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“Newcomer” is a term for students born 
outside of the United States and their 
families, who have recently arrived in the 
United States. These students and families 
may fall into a variety of categories. Learning 
more about student and family backgrounds 
helps guide districts/schools to provide more 
specific services. Newcomers may be: 

• �Students with adequate, regular formal 
education.  

• �Students with limited or interrupted/
inconsistent formal education. 

• �Students who speak some English.

• �Students who come from English- 
speaking countries or who, upon screening, 
may be determined as English proficient. 

• �English learners. 

• �Refugees. 

• �Asylum seekers. 

• �Unaccompanied youth. 

• �Unhoused youth.

These students bring diverse cultural 
backgrounds, languages, and experiences 
and require intentional support to thrive 
academically and socially.

How to Best Support Newcomer Students 
1. Language Supports
■  �Provide access to language development programs (e.g., English as a second language [ESL], bilingual 

education).
■  �Use visual aids; gestures; and technology, including primary language scaffolds and visuals, to support 

comprehension. 
■  �Encourage peer mentoring, which allows students who are 

more proficient in the language to assist.

Purpose 
This document is intended to give school and district staff a quick overview of who newcomer students 
are, what their unique needs may be, and how to support their successful transition in the U.S. school 
system. 
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2. Cultural Sensitivity
■  �Be aware of a student’s cultural background and potential trauma they may have experienced.
■  �Create an inclusive and welcoming classroom environment that values diverse cultures.
    ■  �Consider how languages vary and how that may impact instruction and evaluations. American English 

is different from British English.  Spain Spanish is different from Colombian Spanish. Students may 
come with a wide variance in vocabulary. 

3. Academic Support
■  �Use scaffolding techniques to help students understand content.
■  �Allow extra time on assignments and assessments, when necessary.
■  �Provide clear instructions and expectations.
■  �Provide literacy and math interventions for the students who need them.

4. Social-Emotional Support
■  �Foster an inclusive, safe space for students to express themselves.
■  �Recognize and address potential social isolation or bullying.
■  �Connect with school counselors or community support services, if needed.

5. Parent and Family Engagement
■  �Develop relationships with families through intentional use of interpretation and translation services.
■  �Offer resources and guidance for parents about the education system and school expectations.
■  �Offer school tours, classroom walkthroughs. Explain basic school routines. 
■  �The idea of family engagement in schools is uniquely American. Parents may need targeted support 

and invitations to help them understand the American school system and the cultural expectations for 
being involved and engaged with school.
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Role of District and School Staff
This chart outlines the recommended roles and responsibilities for staff in districts serving newcomer 
students. These recommendations may vary based on the district’s English learner (EL) program models 
and staffing structures. The chart is not intended to be prescriptive; it emphasizes that the support of 
newcomer students is a shared responsibility on both school and district levels.

Registrar/Enrollment 
Staff 

Collect accurate information, including the Home Language Survey, and 
communicate with EL program director and assigned school staff.

EL Program Directors Ensure access to language services, appropriate assessments, and 
progress monitoring for English learners.

EL/Bilingual Teacher Provide targeted English language instruction while supporting 
students’ access to grade-level content. Design lessons that develop 
social and academic language skills and collaborate with classroom 
teachers and families to advocate for the academic and emotional needs 
of newcomer students. 

School Leaders Promote inclusive school culture; monitor newcomer progress; ensure 
compliance with legal requirements; and provide ongoing professional 
development on cultural responsiveness, trauma-informed care, and EL 
support.

Counselors and Social 
Workers

Monitor adjustments and provide socio-emotional support and referrals 
to community resources.

Teachers Deliver scaffolded, inclusive, and accessible instruction; maintain high 
expectations; foster inclusive environments.

Interventionists, 
Instructional Coaches, 
and Other Support 
Staff

Assist in identifying appropriate interventions, analyzing data, and 
co-planning instruction that aligns with English language development 
goals; build teacher capacity to create inclusive, culturally responsive 
classrooms that support newcomers’ academic growth.

Family Liaisons Bridge home-school communication in families’ preferred language.

Paraprofessionals Collaborate with teachers to scaffold learning; foster cultural 
understanding; and ensure newcomers feel safe, welcomed, and 
supported both academically and socially. Reinforce English language 
development by modeling vocabulary, sentence structure, and 
conversational skills.
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How to Build an Inclusive and Supportive Environment for Newcomer Students 
1. Promote Cultural Awareness
■  �Celebrate diverse cultures through classroom activities, discussions, and displays.
■  Encourage students to share aspects of their culture (e.g., traditions, holidays, food) with the class.
■  Avoid stereotypes and create a space in which all cultures are respected and valued.

2. Create a Welcoming Atmosphere
■  �Greet students warmly and make them feel seen and heard.
■  �Use welcoming language and body language.
■  �Assign a “buddy” system in which newcomer students are paired with a peer to help them navigate 

school routines, schedules, and social dynamics. 

3. Build Relationships
■  �Take time to get to know each student individually. This helps you understand their unique needs and 

strengths.
■  �Use surveys or questionnaires to learn about a student’s home life, interests, and experiences.
■  �Foster positive relationships between newcomer students and their peers to reduce isolation and 

increase social integration.

4. Provide Clear and Consistent Routines
■  �Use visual schedules and clear expectations to help newcomer students feel secure and understand 

what is expected of them.
■  �Make sure transitions between activities are smooth and predictable.
■  �Label classroom materials, furniture, and areas in multiple languages, if possible.

5. Foster a Growth Mindset
■  �Encourage an environment in which making mistakes is seen as part of learning.
■  �Reinforce effort, perseverance, and progress rather than focusing solely on outcomes.
■  �Use positive reinforcement to build self-confidence and motivate students to keep trying, even when 

the challenges seem overwhelming.

          CAUTION: A “buddy” should not become a newcomer’s official translator. Having the same 
buddy all the time can negatively impact the learning of the buddy and can foster bad feelings. It 
is the teacher’s responsibility to provide native language and instructional support. 
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6. Facilitate Peer Interactions and Collaboration
■  �Create group work opportunities in which students can collaborate, share ideas, and help each other.
■  �Mix students of varying proficiency levels so that newcomer students have opportunities to interact 

with their peers and learn from them.
■  �Encourage activities, such as cooperative games or group projects, that promote teamwork and social 

skills development.
■  �Foster peer connections through clubs, sports, and mentoring.

Stages of a Newcomer Student’s Adjustment
1. Pre-Production (Silent Stage)
■  �A student may not speak much or at all in the classroom.
■  �They are absorbing the new language and culture.
■  �Focus on listening and reading. 
■  �Offer non-verbal comprehension checks, native language support. 

2. Early Production
■  �A student begins to use simple phrases or single words.
■  �They may be able to understand more than they can speak.
■  �Can answer yes/no questions with one or two familiar words.

3. Speech Emergence
■  �A student begins to form basic sentences and may start engaging more in conversations.
■  �They can communicate their needs but still struggle with academic vocabulary.
■  �They have good comprehension. 

4. Intermediate Fluency
■  �A student can participate more fully in classroom activities.
■  �Their language skills are still developing, but they can use more complex sentences and engage in 

discussions using technical and content-specific vocabulary.

5. Advanced Fluency
■  �A student demonstrates strong language proficiency and can express complex ideas.
■  �They may still require occasional academic support but are mostly independent in communication and 

learning.
■  The student may make grammar errors that other grade-level peers make.
■  They are on track academically with grade-level peers.
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Myth No. 1: Families do not prioritize 
education because they don’t come to school 
events. 

Fact: Many families face language barriers, 
have transportation issues, or work long hours. 
Schools should consider how they can reduce 
the barriers families face to encourage and 
facilitate parent engagement in school events. 
In addition, the idea of family engagement in 
schools is uniquely American. Families may 
need specific and targeted invitations and 
instruction to help them understand American 
school culture.

Myth No. 2: Newcomers need to be placed 
in low-level or remedial classes until their 
English improves. 

Fact: Academic ability and English proficiency 
are separate. Students may be highly 
capable in content areas when provided with 
appropriate linguistic support. Schools are 
encouraged to assess a  newcomer’s content 
skills in their native language wherever 
possible to ensure they are placed in courses 
appropriate to their academic abilities.

Myth No. 3: Newcomers should assimilate 
quickly and behave like other students. 

Fact: Cultural adjustment takes time, and 
maintaining cultural identity supports 
emotional well-being. 

Myth No. 4: All newcomer students have 
experienced trauma. 

Fact: While many have faced challenges, not 
all have experienced trauma. Assuming so can 
pathologize them unnecessarily. It is important 
to learn about your students before making 
assumptions. 

Myth No. 5: Only ESL teachers are responsible 
for teaching newcomers English. 

Fact: Language development is the 
responsibility of all educators, including 
content-area teachers, interventionists, 
specialists, etc. Each content area has its 
own academic English that teachers are 
responsible for teaching to all students in their 
classes. 

Myth No. 6: They’ll catch up on their own time. 

Fact: While there is some truth to this 
statement, many will fall behind without 
targeted support (language development, 
trauma-informed care, academic scaffolds, 
possible interventions). 

Myths

Facts

NEWCOMER
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Understanding BICS vs. CALP
It’s important to understand the difference between Basic Interpersonal Communicative Skills (BICS) and 
Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP), which are two types of language skills that develop at 
different rates, when supporting newcomer students. 

Basic Interpersonal Communicative Skills
This is everyday social language used in informal settings, such as talking with friends, chatting at lunch 
or recess, or asking to go to the bathroom. 

How long does it take? BICS typically develops within six months to two years after arrival. 

Example: A student might seem fluent because they can easily say, “Can I borrow a pencil?” or “I like 
soccer.”

Important to know: Just because a student sounds fluent in conversation doesn’t mean they’re ready for 
academic work in English on their own. They will still need accommodations, scaffolds, visuals, and other 
necessary instructional strategies to help make the content as meaningful and accessible as possible. 

Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency
This is academic language that is needed to understand textbooks, write essays, solve word problems, or 
explain scientific concepts. 

How long does it take? It can take five to seven years (or longer) to develop, especially without strong 
support in the student’s first language. 

Example: Understanding instructions like “compare and contrast” or “analyze the author’s perspective.”

Important to know: This is the language needed to succeed in school. Students might struggle with 
CALP even though their BICS is strong. 
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          REMEMBER: Every newcomer student’s journey is unique. Building a supportive, 
understanding, and inclusive environment is key to their success.

Resources 
Considerations for Support of Newcomers Students: Recommended for Local Literacy Plans

National Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition- Newcomer Toolkit

Colorin Colorado -- Supporting Newcomer Students: Resource Gallery

WIDA --Five strategies to welcome newcomers into your classroom 

WIDA Webinars 

WIDA offers webinars on the topic of newcomers and multilingual learners regularly

Illinois Resource Center Newcomer Guide Secondary: Arrival Day 

IRC- Supporting Newcomer Students by Carly Spina

Guidance
September 6, 2023 -- Immigrant Dear Colleague Letter 
 
Non-Regulatory Guidance on Registration of Special Populations, including Newcomers

Legal Requirements 
Lau v. Nichols (1974): Schools must take “affirmative steps” to help ELs overcome language barriers.
 
Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964: Prohibits discrimination based on national origin, including 
language access.  
 
Plyler v. Doe (1982): Public schools cannot deny access based on immigration status.  
 
ESSA Title III: Requires districts to identify, support, and monitor ELs, including recent arrivals. 

https://www.isbe.net/Documents/Newcomer-Students-Handout.pdf
https://ncela.ed.gov/educator-support/toolkits/newcomer-toolkit
https://www.colorincolorado.org/ell-newcomer-resources
https://wida.wisc.edu/news/five-strategies-welcome-newcomers-your-classroom
https://wida.wisc.edu/grow/wida-webinars
https://vimeo.com/870360516/533d509eb8?share=copy&turnstile=0.8Yd1DkWTDwMY7JQGNecYrWhtXRI0e_cOKdIAxYofqjEplmf9-a-C9S6RNeUemJ0wd30LTexO94s5qIiOfO5i7tVIuqx-dSR_jydt9Vwf-FmpGdtaFzWE5EbVcs1auFxzANWOT0_pEOZIFQxYOpxWMJxGMzTGSfxjKNRFyKfWzIICEdjI3HP5vjXv_0bDiMfw8EdmIMtNaipkWg4ZfLmm4vnehDuA3Po5ZC9CW0djRUZY3acXWljNIzYK7CE63z_XTcHWFOPtlkECQbvke99VWJi4gP39cgdctfmEUBQPgoWyzjsbfwKRZNraNy3khgbH79QmDFhykr436wO-XAinG1nMz0_n_kBVV2S6o0xx5gKb715l0Iw326RLwhbVJblzVqKMaXS6DwjVM1-vE3zmVc03O0PNdoEu7mcFftgKOjaC4VhVsKxbw4RT9lyus4Jip3fPB39DmAuJnUOFBRsQHpI55Gp6cLSeTeVMYz5qkUNZ2Wi5xLFFTYe_NjGdiYIlthKSy-BUTIbBJ-4paL7M1BlAs6w82Pg-Vt87eMBA81v68sA6pQNfMjI4UQlfYCfVx6Y5QpBCzkOujFqKJhsqG0_gUtzm2RSk_dXCY6PWCSo3tDMcCX1N-jlwB9-BivA_M8JdbMYicFWrn-b5D0K1UdXfdYcbdI_XJCgnrn4jKa_1TALk0wNKZBAYICYHGtUYNIr_k13s5JhxeFxKxkjxzQxaN9YRoYB_NVFn2jraDyLhPky3XKJB1TvpkjP__bFv6lPp2eE1eaSGbcAALUcm7w5ke2w_4S6G7UdHfQZvv_W-qk2arFsP1Hj1rnigx42P6vgmuENKu_g1SwncT_WKOQ.ljS-nr1N8b5fDKTAC6nP7Q.bace2371bcac6c5e3320b1a1ddef173570c347774263a52d99e00b226174c7bb
https://www.ed.gov/sites/ed/files/2023/09/2023.09.06-Immigrant-DCL.pdf
https://www.isbe.net/Documents/guidance_reg.pdf
https://tile.loc.gov/storage-services/service/ll/usrep/usrep414/usrep414563/usrep414563.pdf
https://www.justice.gov/crt/fcs/TitleVI
https://tile.loc.gov/storage-services/service/ll/usrep/usrep457/usrep457202/usrep457202.pdf
https://www.everystudentsucceedsact.org/title-ii--1

