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New Term for English Language Learners: Embracing a Fresh Perspective

new term for english language learners is gaining traction as educators, linguists, and
policymakers seek more inclusive and empowering language to describe individuals acquiring English
as an additional language. Moving beyond traditional labels like "ESL" (English as a Second Language)
or "ELL" (English Language Learner), the conversation now embraces terminology that better reflects
the diverse experiences and identities of learners worldwide.

Understanding the evolution of terms used for English language learners helps us appreciate how
language shapes attitudes and educational approaches. In this article, we'll explore the emerging new
term for English language learners, why it matters, and how adopting fresh language can positively
impact learners and educators alike.

Why Change the Term for English Language Learners?

Language is powerful. The words we choose to describe people influence how they see themselves
and how others perceive them. Traditional terms like "ESL" or "ELL" have been used for decades but
they often carry unintended implications.

The phrase "English as a Second Language" implies a hierarchy, suggesting English is the superior or
default language, while others are secondary. Similarly, "English Language Learner" focuses narrowly
on the learner’s English proficiency rather than their full linguistic and cultural identity. These labels
can sometimes inadvertently marginalize students or reduce them to their language abilities alone.

Recognizing these challenges, educators and communities are advocating for terminology that
highlights learners’ strengths and multilingualism rather than deficits. This shift reflects a broader
understanding of language learning as a dynamic, ongoing process and a celebration of linguistic
diversity.

The Emergence of “Multilingual Learner”

One of the most prominent new terms gaining popularity is “Multilingual Learner.” This phrase
acknowledges that learners acquiring English are not simply “learning English” but often already
possess competence in one or more languages. It reflects a more holistic view of the learner’s
language background and abilities.

What Does Multilingual Learner Mean?

A multilingual learner is someone who is in the process of acquiring proficiency in multiple languages,
including English. This term recognizes that these individuals bring valuable linguistic resources to
their learning journey. Instead of focusing solely on their English skills, educators using this term



emphasize the learner’s entire language repertoire.
By framing learners as multilingual, this terminology acknowledges that language acquisition is an

additive process rather than a replacement. It respects cultural and linguistic identities and
encourages teaching practices that build on the learner’s existing knowledge.

Benefits of Using “Multilingual Learner”

* Empowerment: Learners feel valued for their entire linguistic identity, boosting confidence.

¢ Inclusion: Recognizes linguistic diversity rather than treating English as the only important
language.

e Educational Alignment: Encourages instructional strategies that integrate learners’ first
languages.

» Reflects Reality: Many students speak multiple languages, and this term more accurately
represents their experiences.

Other Emerging Terms and Their Contexts

While “multilingual learner” is becoming widespread, there are other terms educators and
researchers are exploring to better capture the experiences of English language learners.

Dual Language Learner

This term often applies to young children learning two languages simultaneously or in close
succession. It highlights the dual-language acquisition process and is common in early childhood
education settings. “Dual language learner” focuses on the simultaneous development of two
languages rather than sequential learning.

Emergent Bilingual

Used primarily in academic research and some educational circles, “emergent bilingual” stresses that
learners are developing bilingual proficiency. It challenges the deficit mindset by framing bilingualism
as a strength and an asset rather than a problem to overcome.



English Learner (EL)

Though still widely used in policy and education, some advocate for dropping the “language” from the
term to simply say “English Learner.” This subtle change aims to reduce the emphasis on language
deficits and focus more on the learner’s overall journey.

How the New Term for English Language Learners
Influences Teaching

Changing terminology is more than just semantics—it has practical implications for teaching,
curriculum design, and assessment.

Fostering Culturally Responsive Teaching

When educators adopt terms like “multilingual learner,” it encourages them to recognize and
integrate students’ cultural and linguistic backgrounds into the classroom. This approach helps create
a more welcoming and affirming environment, which research shows can improve learning outcomes.

Supporting Translanguaging Practices

The new terminology aligns with innovative teaching methods such as translanguaging, where
learners use all their languages flexibly to make meaning and communicate effectively. Recognizing
students as multilingual learners supports strategies that leverage their full linguistic repertoire rather
than forcing English-only instruction.

Assessment and Progress Monitoring

With a shift in terminology, assessment tools are evolving to be more holistic and strengths-based.
Instead of focusing solely on English proficiency, assessments can consider learners’ overall
communicative competence and academic skills in multiple languages.

Tips for Educators Embracing the New Term for English
Language Learners

If you're an educator or administrator looking to adopt this fresh perspective, here are some practical
tips to guide the transition:

1. Update Language in Materials: Revise school documents, programs, and communications to



use “multilingual learner” or the preferred new term.

2. Professional Development: Provide training for teachers on the importance of terminology
and how it connects to inclusive teaching practices.

3. Engage Families: Include families in conversations about language identity to ensure the
terms used resonate with the community.

4. Celebrate Multilingualism: Create classroom activities that honor all languages students
bring, reinforcing that multilingualism is a valuable asset.

5. Advocate for Policy Change: Work with school boards and policymakers to adopt updated
terminology in official guidelines and assessments.

The Broader Impact on Learners’ Identity and
Confidence

Language learning is deeply tied to identity. The words used to describe learners can either empower
or unintentionally stigmatize. By embracing a new term for English language learners that celebrates
multilingualism, we contribute to nurturing positive self-esteem and a sense of belonging.

Students who see themselves as multilingual learners are more likely to appreciate their unique skills
and cultural heritage. This positive identity supports motivation, resilience, and academic success,
creating a foundation for lifelong language growth and intercultural competence.

As the world becomes ever more interconnected, the way we talk about language learners is evolving
in exciting ways. Shifting to a new term for English language learners isn’t just about changing
labels—it’s about transforming mindsets and fostering educational environments that honor every
learner’s full linguistic and cultural identity. This fresh perspective opens doors to more equitable,
effective, and affirming language education for all.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the new term for English Language Learners (ELL)?

A commonly used new term for English Language Learners is English Learners (ELs), which
emphasizes proficiency development rather than learner status.

Why has the term 'English Language Learners' changed to



'English Learners'?

The term has shifted to 'English Learners' to focus more on the learner's identity and language
development rather than their limited proficiency, promoting a more positive and inclusive
perspective.

Are there other alternative terms used instead of English
Language Learners?

Yes, some alternative terms include Multilingual Learners (MLs), Emergent Bilinguals, and English as
an Additional Language (EAL) learners, depending on the educational context and focus.

What does the term 'Multilingual Learners' imply compared to
'English Language Learners'?

‘Multilingual Learners' acknowledges that students often speak multiple languages and highlights
their bilingual or multilingual abilities rather than focusing solely on English acquisition.

How does the change in terminology affect educational
policies?
Updating the terminology to more inclusive and strengths-based language can influence educational

policies to adopt more culturally responsive teaching practices and support services that recognize
students' linguistic assets.

Is the term 'Emergent Bilinguals' widely accepted in schools?

While 'Emergent Bilinguals' is gaining popularity for its positive framing, acceptance varies by region
and institution, with some schools continuing to use traditional terms like ELL or EL.

How should educators adapt to the new terminology for
English Language Learners?

Educators should familiarize themselves with the new terms, understand their implications, and use
language that respects students' identities and promotes an asset-based approach to language
learning.

Additional Resources

New Term for English Language Learners: Exploring Evolving Terminology in Language Education

new term for english language learners has recently emerged as educators, linguists, and
policymakers seek more inclusive and accurate language to describe individuals acquiring English as
an additional language. The shift in terminology reflects broader changes in educational philosophy,
cultural sensitivity, and pedagogical strategies aimed at enhancing the learning experience and
outcomes for these students.



Traditionally, terms like "English as a Second Language" (ESL) or "English Language Learners" (ELL)
have dominated discourse in education systems worldwide. However, these labels have increasingly
been scrutinized for their limitations and potential to perpetuate stereotypes or overlook the diverse
linguistic backgrounds of learners. In response, experts are advocating for new terminology that
better captures the complexity and richness of multilingual learners' identities and educational needs.

Understanding the Need for a New Term

Language is not only a communication tool but also a marker of identity and cultural heritage. The
term "English Language Learners" has served as a broad category for students learning English, but it
often simplifies diverse experiences into a single group. Many learners are not only acquiring English
but also maintaining proficiency in their native languages, navigating multiple cultural contexts, and
bringing varied educational backgrounds to the classroom.

The push for a new term arises from a desire to acknowledge these complexities. Educators and
researchers argue that more precise, respectful, and empowering language can influence educational
practices and policies positively. Terminology shapes perceptions; therefore, reframing how learners
are described can lead to more tailored instructional approaches, better resource allocation, and
enhanced student engagement.

Emerging Alternatives to "English Language Learners"

Several new terms have gained traction as potential replacements or supplements to "English
Language Learners." Among these, "Multilingual Learners" (MLs) is increasingly popular. This term
emphasizes learners' existing linguistic skills rather than framing English acquisition as their primary
or sole linguistic identity. It recognizes the value of bilingualism and multilingualism as assets rather
than deficits.

Another term is "Emergent Bilinguals," which highlights the dynamic process of language
development. This terminology suggests that learners are actively building bilingual competence
rather than simply learning English as an isolated skill. It also aligns with research supporting bilingual
education models that foster both English proficiency and native language development.

Some educators prefer "English Learners" (EL) without the "language" qualifier, aiming for brevity and
neutrality. However, critics argue that this can still imply a deficit perspective, focusing solely on what
the learner lacks rather than their full linguistic repertoire.

Implications for Educational Practice and Policy

The adoption of a new term for English language learners is not merely semantic; it carries significant
consequences for teaching methodologies, assessment, and resource distribution. For instance,
recognizing students as "Multilingual Learners" encourages schools to incorporate heritage language
support and culturally responsive pedagogy. This approach contrasts with traditional ESL methods
that often prioritize rapid English acquisition at the expense of native languages.



Policy frameworks are also evolving. Some school districts and educational authorities have revised
their official language to reflect more inclusive terminology. This shift can influence funding decisions,
teacher training, and curriculum design. A focus on multilingualism, for example, may promote dual-
language programs and bilingual certification for educators.

However, transitioning to new terminology presents challenges. Consistency across institutions and
clarity in communication are essential to avoid confusion among educators, parents, and
policymakers. Additionally, the new terms must be accessible and comprehensible to all stakeholders
to ensure widespread acceptance and effective implementation.

Comparative Analysis of Terminology

To better understand the nuances, consider the following comparison of common terms:

» English as a Second Language (ESL): Traditional term focusing on learning English as an
additional language, often implying English is the second language even when learners speak
multiple languages.

e English Language Learners (ELL): Widely used but can generalize diverse linguistic
backgrounds, sometimes perceived as labeling learners by what they are acquiring rather than
what they already know.

e Multilingual Learners (ML): Emphasizes learners' full linguistic repertoire and promotes a
strengths-based perspective on language learning.

* Emergent Bilinguals: Highlights the developmental journey towards bilingualism, supporting
dual language maintenance and acquisition.

e English Learners (EL): A simplified term focusing on English learning but sometimes criticized
for lacking inclusivity of other languages.

Each term has advantages and limitations, and the choice often depends on the educational context,
goals, and community preferences.

The Role of Technology and Globalization

The evolution of terminology for English language learners is also influenced by technological
advancements and globalization. Digital platforms and language learning apps have expanded access
to English education worldwide, creating a more interconnected learner population. This global
context necessitates terminology that reflects the fluidity of language identities and the multiplicity of
learning pathways.

Technology also facilitates data collection and analysis, enabling educators to better understand
learner profiles and outcomes. With more comprehensive insights, educational programs can be



tailored more effectively, reinforcing the need for terminology that captures the diversity and
complexity of learners’ experiences.

Moreover, globalization has increased the importance of English as a lingua franca, used for
international communication, business, and academia. Recognizing learners as multilingual rather
than simply English learners aligns with the reality that many individuals operate in multilingual
environments and require flexibility in language use.

Challenges in Implementing New Terminology

Despite the benefits, adopting a new term for English language learners is not without obstacles:

1. Institutional Inertia: Established systems and documentation often rely on traditional terms,
making changes slow and complex.

2. Resource Constraints: Training educators and updating materials to reflect new terminology
require investments that may not be readily available.

3. Community Buy-in: Parents, students, and communities may have varying levels of familiarity
or comfort with new terms, necessitating outreach and education.

4. Policy Alignment: State and federal education policies may need revision to accommodate
new terminology, which can be a lengthy bureaucratic process.

These challenges underscore the importance of deliberate, inclusive, and well-communicated efforts
when transitioning to new language in educational settings.

Looking Ahead: The Future of Language Education
Terminology

As the landscape of language education continues to evolve, so too will the language we use to
describe learners. The trend towards recognizing multilingualism and cultural diversity in education
suggests that terms like "Multilingual Learners" and "Emergent Bilinguals" will gain further
acceptance. This progression aligns with broader educational goals of equity, inclusion, and academic
excellence.

Ultimately, the search for a new term for English language learners is part of a larger conversation
about how education systems can best support all students. By adopting terminology that respects
and reflects learners’ identities, educators can foster environments where language development is
viewed as a complex, dynamic, and valuable process. This nuanced understanding paves the way for
innovations in curriculum design, assessment, and community engagement that honor the linguistic
assets learners bring to the classroom.
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