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Placing English Language Learners in a Program of Instruction

Program Placement

Students identified as English language learners from language proficiency assessments must be placed in a sound language instruction educational program.  English language learners must learn the same academic content that their peers in regular classrooms are learning, except that ELL students must do so at the same time as they are acquiring a new language. During classroom instruction, teachers are beginning to focus on the cognitive and academic development of students, as well as English acquisition.

The school’s first job is to place each student in the proper grade with the right teacher.  Educators must always remember that the first rule for placing ELL students in a language instruction educational program is that they should be placed at the chronologically age-appropriate grade level.  The most important reason for age-appropriate placement is socio-cultural.  Students progress faster and work harder when they are with their peers.  Also, classroom teachers are organized to teach students of a certain age and will have educational expectations for students of that age group.  Initial placement of an ELL student in appropriate classes may be crucial to their success in the educational program.  Some guidelines for placement vary by grade level, but one overriding rule always holds true: ELL students must be placed in age-appropriate classes, regardless of their English language skills.

What should you consider when placing ELLs?

Just because a student is not proficient in English does not mean that he or she is incapable of thinking, learning the grade-level curriculum, and mastering content areas.  ELLs who are beginning English speakers may arrive in your class with an equal or even above grade-level background from their first language.

When placing ELLs, educators must consider a variety of factors.  Here are a few questions to ask:
· How much previous education has this student had in the U.S. and/or home country?

· What are his or her language and literacy proficiency levels in English and the first language?
· Do prospective teachers understand the second language acquisition process and know what to expect at different levels of English proficiency?
· Do prospective teachers know how to use effective teaching strategies for ELLs?

How can you determine the appropriate instructional program for ELLs?

In order to make an informed decision for the appropriate program of instruction, you will need to consider the information you gain through assessment as well as the opinions of other educators in the school.

When considering instructional programs for ELLs, be aware that some subjects are good for ELLs to take with peers and English-speaking role models.  ELLs can benefit in regular classrooms when math, science, art, P.E., and music teachers use ELL-friendly strategies for teaching content areas.  These strategies increase comprehension and learning.

Some language areas and subjects need special attention because they depend mostly on language – reading, writing, and social studies.  Possibilities for instruction include using the support of bilingual aides, an ESL teacher, a resource teacher, a content area teacher with ESL training, a pull-out class, or a combined grade level class (in which ELLs can be placed at a lower level at first and then moved up as they gain proficiency in English).

School Placement of a Newly Adopted Post-Institutionalized Child

Age-appropriate placement is one of the most controversial, emotionally charged, and contentious issues between parents and schools.  Academic placement, remediation, and supportive services for newly-arrived internationally adopted school-aged children should be different from those for children who were raised here since their infant and toddler years.  In all cases, the decisions should always be highly individualized and based on a thorough consideration of many factors.  In terms of academic placement of newly arrived school-age internationally adopted children, placement according to “age-level” as is usually practiced with children from immigrant families in the US, may not be appropriate for many post-institutionalized internationally adopted children.  Academic pressure heaped on top of normal difficulties in acculturation, language acquisition, and often accompanied by health and neurological problems, may lead to tremendous frustration in a child and his/her new family.  A “cumulative cognitive deficit” factor and an “academic readiness” factor should also be considered.  The decisions made about appropriate school placement or eligibility for special remedial and supportive (e.g., speech, occupational, or physical therapy) services, should always take into consideration the child’s current status and his/her past as well: not many orphanage-raised children are able to escape institutionalization unscathed, and their particular vulnerability to stress and pressure must be taken into consideration.  

In order to create an optimal learning environment, there must be a match between the child’s actual readiness with the level of instruction and social requirements of the school grade in which the child is placed.  In considering an appropriate educational program for a post-institutionalized child the starting reference point is his/her actual development age and level of functioning.  If the actual level of cognitive, academic, and social/emotional functioning is close to the child’s chronological age, then age-appropriate school placement is warranted.  However, if this level is a year or two below their chronological age, they are to be placed accordingly to ensure a positive school experience.  Post-institutionalized internationally adopted children, due to their past history, are particularly vulnerable to stress associated with school performance.  To expose them to this stress on a level that they are not able to handle may result in emotional/behavioral problems that adversely affect the family.

Placement Changes

It is never too late to make changes, to reconsider, and to try another option if it is felt that a mistake has been made with a placement.  As with all placement decisions, changes in placement should be based upon multiple data sources and agreed upon by the school personnel responsible for placement decisions, input from teachers, and parent input and agreement.
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