
 

Marilyn Loeffler, 

ESL Coach 
 

Imagine getting on a plane with your family 

and finding out that you are the only people 

speaking English!  At first you might be  

curious and excited to hear the new language 

and try to figure out what the other  

passengers are saying. However,  after a cou-

ple of hours, you would tire of this “game” 

and probably give up.  Our ESL students face 

this every day.  Not only is it exhausting to 

try to learn a new language, but also learn a 

new educational system. 

 

The ESL population in North Penn has been 

increasing and diversifying each year.  20 

years ago there were 125 ELLs (English  

Language Learners) who came primarily 

from a European background or Northeast-

ern Asia.  Today we have close to 500 ELLs.  

Most come from South America,  

Southeastern Asia, and Africa.  Additionally, 

we are receiving more students who come 

from interrupted educations and lack of  

formal education.  This is in contrast to those 

coming from western type cultures and  

educational systems. 

 

With these changes, we need to change how 

we reach our ELLs.  The first step is to look 

up where your students are coming from and 

get to know a little about their culture.  

Many of the students come from a culture 

where family and group dynamics are much 

more important than individual goals. Due to 

these extreme cultural differences, many of 

our ELLs struggle to work independently and 

adjust to the competitive American  

classroom.  They are not accustomed to  

taking initiative, but instead are culturally 

used to only engaging under the direction of 

a teacher.    

 

Having a more inclusive interactive class-

room where students work collaboratively is 

a good first step in including ELLs in your 

classroom.  Prior to being called on, and/or a 

group discussion, first engage students in 

listening, talking and sharing ideas with a 

native-speaking partner or a small group.  

This allows the newcomer to practice English 

before being asked to share with the class.  It 

also facilitates cross cultural interactions 

and reciprocal learning.   

 

Other important strategies to incorporate in 

your teaching include: 

 Allowing newcomers use their first lan-

guage with a peer when it is possible, so 

they can understand what you are  

teaching.  

 Building background when you start a 

new unit.  Do not assume that the ELLs 

know about topics that were introduced 

in previous years. 

 Providing access to a bilingual dictionary 

or using Google translate. 

 Slowing your speech and giving ELLs 

increased wait time to translate the 

question and form an answer in their 

mind first. 

 Providing sentence frames that allow the 

students a beginning of a sentence to 

frame their thoughts. 

 Avoiding the use of negative language 

such as:  “What is Not…” 

 Using pictures or real objects to aid in 

comprehension. 

 Most importantly enjoy the students for 

what they can teach us!  ELLs have a lot 

of experiences that we may never experi-

ence, so let them share their experiences 

and viewpoints.   

 

If you are interested in learning more about 

ELLs, there will be additional SIOP  

opportunities this summer in which to enroll.  

Watch for details to come out in 2016. 
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