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	Strategies for Working with 

English Language Learners


This year you may have a student, or maybe two or three, in your class who did not grow up speaking English.  These students may have been raised in another country, or they may have grown up in a home where another language was primarily  spoken.  Students who do not speak English at all, or students who do not speak, understand and write English with the same proficiency as their peers are considered to be English Language Learners (ELL).  Due to our changing demographics as a country, state, and region, we can no longer take for granted that all students will speak English and share our “American” culture.

When an ELL student is enrolled in your classroom your initial response may be, “How can I meet the needs of this student?”  How do you handle helping these students learn basic English skills while continuing to focus on the objectives set forth in the curriculum for all students? 

 Similarly, the ELL student is facing three primary challenges within the classroom:

1.  grasping the knowledge and skills related to the   

     content areas

2.  acquiring better command of the English language

3.  interacting and functioning within the social 

     environment of the school.

This edition of the Teaching All God’s Children newsletter is dedicated to providing strategies to enhance the learning achievement of all students, including ELL students.  There are two main categories of strategies for supporting ELL students:  1.)  strategies pertaining to how the teacher uses language, presents information and interacts with students in the classroom, and 2.)  strategies pertaining to classroom instruction and instructional planning.

Strategies to Support ELL Students 

Through the Teacher’s Use of Language
· Provide additional wait time for student responses to questions.

When you ask an ELL student a questions, the student typically translates it back into their first language, formulates the answer in their first language and then translates an approximation of the answer into English BEFORE giving their response.  

· Teach the language of the content area

In many subjects students not only encounter specialized vocabulary (e.g. photosynthesis in biology), but also language structures that occur with high frequency in that subject.  For example, passive construction, though not frequently used in everyday conversations, it is used extensively to describe processes in subjects such as science and social studies (e.g. the experiment was carried out, the ballots are counted).  ELL students need to have these words or phrases explained in context.  Cloze exercises are a good way to reinforce ELL students’ grasp of the content and new vocabulary.  

· Simplify sentence structures and repeat sentences verbatim before rephrasing
Short affirmative sentences are easiest for ELL students to understand.  Explanations can be useful, but it is often a good idea to repeat verbatim difficult sentences or important information and ideas.  This gives the student a second chance to process the information.  If you rephrase too quickly the second version could be just as challenging as the original sentence for the student to translate.

· Rephrase idioms or teach their meaning

ELL students often translate idiomatic expressions literally.  For example, at teacher might say, “Take a stab at it” to encourage a student.  An ELL student would be very confused by their literal interpretation of this!  Idioms should be rephrased so that ELL student can attach a meaning to the idiom.

· Check for understanding periodically

ELL students may be reluctant to ask for clarification or admit that they don’t understand something.  In some cultures it is considered disrespectful to the teacher for a student to admit that they do not understand.  To check for understanding, focus on the student’s body language and watch for active listening behaviors, such as leaning forward and looking at the teacher.  

Strategies to Support ELL Students Through Classroom Instruction and Instructional Planning
· Write key words on the board, use visual cues and other non-verbal cues to present key ideas

Concrete objects, charts, maps, pictures, photos, gestures, facial expressions, etc. are an important strategy for supporting oral explanations to ELL students.   Advance organizers, course/unit/lesson organizers, and FRAMEs also can  be very helpful for ELL students.

· Provide written notes, summaries, instructions and prereading

ELL students are not able to process oral information quickly enough to understand the ideas fully or to make their own meaningful notes.  Notes should highlight key ideas and new vocabulary.  Written instructions can be particularly useful to students when homework or projects are assigned.

· Express an interest in your students’ linguistic development and set expectations

Let your ELL students know that their progress in learning English is important to you.  Give the students feedback on how well they are doing related to language development .

· Respond to student language errors

When students produce incorrect grammar or pronunciations, rephrase their response so as to provide feedback on the content of what they said as well as a model of the correct usage, without drawing attention to the error.  For example, “Whose own pen is this?” “I am afraid I don’t know whose pen this is”.

· Use directed reading activities
With ELL students it is better to discuss information prior to reading, rather than the reverse.  Consider:

· previewing the text (focus on chapter headings, illustrations, glossaries, etc.)

· providing pre-reading questions about the main idea in the text as a focus for the reading

· having students locate key words in the passages

· having students keep vocabulary notebooks to record subject related words

· using audio taped books

· Use cooperative learning strategies
Cooperative learning groups provide opportunities for ELL students to interact orally with peers in a small, non-judgmental environment.  ELL students are better able to hear others use the language of the content and review key information.  ELL students are also better able to ask questions that they may feel uncomfortable asking in front of the entire class.  

· Encourage students to rehearse information or instructions orally
Students can work in pairs or small groups to explain or reinterpret instructions to each other.  This strategy ensures that everyone in the group understands the information and expectations.  

*Based on information from English as a Second Language Learners:  A Guide for Classroom Teachers

	Did You Know?


 It can take 6 –9 years for English Language Learners to achieve the same level of proficiency in academic English as native English speakers.  

Oral language skills are not a predictor of student literacy skills.  Conversational fluency, the ability to use language in face-to-face situations, involves significantly reduced language demands compared to content based instruction.

*Based on information from the Kansas State Department of Education, www.ksde.org
	Do not judge, and you will not be judged;

do not condemn, and you will not be condemned;

Give, and it will be given to you,

for the measure you give will be the measure you get back.

Luke 6:37 - 38




	Transition Reminder


· Maintain and document communication that may occur with public school special education professionals with whom you may be working  (resource teachers, speech therapists, occupational therapists and physical therapists).

· Maintain (and document) communication with parents regarding student’s progress. Document any new accommodations and modifications and their effectiveness.
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