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Background

Historically, English language learners (ELL) in the United States were demanded to learn English as their only language; bilingualism was discouraged.   This was the educational environment for most American ELL students until the 1960’s when civil rights movements and legislation brought bilingual education to American schools.

     Today, two models exist in American schools for teaching English Language Development (ELD).  One is Bilingual education, where students study core curricula in their native language while learning English.  The other teaches all curricula in English with special instruction in English provided to supplement the educational experience.  Either method should be taught in a manner that gives respect to and encourages the use of each student’s native language.  This concept also applies to the various American dialects, regional variations of English, including Ebonics, a Black English dialect (Burkey, Gove, Lenhart, McKeon, Vacca, J. & Vacca R., 2003).

     Addressing the needs of English learners represents a challenge for all teachers, and especially special education teachers.  In meeting the needs of students with special learning needs, educators can use knowledge of theories for learning a second language and proven teaching techniques to maximize success.

Stages of Learning English as a Second Language

     Although students may spend differing amounts of time at each stage, all new English learners progress through five distinct stages while acquiring English language. The five stages are as follows:  First behavior; Pre-production; Early production; Speech emergence; and Nearly fluent (Monestero, 2004, Haynes, 2004).

     The first behavior these students exhibit involves speaking in their first language.  In this stage they learn from their environment and significant others.  They start to make predictions and comparisons about new language and make attempts at using them. Mistakes will occur as the students use English following the structure of sounds their first languages.

     In the pre-production stage students do not communicate in English without assistance and only understand language that is made understandable to them.  Students in this stage may not talk or may try to use nonverbal forms of communication.  This is also referred to as the silent stage.  Also during this stage spectating behaviors will occur; students will practice quietly to themselves and observe and listen to others connecting words to activities.

     The third stage, early production, is when students begin to learn words that they are able to use actively, and students will speak using one or two word common phrases.

     When students reach the speech emergence stage, they demonstrate noticeably improved listening comprehension skills and attempt communicating using phrases.  Beginning success in using social language to function in the classroom is achieved.

     During the nearly fluent stage, students comprehend classroom discussions and effectively express themselves in verbal and written communication.  Reading comprehension skills are nearly at grade level.

Assessing EL Students for Learning Disabilities
     It may be difficult to determine if English learners have learning disabilities that hinder their learning.  Cases have occurred where teachers have incorrectly viewed students with language development needs as having learning disabilities.  Also, students with learning disabilities and in need of ELD services have been viewed as only needing ELD (Litt, 2004).  

     If an ELL student has been identified by a teacher or parent as possibly being in need of special education services normal procedures should be followed; identify student needs and attempt interventions, and, if necessary, assess the student to determine if a need for special education services exists.  An important consideration to make for an ELL student, that is different from other students, is if difficulties identified during assessment are exhibited in both languages or only in English.  Another area to investigate in determining if the difficulties that an ELL student are experiencing involves a learning disability, is determining if the problem has persisted over a length of time. Over time, a student with only language development needs, that has received ELD instruction, should show marked improvement in oral language skills, but a student with learning difficulties, may exhibit little or no improvement.

Instructional Techniques for English learners with Learning Disabilities
     All students with learning disabilities may have had this affect their language acquisition, but “second language learners with special needs present additional educational challenges” (Morrison, 2004, pg. 2).  Consideration of students’ cultural and first language milieu, as well as their development, should be considered while instructing to help meet their educational needs. This should be considered for all English learners, and specifically for ELL students, Morrison (2004) states that the following instructional techniques should be followed:

· Provide a highly structured learning environment.

· Focus on contextual learning.

· Build on learners’ prior knowledge.

· Provide constant review.

· Simplify language.

· Build other skills while developing English (pg. 2).
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