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Unit 4: Understanding the U.S. School System 
Students’ Guide 
LESSON 3: Understanding ESL and Special Education 

 
Content Objectives 

● Students understand the placement processes for English as a Second Language (ESL) and 
Special Education in U.S. schools. 

● Students analyze ESL and Special Education programs. 
 

Rights Objectives 
● Students become familiar with the right to an equitable education for U.S. school students 

with limited English proficiency and special needs. 
● Students discuss how to support ESL and Special Education students. 

 
Language Objectives 

● Students continue to build their language skills around rights. 
● Students practice reading, writing, and speaking in English. 

 
KEY VOCABULARY: 

 
Nouns Verbs Adjectives 

English Language Learner To read Special 

Special Education To receive (a service) Extra 

Disability To take (a test)  

Service To recommend  

Signature To sign (a paper)  

Test To write  

Help To meet  

Individualized Education 
Program (IEP) 

To need  
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LESSON ACTIVITIES: 

 
PART A) A Critical Look at ESL and Special Education Services 
 

Divide into two groups. One group will report back to the class about English as a Second 
Language and the other about Special Education. Each group should complete the activity that 
corresponds to their group topic. 

 
ESL Group 

 

Read the following story together and then respond to the questions listed below: 
 

My name is Dekah. I am 14 years old. I moved to the United 
States from Somalia 3 years ago. When I went to school for 
the first time, I took a test to see whether I was ready to 
learn at school in English. The test said that I could receive 
a special service called English as a Second Language, or 
ESL, to help me learn English. The school sent a paper 
home for my father to sign to let me be in ESL. He decided 
to sign it, and now I am in ESL. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: http://www.slideshare.net/naroseo/thesis-  
defense-draft-i 

 

In your group, discuss the following questions. 
o How did the school decide to recommend that Dekah receive ESL services? 
o Who gets to decide whether a student will be in ESL? 
o If you were Dekah's father, what would you want to know about the ESL program before 

signing the paper? 
 

Continue reading the story, and respond to the questions listed below: 
 

Because my dad signed the paper, I am in ESL at my school. I 
have a special class that I go to each day called ESL. Everyone 
in the class speaks a different language at home and is trying 
to learn English better. In my ESL class, the teacher has special 
training to work with English Language Learners (ELLs) like 
me. Some of my classes, like math and science, are a mix of 
ELLs and students who already speak English well. These 
classes are hard for me because I have to learn the math and 
science in English, which I still do not know very well. 

 
In your group, discuss the following questions. 

o How is Dekah's school helping her learn English? 
o What makes school hard for Dekah? 

 

 
Source:  
https://www.minnpost.com/sites/default/fil  
es/MiriamAdamNABAD640.jpg 

http://www.slideshare.net/naroseo/thesis-defense-draft-i
http://www.slideshare.net/naroseo/thesis-defense-draft-i
http://www.slideshare.net/naroseo/thesis-defense-draft-i
https://www.minnpost.com/sites/default/files/MiriamAdamNABAD640.jpg
https://www.minnpost.com/sites/default/files/MiriamAdamNABAD640.jpg
https://www.minnpost.com/sites/default/files/MiriamAdamNABAD640.jpg
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o If your group could change something about Dekah's ESL program, what would you change? 

 
Prepare to explain ESL to the other group. Pick two spokespersons for your group. The first 
spokesperson should explain who Dekah is and how she got into the ESL program at her school. 
The second spokesperson should explain what school is like for Dekah and what your group 
decided they would change about Dekah's ESL program. 

 
Special Education Group 

 
Read the following story together and then respond to the questions listed below: 

 
My name is Imran. I am 9 years old. I moved to the United States 
from Pakistan 1 year ago. When I went to school in the United 
States for the first time, I had trouble learning to read. When I 
looked at a word, it seemed like the letters would move around 
on the page. At first I thought that it was just because I was 
learning to read in English and English is a hard language to 
learn. My teacher thought that I might be having trouble 
learning to read for a different reason, so he had me take some 
tests with other staff at the school. The staff told me after the test 
that they thought I had a learning disability and could be put in 
Special Education. Special Education is not for people who are

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source:  
http://asdmagazinefall2010.wikispaces. 
com/Meet+Our+Staff 

not smart or do not work hard. It is for people like me who learn differently than other people and 
need extra help. 

 
In your group, discuss the following questions: 

 
o How did the school decide to recommend that Imran receive special education services? 

 
The school sent a paper home for my grandmother to sign to let me be in special 
education. She decided to sign it, and now I am in special education. My teachers 
met with my grandmother and me to write my IEP (Individualized Education 
Program). It's a plan for how teachers will help me learn. It is a legal document, 
which means that my teachers have to follow the plan. 

 
o Who gets to decide whether a student will be in special education? 
o What is an IEP? 
o If you were Imran's grandmother, what would you want to 

know about the special education program before signing the 
paper? 

Source: 
http://pakistanpaindabad.blogspo  
t.com/2007/06/bapsi-sidhwa-i-  
wrote-naturally-about.html 

https://www.minnpost.com/sites/default/files/MiriamAdamNABAD640.jpg
https://www.minnpost.com/sites/default/files/MiriamAdamNABAD640.jpg
https://www.minnpost.com/sites/default/files/MiriamAdamNABAD640.jpg
https://www.minnpost.com/sites/default/files/MiriamAdamNABAD640.jpg
http://pakistanpaindabad.blogspot.com/2007/06/bapsi-sidhwa-i-wrote-naturally-about.html
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Continue reading the story, and respond to the questions listed below: 
 

Because my grandmother signed the paper, I am in special education at my school. I have a class that I 
go to each day that is only for people in special education. There are all kinds of students in my class. 
Some people have physical disabilities, like John who cannot see very well. Other people have other 
disabilities, like Raúl, who has trouble paying attention and sitting down for a long time. In my special 
education class, the teacher has special training to work with people who learn differently. 

 
Some of my other classes, like math and science, are called inclusion classes. They are mixed of special 
education students and regular students. The teachers in these classes have special training to help me 
by making changes in the class and following my IEP. 

 
In your group, discuss the following questions. 

• How is Imran's school helping him to learn? 
• What other kinds of help do you think Imran needs at school? 

 
Pick two spokespersons for your group. The first spokesperson should get ready to explain who 
Imran is and how and why he got into the Special Education program at his school. The second 
spokesperson should explain what school is like for Imran and what other kinds of help your 
group thinks he needs. 

 
Part B) Group Discussion 
 

If you are a spokesperson, share with the class what your group discussed. All members of the 
class should feel free to ask questions after the presentation. If enough time remains, the class 
may also choose to discuss the following questions: 

 
o What challenges do immigrant children who are receiving ESL or Special Education services 

face that non-immigrant children would not face? 
o How can we, as members of our communities, support students who are in ESL or Special 

Education and their parents? 
 
PART C) Reflections 
 

As a class, discuss your answers to the following questions, considering your experiences and 
the lesson activities: 

 
o What is the most interesting or important thing you learned about ESL and special 

education during the lesson? 
o What questions or concerns about U.S. schools would you like to raise with your children, a 

teacher, a school staff member, or another adult, such as a fellow parent, in light of the 
lesson? 

o How would you bring up a question or concern you have about ESL or special education to 
your child? A teacher? Another adult you trust? 
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