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Why Focus on Native Language 
Literacy?
The thinking and language skills students develop in their native language helps them learn a 
second language:

         •	 English learners who learned to read and write in the native language learn to read and 
	 write much more quickly in English, even when the native language uses a different 
	 alphabet.1 

         •	 When English learners have developed knowledge of math, science, and other content 	
	 areas in their native language, they do not have to relearn that material in English. 

         •	 Academic knowledge and skill gained in the native language actually helps ELLs to learn 
	 English because it helps them understand what is being talked about in their classes.2 

Literacy and content instruction in the native language helps learners to perform better in 
English:

         •	 Not only do native language skills developed before immigration help ELLs’ academic 
	 performance in English, but content and literacy instruction in the native language also 
	 speed up academic performance in English.

         •	 Teaching initial reading in the native language will speed up learners’ development of 
	 reading skills in English. 

         •	 Teaching English learners math, science, social studies, and language arts in their native 
	 language improves their academic achievement in English. 

Learning English is not the biggest challenge for English Language Learners. Instead, it is to 
develop the academic literacy, knowledge, and skills needed at their grade level.3

 
         •	 ELLs often become fluent speakers of English before they develop grade level academic 	
	 skills.

         •	 High levels of literacy, in depth content knowledge, and complex reasoning skills take 
	 much longer to develop than do speaking skills in a second language. 
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