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PROJECT SUMMARY

Research Question

The research question of this capstone project was: what best practices can be used for

high school EL students who have been impacted by trauma to build their English language

acquisition?

Project Description

This capstone project of a professional development workshop series was created to

provide information to high school staff to help them serve their EL students. It was the intention

that after completing these staff development workshops, all staff would have a better

understanding of EL students and how traumatic events could potentially impact their second

language acquisition, as well as to provide strategies for helping those students with their English

language acquisition.

This project was designed as a multi-session staff professional development (PD) series

addressing the findings of the capstone question: what best practices can be used for high school

EL students who have been impacted by trauma to build their English language acquisition?

This PD series will begin at the start of the school year and continue throughout the year. The

last PD session will occur toward the end of the school year. Each session will have a different

focus and outcome. The PD sessions will be divided into four large-group sessions throughout

the year, as well as small group check-in sessions scheduled in between the four main sessions.

The first large group session will provide an introduction to EL student demographics and

language acquisition. The second session will focus on understanding trauma and its impact on

the brain and healthy development. The third session will aim to make connections between the
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previous two sessions and understand how trauma can affect language development.

Additionally, this session will concentrate on best practices for working with EL students who

have experienced traumatic situations. The fourth session will offer a conclusion to the PD series

and reflect on what staff have learned throughout the year, what strategies they have tried,

successes and challenges in working with EL students, and an action plan. In the fourth session

staff will also complete a post-learning survey and provide feedback on the effectiveness of the

PD series project. Each large group session will have content delivered via a Google Slides

presentation and will include time for collaborative learning and reflection. Large group sessions

one through three will be scheduled for two hours each, while session four will be scheduled for

one hour.

Small group sessions will also be offered between the large group sessions. Ideally, the

small group sessions would be a space for staff to check-in with each other to discuss the PD

information, as well as their successes and challenges in the classroom. These small group

sessions could occur during the monthly collaborative team meetings that all departments

participate in at my school. Each small group session will have guided self-reflection questions

for staff to follow and last for approximately 45 minutes.

Participants and Setting

The multi-session PD series is designed for all high school staff, including teachers,

support staff, and administrators. Even though all staff members may not work directly with EL

students, it is crucial that they are aware of this growing student population. Furthermore, all

staff need to understand that EL students are everyone’s students, not only the responsibility of

the EL teachers. This PD series was created specifically for the suburban-area high school where
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I work and using the students I work with as a guide, however, the PD could be adapted and

presented to most middle and high schools in the metropolitan area.

Assessment

Prior to beginning this multi-session professional development (PD) series, all staff

members take a pre-learning survey which asks them about their knowledge of language and

trauma concepts and attitudes toward EL students. After completing the PD series, staff take the

survey again as a post-learning survey to identify and record their learning from the sessions.

After the sessions, staff also complete a final reflection to provide feedback and assess the

effectiveness of the PD sessions. The results of the survey will be shared with other EL staff to

determine how the EL department can best support high school staff and the EL student

population’s language needs.

The guiding question of this capstone project was what best practices can be used for

high school EL students who have been impacted by trauma to build their English language

acquisition? This project has attempted to answer that question through the creation of a

professional development workshop series. Through the PD series staff are introduced to best

practices for working with high school EL students who have experienced trauma. It was the

intention that if teachers implement various best practices throughout the school year, EL

students would be likely to be more successful in the classroom and increase their English

proficiency.
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Session One: Who are My EL Students and Introduction to Language Acquisition
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Pre-Learning Survey

A. Knowledge about Language and Trauma Concepts
On a scale from 1 - 5, please rate your understanding of the following concepts.
1 = I do not understand this concept at all, 5 = I understand this concept and could teach it to a
colleague.

1. I understand how people learn language. 1          2          3          4         5

2. I understand how people learn a second, third, or fourth
language.

1          2          3          4         5

3. I understand how culture influences language learning. 1          2          3          4         5

4. I understand how to modify classroom instruction for EL
students.

1          2          3          4         5

5. I understand how to assess the academic abilities of EL
students.

1          2          3          4         5

6. I understand how to implement language-specific
strategies.

1          2          3          4         5

7. I understand how trauma can impact learning. 1          2          3          4         5

8. I understand how to implement trauma-specific strategies. 1          2          3          4         5

Adapted from Staehr Fenner (2014, p. 37).

B. Attitudes about EL Students
On a scale from 1 - 5, please rate your agreement with the following statements.
1 = I strongly disagree, 5 = I strongly agree
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1. I enjoy having EL students in my class. 1          2          3          4         5

2. I create a welcoming environment for all of my students
and their home cultures.

1          2          3          4         5

3. I form positive relationships with many of my EL
students.

1          2          3          4         5

4. I value the contributions of my EL students. 1          2          3          4         5

5. I feel that having EL students in my class creates more
work for me.

1          2          3          4         5

6. I do not feel comfortable communicating with my EL
students who do not speak a lot of English.

1          2          3          4         5

7. I do not know how to teach my EL students who do not
speak a lot of English.

1          2          3          4         5
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Critical Incidents Activity
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WIDA Can-Do Descriptors Name Chart
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Taken from University of Wisconsin Board of Regents, 2016.
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Session Two: Introduction to Trauma and Its Influence on Development
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Student Voices Activity
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Session Three: Best Practices for Working with EL Students Who Have Experienced

Trauma
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Session Four: Where Do We Go from Here?
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Final Reflection

Take a few minutes to individually reflect on your learning experience throughout this yearlong
PD series.

● What are your key takeaways?

● How has this PD series benefited you, your classroom, and your students?

● What was the most useful aspect of this PD series? What was the least useful aspect?

● What actions can you implement as a result of this PD series?

● How have your interactions with your EL students changed as a result of participating in
this PD series?

● What questions do you still have? Or which topics would you like to see in future PD
sessions?

Post-Learning Survey

A. Knowledge about Language and Trauma Concepts
On a scale from 1 - 5, please rate your understanding of the following concepts.
1 = I do not understand this concept at all, 5 = I understand this concept and could teach it to a
colleague.

1. I understand how people learn language. 1          2          3          4         5

2. I understand how people learn a second, third, or fourth
language.

1          2          3          4         5

3. I understand how culture influences language learning. 1          2          3          4         5

4. I understand how to modify classroom instruction for EL
students.

1          2          3          4         5

5. I understand how to assess the academic abilities of EL
students.

1          2          3          4         5

6. I understand how to implement language-specific 1          2          3          4         5
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strategies.

7. I understand how trauma can impact learning. 1          2          3          4         5

8. I understand how to implement trauma-specific strategies. 1          2          3          4         5

Adapted from Staehr Fenner (2014, p. 37).

B. Attitudes about EL Students
On a scale from 1 - 5, please rate your agreement with the following statements.
1 = I strongly disagree, 5 = I strongly agree

1. I enjoy having EL students in my class. 1          2          3          4         5

2. I create a welcoming environment for all of my students
and their home cultures.

1          2          3          4         5

3. I form positive relationships with many of my EL students. 1          2          3          4         5

4. I value the contributions of my EL students. 1          2          3          4         5

5. I feel that having EL students in my class creates more
work for me.

1          2          3          4         5

6. I do not feel comfortable communicating with my EL
students who do not speak a lot of English.

1          2          3          4         5

7. I do not know how to teach my EL students who do not
speak a lot of English.

1          2          3          4         5
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Small Group Sessions

Small Group Session Discussion Questions:

Consider your learning at the previous PD session to guide your reflection and discussion with
your colleagues.

● What were your key takeaways from the previous PD session?

● What connections did you make between the PD session and your own classroom?

● Have you tried any tips or strategies that were discussed in the PD session? If so, how did
it go? Or, which tips or strategies are you planning to try soon?

● In general, how are your interactions with your EL students going?

● What questions do you still have?


