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Thesis Abstract
This study is an examination of a student in a moderate/severe classroom who is
nonverbal, and an English language learner. It tells the story of how one student responded to
specifically designed instructional strategies to acquire knowledge and communicate.
The study answered the question: “What happens when ‘auditory primary language –
meaning both a language different than English, and a language different than English and oral’
– is used for both instruction and directions with a child identified as nonverbal and both an
English Language Learner (ELL) and in Moderate/Severely Special Education? The participant
in this study was a non-verbal English learner with a diagnosis of autism instructed by a
credentialed moderate/severe teacher, instructional assistant, and a bilingual instructional
assistant to speak in the student’s primary language when needed.
Results indicated more correct responses when instruction or direction was provided in
student’s primary language, which was; Spanish, although there were some challenges related to
Spanish dialects, differential gestures that accompanied instructions to the student, alternative
weekly teacher schedules, medication variability, and intermittent student attendance and
behavior. Data was also collected on the use of pictures to assist with learning and
communication. Results using pictures as a part of instruction as well as a means for the student
to communicate their needs were mixed. The student utilizes an interactive device which has a
communication application downloaded. The communication application consists of picture
icons labelled with the English word above the picture.
Keywords: students with moderate and /severe disabilities, English language learner, use of
primary language in instruction, picture support in instruction
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Context
This study takes place in a suburban Southern California middle school in a special day
class (SDC). The setting is identified as a severely handicapped classroom and consists of
eleven students. An eighth grade male identified on the autism spectrum is the focus of this
study. This student is nonverbal, meaning unable to use speech, and has limited literacy in the
English language. Exhibited behaviors in the classroom are climbing on furniture, running,
refusing to enter the classroom, and biting. The behaviors appear for task avoidance, to engage
in play, or to meet a sensory need. Limited instruction occurs when behaviors escalate. When
the student is unable to focus on academic instruction, the instructional focus shifts to more
appropriate behaviors and the need to communicate his wants or needs using picture symbols.
When first working with this particular student; the critical importance of determining the
best way for this student’s individual learning needs to be met became apparent. Understanding
why the student exhibited inappropriate behaviors was an essential step to best utilize teaching
time. A combination of the student’s lack of English literacy and his sensory needs; resulted in
limited academic instruction and inappropriate behavior. Various approaches were attempted,
and research was required to understand what other educators in the moderate/severe classroom
have found to be appropriate instructional strategies that ensured successful learning. As a
special education teacher for moderate and severe, it became apparent that this researcher needed
to understand what the best instructional practices are that are available for students with these
learning challenges.
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In order to begin to understand this student, it became necessary to answer, “What is
autism? Who is affected by autism?” Rao and Gage (2006) state,
Autism is a life-long, complex developmental disorder that cause
impairment in the way individuals process information. Autism belongs to
heterogeneous categories of development disabilities where neurological
disorders lead to deficits in a child’s ability to communicate, understand language,
play, develop social skills, and relate to others (p.26).

As Park (2014) notes, “Children with autism already struggle with developing social and
emotional connections with others” (p.123). With the difficulty of processing information,
communicating, and socialization, it is challenging for those who are involved with the student to
work with, interact, communicate, and understand him or her.
Research Question
What teaching strategies are effective when instructing lessons for a student with a
moderate to severe cognitive delay who is nonverbal with limited English comprehension? What
happens when a student’s primary language – both auditory home language and nonverbal
communication in the form of picture symbols or gestures are used for instruction and direction?
Research Plan
The research plan started with a literature search of English learners with disabilities, and
students who have been diagnosed with autism. The search focused on finding instructional
strategies for students with autism, for nonverbal students, and for English Language Learners.
In the search, keywords such as moderate/severe disability, cognitive delay, English language
learner, classroom, nonverbal communication, primary language, and strategies were used. A
number of discussions with other educators with similar students were conducted to learn what
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they believe works in educating students who are nonverbal, English language learners in a
moderate/severe classroom.
The subject of this study, Eduardo (a pseudonym), was selected due to access by the
researcher who is also his teacher, and the need to learn what instructional strategies work best
for helping him reach both academic and behavior goals.
The study began with what other research has been done on effective instructional
strategies for the students who are diagnosed with a severe learning disability and identified as
an ELL. From that search, two strategies were selected to use in the classroom: student’s
auditory primary language and picture symbols. Since the researcher is also the teacher in this
classroom, it was decided to complete this study as a practitioner/researcher.
During the course of this study, this researcher came across obstacles that needed to be
overcome. One obstacle was the student’s behavior and lack of attention to instructors. Eduardo
had days in which he needed more sensory breaks, so little instruction was done and data was
more challenging to collect on the daily check off list and/or goal sheets. Also, Eduardo needed
two staff instructors during some behavioral situations such as running and climbing on
furniture. The journal entries for some days were short; and not specific, and; at other times
were filled with frustration over the lack of progress overcoming barriers to reaching goals.
Another obstacle was parents’ inconsistency of bringing student to school at the same time each
day. Eduardo was not sleeping at night, so the parents were letting him sleep in; thus, he did not
have the same start time each school day. This issue was addressed at an Individualized
Education Plan (IEP) meeting and the father agreed to bring Eduardo to school each day between
9 - 9:30. This researcher also learned near the end of the data collection that the parents had
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taken their son off his medication without doctor consent. It cannot be determined when
Eduardo was or was not on medication during the data collection for this study.
Reviewing data collected for this study, it became apparent how well using the student’s
primary auditory language and the established means of communication in pictures benefitted the
student’s learning.
Definitions of terms:
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD): “Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a
group of developmental disabilities that can cause significant social, communication and
behavioral challenges.” (http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/index.html)
English Language Learner(ELL): “Students who are 3-21 years of age, are enrolled or
about to enroll in public school, and/or whose first language is a language other than English,
which creates difficulties in the areas of reading, writing, speaking, and understanding the
English language (NCLB, 2002)” (Rivera, 2011, 12).
Individualized Education Plan (IEP): “The IEP is a firm, legally binding commitment
of resources” in which the “resources range widely from basic to specialized services and
supports” (Snell & Brown, 2011, 112). An IEP addresses the following: “unique needs and
characteristics” (p.112) based on student assessments, “present levels of performance” (p.112),
“educational services” (p.112), and “annual goals and objectives” (p.112).
Intellectual Disability (ID): “Intellectual disability is a disability characterized by
significant limitations in both intellectual functioning and adaptive behavior which covers many
everyday social and practical skills. This disability originates before the age of 18.”
(http://aaidd.org/intellectual-disability/definition#VQXPGyx0wdU).
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Severely Handicapped (SH) and Moderate/Severe Disability: People “who require
ongoing support in one or more major life activities in order to participate in an integrated
community and enjoy a quality of life similar to that available to all citizens” (Snell and Brown,
2011, p.2).
Special Day Class (SDC): Educational program designed for students with disabilities
who need adaptive, specialized instruction.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Schools today include students with a wide range of abilities. Students range from the
gifted and talented to those with severe intellectual delays. Some of these are students whose
auditory primary language is other than English may acquire English as a second or a third
language while receiving academic instruction in English. Further, oral language may not be the
primary form of communication for students in a moderate/severe classroom. Nonverbal
students may instead use gestures and pictures as their means to communicate to another. In the
spirit of providing the best education to all students, how might educators more effectively meet
the learning needs of all children; more specifically, how do educators meet the unique
educational needs of students who have both moderate/severe cognitive impairment and are
learning English or communicating nonverbally?
Best practice may be to offer instruction in the student’s auditory primary language and
to incorporate pictures as in the case of the student at the heart of this study, who communicate
with pictures. To address the issue, we turn to several areas of literature in this review.
WIDA, which originally stood for Wisconsin, Delaware, Arkansas but no longer uses the
acronym, mission is to “advance[s] academic language development and academic achievement
for linguistically diverse students through high quality standards, assessments, research, and
professional development for educators” (Mission, para 1). WIDA expresses the importance of
using pictures for assessing students’ knowledge. The website states along with providing a
table,
The test is based on Alternate Model Performance Indicators (AMPIs), which
provide expectations of what students should be able to process and produced at a
given Alternate ELP [English language Proficiency] level. To accommodate the
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three Alternate ELP levels (i.e., Initiating, Exploring, Engaging), AMPIs were
developed for each language domain, standard, and grade-level cluster.
Table 2.1 Alternate Model Performance Indicators (AMPIs) and Alternate ELP
Levels (https://www.wida.us/assessment/alternateaccess.aspx)
9-12 Language of

Level A1

Level A2

Level A3

Science

Initiating

Exploring

Engaging

AMPI

Attend to labeled

Match pictures

Locate single

pictures related to

with science

components of

science

vocabulary

data from

words

everyday sources
represented in
tables

Reading
Example
Alternate
Assessment
Activities

Teacher presents

Teacher presents

Teacher presents

student with labeled

student with

student with

pictures of weather

three pictures

weather forecast

conditions. Student

depicting

from newspaper

attends to the

weather

and asks “What

pictures by

conditions.

day will it be

demonstrating eye

Student matches

rainy?” Student

gaze, making

the pictures to

indicates correct

sounds, etc.

the correct words day.
(e.g., sun, cloud,

snow).
(Alternate Model Performance Indicators, paragraph 1).
Rao and Gagie (2006) ask “Why use visual supports?” and provide the following
explanations:
They are a part of everyone’s communication system.
They can attract and hold a student’s attention.
They enable the student to focus on the message and reduce anxiety.
They make abstract concepts more concrete for the student.
They help the student express his or her thoughts. (p. 26)
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Visual supports provide students a means of communication, to teach, and as Rao and
Gagie (2006) refer to Hodgdon a, “student with autism the freedom to engage in life,
regardless of his or her impairment in communication” (27).
As an educator, it is necessary to facilitate learning for each student. To instruct a
nonverbal ELL in a moderate/severe classroom, appropriate instructional strategies must be
implemented to ensure successful learning of functional skills. Rivera (2011) expresses it as,
“Ultimately, this means that ELL who have a moderate to severe intellectual disability (ID) are
less likely to receive effective literacy instruction that is needed to provide them with future
academic and functional life skill success” (p. 16).
In a search for information regarding the ELL in a moderate/severe classroom Kemper
(2012) asserts, “No research exists on the outcome of these interventions when applied to
participants that have been diagnosed with a severe intellectual delay, are nonverbal, and are
ELL” (p. 1). Some additional questions by Rivera (2011) further the need for identifying best
instructional practices for these specific students. Rivera asks, “(a) What instructional methods
are best to use when teaching vocabulary to these students (b) does primary language instruction
lead to faster acquisition of English vocabulary words compared to English only instruction?”
(p.9)
Park (2014) mentions, “Clinicians and educators often recommend that bilingual parents
expose their children with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) to only one language, despite the
fact that there is limited research on bilinguals and children with ASD (Seung, Siddiqi, & Elder,
2206)” (p.122). Park continues to stress how few studies address bilingualism and children with
ASD. (p. 126).
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Baker (2011) expresses, “More recent research shows that dual language development is
a positive experience for bilingual children with language learning difficulties” (p. 344).

Park

(2014) also states, “Research has shown that bilingual children tend to have stronger cognitive
and linguistic abilities in such areas as concept formation and metalinguistic awareness than do
their monolingual peers” (p.122). Park continues to refer to, “another study, conducted by Lange
et al. (2011), found that a young child with ASD from a Spanish-speaking household followed
instructions more often and exhibited fewer undesirable behaviors when receiving treatment in
Spanish compared to when she was treated in English” (p.126). The student who is an ELL will
learn best when instruction and activities are in the home language because “unless children with
disabilities develop native language competence, they will most likely have problems learning a
second language and will experience difficulty with cognitive development well” (Artiles, 2002,
p4).
A preliminary review of the literature revealed four themes pertaining to students who are
both ELL and moderate/severe cognitively disabled: background, factors, assessment, and
strategies.
Background
Principles and background focuses on teachers’ and students’ knowledge and experiences
in regards to culture, environment, and skills. A student, even one who is nonverbal, comes to
school with knowledge of the auditory primary language used at home. The student comes to
school with the skills to understand the auditory primary language.
Hoover and Patton (2005) states, “…educators must differentiate curriculum and
instruction to successfully meet the diverse educational needs of ELLs. …curriculum
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modification requires knowledge and understanding of its process and potential benefits to ELLs
with special needs” (p. 234). Students with a moderate to severe disability tend to lack the same
experiences of their typical peers and are less likely to receive literacy instruction at a young age.
Realizing the background information about these particular students will assist the teacher in
identifying learner needs and implement best practices for teaching. An important tool to enrich
teaching is to bring in a student’s Funds of Knowledge (González, Moll, & Amanti 2005). The
authors state, “The concept of funds of knowledge,…, is based on a simple premise: people are
competent, they have knowledge, and their life experiences have given them that knowledge” (p.
ix, x). The idea is for teachers to take on the role of “researchers and learners” (p.x) and visit
their students’ households to discover the families’ knowledge. The teacher can incorporate the
families’ knowledge into the classroom as a valuable instructional tool. Educators need to have
students who are in moderate/severe classroom that are ELL reach their fullest potential in life
by preparing them to live as independently as possible. In order for teachers to achieve this,
Kemper (2012) suggests, “students with severe intellectual disabilities who speak another
language at home may be more successful in developing academic skills if some of their
instruction builds on preexisting home knowledge” (p. 54). It is suggested the language a family
is speaking at home be incorporated into the classroom as a valuable teaching strategy.
Teachers may benefit from utilizing what the student already knows. A student, the
parents, and the community have a wealth of knowledge the teacher can use to enhance
instruction. González, Moll, & Amanti (2005) suggest,
Using such knowledge within the curriculum can help build constructive
relationships between teachers, students, and parents” Utilizing the knowledge
from the home in the classroom they also feel that it “provides an alternative to
the deficit model of instruction (p. 168).
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Collaboration between parents and teacher is a valuable teaching resource that will improve
instruction and student performance.
Since oral primary language is one part of a student’s background, culture, environment,
and experiences, it could be considered a valuable instructional tool to utilize during instruction
and direction of a student whose auditory primary language is other than English.
The instruction must relate to the students’ background, culture, environment, and
experiences in order for the students to exhibit a willingness to learn and demonstrate
comprehension in the instruction given and the material used. (Hoover & Patton, 2005) A
student’s auditory primary language is part of their background and knowledge which may
provide the educator with the means to instruct and direct the student who is nonverbal, moderate
to severe cognitive impairment, and an ELL. As Artiles & Ortiz (2002) also state, “ELLs learn
best with learning activities that build on their home language and culture” (p.4).
Student Factors
The background of students leads into the notion of student assets. This includes,
knowledge of the student needs consideration as well as their oral proficiency, cognitive ability,
age of immigration, socioeconomic status, educational history, and the similarities/differences of
the student’s primary and secondary language. (Kemper, 2012).
Educators need to have an understanding of a student’s oral proficiency, in other words,
in what spoken language does the student best comprehend? The auditory primary language is
part of the student; it is their background, their culture, and plays an important factor in their
education. Zentella (2005) expresses that, “Even before children learn to speak, they begin to
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learn the rules for becoming a competent member of their society through the language(s) of
their caregivers” (p.15).
Another student factor that comes into play when teaching students who are ELL,
identified as having a moderate to severe disability, and how language is spoken with young
children when socializing. Do the families use situation centered (S-C) or child-centered (C-C)
when speaking with the young children? (Zentella, 2005, p. 17)
Zentella (2005) describes S-C speaking as how “families do not simplify their speech to
children or expand their children’s speech” (p. 17). The children are spoken to as
“conversational equals” (p. 17). In the case of C-C, families do simplify and expand upon their
speech and child’s speech; in other words, families use baby talk when conversing with infants
and young children. For educators to have an understanding on how families speak with their
child at home may assist the educator in teaching the nonverbal ELL student who also has a
moderate/severe cognitive ability.
Understanding a family’s usage of oral language may better equip educators with best
instructional practices. The educators may know what oral primary receptive language words or
phrases are commonly used with the student, and can incorporate that wording or phrasing into
instruction for the student to achieve a higher level of comprehension and increase vocabulary.
An example of this language exchange occurs during an informal observation by a teacher while
watching another teacher and a student. The student informs the teacher, “I need to go pee,”
because the student needs to go to the restroom, which is the way his family has taught him how
to express his needs. The teacher then asks the student, “Do you need to go to the restroom?”
The student responds “yes,” the teacher then replies, “You need to use the restroom. OK, let’s
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go to the restroom.” If the student had answered “no” to the initial question, the teacher can
reply with, “You do not need to go to the restroom?”
When working with students who have moderate to severe cognitive abilities, and who
are English learners, time to learn a second language needs consideration. A typical ELL student
can develop his social second language in 2-3 years and use it academically in 5-7 years
(Kemper, 2012, p.11; Nieto, 2010, p.121). A student who has a moderate to severe disability and
is an ELL will need more time to comprehend and utilize the second language; however,
according to Baker (2011) students can, “reach functional levels of proficiency in two languages
according to their abilities” (p. 345). Even though more time is needed for language acquisition,
knowing the factors the student is working with (how language is spoken, cognitive ability, and
oral proficiency) will assist instruction, promote student learning, and enhance comprehension.
Strategies
In order to incorporate various teaching strategies to best meet the needs of students who
are ELL and are identified as having a moderate to severe disability, Ortiz (2001), suggests to
include the following: “a shared knowledge base, recognition of the student’s native language,
collaborative school-community relationships, academically rich programs, and effective
instruction, (p. 1). Ortiz explains each factor,
Shared Knowledge Base: “Teachers must share a common philosophy and
knowledge base relative to the education of students learning English.”
Recognition of Students’ Native Language: “School staff should understand that
native language instruction provides the foundation for achieving high levels of
English proficiency. Language development should be the shared responsibility
of all teachers.”
Collaborative School-Community Relationships: “Parents of students learning
English must be viewed as capable advocates for their children and as valuable
resources in school improvement efforts.”
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Academically Rich Programs: “Students learning English must have
opportunities to learn advanced skills in comprehension, reasoning, and
composition and have access to curricula and instruction that integrate basic skill
development with higher order thinking and problem solving (Ortiz & Wilkinson,
1991).”
Instruction: “Teachers should employ strategies known to be effective with
English learners.” (p.1)
Rivera (2011) states, “language of instruction for English language learners with
moderate intellectual disabilities is a critical element in their overall literacy experience” (p. 81).
It is necessary for a teacher to recognize the native language of his/her students. Primary
language instruction is necessary for this population of students in addition to adaptations for
those students who are nonverbal. As Ortiz (2001) states, “Most learning problems can be
prevented if students are in positive school and classroom contexts that accommodate individual
differences” (p. 1).
Hoover & Patton (2005) write,
“Educators must differentiate curriculum and instruction to successfully meet the
diverse educational needs of ELLs. …, curriculum modification requires
knowledge and understanding of its process and potential benefits to Ells with
special needs” (p.234).

Using the knowledge a student already has to facilitate instruction is one strategy to
incorporate into the classroom. By bringing in materials the student is already familiar is the
foundation for learning where more knowledge can be built upon that foundation. Artiles and
Ortiz (2002) found that “ELLs learn best when learning activities that build on their home
language and culture” (p. 4) as a background knowledge and foundation.
Another strategy is bilingual intervention: teach using home language as well as English.
One can provide instruction in English and clarify any misunderstanding in a student’s auditory
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primary language. This intervention provides, as Baker (2011) describes, an “education that
allows them to start and continue learning in their first language. The second language is
nurtured as well, so as to ensure the development of bilinguals who can operate in mainstream
society” (p. 346). If the teacher is bilingual, in English and student’s auditory primary language,
instruction can be provided in the student’s auditory primary language along with English being
included in the delivery of instruction.
In Baker’s (2011) view “Many special needs bilingual children will benefit from
bilingual provision rather than monolingual education” (p. 344). Nieto (2010) believes, “the
most effective programs for language minority students points to the benefit of native language
development” and continues by referring to writings by Cummins; Thomas & Collier, “Students
generally need between 5-7 years to make a successful transition from their native language to
English (Cummins 1981; Thomas & Collier 1997)” (p. 121). Nieto goes on to provide findings
from studies over the years that support the need for bilingual instruction and how student
achievement improved.
Zentella (2005) states, “dual-language or two-way bilingual programs can promote high
levels of language and academic achievement” by referring to writings and studies by Christian,
Monotone, Lindholm, & Carranza, 1997; Lindhom-Leary, 2001; McEachern, 2000, Pérez, 2004;
Thomas & Collier, 1997 (p.16). Providing bilingual education is a more effective approach to
teaching a student whose auditory primary language is other than English. González, Moll, &
Amanti (2005) state, “We were able to show that students relegated to low-level reading lessons
in English were capable of much more advanced work, once provided with the strategic support
of Spanish in making sense of text” (p.4).
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Collaborating with families and the community in order to provide best teaching practices
is an important strategy to bring into the classroom and school. By inviting parents and the
community to work with us as educators and come into the classroom, we are providing, as
González, Moll, & Amanti (2005) express:
“multiple opportunities to transcend the classroom and tap the social life and
funds of knowledge of the surrounding communities, including classroom
visits in which parents (and others) contribute their living knowledge and
experience to the academic task of the students” (p.284).

Using pictures is another valuable teaching tool for effective instruction. A student may
not be able to read the word or comprehend the word being spoken; however, a picture
representing the word can clarify meaning and increase vocabulary. For example, a student may
not know the meaning when he or she hears “sit down” but the student will know what was
stated when he/she is shown a picture of a person sitting down. To improve understanding and
increase vocabulary, the instructor can show the picture while saying, “Sit down” in English and
stating, “Siéntate” in Spanish.
Rao and Gagie (2006) mention the importance of pictures in their article,
Learning Through Seeing and Doing Visual Supports for Children with Autism. They
cite, “Janzen, [1996] emphasized the importance of providing visual support that is
essential so that the student with autism can process the whole message.” (p.26). Picture
symbols are a visual support thus may help students, “acquire a functional means of
communication” (p.28).
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Why should educators use picture symbols for visual support with instruction and
communication? Rao and Gagie (2006) refer to other studies promoting the use of
picture symbols since, “visual supports have been successfully used to teach children
with autism literacy skills (Broun, 2004; Kluth & Darmody-Latham, 2003), to cook
(Ortho, 2003), to encourage positive behavior (Crozier & Sileo, 2005) to provide activity
schedules using computers and video (Kimball, Kinney, Taylor & Stromer, 2004) and for
signaling activity change and transitions (Dettmer et all., 2000, Schmit, Alper, Raschke,
& Ryndak, 2000)” (p. 27). An important factor to acknowledge on why pictures are a
valuable tool for students who are nonverbal, moderate/severe, and an ELL is that
“…visual supports allow the student with autism the freedom to engage in life…” (Rao &
Gagie, 2006, p. 27).
Picture symbols and instruction in the student’s auditory primary language may
provide the techniques educators need to educate their students. “It is critical for all
educators to arm themselves with research-based assessment procedures and instructional
techniques to enable these students to reach their maximum learning potential, thereby
facilitating their success in school and beyond” (Hart, 2009, p. 202).
Assessment
Proper assessment is the driving force behind instruction. Peréz (2004) describes it as,
“The main purpose for assessment is to provide the student and the teacher with information to
help make decisions about learning opportunities and to better understand individual students’
learning” (p. 362).
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With obtained knowledge, educators need to have a look at ELL’s assessments. It is
important to pay attention when identifying the learner, how he/she should receive instruction,
and how they perform on the assessments. In addition, assessment of student’s language,
knowing in what language the assessment is given, and what assessment technique is applied, all
these facts need to be considered to properly place the student.
With what needs to be considered, Delpit (2006) suggests, “We cannot presume to
develop any assessment that will be fair and equitable unless great efforts are made to include the
culturally influenced perspectives of diverse communities” (p.144), and it has to be a proper
assessment for an ELL who is also identified as having a moderate to severe disability.
When it comes to proper assessment of a learner, it is imperative that “We should pay
some attention to more dynamic forms of assessment that seek to measure children’s learning
potential” (González, Moll, & Amanti, 2005, p. 66). In order to measure the student’s learning
potential, the person assessing the student should be “actively participating in the teaching of
skills to the examinee” (González, Moll, & Amanti, 2005, p. 66).
The assessor should use language sampling of the student. The student samples ought to
be collected across various contexts and done when interacting with the student. When assessing
using language sampling, it is necessary to be aware and sensitive to linguistic differences (Hart,
2009, p. 198).
Many of the students who fall under moderate to severe and ELL have limited oral
vocabulary or are nonverbal. Some of the students communicate through sign language,
pictures, or an alternative and augmentative communication (AAC) device. (Snell & Brown,
2011). These alternate forms of language could be from the students’ primary language. It is
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beneficial for the teacher and student to recognize and utilize the student’s primary language
during instruction or for clarification of directions.
A technique similar to language sampling, a narrative analysis is also necessary. Hart
(2009) describes narrative analysis as criterion-referenced, in which the assessor is able to
establish what the learner knows, compare it with other works by the student, and establish the
criteria for what the student needs to achieve (p.198).
This criteria will provide a baseline and some idea of what the student knows, is able to
do, and how communicates most effectively. The goal establishes the criteria of what the student
is to achieve. The baseline and goal combined provides the information needed in order to
compare the works of one student with other students. The teacher may have a valuable resource
in her classroom by utilizing the baseline, goal, and comparisons to create individual lessons and
provide appropriate, individualized instruction for each student, in a language they are able to
understand.
Overall when assessing a student who is an ELL and identified as having a moderate to
severe disability, it is necessary to “provide evaluation in both L1 [primary language] and
English that are nondiscriminatory (Artiles & Ortiz, 2002, p. 5). A student’s language needs
consideration when assessing a student, whether it is nonverbal or speaking another language
than what is spoken in the classroom.
Realizing that “the goals of assessment are for the most part, the goals for instruction”
enables the teacher to align what the student knows, what the student needs to know, and in what
situations the student learns best. (Peréz, 2004, 362)
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Conclusion
Knowing the student, the strategies that have worked with similar students, and the
assessment style may deepen the teacher’s understanding of the learner and his/her learning
needs, which is based on specific information about the learner. This enables teachers to apply
appropriate strategies that may result in implementing successful instructional strategies. An
accomplished teacher may recognize what needs to be done for a specific student, keeping in
mind the behavior of student and/or classroom, appropriate language of instruction, and what
constitutes best practices in the field. It is suggested that instruction ought to be based on the
individual learner’s needs.
The student identified as an ELL with a moderate to severe intellectual disability in a
moderate/severe classroom may benefit from auditory primary language instruction in addition
to usage of picture symbols as a means as instructional strategies to facilitate learning and
instruction.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
This study was completed to meet the requirement of writing a thesis based on personal research.
Introduction to the study: I am a graduate student of Cal State San Marcos and am working on
determining effective teaching strategies that will improve instructional practice for nonverbal
students with a moderate to severe intellectual disability in a moderate/severe classroom whose
primary auditory language is other than English, as well as utilizing picture symbols as a means
to communicate with others.
Research Design Overview
This is a study designed to determine which instructional strategies work best for ELL’s
who receive educational services in a moderate/severe classroom. The method of choice is
practitioner research because of the dual role of the researcher/teacher in the classroom and the
need to establish best instructional practices for a student who is identified as moderate/severe
along with being identified as an ELL. This study involves the researcher to practice the
strategies that are included in this study and are currently being implemented in the classroom to
further understand if the strategies being utilized can be suggested as best practice for a student
who has a moderate to severe intellectual disability, in a moderate to severe classroom, and
identified as an ELL.
As Shagoury & Power (2012) state, “When you become a teacher-researcher, you
become your own most important tool” (p. 118). As the researcher and the teacher in the
classroom that is the focus of this study, the need to do practitioner research became apparent.
The strategies suggested in this study are current instructional strategies being implemented in
other classrooms as possible best practice to meet an individual’s learning needs. Data collection
is a part of daily practice in this educational setting. Booth, Colomb, & Williams (2008) ask,
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“What is research?” and their response is, “In the broadest terms, we do research whenever we
gather information to answer a question that solves a problem” (p. 10). The question in this
study is, what teaching strategies are effective when instructing lessons for a student with a
moderate to severe cognitive delay who is nonverbal with limited English comprehension? What
happens when a student’s primary language – both auditory home language and nonverbal
communication in the form of picture symbols or gestures are used for instruction and direction?
As an educator in this situation, it has become apparent that there is a need to know
strategies to best educate students in this context. One may be identification and use of a
students’ primarily language or means of communication during instruction including Spanish
and implementing picture symbols and gestures as part of instruction and communication. It is
hoped that what we learn from this study will be applicable to others in a similar situation.

Setting and Participants
Setting
This study takes place at Good Middle school (a pseudonym), which is located in a
Southern California suburban school district near a major metropolitan area. The school consists
of 1,094 students. Good Middle School currently is serving 37 ELLs. The number of special
education students at this site would not be disclosed. Of the 37 ELLs identified, 18 are special
education students. Ten students in sixth grade, six students in seventh grade, and two students
in eighth grade are dually tagged as special education and ELL.
A Special Day Class (SDC) of severely handicapped students is utilized for the purpose
of this study. Students in this SDC spend the majority of the school day in the classroom, except
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for lunch and a class for inclusion, which is physical education or music. A few days of the
week, the SDC students also are responsible for a job in the cafeteria.
A peer buddy program is implemented at this site. The peer buddy program provides
students from the general education to participate in the SDC classroom. The general education
students assist the SDC students by working on various instruction in the areas of functional
academics: math, reading, functional life skills such as: socialization, leisure, behavior, and
communication. Each class period, students from the general education population come into
this self-contained classroom to work on SDC students’ goals and work on social skills.
Participant
One student is the main focus for this study. The student, Eduardo, receives one-on-one
instruction and is currently unable to participate in any inclusion classes, lunch with his general
education peers, or in the cafeteria job. On most days, a peer buddy is able to work with this
student. On days the student is exhibiting escalated behaviors, especially biting, peer buddies are
not allowed to work with him for student safety.
This setting was selected due to access along with wanting to better meet the student’s
educational needs. In addition, it was recently determined that data needed to be collected to
determine if a goal on his Individual Educational Plan (IEP) is adequately meeting a functional
life skill educational need in the area of receptive language.
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Instruments/Measures
Data was collected by teacher and an instructional assistant – aide in the classroom, while
working with the ELL student in a moderate/severe classroom. For the purpose of this study, a
bilingual instructional assistant instructed a lesson while teacher/researcher or aide collected
data. It should be noted that even though data was collected daily, this researcher only taught in
the classroom every other week.
One form of data collection consisted of a daily check off list. The daily check off list
provides a record of the daily activities Eduardo is to work on. As each item is worked on, the
task is checked off along with any written notes that are important to include. Possible notes
written include his arrival time to school, time in and out of classroom, time spent crying, time
spent on a task, one-step directions he followed, correctly identified pictures, and which pictures
the student navigated to for greeting another person. This check off list is currently in place for
the classroom as one form of data collection.
Observations by teacher, staff, and student peers was recorded on daily check off sheet or
behavior sheet that was kept by the student’s work area. The original daily check off sheet is
kept at school and a copy is sent home to inform the parents. The original is kept at school as a
tool to monitor and collect data on his goals and behavior. A copy is sent home so the parents
can see what Eduardo worked on or did not work on at school as well as to monitor the child’s
behavior.
Eduardo also has a data collection sheet for each goal on his Individualized Education
Plan (IEP). On a weekly basis, throughout the school year, data is collected on how Eduardo
performed on each goal. A (+) is used when student answers correctly or a (-) when the student
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answers incorrectly. The teacher also spoke in the student’s primary language of Spanish when
working with student. Data was collected by an instructional assistant or a teaching colleague.
All instructions used pictures, regardless if verbal instruction was provided in English or
Spanish.
The student data collection sheets were also part of the student’s IEP goals. The same set
of data sheets were used for this study, noting on the data sheet when instruction was provided in
Spanish. Data collected was based on Eduardo’s personalized goals. Some IEP goals have a (+)
or (-) for response to identify if he correctly or incorrectly identified the answer or completed the
task. Other IEP goals had level of prompt needed for response: (I – independent, P – physical,
M – model, V – verbal, G – gestural, R – refusal). This form of data collection designed to track
how the student progresses or does not progress on a goal, as well as identify what prompt level
was needed for student to achieve success on the goal.
In addition to student goal data collection sheets and daily check off lists, data collection
occurred over a period of three weeks for specific commands for following directions, which
were stated in English and Spanish. Commands to follow were stated in Eduardo’s primary
language and in English. The predetermined commands most often used with Eduardo are as
follows: bathroom, put on shoes, get backpack, hands down, put feet down, here, look, sit down.
On occasion, other commands were stated and written down if possible, such as: pull up pants
and pick up.
It was noted using (-) if the student did not follow command or a (+) if the student did
comply in a column labeled with the language the command was stated. Collection was
completed for specific commands to determine if Eduardo was more successful following
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directions when told in his auditory primary language or in auditory secondary language, or
using pictures or gestures.
A research journal was used for an end of the day reflection about instructional strategies.
The journal included statements on what went well, what did not, and thoughts on what should
be done differently were noted in a daily journal entry. The researcher/teacher also looked at the
daily check off list, goal collection sheets, and data on specific commands when reflecting in the
journal. Only the teacher recorded in the journal, which was kept on the desk as a visual
reminder. The teacher discussed with instructional assistants how they felt the strategies went
with Eduardo and included any thoughts they had in the journal. Out of respect for instructional
assistants’ time and not adding extra work on them, the researcher chose to not have them write
in the journal.
Procedures
The father and mother of the nonverbal student were informed at the start of the school
year on how the classroom was organized and how data was collected. Parents were contacted
by phone or in person when any changes occurred in the classroom that affected their child. They
were informed how to interpret the daily sheet sent home as well. The parents were informed
about using Spanish in the classroom as needed, in addition to using picture symbols with the
English word displayed on the picture icon. Gestures were also used when Spanish was spoken.
Goals were worked on daily, so collection for the purpose of this study can be done daily
on the daily check off list that also goes home to parents. There were days and times where little
work was completed on academic goals due to behavior or classroom environment, and for those
days behavior goals were the focus of the study.
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Data Processing/Analysis
Analysis for the study consists of reading, reviewing all data that has been collected, and
determining any patterns. Correct and incorrect responses were calculated in addition to what
prompt levels were needed for student success. Notes were written on the side of data sheets or
in a notebook to assist in the understanding of data collected. The information was transferred
into tables and graphs to assist with seeing if strategies supported successful learning.
Analysis began by reviewing data collection on Eduardo’s IEP goal sheets and daily
check off lists prior to intervention of Eduardo’s auditory primary language when working on
receptive language task. A pattern of more incorrect responses than correct responses was
established. A smaller version of the blank chart and daily check off list below provides an
example of the forms used to collect data prior to and during this study.
Table 3.1 IEP Goals Daily Check Off List
Tasks

Date Date Date

Staff’s initials

By looking down each column, researcher counted how many correct or incorrect
responses the student had during a specific task. More (+) signs will mean more correct
responses; more (-) signs will represent more incorrect responses. From there, the researcher can
determined if more correct responses occur while instruction in student’s auditory primary
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language or in his auditory secondary language. From the information provided in the data sheet
used above, the numbers were then placed into another table similar to the one below.
Table 3.2 Record Keeping Activities Sheet
Date

Number Correct

Number of Words

Percent Correct

Looking at the daily check off list informed the researcher if the student displayed
escalated behaviors such as jumping on furniture, biting, or running away. The list established
what tasks the student did during the school day, which tasks were attempted, as well as how
long the student was at school each day. On days the student was not at school for an entire
school day or had several behavioral situations at school, not all tasks were checked off as
completed or attempted. The daily check off list informed the researcher what one-step
directions were followed, which pictures symbols used to communicate, as well as what picture
symbols were selected during tasks. The researcher could also see if the student made requests
using picture symbols.
By reviewing the data collected on the daily check off sheets, the researcher determined
what tasks the student was able to complete and if any tasks were not addressed on a regular
basis. To do this, each task addressed for this study was written down and a tally mark put
beside it for each day Eduardo completed the task. Any picture symbols selected were written
down along with tallies to determine how many times during the course of this study Eduardo
selected that picture symbol. An example of the daily check off list is on the following page.
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Figure 1 Daily Check Off List
Prior to intervention of instructing in Eduardo’s primary language, it was noted in the
daily journal how many correct responses he was providing when instruction was in English.
When intervention of his primary auditory language was implemented, reflections will be written
in the journal about how the student did with primary auditory language. By writing in the
journal, the researcher looked for patterns, questions or concerns about the intervention.
The journal also consisted of a reflection about how the student works with picture
symbols. Through analysis and reflection, the researcher looked for patterns of the student being
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successful and utilizing the picture symbols as a means of communicating to another person.
The purpose of the daily journal was to look over data taken in the classroom as well as to reflect
on Eduardo’s day.
Reflecting in the journal was to help the researcher realize any problems that were
occurring during the course of the study as well as identify what may or may not be working
with the suggested instructional strategies for this study. The researcher reviewed the reflections
and paraphrased on a word document any questions and possible patterns from reviewing notes
in the journal as well as cite specific dates and comments that felt supported the case of using
picture symbols and student’s auditory primary language.
Ethical Considerations and Limitations
This study was designed to improve the teacher/researcher’s practice when teaching a
student, so ethical issues were limited. The teacher/researcher’s name on the paper could lead to
identifying what classroom was used for this study. From there, the student could possibly be
identified.
Limited number of participants is a limitation since the focus is on one student. More
students need to be included in a study, or further studies are needed to validate findings from
this study.
In addition to limited participants, an ethical issue became apparent while journal
reflecting. Was it stressful on the student to have lessons suddenly done in Spanish when he has
been receiving instruction in English only? Having more participants may have assisted in
determining if it is stressful on students to have a sudden change in instructional strategy. It
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would help to examine if this was more an issue of one student having a difficult time adjusting
to a change in oral language instruction?
Summary
The method for this research is practitioner research because of location convenience and
to learn what could be considered best instructional practice for a particular student who is on the
ASD, nonverbal, and an ELL. This teacher/researcher wanted to incorporate best teaching
strategies for a specific population of students.
The tables used for this study were existing ones used for the classroom to collect data on
individual IEP goals, behavior, and tasks completed or attempted to complete. Since the
teacher/researcher already had a data collection system in place, it was decided to continue using
these forms for the study. A (+) or (-) sign was used to let the researcher/teacher know if the
student was successful (+) or unsuccessful (-) with the correct response or following commands
when spoken to in his auditory primary language. On some data, a prompt level was indicated so
the teacher/researcher would know if the student needed a level of assistance. An “I” indicates
the student did the task correctly at an independent level, meaning no assistance was required.
“G” represents a gesture was needed, “V” stands for verbal, “”M” is model, “P” is physical
prompt, and “R” meant the student resisted. Data collection occurred daily in this SDC
environment and continued daily throughout the course of this study. On some days, limited
data collection occurred because of escalated behaviors. The focus then became on behavior
intervention strategies that include communicating needs or wants using picture symbols on an
interactive tablet. The interactive tablet has an application downloaded with picture symbols so
student is able to select an icon that will verbally state his need or want.
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The journal provided the teacher/researcher with time to review over the daily data as
well as how the student did through the course of the day, and reflect on the strategies used
during the course of this study. The journal also provided an outlet for the teacher to write out
any frustrations with what was working or seeming to not work for this student.
By completing this study as a practitioner researcher combining the use of data sheets and
journal entries, the teacher/researcher was able to determine effecting instructional strategies for
this particular type of student who is nonverbal, moderate to severe intellectual disability, and an
ELL.
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Chapter 4: Results
In this chapter, the researcher will present the findings derived from the collection of data
through the instruments used. These instruments were behavioral and task sheets, observations,
and journal writing.
Data Presentation
Once the data for this study was collected, the information was organized into tables to
determine if the strategies of auditory primary language and the use of pictures are effective for
teaching a student who has a moderate to severe learning disability and an ELL. In addition to
creating tables, tallies were written for correct responses to determine which auditory language
the student had more successful responses. The journal was reviewed, notes made in the side,
and a reflection of the journal were written in a word document. The information was reviewed
and key findings emerged.
Data Analysis and Interpretations
Table 4.1 provided below display the number correct out of possible answers along with
percentage correct when asked in Spanish on a specific date. Prior to Spanish intervention, the
student was answering an average of 3 – 4 correct answers per day. The first assignment was
identified as a “Matching Function” task. For example, “What do you use to brush your teeth?”
The picture prompt was a face with an open mouth showing teeth. Table 4.1 shows a collection
of correct responses when asked to identify what picture is needed to complete a task. A picture
prompt was provided when the question was asked. From looking at the percentages on Table
4.1, it can be seen how the percentage fluctuated low then high and back to low with an end
percentage of 100%. It should be noted on April 21 and April 24, the Spanish speaking
instructor that was regularly in the classroom was unavailable so a different person completed
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the lesson with the student. The substitute Spanish speaker mentioned that she probably speaks
a different dialect and terminology than what student is accustomed to hearing. Spanish
instructor “A” was the primary instructor during Spanish intervention, and Spanish instructor
“B” was the secondary instructor. On April 29 and April 30, a picture prompt was not used.
The student only used pictures to give the answer.
Table 4.1
Matching Function Task
Date
21-Apr
22-Apr
24-Apr
28-Apr
29-Apr
30-Apr

Number Correct
4
8
2
8
7
10

Number of Words
10
10
10
10
10
10

Percent Correct
40%
80%
20%
80%
70%
100%

Spanish Instructor
B*
A
B*
A
A
A

*Substitute Spanish speaking instructor.
Table 4.2 displays a summation of correct responses when asked in Spanish for a
receptive language lesson. A word in Spanish was stated and the student was to touch the
icon/picture of the stated word. For example, “Camina” was said and the student selects the
picture icon representing “walk.” In Table 4.2, it is evident that the student’s correct responses
were at 100% for half of the data collected on those days. April 21 and April 24 were days when
a substitute Spanish speaker was used for instruction.

The data collected is in Appendix B.
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Table 4.2
Identifying Picture of Stated Word
Date
21-Apr*
23-Apr
24-Apr*
25-Apr
28-Apr
29-Apr
30-Apr

Number Correct
7
11
12
18
18
18
18

Number of Words
18
18
18
18
18
18
18

Percent Correct
39.00%
44.00%
67%
100%
100%
100%
100%

*Substitute Spanish Speaking Instructor.
Graph 4.1 shows the average of correct responses when asked in English and Spanish for
both instructional activities: matching function and receptive vocabulary. Looking at the graph
4.1, it is apparent that the average of correct receptive language responses increased by ten
correct responses when instruction was provided in Spanish. The correct responses for matching
function task increased by four when Spanish instruction was provided.
Graph 4.1
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Prior to Spanish intervention, the student was ranging from 3-5/10 correct responses in
the matching function task. During Spanish intervention, the student achieved up to 8/10 correct.
When Spanish instruction for the matching function task was removed, the student’s number of
correct responses went from 8/10 in Spanish to 6/10 in English with a rapid decline. Within
eight weeks, the student was back to 4/10 correct responses. This chart is illustrated in Appendix
A, page 54.
On the receptive language task, the student was ranging 3-5/18 correct answers when
instruction was in English. When in Spanish, the student achieved 100% correct. Upon
returning to English only instruction, the student averaged 4/18 correct answers. This chart can
be found in Appendix B.
Data results on Eduardo’s compliance following auditory commands in English or
Spanish is displayed in Graph 4.2. On the collection sheet for commands, it was noted gestures
and body language were used when speaking in English for command, “Put feet down.” No
note was written for body language being used when command was stated in Spanish.
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Graph 4.2
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As Graph 4.2 shows, the student had more correct responses when told a direction in his
primary auditory language except for “Put feet down” and “Put on shoes.” Knowing body
language and gestures were used when stating, “Put feet down” may explain the increase in
correct compliancy for the command. “Put on shoes” also had a higher correct compliancy when
stated in English. No note was written if body language or gesture was used when stating, “Put
on shoes.” Even though those two commands had higher correct number of compliancy, it can
be seen the student followed more commands when stated in his auditory primary language.
In addition to using the student’s primary auditory language, the use of picture symbols
was also studied as a possible effective teaching strategy to use with this student. Data collection
from the last two weeks in April showed the student had more correct responses in Spanish than
when direction and instruction were provided in English. Table 4.1, Table 4.2, and Graph 4.1
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displayed the evidence to support that finding. The data collected sheets used can be seen in
Appendix A and B.
The student had a goal to indicate a need or a want at a minimum of once an hour on an
interactive tablet that has a super symbol program (pictures) to indicate a need or want. During
the course of this study, the student independently made a request 37 times out of 75
opportunities using picture symbols on an interactive tablet to replace unwanted behavior, which
is 49.3%. If gestural and visual prompts are included to the total of independently making the
request, the number of requests goes to 72 times out of 75, which is 96%. Examples of data
collection can be found in Appendix, D-H. The use of picture symbols for this student to
communicate a need or a want was a strategy to replace undesirable behaviors.
When the student was introduced this goal, the student needed assistance which could
have been any of the following levels: gestural, verbal, model, or physical. On the goal
collecting sheet used, (+) was written for needing assistance or (-) was written for not needing
assistance. While collecting data for the classroom as well as this study, in January the need to
identify what level of prompt was needed became apparent. On the goal collecting sheet in
Appendix, the collection changed from (+) and (-) to prompt level. The student needed
assistance every hour while in school to make a request during the first four weeks of
implementing the goal. Two months into the goal, the student was independently requesting a
need or want throughout the school day.
Table 4.3 is a summary of daily data collected. Examples of the daily data sheets are in
Appendix D-I. A “Y” was written and highlighted in red for each time the student needed a level
of assistance or an “N” for each time the student did not need assistance and highlighted in
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yellow. The prompt level of assistance is included as of 1/23 for when the student needed
assistance and was identified either as “G” (gestural) or “P” (physical). The time is listed on the
left side and is in increments of one hour. If a time frame is left blank, the student was not at
school during that time or a need or want was not selected.
Table 4.3
Indicating a Need or Want Using Pictures on Interactive Tablet
Date

11/13

11/20

12/3

12/8

12/15

1/23

1/29

2/2

8-9

Y

Y

Y

Y

N

N

9-10

Y

Y

Y

Y

N

Y

Y

Y

2/17

N

N

N

N

N

N

Y/G

N

Y

N

Y/P

N

N

Y/G

N

N

Y/G

1-2

Y/G

N

N

N

2-3

Y/G

N

Y/G

N

Time

10-11
11-12

Y

Y

Y

Y

12-1

Y

Y

Y

Y

On the daily check off list, see examples D, E, F, G, H, I in Appendix, a physical prompt
was consistently used for each occurrence of indicating a want and need at the beginning of goal
implementation. On occasion, the student did independently identify a want or need; however, it
was intermittent. Two months into goal implementation the physical prompt decreased and a
gestural or verbal prompt was needed. This data is located in Appendix C. By the end of the
second month and into the third month of goal implementation, the student was able to exhibit
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the ability to independently indicate a want or need with an occasional verbal or gestural prompt
as needed.
Another goal for this student was to use the interactive tablet to select a statement
informing a person of his displeasure regarding a food item or activity. The student had four
choices: no, don’t want, don’t like, tastes bad. Of the four, only two choices were used by the
student. Two prompt levels, gestural and verbal, were needed when the goal was first
introduced. Three months later, the student began showing independence on this task or only
needing one gestural prompt. The prompt levels can be seen in Table 4 below. (G = gestural, P
= physical, VG = verbal then gestural, GV = gestural then verbal). The goal data sheet is located
in Appendix J.
Table 4.4
Stating Displeasure of Food or Activity
Date
No
Don’t
want
Don’t
like
Tastes
bad

11/3

11/10

G

P

11/20

VG

12/2

VG

12//8

VG

12/15

VG

1/21

GV

1/26

GV

2/10

GV

2/12

2/17

2/25

2/2

I

G

G

I
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The following data came from another teacher implementing picture symbols for a
student who is similar to the student of focus in this study. This student was to visually select
the requested picture.
When this task was first introduced, the student began with 1/9 independent correct
responses and needed a physical prompt or model prompt to identify the other pictures. The
student was independently answering 1-3/9 correct with other responses needing a verbal or
gestural prompt at the end of the study. Hierarchy of prompt level is as follows with least
assistance listed first: I for independent, G for gestural, V for verbal, M for model, P for
physical, and R for resist. The data collected under Table 4.5 is a summary of the results.
Table 4.5
Visually Select Requested Word
10/21 10/27 11/3 11/12 11/17 12/2 1/6 1/12 1/20 1/27 2/20 3/11
Spoon

P

I

G

M

R

P

P

V

G

G

V

V

Lotion

P

P

P

R

R

P

V

P

I

I

M

R

Music

P

P

R

G

M

R

M

I

G

V

P

R

Bowl

M

G

I

R

V

G

R

R

I

G

G

V

Toothbrush

M

G

G

R

V

P

R

I

V

G

I

G

Cat

M

M

G

R

P

R

V

I

I

G

V

G

Dog

M

M

G

P

G

R

I

G

V

V

I

G

Bed

M

I

I

P

G

G

G

I

I

G

V

V

Car

I

I

I

G

I

G

I

I

I

I

I

I
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Over time, it can be seen how a student improves in the ability to identify a picture when
picture symbols are used as a source of instruction. In the beginning, there are more “M’s” and
“R’s” written, as highlighted in red and less “I’s”, “V’s”, and “G’s” as highlighted in yellow.
Towards the end, less red is shown in the table but more yellow is displayed.
During the months of October through December, there were 54 possible responses. The
student responded 31/54 with a model prompt, physical prompt level, or a resist and 23/54
responses were completed with a verbal or gestural prompt or done independently. The months
of January through March had 54 possible responses. The student had 10/54 responses with a
model prompt or physical prompt needed or a resist and 44/54 correct responses either
independently or with a verbal or gestural prompt. The summary of data shows a decrease by 21
for a model prompt or physical prompt and an increase by 21 with a verbal or gestural prompt or
independent response.
Another example of how pictures benefit the student is seen in Table 4.6, which is a
summary of data collected. The student was provided a choice of 2 activities using large pictures
or pictures on an alternate augmentative communication device.
Table 4.6
Using Pictures to Select Activity
10/27

11/3

11/12

11/14

12/2

1/6

2/24

3/10

3/12

Trial 1

I

I

I

I

I

I

V*

P

I

Trial 2

M

I

I

I

I

I

I*

I

I

*Student verbally stated activity.
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From looking at the data above, it a student was able to independently select an activity
when given a choice through the use of picture symbols. In each trial, the student was asked
what activity he wants to do. The first trial was the first time asking. For clarification, the
student was asked again. In trial one, the student independently selected 7/9 times the preferred
activity. In trial two, the student independently selected 8/9 times the preferred activity. It was
noted on the data sheet that on 2/24, the student verbally stated his request when given a choice.
Summary
From reviewing that collected data, it was seen how beneficial it was for the student to
instruct in his primary auditory language and use picture symbols to facilitate learning. The
amount of correct responses increased with instruction in his primary auditory language. Student
success improved with the use of communicating with the use of pictures.
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Chapter 5: Implications
Conclusion
This study began out of curiosity about what are best instructional strategies for teaching
a student who is an ELL with a moderate/severe cognitive disability in a moderate/severe
classroom. Through the study and working with this student, the researcher learned the value of
teaching the student through the use of his primary auditory language as well as using picture
symbols. From there, research about what other teachers and researchers working with similar
students discovered helped support and interpret the findings.
The data collected throughout this study assisted the teacher/researcher in seeing how
implementing instruction by using the student’s primary auditory language benefited his
learning. It also could be seen how the usage of picture symbols help with communicating.
Progress with this student had been slow and inconsistent, but once communication barriers were
overcome there was measureable and consistent progress documented.
Limitations
This study focused on a small sample of students. One student in this classroom is
identified as an ELL, so the data collection is based on the individual. The focus was primarily
on the student who is on the autism spectrum and nonverbal. It was also seen in the data
collection the student had less correct responses on certain days even when instruction was
provided in primary language. The notes explain that the person providing instruction on those
days had a different dialect and used different words in Spanish than the primary Spanish
speaking instructor which may have caused confusion. This student is also more familiar with
that particular instructor where the other ones had not worked with this student before.
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Another limitation is the researcher was in the classroom every other week; however,
data collection occurred daily by the student’s 1:1 assistant every week. Around the end of the
time data collection occurred for this research, the parents informed the researcher/teacher that
they decided to take student off medication without consulting doctor. Parents also began to
bring Eduardo to school at a different time each day. Data collection will continue; however, it
will become difficult to establish any consistency.
Further study needed
More data collection is needed about how students who have a moderate/severe cognitive
delay in a moderate/severe classroom and are identified as ELL respond when directions are
communicated in another Spanish dialect. Further studies on how this population of students
responds with familiarity with instructors could possibly be beneficial to teachers and should
continue on auditory language usage for a larger student focus study group of various grade
levels with similar needs. Realizing that people use body language to help facilitate the learner,
it might be beneficial to study how much body language is used to help students learn along with
benefiting the learner. In other words, does this population of students tend to rely more on body
language than auditory language for communication?
Information on instructional strategies exists for ELLs and for students with intellectual
disabilities; however, not much research could be found when the two subjects are combined.
“Research needs to continue to be conducted to ascertain what language is best to use during
instruction with students who have severe disabilities are English language learners” (14).
Pictures continue as an important tool for communication when a student is nonverbal or
has limited verbal ability. Continued study of picture symbols for communication is needed. It

53

is critically important to evaluate regularly what is working or not working when it comes to best
practice for a student’s learning and communicating needs.
Impact
From this study, this teacher/researcher realizes the importance of discovering best
instructional practice for every learner. Many times, finding what works best for a student is not
easy. As a teacher/researcher, it is imperative to evaluate each student for optimum
communication and instruction. To determine best practice for communication and instruction,
the teacher/researcher needs to review students’ IEP’s, meet with prior teacher and service
providers, and talk with parents. It is important to make sure all members of a student’s IEP
team provide information on what communication and instructional strategies should be
implemented for the student.
This teacher/researcher learned not to assume anything. Just because a person speaks in a
student’s auditory language does not necessarily mean the student will comprehend what is being
said. It is important to know students’ knowledge and strengths to create a foundation of best
instructional practice. The biggest impact the study had on this teacher/researcher is that the
student has the capacity to learn; society creates the barriers that result in limiting the student of
his/her true abilities. It is our responsibility to determine what “language” works best for every
student.
It is hoped this teacher/researcher, other teachers, and future educators will value the
importance of researching best instructional practice for every student and not just focus on
students as a whole group. Educators need to acknowledge every student and incorporate best
instructional strategies for each learning style.
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A small population of students exists who are identified as ELL with a moderate/severe
cognitive disability in special education. Many educators are not prepared to teach this unique
population of students. It would be interesting to research how teachers feel about their
preparation for teaching students who are ELL and in special education. It would benefit
students and future educators if we could learn what these teachers feel they need to know to best
meet this specific population of students. Perhaps this study will help make the educators of
today and those of tomorrow realize the importance of learning what constitutes best
instructional strategies for a minority population of students: ELL with a moderate/severe
cognitive disability, and how to communicate with them effectively.
“It is critical for all educators to arm themselves with research-based assessment
procedures and instructional techniques to enable these students to reach their maximum learning
potential, thereby facilitating their success in school and beyond” (Hart, 2009, p202). The proper
education of the students who have severe intellectual disabilities as well are ELLs is necessary
in order for them to live as independently as possible along with providing them the dignity to
which they are entitled. As educators, it is important to prepare the students in functional skills
that will prepare them for their future. “The children are depending on it. We cannot afford to
leave them behind” (Salinas, 2006-2007, p.24).
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Appendix A: Matching Function Task

59

Appendix B: Receptive Language Task
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Appendix C: Indicate a Need or Want
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Appendix D: Daily Data Sheet Sample 1
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Appendix E: Daily Data Sheet Sample 2
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Appendix F: Daily Data Sheet Sample 3
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Appendix G: Daily Data Sheet Sample 4
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Appendix H: Daily Data Sheet Sample 5
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Appendix I: Daily Data Sheet Sample 6
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Appendix J : Stating Displeasure Task

