
1. Strategies and Modifications for Diverse Learners 
 

The goal of this section is to present ideas and strategies to help classroom 
teachers who are working with the language needs of English language learners.  John 
Clegg (1998) has called this kind of teaching “language-sensitive” teaching. Such 
teaching which takes into account the developmental needs of language learners is 
excellent teaching and by its very nature will provide better learning opportunities for all 
the students in our classroom. 
 
Use a variety of modifications to ensure quality learning. 

 
Supporting students in the general education classroom requires teachers to make 

modifications collaboratively.  It is best practice that the general education teacher and 
ESL teacher collaborate on modifications, strategies and instructional approaches.  
 
Modifications may be made to the curriculum by: 
• adapting targeted objectives, if needed, or selecting alternative objectives. 
Modification of materials may include: 
• decreasing the amount of work presented or required; 
• using supplementary materials (e.g., videos, CD Rom, low reading level books, maps, 

etc.); 
• highlighting texts/reading materials; 
• using worksheets with more spaces between sentences; 
• enlarging; 
• using videos, illustrations, pictures, and drawings to explain or clarify; 
• coding with different colors; and  
• making use of the media center. 
Modification of instruction may include: 
• tutoring by peers; 
• taping classroom lectures; 
• activating prior knowledge; 
• having peers take notes or providing a copy of the teacher’s notes; 
• providing study guides; 
• using cooperative learning; 
• giving adequate wait time for answers; 
• repeating directions, giving graphic cues; 
• pairing oral directions with written directions (with graphic illustrations); 
• asking students for feedback (checking for understanding); 
• using graphic organizers, mapping, outlines; 
• using raps, rhythms, jingles, and songs; 
• dramatizing, simulating; 
• using lab work; and 
• focusing on authentic application. 
Modification of motivational strategies may include: 
• instituting student contracts; 
• using point systems; 



• giving material rewards; 
• using materials and subjects of great interest to the student; 
• allowing students to help plan; and  
• using individual and group work. 
Modification of assessment may include: 
• determining the level of proficiency at which you expect the student to perform; 
• using portfolios to document progress over time; 
• allowing oral answers in lieu of written responses; 
• allowing products (projects, timelines, demonstrations, models, drawings, dioramas, 

poster boards, charts, graphs, slide shows, videos, etc.) to demonstrate student’s 
learning; 

• modifying tests to reflect selected objectives; 
• using authentic assessments with real-life problem-solving; 
• using true/false, matching, or fill in the blank tests in lieu of essay tests; 
• reducing the number of answer choices on a multiple choice test; 
• allowing students to “show” what they know vs. traditional pencil/paper tests based 

on fact and drill instruction; 
• using rubrics as a scoring tool in assessment; 
• basing grade on content with no deductions for spelling errors; 
• allowing the use of note cards or open-book during testing; and 
• collaborating (general education teacher and specialist) to modify vocabulary, omit or 

modify items to reflect objectives for the student, eliminate sections of the test, and 
determine how the grade will be determined prior to giving the test. 

Modification of assignments/homework may include: 
• allowing extra time for completion; 
• allowing students to correct errors (looking for understanding); 
• marking students’ correct and acceptable work, not the mistakes; 
• using computer word processing spell check and grammar check features; 
• reducing or omitting lengthy outside reading assignments; and 
• allowing students to select from given choices. 
 
Strategies for Developing Access to Language and 
Content 
1. Ensuring Background Knowledge 
• Examine the title with the students; help them to connect the title with the text.  
• Take a “picture walk” through the book, passage or chapter. Examine the pictures 

with the students for clues and information as to what the chapter is about.  
• Provide context for the reading. 
• Highlight new vocabulary words that are crucial to the meaning of the reading. 

Devise ways for the English language learners to manipulate the words in order to 
promote comprehension.  

• Have the students create word banks with the vocabulary.  



• Set a purpose for reading and try to arouse curiosity or motivation to read. Use such 
techniques as KWL charts, questionnaires and anticipation guides with a series of true 
or false questions 

• Provide similar readings in the student’s first language (This may not be possible and 
depends on the resources available in your school and your community.) 

• Preview content and concepts using techniques such as those listed in the next section 
on making the language comprehensible.   

• Use graphic cognitive organizers such as semantic maps, story maps, and Venn 
Diagrams.  

2. Making Language Comprehensible, Contextualizing Language 
• Gather materials  such as visuals, models, manipulatives, videos and other tangible 

referents to contextualize the lesson. 
• Write all homework on the board. Develop a homework system, notebook, etc. 
• Avoid lectures for extended periods of time. 
• Pace your class and combine lectures with opportunities to interact and move about. 
• Set up a cooperative leaning environment. 
• Develop thematic units which make information more accessible to students since it 

is put in a meaningful context and is not presented in isolation. 
• Personalize the language or the information. 
• Support verbal explanations with non verbal cues: 
 Gestures/ facial expressions 
 Props, realia, manipulatives, concrete materials 
 Visuals, graphs, pictures, maps 
 Demonstrating, or “acting out,” the meanings of words 
• Make language modifications such as the following:  
 Controlled, standardized vocabulary 
 Speaking clearly 
 Defining words in a meaningful context 
 Possible slower speech rate 
 Paraphrasing in simple terms when using more complex expressions 
  Teach vocabulary by using the following strategies 
 Using realia or visuals with words 
 Giving antonyms 
 Providing synonyms 

Placing new words on a continuum (For example, show how “warm” and 
“cool” would fit on a continuum with “hot” at one end and “cold” at the other 
end). 

 Using words in context 
• Suggesting logical relationships 

 maintain a physical classroom environment to support English language 
learners (and the other learners). The following are examples: 

 Posting class schedule 
 Posting objectives 
 Posting class rules 
 Labeling room and classroom objects 



 Labeling school and classroom  
 Posting school lunch menu 
 Developing hallway displays 

3. Checking for Understanding  
• Check comprehension with nonverbal responses (nodding of heads, raising 

hands, signaling, actions, drawing). 
• Personalize questions. 
• Repeat, if necessary, review main ideas and key vocabulary. 
• Provide many ways for students to practice what they are learning: orally, in 

writing, using pictures and using actions. 
• Use a variety of question types. 
• Ask students to apply  the concept being taught 
• Using  questioning strategies that correspond to  various stages of language  

proficiency.  
 

4. Developing oral language and allowing for student interaction  
Teaching  functional chunks of language/Prefabricated Language  
a.) Sample Strategies for Conversational Management (classroom survival 

expressions) 
Did you say? 
I don’t understand . . . 
I don’t understand why . . . 
How come . . . ? 
Could you repeat it please? 
Please say that again. 

 

b.) Language Ladders 
 Language ladders are phrases that are linked together in a meaningful way, for 
example, different ways to say hello or good-bye, or different ways to express approval. 
Listed below are some sample passwords and language ladders. While the English 
language learners will only need some of the expressions, it is possible that others will 
be of benefit to the entire class.  

Sample Language Ladders 
Conflict Resolution  
I don’t like it when you__ 
Please stop. 
I feel___when you ___; please____ anymore. 
I think you have my___. Could you give it back please. 
Cooperative Learning Expressions 
What a good idea! 
I like what you said! 
What do you think? 
I agree/I don’t agree 
It’s your turn 
We have ... minutes left 
We need to work faster 



 
c.) Songs, Rhymes and Chants 
  Nothing makes a phrase “stick” like a catchy rhyme or a rhythmic chant.  
Songs,  rhymes, and chants contain language in an easy to remember format.  The rhythm 
and rhyme are memory enhancers and place the information to be learned in a game-like 
format (Dahlberg, 2002). The two chants by Marianne Soldavini, an ESL teacher in the 
Milwaukee Public Schools, were written as part of a simple tools unit. 
Simple Tools Chants by Marianne Soldavini 
Screws Chant 
This works better than a nail 
It’s a spiral with a tail 
Screws are used for furniture 
Keeping things together. 
Pulley Chant 
Pulleys are great to have around 
Going up and coming down 
They use wheels and a string 
With them you can lift almost anything. 
 
d.) Gouin Series 

The Gouin series is a great activity for moving students from listening to 
speaking, and it also provides a good context for embedding functional chunks of 
language The Gouin series is based on the work of François Gouin, a French linguist. 
This version is adapted from Constance Knop. 
   With this strategy, the teacher prepares a series of six to eight short statements 
describing a logical sequence of actions which takes place in a specific context—getting 
up in the morning, cooking a meal, using the library, making a phone call, doing a 
science experiment. These statements should all include concrete action verbs and use the 
same tense and the same person throughout.  The teacher presents the statements to the 
class orally, accompanying them with pantomime of the actions involved.  It is useful to 
have simple props and visuals for at least some of the activities. The class responds first 
by doing the actions, and later responds by saying the words while still performing the 
actions. The class responds first as a group and later as individuals. It is important for the 
teacher to stop modeling the actions as soon as students can be expected to respond to the 
language alone.  Later students imitate the statements while doing the actions. The Gouin 
Series is easy to recall because it has multiple meaningful reinforcers: 
• physical actions 
• visuals and props 
• logical sequence  
• beginning, middle and end to a story 
• appeal to several senses  
The elements of a successful Gouin Series are the following: 
•   An introduction which sets the scene and  motivates the action 
•  Concrete action verbs 
•  Logical sequence of actions 
•  One specific, clear context 



•  One tense (not necessarily present) 
•  One person (not necessarily first person  singular) 
•  Approximately 6-8 statements  (or commands) 
•  7-syllable limit (approximate)  
•  Simple props or visuals to dramatize the action 

Following are several samples. The first is from Government Hill School in 
Anchorage, Alaska. Government Hill teachers are working with both English language 
learners and Spanish language learners in a dual language setting. ESL teachers in 
elementary and middle schools wrote the other examples. 
Steps for Dissecting Owl Pellets 
I clear my desk. 
I cover it with white paper. 
I get my science notebook and pencil ready. 
I write the date in my journal. 
I get my owl pellet 
I get my tweezers 
I get my pick 
I get my bone chart 
I fold my hands and wait... 
Owl Pellets (Part 2) 
When the class is ready, I lay out my tools. 
I pick the owl pellet apart. 
I use my bone chart to identify the bones inside the owl pellet. 
I write and draw pictures of the bones. 
 
Planting Bean Seeds 
I put soil in a cup. 
I push the bean seed into the soil. 
I water the bean seed. 
I put the cup next to the window. 
I water the bean seed. 
I watch the plant grow. 
I pick the beans. 
I eat the beans. 
 
Going to Class 
I look for my materials. 
I go to class. 
I take off my hat. 
I greet the teacher. 
I sit down. 
I take out my homework. 
I hear the bell. 
I learn.  
 
Questioning Strategies 



 
Levels of Questioning for the Pre-Production and Early Production Stages 
Type of 
Question 

EXEMPLARY LEVELS OF COMPREHENSION 
 

Form of 
Response 
 

 Literal Interpretive Creative  
DIRECTIVE Point to the table. Point to where the 

car is heading. 
Draw the prize you 
think John won. 
 

NON-
VERBAL 

YES -NO Does Joe have the 
book? 

Will Joe win the 
race? 

Do you think 
Maria will win a 
dog? 
 

YES-NO 

EITHER-OR Does Joe have the 
book or the pencil? 

Will Joe or John  
will win the prize? 

Do you think Joe  
will win a dog or a 
doll? 

ONE-WORD

 
WHO-WHAT 

What does Joe 
have? 

Who do you think 
will win? 

What prize do you 
think the winner 
will get? 

PHRASE OR 
SENTENCE 

 
Figure 1: Questioning Strategies for Language Learners 
Source:  
What Do I Do???? A  Resource Guide For Mainstream Educators Of Limited English 
Proficient Students. (1994)  Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction and the 
Multifunctional Resource Center for Bilingual Education.  
 
Below are questioning techniques related to Krashen and Terrell’s later two stages of 
language acquisition: Speech Emergence and Intermediate Fluency.  
Levels of Questions for Speech Emergence Stage  
Why? 
How? 
Tell me about – Talk about 
What do you think about? 
Describe… 
How would you change this part of the story?  
 
Levels of Questions for Intermediate Fluency Stage 
What would you recommend/suggest? 
How do you think this story will end? 
What is your opinion (on this matter)? 
Describe/compare… 
How are these different/similar? 
What would happen if…? 
Which do you prefer?  Why 
 
Using cooperative learning and partner tasks. 



Interactive language tasks incorporate the benefits of cooperative learning and are 
an excellent vehicle to help students communicate. When students work cooperatively in 
pairs or small groups, their opportunities for language use are multiplied. “Information  
gap” activities in which one partner or member of the group has information that the 
other partner does not have provides a context for meaningful communication. Goals of 
social development can also be reinforced through cooperative group work in the general 
education class, as students are placed in a position where they have need and motivation 
to communicate with one another.  
There are various types of interactive tasks:  
• Interviewing/surveying 
• Finding differences/similarities 
• Following/giving directions 
• Arranging things 
• Finding/giving information  
• Identifying objects or persons 
• Solving problems 
• Cooperative puzzles; cooperative crosswords 
• Games 
There are numerous benefits to using small group and partner activities with 
English language learners.  
• More opportunities for language use 
• Natural two-way practice 
• Ratio of teacher/student talk 
• Percentage of time in real communication activities 
• Safe environment 
• Variety in class routine and activities 
• More on-task behavior 
• Cooperation (positive interdependence) 
 
Guidelines for Adapting Materials  

The National Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition (NCELA), 
formerly known as The National Clearinghouse for Bilingual Education, and the Center 
for Applied Linguistics have developed a training packet called “Content ESL Across 
the USA.” The packet contains extremely useful information on adapting materials. A 
small part of that information has been adapted and is presented here. It is available at 
the following web site:  http://www.ncela.gwu.edu/pubs/cal/contentesl/c-esl10.htm 

 
Adapting material is largely a matter of simplifying the language of a text 

without distorting or diluting its meaning. Since all second language learners 
have developed cognitively, and many have been educated to grade level in 
one language or another, there is no need to simplify the text’s content. 
Rather, the aim is to make the material more accessible by eliminating a few 
linguistic features that impede comprehension. In some cases, you will also 
want to add language that clarifies the passage, and in some you will have to 
reformulate the sentences to make them clearer. The material that results has 
two purposes: it reinforces what the students have already encountered in an 



oral presentation, and it provides a bridge for their reading of linguistically 
more complex material in the area.   While few teachers have enough time to 
adapt a lot of material for their students, most can spare the time needed to 
adapt short passages that encapsulate a lesson’s main ideas or some aspect of 
those ideas that requires careful understanding. You will find step-by-step 
detailed guidelines on how to adapt material at the above web site. Their 
guidelines are as follows 
Selecting the Passage 
1.Make it relevant.  
2.Keep it short.  
3.Locate visual support.  
Analyzing the Passage  
1.Analyze the content.  
2.Underline difficult words.  
Adapting the Passage 
1.Write shorter sentences.  
2.Simplify the vocabulary.  
3.Simplify the grammar 
4.Rework the sentence entirely, if necessary.  
5.Add additional language for clarification.  
6.Don’t be afraid to repeat words.  
7.Use cohesive devices (e.g., then, such, first, however, it, also).  
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