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Research Foundation
This guide synthesizes several bodies of research to serve as a planning tool for 
sheltered instruction. We use the term sheltered instruction to refer to techniques 
within mainstream core classes or other carefully designed classes that integrate 
sheltered instruction strategies that maintain grade-level content outcomes. This 
definition is important—sheltered instruction is an integrated approach to 
teaching English language learners (ELLs) academic language and content by using 
specialized techniques to promote access to content while also developing English 
language proficiency.

Sheltered instruction strategies ensure access to content and skills. Student access 
is not only essential for ELL academic preparedness; it is also required as a civil 
right. Federal courts have decided on two separate occasions (Lau v. Nichols and 
Casteñada v. Pickard) that access to core content is a fundamental responsibility 
of school districts, schools, and educators. It is this civil right that implores school 
districts to expect all staff to utilize sheltered instruction practices.

Goldenberg (2013) notes that “the goal of sheltered strategies is to facilitate the 
learning of grade-level academic content and skills …. Sheltered instruction can 
be expected to contribute to English language development, but its real focus is 
academic content and skills.” Consequently, sheltered techniques are best practices 
utilized in an inclusive classroom and are critical for ELLs to be able to access 
content and skills regardless of their English proficiency.

As a result, Beaverton School District recommends that sheltered instruction 
techniques be utilized by educators throughout a student’s school day. In 
addition, we recommend that sheltered core classes (courses) only be offered at 
the secondary level for beginning to early-intermediate level ELLs (levels 1 & 2 
as deemed by ELPA 21). Once students have reached a level 3, they should be 
integrated into mainstream classes that employ sheltered techniques.



2 ELL Program Road Maps: Sheltered Instruction

Sheltered Instruction Program Descriptions

Component Description Student population

Techniques Instruction provided in English and 
strategic use of native language (if 
possible). Sheltering techniques are 
used in order for students to gain 
access to content and develop mastery 
of grade-level learning targets.

Active ELLs, ever ELLs, and 
students from culturally diverse 
backgrounds.

Sheltered 
core-
content 
classes

Instruction provided in English and 
strategic use of native language. 
Sheltering techniques are used in order 
for students to gain access to content 
and develop mastery of grade-level 
learning targets.

Can be designed exclusively for 
ELLs or for a mixture of ELLs and 
non-ELLs (Oregon Department 
of Education program model 
definitions).

These principles share common goals for students:
1. All students are provided access to academic content at or above grade level.
2. A variety of techniques and strategies are employed to teach academic language.
3. Students are provided opportunities and support to apprentice language skills.

The intent of a sheltered class is to provide an environment for students to 
learn grade-level core content and language skills through instruction that uses 
sheltered instruction techniques. As such, the simultaneous demand for learning 
academic content, language, and literacy compels schools and districts to consider 
approaches that promote clear access to content standards, while providing 
the space for students to apprentice in the specific language and literacy of the 
discipline (Heritage, Walqui, & Linquanti, 2015).

At the secondary level, sheltered classes give teachers and students the space to 
negotiate the content, language, and literacy demands of a particular subject. To 
be clear, a sheltered class does not modify the expectations of the subject, but rather 
emphasizes the instructional practices designed for access. The following table 
offers a clear representation of what sheltered instruction is and what it is not.
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Clarifying Sheltered Instruction

Sheltered instruction does … Sheltered instruction does not …

Focus on helping students master grade-
level learning targets

Focus on remedial or below grade-level 
learning targets

Provide classroom teachers with training 
and support in sheltered instruction 
techniques

Assume that teachers are competent in 
sheltered instruction techniques; instruction 
does not support ELL access in the content 
or skills

Encourage teachers to incorporate both 
language and content goals when designing 
instruction

Focus solely on language development or 
content goals

Provide students with culturally relevant and 
grade-appropriate materials

Provide materials that are representative of 
a dominant culture and lack a diversity of 
backgrounds and experiences

Involve students in an interactive, 
collaborative learning environment

Consider students to be recipients of 
content knowledge within a teacher-
directed learning environment, with few 
opportunities for academic interactions with 
peers

Use multiple academic measures to 
determine students’ entry to and exit from 
an instructional program

Determine entry or exit from an instruction 
program on behavior-based criteria or a 
single academic measure

Consider student placement (in a sheltered 
core class) to be a temporary transition into 
a mainstream course

Consider student placement (in a sheltered 
core class) to be permanent, with no 
opportunity for students to participate with 
native speakers despite language proficiency
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Guiding Principles
This document is organized into the following seven programmatic strands, based on Guiding Principles 
for Dual Language Education from the Center for Applied Linguistics (Howard, Sugarman, Christian, 
Lindholm-Leary, & Rogers, 2007):
1. Program Structure
2. Curriculum
3. Instruction
4. Assessment & Accountability
5. Educator Effectiveness & Professional Learning
6. Family & Community
7. Support & Resources

In the pages to follow, each guiding principle will be detailed to provide specific suggestions for best 
practice. In the accompanying reflective tool, each guiding principle is further supported with reflective 
questions and an organizer for planning.
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Program Structure 

The dual goals of sheltered instruction are 
to provide access to mainstream, grade-level 
content and to promote the development 
of English language proficiency. Because 
the intent of sheltered instruction is to 
provide access to the core curriculum for all 
students, effective sheltered programs must 
continually be monitored for instructional 
fidelity. To ensure that students are 
gaining meaningful access to core content, 
school leadership must ensure that key 
instructional practices are used consistently 
within each content area. Explicit 
instructional goals, focused sheltered-
practice observations, and systemic 
sheltered-practice professional development 
and implementation support can help 

achieve fidelity of practice throughout a 
school.

Sheltered classes may have an unintended 
effect of lowering educational outcomes 
for ELLs when compared to nonsheltered 
versions of a particular subject. School 
leadership must monitor the sheltered 
program to ensure that sheltered classes 
teach to grade-level standards, achieve 
grade-level outcomes for the particular 
content area, and use sheltered strategies 
with fidelity.

According to Saunders, Goldenberg, and 
Marcelletti (2013), as ELL students acquire 
greater levels of English proficiency, 
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they should be increasingly included in 
classrooms with native English speakers. 
Simply put, students with higher levels 
of English language proficiency are best 
served in mainstream classrooms with 
native English speakers. Due to the fact 
that students develop English language 
more effectively when engaged with native 
speakers, it is recommended that sheltered 
classes be primarily used for beginner or early 
intermediate-level ELL students. 

Based on this research, it is essential that 
schools establish exit criteria for moving 
students out of sheltered courses and into 
mainstream courses with native speakers. In 
a mainstream setting, teachers should still 
employ sheltered strategies in appropriate 

situations. In sheltered settings, teachers 
create the space for students to learn 
language through purposeful practice. 
“Language spirals in sophistication, depth, 
and eventually, correctness, based on 
students learning in content contexts” 
(Heritage, Walqui, & Linquanti, 2015).

Grade-level considerations

Elementary School
Elementary schools might focus on building teacher capacity to provide developmentally 
appropriate sheltered instruction techniques within their classrooms. Sheltering is an effective 
strategy for all students as they build academic language; sheltered instruction strategies 
can scaffold access to grade-level content. Intentionally keeping students on grade will help 
students access coursework aligned to college and career-ready standards.

Middle School and High School
In addition to building teacher capacity for providing sheltered instruction techniques, 
secondary schools may also provide sheltered core classes.

Sheltered instruction is even more essential for students with emerging English language 
proficiency in the middle and high school grades. As coursework becomes more rigorous, 
access to content becomes more challenging for ELLs. As a result, schools must embrace a 
vision of instructional access for all, with clear expectations that all students, irrespective of their 
language of origin, will have access to grade-level content.

ELL Program Road Maps: Sheltered Instruction
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Curriculum

Deborah Short has often written about 
how English learners do “double the work” 
when learning new academic content in 
English (Short & Fitzsimmons, 2007). The 
same could be said for teachers in their 
planning, as they must account for a myriad 
of complexities in academic language 
features and content. In particular, there are 
three dimensions of academic complexity 
to consider when designing curriculum. 
Valdés, Kibler, and Walqui (2014) discuss 
these dimensions in depth, revealing that 
teachers must account for (1) the analytical 
practices associated with college and career-
readiness standards, (2) the academic 
content associated with the discipline, and 
(3) the discipline-specific language required 
for success in the content.

These three dimensions fit squarely 
with sheltered principles—the grade-
level standards are the primary target, 
but teachers must be aware of the 
“constellation” of the other demands 
associated with the content standards 
(Heritage et al., 2015). As such, teachers 
will do well to anticipate these demands 
and incorporate them in their planning. 
Backward planning design principles, 
such as Understanding by Design, are 
helpful frameworks for including each 
of these dimensions into planning, so as 
to anticipate and appropriately shelter 
academic standards for greater student 
access.

Additionally, the Sheltered Instruction 
Observation Protocol (SIOP) offers a 
number of planning tools to ensure that 

teachers logically integrate language, 
content, and literacy. For more information 
on SIOP, in addition to other sheltering 
strategies, please consult the instructional 
staff at the Beaverton School District 
Welcome Center. Sheltered instruction is 
not a separate curriculum. Rather, it is a 
set of instructional techniques and student 
supports that provide access to district-
approved curricula. 

Finally, language modality (reading, 
writing, listening, speaking) is a critical 
consideration for curriculum planning. 
These modalities are essential for students 
to access rigorous coursework, as noted 
in the Common Core State Standards. 
The Oregon English Language Proficiency 
(ELP) Standards can help teachers 
intentionally plan tasks that incorporate 
modalities within their content. The ELP 
Standards provide correspondences, or 
crosswalks, between the Common Core, 
Next Generation Science Standards, and 
the ELP Standards. The ELP Standards, 
in particular, can be a helpful tool for 
identifying the overlap of key academic 
practices, which then illustrate the type of 
language that must be emphasized (see p. 
33 of the standards).

Writing skills are a powerful avenue to 
demonstrate learning, build cognitive 
skills, and practice academic language. It is 
highly recommended that curricula involve 
multiple opportunities to write. Reading 
tasks should be designed to engage students 
in interacting with complex text to develop 
comprehension skills.

ELL Program Road Maps: Sheltered Instruction
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Grade-level considerations

All Grade Levels
Scaffolding and differentiation are essential instructional considerations for any learner, 
but they are especially important when working with ELLs . With relatively few years in the 
program, ELLs will benefit from specific instruction scaffolding differentiated to their level of 
language proficiency. Teachers should consult the proficiency level descriptors of the relevant 
ELP Standard to learn more about how to provide differentiated scaffolds for the ELLs in 
their classrooms. The use of sheltering techniques and language scaffolding are especially 
important within sheltered core classes.

ELL Program Road Maps: Sheltered Instruction
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Instruction

There is a large body of research to 
support the direct link between high-
quality instruction and positive student 
outcomes. It doesn’t matter how great the 
planning is if the implementation through 
instruction is weak. One of the pillars of 
high-quality instruction is the reciprocal 
interaction model—genuine interaction 
between teacher and student that fosters 
critical thinking, promotes student 
agency, and emphasizes student learning 
over factual recall (Howard et al., 2007). 
Reciprocal instruction looks and feels more 
like facilitation than actual instruction. 
Teachers create the space for students to 
engage one another, learn cooperatively, 
and respond dynamically to problems and 
projects developed by the teacher.

Another pillar of high-quality instruction is 
the way teachers facilitate student discourse 
and learning through collaboration. 
The interstudent discourse required to 
collaborate creates the optimal space for 
negotiating new content and language 
for meaning. Lev Vygotsky wrote of the 
value of engaging students in their zone 
of proximal development, defined as 
“the area beyond what the learner can 
do independently, but where actions 
can be accomplished with the assistance 
of more able others” (Vygotsky, 1978). 
When thinking about learning as a social 
construct, it shifts the teacher’s role to 
one of facilitator—the guide in the room 
that creates “invitations” for students 
to apprentice themselves in the content, 
analytical practices, and language of the 
discipline (Heritage et al., 2015). The 

invitations described by Heritage, Walqui, 
and Linquanti are essential to language 
development, as they offer the time and 
space for students to experiment with 
language while negotiating class content.

Finally, teachers must account for the 
specific needs of all learners during 
instruction. In both planning and 
implementation, a feedback loop of 
formative assessment information will 
help teachers adjust their planning and 
instruction to student need. Formative 
assessment doesn’t have to be formal—
simply listening to how students are using 
language to express their understanding of 
class content will reveal much about how 
and where to adjust instruction.

Sheltered instruction practices provide 
integrated support so that students 
can steadily develop the conceptual 
understandings, academic skills, and 
specific language associated with the 
discipline. As such, teachers will need 
a dependable repertoire of sheltering 
techniques to employ as their students 
negotiate grade-level content. These 
strategies must serve as scaffolds into 
complex texts and themes, while 
simultaneously introducing and developing 
the academic language students will need to 
express their understanding of the content. 

Lesson development tools could include 
standards-based learning targets and 
rubrics mapped to ELP Standards. Using 
these tools will support student learning 
of discipline-specific language. To ensure 

ELL Program Road Maps: Sheltered Instruction
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the development of essential, complex 
language skills, instruction should include 
motivating tasks in which students engage 
with sophisticated texts, discuss them 
with their peers, and put their thoughts in 
writing.

Currently, the Beaverton School District 
utilizes the 5D+ instructional domains and 
rubrics to define effective instructional 
practices. It’s important to note that 
expertise in all of these domains is essential 
for providing the effective instruction that 

is critical to ELL success. In addition, some 
domains and indicators resonate strongly 
with effective sheltered instruction.

The box below shows high-leverage 
instructional practices for teaching ELLs 
as recommended by the ELL Research 
Group during the 2014–2015 school year 
and outlined in the “Informed Decisions” 
document. 

Best Practices for Sheltered Instruction
The 5D+ domains and indicators highlighting these practices are included in parentheses.

Assessment
• Set clear goals and objectives (P1, P5)
• Provide students with informative feedback (A6)
• Assess learning frequently and reteach when needed (A3, A4, A6)

Scaffolding
• Use well-designed instruction to strategically scaffold student participation, engagement, 

and interactions with peers (CP6)
• Link lessons to previous learning and/or build background knowledge (P2, P3)
• Practice culturally responsive teaching methods (SE4)
• Use pictures (e.g., picture cards), demonstrations, and real-life objects (CP2)
• Use illustrative texts and picture books (CP2)
• Use technology such as Smart Boards, tablets, and computers (CEC2)
• Provide information in multiple ways (e.g., gestures, visual cues, technology; CEC2, CP1, CP2) 
• Use sheltered strategies and differentiated instruction (CP5, CP7)

Language
• Emphasize academic, as well as conversational, language in ELD instruction (SE5, SE6, CEC3)
• Use sentence frames to help ELLs talk about content (CP5, CP7)
• Use strategies that take into consideration the unique needs of newcomer students (CP5, CP7)
• Use home language strategically to support core content instruction (SE4)

ELL Program Road Maps: Sheltered Instruction
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Grade-level considerations

All Grade Levels
In order for students to demonstrate their learning, they will need to access assessments. When 
designing assessments, teachers should be cognizant of the language demands required 
and accommodate as necessary, which could include a variety of measures with multiple 
opportunities.

Assessment & Accountability

Assessment is a foundational component 
of the feedback loop between teacher and 
student, as it illustrates what a student 
knows and is able to do with language, 
literacy, and content. Assessments should 
be carried out in consistent and systematic 
ways, which means they must be aligned to 
learning targets and utilize multiple mea-
sures (Howard et al., 2007). Such a system 
requires professional learning around the 
identification of concrete, integrated learn-
ing targets that lend themselves to assessing 
performance tasks (see the example on p. 24 
of the ELP Standards). This will also ensure 
that teachers are responding to student 
needs expressed on formative and summa-
tive assessments. Student assessment data 
should inform careful planning of future 
units to ensure that all students are reaching 
grade-level targets.

ELL Program Road Maps: Sheltered Instruction
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 Educator Effectiveness & Professional Learning

Teacher capacity to deliver sheltered in-
struction must be addressed when sup-
porting students in all classes. Instructional 
capacity is especially relevant for teachers 
of a sheltered core class. Fundamentally, 
any effort surrounding professional devel-
opment must be founded on the expec-
tation that all staff members are expected 
to implement sheltered techniques and to 
grow in their mastery of sheltered practices. 
School administrators will want to ensure 
that teachers are effectively implementing 
sheltered instruction with fidelity. One 
effective way to monitor practice is to lead 
focused instructional rounds, or learning 
walks. Learning walks are a high-leverage 
tool for supporting teachers in their craft, 
while simultaneously monitoring the sys-
tem for fidelity. Please refer to the chart on 
page 11 for further examples of instruction-
al best practices.

The Beaverton Welcome Center offers a 
variety of professional learning supports 
for sheltered instruction. Please consult a 
Beaverton School District Welcome Center 
staff person to learn more about the specific 
professional learning supports available.

Grade-level considerations

Elementary School
Given the importance of high-quality teachers, program planners will need to establish 
a sustained practice of professional development. As with our students, teachers learn in 
a variety of ways. Modeling, focused learning walks, and professional learning teams are 
examples of practices teachers can use to extend their learning and collegiality. In addition, 
focused professional discussion of contemporary research will ensure that all staff members 
understand the language development process.

Middle School and High School
Considerations noted above are consistent for all teachers. Program planners must take care 
to ensure that teachers are not only highly qualified, but that they are proficient in academic 
language and sheltered instruction techniques for their discipline.

ELL Program Road Maps: Sheltered Instruction
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Family & Community

School staff must work to educate 
stakeholders on how sheltered instruction 
practices support student learning, student 
achievement, and career and college-
readiness goals. This includes discussing 
details of the sheltered instruction 
approach, such as its focus on grade-level 
targets and outcomes.

All language programs depend on active 
support from families and the greater 
community. The program’s vision must 
reflect the values of the families and the 
community it serves. It’s also critical that 
families embrace the program’s vision. 
Emerging programs should incorporate 
parents and the community in the feedback 
loop as valued stakeholders in each phase 
of the program’s design. It is critical that 
families understand the educational impact 
of sheltered instruction and how it will 
benefit their child’s long-term academic 
success.

In order for families and the community 
to fully embrace the program’s vision, the 
implementation team—with the support 
of the entire school staff—must work to 
educate all stakeholders in the intricacies 
of language learning. This mutual 
understanding of the language development 
process will encourage families to become 
program partners. Through a school-family 
partnership, educators can share specific 
strategies for supporting reading, writing, 
math, and language acquisition at home.

It is the school’s responsibility to empower 
families. Our nonnative, English-speaking 
families may need extra support. For 
example, they may have very little 
experience with the U.S. school system 
and may lack the English language 
skills necessary to communicate with 
monolingual teachers. In order for the 
partnership to evolve, schools need to 
get all families involved and engaged. 
Research has found that students with 
involved parents, regardless of family 
income or background, are more likely to 
earn higher grades and test scores, attend 
school regularly, show improved behavior, 
graduate, and go on to postsecondary 
education (Henderson & Mapp, 2002). 
Beaverton School District’s Volunteerism 
and Engagement Plan (2011–2015) 
supports the work of Dr. Joyce Epstein’s 
framework of family engagement (Epstein, 
2009). Her model of six types of parent 
involvement has helped schools nationwide 
develop effective school and family 
partnership programs. The six types are:

1. Parenting: Help all families establish 
home environments to support children 
as students.

2. Communicating: Design effective forms 
of school-to-home and home-to-school 
communications about school programs 
and children’s progress.

3. Volunteering: Recruit and organize 
parent help and support.

ELL Program Road Maps: Sheltered Instruction
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Grade-level considerations

All Grade Levels
Schools must find ample opportunities to communicate the purpose and vision of the 
school’s language programs, which may mean that students will need time to develop 
academic language proficiency. State assessments may not reveal all that students know 
and are able to do.

4. Learning at home: Provide information 
and ideas to families about how to help 
students at home with homework and 
other curriculum-related activities, 
decisions, and planning.

5. Decision making: Include parents in 
school decisions, developing parent-
leaders and representatives.

6. Collaborating with communities: Identify 
and integrate resources and services from 
the community to strengthen school 
programs, family practices, and student 
learning and development.

Epstein’s framework aligns with an 
important recommendation from Guiding 
Principles for Dual Language Education—
assigning a parent liaison “who speaks 
the languages of the program [and] 
understands the needs of the parents in the 
community,” as well as the structure of the 
program (Howard et al., 2007).

ELL Program Road Maps: Sheltered Instruction
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Support & Resources

Many schools report that they have 
provided specific professional development 
for sheltered instruction. However, 
implementation with fidelity is often 
missing from mainstream classrooms. 
Given the tension of “covering” content 
standards, it is not surprising that teachers 
(especially at the secondary level) struggle 
to adequately shelter their instruction. 
As a result, school leadership must make 
sheltered practices an instructional 
expectation of all teachers. With a common 
expectation, school and district leaders 
must commit resources to providing 
ongoing professional learning through 
workshops and, more importantly, regular 
classroom observations. Focused learning 
walks are a great way to model and 
exchange novel instructional strategies. 
The budgetary considerations for focused 
learning walks are considerable, and as 
such, school and district leaders might 
consider a 2-year plan when establishing 
their sheltered instruction priorities.

The Welcome Center will work 
collaboratively with individual school 
teams to allocate resources to buildings 
based on a combination of data points to 
include demographics of the school, ELL 
population, and the design of the program 
model chosen for the building. Additional 
support needed to effectively carry out the 
program model should be discussed with 
the Welcome Center staff.

ELL Program Road Maps: Sheltered Instruction

Grade-level considerations

All Grade Levels
It is essential that a district or school site commit various resources to bring sheltered practices 
to fidelity and to scale. Examples include:
• Funds for initial training, materials, and ongoing support
• Access to ongoing professional development and support for teachers
• Time for teacher collaboration and observation
• Access to data for monitoring and decision making
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Reflective Tool
This tool is designed to support both the implementation of new ELL programs and existing programs. 
This document is intended to be used collaboratively with a school-based implementation team 
comprised of teachers and school leadership, as well as other members of the school community. For 
grade-specific considerations, please consult the Guiding Principles descriptors on the preceding pages. 

As a team, use the guiding questions in the following organizer to facilitate discussion and guide 
reflection on your school’s program of choice to serve ELL students. Through careful analysis and rich 
discussion, take stock of each program consideration to determine whether it is (1) already in place, 
(2) not evident, or (3) a potential area to develop. Based on these determinations, the team can use the 
features under “Next Steps” to plan for short, and midterm solutions, as well as prioritize immediate 
action items. When planning, teams might consider the SMART Goal framework, delegating tasks as 
necessary for program success. 

Program sustainability. To ensure that the program is healthy in years to come, this guide can serve as 
a reflective tool to guide an evaluation of your school’s ELL program. As your school’s implementation 
team completes its analysis, please consider the following questions:

1. How will the implementation team know when it has reached its program vision?
2. How will the team respond when it has met its program goals?
3. How and when will the implementation team return to this document to execute the plan?

Connections. How do your team’s plans 
connect to other school programs, other district 
programs, and the school district’s vision for the 
future?
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