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Series Introduction for the District Profiles
The demographics of American schools have been changing rapidly for some years now. One of
the most telling changes in the last decade has been the increase in ethnic and linguistic diversity
in communities that have not historically had large numbers of recent immigrants. None of the
five counties with the fastest growth in Hispanic residents (from 2000 to 2011) are in areas with
traditionally high numbers of immigrants: Luzerne County (PA), Sevier County (TN), Frederick
County (VA), Paulding County (GA), and Henry County (GA).1 While the number of dual language
learners enrolled in U.S. schools grew by 18 percent from the 2000–01 school year to the 2010–11
school year, it grew by 610 percent in South Carolina, 306 percent in Kentucky, 255 percent in
Nevada, and 230 percent in Delaware. The English language learner populations in Arkansas,
Kansas, Mississippi, Alabama, Virginia, and North Carolina more than doubled over the same
period.2
Educators and policymakers in these states—and many others—are grappling with this shift in
a variety of ways. Few of them have experience supporting the linguistic and academic growth
of linguistically diverse students. Some are exploring ways to use their investments in highquality pre-K to support students who speak a language other than English at home. Others are
wondering how they can prepare and support teachers working with these students. Still others
are considering ways to assist language learners’ families through wraparound services and
community investments. Most are trying to find ways to serve these students without segregating
them from the rigor of mainstream academic instruction.
Fortunately, communities wrestling with new linguistic diversity in their schools do not have to
invent their own best practices from scratch. There are districts across the country—frontiers of
integration—with a long history of supporting language learners in their schools. Some of these
districts have already established education programs and services that help language learners
and their families. The challenge, then, is to share institutional expertise and wisdom from places
with experience serving these students well. This is the second in a series of district profiles from
New America’s Dual Language Learners National Work Group seeking to capture this knowledge
and make it accessible to educators and policymakers across the country.

How New America Defines “Dual Language Learners” (DLLs)
A dual language learner (DLL) is a child between the ages of zero and eight years old who is in the
process of learning English in addition to his or her home language(s). This student may or may not
be enrolled in a school where instruction is conducted in both languages.
The profiles in this series use DLL to refer to these students for two reasons: 1) our research is
focused on children in the PreK–3rd grades, where this term is generally the most accurate; and 2)
to avoid confusion caused by labeling children based on various words associated with specific
interventions or strategies (such as “dual immersion” or ESL) rather than on their language status.

Reforming Early Education, Birth Through Third Grade
State and Local Reports

From 2015 through 2016, the Early Education
Initiative will be producing a series of reports
from states and localities across the United
States to provide an inside look at efforts to
support children’s learning from infancy and
extending into the early grades. Access to
the reports is available through Atlas (atlas.
newamerica.org), the data and analysis tool
designed for New America’s Education Policy
Program. Reports are forthcoming, or have
already been published, in the following
geographic areas.

The David Douglas
School District in
Portland, OR
A report that provides
analysis and ranks all 50
states and Washington, DC on
progress in advancing early
education policies will be
published in November 2015.

The San Francisco
Unified School District
Focused on aligning teaching
and learning across grade
levels.
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Focused on supporting dual
language learners’ linguistic
and academic development.

California
Focused on improving the
workforce.
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Massachusetts
Focused on helping children
achieve success in literacy.

Minnesota
Focused on helping children
achieve success in literacy.

Washington, DC
Focused on supporting dual
language learners’ linguistic
and academic development.

San Antonio, TX
Focused on supporting dual
language learners’ linguistic
and academic development.

@NEWAMERICAED

5

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Portland, Oregon is known more for its cultural
eclecticism than almost anything else. The city is famous
as a haven for eccentrics with ideas way off the beaten
path. Fittingly, the Rose City is blazing new trails in how
it educates dual language learners (DLLs). Approximately
19 percent of the city’s families speak a language other
than English at home.3 And while Portland is the fastest
gentrifying city in the United States, this infusion of
wealth and education is not coming equally to all
neighborhoods. The rapid increases in housing (and other
living) costs in much of the city have pushed many lowincome families to the east side of Portland.4

existing funding streams and securing new ones to
expand its pre-K programs. It works with non-profit
organizations and local officials to provide services,
programs, and resources that support family engagement
in elementary schools. And it is implementing all of its
new programs carefully, with support from experts and
attention to tweaks that could make everything work
better.

Nowhere are these trends more evident than in the
city’s David Douglas School District, where more
than 80 percent of students come from economicallydisadvantaged families and more than 70 languages
are spoken across students’ households.5 Some of the
district’s primary schools, like Mill Park Elementary,
had dozens of languages represented in their classrooms
in the 2014–15 school year.6 (See sidebar: “Languages
in David Douglas’ Mill Park Elementary,” page 8.) This
means that multilingualism is the rule, not the exception,
in most David Douglas classrooms.

Lesson #1: It is not enough to set new priorities for
how DLLs will be supported in schools—policy design
matters.

In recent years, David Douglas leaders explored,
designed, and implemented a new instructional model
to support DLLs’ needs. They switched from a pullout English as a Second Language (ESL) model, where
DLLs would leave class for targeted English language
instruction, to a push-in English Language Development
(ELD) model, where the English language is explicitly
taught to DLLs and non-DLLs alike in mainstream
classrooms. The new ELD blocks are targeted at students
with similar language needs and they focus on getting
students talking with one another. The district’s solution
is particularly interesting because it has some qualities
that make it replicable. It leverages the district’s existing
assets and human capital, supports linguistic integration
of DLLs and non-DLLs, and—most importantly—is
getting results. Last year, David Douglas was one of very
few Oregon districts to hit state benchmarks for DLLs’
academic achievement and success at learning English.
But the shift in instructional model is only part of the
story in David Douglas. The district is also blending
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David Douglas’ situation offers a useful example for
districts that are rethinking how to serve their DLLs. Here
are some specific lessons from its experience:

David Douglas’ new focus on DLLs’ oral language
development started as an experiment and was quickly
expanded across the district. This expansion was possible
in part because the new ELD model was designed to be
ambitious, but not unattainable, for teachers. In other
words, the change did not require a staff overhaul or
a massive restructuring of how current systems were
organized.
Upshot: This is an effective theory of implementation:
reforms need to be big enough to make a real difference for
students but not so dramatic that they are out of a district’s
reach to meaningfully put in practice.
Lesson #2: It is not enough to design new DLL
policies carefully—the implementation of reforms
matters.
After district leaders decided to move ahead with the new
ELD model, they built a number of systems to support
effective implementation. The district built on existing
staff strengths in professional development sessions,
provided regular instructional coaching, and designed
new curricular materials for teachers.
Upshot: Once they have designed new policies to get
teachers and schools to better serve DLLs, districts need
to build systems for supporting initial implementation and
ongoing refinement of the new policies.
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Lesson #3: District investments in expanding access
to quality early education across the PreK–3rd grades
can help support DLLs’ linguistic and academic
development.

Lesson #5: A district-wide focus on oral language
development helps DLLs progress towards academic
English proficiency—and also supports their
academic development.

Research suggests that DLLs particularly benefit from
investments in quality early education programs.
With support from Oregon’s Children’s Institute, local
government programs, and other organizations, David
Douglas is expanding its own early investments. The
district has long provided full-day kindergarten for its
students, and is now working to expand pre-K access in
its schools. It also partners with local government and
community organizations to provide some programs for
area infants and toddlers.

David Douglas gives schools and teachers considerable
latitude in how they use the new ELD model. But it insists
that students spend at least half of the 30-minute blocks
talking with one another in complete sentences. This
focus on oral language development provides students
with a strong early foundation in English and helps them
access more rigorous academic content.

Upshot: Districts should invest in expanding early
education access for DLLs and connecting new investments
to the rest of their PreK–3rd grades.
Lesson #4: Families are a critically important
educational resource for DLLs.
David Douglas’ Earl Boyles Elementary is implementing
a number of new initiatives in addition to the district’s
new ELD model. The school has a new early learning
wing, some “dual-generation” programs that support
both student and family success at once, new investments
in education technology, and much more. Most of
these efforts are the result of comprehensive, ongoing
conversations with the broader Earl Boyles community.
The school is working to involve families in setting
priorities for the school’s future. This engagement
often begins when families enroll in the school’s pre-K
program.

Importantly, David Douglas leaders do not see oral
language proficiency in English as an end goal for DLLs.
Rather, they see it as a means to support students’
development to full academic language proficiency. While
the district provides a scope and sequence to help guide
instruction to match DLLs’ oral language development
pathways, teachers build ELD lessons that link these
language skills to content that the students have been
learning in those classrooms. That is, the district
builds academic content into its language development
model. The reverse is also happening: educators across
the district are starting to connect their oral language
development strategies from the ELD blocks to their
math, literacy, science, and social studies instruction.
Upshot: When districts focus on oral language
development and connect it to academic content, they help
build a foundation for future development of academic
language proficiency.

Upshot: DLLs’ families bring considerable assets to their
children’s educations. Schools and districts that involve
them from the beginning support students’ success and
establish productive relationships for addressing future
challenges.

@NEWAMERICAED
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INTRODUCTION

“So: welcome to our school. Inside that bag, you’ll find
coffee from one of our best roasters, beer from one of our
best microbreweries, and,” he said, spreading his arms,
“we’re the weird people!”

Approximately 19 percent of the city’s families speak
a language other than English at home.13 Furthermore,
while Portland is the fastest gentrifying city in the United
States, this infusion of wealth and education is not
coming equally to all neighborhoods. The rapid increases
in housing (and other living) costs in much of the city
have pushed many linguistically diverse, low-income
families to the east side of Portland.14

There is something to this. In his Fugitives and Refugees,
Chuck Palahniuk writes that Portland is a city full of
“the most cracked of the crackpots. The misfits among
misfits.” 7 This cultural eclecticism has come to define
Portland—the city is known as a haven for eccentrics with
ideas way off the beaten path.

Nowhere are these trends more evident than in the
city’s David Douglas School District, where more
than 80 percent of students come from economicallydisadvantaged families and more than 70 languages
are spoken across students’ households.15 Some of the
district’s primary schools, like Mill Park Elementary,

“Portland’s known for three things,” announced Mill Park
Elementary’s bearded language coach. “Coffee. Beer. And
weird people.” He shoved a bag across the table.

But the Rose City is diverse in other ways as well.
Portland’s Bureau of Planning and Sustainability
provides a “Timeline of Oregon and U.S. Racial,
Immigration, and Education History” on its website. The
document tracks the area’s demographics since 8,000
BCE; it identifies the mid-1800s as a period when Oregon
began to attract significant numbers of Chinese and
Mexican immigrants, and the late 1800s as the time when
Japanese immigrants began arriving in larger numbers.8
Russian immigrants began arriving in Oregon around the
same time.9 Immigration from these—and other—groups
waxed and waned over the ensuing years.
The state’s growing diversity prompted considerable
political pushback by the Ku Klux Klan and other groups,
who launched (ultimately unsuccessful) statewide efforts
to homogenize the education system with the slogan
“One Flag, One School, One Language.” 10 Oregon did not
vote to ratify the U.S. Constitution’s 15th Amendment—
which guaranteed all (male) Americans the right to vote—
until 1959, ninety years after it was certified and added to
the Constitution.11
In recent years, the area has again attracted growing
numbers of immigrants and other linguistically diverse
families. Fortunately, Oregon voters are responding
differently to this increased diversity than they did in the
20th century. In 2008, they solidly opposed a statewide
referendum that would have effectively outlawed
bilingual education for dual language learners (DLLs) in
favor of English immersion instructional models.12
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Languages Spoken in Students’
Households for David Douglas’ Mill
Park Elementary 17
(Listed in order of prevalence)
English

Pashto (Northern)

Spanish

Farsi

Russian

Chuukese

Somali

Bosnian

Turkish

Lao

Burmese

Maay-Maay

Vietnamese

Malay

Arabic

Oromo

Karen

Persian

Chinese (Cantonese)

Urdu

Ukrainian

Swahili

Romanian

Tigrinya

Nepali

Tonga

Hmong
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had dozens of languages represented in their classrooms
in the 2014–15 school year.16 (See sidebar: “Languages
in David Douglas’ Mill Park Elementary,” page 8.) This
means that multilingualism is the rule, not the exception,
in most David Douglas classrooms.
While Portland Public Schools, the city’s (and Oregon’s)
largest district, runs some of the country’s oldest and
best-established dual-immersion programs (in Spanish,
Mandarin, Japanese, Russian, and Vietnamese), David
Douglas has simply too many languages in most instances
to support DLLs’ home languages through immersion
models. Even if administrators could replace their
entire teaching force with hundreds of new octo-lingual
teachers, and even if they did find a way to get the right
languages spoken in the right classrooms for the right
students, it is hard to imagine how they could slice up the
school day to provide enough instruction in all of those
languages.
In recent years, David Douglas leaders explored,
designed, and implemented a new instructional model
to support DLLs’ needs. They switched from a pullout English as a Second Language (ESL) model, where
DLLs would leave class for targeted English language
instruction, to a push-in English Language Development
(ELD) model, where English is explicitly taught in
mainstream classrooms for 30 minutes every day. The
district’s solution is particularly interesting because it
has some qualities that make it replicable. It leverages
the district’s existing assets and human capital, supports
linguistic integration of DLLs and non-DLLs, and—
most importantly—is getting results. Last year, David
Douglas was one of very few Oregon districts to hit state
benchmarks for DLLs’ academic achievement and success
at learning English.
But the shift in instructional model is only part of the
story in David Douglas. The district is also blending
existing funding streams and securing new ones to
expand its pre-K programs. It works with non-profit
organizations and local officials to provide services,
programs, and resources that support family engagement
in elementary schools. And it is implementing all of the
new programs carefully, with support from experts and
attention to tweaks that could make everything work
better.
Portland’s beer scene is impressive. And its refined taste
in coffee ranks at the very top tier of American cities.
But work like that shown in the David Douglas School
District suggests that some of Portland’s “weird people”
should also be known for their commitment to supporting
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Fliers for Multicultural Night at David Douglas’
Cherry Park Elementary.

linguistic and academic development for DLLs. David
Douglas is dreaming big—and implementing well—when
it comes to helping DLLs succeed.
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DLLs and Early Education in Oregon
State Changes
David Douglas educators’ hard work revamping the district’s instructional model for DLLs coincided with a period of
supportive changes at the state level. In 2013, the Oregon Department of Education (ODE) hired Woodburn (OR) School
District superintendent David Bautista as part of an increased focus on DLLs. Around the time Bautista arrived at the ODE,
the state released a new strategic plan “to address the unique needs of [DLLs] in Oregon.” 18
The new plan outlined a series of goals accompanied by justifications, metrics for determining success, and year-by-year
implementation benchmarks. For instance, the plan’s second goal is that “Systemic approaches to ‘capacity building’
for all stakeholders will occur and will positively impact academic achievement for [DLLs].” The plan breaks the goal
into smaller pieces and outlines four years’ worth of strategic implementation at different levels, from the state down to
districts, schools, and classrooms.19
Oregon State Professor Karen Thompson and others say that Bautista is using his position as an ODE assistant
superintendent to make the plan a key part of Oregon’s efforts to improve educational equity. The plan is powerful,
Thompson says, because “a lot of people were involved in the drafting...they can legitimately say that hundreds of people
were involved [and] it becomes this touchstone for telling the legislature that we need more money for [DLLs].” 20
Oregon policymakers are continuing this momentum. In July 2015, the state enacted a law requiring the ODE to establish a
new advisory group to review state DLL data, funding, and accountability systems.21

Full-Day Kindergarten
Starting in the 2015–16 school year, the state began funding full-day kindergarten for all school districts (at a cost of $110
million annually). For many Oregon districts, this represented a considerable change from the status quo—just 355 of the
state’s 721 elementary schools provided full-day kindergarten the year before the change.22 But David Douglas schools
were already running full-day kindergarten out of existing funding streams, so the new state resources will free up some
of those dollars for other district programming.23

Pre-K
Ten percent of Oregon four-year-olds and six percent of three-year-olds were enrolled in state pre-K programs in 2014. In
July 2015, the state expanded its annual pre-K investment by $27 million, which works out to around 2,700 new public
pre-K seats. This expands existing enrollment by about one-third (from 7,209 students enrolled in 2014), but will still leave
nearly 30,000 students from low-income families without access to high-quality public pre-K.24
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DAVID DOUGLAS: ASSETS AND
CHALLENGES
At a recent meeting of David Douglas’ language coaches,
Belle Koskela, the district’s Academic Language Coach,
showed a series of slides announcing highlights from
the past year. Some were relatively predictable: the
language coaching team ran half-a-dozen professional
development conferences with district teachers, assessed
hundreds of DLL students on their English language
proficiency, designed 162 weeks of new language
curriculum, and so forth. Others were not: the district
had 14 site visits from local, state, and national education
organizations during that school year, including the
U.S. Department of Education, the Oregon Department
of Education, various Oregon school districts, and other
groups like New America.28 This level of attention is
rare for any district—let alone one that faces the array
of challenges present in a high-poverty, highly-diverse
district like David Douglas. (See sidebar: “David Douglas
School District: 2014 Demographics,” on page 12.)

Why the hubbub?
David Douglas popped up on the radar last fall, when the
Oregon Department of Education announced that it was
one of just eight Oregon districts to meet all three of No
Child Left Behind’s “Annual Measurable Achievement
Objectives.” That is, David Douglas’ DLL students hit state
benchmarks for their growing English skills, their success
in becoming proficient in English, and their academic
progress.29 (See sidebar: “No Child Left Behind’s Title III
and Annual Measurable Achievement Objectives,” page
13.)
The other seven districts that hit the state’s goals serve
generally more privileged student populations than David
Douglas.30 In some, the percentages of economicallydisadvantaged students are half—or less—of those in
David Douglas. Most of the districts also serve much lower
percentages of DLLs. In several, the number of languages
spoken by students at home is also in the single digits, a
small fraction of David Douglas’ total.31
But for those who had been paying close attention, David
Douglas’ success was less surprising. In 2014, almost
a year to the day before the state announced David
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Douglas’ AMAO results, Superintendent Don Grotting
was named Oregon’s Superintendent of the Year by the
Confederation of Oregon School Administrators.37 The
year before, the Confederation named David Douglas
Principal Ericka Guynes Oregon’s Elementary School
Principal of the Year.38
More than these awards, however, the district’s path to
meeting AMAOs began with a major instructional shift
for its DLLs. This was no casual tinkering around the
margins. One in five David Douglas students is formally
classified as a DLL. Even though this is over double
the national rate (9.2 percent, or not quite one in ten
students), it actually understates the district’s linguistic
diversity.39 In the K–3 grades, 39 percent of David Douglas
students have been formally classified at one point.40 At
Mill Park Elementary, over 60 percent of students have
been classified as DLLs at some point in their academic
careers. That number is over 30 percent at all but two of
David Douglas’ 14 schools.41 Any change in the district’s
instructional model for supporting DLLs would be a
heavy lift.
So, in 2011, after many years of running an English as a
Second Language (ESL) pullout model, the district piloted
a new model for better supporting DLLs’ linguistic and
academic development in its mainstream instructional
classrooms. “We were sometimes pulling out 20 out
of 28 students from some classes,” says Koskela.42 The
district decided that it made more sense to bring language
services in to support the larger group of students, rather
than pulling so many DLLs out of class. The district
called their new model “Language for All” and “Walk to
Language.” 43
The new model put oral language development at the
front and center of the early years. This focus on students
talking (and listening) is a strong practice for DLLs.44
Research suggests that it takes two to three years for DLLs
to achieve basic social proficiency in English; academic
English proficiency generally takes from four to seven
years to reach.45 Fortunately, a strong oral language
foundation can help DLLs make the transition to full
academic English proficiency. It can help them access
rigorous academic content in English and develop
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a deeper understanding of how different linguistic
elements fit together. That is, DLLs who can speak in
complex sentences and express nuance are in a strong
position to build new vocabulary and understand difficult
academic content at a deeper level.46
DLLs come to school with unique language development
needs. They usually receive targeted ESL services,
some form of sheltered English immersion, or
bilingual instruction. One of the challenges of serving
these students well is balancing effective language
development instruction with academic content
instruction. As Stanford education professor Claude
Goldenberg recently wrote, “generally effective [teaching]
practices are likely to be effective with [DLLs],” but they
also “require additional instructional supports.” 47 So
what does it look like when these supports move to the
center of a district’s instructional model?

The Model
David Douglas leaders call their program “Language
For All,” but it also goes by the name of “content-based
English Language Development,” or “content-based ELD.”
The model is built from a number of resources, including
E. L. Achieve’s “Systematic ELD” model, which derives
from the work of literacy expert Susana Dutro.48 Dutro
had been involved in Oregon for years; she worked with
the state in the mid-2000s to revamp its English language
proficiency standards.49 The district also built on previous
professional development investments in its teachers’
skills and expertise. That is, rather than overhauling its
workforce, the district found a way to get better results
from existing human capital.
The ELD model’s specifics vary from school to school. “It’s
a fine balance between consistency and allowing sites

Figure 1

The David Douglas School District: 2014 Demographics 25

+15101426
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Native
American

1%

Multiracial

6%

Hispanic

25%

White

42%

Asian

15%

Black

10%

Pacific
Islander

1%

Total Number of Students: 10,823
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82+18 73+27
82%

73%

Percentage of students
qualifying for federal free
and reduced lunch subsidies

Percentage of students
qualifying for federal free
lunch subsidies

(household income of 185 percent of
the poverty line or less)

(household income of 130 percent of
the poverty line or less)

22%

39%

Percentage of students
classified as dual
language learners 26

Percentage of K–3rd grade
students classified as
dual language learners at
one point 27

22+78 39+61
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No Child Left Behind’s Title III and Annual Measurable
Achievement Objectives (AMAOs)
When Congress passed No Child Left Behind in 2002, it significantly changed the federal government’s role in supporting the
education of DLLs. For years, this role consisted of providing targeted grants to help districts implement and expand bilingual
education models. But NCLB’s Title III offered a formula grant to support all districts serving these students. That is, Congress
appropriated funding—usually between $680 million and $750 million annually—specifically designated for supporting DLLs’
academic growth and English acquisition.
Title III funds are allocated to states based on their shares of the country’s DLLs and immigrant children. States then subgrant
these dollars to districts according to their shares of those two groups of students. Simple as this sounds, the allocation of these
funds is plagued by unreliable data.
In return for these funds, states are required to identify DLLs using language screener assessments. NCLB’s authors hoped that
these screeners would eventually yield reliable counts of DLLs for each state. But these data have thus far proven problematic,
so the U.S. Department of Education instead allocates Title III funds according to data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American
Community Survey (ACS). Meanwhile, states are still required to spend those dollars on the students they identify through their
screeners. As a result, the per-pupil allocations through this funding stream vary by state, depending on the gap between the
ACS data and the data from state screeners. In 2009, Pennsylvania received $457 in Title III funds per DLL, while New Mexico
received just $87.32
The law sets other requirements for states and districts in exchange for those resources. States must develop and use English
language proficiency assessments to determine when DLLs have reached academic English proficiency. When DLLs score
proficient on these assessments, they “exit” the official language learner designation and generally cease to receive formal
language supports (e.g., ESL courses, enrollment in bilingual education programs, and so forth).33 In other words, they cease to
be DLLs in the eyes of their school, the district, the state, and the U.S. Department of Education.
In return for Title III funds, districts must also implement an instructional plan for supporting DLLs’ academic growth and
English acquisition. These plans may include native language instruction, but that is not a requirement. The law requires
only that states push districts to implement a strategy that is “tied to scientifically based research on teaching limited English
proficient children and that has been demonstrated to be effective.”
As a result, there are myriad models in place in American schools. Since some of these are more effective than others, NCLB’s
authors sought a way to track programs’ success over time and eventually pressure low-performing districts to improve their
practices.
The system of policies they designed sets three benchmarks for districts under the name of “Annual Measurable Achievement
Objectives,” or AMAOs. The three benchmarks assess and monitor growth and achievement in English proficiency, along with
math and reading growth and achievement.34
NCLB requires that states set goals for districts for each of these AMAOs, though states have considerable discretion in how
they calculate success on each. The law also expects states to intervene in districts that consistently fail to meet those goals,
though the law leaves states wide latitude in determining the scope of their interventions.35 State flexibility has grown through
“waivers” the Obama Administration has granted states on particular elements of No Child Left Behind.
Oregon has taken advantage of that opportunity. For the 2013–14 school year, Oregon made several changes to its calculations
to focus more on DLLs’ linguistic and academic growth over time, rather than proficiency. For instance, the state had long
defined successful DLL progress in learning English as increasing by one level each year on the state’s English proficiency
assessment. The 2013–14 change allowed DLLs an extra year at certain, particularly difficult, moments in their English
language development. For instance, students who begin a particular school year with “early advanced” English skills now
have two years, rather than one, before they count against a district’s AMAO scores for failing to make progress.36
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to be unique—because they are unique,” says Director
of ESL and Equity Kelly Devlin. “It’s about saying ‘here
are our basic expectations, here’s where we don’t need to
micromanage.’” 50
However, the program generally follows these contours:
schools set aside a daily block of 30 minutes explicitly
devoted to students’ oral language development. All
elementary school students participate, beginning in
kindergarten. Groups are homogeneous to allow for more
targeted language instruction—students are assigned a
group based on their English proficiency. This means that
students in most schools “walk” for ELD instruction: they
leave their home classrooms to join other students in their
grade with similar English language proficiency levels. All
are taught by classroom teachers. Instructional assistants
and language coaches are allowed to support small group
instruction within the lesson but not allowed to be the
primary instructors.
David Douglas kicked off the first year of ELD with
two seemingly simple goals: 50 percent student talk
time and speaking in complete sentences (for both
staff and students) across the 30-minute blocks. But
these conversations are structured: teachers generally
provide basic scaffolding to guide students’ talk towards
practicing key phrases and/or working on specific
language elements. In one kindergarten ELD group,
students practice asking one another, “What do you know
about a sheep?” Partners explain, “A sheep is soft,” with
the help of a list of various animals and adjectives to
describe them. These “sentence frames” provide students
with a structure and a formula for generating language in
English—or, to put it in plain terms, these frames make it
easier for young DLLs to practice speaking in English.51

Earl Boyles students “light their candles” to show when
they have finished a task.
They take the language skills from the district’s map and
connect them to content their students are working on in
their main classrooms. Importantly, each lesson also aims
at gradually releasing teachers’ control so that eventually
students are doing the bulk of the talking.

Meanwhile, in a first grade ELD group, students are
learning to add sensory adjectives to declarative
sentences. They start with “I am a person,” and “This is
an orange,” and fill in a worksheet titled “I can describe
using my five senses” with their teacher. Then she
distributes oranges to each student and they return to
their desks to describe them to their partners. “My orange
is smooth,” says one. “My orange smells stinky,” says
another. “My orange tastes yucky,” complains a third.52

There are a variety of specific instructional and classroom
management strategies in evidence across different David
Douglas elementary campuses. Early in lessons, teachers
call students up to model specific language use in a
figurative “Fishbowl” in the front of the classroom. Later,
when they are ready to release control of the lessons, they
organize students into two groups, and then have them
stand in parallel “Lines of Communication”—partners in
one line work their way down the other line, asking and
answering questions in turn. At the end of the ELD block,
they close by calling pairs of partners to share and/or
demonstrate their conversations back in the Fishbowl.
Finally, adorably, teachers often ask students to “light
their candles” by making a thumbs up and resting it on
top of their heads when they have finished a task.53

The specific content, strategies, and lessons used in ELD
blocks are not scripted. While the district’s language
coaches mapped out a scope and sequence of language
skills for beginner, intermediate, and advanced groups
across the K–5 grades, these materials are offered as a
resource rather than a prescription. Many teachers do rely
on these materials to guide their instruction, however.

The district’s ELD blocks are homogeneous—all of the
students in a particular group have roughly similar
levels of English language proficiency. This means
that the groups are often integrated between students
who are formally classified as DLLs (according to the
state) and students who speak English at home. That is,
David Douglas educators have found that many of their
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monolingual English-speaking students—especially
those from low-income households—are also “English
Learners.” Even though these students speak English at
home, the district’s language screeners show that their
academic English skills are still emerging. This means
that they are placed in the intermediate ELD groups with
DLL peers who speak a non-English language at home.
Shane Burchell, a language coach at Ventura Park
Elementary, tells a funny story related to this part of their
model. Pursuant to No Child Left Behind, all formallyclassified language learners in the country must take a
state-chosen assessment each year to gauge their English
language proficiency (and the progress they have made
towards reaching proficiency that year). But, he notes,
“students don’t know if they’re officially identified [as
DLLs] or not, so some of the English-only kids go, ‘Hey!
When are you gonna pull me? I wanna take that test
too!’” 54
Hence, the integrated nature of the ELD blocks has an
additional advantage of removing most of the “visible”
evidence that DLL students are different from their
native English-speaking peers. Because David Douglas’
“Language For All” model actually serves all students
with language instruction, DLLs essentially never leave
their non-DLL peers. Since they are not pulled out for
separate, segregated language services, they are not
stigmatized as being different or deficient from their
peers.55
While districts’ language policies usually focus on
DLLs, all young students are English learners, no matter
what languages their families speak at home. So David
Douglas’s ELD block supports all students in their oral
language development, structural understanding of
English, and steady acquisition of content vocabulary.

a beginner group receive different language instruction
than second grade students who have similar English
language proficiency levels.
For instance, students in one kindergarten ELD group
participate in a lesson with tight sentence frames that
help them practice describing familiar objects. Secondgraders working at a similar level of English proficiency
use sentence frames as well, but also spend more
time learning the technical terms involved: “nouns,”
“adjectives,” and the like.56
Here is another example: students in another
kindergarten group practice asking and answering “What
do you like to do?” This requires them to articulate and
express their own preferences. On the same day, second
graders at a similar language proficiency level practice
asking and answering basic questions about their
favorite desserts. They then tally class responses on a
bar graph and use different sentence frames to discuss
and interpret the graph. “Do more people like ice cream
or cookies?” asks one student. “More people like cookies
than ice cream,” says her partner. As students master
this conversation, the teacher offers an extension: “we’re
going to add another sentence to this,” she says. “We’re
going to ask, ‘How do you know?’” Students go back to
talk with partners, explaining, “I know that more people
like cookies than ice cream because ‘cookies’ has more
votes than ‘ice cream.’” 57
In other words, while the older ELD groups are working
on language skills that are similar to the kindergarten
groups, teachers offer opportunities to develop
additional, age-appropriate knowledge. In the second
comparison offered here, both ELD groups practice
expressing preferences—but the older group moves
onto higher-order language and cognitive skills, like
interpreting a chart and explaining it to a partner.

Just as significantly, the ELD groups’ homogeneity also
serves an instructional purpose. Since each group’s
students are at approximately the same level of English
language development, teachers can provide targeted
instruction that supports their group’s needs without
having to differentiate nearly as much as in whole class
instruction to students with a wider variety of English
language proficiency levels.

Finally, the strategies for supporting student talk vary by
students’ ages as well. Teachers generally release more
control to groups of older students. While kindergarteners
practice new language skills chorally or with frequent
teacher oversight, third graders often rotate partners over
an extended period of time to practice different ways of
expanding on the lesson’s suggested conversation.

The district’s language map helps guide teachers’
instruction to meet the particular needs of their ELD
groups. It provides them with a series of skills and
strategies for targeting them that builds over time to
support students’ language development. These are
also aligned to students’ ages: kindergarten students in

Administrators and teachers admit that it has been
difficult to get all of these moving parts balanced just
right. It is one thing to understand how the new ELD
model might work, and entirely another to put it in place
and align the various pieces so that it effectively serves
DLLs.
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The Implementation
The district began rolling out the program with the
2011–12 pilot. But in 2012, state budget cuts put David
Douglas in a bind. Under the new financial pressure,
the district decided to accelerate its implementation of
the new model. This meant moving some English as a
Second Language (ESL) teachers into lead teacher roles
in mainstream classrooms and others into language
coaching roles to support teachers’ implementation of
the new ELD instructional block. If it worked, it would
improve instruction for DLLs while simultaneously saving
the district money.58
The new coaches would support groups of classroom
teachers, while the ESL teachers had worked with small
groups of students. Many David Douglas schools that had
previously relied upon a handful of ESL teachers could
now implement the new model with just one language
coach. While many of the old ESL teachers found jobs as
language coaches or classroom teachers, others did not.
In other words, the new model saved money because the
district found that it needed fewer language coaches than
ESL teachers.
Beyond helping to balance tight budgets, there was
another advantage to the new instructional model: it
builds on existing teacher capacities. This meant that
the model would be somewhat easier to implement.
David Douglas had previously made Guided Language
Acquisition Design (GLAD) training available to all district
teachers. While this ended several years before the new
ELD model was rolled out, it provided teachers with a
common base of expertise in strategies for supporting
DLLs’ language development. Administrators say that
their GLAD-trained teachers are often very careful to
use structured, scaffolded language when working with
language learners.59
By speaking in patterns, teachers can frame and
emphasize key elements of language for students. But
language is a two-way street, and deliberate teacher talk
is only part of the equation. The new ELD blocks focus
on getting students to talk as well. Beginner lessons
particularly focus on prompting students to work from
teachers’ speech to build their own sentences.61
But while educators’ experience with language support
strategies for DLLs was an asset, the implementation
of the new model was still a heavy lift. The district
provided initial training to support implementation of
the new model, of course, but it did not stop there. In
keeping with research on professional development
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for educators, it offered ongoing coaching and support
from the language coaches.62 Given the awkward nature
of the model switch, there were some growing pains.
Some of the new coaches were former ESL teachers and
colleagues of the general classroom teachers they were
now supporting. Many teachers who had been with the
district for years chafed at the notion that they needed to
dramatically overhaul their practice to meet DLLs’ needs.
Other teachers were simply anxious.

Guided Language Acquisition
Design (GLAD)
GLAD is an approach to language instruction
that weaves DLL-specific language instruction
strategies into general content instruction.
GLAD-trained teachers use approaches such
as “graphic organizer” worksheets to structure
their lessons—and students’ responses. Other
common GLAD strategies involve using charts to
identify sentence patterns or to connect speech
and pictures from the lesson to text.60

“Many teachers didn’t think they were qualified to teach
[DLL] students!” says Earl Boyles Elementary language
coach Maria Adams.63 “It was a borderline shock for many
of our teachers,” agrees Director of Elementary Education
Candy Wallace. But “there wasn’t a choice. You had to
be collaborative.” Which, as it turned out, became an
uncomfortable source of strength for the district: the new
model was far enough from everyone’s comfort zone that
educators couldn’t help but reach out to one another for
support.64
Since 2012, the language coaches have developed norms
of coaching that work for each school’s teachers. Just
as David Douglas teachers learned to scaffold for their
students and gradually release control of their ELD
lessons, the district’s language coaches learned to start
with intensive supports at the beginning of the year and
then scale back as teachers outgrew them. Now teachers
are getting comfortable with the new model and the
supports in place. “We have some of the best coaches
that I’ve ever worked with,” says long-time David Douglas
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third grade teacher Alethea Mellor. “They are really
personable and they make efforts to build relationships
with everybody.” 65
There are other policies in place to support teachers’
success in the new model as well. Teachers who are
new to the district get three days of training on the ELD
model before they arrive in their classrooms. But the
district also provides ongoing development opportunities
for current teachers. In the 2014–15 school year, the
district partnered with Stanford University, Oregon State
University, the Oregon Department of Education, and the
Oregon Leadership Network at Education Northwest to
offer educators a free massive open online course (MOOC)
on language development research and best practices
for acting on it in the classroom: “Supporting English
Language Learners under New Standards.” 66
However, while many David Douglas teachers registered
for the course, only some completed it. Furthermore,
even those teachers who completed the MOOC needed
additional support in implementing practices introduced
in the course. So David Douglas worked with Education
Northwest’s researchers to develop a condensed version.
The researchers went through the MOOC’s lessons
and designed a six-part professional module for David
Douglas’ language coaches. Over a series of district-wide
language coach meetings, the researchers presented
videos from the MOOC and facilitated discussions of key
themes. The idea was to help coaches understand recent
research on DLLs’ development and best practices for
teaching language skills that are central to higher-order
critical thinking skills.67
One meeting focused on breaking down the skills
and language practices involved in argumentation.
The researchers highlighted ways that argumentation
is embedded in Oregon’s academic standards. They
illustrated specific language practices through videos and
discussions from the original MOOC, and then asked the
coaches to dissect, discuss, and evaluate an example of
student argumentation.68
The district offers other supports for its teachers. Because
so many of the district’s students come from low-income
households, it receives enough federal Title I dollars
to hire a number of reading specialists. Many of these
specialists work in media classrooms that incorporate
educational technology like iPads and the Imagine
Learning program (a suite of software for literacy and
language development that offers support in more than
15 languages). These resources serve multiple purposes.
For example, the educational technology learning centers
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“Sometimes it’s hard to be first.
You’ve gotta fall down and skin
your knees a few times. [But] it
was the right thing to do.”
- Don Grotting, Superintendent

allow reading specialists to provide targeted small group
language instruction as students rotate on and off of
iPads or Chromebooks.69
Finally, and importantly, David Douglas is also aggressive
about protecting teachers’ morale and giving them a
safe environment in which to work. Administrators send
thank-you notes to teachers who get visitors—and ask the
visitors to do the same. School starts late on Wednesdays,
in order to give teachers more time for planning,
professional development, and collaboration with their
peers. 70
In the 2014–2015 school year (Year Three of the new
model’s district-wide implementation), things were
coming together. Visitors to David Douglas schools saw
classroom after classroom of talkative students eagerly
exploring language together. “Sometimes it’s hard to be
first. You’ve gotta fall down and skin your knees a few
times,” says Superintendent Don Grotting. But “it was the
right thing to do.” 71

What’s Next?
It becomes clear, in conversations across David Douglas
campuses, that the district is not content with its
success. Teachers, principals, and district administrators
note that they are trying to find ways to build student
talk, structured and scaffolded teacher language, and
explicit vocabulary instruction into the rest of the
school day. Burchell says that the next step is mixing the
ELD block’s “teaching [strategies] with high academic
language embedded in the content areas.” 72 Koskela
says, “now we’re pushing structured student talk across
K–12 [subjects].” 73 Devlin agrees. “Language is part of
content,” she says; “you can’t separate them.” 74
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The district’s move towards building language instruction
into academic content instruction aligns with state and
national trends. Oregon adopted the Common Core State
Standards as its math and reading standards in 2010.
Unlike most pre-existing academic content standards,
the Common Core incorporates students’ language
development into its scope and sequence for math and
reading. 75 Adams sees this as an opportunity to show
that DLLs’ academic needs are similar to the academic
needs of all students: “when teachers start to look at the
demands of the Common Core and the rigorous language
and cognitive skills involved, you start to realize why
explicit language instruction is needed for all students.” 76
Here is how the Common Core is changing things: most
academic standards only set expectations for a student’s
ability to demonstrate specific skills. Consider a basic

elementary-level math standard: students should be
able to solve problems using the four mathematical
operations—addition, subtraction, multiplication,
and division. For decades, students have been taught
shortcuts, tricks, or other basic algorithms for these
processes (the formulaic approach to “long division” is
one of the most common examples).
But the Common Core standards focus heavily on
students’ use of language. The corresponding math
operations standards now ask students to “solve
problems involving the four operations,” but they also
require students to be able to “identify and explain
patterns in arithmetic” and “assess the reasonableness
of answers.” 77 Throughout the Common Core’s math
standards, students are asked to explain how numbers
relate to one another, defend their solutions to problems,

Graphic Organizer for Solving Math Problems, David Douglas School District

1. Understand the Problem:

Name:
Standard:

2. Solve the Problem - Show Your Work:

3. Turn and Talk - Use
Vocabulary

4. Explain How You Know - Write an Explanation:
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and critique other possible solutions. These tasks require
students to develop specific vocabulary and language
skills, which are—for the first time—intentionally
codified in the standards. One of the Common Core’s
unifying “Standards for Mathematical Practice” makes
this particularly clear. It asks “educators at all levels” to
help students learn to “construct viable arguments and
critique the reasoning of others.” 78

that kids really couldn’t explain their reasoning. So I
worked with my language coach to do partner work and
incorporate [structured language instructional strategies]
into my math lessons. Once you get it down and train
the kids how to have those conversations, it really just
flows.” 80
Approximately half of Mellor’s third-graders are either
former or currently-classified DLLs. During one math
lesson, Mellor’s classroom is abuzz with children
cheerfully using graphic organizers to solve math
problems. They work in pairs: one student presents her
answers—and the problem-solving strategies she used to
reach their answers—while the other listens and provides
feedback. The conversations are dynamic and productive,
but they are also anchored in key vocabulary related to
the lesson: the student who is coaching the presenter

According to Devlin, “Teachers are starting to say, ‘I have
to teach language in math!’ The savvy ones are starting
to wonder why we don’t do this all day long.” 79 By that
metric, Ventura Park Elementary third grade teacher
Alethea Mellor is one of the district’s savviest educators.
The advent of the ELD blocks provided a foundation
for rethinking her language instruction, but she soon
“wanted to do more. It started with math. I noticed

Figure 2

3rd Grade Math Proficiency Rates: Cherry Park Elementary School
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keeps a tally of how many (and which) vocabulary words
she uses.
After all students had a chance to work through their
strategies with their partners, Mellor asked several
groups to share their conversations with the class. The
norms of engagement—and students’ comfort with one
another—was palpable. During the whole-group sharing
portion of the lesson, one student presented his work,
and his partner used “I statements” to describe how it
looked: “I see that your figure is labeled,” and so forth.
She then asked clarifying questions: “are you specifically

Figure 3
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sure that you got three quadrilaterals?” He explained
his thinking and they discussed it in front of the class.
He then called on other students in the class to take
additional comments and field questions. One classmate
asked, “why did you use ‘top’ and ‘bottom’ instead of
‘length’ and ‘width’ [to label your figure]?” He responded,
“because I forgot how to spell ‘length’ and ‘width.’” The
questioner holds up her paper and said, “next time,
look on the side of your sheet [at the vocabulary word
bank].” 81
Talking about the lesson later, Mellor said, “that’s my
biggest thing: I want to hear them talking. I want to
hear them critiquing. I want them used to feedback. In
order to do that, it takes a lot of community-building
in the classroom. You have to spend time getting them
comfortable talking to one another and creating that
culture.” 82
Mellor says that Oregon’s new standards make her efforts
easier: “I find them completely integrated. I think this is
the ticket. To deconstruct the Common Core Standards,
I think that...when you look at embedding language
instruction and critical thinking and discussing your
thinking with others, you are basically getting at the heart
of every standard. I love the Common Core standards.
I think they’re amazing.” 83 She is also seeing results:
this year, “[my students] were putting down thoughtful
answers and doing things that I hadn’t seen third graders
do before.” 84
Mellor is a pioneer. But district leaders say they are
planning to move the entire district her direction in the
coming years. “The next thing,” says Grotting, “is to make
sure that language is woven through every content area,
throughout the day.” 85
David Douglas leaders say that teachers at Cherry Park
Elementary School have also led the way in building
math instruction into their daily ELD blocks—and
language instruction into their math lessons. At the end
of the 2014–15 school year, Oregon began using the new
Smarter Balanced (SB) math assessment, which is aligned
to the Common Core State Standards. Even though the
SB assessment sets a higher bar for student performance
and critical thinking, Cherry Park students outperformed
state and district proficiency rates (the percentage of
students meeting or exceeding third-grade proficiency) by
18.4 percent and 26 percent, respectively. Indeed, while
the state’s and district’s proficiency rates fell on the new
SB assessment, Cherry Park’s actually increased.86 (See
Figure 2, “3rd Grade Math Proficiency Rates: Cherry Park
Elementary School,” page 19.)
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EARL BOYLES: A SCHOOL-LEVEL
SNAPSHOT
Shifting to the Language For All model may be the
biggest, most comprehensive change David Douglas has
recently made to support DLLs, but it is certainly not the
only one. The district has a variety of other programs in
place that also help these students succeed. These are
particularly evident at Earl Boyles Elementary School.
The school’s values are on display from the moment
visitors enter the building. Earl Boyles’ front lobby is
a lending library stocked with books and a computer

through a partnership with the Multnomah County
Library—and it is maintained and staffed by family
volunteers.
The library’s prominence is not an accident, says
Principal Ericka Guynes. Even little things like the
placement of the lending library—“the school’s physical
characteristics”—are the product of planning that was
“very intentional and done as a community...it was very
collaborative.” Guynes describes her philosophy as “one

Figure 4
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culture, one school.” Every change the school has made
in recent years “was designed around that [theme]. We
were really thinking about when families came in the
door: what’s the first thing they would see?” For many of
her school’s families, the school felt “like somebody else’s
home,” she says, and it made it difficult for the school to
build relationships with them.93
Earl Boyles has garnered significant praise in recent
years, largely because it has approached its families as
valuable partners who understand what their children
need and have significant assets to support their success.
But this is not casual work. While most educators,
administrators, or researchers agree that family
engagement is a critical way to support young students—
especially DLLs—there is considerably less agreement

on what it looks like to implement it in a school. (See
sidebar: “Family Engagement and DLLs,” below.)
That is, it is easy to say that schools should “engage
with DLLs’ families.” But meaningful involvement is
far more difficult. It is a give-and-take process that
involves planning, discussing, revising, and careful
implementation of new programs in a way that allows
families input on the school’s direction. This requires
educators to offer ideas and guidance while also ceding
some control of areas—from community events to school
logistics and even unit planning—that have traditionally
been exclusively the domain of professional educators.
While this sort of power-sharing can be uncomfortable,
when done right, it is extraordinarily powerful. This is

Family Engagement and DLLs
David Douglas’ continuous and intentional efforts to improve instructional quality in its classrooms are potent practices
for supporting DLLs. But even these strategies have some limits. The most effective early education programs—like
North Carolina’s famed Abecedarian Project and the Chicago Parent-Child Centers—treat families as important assets for
supporting their children’s development.94 That is why Earl Boyles Elementary and other David Douglas schools are trying
to imitate these programs’ robust approaches to family engagement.
This outreach is particularly important for families that do not speak English at home. These families can struggle to take
advantage of early education opportunities for their children for a variety of reasons: linguistic barriers, socioeconomic
pressures, low parental literacy rates, and more.95 Effective outreach programs can help ensure that these families take
advantage of available early education programs in their area.96
However, effective family engagement goes further. It takes seriously the old education adage: “parents are their children’s
first teachers.” Recent research shows that early parenting practices are enormously consequential for children’s longterm health, development, and success. A 2013 Brookings Institute report found that “parents are huge contributors to
the knowledge, skills and character of their children. [Their] actions have dramatic public consequences for education,
crime, welfare, mobility and productivity.” 97 So there is reason to believe that high-quality early education programs that
work with families to strengthen parents’ and caregivers’ practices will always outperform those that do not. And research
suggests that schools do not often engage with linguistically diverse families in effective, culturally-sensitive ways.98
With these challenges and opportunities in mind, educators in David Douglas rely upon a number of programs to engage
with families and support their children’s development. These take at least three forms: 1) some aim at connecting
families with what their students are doing at school, 2) others aim at improving families’ work with children at home,
and 3) still others connect families with health and social services in the area.
*Note: this sidebar is quoted—with slight modifications—from the DLL National Work Group’s profile of PreK–3rd efforts
in San Antonio, Boomtown Kids: Harnessing Energy and Aligning Resources for Dual Language Learners in San Antonio,
Texas.
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particularly evident at a meeting of Earl Boyles’ Padres
Unidos/Parents United group. The meeting takes place
in a community resource room dedicated for this—
and other—community meetings. Posters on the wall
articulate the community’s goals:

Earl Boyles Neighborhood Center
Mission: Be a rich and vibrant community
center that builds partnerships, trust, and
collaboration with families to foster lifelong
learning, health, and wellbeing for children and
adults.
Vision: Families partner with their school
to create a diverse, supportive community
that raises happy, healthy children who are
successful in school and life.

Many attendees are wearing matching, maroon shirts
that read “Padres Unidos.” All discussions are bilingual—
when they are conducted in Spanish, an interpreter
provides simultaneous translation in English, and viceversa. Attendees listen in through headsets linked to the
interpreters’ microphones.99

her to share her experience. She blushes and demurs,
but with some encouragement, launches into a moving
account. Only one of her children attended Head Start,
she explains, so she knew how much it had helped him
at home and at school; she wished that her other children
had been able to attend.101
This sparks a group-wide conversation about the value
of Head Start. Many of the parents in the room speak
from personal experience about how the program has
changed their children’s lives. Heads nod as each person
around the table adds an anecdote to the consensus. They
express optimism that the pre-K bill is bound to pass.
(They were right. See sidebar: DLLs and Early Education
in Oregon, page 10.)
But no other agenda item animates the room quite
like the report from the Padres Unidos members
who coordinated teacher support on parent-teacher
conferences day. They talk about logistical challenges
involved in preparing and serving dinner for teachers
staying late to meet with parents. They talk about how
happy teachers were, and how quickly the food went.
There is a detailed discussion on just how much food
was left over (very little). The room fills with smiles and
laughter as they point to thank-you posters the teachers
made in response.
As with the lending library, this room is not some add-on,
corollary part of the school’s mission. The core parts of
the meeting agenda are not coincidental. Leaders at the

The two mothers leading the meeting lay out the agenda
posted on the room’s whiteboard (see picture to the
right). They then facilitate a series of check-ins and
announcements from key participants. An Americorps
volunteer working with Multnomah County’s Schools
Uniting Neighborhoods (SUN) program discusses her
recent work and explains that she’ll be leaving the role
soon.100 Then there is a brief pitch from a representative of
Portland’s city government, who asks the group to spread
the word about locally-available parenting and English
classes.
Staff from Oregon’s Children’s Institute discuss a recent
day of advocacy at the state capital in Salem. Padres
Unidos members and other Earl Boyles families attended
a hearing on an upcoming bill that would establish a
new statewide funding stream for supporting districts’
efforts to expand access to high-quality pre-K. The group
turns to one of the quieter mothers in the room and asks
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Agenda for Padres Unidos meeting at Earl Boyles.
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school are in close contact with the group. Asked (a day
before this particular Padres Unidos meeting) about how
she engages new families, Principal Guynes explained,
“cooking is really important to our community—and
coming together. [A]s far as the process for planning,
they were engaged in everything...they sat on planning
teams, to providing input to the adult classroom about

a kitchen…advocating for spaces that would create that
environment of partnership.” 102
These parents are not just engaged—they are empowered.
They are setting an agenda for their involvement with
the school, as well as expectations for themselves, their
children’s teachers, and the community. Teachers and

Why Pre-K Matters for DLLs
There is a growing body of research suggesting that quality pre-K programs are uniquely valuable for DLLs. The specific
reasons for this are still a matter for research, but there are a number of possible explanations. For instance, some
research has demonstrated that multilingual children reap long-term cognitive benefits from the experience; these
benefits are collectively referred to as “The Bilingual Advantage.” 108 A recent book by that title explored a series of studies
showing “the advantages of bilingualism, specifically in the areas of metalinguistic awareness, cognitive development,
academic achievement, and cross-cultural awareness and understanding.” 109
These benefits appear to be particularly strong for students who develop their bilingualism from an early age. The
reasoning is that those who are exposed to two languages early in their lives develop unique neurological pathways that
give them correspondingly unique cognitive abilities. As they learn to consciously switch from one language to another for
various communication purposes, for example, they learn to manage their attention more intentionally than monolingual
children and adults.110
Others argue that pre-K programs offer exposure to higher-level English language usage, which can support rapid growth
in DLLs’ oral language development. In a recent analysis of the Head Start Impact Study, researchers Howard Bloom and
Christina Weiland found that Head Start supported especially large growth in DLLs’ receptive vocabularies—the bank
of English words that they are able to recognize quickly when they hear them. They also found that DLLs in Head Start
showed strong growth in early numeracy skills—basic counting skills, judging and comparing amounts, and so forth.111 In
both cases, the growth was greater for Head Start DLLs than for monolingual Head Start students.112
Bloom and Weiland ran a battery of tests to isolate what might be causing these strong gains for Head Start’s DLLs. Their
data indicated that Head Start’s strongly positive effects were a result of “compensation for limited prior English.” 113 That
is, in this case, the increased amount and level of English spoken in Head Start centers appeared to be driving DLLs’
impressive gains. Morgan State University professor Anita Pandey agrees: “oral language development (i.e., fluency)
is the first step toward successful primary (L1) and secondary (L2) acquisition—and literacy.” 114 Stronger speaking and
listening skills help DLLs have more meaningful conversations with peers and teachers. This helps them develop a deeper
understanding of the nuances of how to use a language. This foundation, in turn, supports stronger literacy—reading and
writing—skills.115
A recent brief from the National Research Center on Hispanic Children and Families corroborates some of this research.
Authors Arya Ansari and Michael López found that “Latino children classified as [DLLs] who attended public-school pre-K
were more proficient in English than were their peers who had attended center-based care during the prior year.” 116
*Note: this sidebar is quoted—with some modifications—from the DLL National Work Group’s profile of PreK–3rd efforts
in San Antonio, Boomtown Kids: Harnessing Energy and Aligning Resources for Dual Language Learners in San Antonio,
Texas.
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administrators repeatedly express appreciation both for
the group’s vitality and how it strengthens the broader
school community.103
But the Padres Unidos group did not spring forth
spontaneously. It was part of an intentional strategy
with support from the Children’s Institute, staff at Earl
Boyles, David Douglas administrators, local non-profit
Metropolitan Family Service (MFS), and many others.
The Children’s Institute is one of the leading advocates for
reforming how the state supports underserved children.
Like many similar organizations, the Children’s Institute
conducts and shares research on different policies. It
also communicates with administrators and lawmakers
about the importance of reforms. This is a relatively
straightforward, common approach: the organization
starts with research to inform policy and drive better
actions on behalf of kids.
In 2011, the organization embarked on a different
strategy: it decided to start with practices to make a
point about the power of investing in underserved
children. That year, the Children’s Institute reached out to
Superintendent Grotting and Principal Guynes to gauge
their interest in establishing a new pre-K center at Earl
Boyles.104
The idea, says Children’s Institute President and CEO
Swati Adarkar, “was not to build a perfect, one-site
project; [we were] looking towards building a system.” 105
While the project would provide Earl Boyles students
with valuable pre-K access, it was also intended to
demonstrate the possibilities—and limits—of current
early education policies and funding streams. In a brief
on their experience, Adarkar explains: “despite the
growing drumbeat of enthusiasm [for early education
investments], questions remain as to how best to weave
early learning into the education continuum...we believe
that learning laboratories are needed—places where
programs, departments, and agencies come together
fueled by data and research to learn how best to align the
early years with the early grades.” 106
In the Children’s Institute’s eyes, building this new early
education demonstration site was not actually just a
project for “programs, departments, and agencies.” From
the beginning, it recognized that families needed to be
a critical part of any new initiative. Few people know
the Earl Boyles community’s past and present quite like
Children’s Institute site liaison Andreina Velasco, and she
says, “we really bring parents in as partners in every kind
of setting: advocacy, planning, and implementation.” 107
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The Children’s Institute’s efforts at Earl Boyles began with
a community needs assessment, which they conducted in
partnership with researchers at Portland State University.
The team worked with school leaders and community
members to identify and interview a group of “key
informants” who could serve as a representative sample
of the neighborhood’s diversity.117 The report generated
from these interviews painted a community with
considerable challenges relative to the rest of Multnomah
County. In 2011, in the Earl Boyles enrollment zone:
• Median household income was $29,457 (county
median: $49,049)
• Child poverty rates for children under five were 40
percent (county rate: 21 percent)
• 24 percent of adults had not completed high
school (county rate: 11 percent)
• More than a quarter of families primarily spoke a
non-English language at home
• 26 percent of families reported reading regularly to
their children (national average: 83 percent)
• 24 percent of families had 10 or fewer books in
their homes 118
Worryingly, “parents from Spanish-speaking households
reported that their children were less likely to have the
social and academic skills that create school readiness
and reported more social and neighborhood isolation.
Parents from Russian, Asian, and African-American
households had generally lower expectations for
children’s school attainment.” 119
But the researchers also found community assets. There
was widespread interest in working with the school and
other organizations to address the area’s challenges.
Families “generated lengthy lists of suggestions for
community improvements,” and “were extremely
enthusiastic about the quality of the Earl Boyles school,
and the warmth and enthusiasm of its staff.” 120 They
were also “eager” about the potential for changing the
trajectory of their community and expressed interest
in additional resources to help them support their
children.121
Once the community had identified these needs, it moved
to generating solutions. As part of the county’s SUN
program, MFS provided support and leadership training
for parents involved in the early days of the Padres
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Unidos group.122 Through conversations between the
Children’s Institute, MFS, families, the school, the district,
and the researchers conducting the needs assessment,
the community settled on two major solutions to be
headquartered on-site at Earl Boyles: 1) the establishment
of a new pre-K program and 2) enhanced social services to
support families at school and home.123
In pursuit of these goals, families worked with MFS, the
Children’s Institute, the district, and the school. Given the
Institute’s strategy—delivering a quality early education
program within the constraints of current federal, state,
and local regulations and resources—leaders made
“blending and braiding” central to their design. That
is, they decided to build the program using a variety of
funds from a variety of sources. As a matter of resource
supply, this makes a great deal of sense: by combining
funds from various sources, educators can support a more
robust early education program.
But there is a catch: each funding stream comes with
strings attached. Head Start funds may only be used in
centers that comply with the thousands of Head Start
Program Performance Standards.124 Federal funds from
No Child Left Behind’s Title I and the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act both carry stipulations of their
own.125

expanding Earl Boyles’ building to accommodate the
new initiatives as part of an upcoming bond measure. It
requested $3.5 million from voters for the project. This
was a big ask, say leaders at Earl Boyles, but the team’s
open, family-driven approach paid off: voters approved
the project in 2012, private matching donations brought
the total budget to $7 million, and Earl Boyles’ pre-K
program moved into its new home at the start of the
2014–15 school year.130
As it prepared to launch the facility, the district called
the new wing “a community hub” and explained its
vision: “these new spaces form the Early Learning Wing,
which will serve [PreK–3rd] grade students and will also
provide a suite of family spaces that are unusual in most
school buildings, but were needed in the...community.” 131
As promised, the new wing contains several pre-K
classrooms, but it also includes other early education and
family support resources as part of the SUN program MFS
runs in the building. Padres Unidos and other community
groups meet in the neighborhood center’s adult

Combining these various programs was no easy task.
In her account of the planning process, the Children’s
Institute’s Katia Riddle reported that the benefits were
still worth the logistical costs: “ultimately, though it
took a good deal of careful choreography, it was this
very process that helped the team to cultivate the allies
that became the preschool’s foundation of support.” 126
They worked with representatives from different levels
of government who could guide them through the
regulations attached to each strand of funding, involved
parents in discussions about how they would interact
with the new program, and engaged the local teachers
union about the details of the new pre-K staff positions.127
After considerable planning—and coordination—efforts,
Earl Boyles’ new pre-K program opened for the 2012–13
school year.128
Yet these combined funds—and will-building
strategies—left one key challenge unaddressed. District
administrators said, “there is a need for comprehensive
wraparound services [in the Earl Boyles community],
but space and a central location do not exist in the
community for providers to deliver the critical services
needed to address the underlying issues of poverty.” 129
So the district decided to package a proposal for
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The new playground in Earl Boyles Elementary’s new early
education wing.
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classroom. The Multnomah County Library helps run
weekly English and Spanish storytimes in the infant and
toddler room (and monthly Mandarin and Vietnamese
storytimes). The district also secured nearly $1 million in
a community grant from Portland’s Mount Hood Cable
Regulatory Commission, which went toward the purchase
of additional educational technology to support students’
learning.132

and two adults four days a week (there is no class on
Wednesdays). Since each room holds classes in both the
mornings and afternoons, this works out to more than 90
three- and four-year-olds in pre-K this year.133
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Earl Boyles’ new pre-K classrooms are as carefully crafted
as the rest of the new early education wing. Three- and
four-year-olds spend 3 ¼ hours in classes of 17 children

Pre-K teachers spend Wednesdays on home visits
(another part of the Head Start model). They also use
their day without students to visit classrooms, huddle
with other educators at Earl Boyles, and plan lessons.
When they launched the program, Earl Boyles leaders
set up specific observation sessions in their kindergarten
classrooms so that the pre-K teachers would have a better

Figure 5
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teacher during the day. Even better, she says, two of last
year’s volunteers “are currently pursuing their Child
Development Associate [credential] so that one day they
can be hired as instructional assistants.” 138

Sign outside Earl Boyles’ Infants and Toddlers Room.
idea of what their students would be expected to do after
leaving pre-K.134
While they do not use the homogeneous ELD language
blocks in pre-K, teachers emphasize building
“foundational language” for all students by encouraging
student talk and focusing on building vocabulary in
English. An on-site speech pathologist supports this
language work.135
School leaders talk about finding ways to craft the
program to build students’ social and emotional skills. As
a Head Start program, the classes eat together “familystyle” at common tables. Students are involved in setting
up meals and cleaning up afterwards. The program
uses decidedly play-based pedagogy—the rooms open
onto a bright, beautiful playground space. “We spent
a lot of time asking, ‘What elements, what equipment
do we want to allow children to create and explore?’”
says Principal Guynes.136 When the new wing opened,
a local reporter wrote that “the play equipment [is] so
colorful and whimsical it could have been conjured by
Dr. Seuss.” 137
The new classrooms are also accessible to families.
An observation room borders each classroom: each is
outfitted with windows and with speakers so families
can check in on children without disturbing instruction.
Family volunteers are welcome, and with support from
Children Institute site liaison Andreina Velasco, many
parents and caregivers spend time supporting the pre-K
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While some of the students who now attend pre-K at
Earl Boyles might otherwise have attended privatelyprovided early education, many of their families might
not have been able to afford it. Beyond cost savings,
there are considerable advantages to building the
program on-site. When students come to a school’s
kindergarten classrooms from a variety of different early
education settings, it can be much more difficult for
school leadership to determine—let alone support—these
children’s varying needs. At Earl Boyles, by contrast,
Guynes and her team get to know children before they
arrive in kindergarten. They are more readily able to
gather data on students’ strengths and needs. Over
time, they are also able to adjust different parts of
their PreK–3rd grade model to better support children’s
development. In other words, the pre-K program also
allows the school to align its K–3 grades and better
support student growth.
Early returns on the program are encouraging.
Kindergarten benchmark data are up, and more incoming
Earl Boyles kindergartners are qualifying for talented and
gifted programs.139 These students scored above a number
of comparison points on Oregon’s new kindergarten
readiness assessment. Children who completed pre-K
at Earl Boyles outperformed the school-wide, districtwide, and statewide averages on interpersonal skills and
knowledge of letter sounds. They also outperformed the
state and district averages on self-regulation skills. This
appears to be driving strong performance in kindergarten
as well: 73 percent of kindergartners were meeting midyear benchmarks in the 2014–15 school year, up from 40
percent.140
There are also resources on-site to support families. Earl
Boyles—like other David Douglas schools—partners
with several local agencies supporting the “community
schools” model. That is, school leaders collaborate
with MFS to make the new wing into a “full-service
neighborhood [hub] where the school and partners from
across the community come together to make sure kids
and families have what they need to be successful—in
school and in life.” 141
MFS’ work is supported with funds from Multnomah
County’s Department of County Human Services and
provides a full-time Americorps volunteer on-site. The
partnership supports a wide array of services to support
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families, including English, parenting, literacy, financial
training, exercise, and computer classes for adults. There
are community-building social events and streamlined
connections to food pantries, public assistance programs,
health services, and adult education programs at local
community colleges. There are gardening programs
(in the community garden on campus), homework
support sessions, and a variety of sports and enrichment
programs for children.142

Some Community-Identified Needs in
Earl Boyles’ Neighborhood
• Children’s dental problems
• Children’s emotional or behavioral
problems
• Children’s developmental delays
• Children’s nutritional problems
• Child obesity

Some Community-Identified Supports
that Could Help
• “Help getting health insurance”
• “Help getting counseling/mental health
services”
• “Parenting education groups/classes”
• “Adult education classes/training”
• “Help with cash assistance” 146

And while this list of available services is impressive, the
school knows that it is not enough to simply offer them:
it has worked closely with parents to make sure that the
resources on offer are both accessible and the right ones.
During conversations about appropriate responses to the
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needs assessment, parents sifted through the data with
researchers and then presented recommendations to the
broader team. They explained their priorities—parent
education and help with housing challenges joined early
education on their list—and showed how these were
borne out by patterns in the data.143
Families have also helped school leaders adjust to better
serve different communities in the neighborhood. For
example, a group of Latino parents pushed the school
and district to translate volunteer forms into Spanish.
When efforts to encourage families to read more regularly
with their children were not bearing fruit, families
helped school leadership overhaul the incentives (they
recommended school-based movie nights with food).144
Importantly, this dynamic has continued beyond the
Children’s Institute’s initial push. Families who became
comfortable with participating in—and taking charge of—
changes at Earl Boyles through the process of establishing
the early education wing have stayed involved. With
help from Portland State University and David Douglas
leaders, the Children’s Institute conducted a community
health assessment. They knocked on hundreds of doors
in the neighborhood and asked families how they viewed
the school and its community. To gather data, researchers
from Portland State University trained neighborhood
residents from a variety of ethnic and linguistic
backgrounds on their survey methodology.145
Once the data were collected, the team founded a
“Coordinating Committee” to design and propose
community responses. That is, the group was charged
with guiding “the visioning process for the Earl Boyles
Neighborhood Center” by working through a structured
series of questions. Participants sifted through data to
determine “Where are we now? What values, strengths,
and gaps exist?” In later meetings, they explored “What
options exist for moving forward?” and “What choices
will best align with our goals?” 147
Once again, while the concrete resources—colorful early
education classrooms and myriad social services—are
enormously powerful, this shift in family engagement
is just as important. When discussing the Children’s
Institute’s work at Earl Boyles, leader Swati Adarkar says
that the entire effort is, in some ways, geared towards
“resetting the power relationships at the table.” 148 This
is another benefit of focusing on early education reform
and investment, she says. Some families—particularly
immigrant families with limited knowledge of American
educational institutions—may find traditional K–12 school
settings intimidating.149 As a result of that unfamiliarity,
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they may not assert themselves on behalf of their children
as often as they perhaps should. The Children’s Institute
believes that if parents get used to engaging early with
schools, when it may be less imposing, they will continue
that work as their children age.150
And the strategy works both ways: parents learn to
engage with teachers and administrators through the
new pre-K program, but the school is also refining its
approach based on what is happening there. Adams, Earl
Boyles’ language coach, says that the school’s Family
Engagement Committee decided “to implement schoolwide home visits [this school year]. Our main objective
is to meet families outside of the school setting and
establish relationships; on the first visit, we ask parents
what their hopes and dreams are for their child.” 151
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Of course, there is no discounting the important role
that the district’s leadership plays in supporting these
new relationships between families and schools.
Superintendent Grotting prioritizes family involvement
from the start, and says that investment in early
education helps schools “drive that relationship with
parents, children’s first teachers.” 152
The school’s partnership with parents is generating real
results. After the 2014–15 school year, Multnomah County
approved a budget with resources to expand Earl Boyles’
SUN program. This will allow the SUN program to connect
the school’s families to available public services—
especially those involving housing.153
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CONCLUSION & RECOMMENDATIONS

“The Tree of Learning,” by Hector Hernández.

Earl Boyles Elementary is a monument to the values of
the school and its families. It is a place where everything,
from the classrooms to the playground to the school’s
lobby library, has been designed with community input
to meet the community’s needs.
A mural (designed with community input) adorns one
of the school’s hallways. Earl Boyles’ description of the
mural explains, “the landscape of the mural at the left
depicts a sunrise next to Mt. Hood, symbolizing the dawn
of a new day/age, the age of learning.” 154
The mural’s message is not unique to Earl Boyles.
Across so many David Douglas campuses, educators
are rethinking their instruction and working to support
the needs of all of their students. The district has ample
challenges—resource shortages, high poverty rates, and
more—but it refuses to see its students’ multilingualism
as one of them.
Instead, David Douglas schools have embarked on a
number of promising reforms to support DLLs’ success.
The district has prioritized oral language development
in its new ELD instructional model, expanded its early
education investments, given multilingual families ways
to connect with schools, built partnerships with local
organizations, and much, much more.
The new policies have required literal and figurative
rewiring of David Douglas schools, but have been
designed to be implementable by current staff and
with available resources. They are neither so idealistic
as to be impossible to replicate across a district nor so
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insubstantial that they represent little meaningful change
for students.
In sum, David Douglas’ situation offers a useful example
for districts that are rethinking how to serve their DLLs.
Here are some specific lessons from their experience:
Lesson #1: It is not enough to set new priorities for
how DLLs will be supported in schools—policy design
matters.
David Douglas’ new focus on DLLs’ oral language
development started as an experiment and was quickly
expanded across the district. This expansion was possible
in part because the new ELD model was designed to be
ambitious, but not unattainable, for teachers. In other
words, the change did not require a staff overhaul or
a massive restructuring of how current systems were
organized.
Upshot: This is an effective theory of implementation:
reforms need to be big enough to make a real difference for
students but not so dramatic that they are out of a district’s
reach to meaningfully put in practice.
Lesson #2: It is not enough to design new DLL
policies carefully—the implementation of reforms
matters.
After district leaders decided to move ahead with the new
ELD model, they built a number of systems to support
effective implementation. The district built on existing
staff strengths in professional development sessions,
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provided regular instructional coaching, and designed
new curricular materials for teachers.
Upshot: Once they have designed new policies to get
teachers and schools to better serve DLLs, districts need
to build systems for supporting initial implementation and
ongoing refinement of the new policies.
Lesson #3: District investments in expanding access
to quality early education across the PreK–3rd grades
can help support DLLs’ linguistic and academic
development.
Research suggests that DLLs particularly benefit from
investments in quality early education programs.
With support from Oregon’s Children’s Institute, local
government programs, and other organizations, David
Douglas is expanding its own early investments. The
district has long provided full-day kindergarten for its
students, and is now working to expand pre-K access in
its schools. It also partners with local government and
community organizations to provide some programs for
area infants and toddlers.
Upshot: Districts should invest in expanding early
education access for DLLs and connecting new investments
to the rest of their PreK–3rd grades.
Lesson #4: Families are a critically important
educational resource for DLLs.
David Douglas’ Earl Boyles Elementary is implementing
a number of new initiatives in addition to the district’s
new ELD model. The school has a new early learning
wing, some “dual-generation” programs that support
both student and family success at once, new investments
in education technology, and much more. Most of
these efforts are the result of comprehensive, ongoing
conversations with the broader Earl Boyles community.
The school is working to involve families in setting
priorities for the school’s future. This engagement
often begins when families enroll in the school’s pre-K
program.
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Upshot: DLLs’ families bring considerable assets to their
children’s educations. Schools and districts that involve
them from the beginning support students’ success and
establish productive relationships for addressing future
challenges.
Lesson #5: A district-wide focus on oral language
development helps DLLs progress towards academic
English proficiency—and also supports their
academic development.
David Douglas gives schools and teachers considerable
latitude in how they use the new ELD model. But it insists
that students spend at least half of the 30-minute blocks
talking with one another in complete sentences. This
focus on oral language development provides students
with a strong early foundation in English and helps them
access more rigorous academic content.
Importantly, David Douglas leaders do not see oral
language proficiency in English as an end goal for DLLs.
Rather, they see it as a means to support students’
development to full academic language proficiency. While
the district provides a scope and sequence to help guide
instruction to match DLLs’ oral language development
pathways, teachers build ELD lessons that link these
language skills to content that the students have been
learning in those classrooms. That is, the district
builds academic content into its language development
model. The reverse is also happening: educators across
the district are starting to connect their oral language
development strategies from the ELD blocks to their
math, literacy, science, and social studies instruction.
Upshot: When districts focus on oral language
development and connect it to academic content, they help
build a foundation for future development of academic
language proficiency.
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