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English Learners represent a growing demographic in our schools, a diverse population bringing both 

assets and challenges to districts across the country. We are inspired every day by the extraordinary 

contributions these students make in school and society, often in the face of significant obstacles. But 

unfortunately, too many of them struggle to learn the language and grade-level skills necessary for 

academic advancement. For secondary English Learners in particular, many of whom are Newcomers 

or Long Term English Learners (LTELs), the academic language needed for upper-level coursework is 

an area for much-needed improvement. 

To ensure opportunities for future advancement, secondary ELs must successfully acquire and use the 

academic language demanded by rigorous, grade-level classroom content. But this essential learning 

proves challenging in the upper grades, given under-preparedness of many content area teachers in 

language acquisition, the constraints of rotating period schedules, and the accelerating sophistication 

of the content itself, which focuses classroom time on skill-building rather than language. Most middle 

and high school teachers we know want to support their English Learners but find the effort time-

consuming and overwhelming.

“Language is at the heart of teaching math. For English learners, the relationship 

is critical because these students are learning mathematics while they are  

acquiring the language in which mathematics is being taught.” 

 —  Jana Echevarria in Supporting English Learners in Mathematics Classrooms1  

1   Supporting English Learners in Mathematics Classrooms, 2017, http://www.janaechevarria.com/?p=1036

The Challenge 
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Math classrooms and curricula no longer rely solely on computation and memorizing steps. Today, driven 

by rigorous state content standards, math instruction emphasizes student reasoning, sense-making, 

constructing arguments, and problem solving discussions. Without the academic language of math, 

ELs will fail to gain the necessary knowledge and skills. These students will be less-frequently identified 

for gifted/talented programs or other enrichment tracks and will see fewer opportunities for rigorous 

intellectual engagement. The result? Many of them drop out or merely “get by” in school and experience 

limited economic and career opportunities later on. 

Consistent with evolving state standards and curricula, math standardized tests have moved away 

from strictly computation-based assessments in favor of word problems, which require background 

knowledge, math academic vocabulary, and critical reading skills that ELs often lack. Such language-

based questions commonly appear on standardized assessments:

In part because of these new language demands in math, English Learners are performing far below 

their Native English Speaking peers. According to the 2019 National Assessment of Educational Progress, 

5% of 8th grade ELs scored at or above the proficient level in math, compared to 36% of non-English 

learners.2 This gap in math performance has persisted for over a decade. Given that our EL population 

continues to grow rapidly, there is an urgent need to make rigorous math content more accessible for ¼ 

of our student population. 

The NAEP achievement gap only 

tells part of the story.  Other 

studies show that early math 

performance is a key predictor of 

later academic success, and 

better performance in math is 

linked with opportunities for 

accelerated learning, such as 

gifted and talented classes.3   

ELLs are underrepresented in 

gifted programs in 49 states  

and the District of Columbia.4 

Access to enrichment and G&T 

programs are key contributors  

to future success.  

This challenge is not just about scores; it’s about providing our English Learners with the foundation and 

ability to reach their highest aspirations. Helping secondary ELs master the academic language in the 

content areas moves us toward that goal. This work begins with Ellevation Math.

2  https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/mathematics/nation/achievement/?grade=8

3  https://edsource.org/2013/early-math-matters-top-researcher-discusses-his-work/50061

4  https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2017/06/21/too-few-ell-students-land-in-gifted.html
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The Unique Solution 
Ellevation Math is unlike any other product on  
the market because it focuses on the particular 
language needs of Secondary ELs. 
Ellevation Math develops the academic language of students in math. It uses a unique approach of  

front-loading key vocabulary concepts within the context of solving a math problem and provides 

practice in all four language domains: listening, reading, writing and speaking (Speaking feature coming, 

Winter 2020). By using Ellevation Math, students will be better prepared to access rigorous, grade-level 

learning in the math classroom.

By pre-teaching academic vocabulary and mathematical concepts, students are more likely to 

understand instruction and participate in class. When ELs are better able to engage in skill-building and 

class discussions, they are more likely to reach benchmarks and show proficiency on standards-aligned 

assessments. In turn, with this strength in mathematical thinking, they are better positioned to exit the EL 

program, graduate high school and enter a successful career or enroll in college.

Ellevation Math is:

Research-based and Effective
Rigorous: Focuses on the complex words and 

phrases required for learning grade-level standards.  

Accessible for various proficiency levels.

Problem-solving: Provides opportunities for 

modeled think-alouds and examples of making 

connections across multiple representations.

Contextualized: Presents key vocabulary terms in a 

problem-solving context, purposefully and through 

multiple representations, not via word lists.

Student-Centered
Age-appropriate: Uses appropriate content, art 

and real-world scenarios for adolescent ELs.

Accessible: Includes a variety of linguistic supports 

for ELs to provide access to rigorous content

Differentiated: The speed of the read aloud 

narration is adjusted based on ELD levels from the 

student data in Ellevation. 

Empowering for Teachers
Aligned: Adjusts to the scope and sequence of any 

digital or print math curriculum.

Complementary: Brings rich language supports 

and routines to your current math programs 

and textbooks.

Flexible: Allows districts/schools/teachers to 

decide when and where students complete 

assignments. Works with your schedules, pacing 

calendars and needs.  

Easy to Use

Time-saving: Prepares students to access content 

before instruction, eliminating the need to intervene 

later or take time away from skill instruction.

Integrated: Connects pedagogically to Ellevation 

Strategies to further support teachers in preparing 

for best-practice lessons in mathematics 

instruction and language development.
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“As students develop the language and content skills they need to pass math the 

first time, they’ll be more likely to transition out of their language support programs 

and graduate on time. Ellevation Math prepares students to access content before 

instruction so you don’t need to intervene after.” 

— Kellie Jones, Director of Bilingual/ESL Education at Brockton Public Schools

Built with EL and Math Expertise 
Ellevation has been a leader in EL education since 2011 and now serves over 800 partner school districts 

and over 3 million current and former ELs across the U.S. Ellevation was built by a team of former EL 

administrators, teachers and technology experts with input from top language acquisition experts to 

streamline EL program management, build the capacity of teachers to serve multilingual learners, and 

empower students with the academic language necessary for success in school.

Primers in Detail: Front-loading Without Overloading
Ellevation Math is a collection of Primers. Primers are 15-20 minutes lessons that ELs complete before a 

math lesson in order to learn math vocabulary through exposure to the content. They can also be used 

to review math vocabulary and concepts for students who may need extra support in developing the 

language required for math instruction and assessments. 

Ellevation Math Primers teach key mathematical vocabulary and concepts. The Primers prepare 

students to participate in class through:

■■  direct vocabulary instruction, taught in-context.

■■  access to think-alouds and word problems to prepare for or reinforce math classroom instruction.

■■  direct alignment to grade level math content standards.

■■  embedded differentiation, comprehensible input, and linguistic support that leverage student data.

“The effects of vocabulary instruction are even more powerful when the words 

selected are those that students most likely will encounter when they learn new 

content. Specifically, research by Stahl and Fairbanks (1986) indicates that student 

achievement will increase by 33 percentile points when vocabulary instruction  

focuses on specific words that are important to what students are learning.” 

—  From Classroom Instruction that Works: Research-based Strategies for Increasing Student Achievement  
by Robert Marzano
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Anatomy of a Primer - The Student Experience
Primers follow a logical progression optimized to introduce key terms and concepts. They are structured 

as follows:

1.  Introduction of math topic and key words.  This preface makes learning targets visible to students 

and focuses student attention. 

2.  Review of background words. Consistent use of the same words and their associated visual 

anchors across Primers builds familiarity with vocabulary and student confidence. It also reduces 

cognitive load and frees up working memory.
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3.  Presentation of the character and scenario demonstrating a real-world application of the 

mathematical concept. The scenario activates prior knowledge and builds background. 
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4.  Students follow along as characters work through a math problem-solving scenario. This think-

aloud modeling exposes students to new words in the context of math skills. A minimal amount of text 

combined with clear visuals supports focus on the key words and concepts within a narrative scenario.
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5. Visual anchors provide consistent comprehensible representations of key vocabulary and concepts.
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6.  Confidence Questions. At the end of each Primer, students answer a Confidence Question where 

they self-report their comfort level answering certain questions about their vocabulary learning. 

This enables teachers to see questions that individual students are prepared to answer. Teachers 

can then ask these questions to their students knowing that they can successfully respond, 

building trust with the student, and reducing their anxiety about being called on in class. 

 7.  Assess learned-word knowledge. A brief vocabulary test provides teachers with insights into 

how well students understood the academic vocabulary in each Primer. 
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“Why didn’t you just teach it to us like this the first time?”
— 7th grade English Learner in Texas

After Classroom Instruction

Math Test: Assess the student’s math learning after classroom instruction has taken place. The 

questions in the Math test use the terms from the Primer and lesson. This assessment includes math 

questions that ensure the link between word and skill has been made.

EL Specific Supports
Unlike other solutions in the marketplace, Ellevation has both the underlying student ELP data and 

the expertise to deliver a set of supports uniquely tailored to English Learners. As students complete a 

Primer, they will encounter a robust set of supports: 
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■■   Real World Examples: Primers build on what students already know and use stories that relate to 

students’ lives and experiences, like working part-time jobs, waiting in the lunch line, or going to 

the movies, making it easy for students to connect with the content. They also showcase relevant 

applications of math in the real world by providing windows into where math is used in various 

careers and contexts.

■■  Visual Anchors: Illustrations clarify the content on each page, making the math concepts more 

accessible to ELs. Visual anchors are repeated across Primers, giving students a consistent visual 

cue to the meaning of these key words. They also appear in the Reference Sheet and Dictionary, 

providing valuable in-class support.
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■■  Read with Me: ELs see the text and hear it read aloud to them. Students can control the read-

aloud speed. As each word is read, the word is highlighted so students can associate the word with 

the sound, simultaneously building reading and listening fluency. 

■■  Vocabulary in Context: The vocabulary appears in context within a scenario, rather than just 

on a list of words. Research shows that a contextual approach to instruction produces greater 

vocabulary gains than lessons that emphasize learning word definitions.5

5 Nash and Snowling (2006)
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■■  Self-paced and variable speed: Students control the pace of the Primers. They can repeat or 
return to sections that were unclear. This feature helps keep students focused and ensure that 
content is covered.

■■  Dictionary with accessible definitions: ELs can always check the dictionary for definitions of key 

vocabulary words. Each word is accompanied by its visual anchor, an image that illustrates the 

meaning, making the definitions even more accessible and memorable.
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■■  Tell Me More: Within the dictionary, the Tell Me More button takes students to the Primer page 

where the term was first introduced, providing additional context when clarity is needed. 

■■  Reference Sheet: A printable Reference 

Sheet accompanies each Primer. These 

resources are used by teachers and 

students to further support visual 

anchors and key concepts in class. The 

printable Reference Sheets help students 

keep the words and phrases they need 

right on their desks. By using the exact 

definitions, language and images as the 

students see in the Primer, students can 

recall the language they have learned 

and use it to engage in mathematical 

learning and discourse with teachers 

and peers, increasing participation and 

accessibility.
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Opportunities for Practice
Integrated into the flow of each Primer are opportunities for students to use newly acquired language. 

By practicing using the academic vocabulary, students develop expressive language skills and prepare 

themselves for class.

Assessments

Confidence Question
Each Primer includes a 

Confidence Question where 

students self-report their comfort 

level in answering certain 

questions about their vocabulary 

learning. Teachers can see 

questions that individual students 

feel prepared to answer and ask 

these questions to their students 

in math class, increasing comfort 

and class participation.

Vocabulary Test
At the end of each Primer, 

students complete a vocabulary 

test designed as an exit ticket for 

assessing their word knowledge. 

All students are given the same 

five questions to assess their 

understanding of the vocabulary 

presented in the Primer. This 

test allows teachers to see which 

students might need further 

support and plan which words 

need to be retaught or discussed 

in class. 
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Math Test
The Math test is designed to assess the student’s math learning after classroom instruction has taken 

place. The questions in the Math test use the terms from the Primer and classroom lesson and ask 

math questions to ensure the link between word and skill has been made. The format is the same as 

the vocabulary test, but the context is different from the Primer to ensure students can apply the word 

knowledge within a different scenario. For example: if the Primer example focused on someone working 

in a bakery, the Math test might describe a scenario in art class.

Implementation 
Districts implement Ellevation Math in multiple ways, crafting an ideal scenario for the given schedule, 

curriculum, philosophy etc. Together, we’ll build a plan tailored to address the needs of your district. We 

work closely with the Curriculum and Instruction department, the EL instructional team, math teachers, 

and principals at schools deploying Ellevation Math. 

Scope and Sequence
During implementation, Ellevation works closely with key district stakeholders to ensure that the 

sequence of Primers in Ellevation Math support your scope and sequence. 

Student Data, Rosters and Classes
For current partners, Ellevation Math connects with student data already in Ellevation Platform. For 

new partners, setup will require standard fields for in-class ed tech. We will share specifications for data 

elements when planning for set-up. 
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Classroom Integration
Ellevation Math fits different instructional environments so that teachers can 
implement it effectively. 

Our approach to implementation allows for districts to create the vision for how and when it will be used. 

What is most critical to understand is that there is not a right way or a wrong way, but rather the way 

that best fits current district structures. In order for Ellevation Math to be successful, students will need 

to be able to have access to login, either at home or at school, and a decision as to how it is leveraged in 

the District that supports and aligns to district philosophies around content presentation. Based on the 

variety of ways that it can be utilized, we are confident we can create a solution along your district that 

values district and campus needs while providing students access to high quality academic language. 

Pick a Vision for Implementation

Lesson Prep

Where: In the Math classroom

Why: Flow immediately from front-loading of vocab and concepts into 
standards-aligned instruction. Could be used with the whole class or in 
smaller groups or stations

Works best when: Math teacher has many EL students and can 
dedicate classroom time (whole group or small group) to using 
Ellevation Math during bell-ringer/intro 

When: Before each new lesson begins. 1-2 times a week.

Math Class 
Prep

Where: Resource period, study period, independent work, or at home

Why: Prepare ELs for an upcoming math unit or lesson, with necessary 
targeted support. Good for instances where math classroom may not 
have available time/tech, and/or when students (such as newcomers) 
may need individual support from a language resource.

Works best when: Math teacher and EL/support teacher are able to 
work together to ensure instructional alignment.

When: 1-2 times a week. Perhaps more if students need math concept 
background building. Perhaps less if students only need prep on 
specific lessons.

Assessment 
Prep

Where: Resource/intervention period

Why: Review critical concepts and vocabulary from the standards prior 
to an assessment. Works best when: Students have already received 
instruction and Ellevation Math reinforces content that is supported 
through further math instruction

When: As needed, likely more frequently over a shorter period of time. 
Dependent on the availability of math instructional support to reteach 
math content.
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The Educator Experience
At the classroom level, Ellevation Math provides teachers with features that easily adapt to support 

a range of classroom styles and needs. Because they can customize the experience for their class, 

teachers will feel confident that all students are progressing through the Primers and gaining the 

academic vocabulary needed to access math content.  

Teachers can:

Manage student accounts and passwords. 

All teachers can see and add individual students as needed. In addition, teachers have access to 

manage student usernames and passwords, ensuring that all students have login credentials and can 

log into Ellevation Math without a problem.

Assign Primers based on learning goals. 

Teachers can easily search, select, and assign Primers to students to align with their instructional focus 

for the upcoming week(s). For example, teachers can arrange the next several topics they will cover in 

math class, so the Primers are effective for front-loading. Alternatively, as testing season approaches, 

a teacher can arrange primers that include the standards that appear most frequently on the state 

assessment. Teachers can set the pace at which students progress through Primers to support various 

implementation options.

View detailed reports and track progress. 

Ellevation Math offers a number of features to 

help teachers to visualize students’ progress. 

Teachers can view:

■■  Completed Primers over a period of time, 

along with a list of student logins.  

 

 

■■  Results for Confidence questions, 

Vocabulary Tests and Post-Tests. Results 

for each Primer can be viewed for a class 

or group, as well as for an individual 

student. 
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Training
As part of our implementation process, we work closely with districts to ensure that teachers are trained 

on Ellevation Math and ready to get students logged in. Professional development support includes 

synchronous and asynchronous learning opportunities for teachers to learn the key functionality of the 

platform and apply it to their classroom practice.

Alignment with Curriculums/State Standards
Our curriculum experts reviewed both the TEKS and Common Core standards and items released from 

assessments to determine the vocabulary that students need to access lessons based on those standards.

Technology and Support
Ellevation Math is a web application accessible from computers and tablets. There is nothing to install 

and no IT to manage. Integration with a district’s SIS keeps classrooms current with student data and 

rosters. The application requires an internet connection. It is network friendly and has a low impact on 

network bandwidth. 

Support is built into the product. On every page of the Ellevation Math, teachers and admins can start 

a text chat with a real person who can answer questions and provide assistance.  On-demand and 

synchronous online trainings are also available. Help is always nearby with built-in contextual help, 

videos, FAQs, and product documentation.

TX Version:

All content is aligned to the Texas Essential 

Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) standards for 

Mathematics and covers all of the core math 

vocabulary for:

6th Grade Math

7th Grade Math

8th Grade Math

Algebra I

CCSS Version:

All content is aligned to the Common Core State 

Standards (CCSS) for Mathematics and covers all 

of the core math vocabulary for:

6th Grade Math

7th Grade Math

8th Grade Math

Algebra I

“‘The language of mathematics’ does not mean a list of vocabulary or technical 

words with precise meanings, but the communicative competence necessary and 

sufficient for participation in mathematical discourse.” 

—  Judit Moschkovich, Professor of Mathematics Education and the Learning Sciences  
at the University of California, Santa Cruz
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Ellevation Math + Strategies 
Ellevation Strategies is an effective and easy-to-use instructional resource that enables teachers to 

differentiate instruction for students in a variety of multilingual programs in all grades and content areas. 

Ellevation offers more than 80 classroom activities that all classroom teachers can easily incorporate 

into existing lessons, regardless of grade level and subject, ensuring best-practice instruction for making 

language and content accessible to every learner. 

The activities represent powerful teaching techniques that enable teachers to make grade-level 

content accessible for ELs while engaging all students in sound pedagogical practices. In a classroom 

using Ellevation, students will better develop language proficiencies and progress on the path to 

reclassification and grade-level mastery of content.

By utilizing Ellevation Math and 

Ellevation Strategies together, 

math classrooms will transform 

into language-rich environments 

where English Learners construct 

meaning, participate, interact and 

solve problems. The Primers in 

Ellevation Math prepare students 

to effectively participate, while 

the instructional activities in 

Ellevation Strategies empower 

teachers to further develop both 

content and language, reaching 

and engaging their ELs with 

powerful teaching techniques 

based on best practices.

Each activity in Ellevation Strategies integrates easily into lesson plans, allowing content area teachers 

to improve instruction for ELs at any stage of the lesson cycle, from Do Now to Exit Ticket. When 

combining an activity like Building with Bricks and Mortar, which focuses on improving the quality of 

sentences in speech and writing, with front-loaded vocabulary instruction in Ellevation Math, students 

will be more capable of constructing meaning and crafting their own communication about the content.  

Blending Ellevation Math and Strategies makes grade-level content accessible for ELs, involving them 

actively in rigorous content while developing the skills and habits necessary for success in classroom, 

college and career. 




