction should incorporate practice with language functions such as explaining reasoning,
comparing quantities, and describing processes. Providing sentence frames and guided practice
helps ELLs develop the grammatical structures needed to communicate math ideas effectively. For
example, teachers can model how to express cause and effect or sequence steps in problem-solving.

Creating Opportunities for Mathematical Discourse
Engaging ELLs in discussions about math promotes deeper understanding and language growth.
Structured talk activities, such as think-pair-share or math journals, encourage students to articulate
their thinking and listen to diverse perspectives. These activities build confidence and reinforce both
content knowledge and language skills.

Using Visuals and Manipulatives to Support Learning
Visual supports and hands-on materials are powerful tools for making math concepts tangible and
comprehensible for English language learners. They reduce reliance on language alone and provide
multiple representations of mathematical ideas.

Types of Visual Supports
Visual aids include diagrams, charts, graphic organizers, and illustrated word problems. These
resources help ELLs organize information, identify relationships, and visualize problem structures.
For instance, number lines and pie charts clarify concepts like fractions and percentages.

Manipulatives in Math Instruction
Manipulatives such as blocks, counters, and geometric shapes enable students to explore math
concepts through tactile experiences. Using manipulatives supports concrete understanding before
moving to abstract representations. This approach is especially beneficial for ELLs who may struggle
with symbolic notation.



Integrating Technology and Multimedia
Educational technology tools, including interactive apps and videos, provide dynamic visual and
auditory support for math learning. These resources can adapt to individual learner needs and offer
immediate feedback, enhancing engagement and understanding for English language learners.

Assessment and Feedback Practices for ELL Students in
Math
Fair and effective assessment of ELLs’ math abilities requires careful consideration of language
proficiency and cultural factors. Assessment strategies should aim to measure mathematical
understanding without penalizing limited English skills.

Formative Assessment Techniques
Ongoing formative assessments allow teachers to monitor ELL students’ progress and adjust
instruction accordingly. Techniques such as exit tickets, math journals, and observation provide
insights into students’ conceptual grasp and language use. These assessments help identify specific
areas needing support.

Modifying Assessment Language
Adapting test language by simplifying vocabulary and sentence structure can reduce language
barriers in math assessments. Providing instructions in students’ native languages or allowing oral
responses can further ensure that assessments reflect math knowledge rather than English
proficiency.

Providing Constructive Feedback
Feedback for ELLs should focus on both mathematical accuracy and language development. Clear,
specific comments guide students toward improvement while encouraging continued effort.
Incorporating positive reinforcement and actionable suggestions supports motivation and growth in
math learning.

Key Practices for Assessment and Feedback

Use multiple assessment formats (oral, written, visual) to accommodate diverse learners

Allow extended time or alternative response methods for ELL students

Focus feedback on process as well as product to encourage problem-solving skills

Collaborate with ESL specialists to design appropriate assessments



Frequently Asked Questions

What are effective strategies for teaching math to English
language learners (ELLs)?
Effective strategies include using visual aids, incorporating hands-on activities, simplifying language
without diluting content, and connecting math concepts to real-life situations to enhance
comprehension for ELLs.

How can teachers support vocabulary development in math for
ELL students?
Teachers can support vocabulary development by explicitly teaching math terms, using word walls,
providing bilingual glossaries, and encouraging students to use new vocabulary in context through
discussions and writing.

Why is it important to integrate language objectives with math
lessons for ELLs?
Integrating language objectives helps ELLs develop both math skills and English proficiency
simultaneously, ensuring they understand instructions and can communicate mathematical
reasoning effectively.

What role do visuals and manipulatives play in teaching math
to ELLs?
Visuals and manipulatives help ELLs grasp abstract math concepts by providing concrete
representations, making lessons more accessible and engaging regardless of language proficiency.

How can teachers assess math understanding in ELL students
without language bias?
Teachers can use performance-based assessments, such as projects or demonstrations, allow
responses in students’ home language or through drawings, and focus on problem-solving processes
rather than solely on written language.

What challenges do ELLs face in learning math, and how can
educators address them?
ELLs may struggle with language barriers, cultural differences in math instruction, and limited prior
knowledge. Educators can address these by using culturally responsive teaching, scaffolding
instruction, and providing additional language support.



How can technology support math learning for English
language learners?
Technology can offer interactive and visual math tools, language translation apps, and adaptive
learning programs that tailor instruction to individual ELL needs, enhancing engagement and
understanding.

What is the importance of family involvement in supporting
math learning for ELL students?
Family involvement reinforces math learning at home, bridges cultural and language gaps, and
provides emotional support. Schools can engage families by offering resources in their native
languages and involving them in math-related activities.

Additional Resources
1. Math for English Language Learners: Strategies for Success
This book offers practical strategies for teaching math concepts to English language learners (ELLs).
It emphasizes language development alongside math skills, providing teachers with tools to scaffold
instruction. The text includes lesson plans, vocabulary activities, and assessment tips designed
specifically for ELL students.

2. Language and Literacy in Mathematics Education for English Language Learners
Focusing on the intersection of language and math, this book explores how literacy skills impact
math learning for ELLs. It provides research-based approaches to integrate language development
into math instruction. Teachers will find techniques to support comprehension, communication, and
critical thinking in math classrooms.

3. Supporting English Language Learners in Math Classrooms
This resource guides educators in creating an inclusive math environment for ELLs. It highlights
culturally responsive teaching methods and differentiated instruction to meet diverse learner needs.
The book also includes case studies and examples of effective practice.

4. Mathematics Instruction for English Language Learners: Differentiating for the 21st Century
Designed for modern classrooms, this book addresses the challenges of teaching math to ELLs with
varied proficiency levels. It offers differentiated instructional strategies, technology integration, and
formative assessment techniques. Educators will learn to tailor lessons to enhance both math
understanding and language acquisition.

5. Building Mathematical Vocabulary for English Language Learners
This book focuses on the critical role of vocabulary in math learning for ELL students. It provides
methods for teaching key mathematical terms and phrases through interactive and contextual
activities. The resource supports teachers in helping students grasp complex concepts by mastering
the language of math.

6. English Language Learners and Mathematics: Teaching and Learning in Diverse Classrooms
This comprehensive guide addresses the unique needs of ELL students in math education. It offers
insights into cultural influences, language barriers, and instructional adaptations. The book includes



practical tools for assessment and collaboration with families to promote student success.

7. Effective Math Teaching for English Language Learners
Focusing on classroom strategies, this book presents research-backed methods to improve math
instruction for ELLs. It covers topics like scaffolding, use of visuals, and cooperative learning.
Teachers will find actionable advice to enhance engagement and understanding in diverse
classrooms.

8. Mathematics for Multilingual Learners: A Guide for Teachers
This guide provides an overview of best practices for teaching math to multilingual students,
including ELLs. It emphasizes the development of both language proficiency and mathematical
reasoning. The book includes examples, lesson ideas, and assessment strategies aligned with current
standards.

9. Teaching Mathematics to English Language Learners: A Framework for Equity
Centered on equity and access, this book explores how to create math instruction that supports
ELLs' academic growth. It addresses systemic challenges and offers frameworks for culturally
responsive teaching. Educators will find strategies to foster a supportive and effective math learning
environment for all students.
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teaching standards-based mathematics, this resource: Demonstrates how to incorporate ELL
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literacy and math domains. Together, these chapters model effective teaching practice, advocacy,
and teamwork with parents and colleagues as well as policy development toward meeting the needs
of this diverse student population. This invaluable guide: Examines challenges of data collection
when working with English language learners. Traces the development of dual-language fluency and
competence. Discusses language-acquisition issues affecting oral language assessment. Reviews
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teaching strategies can position these learners as leaders in mathematics. Yet, as the number of
multilingual learners in North American schools grows, many teachers have not had opportunities to
gain the competencies required to teach these learners effectively, especially in disciplines such as
mathematics. Multilingual learners—historically called English Language Learners—are expected to
interpret the meaning of problems, analyze, make conjectures, evaluate their progress, and discuss
and understand their own approaches and the approaches of their peers in mathematics classrooms.
Thus, language plays a vital role in mathematics learning, and demonstrating these competencies in
a second (or third) language is a challenging endeavor. Based on best practices and the authors’
years of research, this guide offers practical approaches that equip grades K-8 teachers to draw on
the strengths of multilingual learners, partner with their families, and position these learners for
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hot tips for ideas applicable to real-world classroom situations.
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  teaching math to english language learners: Teaching Social Studies to English
Language Learners Stephen J. Thornton, Bárbara C. Cruz, 2013-03-12 Teaching Social Studies to
English Language Learners provides readers with a comprehensive understanding of both the
challenges that face English language learners (ELLs) and ways in which educators might address
them in the social studies classroom. The authors offer context-specific strategies for the full range
of the social studies curriculum, including geography, U.S. history, world history, economics, and
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incorporated as a regular part of instruction in any classroom. An annotated list of web and print
resources completes the volume, making this a valuable reference to help social studies teachers
meet the challenges of including all learners in effective instruction. Features and updates to this
new edition include: • An updated and streamlined Part 1 provides an essential overview of ELL
theory in a social studies specific-context. • Teaching Tips offer helpful suggestions and ideas for
creating and modifying lesson plans to be inclusive of ELLs. • Additional practical examples and new
pedagogical elements in Part 3 include more visuals, suggestions for harnessing new technologies,
discussion questions, and reflection points. • New material that takes into account the demands of
the Common Core State Standards, as well as updates to the web and print resources in Part 4.
  teaching math to english language learners: Teaching Language Arts to English
Language Learners Anete Vásquez, Angela L. Hansen, Philip C. Smith, 2013-03-12 This thoroughly
revised and updated edition of Teaching Language Arts to English Language Learners provides
readers with the comprehensive understanding of both the challenges that face ELLs and ways in
which educators might address them in the language arts classroom. The authors offer proven
techniques that teachers can readily use to teach reading, writing, grammar, and vocabulary as well
as speaking, listening, and viewing skills. A complete section is also devoted to ways teachers can
integrate all five strands of the language arts curriculum into a comprehensive unit of study with
meaningful accommodations for ELLs. An annotated list of web and print resources completes the
volume, making this a valuable reference for language arts teachers to meet the challenges of
including all learners in effective instruction. New features to this edition include: An updated and
streamlined Part 1, which provides an essential overview of ELL theory in a language arts specific



context. Additional practical examples of language arts exercises, all of which are closely aligned
with the Common Core State Standards. New pedagogical elements in Part 3, including tips on
harnessing new technologies, discussion questions and reflection points. Updates to the web and
print resources in Part 4
  teaching math to english language learners: Teaching Young Children Mathematics Janice
Minetola, Robert Ziegenfuss, J. Kent Chrisman, 2013-09-11 Teaching Young Children Mathematics
provides a comprehensive overview of mathematics instruction in the early childhood classroom.
Taking into account family differences, language barriers, and the presence of special needs
students in many classrooms throughout the U.S., this textbook situates best practices for
mathematics instruction within the larger frameworks of federal and state standards as well as
contemporary understandings of child development. Key topics covered include: developmental
information of conceptual understanding in mathematics from birth through 3rd grade, use of
national and state standards in math, including the new Common Core State Standards, information
for adapting ideas to meet special needs and English Language Learners, literacy connections in
each chapter, ‘real-world’ connections to the content, and information for family connections to the
content.
  teaching math to english language learners: English Language Learners in the
Mathematics Classroom Debra Coggins, 2007-02-12 The number of students whose first language
is not English is increasing. As a result, many teachers need new resources to adapt their teaching
of mathematics to support the mathematical learning of students with limited English, and to include
them in rigorous instruction. By incorporating multimodal strategies, teachers can more confidently
teach standards-based mathematics that can reach all of their students. Through simple,
straightforward language and examples, this resource helps teachers develop specialised
understanding and strategy knowledge for supporting a high level of mathematics learning along
with language acquisition.
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