
Teaching Mathematics To English Language
Learners

Teaching mathematics to English language learners (ELLs) presents unique
challenges and opportunities for educators. As classrooms become increasingly
diverse, it is essential to develop effective strategies that integrate
language acquisition with mathematical understanding. Mathematics is a
universal language, yet the terminology, symbols, and problem-solving
techniques can be daunting for students who are still mastering English. This
article explores various approaches and strategies for teaching mathematics
to ELLs, emphasizing the importance of language support, cultural relevance,
and collaborative learning.



Understanding the Challenges Faced by ELLs in
Mathematics

Teaching mathematics to English language learners requires an understanding
of the unique challenges they face. These challenges often stem from both
language barriers and cognitive demands:

1. Language Proficiency
- Mathematical Vocabulary: ELLs may struggle with specific mathematical terms
that are essential for understanding concepts. Words like "sum,"
"difference," and "fraction" may have different meanings in everyday English.
- Language Structures: The syntax and grammar of mathematical problem
statements can confuse students. For example, phrases like "twice the sum of
x and y" can be complex for those still learning English.

2. Cognitive Load
- Dual Demands: ELLs are often navigating two processes
simultaneously—learning mathematical concepts and acquiring a new language.
This dual demand can lead to frustration and disengagement.
- Cultural Context: Mathematical problems often reflect cultural contexts
that may not resonate with ELLs, making it challenging for them to connect
with the material.

Effective Strategies for Teaching Mathematics
to ELLs

To successfully teach mathematics to English language learners, educators can
implement a variety of strategies that support both language and mathematical
understanding.

1. Use of Visual Aids
Visual aids can bridge the gap between language and mathematical concepts.
Consider the following types:

- Diagrams and Charts: Use visual representations to explain concepts such as
fractions, ratios, and graphs. For example, pie charts can visually depict
fractions, making them easier to understand.
- Manipulatives: Physical objects like blocks, counters, and number lines can
help ELLs visualize mathematical operations and relationships.



2. Simplifying Language
Teachers should strive to use clear and concise language when explaining
mathematical concepts. Techniques include:

- Avoiding Jargon: Use everyday language whenever possible. For example,
instead of saying "evaluate the expression," say "find the answer to the
problem."
- Rephrasing and Modeling: When introducing new concepts, model the language
that ELLs should use. For example, demonstrate how to ask questions or
explain their thought processes in English.

3. Incorporating Collaborative Learning
Collaboration can enhance both mathematical understanding and language
development. Strategies include:

- Group Work: Encourage ELLs to work in pairs or small groups with native
English speakers. This allows them to practice language skills in a low-
pressure environment while discussing mathematical concepts.
- Peer Teaching: Pair ELLs with classmates who can explain concepts in
simpler terms or in their native language, if possible. This reinforces
learning and builds confidence.

4. Connecting Mathematics to Students’ Backgrounds
Integrating cultural relevance into mathematics instruction can foster
engagement and comprehension. Strategies include:

- Culturally Relevant Problems: Use examples and problems that reflect the
cultural backgrounds of ELLs. For instance, if students come from a specific
cultural background, incorporate scenarios that relate to their experiences.
- Real-Life Applications: Relate mathematical concepts to real-life
situations that students may encounter, such as budgeting, cooking, or
shopping. This makes learning more meaningful and applicable.

5. Scaffolding Instruction
Scaffolding is crucial for helping ELLs grasp complex mathematical concepts.
Techniques include:

- Step-by-Step Instructions: Break down tasks into smaller, manageable steps.
Use visuals and examples at each step to guide ELLs through the learning
process.
- Use of Graphic Organizers: Tools like Venn diagrams, flowcharts, and
matrices can help ELLs organize their thoughts and visualize relationships
between concepts.



Assessment Strategies for ELLs

Assessing the mathematical understanding of English language learners
requires careful consideration to ensure it accurately reflects their
knowledge rather than their language proficiency.

1. Alternative Assessment Methods
Instead of traditional tests, consider using:

- Performance-Based Assessments: Create tasks where ELLs demonstrate their
understanding through practical activities, such as solving real-world
problems or using manipulatives.
- Oral Assessments: Allow students to explain their reasoning verbally. This
can provide insight into their understanding while minimizing the impact of
their writing skills.

2. Providing Language Support During Assessments
To accommodate ELLs during assessments, consider:

- Bilingual Resources: Provide bilingual dictionaries or glossaries that
include mathematical terminology. This helps students understand terms
without hindering their performance.
- Extended Time: Allow extra time for ELLs to complete assessments,
recognizing that processing language takes longer for them.

Professional Development and Resources for
Educators

To effectively teach mathematics to English language learners, educators must
engage in ongoing professional development and utilize available resources.

1. Training and Workshops
- Language Acquisition Training: Participate in workshops focused on second
language acquisition theories and strategies. Understanding how language is
learned can help teachers implement more effective instructional practices.
- Mathematics Instructional Strategies: Seek out professional development
opportunities that specifically address teaching mathematics to diverse
learners.



2. Online Resources and Communities
- Educational Websites: Explore websites offering resources and lesson plans
tailored for ELLs in mathematics. Examples include the Teaching Channel and
Colorín Colorado.
- Professional Learning Communities: Join or create groups of educators
focused on teaching ELLs. Sharing experiences and strategies can lead to
improved practices.

Conclusion

In conclusion, teaching mathematics to English language learners requires a
multifaceted approach that addresses both language and cognitive challenges.
By employing effective strategies such as the use of visual aids, simplifying
language, incorporating collaborative learning, connecting to students'
backgrounds, and scaffolding instruction, educators can create an inclusive
and supportive learning environment. Additionally, utilizing alternative
assessment methods and providing professional development opportunities are
crucial for continuous improvement in teaching practices. Ultimately, with
the right support and resources, ELLs can become successful in mathematics,
paving the way for their academic and personal growth.

Frequently Asked Questions

What strategies can teachers use to help English
language learners (ELLs) understand mathematical
concepts?
Teachers can use visual aids, manipulatives, and real-life examples to make
abstract concepts more concrete. Additionally, using clear, simple language
and providing opportunities for collaborative learning can enhance
understanding.

How can vocabulary instruction be integrated into
math lessons for ELLs?
Vocabulary instruction can be integrated by explicitly teaching key math
terms and phrases, using word walls, and encouraging students to use these
terms in context during discussions and problem-solving activities.

What role does cultural relevance play in teaching
math to ELLs?
Cultural relevance is crucial as it helps ELLs connect mathematical concepts
to their own experiences, making learning more meaningful. Teachers can



incorporate culturally relevant examples and contexts to engage students
effectively.

How can teachers assess the mathematical
understanding of ELLs without language barriers?
Teachers can use performance-based assessments, visual assessments, and
collaborative group work to gauge understanding. Providing math problems in a
visual format or allowing students to explain their reasoning through
drawings can also minimize language barriers.

What are some effective ways to encourage ELLs to
participate in math discussions?
Creating a supportive classroom environment where mistakes are seen as
learning opportunities can encourage participation. Additionally, using
sentence frames and providing wait time can help ELLs feel more confident in
contributing to discussions.

How can technology support ELLs in learning
mathematics?
Technology can provide interactive and adaptive learning experiences through
educational software, apps, and online resources that offer visual support
and language translation. It can also facilitate collaborative projects that
enhance communication skills.
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