
Nonfiction books are invaluable resources for all classroom libraries. They deepen student engagement with content 
area topics, build background knowledge, introduce academic vocabulary, and can appeal to even the most reluctant 
readers.1 High-quality nonfiction books are particularly beneficial for English learners (ELs) because they allow students to 
access grade-level content while acquiring language. Careful selection of nonfiction books for your classroom library can 
significantly enhance the learning experience for students. Consider these characteristics when selecting the most suitable 
nonfiction for your ELs.

High-Quality Visuals 

Seek out books with high-quality visuals that closely 
correlate with the text. Visuals such as photographs, 
illustrations, infographics, and diagrams are valuable 
resources for supporting comprehension. They provide 
additional context and information for ELs who may 
struggle to understand concepts through text alone. 
Furthermore, books with attractive visuals appeal to 
students and make the content more engaging. 

 NAVIGATING NONFICTION: CURATING 
ENGAGING READS FOR ENGLISH LEARNERS

1 Young, T. A., Moss, B., & Cornwell, L. (2007). The Classroom Library: A Place for Nonfiction, Nonfiction in its Place. Reading Horizons: A Journal of 
Literacy and Language Arts, 48 (1). Retrieved from https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/reading_horizons/vol48/iss1/3 

2 Neuman, S., Kaefer, T., & Pinkham, A. Building Background Knowledge. Reading Rockets. Retrieved from: https://www.readingrockets.org/topics/
background-knowledge/articles/building-background-knowledge 

Grade-Level Content & Rigor 

Background knowledge is essential for reading comprehension. As stated by Neuman, Kaefer, and Pinkham, “the more 
you know about a topic, the easier it is to read a text, understand it, and retain the information.”2 Consider building a 
collection of nonfiction books across various grade-level content topics and reading levels to expand vocabulary, activate 
prior knowledge, and build background, thus fostering reading comprehension proficiency. While vocabulary and language 
structures shouldn’t be overwhelming, they should be challenging enough to enhance ELs’ accessibility to academic 
content and language. 
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Scaffolding and Supports Within the Text  

Many texts have built-in scaffolds and supports, which can help all students—especially your ELs—engage and understand 
the content. Choosing books with features like glossaries, diagrams, and bolded text can help make content more 
comprehensible. Additionally, it’s important to take the time to teach students how to use these supports.3 Previewing text 
features like chapter headings, photos, or charts can begin to activate student background knowledge about the content 
ahead of reading. If content materials still feel too complex, having additional books with less text density can help. While 
teachers should still aid ELs in accessing complex materials, supplementing with extra resources at their own reading level 
gives students multiple ways to access grade-appropriate content. 

Engaging  

Above all, choose books that are interesting and engaging! Like all students, ELs are more likely to be interested in reading 
if the text matches their ability along with their interests. Having a wide array of materials on different topics and reading 
levels within your classroom is important to engage and encourage readers. Consider choosing books like high-low texts, 
which have engaging, age-appropriate topics at a lower reading level. Additionally, incorporating materials in a student’s 
first language, graphic nonfiction, and other diverse formats can further enrich learning and accommodate individual 
preferences. 

Custom Title Lists 

One of Mackin’s many free services available to educators is developing custom title lists. Our team of Classroom Specialists 
includes over 100 years of combined classroom teaching experience, including former EL educators. We love working with 
teachers and librarians to create custom title lists to meet the unique needs of each school community.  

The following is a small selection of books that are excellent examples of engaging and supportive nonfiction texts for ELs.  
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