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Effective Instructional Strategies 

For English Learners with Disabilities

By Peggy McLeod, Ed.D.

Council of Chief State School Officers
State Sharing
Kentucky – They have looked at some of the collaboration strategies that were outlined at the very end of this presentation…they’ve developed collaboration training tools that are geared specifically for special education.  Their next step is to look at the issue from the lens of the English Language Learners (ELL).  

Dr. McLeod explained that this presentation is a follow-up to her previous presentation about English Language Learners in special education. She will build on some of the things that she talked about earlier, including the topics of demographics and disproportionality, prereferral strategies and strengthening general education.  Today, she will discuss the issues surrounding the classification of ELL for evaluation purposes. She pointed out the importance of linking the language used to evaluate a child to the language used to instruct the child.  Dr. McLeod will cover strategies for evaluating ELL.  

Dr. McLeod explained that she will use the terms English Language Learners and Limited English Proficient interchangeably during the presentation.
She covered several myths that exist about ELL, and explained why the myths were incorrect. 

Note: Kentucky stated that all myths are prevalent/ predominant in the field.  It would be helpful to be able to refer to research or to reference a website that will refute some of these myths.  The Access Center replied that the June e-resources newsletter will include information about this.

In order to determine which language to use when evaluating children who are learning English, Dr. McLeod suggested the following: if the children are recent arrivals, they should be evaluated in their native language.  For those kids who have been in this country for 1-3 years, they should be evaluated in both their native language and English.  If the student has been LEP for more than three years, they should be evaluated in both languages; but we should also ask why they are still LEP after so many years?  

For those students who have recently arrived and are LEP, Dr. McLeod noted that she wasn’t talking about an evaluation to establish the existence of a disability; rather, she’s referring to children who have already been evaluated and identified as having a disability. Their IEP should include a plan for English language acquisition. This could include bilingual instruction and/or English as a second language.  

People express a belief that kids should not only be learning in one language; however, there aren’t enough bilingually trained service providers.  None of the states are in a position to train huge numbers of service providers in a variety of languages. We’ll be looking at what we’re able to do to make sure that the kids are getting the special education services they need, but that they’re also getting language services.

Dr. McLeod asked if the states’ IEP teams commonly included statements on students’ IEPs that determined which language or languages that special education and related services will be provided.  She noted that most IEP teams are very reluctant to include that information, because it obligates the school district to provide those services in the language designated, even if an educator trained in that language isn’t necessarily available.  But Dr. McLeod added that her preference is that such a statement on the IEP is exactly where it belongs.

Kentucky explained that at their IEP meetings the IEP is developed and states what services they intend to provide.  If they know that there’s not a speaker available who’s fluent in a certain language, however, the topic of language won’t be brought up because they don’t have access to that.

Dr. McLeod stressed that language support services should be continued in whatever form that is necessary for each student.  When we decide that kids have a disability, but we don’t provide any language supports any more, and if those kids then move to a different school, there’s no mention of ESL services being provided.  We do a disservice to children when we make those kinds of decisions.

We need to look at ways that the Least Restrictive Environment for ELL students can be in the general education classroom.  Both bilingual /ESL and special education services can be provided in the general education classroom.

Dr. McLeod said that collaboration between bilingual/ESL teachers and special education teachers is crucial, especially when the special education provider is not bilingual. Such collaboration results in better outcomes for kids.

The specific instructional strategies that educators use for students with disabilities in the general education classroom will be familiar to those in the special education field.  These strategies are also effective for ELL.  Those strategies are as follows:

· ELL students with disabilities should receive language support services as well as special education services

· Collaboration with bilingual/ESL teacher is critical, especially when special education service providers are not bilingual

· Differentiate instruction 

· Activate prior knowledge

· Integrate instruction

· Use visual and graphic organizers

Dr. McLeod noted that there are typically two types of bilingual education programs: the first, developmental, is designed to develop or maintain proficiency in two languages; the second, transitional programs, the students are instructed in their native language, but the English used is increased until the student can enter an English-only program.  
She asked the states what types of programs they were using.  

Kansas replied that they have a little of everything.  

In Kentucky, they have a lot of very formalized bilingual education programs…they have a dual language program in an elementary school that’s proven to be very successful, but transitional bilingual as an instructional approach is probably used in certain schools as part of newcomer programs or in other ways that would be more readily observed in our classrooms.   

Ohio noted that they have a two-way program for native Spanish speakers in Cleveland, and they also have a formal transition program.  The programs run a wide range where they have a lot of combinations of ESL programs, with bilingual support by bilingual instructional assistants who provide native language support.  It’s more of an ESL program with native language support.
In California, English Language Development (ELD) is considered a core curricular area; in their middle and high schools, the students receive direct English instruction in one class, and then they have content instruction for the rest of the day.

Dr. McLeod then discussed students with disabilities who are in bilingual education classrooms.  There is some pullout, but mostly the special education teacher goes into the bilingual program to provide adaptations.  Other services can be provided through trained interpreters…they would help assist in language support in the service provision.

Many years ago, it was much more common to see a pullout program where kids were learning English in isolation…we realize that is not necessarily the best approach.  English should be learned through instruction in content areas, not in a separate class.  The students need to be exposed to a lot of language; that is more beneficial.

Dr. McLeod then went over some specific ESL strategies.  ESL supports students’ learning in content areas.  This is done so that ELL kids know to focus on those terms, they learn vocabulary so when they’re learning content they are also learning key vocabulary words, and they know what they mean.  This allows teachers to set the context for learning different concepts even while the students’ English isn’t well-developed yet.  The teachers should provide a rich language environment; they should ask the kind of questions that allow their students to extend their responses.   
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“We need to make sure that classroom activities are structured and predictable…this is familiar to special education folks,” Dr. McLeod added.  For kids who are just learning English, there are a lot of errors…that tends to discourage kids from talking.  We need to adapt the teacher’s language, and then have the students restate what their teachers are saying by explaining in direct language. Sometimes, the teacher has talked for so long that kids didn’t get a chance to practice their English.
Ohio – A lot of this has implications that we need to address. To use these kinds of strategies if you’re serving students who are LEP and those with disabilities, it means a lot of training has to be provided for teachers in content area.  There has to be a big impetus and big investment in professional development.  Dr. McLeod agrees.  When a state doesn’t have a large ELL student population, it may not be a big issue, but we know that kids who are ELL are coming. There is a strong migration of students to the USA. 
Dr. McLeod covered the benefits of collaboration between regular, special education, and bilingual teachers.  While the general education teachers provide access to the general curriculum, the special education teachers help to modify the curriculum or adapt instruction.  The ESL/bilingual teachers support the students’ acquisition of a second language.  

Through collaboration, students get more support from the community and their parents, because there is often better communication between the schools and parents if one of their children’s teachers speaks their language.  Schools can use resources to build linkages to parents in their communities.  It can be a reciprocal road where communities can assist, and school can bring parents in.

Ohio – The parents of most of our ELL students are not the kind of people who come forward to look at potential problems in school.  They trust that school knows what it’s doing, that teachers are doing a good job, that it’s not their business to interfere with what the school is doing.  This means that to build collaboration w/ parents who are not of a background where collaboration is seen as their role takes a change at both the school level and community level.  To make it happen we have to have a deep understanding of a wide variety of cultural issues.   The only parents who have called our OH Department of Education with their concerns or issues are U.S. parents who have adopted children.  

This presents an opportunity for schools to develop a relationship with parents that’s not adversarial.  

Dr. McLeod then discussed how to facilitate effective collaboration at a state level – who else should be involved?  You should include staff from special education, Titles I and III teachers, and those in the development of curriculum and appropriate instruction.  

In California, they have a group that meets that includes their postsecondary people; the professors that are doing teacher training.  

Dr. McLeod continued that state-level collaboration should start around a specific issue to get the conversation going. These issues might include the disproportionate representation of ELL students in special education; prereferral strategies for ELL students, evaluation, instructional services, and assessment. 

The state could develop products that can be used by districts (e.g., a handbook, evaluation protocol, parent interview forms in different languages, and more).   These tools could help districts to promote best practices in this area.  

Kentucky – This was very good presentation; it’s a great starting point at state and district/local levels.  We would really appreciate models of successful collaboration, not only between teachers, but also between parents and communities.  
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Collaboration is crucial between bilingual/ESL teachers and special education teachers, especially when the special education provider is not bilingual.  Such collaboration results in better outcomes for kids.





Myths about English Language Learners





MYTH: Young children learn a second language better and faster than older children: This is not necessarily true.  While children who pick up phrases at a young age do learn to speak a language without an accent, older children and adults are able to pick up the language faster.  


MYTH: Children learn English in about three years.  Once they start speaking English, they’re ready to learn in the language.  This isn’t true.  While kids do learn English fairly quickly, they’re learning “playground English,” and they’re not necessarily ready to learn academic skills in that language.  


MYTH: Errors in English production indicate need for direct instruction.  Children learning English experience linguistic interference from their first language.  These also aren’t necessarily true.  Kids make mistakes based on their first language, but that doesn’t necessarily mean that kids who are learning English aren’t able to continue to learn in their first language.








Other ESL strategies include:





Integration of ESL and content area instruction


Specific vocabulary instruction (key terms)


Contextualize learning – using manipulatives, visuals, etc. 


Maximizing opportunities for language use – student to student interaction, extend responses, substantive language use, etc.


Promote language use across different settings


Classroom activities need to be structured and predictable


Focus on communication (but not necessarily errors)


Help students construct own knowledge


Tie instruction to student background


Have books in native language


Adapt teacher language











