Teaching Projects with Second Language Learners 

 
As families move around the globe to escape oppression, war, natural disasters, poverty, or just to build better lives, more and more 21st century teachers are faced with significant numbers of students who do not speak the mainstream language of the country they live in. Fortunately, many of the strategies which have been proven effective for all students also benefit those who are learning a second language.

Projects are ideally suited to develop students’ content knowledge and skills while supporting their learning of a new language. Teaching language-minority students with project-based activities reflects sound theory about how children acquire a new language.

Creating a Classroom Environment to Support Second Language Learning
Students cannot put off learning science, math, social studies, and language arts until they have learned the mainstream language. Their content knowledge must continue to grow as they are learning to communicate. Learning a new language is risky business, fraught with opportunities for embarrassment and humiliation. A supportive classroom environment that encourages risk-taking and learning from mistakes is crucial if students are to become proficient in a new language. 

Comprehensible Input

A critical component of instruction to develop students’ content knowledge as they learn a new language is comprehensible input. Students need access to the knowledge they need in language that is slightly beyond what they can easily understand (Krashen, 1981). Teachers can adjust their communication with students by using the following strategies (Echevarria & Graves, 1998, NWREL, 2003).

· Provide students with an overview of the learning objectives.

· Speak in natural, but slower speech. 

· Use shorter sentences with simpler syntax.

· Pause frequently to allow students to process what has been said.

· Use consistent vocabulary.

· Try to avoid idioms and slang.

· Repeat information appropriately.

· Use gestures and body language to support and demonstrate concepts.

· Develop consistent routines and signals for classroom processes.

· Present information in a variety of ways, such as verbally, on the board, and in handouts.

· Check for understanding by asking specific questions rather than general questions such as “Do you understand?”

· Watch for body language and facial expressions that indicate confusion or questions.

Native Language Support

Native language support is critical for students’ success in learning content while they are learning a second language. Students can often access material in their language through the Internet. In other cases textbooks and other resources materials can be purchased in the languages most often spoken by students. Students can also be encouraged to use their first language to process and reflect on information through journals and discussion.

Collaboration
Students who work together on projects develop friendships as they use language to construct meaning. Research suggests the following benefits to second language learners for cooperative learning (Ellis, 2005, p. 28):

· Students speak more often, at greater length, using a greater variety of structures.

· Instruction can be more individualized.

· Students are more comfortable and less anxious about their learning, which helps them feel comfortable taking risks with language.

· Students are more motivated and enjoy learning more.

· Students develop self-direction skills and learn how to work with others.

· Students learn more academic content.

Instructional Strategies

Instruction that addresses the needs of second language learners often addresses the different learning styles and needs of all students. Differentiating instruction by allowing students choices about content, process, and product (Tomlinson, 2000) enhances learning for all students, including non-native language speakers. Appropriate instruction scaffolds the learning of second language learners and ensures their content learning will develop while they are learning a new language.

Vocabulary
Teachers are often frustrated when students who appear to be fluent in the mainstream language when playing with peers and interacting with adults struggle with academic learning. Jim Cummins (2003) explains this phenomenon with his generally accepted theory about the range of language proficiency. He draws a distinction between two types of language:

· Basic Interpersonal Communications Skills: Conversational language used to communicate in everyday settings, such as social interaction, shopping, and navigating around town.

· Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency: Academic language that is more abstract, more complex, and more dependent on contextual clues.

A large part of learning a subject is learning the language used to talk about the subject. Students gain a greater understanding of content with in-depth study of a few important words than with superficial understanding of all relevant terms. When selecting vocabulary to teach, consider the following guidelines:

· Teach abstract, complex words that are critical to understanding the content.

· Choose words that students will read, hear, and use frequently.

· Select words that provide opportunities for learning other words through strategies such as looking at word parts, synonyms, homonyms, and antonyms.

The following strategies for developing academic vocabulary benefit all students, but particularly second language learners.

· Define the word using audio-visuals if possible.

· Provide several examples of the word in context.

· Explain what the word is not, by using antonyms to show opposite meanings and synonyms to show close meanings.

· Connect the word to known words and concepts.

· Ask students to illustrate or act out the word.

· Encourage students to use the word when discussing the relevant content.

· Revisit the word frequently.

Accessing Prior Knowledge
Asking students to think about what they already know about a topic is important for all learning. When students are learning a new language, however, accessing this information may be a challenge both for them and the teacher. Teachers must remember that although students may not have the words to express their knowledge, they may have some understanding of relevant concepts. The use of materials in the student’s native language along with pictures and multimedia materials can help students tie new learning to familiar topics.

Metacognition
Considerable research supports the benefit of instruction in metacognition, or thinking about learning processes, to academic learning. Students who can actively use strategies to learn a second language are better able to comprehend complex topics. The Alliance for Excellent Education (2005) provides the following suggestions for helping second language learners develop their ability to think strategically about how they are learning the new language as well as content.

· Provide explicit instruction in different language-learning strategies, such as using a dictionary, recognizing cognates, using context, and identifying patterns.

· Teach and model how students can describe their thinking processes orally and in writing.

· Teach students how to assess their own learning and provide feedback to their peers using models, rubrics, and checklists.

Graphic Organizers
The value of diagrams, charts, and other visual representations in learning has been clearly documented through various research studies. The following types of graphic organizers help second language learners remember, organize and understand information and relationships.

· Concept maps

· Cause-and-effect maps

· Timelines

· Storyboard planners

· T-charts

· Venn diagrams

· Lists

Physical Demonstrations, Manipulatives, and Multimedia

When students are learning a second language, they need frequent opportunities to think about new concepts in non-linguistic ways through pictures, videos. role-playing, dramatic performances, and manipulatives. 

Learning with projects provides students learning a second language with opportunities to show what they know in ways that emphasize their strengths rather than their language limitations. It allows them to interact with peers and adults in both their native language and the language they are learning in meaningful ways. Furthermore, it offers students choices which help them pursue their interests and use resources in their native language. 
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