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Designing System 
Coherence For Content-
Based English Language 
Development

About the Series
English Learners’ academic achievement 
and English language development are 
strengthened through supports that 
address students’ social, academic, and 
linguistic development. The Advancing 
Comprehensive English Language 
Development (ELD) Implementation Brief 
Series highlights evidence-based practices 
and systems that support the design, 
implementation, and systemic coherence 
for Comprehensive ELD. Evidence-based 
practices are approaches or strategies 
supported by rigorous research showing 
improvement in student outcomes and/
or a strong rationale based on prior 
evidence.1,2,3,4 Although research continues 
to identify effective educational practices, 
evidence is inconsistently used in decision-
making due to persistent barriers.5,6,7,8   
This contributes to achievement gaps 
between students classified as English 
Learners* and non-English Learners. 

*We use the federal term “English Learners (ELs)” 
to refer to students developing English proficiency 
while building on diverse cultural and linguistic 
backgrounds. We affirm the use of asset-based terms 
such as “multilingual learners,” which emphasize 
students’ developing proficiency in English and one 
or more additional languages. For additional context, 
see the federal legal requirements guiding equitable 
services and supports for English Learners.

Introduction
The Center on English Language Proficiency (ELP) 
developed this series to help Regional Centers, state 
agencies, and local systems turn vision into action—
designing, implementing, and strengthening coherent 
Comprehensive ELD systems that work in practice and 
improve outcomes for English Learners. The Advancing 
Comprehensive English Language Development (ELD) 
Implementation Brief Series brings together the core 
components for high-quality Comprehensive ELD, across 
both content-based ELD and designated ELD.

This Designing System Coherence For Content-Based 
English Language Development brief is the second 
in a four-part series on implementing high-quality 
Comprehensive ELD. Brief 1 examined evidence-based 
classroom practices. Brief 2 focuses on the organizational 
structures, resources, and supports needed to implement 
coherent content-based ELD consistently and at scale.
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When systems are coherent, educators 
receive consistent guidance and support, 
implementation efforts reinforce one another, 
and districts and schools are better positioned 
to implement evidence-based practices 
consistently across classrooms.
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What is System Coherence?
Research has increasingly identified evidence-based practices that support 
English Learners’ language development and academic achievement, including 
content-based instruction that intentionally develops disciplinary academic 
language through subject matter learning and designated ELD instruction that 
provides dedicated time for specialized language development support.9,10,11 
Yet implementing these practices consistently across classrooms, schools, and 
districts remains a persistent challenge.

Even when educators share a commitment to supporting English Learners, 
they often work within systems where curriculum, professional learning, 
assessment, coaching, accountability requirements, and improvement 
initiatives are not fully aligned. Largely because of how our education system 
evolved, fragmentation has become the norm. Funding streams, compliance 
requirements, accountability systems, and department-led initiatives have 
frequently developed in isolation, despite ultimately affecting the same educators, 
classrooms, and students.12 As a result, districts and schools often face 
competing priorities and inconsistent implementation expectations, leading to 
uneven access to high-quality, language-rich instruction for English Learners.

Addressing this challenge requires more than identifying effective classroom practices. It also requires 
attention to the systems that support implementation. System coherence refers to the alignment of 
policies, leadership, structures, resources, and implementation supports around a shared vision for 
teaching and learning13, including:

	 • Policies and guidance
	 • Leadership and communication
	 • Organizational structures and resources
	 • Professional learning and implementation supports

System coherence is closely related to, but distinct from, instructional coherence, which describes the 
extent to which students experience aligned content, instruction, and learning goals across learning 
settings.14, 15, 16 Put simply, instructional coherence reflects what students experience, while system 
coherence reflects how education systems organize themselves to support those experiences.17  When 
systems are coherent, educators receive consistent guidance and support, implementation efforts reinforce 
one another, and districts and schools are better positioned to implement evidence-based practices 
consistently across classrooms.18 

System coherence 
refers to the 
alignment of 
policies, leadership, 
structures, 
resources, and 
implementation 
supports around 
a shared vision 
for teaching and 
learning.
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What is System Coherence for Content-Based ELD Instruction? 
Content-based English Language Development (ELD), also referred to as integrated ELD, is grounded 
in the understanding that language development and content learning are mutually reinforcing rather 
than separate goals. English Learners develop academic language most effectively when they engage 
in meaningful disciplinary learning that requires them to explain, analyze, argue, problem solve, and 
communicate ideas using increasingly complex language.19, 20, 21  Because language develops through 
participation in rigorous academic work, content-based ELD views language as central to how students 
access, engage with, and demonstrate understanding of grade-level content.

For content-based ELD, coherence means that curriculum, instruction, assessment, professional learning, 
leadership practices, and student supports all reinforce a common approach to integrated language and 
content learning.22 In coherent systems:

	 • Educators receive consistent messages about the role of language in disciplinary learning;

	 • Instructional materials reinforce common expectations for language development;

	 • Professional learning builds shared expertise among educators; and

	 • Assessments support both language development and content learning.

These system elements work together to support a common instructional approach and create more 
consistent learning experiences for English Learners.

While the focus of this brief is content-based ELD, coherent systems also establish connections between 
integrated and designated ELD so that designated ELD reinforces and extends students’ participation in 
grade-level learning rather than functioning as a disconnected instructional experience.23

What Do Coherent Content-Based 
ELD Systems Look Like?
System coherence for content-based ELD must 
be built across multiple levels of the education 
system; building coherence is not a one-time 
alignment effort. State education agencies 
establish the policies, guidance, funding, 
and accountability structures that shape 
how schools and districts support integrated 
language and content learning for English 
Learners. School districts translate those 
priorities into curriculum, professional learning, 
assessment systems, instructional guidance, 
and organizational supports that help educators 
embed language development within grade-
level content instruction. Schools then organize 
leadership, collaboration, staffing, and student 
supports in ways that make this vision actionable 
in daily practice. Because actions at each level influence the others, coherence depends on alignment 
across the system rather than isolated efforts within any one organization. 

Below we illustrate what system coherence can look like at the state, district, and school levels, 
highlighting both practices that support the development of coherent systems and common sources of 
fragmentation that can undermine implementation.

STATE EDUCATION
AGENCIES (SEAs)

POLICY &
FUNDING

STANDARDS &
OVERSIGHT

STUDENT
SUCCESS
& EQUITY

SCHOOL
DISTRICTS

(LEAs)

CURRICULUM
& SUPPORT SCHOOLS
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State-Level Coherence  
State-level coherence creates the conditions for consistent implementation across districts and schools. 
State policy efforts to support coherence for English Learners vary, but many states have increasingly 
developed shared visions through statewide roadmaps, frameworks, and guidance that align English 
Learner services, curriculum, funding, educator development, and accountability to support consistent 
implementation of evidence-based approaches to ELD.

Several states have adopted different approaches to advancing system coherence for English Learners.A 
Rhode Island offers one example through its Multilingual Learner Blueprint strategic plan, educator 
proficiency requirements, implementation guidance, and regulations, all of which are designed to 
support a shared vision for integrated language and content learning across the education system.24 New 
York has adopted a similar approach through its Blueprint for English Language Learner/Multilingual 
Learner Success, which positions language development and access to rigorous grade-level content 
as shared responsibilities across schools and districts and reinforces that vision through statewide 
guidance, regulations, and support for multilingual education.25 California’s English Learner Roadmap 
provides another example, establishing a statewide framework that connects English Learner outcomes to 
curriculum, professional learning, accountability, and district planning while emphasizing the integration 
of language development with rigorous academic instruction.26 Additional examples of state plan bright 
spots can be found here.

Table 1 illustrates what system coherence can look like at the SEA level, offering examples of how state 
policies, structures, and supports can either reinforce or undermine content-based ELD — and how states 
can align these to bring a coherent vision into practice across districts and schools.

Examples of State-Level Fragmentation and Coherence for Content-Based ELDTABLE 1

 
English Learner priorities are addressed 
through disconnected initiatives, guidance 
documents, and programs. 

Professional learning, technical assistance, 
funding, accountability, and implementation 
supports operate independently. 

ELD is treated as a separate program, while 
curriculum, instruction, and assessment 
initiatives focus primarily on content 
achievement. 

Educator preparation, certification, and 
professional learning systems provide 
inconsistent expectations for supporting  
English Learners. 
 

Without Coherence
 
A statewide vision or blueprint provides 
a shared framework for English Learner 
success. 

State supports are aligned around 
common priorities and reinforce a shared 
instructional vision. 

Language development lives within academic 
instruction, curriculum, assessment, and 
improvement efforts, reinforcing shared 
expectations for content-based ELD. 

Educator preparation, certification, and 
professional learning are aligned around a 
common vision of how all general education 
and specialized teachers support both language 
development and academic learning. 

With Coherence

Note: These examples are drawn from the body of literature in the preceding narrative.
 
A  �The examples highlighted in this section are illustrative rather than comprehensive. They were selected to demonstrate specific features of 

system coherence for content-based ELD across diverse contexts and should not be interpreted as an exhaustive review of states engaged in this 
work. Many other state education agencies are implementing promising approaches to strengthening coherence for English Learners.
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Note: These examples are drawn from the body of literature in the preceding narrative.

 
District leadership sends mixed messages 
about priorities for English Learner instruction 
or leaves responsibility for implementation to 
individual departments or schools. 

English Learner-focused curriculum, ELD, 
assessment, coaching, and professional 
learning efforts operate independently. 
 

Educators have limited opportunities to 
collaboratively plan, examine student work, 
and strengthen content-based ELD practices. 
 

Designated ELD and core content instruction 
operate as separate instructional experiences. 
 

Multiple initiatives compete for educators’ 
time and attention. 
 
 

Without Coherence
 
District leadership establishes and 
communicates a shared vision, aligned 
to a statewide framework if available, for 
content-based ELD.  

District leadership aligns organizational 
structures that allow departments to 
coordinate flexibly around a shared 
instructional vision for EL education. 

The district provides protected time and 
structures for collaborative planning, 
coaching, and continuous learning focused 
on content-based ELD. 

The district provides guidance, resources, 
and planning supports that connect designated 
ELD to grade-level content learning. 

The district ensures a focused direction 
and shared instructional priorities guide 
improvement efforts. 
 

With Coherence

Examples of District-Level Fragmentation and Coherence for Content-Based ELDTABLE 2

District-Level Coherence 
Districts are often the primary organizing level for systems coherence 
because they can establish a shared instructional vision and coordinate 
the systems that support implementation. Coherent district systems 
align curriculum, ELD, professional learning, coaching, assessment, and 
continuous improvement efforts so that educators receive consistent 
guidance rather than competing priorities.27

Although many coherence-building practices are enacted within schools 
and classrooms, districts play an important role in ensuring that those 
practices are supported and implemented consistently across schools. 
Efforts to strengthen coherence may range from selecting instructional 
materials that support both language development and content learning 
to creating opportunities for collaboration between ELD and content 
educators to coordinating continuous improvement efforts around shared 
expectations for English Learner instruction. Some districts formalize 
these efforts through instructional frameworks, strategic plans, or 
English Learner master plans that set a clear vision, clarify roles and 
responsibilities, and align policies, programs, and supports for English 
Learners across the district.28

Although many 
coherence-building 
practices are 
enacted within 
schools and 
classrooms, districts 
play an important 
role in ensuring 
that those practices 
are supported 
and implemented 
consistently across 
schools.
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Bright Spot Selection Approach  
The district examples in this brief illustrate how coherent systems can support content-based English 
Language Development (ELD). Rather than identifying “exemplary” districts, the examples were selected 
to highlight specific system features and were drawn from credible sources, including professional 
organizations, research studies, and publicly available documentation. Together, they demonstrate how 
districts can align leadership, professional learning, instructional supports, and organizational structures 
around a shared vision for content-based ELD.

These Bright Spot examples demonstrate how 
districts can align leadership, professional 
learning, instructional supports, and 
organizational structures around a shared 
vision for content-based ELD.  

A rural North Carolina district 
demonstrates how system 
coherence can strengthen 
content-based ELD by 
aligning professional learning, 
instructional supports, 
collaboration, and data use 
around a shared vision for 
integrated language and 
content instruction.29 

BRIGHT SPOT  
Rural North Carolina District:  
Building Coherence Through  
Coordinated Systems of Support

Oregon’s Beaverton School 
District shows how aligning 
staffing, professional learning, 
and co-teaching can make 
language development a 
shared responsibility across the 
school day.30

BRIGHT SPOT  
Beaverton School District 
(Oregon): Building Coherence 
Through Integrated Language 
Development

California’s Elk Grove Unified 
School District illustrates 
how aligning leadership, 
data, professional learning, 
and shared responsibility 
can strengthen outcomes for 
English Learners through 
sustained system coherence.31,32 

BRIGHT SPOT  
Building Coherence for  
English Learner Success in  
Elk Grove Unified School  
District (California)

Click here to learn more about the district bright spots.EMBARGOED COPY
NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION
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School-Level Coherence  
At the school level, coherence relies on strong instructional leadership, educator collaboration, shared 
instructional expectations, and ongoing attention to implementation. As noted in Brief 1, effective 
implementation of evidence-based, content-based ELD practices depends on systems of support that foster 
collaboration, instructional coherence, professional learning, and engagement with students, families, 
and communities. English Learners often experience fragmented instruction when language supports or 
designated ELD are siloed from grade-level content.33 Research indicates that schools implement content-
based ELD more consistently when curriculum, professional learning, coaching, assessments, and classroom 
observations reinforce the same instructional priorities.34,35 For example, if a school prioritizes academic 
discussion, that focus must be reflected consistently in classroom instruction, collaborative planning, 
coaching, and observation practices. Schools strengthen coherence by establishing shared expectations 
for language-rich instruction, protecting collaborative planning time, using evidence to guide continuous 
improvement, and deliberately connecting designated and integrated ELD.36,37

Schools can strengthen coherence when leaders intentionally create structures that support collaboration 
and shared responsibility for English Learners. At Shanghai Community International School, school leaders 
supported a shift from a pull-out model to a co-teaching approach and established regular collaborative planning 
cycles between classroom and ELD teachers. Educators used student data to guide instruction, co-planned 
lessons, and developed shared expectations for integrating language development into grade-level learning.38 

Similarly, at Northwood Middle School38 in Illinois, instructional leaders supported a collaborative co-
teaching model in which language specialists and classroom teachers jointly planned and delivered 
instruction, helping ensure that language and content learning were reinforced throughout the school day. 
These examples illustrate how school leaders can strengthen coherence by creating the structures, routines, 
and expectations that support collaboration and integrated language and content instruction. 

Examples of School-Level Fragmentation and Coherence for Content-Based ELDTABLE 3

 
Expectations for English Learner instruction 

vary across classrooms and instructional 

settings. 

Designated ELD operates separately from core 

instruction. 

Educators work in isolation with limited 

opportunities to coordinate instruction. 

Classroom observations, coaching, and 

professional learning emphasize different 

priorities. 

Collaboration structures function 

independently leading to fragmentation for 

educators. 

Without Coherence
 
School leaders and staff establish and reinforce 
shared expectations for integrating language 
development into grade-level learning. 

Designated and integrated ELD reinforce 
one another and support students’ 
participation in grade-level learning. 

Structured collaboration and planning 
support coordination among content teachers, 
ELD specialists, and instructional leaders. 

Classroom observations, coaching, and 
professional learning reinforce shared 
instructional expectations. 

Collaboration structures (PDs, PLCs, 
coaching, etc.) function interdependently 
leading to focused direction for educators. 

With Coherence

Note: These examples are drawn from the body of literature in the preceding narrative.
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A central question for education 
leaders is: What does a system need to 
have in place to consistently deliver 
high-quality, coherent, evidence-
based content-based ELD?

Actionable Foundational Practices for Building System Coherence for 
Content-Based ELD  
Building system coherence for content-based ELD requires more than adopting a particular curriculum, 
professional development program, or policy. A central question for education leaders is: What does a system 
need to have in place to consistently deliver high-quality, coherent, evidence-based content-based ELD? 
As previously shared, research on system coherence suggests that effective implementation depends on the 
alignment of leadership, curriculum, assessment, professional learning, accountability, and organizational 
structures around a shared vision for teaching and learning.39,40 For English Learners, coherence depends 
on aligning the policies, supports, and structures that enable effective and systemwide content-based ELD 
implementation.41,42

The practices that follow describe foundational conditions that help create coherent systems for content-
based ELD. While districts play a particularly important role in coordinating these efforts, successful 
implementation depends on alignment across state, district, and school levels of the education system.43,44,45

Companion Resource: Actionable Foundational Practices Tool
This brief introduces seven foundational practices for building system coherence for content-based ELD. For 
leaders seeking to move from understanding to implementation, an accompanying Actionable Foundational 
Practices Tool provides reflection questions, concrete actions, and planning resources to help state, district, 
and school teams assess current conditions, identify opportunities for growth, and strengthen system 
coherence over time.

7 FOUNDATIONAL PRACTICES 
for System Coherence in English Learner Success

ALIGN LEADERSHIP 
AROUND CONTENT-

BASED ELD

Build leadership 
commitment and 

shared responsibility  
at every level.

ALIGN CURRICULUM, 
ASSESSMENT, 

PROFESSIONAL LEARNING, 
AND OBSERVATION 

PRACTICES AROUND 
SHARED EXPECTATIONS

Ensure all systems  
work together around 
shared expectations.

INVEST IN ADULT 
LEARNING 

STRUCTURES 
THAT REINFORCE 
IMPLEMENTATION

Support and sustain 
adult learning that 

drives student 
outcomes.

ESTABLISH A 
SHARED VISION 
FOR CONTENT-

BASED ELD

Create and 
communicate a 

clear compelling 
vision for all 

students.

USE CONTINUOUS 
IMPROVEMENT 

TO STRENGTHEN 
COHERENCE

Use data and  
feedback loops to 
adapt, refine, and 
improve together.

CONNECT CONTENT-
BASED ELD TO CORE 

INSTRUCTIONAL 
EXPERIENCES

Integrate language  
and content for 

meaningful,  
relevant learning.

STREAMLINE 
COMPETING 
INITIATIVES 

AROUND A SHARED 
INSTRUCTIONAL 

VISION

Focus resources  
and efforts on what 

matters most.

1 53 72 64
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Establish a Shared Vision for Content-Based ELD 
Leaders establishing coherent systems recognize that language development occurs through both 
designated ELD and integrated language development within grade-level content instruction. These 
systems treat language development as a shared responsibility across educators and build on the 
assets English Learners bring to the classroom. As a result, language expectations are intentionally 
embedded throughout Tier 1 instruction and supported by a shared commitment to English Learner 
success. 

Align Curriculum, Assessment, Professional Learning, and Observation 
Practices Around Shared Expectations
Coherence becomes visible when curriculum, assessment, professional learning, instructional 
leadership, and observation practices reinforce a shared vision for integrated language and content 
instruction.53,54 Coherent systems also align key processes—including identification, placement, 
services, interventions, and reclassification—to ensure English Learners receive appropriate supports 
and equitable access to rigorous learning opportunities. Shared tools, planning protocols, and 
professional learning structures help create consistent implementation of content-based ELD across 
the system.55,56 

Use Continuous Improvement to Strengthen Coherence
Building coherence for content-based ELD is an ongoing process rather than a one-time 
implementation effort. Districts benefit from regularly examining whether leadership, curriculum, 
assessment, professional learning, and instructional supports are reinforcing a shared vision for 
integrated language and content learning. Continuous improvement processes help identify strengths, 
address fragmentation, and strengthen alignment across the system. By using data, feedback, and 
collaborative inquiry, districts can ensure English Learners experience consistent opportunities for 
rigorous, language-rich learning while adapting implementation to local contexts and needs. 

Consider this tool: Clarifying roles can strengthen cross-functional implementation by identifying when 
initiatives require communication, coordination, or deeper collaboration across teams. The Coherence 
Lab’s Collaboration Continuum Tool can help departments make intentional choices to deepen 
collaboration. As both a reflection and discussion tool, the continuum can help teams assess their current 
practices and move toward an ideal state of collaboration.

Align Leadership Around Content-Based ELD
Coherent systems require leaders at all levels to align policies, priorities, resources, and structures 
around a shared instructional vision — reducing the fragmentation that often surrounds English 
Learner programming.46, 47, 48, 49, 50 When leadership is aligned, educators experience consistent 
expectations and supports; when it is fragmented, competing priorities undermine coherent 
instructional experiences for English Learners.51,52

1

3

2

4
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Invest in Adult Learning Structures That Reinforce Implementation 

Sustained collaboration and job-embedded professional learning support consistent implementation 
of content-based ELD across classrooms. Educators benefit from ongoing opportunities to 
collaboratively plan, examine student work, and strengthen connections between language 
development and disciplinary learning.57,58 Coherent systems treat collaboration, coaching, and 
professional learning as core implementation structures rather than supplemental supports. Protected 
collaboration time, aligned coaching practices, and shared instructional routines help reinforce 
consistent expectations for integrated language and content instruction across the system.59,60

Consider this tool: Systems can strengthen implementation by gathering ongoing feedback from the 
people most proximate to the problem – educators, students, families – on how they experience content-
based ELD across classrooms and schools. The Coherence Lab’s Empathy Interview Tool can help systems 
leaders do just that. 

Connect Content-Based ELD to Core Instructional Experiences
Coherent systems establish clear connections between designated and integrated ELD. Designated ELD 
is most effective when it reinforces and extends the language demands students encounter during 
grade-level content instruction rather than functioning as a disconnected instructional block.61,62 
Aligning designated ELD to core instruction helps create more consistent learning experiences for 
English Learners across the school day and supports English proficiency development through access 
to high-quality, grade-level instruction. Shared language expectations, aligned instructional routines, 
and coordinated planning structures can help educators strengthen the connection between language 
development and disciplinary learning.63,64

Streamline Competing Initiatives Around a Shared Instructional Vision
Districts and schools often navigate multiple instructional initiatives simultaneously. Without clear 
alignment, these efforts can create competing expectations for educators and contribute to fragmented 
implementation experiences.65 Coherent systems prioritize a smaller set of shared instructional 
expectations and align curriculum, professional learning, coaching, and assessment practices around 
those priorities. Embedding content-based ELD within broader instructional improvement efforts can 
help strengthen consistency and sustainability across the system.66

Consider this tool: Systems can use initiative-mapping or initiative inventory processes to identify 
overlapping instructional efforts and strengthen alignment across curriculum, professional learning, 
multilingual learner supports, and instructional improvement priorities. The Coherence Lab’s Initiative 
Inventory Tool supports teams in identifying barriers to coherence and narrowing priorities across 
initiatives. 

5

7

6
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How Can You Learn More?
System coherence that supports the implementation of evidence-based classroom practices 
for ELD, as introduced in Brief 1, is built through intentional alignment across curriculum, 
instruction, assessment, professional learning, and leadership systems so that English Learners 
consistently experience rigorous, language-rich learning opportunities throughout the school 
day and regardless of the school they attend.

Additional briefs in this series provide a deeper exploration of designated ELD at the classroom 
level and an additional brief on system coherence for designated ELD. 

Regional Content Centers, SEAs, LEAs, and schools all play important roles in strengthening 
the conditions that support coherent implementation of content-based ELD across diverse 
educational contexts.

Explore Additional Resources

Was this brief helpful? Let us know. Click here.
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The contents of this implementation brief may contain examples of, adaptations of, and links to resources created and 
maintained by another public or private organization. The Department does not control or guarantee the accuracy, relevance, 
timeliness, or completeness of this outside information. The content of this implementation brief does not necessarily represent 
the policy of the Department. This publication is not intended to represent the views or policy of or be an endorsement of any 
views expressed, or materials provided by any Federal agency. 2026 Center on English Language Proficiency.

About Us
The Center on English Language Proficiency 
(ELP) operates as a content center within the 
Comprehensive Center Network (CCNetwork) 
and focuses on using an assets-based approach to 
improve educational outcomes and increase English 
Language Proficiency. ELP provides vital resources 
and technical assistance to the National Comprehensive 
Center, 14 Regional Centers, the other three Content 
Centers, and, by extension, to SEAs, REAs, LEAs, 
TEAs, schools, practitioners, research partners, state 
partners, professional organizations and advocacy 
groups. This support is specifically designed  
to assist their work with state and local  
education agencies.
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