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Actionable Approaches for 
Centering Newcomers

In the context of PreK–12 multilingual education, newcomer is a broad term referring to 
students born outside of the United States that have recently entered the U.S. school system. 
While certain defining characteristics vary by state and local policies, the U.S. Department of 
Education has traditionally classified newcomers as students who have arrived in the country 
and enrolled in U.S. schools within the previous 3 years (Office of English Language Acquisition 
[OELA], 2023). Although some states designate English language proficiency (ELP) levels in 
their definitions, many do not, and they recognize that newcomers arrive to the United States 
with varying levels of experience with the English language.

This subgroup constitutes a highly heterogeneous population of learners across a range of 
cultural and linguistic identities and lived experiences. This includes immigrant children and 
youth, asylees and refugees, students with limited or interrupted formal education (SLIFE), 
and those arriving from American schools abroad (OELA, 2023). Multilingual newcomers can 
be disproportionately exposed to complex social-emotional impacts. Their individual journeys 
also bring deep knowledge, experience, tradition, and abilities (Paterson, 2024; WIDA, 2024). 

This resource is a synthesis of research intended to provide overarching guidance on five 
actionable approaches that positively foster language development, learning, and community 
building for multilingual newcomers in the classroom.  
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Engage students in grade-level, age-appropriate, 
content-area learning.  
•	 Nurture language development, critical thinking, and analytical skills through relevant grade-level content 

learning. Even as newcomer students are developing English and, in some cases, foundational literacy skills, 
encouraging critical, meaningful engagement from the start fosters deeper understanding and strengthens 
language development and content learning (Alvarez et al., 2022; Andreev, 2025; Aukerman & Chambers 
Schuldt, 2021).

•	 Use effective scaffolding that allows newcomers to engage actively with grade-level content, including 
opportunities to interact and participate in groups, engage with realia and models, and absorb and 
communicate learning through multiple modalities (Alvarez et al., 2022; Andreev, 2025; Gibbons, 2002).

Incorporate students’ language, culture and 
metalinguistic and metacultural skills into instruction. 
•	 Remember that all newcomers, including those with interrupted formal education, have existing knowledge 

and skills related to language and learning. These are valuable resources to be leveraged for schooling and 
classroom life. Start by learning what they already know and value, and consider ways to incorporate this 
knowledge, their culture, and their skills into learning activities (Anderson et al., 2022; Brubacher, 2025; 
DeCapua, 2016; Zoeller & Briceño, 2022).

•	 Encourage newcomer student agency to access and apply their full set of linguistic knowledge and skills 
in classroom learning. Use strategies that leverage students’ knowledge of multiple languages, including 
translanguaging to foster deeper connections and sensemaking in language and content development 
(Crosson et al., 2022; García et al., 2017; Hansen-Thomas et al., 2021; Seilstad, 2021). 

Build motivation by connecting learning to students’ 
own goals, interests, identities, and experiences.
•	 Recognize that motivation is dynamic and situational. Make continuous efforts to learn about newcomer 

students’ cultural and linguistic assets and what they value and experience, and connect language 
development and learning to the real-world issues, experiences, and topics adolescents care about  
(Aker et al., 2022; Duke & Cartwright, 2021; Ott et al., 2023).

•	 Make language development and learning a social, experiential, interactive, and multimodal practice 
that offers various opportunities to interact with learning topics, engages students’ creativity, and offers 
meaningful opportunities to include peers, families, and communities in learning experiences (Aker et al., 
2022; Zaidi & Sah, 2024).

•	 Build students’ confidence, self-efficacy, and agency by using goal-setting strategies and giving positive  
and specific feedback (Uptin et al., 2016). 
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Provide as-needed foundational literacy skills 
instruction in the context of meaningful learning.
•	 Based on state and local guidance, develop a policy on when and how to assess students’ existing 

foundational skills, and develop individual learning plans to address areas of need in the context of  
meaningful, age-appropriate, grade-level learning (Amoako Kayser et al., 2025; Nortvedt et al., 2020).

•	 Keep in mind guidelines for using foundational literacy and learning interventions effectively and respectfully 
with adolescents, such as teaching foundational skills only when needed and ensuring that students 
understand how the intervention will support them in meeting specific literacy and learning goals (Andreev, 
2025; Shanahan, 2024). 

Foster caring relationships and belongingness across 
families, communities, teachers, and peers.
•	 Understand that multilingual newcomers’ language, social-emotional, and cognitive development are  

inter-related processes that contribute to their learning and sense of belonging. This includes carefully 
considering this student group’s disproportionate exposure to trauma-related events and making  
connections to supportive practices and resources across local communities (Ijadi-Maghsoodi et al., 2025; 
Oikonomidoy, 2015). 

•	 Embed opportunities to learn that include homes, schools, and communities and connect to newcomers’ 
individual values, experiences, abilities, and interests (Cruzado-Guerrero & Martínez-Alba, 2022; Miller  
& Khatib, 2023).

•	 Connect schools, homes, and communities to support the engagement of multilingual newcomers and their 
families in their school communities in ways that uplift and incorporate their language and culture. Fostering 
communicative, inclusive, and student-centered networks increases capacity and strengthens relationships 
(Eng, 2026; Okoko & Campbell-Chudoba, 2025; Russell & Mantilla-Blanco, 2022).

These actionable approaches are strongly connected to the WIDA Guiding Principles of 
Language Development. Read more about these and how they exemplify WIDA’s Can Do 
Philosophy.

https://wida.wisc.edu/resources/guiding-principles-language-development
https://wida.wisc.edu/resources/guiding-principles-language-development
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