PARA SCAFFOLDING

You hear a great deal of discussion in academic circles about “scaffolding” for ELL students. What does this really mean?  Scaffolding is an intentional, temporary support used during the construction of a building.  Scaffolding is also flexible, coming in many shapes and sizes to match the structure being built.  With ELL students, scaffolding is a communication process in which the instructor starts out by providing a lot of support and assistance with a task.  As the student becomes more proficient, the instructor decreases his/her help, allowing the student to assume increasingly greater responsibility for its completion.

Scaffolding is the step-by-step process of building the ELL students’ ability to complete tasks on their own.  The teacher simplifies the process into individual tasks so that students can accomplish the task.  The goal is to maintain the overall complexity, but make greater resources available to students.  Scaffolding can occur during whole-class discussion, presentations, or group or pair work.  

Several connected strategies can be a part of scaffolding.  These include:  modeling academic language; providing a context to academic language using visuals, gestures, and demonstrations; and using hands-on learning activities that involve academic language.  These strategies can be used in any classroom context.

Academic language scaffolding supports ELL students in the successfully participating in content area instruction by assisting them with the academic language associated with core subjects, such as mathematics, social studies, or science.  It is helpful to recall the two types of acquired language identified by Jim Cummins in 1986.  The first, basic interpersonal communications skills (BICS), is the “social language” and is learned more quickly and easily than academic language.  In fact, it generally takes one year or less to learn. This is why so many ELL students sound proficient in English when they are engaging in conversation.  Cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP) is the language needed by an LEP student to be successful in content area instruction. There are a number of strategies that a content area teacher may use to assist an ELL.

Scaffolding Strategies:

Modeling:  Show the student how to take notes, write reports, make graphs, etc.  

Bridging:  Link to interests and past knowledge.  Integrate content into multiple areas.  

Providing Context:  Help turn the abstract into concrete and tangible.  Make it real!  Give examples.  Show how the concept fits into their life.

Teaching norms, strategies, routines and other organizational strategies:  Show how to find information in a textbook, how textbooks are typically organized, how to use review materials, and how to identify what is important.  Show students how to organize different courses into separate folders, where to turn in homework or how ask for help.

At the highest level, help the ELL students understand how they learn best, what questions to ask, and how to assess their own knowledge.

What is Sheltered Instruction?

Sheltered Instruction:  “An approach in which students develop knowledge in specific language through the medium of English, their second language; teachers adjust the language demands of the lesson in many ways, such as modifying speech rate and tone, using context clues and models extensively, relating instruction to student experience, adapting the language of texts or tasks, and using certain methods familiar to language teachers (e.g., demonstrations, graphic organizers, or cooperative work) to make academic instruction more accessible to students of different English proficiency levels.”

Source:  From ESL standards for preK-12 students, Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages, Inc., 1997, Alexandria, VA: Author.

Sheltered Instruction: Using simplified English in a classroom for students who don't speak English as a first language.  Students do not specifically study English but receive content-based instruction (such as math, science, or social studies) in simplified English. The language input from the teacher and textbooks is simplified to make it accessible to these students. There is some controversy about how long a student should remain in sheltered instruction.
Key points on Sheltered Instruction:

· Teachers make the curriculum more understandable, not watered down.

· Teachers modify vocabulary and grammar, and use visual aids to help students understand the content.

· It is helpful for teachers to stay away from idioms, speak slowly and clearly, and find ways to repeat themselves.

· Experiential learning, demonstrations, visuals and routines are all a part of sheltered instruction.
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