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A greatly needed STEM career field 
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Making STEM Subjects Accessible 
for English Language Learners

By Hannah Thelen

Learning a new language is hard. Try-
ing to learn complicated math and 
science concepts in a new language is 
even harder. With almost five million 
English Language Learners (ELLs) in 
U.S. public schools facing this near-im-
possible challenge, it is difficult to 
believe that bilingual STEM resources 
are still not readily available. The rate 
of high school graduation for ELLs is 
only 63 percent, almost 20 percent lower 
than the national average. 

These students often fall behind in ba-
sic subjects due to insufficient language 
accommodations. Wendi Pillars, an 
experienced ESL teacher from 
Chatham County Schools in North 
Carolina, says, “Teachers continue to 
report that they feel unprepared to 
work with students who are language 
learners… even though ELL enroll-
ment continues to increase annually in 
most states.” This issue also causes ed-
ucators to overlook ELLs who may be 
candidates for advancement, evidenced 
by the paltry two percent enrolled in 
gifted programs. 

Even as ESL, bilingual, and dual-
language immersion schools become 
more popular, these programs almost 
universally face a lack of resources.

The Need for Bilingual Education

•  Nearly 1 in 10 students in U.S. 
public schools are ELLs.

•  The U.S. is home to 52.6 million 
native or bilingual Spanish-speakers.

•  70% of Hispanic students speak a 
language other than English at home.

•  Students in two-way dual language 
programs show higher reading and 
math scores.

•  Bilingual adults experience less 
cognitive decline as they age.



This is particularly frustrating for 
Spanish-speaking ELLs, who make up 
a significant portion of this population. 
Spanish speakers comprise over half of 
all ELLs in the U.S., with more than 3.8 
million students. 

In the U.S. today, one of every four 
public school students is Hispanic —
and this number increases daily. In 
fact, the U.S. is now home to more 
Spanish speakers than Spain. STEM 
subjects are vital to helping students 
succeed in school and in daily tasks 
like understanding mortgages and 
using electronics. The National Science 
Foundation stresses that “to succeed in 
this new information-based and highly 
technological society, students need to 
develop their capabilities in STEM to 
levels much beyond what was consid-
ered acceptable in the past.” 

Careers in STEM are growing quickly, 
and typically provide high salaries. It 
is more important than ever to ensure 
that all students are receiving quality 
STEM education, yet English Language 
Learners have notably few resources 
that deal with these subjects. 

Fortunately, educators and educational 
publishers are beginning to address 
this problem.
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There is now a resource designed spe-
cifically to help Spanish-speaking ELLs 
learn STEM subjects. A set of middle- 
grade books offers literature-based 
science and math brainteasers in both 
English and Spanish, with easy side-by-
side comparison that allows students to 
develop their language and STEM skills 
at the same time. 

Having a resource like this, which 
clearly explains science and math con-
cepts in a fun, accessible way, can be 
game-changing for ELLs. These books 
are part of the 5-book One Minute 
Mysteries series, written by father/
daughter team Eric and Natalie Yoder. 
They challenge kids to solve real-life 
brainteasers using their knowledge of 
STEM subjects. 

Previously only available in English, 
the bilingual edition of the science 
mysteries book was released last year, 
titled More Short Mysteries You Solve 
With Science! • ¡Más Misterios Cortos 
que Resuelves con Ciencias! 

The second bilingual book was just 
released in August, this time offering 
math mysteries, Short Mysteries You 
Solve With Math! • ¡Misterios Cortos 
que Resuelves con Matemáticas! Car-
men M. Martinez-Roldan, Ph.D, from 
the Bilingual Education Program at 
Columbia University, writes of the 

book set, “Bilingual materials address-
ing STEM topics are long overdue. 
These books give kids the vocabulary 
and confidence they need to succeed in 
the classroom.”  

It’s important for these books and other 
bilingual resources to be easy enough 
to use at home as well as in the class-
room. Bilingual resources are especial-
ly helpful for kids who speak English at 
school, but use only Spanish at home 
with their parents. The development 
of language skills should be encour-
aged beyond the school day, for both 
Spanish speakers learning English, and 
English speakers hoping to become 
bilingual. 

Bilingual education is not just for 
ELLs. Many English speakers are dis-
covering the powerful positive impact 
that knowledge of a second language 
can have on academic and personal 
success. Reading and math scores of 
students in two-way dual language ed-
ucation are higher than those of mono-
lingual students, regardless of ethnicity, 
socioeconomic status, proficiency in 
English, or special education skills. 

Bilingual children also demonstrate an 
increased sense of self-worth and iden-
tity, and tend to relate to others better 
than monolingual students.



As educators and educational publish-
ers become aware of the shortage, more 
bilingual STEM resources will become 
available and, more importantly, make 
their way into the hands of students 
who needs them.

Hannah Thelen graduated from Bowl-
ing Green State University with a BFA 
in Creative Writing. She lives in Wash-
ington, D.C., where she generally enjoys 
reading, writing articles or short stories, 
and drinking way too much bubble tea. 

Contact her at:
Hannah@PlatypusMedia.com.
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