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There is widespread agreement among ESL teachers that meaningful discussions can and should be a part of the educational experiences of ELL students. Discussions, in small and large groups, provide settings for ELL students to practice “voice” as they learn to contribute thoughts and ideas. For students from diverse cultures, discussions can be a place to overcome cultural barriers to classroom participation. It’s important to remember that students from any background can feel intimidated by the pace of a discussion or find it difficult to find voice in the classroom. Without singling out ELL students, classroom teachers can use discussions to support the learning and thinking of all students.  

Here are some concrete suggestions for helping ELL students find their voice in classroom discussions. 

1.
Work on promoting a “shared stewardship” for the success of ELL students in your classroom. Equitable participation of all students, regardless of language proficiency, cultural background, school engagement, or other factors should be the responsibility of the class as a whole. When the success of all students is seen as a shared classroom community responsibility, ELL students are no longer seen as a slowing down the learning or as “different” learners to be tolerated. Instead, ELL students can be viewed as fellow learners who might be less proficient in English but who have equally valuable ideas to contribute when made to feel a part of discussions.
2.
Do something to support literal understanding of the discussion topic before expecting ELL (or other students, for that matter) to feel comfortable participating in discussions. Create a word wall or do collaborative highlighting if using a reading or have each student write a question he/she hopes gets discussed.  Do these sorts of activities in pairs or small groups where each student can experiment with ideas and try out their voice in a safer setting.
3.
Use “whip arounds” to get all student voices into the conversation. This is a safe way for ELL students to initially use their voice. Beginning the discussion with a quick whip around can get everyone focused on the topic and let each student hear his or her voice in the public setting. The whip around should be something simple without requiring a great deal of analysis. The classroom teacher can share the whip around question with the ESL teacher in advance so students can think about a reply in advance. 

4.
Practice with discussion leads to better discussions! Amounts of participation should be expected to rise over time, but that can be a very gradual process as students gain comfort in discussions and overcome both language and cultural challenges. As appropriate, set attainable goals for contributing to classroom discussions.
5.
Plan to end the discussion with 5-10 minutes reserved for a go-around that asks this question: what is one idea you remember us talking about during the discussion? Post responses. If a student says “my idea was taken,” ask them which of the ideas posted they would have contributed if they had been first. This allows students to review what was discussed and to solidify new learnings from the discussion. 

6.
Making discussion sentence starters or “stems” explicit and practicing with them can be helpful to all students. Examples include:

Language to enter a conversation:


•What I was thinking is… 


•I’m not sure I agree with…


•I’d like to say…


•In my opinion…

Language for connecting and building ideas include:


•…relates to…


•…reminds me of…


•…connects to…


•…is similar to…

Phrases for asking a clarifying question include:


•Sorry, could you please repeat that?


•I’m not sure I understand. Could you please explain your idea further?


•Do you have any evidence to support that?


•What do you mean by​​​​​_____?

Additional sentence stems that have proved useful include:


•I agree with…and want to add…

•I’m not sure I understand what…said…


•Can someone explain what was just said…


•I’m confused about…

Post these on the classroom wall like a “word wall.”  When starting a discussion, remind students of the list and to use it as a resource. 

7.
Partnering with ESL support staff is critical to successfully integrating ELL students into classroom discussions. Keep your colleagues updated on pending discussion topics, the progress of ELL students, and goals they can help support. 
Many of the ideas presented here are a result of collaboration and work with Barb Kalis at the International School of Bangkok, Jennifer Douglas-Larsson at Boulder High School, and Isabelle Cordova at New Vista High School in Boulder, Colorado.
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