
Scaffolding and 

Differentiation to 

Meet the Needs of 

ELLs



RBERN

Regional Bilingual Education Resource Network

• Housed at OCM BOCES in Syracuse

• Serves all of the Mid-State Region 

(9 BOCES, 126 districts)

• Provides technical assistance and professional 
development to support English Language Learners



Pre-Assessment



Outcomes

• Examine what it means to learn a new language.

• Consider the importance of language objectives in addition to 
content objectives.

• Acquire strategies to make instruction more comprehensible 
for ELLs.

• Explore scaffolding strategies to assist ELLs in accessing 
curriculum.

• Practice strategies to differentiate learning materials for ELLs.



What does it 

mean to learn a 

new language?



4 Modalities

• Listening

• Speaking

• Reading

• Writing



• Playground language

• Acquired quickly

• Addresses basic needs

• Age appropriate

• Not indicative of school 

success

Social Language



Academic Language

• School language

• Abstract concepts and processes

• Needs explicit instruction

• Students may have native 

language familiarity or not

• Takes many years to learn

• Required for school success



Content Vocabulary

•Word level

• Technical Terms/ Flashcard words

(hypothesis, Renaissance, Mesopotamia, haiku)

• New to all students

• Need explicit instruction



Process Vocabulary

•Sentence Level

• Actions (compare, describe, list)

• Connecting words and phrases 

(because, in spite of)

• Cross curricular

• Assumed that students know

• New to ELLs



Language Structures

•Discourse Level

• Complete sentences

• Justifications with evidence

• Math explanations

• Academic conversations

• Essential for ELLs

• Beneficial for all!



Time Lines

Social                   
Language

• 1 to 3 
years

Academic 
Language

• 5 to 7 
years

Native-
Like 
Fluency

• 7 to 10+ 
years

Adapted from Thomson & Collier (1997)



How do we teach 

language and 

content at the 

same time?



Objectives

Content Objectives
and

Language Objectives



Video

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SqSCHHTzEns
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SqSCHHTzEns


Content Objectives

• Based on the content standards

• Building blocks of the lesson

• What you want students to know and do

• SWBAT…

• For the whole class



Language Objectives

• Based on language demands of the lesson

• Building blocks of the lesson

• What you want students to know and do

• SWBAT…

• For the ELLs as well as the whole class



Language Objectives

Why?

• Help focus language instruction

• Explicit vocabulary and language instruction

• Target ELL needs by proficiency level 

• Facilitate academic conversations

• Improve learning for all students



Language Objectives

What?

• 4 domains 

(listening, speaking, reading, writing)

• Content vocabulary

• Process Vocabulary

• Language Structures



Sort Activity

• Each group has a set of objectives.

• Sort into two columns, language objectives and 
content objectives

• What do you notice?



Activity

• Read the passage “Amphibious Warfare”

• This is your content for today’s lesson

• Use the Content and Language Objectives 
Planning Template to plan your lesson.



Guiding Questions

• What is my content objective?

• What content vocabulary is important?

• What process vocabulary is needed?

• What language structures can I model?



Guided Reading Level Q

Lexile 770L

Grade Level 5.2

Interest 3-8



Break



Comprehensible Input

English is not like the flu, 
you can’t

catch it just 

from 

exposure



Comprehensible Input

• What matters is the quality-not the 
quantity-of English exposure.

• The only English that helps, is the 
English the students understand.

Crawford, J., & Krashen, S. D. (2007). English learners in American classrooms: 101 questions, 101 answers. New York: Scholastic.



Comprehensible Input

In order to make instruction more comprehensible, 
we use:

•Background building
•Scaffolding

•Differentiation



Background Building

ELLs need context for lessons

• Pre-teach vocabulary

• Use pictures and realia

• Video



Activity

Lee Sus Fleep

Directions: 

Read the passage and answer the question



So…

Why didn’t the ufer plim
Sus Floop Lee?



Scaffolding

List 3 scaffolding 
techniques you 

have used

• Save this paper for later



What is Scaffolding?



Key Components of Scaffolding

• Meet the students where they are

• Push them just beyond what they are capable 
of on their own

• Temporary

• Gradually release responsibility

• Ways of interacting, as well as a set of 
structures



What I can 

learn on my 

own

What I can learn with help

Beyond my reach

Technology and ToolsKnowledgeable  Others

Zone of Proximal Development



Scaffolding

Scaffolding represents the helpful 
interactions between adult and child 
that enable the child to do something 
beyond his or her independent efforts. 
A scaffold is a temporary framework 
that is put up for support and access 

to meaning and taken away as 
needed when the child secures 
control of success with a task.



Gradual Release of 

Responsibility



Scaffolding vs. Differentiation

“Scaffolding does not change 
the complexity of what is to be 

learned but breaks it into 
manageable parts for 

learners.”

Rojas, Virginia Pauline. Strategies for Success with English Language Learners: An ASCD Action Tool. N.p.: ASCD., n.d. Print.



Scaffolding vs. Differentiation

Scaffolding
• Does not change 

content

• Ways of interacting

• Chunking material in 
smaller bits

• Providing supportive 
help during instruction

Differentiation
• Alternate content

• Modified instructional 
materials and activities

• Simplifying language 
and reading level

• Alternate activities, 
objectives, and 
assessments



Scaffolded Differentiated



5 Principles of Second 

Language Acquisition

1.Academic Language

2. Background Knowledge

3. Comprehensible Input

4. Interaction

5. Learning Strategies

• Levine, L. N., Lukens, L. & Smallwood, B. A. (2013). The GO TO strategies: Scaffolding options for teachers of English language learners, 
K-12. For Project EXCELL, a partnership between the University of Missouri- Kansas City and North Kansas City Schools, funded by the 
US Department of Education, PR Number T195N070316.



Principle 1- Academic     

Language

 Focus on academic language, 
literacy, and vocabulary.

 Teach the language and language 
skills required for content learning.



Vocabulary Scaffolds

• Word walls and 
personal 
dictionaries

• Small sets of high 
impact words

• Cards on a ring

• Explicit 
vocabulary 
instruction

• Pre-teach 
vocabulary

• Home language 
dictionaries and 
glossaries



Principle 2- Background

Knowledge

 Link background knowledge and   
culture to learning. 

 Explicitly plan and incorporate 
ways to engage students in thinking 
about and drawing from their life 
experiences and prior knowledge.



Prior Knowledge 

Scaffolds

• Language 
experience 
stories

• Side-by-Side 
texts

• Home language 
support

• Cognate 
knowledge

• Related texts

• Video

• Photo library



Principle 3-

Comprehensible Input

Increase comprehensible input and 
language output.

 Make meaning clear through 
visuals, demonstrations, and other 
means.

 Give students multiple 
opportunities to produce language.



Input and Output 

Scaffolds

• Graphic organizers

• Sentence starters 
and frames

• Purposeful student 
groupings

• Literature Circles

• Supplemental texts

• Questioning 
techniques



Principle 4- Interaction

 Promote classroom interaction.

 Engage students in using English 
to accomplish academic tasks.



Interaction Scaffolds

• Partner work

• Cooperative groups

• Reader’s Theater

• Games (I have, who has?)

• Project based learning

• Debates



Principle 5- Learning 

Strategies

Stimulate higher order thinking and 
the use of learning strategies.

 Explicitly teach thinking skills and 
learning strategies to develop 
English language learners as 
effective, independent learners.



Learning Strategies 

Scaffolds

• Read aloud-think 
aloud

• Anticipation guides

• Word learning 
strategies

• Writing process

• Guided Reading

• Shared reading and 
writing



Text 

Scaffolds

Summary

Vocabulary

Main ideas

Visuals

BackgroundOrganizers

Discussion

Outline

Connections



Activity

Scaffolding a text

You will work in groups to add scaffolds to a text

*****Remember, scaffolding is the use of 
strategies to make a text more comprehensible.  
It does not change the text.



Activity

Gallery Walk



Scaffolding

Were the 3 
scaffolding 

techniques you 
wrote down actually 

examples of 
scaffolding?



Lunch



Does it count as differentiated 
instruction if I print their worksheets 

on different colored paper?



2 out of 7



6 out of 7



?

Differentiation



What Do We Differentiate?

•Content

•Process

•Product

•Affect/Environment

Adapted from: Moon, T. R., & Tomlinson, C. A. (2013). Assessment and Student Success in a Differentiated Classroom. ASCD.



Content

The information and 
ideas that students 

grapple with to reach 
their learning goals.

Adapted from: Moon, T. R., & Tomlinson, C. A. (2013). Assessment and Student Success in a Differentiated Classroom. ASCD.



Content

•Alternate Texts

•Adapted Texts

•Audio or Video

•Guided choices



Process

How students take in 
and make sense of the 

content.

Adapted from: Moon, T. R., & Tomlinson, C. A. (2013). Assessment and Student Success in a Differentiated Classroom. ASCD.



Process

•Printed notes

•Audio or video

•Native language materials

•Choice boards

•Visual supports



Product

How students show what 
they know, understand, 

and can do.

Adapted from: Moon, T. R., & Tomlinson, C. A. (2013). Assessment and Student Success in a Differentiated Classroom. ASCD.



Product

•Oral response

•Pictorial response

•Language frames

•Performance tasks



Affect/ Environment

The climate and tone of 
the classroom

Adapted from: Moon, T. R., & Tomlinson, C. A. (2013). Assessment and Student Success in a Differentiated Classroom. ASCD.



Affect/Environment

•Small groups

•Lower student / teacher 
ratio

•More homogeneous

•Print rich environment

•Resource rich environment



How Do We Differentiate?



Know Your Students

• Proficiency Levels

• Language and Cultural Distance 

• Background Knowledge

• Cultural Concerns

• Emotional Concerns

• Special Needs

• Student Interests and Aversions



Proficiency Levels

• Level 1- Entering

• Level 2- Emerging

• Level 3- Transitioning

• Level 4- Expanding

• Level 5- Commanding



Language Distance

Afrikaans

Rumanian

Swedish

Easy to 

Learn

Difficult to 

Learn

French

Italian

Portuguese

Spanish

Farsi

Tagalog

Thai

Indonesian

Hebrew

Russian

Burmese

Hindi

Nepali

Greek

Vietnamese

Chinese

Arabic

Lao

Korean



Activity: Portrait of a Learner

• Use the given student description to create a 
poster.

• Include any details a teacher may need to 
know.

• Include what types of scaffolds and 
differentiation this student may benefit from. 



Differentiating Content

Alternate texts

Adapted texts



Adapting Texts

Step #1: Teacher must make decisions 
based on the objectives of the lesson

• What main ideas are important?

• What vocabulary is essential?

• What details are crucial?



Adapting Texts

Step #2:  Rewrite the Text

• Include all of the main ideas and details. 

• Use grammar and sentence structure familiar to 

students at their proficiency level.

• Make use of social language to introduce 

academic language.

• Define vocabulary in context.



Adapting Texts

• Step #3: Support the Text

• Add photos and illustrations

• Add text features (headings, graphs, 
sidebars, footnotes, etc.)

• Be aware of respectful appearance.



Adapting Texts

• Let’s look at “Amphibious Warfare.”

• The cane toad has become one of the most 
hated pests in Australia. 

• Introduced as part of a misguided attempt to 
control beetle infestation, the poisonous cane 
toad quickly supplanted its intended prey as 
one of the most destructive and hated 
creatures in Australia.



Activity: Adapting Texts

• Work with a partner to adapt the rest of 
the article for emerging and transitioning 
level 4th graders.



Differentiating Assessments

• Fewer questions

• More examples

• Visual supports

• Organizers

• Language Frames

• Oral responses

• Modified language

• Fewer choices

• Word banks

• Pictorial response

• Differentiated 
rubrics

• Choice boards

• Use of resources

• Translations

• Open book/notes

• Performance tasks



Level 1-

Entering

Level 2- Emerging Level 3-

Transitioning

Level 4-

Expanding

Level 5-

Commanding

A Detailed graphic 

representation 

showing 4 to 6 

details

Detailed graphic 

representation showing 

4 to 6 details

with 3 to 5 simple 

sentences

6 to 8 detailed 

sentences

2 to 3 

paragraphs

4 to 5 

paragraphs

B Detailed graphic 

representation 

showing 2 to 3 

details

Detailed graphic 

representation showing 

4 to 6 details

with 1 to 2 simple 

sentences

6 to 8 simple 

sentences

One detailed 

paragraph

2 to 3 

paragraphs

C Detailed graphic 

representation  of 

a single detail

Detailed graphic 

representation showing 

4 to 6 details

Detailed graphic 

representation 

showing 4 to 6 details

with 3 to 5 simple 

sentences

6 to 8 detailed 

sentences

One detailed 

paragraph

D Basic graphic 

representation

Detailed graphic 

representation showing 

2 to 3 details

Detailed graphic 

representation 

showing 4 to 6 details

6 to 8 simple 

sentences

6 to 8 detailed 

sentences

F Non 

representative 

graphic

Basic graphic 

representation  or a 

single detail

Graphic with less 

than 4 details

Less than 6 

simple 

sentences

Less than 6 

detailed 

sentences

Assignment:  Read and write a detailed summary of the article

Differentiated Rubric



Break



Stations Time

•6 stations  

•9 minutes each

•Rotate up

http://www.online-stopwatch.com/full-screen-stopwatch/
http://www.online-stopwatch.com/full-screen-stopwatch/


Activity

Time to put it all together

• Look back at the planning you did for the 
“Amphibious Warfare” lesson earlier.

• Expand your learner tasks section to include 
scaffolds and differentiation for 3 proficiency 
levels of ELLs.



?

Differentiation



Post-Assessment



Thank you for participating!

Please complete the evaluation form. We appreciate your feedback.

If you would like more information, feel free to contact us:

Mid-State RBERN

PO Box 4754

Syracuse, NY 13221

Phone (315)433-2664

http://rbern.ocmboces.org

rbern@ocmboces.org

http://rbern.ocmboces.org/
mailto:rbern@ocmboces.org

