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Modifications and Accommodations 
Modifications are required for all ELLs, if needed 

ELLs cannot fail because they lack English proficiency! 

ESL STUDENTS CANNOT FAIL DUE TO 
LACK OF ENGLISH PROFICIENCY: 

MODIFY AND DOCUMENT 
MODIFICATIONS TO ENSURE SUCCESS! 

 

Quick Reference Guide for 
Classroom Teachers of 

English Language Learners 
 

Todd Goforth 
ESL Specialist 

Shelby County Schools 
 

 

9-12 Passport to ESL 
 

BICS-Social language takes 
1-2 years to acquire 
CALP-Academic language 
can take as long as 5 to 7 
years 

Beginner Level  (Non-English) 
 SCAFFOLD: Reduce reading burden 
 Use lots of visuals and demonstrations 
 Reduce stress. 
 Allow wait time! 
 Use hands-on activities 
 Establish consistent classroom routines 
 Ask yes/no questions 
 Use cooperative learning 
 PRINT key words and label pictures 
 Simplify your vocabulary; repeat, 

rephrase 
 Reduce the # of spelling/vocabulary 

words 
 Build background & teach American 

culture 
 Check for understanding 
 Use simplified books; books on tape 
 Allow ELLs to work on the computer 

(Rosetta Stone and websites) 
 Let ELLs copy your or someone’s notes 
 Use graphic organizers 
 Print. It is easier to read than cursive 
 Packet of beginning & adapted content 

activities 
ASSESSMENT 
 Allow student to point to or illustrate 

answer 
 Read test orally 
 Give extended time 
 Grade group projects 
 Minimize amount of writing by letting ELL 

label, use word banks, complete graphic 
organizer 

 Draw pictures to match reading 
 Use pictures to assess vocabulary 
 Limit answer choices 
 Allow bilingual dictionary (if literate in 

first language) 

High Beginner to Intermediate 
 SCAFFOLD: Reduce reading & writing 

burden 
 Use lots of visuals and demonstrations 
 Allow wait time! 
 Use hands-on activities 
 Establish consistent classroom 

routines 
 Use cooperative learning 
 Watch idioms, jargon, slang 
 Reduce the # of spelling/vocabulary 

words 
 Reduce the # of objectives: Go for 

depth instead of breadth 
 Reduce reading & writing burden by 

shortening assignments 
 Use graphic organizers 
 Go over key vocabulary before reading 
 Build background and teach American 

culture 
 Check for understanding 
 Teach English skills in all content areas 

(for ex., teach how to use the index of 
the math book. 

 Give study guide or outline before 
chapter 

 Highlight key ideas and vocabulary 
 Teach learning strategies 
 Teach text features of your subject 
ASSESSMENT 
 Give extended time  
 Provide word banks or limit choices 
 Reduce the writing required 
 Read test orally 
 Group projects 
 Allow bilingual dictionaries 
 Open book tests 
 Test ELLs on reduced # of objectives 
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You are key! 

No two ELLs (English Language Learners) are the same! You are 
key to their success when you differentiate! Make your subject 

comprehensible. Acquiring native English proficiency can take as 
long as 7 years. 

 
It is imperative that your ELLs learn academic vocabulary and are 

involved in content learning as soon as possible. 
  
 

Check out the ESL Curriculum Guide to find out what your ELL 
knows now and what comes net. 

http://www.state.tn.us/education/ci/standards/index.shtml *Find ESL. 
Click on “Teacher Guide” on the right. This is what we teach. 
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Ideas for English: READING & WRITING 
 
MODIFICATIONS (In addition to general modifications) 
 Reading material should be at instructional level 
 Tape record information for ELL & let him/her listen to it  
 Teach reading strategies that enable ELLs to predict, question & visualize the 

story. 
 Print. ELL may not know cursive; it needs to be taught 
 Provide list of basic sentence patterns or words (with pictures) most frequently 

used in their classrooms. 
 Allow ELLs to write about topics in which they have background knowledge.  
 Allow ELLs to work together when possible during the writing process.  
 Pre-Teach academic vocabulary. 
 
Expectations by language ability 
PRE-FUNCTIONAL (ELDA 1) 
 •  Learning the conventions of printed material (top, bottom, left-right, etc.) 
 •  Learning letter/sound associations in conte 
 •  Starts to identify words taught in context with repetition 
• Starts to write what he/she can say 

   
BEGINNER  (ELDA 2) 
• Reads words taught in context with repetition 
• Demonstrates knowledge of vocabulary and skills at his/her instructional level 
• Demonstrates the recall of details & sequence stories at instructional level 
• Beginning to write simple sentences, using inventive spelling 
• Demonstrates very basic punctuation and capitalization 

  
INTERMEDIATE (wide range of language proficiency) (ELDA 3) 
• Reads two or more grade levels below grade level peers 
• Uses vocabulary and skills in context at his/her instructional level 
• Can recall details & sequence stories at instructional level with assistance 
• Writes simple and compound sentences with basic punctuation and 

capitalization. 
 
ADVANCED (ELDA 4/5) 
• Approaching or at grade-level competence. 
• Demonstrates knowledge of vocabulary and skills in context 
• Able to compose a complete sentences with few errors in word order and verb 

tense 
• Knows more complex punctuation/capitalization and can apply 
• Able to write paragraphs using meaningful details in a logical sequence. 

  
 

Taken from Supporting English Language Learners in Mainstream and Content Area Classrooms: 
http://www.ovec.org/ESL/ESL.doc 
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ENGLISH LANGUAGE ASSESSMENT 
Each student who shows a language other than English 
on his Home Language Survey is tested for ESL. 
Students who do not pass the reading, writing, 
speaking, and listening test are classified English 
Language Learners (ELL). ELLs are eligible for 
accommodations on Gateway and End-of-Course, if 
they have received accommodations during school year. 
 
 
ENGLISH LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT 
ASSESSMENT (ELDA) 
Each March all ELLs take a language assessment 
(ELDA). This test assesses reading, writing speaking, 
and listening to determine progress and readiness for 
exiting. 
 
TRANSITIONAL 1 AND 2 
ELLs who score a Composite 4 on ELDA exit and then 
enter a two-year transition period. During these two 
years (T1 and T2), students do not receive direct 
services unless needed. They take TCAP without any 
accommodations.  
 
 
GRADING 
Tests, assignments, and instruction must be modified to 
accommodate the ELL’s  English language proficiency. 
No ELL can fail if the failure is due to lack of English. 
 
 
 
 
NELB: Students who have a language other than 
English on their Home Language Survey and 
either did not qualify for ESL or have finished 
from ESL are called NELB: Non-English 
Language Background. 
 

ELLS & 
INTAKE 

ELDA 

T1 and T2 

Ideas for Social Studies and Science  
 
MODIFICATIONS (In addition to general modifications) 
 Allow beginner to use drawings, graphs, charts, and journals to show knowledge 

of concepts 
 Should work in groups whenever possible to solve & do experiments 
 Show sample or models of completed project. 
 Use hands-on activities 
 Use many visual aids: puzzles, computer, maps, graphic organizers 
 Teach key concepts and ACADEMIC VOCABULARY  
 Tape record test or give orally 
 Prepare large charts that summarize the steps involved in experiments 
 
 
Expectations by language ability 
Pre-Functional 
 •  Relies on hands-on visual instruction to retain basic facts 
 •  Shows knowledge of concepts through demonstration, drawing, and participation 
 •  Completes projects with teacher or peer group help 
 •  Attends to discussions for a short period of time  
  
Beginner 
 •  Relies on verbal and visual instruction to retain limited facts 
 •  Tested only over basic facts 
 •  Able to help with projects 
 •  Needs to be drawn into class discussions for a short time 
 •  Demonstrates understanding of basic facts 
   
INTERMEDIATE  (large group) 
• Relies mostly on verbal and visual instruction to learn the material 
• Testing situations are modified to test basic concepts 
• Able to complete modified projects with guidance and assistance 
• Beginning to pay attention to class discussion 
• Relies on study guides 
• Able to apply scientific method in modified assignments. 

 
ADVANCED 
• Understands most grade-level text  
• Retains instructional information and can relate it in modified testing situations 
• Able to complete projects with no assistance 
• Pays attention to and participates in class discussion 
• Able to apply scientific method to assignments with help. 

 
  
FULLY FLUENT  
• Works at grade level  
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A NEW ELL? WHAT DO I DO? 
 
• Provide a welcoming, safe environment. 

• Assign a willing buddy and give a school tour and get ELL to lunch, etc.  

• Check textbook kits. Many publishers have resources designed so that 
ELLs may participate in lessons even if they have limited English!!!  

• ELLs may not speak for weeks.  This “silent phase” is normal.  

• Learn ELL’s language level. Check with your ESL teacher. 

• Learn about the student’s language and culture.  

• GRADES: Modify content, assignments, and assessments to allow ELLs 
to succeed. ELLs cannot fail solely due to lack of English proficiency.  

• Visit the Shelby Co. ESL website 
http://www.scsk12.org/SCS/subject-areas/ESL/esl.html  (activities, 
strategies, modifications, many, many, links). 

• Assign lockers and books. 

• Seat the student near the front. 

What if the ELL doesn’t speak any English? 
• Use gestures, flashcards, visuals, and repetitive commands.  

• Put ELLs in cooperative groups. 

• Provide opportunities for ELLs to learn American culture (games, word 
play, flashcards, nursery rhymes, songs, holidays). 

• Give ELL a picture dictionary (check library or ESL teacher). 

• Simplify your language. Speak slowly. Repeat!  Watch multiple meaning 
words and idioms. 

• Use Rosetta Stone on CD or web-based.  

• Many ELLs arrive with a good academic background. Modify your 
lessons to involve them. Survival Kits 1 & 2 have good beginning 
reading activities in science, math, and social studies.  Check library. 

• Very important: Include ELL in academic instruction. Teach academic 
vocabulary and syntax. 

 

Ideas for Math 
 

MODIFICATIONS (In addition to general modifications) 
 Show completed assignments and projects 
 Print assignments & directions on the board. 
 Provide manipulatives: counters, # lines, etc. 
 Rewrite story problems in simpler English.  
 Use many visual aids: pictures, illustrations 
 Show ELLs how to prepare a card file of number words 
 
Expectations by language ability 
PRE-FUNCTIONAL 
 •  Aware of math concepts at his/her instructional level 
 •  Beginning to understand basic numbers and facts 
 •  Beginning to understand how to complete and turn in an assignment   
 
BEGINNER 
 •  Able to solve one-step problems with help at his/her instructional level 
 •  Learning math facts and beginning to apply them 
 •  Shows some understanding of previously learned skills as well as new concepts 
 •  Understands how to complete and turn in an assignment 
   
INTERMEDIATE (wide range of language proficiency) 
 •  Shows that he/she is learning to solve problems using symbols for addition, 

subtraction, multiplication, and division, which still requires some assistance at 
his/her instructional level 

 •  Able to apply previously learned skills with review 
 •  Able to learn and apply new skills with help 
 •  Able to solve story problems with some assistance  
 
ADVANCED 
 •  Able to solve problems using addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division  
 •  Able to apply previously learned skills with some assistance 
 •  Able to learn and apply new skills with some assistance 
 •  Able to solve story problems with some assistance 
   
FULL PROFICIENCY 
 •  Able to solve problems using addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division 

with no help 
 •  Able to apply previously learned skills  
 •  Able to learn and apply new skills with minimal help 
 •  Able to solve multi-step story problems at his/her reading level with minimal 

help 
 
 

Taken from Supporting English Language Learners in Mainstream and 
Content Area Classrooms: http://www.ovec.org/ESL/ESL.doc 
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What if an ELL speaks English, but has weak 
literacy skills?  

• MODIFY. See suggestions at end of guide. 

• It is vital that ELLs learn academic vocabulary. These words may 
not be the same as subject area words. 

• Provide an outline or study guide before beginning a chapter or unit. 

• Include a language objective with your content objective. 

• Provide or record books on tape. Read aloud! 

• Become familiar with language conflicts (for ex., vowels in Spanish 
are long so ELLs may have trouble recognizing short vowel sounds).  
Arabic has only 3 vowels and is written backwards. 

• Include content and language objectives in lesson plans. 

• Provide recorded books and stories. 

• Provide and show ELL how to use graphic organizers. 

• PRINT. Many ELLs cannot read cursive. 

• Use Directed Reading and Writing activities. Build background. 
Reading is context laden.  

• Explicitly teach spelling and grammar, text features, and learning 
strategies.  

• Allow ELLs to use bilingual dictionaries as needed 

• See textbook kits for support material! 

 Reach out to Parents 
 
Do not let parents’ lack of English keep you from communicating with 
parents. Do not assume that parents are not interested in their child’s 
progress. If the parents speak limited English, see ESL teacher for 
suggestions on how to reach parents. 
 

 
 
 
 

   Scaffolding.  Just because ELLs speak little or no English does not mean that 

they don’t have a wealth of knowledge in math, science, social studies, and literature. The 

challenge is making your subject’s input comprehensible so that ELLs continue to learn in 

the content areas while they learn English. Providing this language support by reducing 

the burden of reading and writing in English is called scaffolding. To scaffold: 

✼ Reduce # of objectives & key concepts. Focus on 2 to 3 key ideas. 

✼ Provide visuals such as graphic organizers: diagrams, timelines, story maps, etc. 

✼ Provide hands-on exercises, demonstrations, and activities. 

✼ Reduce amount of required reading and writing according to ELL’s needs. 

Provide a study guide or notes before beginning the unit or chapter.  Hold the 

ELL accountable for the reduced # of objectives. 

✼ Have non- or very limited-English ELLs compile a picture dictionary of 

content and high frequency words from the unit. This can later be used for 

assessment. 

✼ Make connections to students’ background. 

✼ BUILD BACKGROUND: TEACH AMERICAN CULTURE, HISTORY, ETC.  

✼ Include a language objective along with content objective: 

o Pre-teach multiple-meaning words and jargon of the subject 

o Model thinking & reading: “Think Aloud” Directed Reading/Thinking 

Activity 

o Teach the features of the textbook: glossary, index, bold words, table 

of contents, headings. 

o Teach learning strategies: how to sequence, summarize, outline, graph,  

o TEACH ACADEMIC VOCABULARY (cause/effect, evaluate, 

analyze, draw conclusions, etc.) 

✼ Provide samples of finished assignments or projects. 

 

 

     
 
 
 
 

Modifications and Accommodations 
This does not mean writing new lessons: just changing some of the things do! 
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How culture impacts learning 
 
 
 
an an ELL’s culture impact learning? 

 A student’s culture and language 
are interrelated.   

 In some cultures, it is disrespect-
ful to look into someone’s eyes. It 
may be disrespectful to call a 
teacher by name. “Teacher” is the 
respectful way to address a 
teacher in some countries. 

 Different cultures have different 
ideas about “personal space” or 
about being touched or working 
with members of the opposite 
sex. Some have religious food 
restrictions or fast (Ramadan).  

 Some cultures value cooperation 
over competition, so students may 
“share” their work or answers on 
tests. This shows generosity and 
helpfulness in their culture. 

 Some cultures value “teacher led” 
classrooms and teachers are 
revered as providers of 
knowledge. In these cultures, 
students are not encouraged to 
question the teacher. Students 
may be confused by our student-
centered classrooms where they 
are expected to express their 
opinions.  

 

 Some cultures place great 
value on the family and family 
traditions. Missing school to 
care for siblings is not 
unusual. 

 The concept of time is not 
universal. Punctuality is a 
relative term. 

 Some parents don’t get 
involved in school: it wasn’t 
done in their home country 
and they don’t know the 
expectations here.  

 Culture impacts reading and 
writing: some cultures relate 
stories metaphorically. Some 
write indirectly, very 
different from our direct 
style. 

 
Teach American culture: what is 
acceptable and what is not!  
Be careful not to stereotype 
cultures! 
Involve parents in school: invite 
parents to speak on their 
country, attend meetings, etc. 
 

• Imagine leaving your home, your friends, and familiar surroundings and 
coming to a new country. At first, you might be happy with the 
adventure. However, this happiness would probably fade when you were 
surrounded by strangers who speak a language you don’t understand in a 
school where expectations are totally different. You miss familiar food, 
sights, smells, and friends. Many ELLs go through this process of  Stages 
of Acculturation 

• The happiness of the honeymoon stage may be followed by depression 
anger, sadness, called culture shock. ELLs may sleep a lot, cry, lash out 
in anger, or even have frequent illnesses. 

• Eventually, this too will pass and the student will begin to accept the new 
life. 

What can you do? Be sensitive.  
Let the student know you understand! 
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Have you checked out the 
translation feature on your 
dock? Just be careful! Use 
single words or short 
sentences. Idioms DO NOT 
translate. 

 Stages of Acculturation 

  
 

          READING 
• Match sentence to picture: 

http://www.schoolexpress.com/fws/get_i
mage.php?id=57829 

• Practice Reading Exercises Grades 1-8 
for ELLs 
http://www.longman.com/ae/marketing/
sfesl/practicereading.html 

• Multilingual Reader (online books linked to 
multilingual dictionaries) 
http://www.esldesk.com/esl-reading/esl-
reader.aspx 

• Stories for ELLs on different reading 
levels: 
http://web2.uvcs.uvic.ca/elc/studyzone/index.ht
m 

• English Zone (activities): http://english-
zone.com/index.php 

ORAL STORIES 
• http://www.nationalgeographic.com/grimm

/index2.html Grimm’s Fairy Tales with 
audio 

• http://www.pacificnet.net/~johnr/aesop/aes
op1.html Aesop (audio) 

•  
•  
 
 
 
 

   GRAMMAR/VOCABULARY 
• http://www.schoolexpress.com/fws/cat.p

hp?id=2251 Contractions, abbreviations, 
parts of speech, affixes, etc., to print out 

• http://www.vocabulary.co.il/ Vocab. 
games  

• http://www.bradleys-english-
school.com/online/matchingpairs/index.h
tml Great Site (homonyms, opposites, 
synonyms, irregular verbs, etc.) 

• http://www.bradleys-english-
school.com/online/flashcards/index.html: 
Homonyms, etc. AWESOME! 

• http://iteslj.org/v/ Vocabulary Multiple 
Choice. Multilingual.  

• http://www.professorgrammar.com/ 
Grammar Rules & Exercises 

• http://www.usingenglish.com/handouts/ 
ESL Grammar Handouts 

• http://www.manythings.org/ for ELLs 
Online games & activities 

MATH 
• http://www.glencoe.com/sec/math/mlg/

mlg.php: Multilingual math glossary  
• http://nlvm.usu.edu/en/nav/vlibrary.html: 

Online + - x measurement, fractions, etc. 
math manipulatives 

 
 


