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English language teachers sometimes face a 
difficult dilemma when teaching learners with 
Special Educational Needs (SEN). On the one 
hand, they believe that each person should have 
the possibility of learning different languages, but 
on the other hand, they realize that they may not 
have the necessary skills to accommodate their 
course to these SEN. In a recent study carried 
out by the En-Abilities team with 204 English 
language teachers (http://en-abilities.eu/wp-
content/uploads/2019/06/REPORT-TEACHERS-
OCTOBER-2018-SERBIA-ROMANIA-
PORTUGALSPAIN.pdf) results showed that most 
teachers had never taught students with SEN. 
Although they believed that students should 
learn English, they were not so sure if learners 
with intellectual disabilities or mental disorders 
would be able to do so. Moreover, most teachers 
did not know how to accommodate their learning 
to these new students and had doubts on how 
to use Virtual Learning Environments and digital 
technologies in their courses.

This handbook is a companion to the two other 
handbooks (Educational and Technological) 
that are also freely available on the project’s 
website. The aim of this English language 
handbook is precisely to help these teachers, 
professionals and others involved in the teaching 
and learning of foreign languages to muster the 
basic skills necessary to accommodate their 
teaching to this population with SEN. It will 
show that the needs and reasons why students 
with SEN want to learn English are the same 

as in any other population, and that there are 
multiple ways to create a course from scratch 
to satisfy these needs. A series of tips on 
how to construct the course, create response 
formats, ideas on how to write and present the 
contents are clearly mentioned and may be 
used as a guide for creating these new Virtual 
Learning Environments that cater to all students 
regardless of their condition.

The academic and professional teams from all 
partners involved in the En-Abilities: Enabling 
inclusive education through technology Project 
co-funded by the Erasmus + Programme of the 
European Union have created this handbook. 
This output would not have been possible 
without the help and assistance from the partner 
institutions (University of Burgos, Sociedad 
Española de Asistencia Sociosanitaria, Prometeo 
innovations from Spain; FASPER, University of 
Belgrade, Serbia; University of Aveiro, Portugal; 
Dublin City University, Ireland and the Dunarea 
de Jos, University of Galati from Romania). 
However, the contributions of educational 
professionals, and learners with SEN who have 
taken part in the testing and implementation 
of this course have been even more important. 
Without the help of institutions, organizations, 
ICT and educational professionals, and especially 
all the participants how have helped us develop 
the project, it would have been impossible to 
write this handbook our complete the project. 
Thank you very much for your support and help! 

Introduction
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1. The need to promote 
language learning in 
learners with Special 
Education Needs.

“Language and communication are at the 
heart of human experience” (Standards 
for Foreign Language Learning in the 21st 
Century).

Proficiency in a foreign language, or 
several languages, is a significant 
advantage in the modern world. 
Knowledge of a foreign language is no 
longer a luxury or an additional quality 
which increases career advancement 
opportunities. Nowadays, it is a 
common and compulsory part of the 
education system and one of the basic 
requirements for many jobs. Knowledge 
of a foreign language is necessary in 
the multilingual society we live in today 
(Nijakowska, 2010). 

The literature which deals with foreign 
language learning, mainly English, in 
adults with Special Educational Needs 
(hereafter SEN), usually attempts 
to answer the question of HOW. 
Schwarz (1997), one of the pioneers in 
researching foreign language learning 
among people with SEN, says that the 
process of learning a foreign language 
can for these people be “an incredibly 
stressful and humiliating experience, 
the opposite of what we intended”. 
For example, students with Learning 
Disabilities fall behind their normally 
developing peers in learning a second/
foreign language, and usually give up 
or are excused from foreign language 
classes (Kotsoni, 2019). Similarly, in 
the USA, only 10.5% of high school 
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students with mild intellectual disabilities 
attended foreign language classes in the 
period from 2000 to 2002 (Bouck, 2011). 
Students with visual impairments also 
have difficulties in learning a foreign 
language since vision is the main stimulus 
for foreign language learning (Susanto 
and Nanda, 2018). 

Nevertheless, the European Union 
nowadays advocates the “Languages 
for All” principle – language learning 
for all students regardless of their 
disability or impairment, if possible in an 
inclusive environment (Jedynak, 2018). 
Instructional methodology professionals 
deal with the important question of how 
to make the learning process entertaining 
and at the same time achieve the 
expected educational results. While great 
attention is given to teaching strategies 
and techniques, the question of WHY is 
rarely answered. Why should an adult 
with SEN learn English? Should people 
who have difficulties in communicating 
in their native language spend their 
precious time learning a foreign 
language? Who will they use it with? Will 
they ever use it? We will try to answer 
the question WHY in this booklet. 

1.1. English as a global 
phenomenon.
English is a means of communication of 
those who belong to the so-called inner 
circle, i.e. people whose native language 
is English, then the outer circle – those 
who live in countries in which English is 

one of the official languages, and finally 
the extended circle – people who speak 
English as a foreign language (McKay, 
2018). In the modern world, the number 
of people who speak English as a foreign 
language has well exceeded the number 
of native speakers. Some statistical 
data indicate that, in 2011, the number 
of Internet users who spoke English as 
their main language was higher than 
the number of speakers of any other 
language. Chinese was in the second 
place, followed by Spanish, Japanese and 
Portuguese (Abbott, 2013). Furthermore, 
UNESCO states that, at the end of 2007, 
about 40% of Internet content was in 
English (Pimienta, Prado and Blanco, 
2010). Thus, learning English is a means 
of achieving greater social inclusion of 
adults with SEN. 

According to the social model of 
disability, a handicap is not a direct 
consequence of visual or hearing 
impairment, cognitive disability or a 
motor disorder. Instead, the emphasis 
is on the barriers the society imposes 
on people with SEN which diminish the 
possibility of their social participation. By 
learning English, an adult with disability 
or SEN becomes a legitimate member of 
the multilingual world. 

The traditional concept according to 
which the perfect knowledge of English 

People who 
speak English 

as a foreign 
language has 

well exceeded the 
number of native 

speakers.

“Languages for All” principle 
– language learning for all 
students regardless of their 
disability or impairment, 
if possible in an inclusive 
environment (Jedynak, 2018)

6 // HANDBOOK OF TEACHING AND LEARNING FOREIGN LANGUAGES FOR PEOPLE WITH SPECIAL NEEDS



 HANDBOOK OF TEACHING AND LEARNING FOREIGN LANGUAGES FOR PEOPLE WITH SPECIAL NEEDS // 7

In 2011, the number of 
Internet users who 
spoke English as their 
main language was 
higher than the number 
of speakers of any 
other language [...] 
Furthermore, UNESCO 
states that, at the end 
of 2007, about 40% of 
Internet content was in 
English. Thus, learning 
English is a means of 
achieving greater social 
inclusion of adults with 
SEN.
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can be achieved only in early childhood 
has been brought into question by a 
recent study conducted on a sample of 
over 650,000 participants. The critical 
period for learning a foreign language 
is much longer. A decline in foreign 
language learning ability in adults is not 
predominantly conditioned by biological 
factors, but can rather be related to 
new social roles in adulthood which, as 
a rule, do not include learning a foreign 
language (Hartshorne, Tenenbaum and 
Pinker, 2018). 

Reasons why adults with SEN learn 
foreign languages are numerous. In 
the text below we will follow theses of 
Kleinert, Cloyd, Rego and Gibson (2007), 
adding the experiences and attitudes of 
other contemporary authors. 

1.2. Continuing education and 
employment.
Together with formal logic and computer 
skills, English is considered nowadays a 
key tool for educational and occupational 
career development (Domagała-
Zyśk, 2013). Communication skills in 
English extend one’s opportunities in 
both national and international labour 
markets (Susanto and Nanda, 2018). At 
many universities, studying is almost 
impossible without the knowledge of 
a foreign language. It is very difficult 
for people with a disability who do not 
speak English to get university education 
and find well-paid jobs. Aware of this 
fact, blind people from several European 
countries (Czech Republic, Slovakia, 
France, Cyprus) state the following as the 
most common professional reasons for 
learning English: continuing education, 
finding a job, increasing employment 
prospects, as well as having more career 
advancement opportunities (Grundtvig 
Learning Partnership Program, 2008-
2010). Apart from regular income, 
employment provides people with 
SEN with more opportunities for 
social interaction. The psychological 
consequences of employment are also 
very significant: positive self-esteem, life 

satisfaction, and adjustment to a disability (Hernandez 
et al., 2007). Knowing English is especially important 
for adults with disabilities and SEN who wish to pursue 
a scientific career since more than 90% of papers 
published in renowned international journals are 
written in English in the field of natural sciences alone 
(Di Bitetti and Ferreras, 2017).

1.3. Better knowledge of the native language.
It was once believed that children and adults with 
language-based disabilities should not learn a foreign 
language. Parents of children living in a bilingual 
environment were asked to choose only one language, 
usually the one which was dominant in that community. 
Children and adults included in education programs in 
which a foreign language was part of the curriculum, 
were offered “replacement” courses. All this is a result 
of the belief that using a foreign language would create 
confusion, and in some cases even lead to a delay in 
cognitive and speech-language development.  

However, modern research shows that these beliefs 
are not based on scientific evidence. There are no 
significant differences in the degree of language 
difficulties in the native language faced by people with 
SEN living in monolingual and bilingual environments 
(Park, 2014). Also, there are no reasons why adults 
with SEN should be deprived of learning a foreign 
language. By analyzing tenses, syntax, and sentence 
constructions, people with disabilities gain a clearer 
insight into the rules of their own native language 
(Kleinert et al., 2007). Students who learn a foreign 
language have achieve better results in native 
language tests than students who do not attend a 
foreign language course (Bradshaw, 2016). Moreover, 
introducing reading and writing in the early phase 
of foreign language learning stimulates language 
development, maintains motivation, and allows a 
student to create a link between the development of 
literacy in the native and foreign language (Johnstone, 
2008).

The literature describes instructional accommodations 
in the postsecondary foreign language classrooms 
which facilitate foreign language acquisition in 
people with language-based difficulties (Skinner and 
Smith, 2011). Almost 90% of adults with SEN who 
attended replacement courses stated that they would 
rather learn a foreign language if they were offered 
courses with adapted methods (Ganschow, Philip and 
Schneider, 2000). 

8 // HANDBOOK OF TEACHING AND LEARNING FOREIGN LANGUAGES FOR PEOPLE WITH SPECIAL NEEDS
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1.4. Better understanding of other cultures.
By knowing a foreign language, a person with 
SEN can perceive and understand the values of 
other cultures which are to a greater or lesser 
extent different from their own. By learning 
English, an adult with disability becomes 
a legitimate member of the multilingual 
world. Learning about historical and cultural 
characteristics of the people who speak the 
language they learn is one of the most common 
personal reasons for learning a foreign language 
among adults with SEN (Grundtvig Learning 
Partnership Program, 2008-2010). 

Language learning is a powerful tool for building 
tolerant, peaceful and inclusive multicultural 
societies. The experience of learning a new 
language helps to develop openness to other 
cultures and acceptance of different ways in 
life and beliefs. It raises awareness of linguistic 
and cultural diversity and promotes tolerance 
of people with a different lifestyle. (Terry Davis, 
Secretary General of the Council of Europe, 
speaking in Strasbourg on 24 September 2004 in 
a speech to mark the European Day of Languages).

1.5. Better use of free time.
Standard English language courses are full of 
grammar, and the covered topics are frequently 
not interesting to so-called “digital natives”, i.e. 
persons surrounded by computer technologies 
from birth. Pointing to the drawbacks of 
university education in the UK, The Times 
Magazine published an article in 2016 with 
the tag line “Analogue academics are failing 
to inspire students of the digital age”. Online 
content additionally motivates adults with SEN 

to expand their English language knowledge. 

What content and interests are offered to adults 
with SEN? Using search engines to find useful 
information, digital games, watching movies and 
other video content, listening to their favourite 
music, communicating with other people through 
social media, following specialized forums… 
One study has shown that the most frequent 
language practice in independent English 
language usage is listening to songs in that 
language (Bravo, Intriago, Holguín, Garzon and 
Arcia. 2017). The possibilities of using English in 
a virtual environment are endless. 

Apart from all this, knowing English opens 
the possibilities to become members of fan 
clubs of a certain language, communicate with 
other people during tourist visits, etc. Another 
possibility is reading content in English for 
pleasure. This content can range from comics 
and “light literature” to classics in the original 
language. Meeting a wider circle of people both 
in direct or online communication gives people 
with SEN an insight into numerous cultural and 
individual differences that go beyond disability. 
Fast internet and free tools like Skype, provide 
not only individual meetings, but also group 
gatherings for socializing and entertainment.

Free time can also be used to improve foreign 
languages. For example, the University of Hull, in 
the United Kingdom, offers people with dyslexia 
on-line resources, on-line dictionaries and tutor 
support for learning French, German, Dutch, 
Russian, Japanese, and English as a foreign 
language (Bjekić, Obradović, Vučetić and Bojović, 
2014).

 HANDBOOK OF TEACHING AND LEARNING FOREIGN LANGUAGES FOR PEOPLE WITH SPECIAL NEEDS // 9
P

h
o

to
 b

y 
E

ri
k 

O
d

iin
 o

n
 U

n
sp

la
sh



10 // HANDBOOK OF TEACHING AND LEARNING FOREIGN LANGUAGES FOR PEOPLE WITH SPECIAL NEEDS

Learning a foreign language 
can encourage them (Adults 
with SEN), increase their self-
esteem, and stimulate them 
to expand their knowledge 
independently

1.6. Self-esteem.
Adults with SEN often experience failure during 
formal education. Learning a foreign language 
can encourage them, increase their self-esteem, 
and stimulate them to expand their knowledge 
independently. 

1.7. Gifted people with disabilities.
Although it is the exception rather than the rule, 
people with disabilities can be gifted language 
learners. According to Gorskaya (2015), practice 
shows that blind musicians are better at learning 
foreign languages. The absence of vision and 
reliance on hearing from early childhood 
sometimes result in the development of impressive 
abilities. What a typical student registers as six 
sounds, a blind musician hears as tones, intonation 
and a particular language. On the other hand, 
deaf students know the language of gestures and 
mimics, and can be gifted sign language translators.

Some people with autism or cognitive disabilities 
also show an unusual affinity for different 
languages. There is a documented case of a 
person called Christopher who lives in an 
institution since he is not able to take care of 
himself, however, in spite of this, he speaks, 
reads and translates from at least 16 languages 
at different levels (O’Connor, Smith, Frith and 
Tsimpli, 1994). Rondal (1995) also describes cases 
of remarkable language development in persons 
with limited cognitive capacity. Although these 
cases are not common, people with disabilities 
who could be gifted language learners should not 
be denied the opportunity to develop this ability. 

1.8. Benefits for teachers
English language teachers, who, as a rule, have 

little experience in working with adults with 
SEN, can gain new competencies in adapting 
teaching methods and techniques to their 
students’ personal characteristics. Apart from 
professional competencies, they also enrich their 
personalities, since they recognize and meet new 
challenges they have not met before. It is essential 
that teachers at foreign language departments 
be informed about research on disabilities and 
successful teaching methods. Furthermore, since 
present day students will soon become teachers, 
it is important that today’s educators use best 
practices, Universal Design, and methodologies 
that have proven to be effective for all learners 
(Lazda-Cazers and Thorson, 2008).

Conclusion
People with disabilities experience many 
potential benefits from learning English. In this 
text, only a selection of these are mentioned, 
such as advantages in continuing education and 
employment, better knowledge of the native 
language, understanding other cultures, better 
use of free time, building self-esteem, as well 
as the possibilities of self-actualization and 
development of talents. 

We should also mention the necessity to develop 
awareness of the importance of knowing English 
in students with disabilities, and encourage their 
desire to learn it, since it has been determined 
that these two factors, among others, contribute 
to reducing anxiety in people learning English as a 
foreign language (Trang, Moni and Baldauf, 2012).

Finally, it is also important to consider a 
problem that does not focus on the question 
of why persons with disabilities should learn 
English, but directs attention to the importance 
of the presence of disability-related content 
in foreign language classes for the purpose 
of creating an inclusive environment. Berberi 
(2008) notices that disability is universal and 
culturally determined, which makes foreign 
language classes an ideal place for examining 
physical differences. However, despite the 
recent tendency towards improvement, she 
points out that foreign language course books 
still encourage the exclusion of people with 
disabilities, thus favouring a physically normative 
view of the world, and only superficially 
mentioning life with a handicap and basic 
expressions related to it.  
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2. Common European Framework 
of Reference for Languages and 
the Education of Adults with 
Special Needs and Learning 
Disabilities: Framing possibilities
Communicating in a foreign language 
(Recommendation of the European, 
2006/962/EC) and Multilingual competence 
(Recommendation of the European, 2018/
C189/01) are key competences for lifelong 
learning. They refer to the ability to use 
different languages appropriately and effectively 
for communication. Language learning is 
currently understood as a driver for social 
inclusion, linguistic tolerance within individuals 
and countries, and a means of intercultural 
understanding and democratic citizenship 
(Boeckmann, Aalto, Abel, Atanasoska and Lamb, 
2011; Majhanovich and Deyrich, 2017). In 
this sense, recommendations stress that every 
European citizen should learn two languages 
in addition to their native language (European 
Union, 2012).

Learning foreign languages may constitute an 
added stressful endeavour for learners with 
special educational needs or learning disabilities, 
as these may have an influence on how language 
is perceived, processed, or expressed. Existing 
studies on the relationship between language 
learning, special needs and disabilities remains 
limited, but to date, there has been no evidence 
that a learner with a particular special need or 
disability is not ‘capable’ of developing skills 
in another language (Paradis, Genesee and 
Crago, 2011). Indeed, there are studies showing 
that with the appropriate support, all learners 
are capable of making progress in the target 
language (Arnett, 2013). 

The provision of language learning may profit 
from the Common European Framework of 
Reference for Languages (hereafter CEFR). The 
CEFR is a descriptive scheme that can be used 
to analyse learners’ needs, specify learning goals, 
guide the development of learning materials 
and activities, and provide orientation for 
the assessment of learning outcomes (Little, 
2006). For these purposes, it provides a set 
of categories for communicative competence, 
activities and strategies, defined for different 
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levels of proficiency. It suggests an “action-
oriented approach”, teaching what learners need 
for different situations. Since its publication, in 
2001, different countries have put the CEFR into 
practice, making use of its guidelines to direct 
their reflection on an “action-oriented” approach 
toward language teaching or toward guiding 
their curriculum planning and assessment (North, 
2014). 

This chapter provides a brief history of the 
development of the CEFR, as well as a general 
overview of its content. It also explores how the 
CEFR may be used to support language course 
development for adults with Special Educational 
Needs. 

2.1. A brief history of the The Common 
European Framework of Reference for 
Languages (CEFR).
The development of what was to become 
the CEFR can be traced back to the Modern 
Languages Project of the Council of Europe 
(hereafter CoE) in the 1960s and 1970s (Trim, 
2010). At that time, the focus was on adult 
language learning and on a functional/notional 
approach to language learning. The purpose 
was to ensure that all citizens would have the 
opportunity to learn other languages (in addition 
to their first language), that their specific 
communicative needs would be taken into 
account and that methodologies would be based 
on real communicative tasks (North, 2006).  

During the 70s, the CoE defined a lower level 
called “The Threshold Level”, which came to 
become the current B1 level of the CEFR. The 

There are studies showing 
that with the appropriate 
support, all learners 
are capable of making 
progress in the target 
language (Arnett, 2013).
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Threshold specified what kind of language a 
person needed to operate effectively in society 
when communicating in the target language. The 
specifications were first developed for English, 
followed by French and then by nearly 30 other 
languages. Specifications for communication 
at a higher level (Vantage, currently B2) and 
two lower levels (Breakthrough, currently A1, 
and Waystage, currently A2) were then also 
developed for English. The Threshold project 
and subsequent level-related projects came to 
influence the work developed by the CoE in the 
following years (Trim, 2010).

In the 1980s, attitudes to language learning 
and assessment began to change. The focus of 
language learning shifted to a communicative 
approach and a greater emphasis was placed 
on productive skills. At this point, it became 
clear that linguistic performance depended on 
more than linguistic knowledge and therefore 
five dimensions of communicative ability were 
identified: linguistic, sociolinguistic, discourse, 
socio-cultural, and social competence. It also 
became clear that common reference levels of 
proficiency for second language (L2) learning 
would need to be set.

In the 1990s, an authoring group and an 
international working party was set up as a result 
of the Rüschlikon intergovernmental symposium. 
This launched the development of the CEFR and 
the European Language Portfolio. The main aims 
of this group were (North, 2006):

• To establish a metalanguage common across 
educational sectors, national and linguistic 
boundaries that could be used to talk about 
objectives and language levels;

• To encourage practitioners in the language 
education field to reflect on their current 
practice, particularly in relation to learners’ 
practical language learning needs, the setting 
of suitable objectives and the tracking of 
learner progress;

• To agree common reference points based on 
the work on objectives that had taken place 
in the Council of Europe’s Modern Languages 
projects since the 1970s.

During this decade, several discussions, meetings 
and consultation processes took place, which 
culminated in the publication of two draft 
versions in 1996 (Council of Europe, 1996a, 
1996b). After a period of consultation, involving 
institutions and experts in all member states, 
the document was revised and commercially 
published in English and French, the two official 
languages of the CoE, in 2001 (Little, 2006). 
Also, in 2001, the European Languages Portfolio 
and the ‘CEFR toolkit’ were launched. The 
latter included manuals, reference supplements, 
content analysis grids and illustrative samples of 
writing and speaking (Jones, 2014).   

2.2 An overview of the content of the CEFR.

2.2.1. The action-oriented approach.
The CEFR describes a model of language use 
which is referred to as the “action-oriented 
approach”. This approach understands users and 
learners of a language as ‘social agents’, who 
have tasks (not exclusively language-related) to 
accomplish in a given set of circumstances, in a 
specific environment and within a particular field 
of action. Performing such tasks requires users 
and learners to develop a set of competencies, 
including communicative language competencies 
(Council of Europe, 2001). This task-oriented 
model is schematised in Figure 1, which 
illustrates how language activities comprise 
interactions between the users and learners’ 
cognitive competencies (strategies, processes and 
knowledge) and the social context (domain of use).
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2.2.2. The common reference levels.
The CEFR is structured around two main 
dimensions: a vertical and a horizontal one. The 
vertical dimension uses “can do” descriptors to 
define six levels of communicative proficiency 
(A1, A2, B1, B2, C1 and C2), which can be 
regrouped into three broad levels: Basic User, 
Independent User and Proficient User (See 
Table 1, Table 2 and Table 3). Each proficiency 
level is accompanied by descriptors, describing 
communicative behaviour – what the learner 
can do in his or her target language – regarding 
a series of communicative language activities. 
These involve reading, writing, listening, spoken 
interaction and spoken production. Although 
the table we include in the present chapter is of 
a global nature, the CEFR also proposes tables 
detailing descriptors by levels of proficiency for 
the aforementioned communicative language 
activities.

The descriptors in the CEFR are written from 
the learner’s point of view. This is particularly 
noticeable in the self-assessment grid, which the 
CEFR proposes to help learners, teachers and 
other users to reflect and self-assess their main 
language skills and levels of proficiency. In this 
case the “can do” descriptors are formulated into 

“I can” descriptors. So, for instance, in the case of 
Spoken production, examples of descriptors for 
the A1, B1 and C1 levels are:

• I can use simple phrases and sentences to 
describe where I live and people I know. (A1)

• I can connect phrases in a simple way in 
order to describe experiences and events, my 
dreams, hopes and ambitions. (B1)

• I can present clear, detailed descriptions of 
complex subjects integrating sub-themes, 
developing particular points and rounding off 
with an appropriate conclusion. (C1)

Figure 1. A representation of the CEFR’s model of language use and learning (University of Cambridge 
ESOL Examinations, 2011).

Figure 1. The CEFR global scale descriptors (Council of Europe, 2018).
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Table 1. The CEFR global scale descriptors (Council of Europe, 2018).

C2
Can understand with ease virtually everything heard or read. Can summarise information from different spoken 

and written sources, reconstructing arguments and accounts in a coherent presentation. Can express him/herself 

spontaneously, very fluently and precisely, differentiating finer shades of meaning even in more complex situations.

C1

Can understand a wide range of demanding, longer texts, and recognise implicit meaning. Can express him/herself 

fluently and spontaneously without much obvious searching for expressions. Can use language flexibly and effectively 

for social, academic and professional purposes. Can produce clear, well-structured, detailed text on complex subjects, 

showing controlled use of organisational patterns, connectors and cohesive devices.

Table 2. The CEFR global scale descriptors (Council of Europe, 2018).

B2

Can understand the main ideas of complex text on both concrete and abstract topics, including technical discussions in 

his/her field of specialisation. Can interact with a degree of fluency and spontaneity that makes regular interaction with 

native speakers quite possible without strain for either party. Can produce clear, detailed text on a wide range of subjects 

and explain a viewpoint on a topical issue giving the advantages and disadvantages of various options.

B1

Can understand the main points of clear standard input on familiar matters regularly encountered in work, school, leisure, 

etc. Can deal with most situations likely to arise whilst travelling in an area where the language is spoken. Can produce 

simple connected text on topics which are familiar or of personal interest. Can describe experiences and events, dreams, 

hopes & ambitions and briefly give reasons and explanations for opinions and plans.

Table 3. The CEFR global scale descriptors (Council of Europe, 2018).

A2

Can understand sentences and frequently used expressions related to areas of most immediate relevance (e.g. very basic 

personal and family information, shopping, local geography, employment). Can communicate in simple and routine tasks 

requiring a simple and direct exchange of information on familiar and routine matters. Can describe in simple terms 

aspects of his/her background, immediate environment and matters in areas of immediate need.

A1

Can understand and use familiar everyday expressions and very basic phrases aimed at the satisfaction of needs of a 

concrete type. Can introduce him/herself and others and can ask and answer questions about personal details such as 

where he/she lives, people he/she knows and things he/she has. Can interact in a simple way provided the other person 

talks slowly and clearly and is prepared to help.
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The horizontal dimension of the CEFR relates 
with the learner’s communicative language 
competencies and the strategies that mediate 
these competences (the learner’s linguistic 
resources) and communicative activities (what 
he or she can do with them). The CEFR also 
provides descriptors for such competencies 
and strategies, but the scaling is subordinate to 
that of communicative behaviour. Both should 
be read and used in practice for a number of 
reasons (Trim, 2010; Little, 2006), e.g.:

• to contribute to the development of realistic 
learning objectives;

• to provide a basis for continuity and 
progression in the learning that occurs over a 
period of time;

• to enable the development of assessment 
scales (both for formal and informal learning 
contexts);

• to facilitate the comparison of objectives, 
proficiency levels, materials developed in 
different contexts and situations;

• to distinguish different profiles/levels of 
proficiency.

2.3. The issue of Special Educational 
Needs. 
All the above-mentioned content and strategies 
were developed for the so-called ‘mainstream 
person’, but when it comes to dealing with 
students with special educational needs, the 

whole picture changes dramatically. Even the 
global scale descriptors fade away as they fail to 
describe what a person with special needs is able 
to do, not only because the needs are not global 
but rather individualized, but also because they 
can be outside the scope of the CEFR itself.

2.3.1. Learning foreign languages and 
special needs.
Learning a foreign language when you have 
special needs is altogether a very different 
issue that leads to the obvious conclusion that 
teaching a foreign language in such contexts also 
requires a completely different approach and a 
whole new set of strategies. Teaching students 
with special needs can only be envisaged by 
teachers who commit themselves to improving 
their teaching practices for these learners within 
a TESOL classroom context. Teachers in training 
need to read articles, visit websites, contact 
rehabilitation centres and their practitioners 
and experts. It is important to discuss teaching 
practices that provide strategies to support 
diverse learners who exhibit a variety of needs 
(physical, mental, neurological etc.; innate, 
acquired, caused by trauma etc.; stabilized or 
degenerative etc.), and who possess a wide 
variety of skills and varying levels of performance 
in those same skills (if at all). Therefore, inclusive 
teaching methods, models and strategies, with 
exploration of current best practices and a great 
deal of innovation, creativity and, above all, 
sensitivity to the learner as an individual, is the 
key to a successful learning/teaching experience.

16 // HANDBOOK OF TEACHING AND LEARNING FOREIGN LANGUAGES FOR PEOPLE WITH SPECIAL NEEDS
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2.3.2. Language learning disorders: a 
world of its own.
The main obstacle to overcome when working 
with learners with SEN are communication 
disorders. Aphasia and dysphasia, apraxia 
and dyspraxia, articulation disorder, auditory 
processing, dementia, dysarthria, dyslexia, 
dysphagia, fluency disorder, Parkinson’s disease, 
phonological disorders, specific language 
impairment, traumatic brain injury etc., are all 
manifestations of communication disorders 
that any language teacher may face, both in 
educational institutions and in society at large, 
sometimes even at home. And this list sets aside 
another disorder – language delay – since it is 
typical in young children who “take their time” 
demonstrating understanding or production 
of speech, which is usually resolved without 
any intervention. We will not go into this latter 
aspect, as the present text is aimed at adults 
with special needs.  

This list of disorders that may hinder 
communication can be extended to include 
autism, Asperger, cystic fibrosis, cerebral palsy, 
Down syndrome, emotional and behavioural 
disorders, hearing impairment, Intellectual 
Disability, seizure disorder, visual impairment, etc.

All these pose different problems to language 
acquisition and teaching, it being virtually 
impossible to find “universals” to tackle each 
and every singular case. This is precisely the 
operative aspect to have in mind: uniqueness. 
Although one can see evidence in mainstream 
students of specific traits that render people 
different in personality and make us all unique, 

the singularity of a person with special needs – 
although “classifiable” under one of the labels 
listed above and therefore ascribed to a “group” 
with common characteristics – is much more 
challenging. This is what leads us to the next 
section, questioning how CEFR can be used 
to support the development and delivery of a 
language course within the spectrum of adult 
students with special needs..

2.4. Using the CEFR to support language 
course development and delivery for 
adults with Special Needs.
Here the focus must be placed, first and foremost, 
at the level of teaching and teacher education. For 
that effect, and because special needs students 
are far fewer in number and in geographical 
concentration than mainstream ones, training 
should be offered online and, if possible, mainly 
asynchronously. This entails that anyone can be 
trained anytime and anywhere through a learning 
management system. Course materials should be 
grounded on the use of B1-B2 “Independent User” 
level English of CEFR; anything below that average 
but demanding level is diminishing the aptitudes 
and skills we should allow our students to aim for, 
however difficult this may appear to be for the 
student with special needs. Being content with 
falling short of an A-1 “Basic User” level is not only 
patronising, it means giving up without a fight.

Course materials should be free, even if under 
a Creative Commons licence, and under the 
guise of Open Educational Resources (hereafter 
OERs) from high quality and tested sources. OER 
materials should be used openly and freely at 
homes, schools, universities, or public and private 
training centres. These materials should also be 
accessible in places where students with special 
needs are confined to, for instance due to health 
issues, such as when they are confined to a 
hospital bed or in their own homes, with access 
to distance learning equipment and facilities, 
including regular specialised and directed tutoring.

Because special needs 
students are far fewer in 
number and in geographical 
concentration than 
mainstream ones, training 
should be offered online and, if 
possible, mail asynchronously.
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A course like this should offer: an introduction 
to special education concepts and terminology 
so that the educating community recognizes the 

“lingo” and identifies what each concept/term 
means (Friend and Bursuck, 2019); Universal 
Design for Learning (Jimenez and Hudson, 2019), 
bearing in mind that the word “universal” has 
to encompass the singularity of each individual 
student, but aiming at spanning everyone; 
differentiated education (Rock, Gregg, Ellis and 
Gable, 2008), given the fact that the individual 
needs prevail; direct education, i.e., resorting 
to the old explicit, guided instruction (Peterson, 
1979);  and behaviour management for students 
with special needs (Hanko, 2019). The outcomes 
to seek could revolve around acquiring the ability 
to identify and discuss concepts and issues that 
are central to teaching in the context of special 
education, identifying and explaining any given 
special needs pertaining to special education; 
searching, evaluating, selecting and possibly 
adapting OERs that address a given need in 
teaching a foreign language in the context of 
adult special education, for instance by adopting 
a total communication approach 1, planning 
and explaining how knowledge constructed in 
the teacher education course can be openly 
and freely shared with other English-language 
teachers through a Community of Practice.

Such teacher education offer could be covered, 
intensively, in the time span of 5 to 6 weeks, under 
a total of 50 to 90 hours, with a daily dedication 
of 2 or 3 hours, respectively, of independent and 
shared activity. This could be an accredited course 
or offered as a staff development package.

Conclusion
The CEFR: Learning, Teaching, Assessment is a 
European standard, also used in other countries, 
which serves to measure the level of oral and written 
comprehension and expression in a given language. It 
sets the skills that the student must have at each level 
for the categories of reading, writing, listening, spoken 
interaction and spoken production.

1 For a comprehensive overview of communication 
therapy (not just the issues that have to do with 
total communication) see the website at the link 
below. This site is a useful resource for information, 
teaching strategies, resources. https://www.
icommunicatetherapy.com/adult-communication-
difficulties-2/adult-learning-difficulties-intellectual-
disability/total-communication/

The En-Abilities project assumes the 
normalization and equalization of the level 
of language competence of VLE users as the 
primary objective. 2 Although they have special 
needs, it is crucial that they reach equivalent or 
very close levels to that of mainstream people, 
with no functional limitations, since regardless of 
their purposes, they will have to interact with a 
diversity of individuals, and understanding must 
be guaranteed between the interlocutors. 

3. Currently available online 
courses for language learning. 
Differences from and similarities 
with En-Abilities.
Online courses designed with a view to 
encouraging language learning are numerous and 
generally useful, and may be classified into the 
following categories:

• courses organised by various institutions 
within short-term training sessions, at a cost;

• courses proposed by specialised 
organisations, with partial free access to 
materials; 

• courses addressing the general public, with 
emphasis on age group requirements;

• courses aimed at developing domain-
oriented, applied language skills;

• courses for professionals involved in 
language teaching activities.

The sites dedicated to language learning for 
people with special educational needs are 
comprehensive in terms of presenting the 
scientific aspects of various (mostly learning) 
disabilities, offering additional information for 
parents and educators with regard to disability 
management, presenting the pros and cons 
to the schools system of specialising in the 
inclusion and training of persons with SEN and, 
last but not least, giving links to a potentially 
valuable bibliography of resources. For instance, 
LD OnLine 3 introduces an educational service 

2 For more information, see http://en-abilities.eu/ and 
http://en-abilities.eu/the-project/objectives/ 
3 For more information, see http://www.ldonline.org/
about/ 

https://www.icommunicatetherapy.com/adult-communication-difficulties-2/adult-learning-difficulties-intellectual-disability/total-communication/
https://www.icommunicatetherapy.com/adult-communication-difficulties-2/adult-learning-difficulties-intellectual-disability/total-communication/
https://www.icommunicatetherapy.com/adult-communication-difficulties-2/adult-learning-difficulties-intellectual-disability/total-communication/
https://www.icommunicatetherapy.com/adult-communication-difficulties-2/adult-learning-difficulties-intellectual-disability/total-communication/
http://en-abilities.eu/
http://en-abilities.eu/the-project/objectives/
http://www.ldonline.org/about/
http://www.ldonline.org/about/
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of the public television station WETA in 
Washington, D.C., which “seeks to help children 
and adults reach their full potential by providing 
accurate and up-to-date information and advice 
about learning disabilities and ADHD”. Its 
section dedicated to learning English addresses 
the “complex issue of students with limited 
English proficiency who may also have learning 
disabilities”, 4 and its entry on supporting aids 
and resources guides educators while making 
recommendations of resources available on 
Amazon, all of which focus on the relationship 
between education, learning and technology. 5

Other sites, which refer to people with SEN 
without necessarily being dedicated to the latter, 
also make valuable theoretical and practical 
contributions to language learning and consider 
ways of studying and promoting equality in the 
virtual classroom. From this standpoint, one 
site worth noting is Voice of America Learning 
English 6, which markets itself as a “multimedia 
source of news and information for millions of 
English learners worldwide”, and connects users 
to programs which are also broadcast on radio 
and satellite TV and posted at youtube, facebook 
and twitter. Their video programs are coherently 
constructed and presented, covering all the 
four skills (listening, speaking, reading, writing) 
and reinforce grammar and vocabulary with 
exercises for both individual learners and English 
teachers. The section dedicated to learners with 
disabilities, introduces users to five professionals 
and their work/opinions on the issue under 
discussion, taking the form of an informative 
article. 7

The most frequently visited and consulted 
European site featuring English language learning 
courses is that of the British Council. 8 It lists 
courses in general and business English, as well 
as language skill certification options covering all 
levels of competence, from A1 to C2. The means 
of engagement with English language learning 

4 For more information, see http://www.ldonline.org/
indepth/bilingual
5 For more information, see http://www.ldonline.org/
profbooks/c794 
6 For more information, see https://learningenglish.
voanews.com 
7 For more information, see https://learningenglish.
voanews.com/a/students-with-learning-disabilities-can-
learn-new-languages/3991760.html 
8 For more information, see https://learnenglish.
britishcouncil.org/courses 

through British Council include Online courses, 
English language schools, FutureLearn courses 
and Apps for learning English – all of which 
propose attractive, interactive activities tailored 
for a wide range of students and purposes. The 
longer, more elaborate Online courses and the 
English language schools require subscriptions 
and/or fees; the shorter FutureLearn courses 
allow free, upgraded (cheaper) or unlimited 
(more expensive) access; the Apps for learning 
English operate on Google’s Android OS and 
may be downloaded from the App store. The 
section dedicated to teachers is comprehensive 
and interesting; being the only one that refers 
to special educational needs. There is an article 
about “work with children at both primary and 
secondary level on the autism spectrum with a 
variety of communication and interaction needs”, 
showing growing interest in training for meeting 
the needs of students with SEN. 9

Another site which partially covers the same area 
as En-Abilities is Areadne 10, “a teacher training 
centre offering a range of onsite and online 
teacher training courses in Greece and abroad”, 
who organise Erasmus+ and KA1/ KA2 courses 
like English for Erasmus+, Let’s be creative in 
class using photo & video, CLIL – content and 
language integrated learning, and Towards the 
inclusive classroom. These are mostly oriented 
towards teachers and professionals, once again 
placing special needs education under the 

9 For more information, see https://www.
teachingenglish.org.uk/article/a-day-life-english-school-
learners-special-educational-needs 
10 For more information, see https://www.areadne.
eu/ and https://www.areadne.eu/course/special-needs-
education/ 
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microscope in connection with “teacher attitude 
and activity in the school”.

There are, of course, many more sites which 
may be found by simply entering ‘special needs 
+ courses’ into the Google search engine, but 
our review of available resources has not 
brought to light significant information on other 
organisations/institutions tackling the object 
of study and practice that is the focus of the 
En-Abilities – Enabling inclusive education 
through technology project. This project aims at 
developing tools for “encouraging autonomous 
language learning for adult students with SEN, 

in formal and non-formal education settings, 
implementing a Virtual Learning Environment 
(VLE) and a new, tested and evidence-based 
methodology and approach translated into 
practical guidelines for ICT and software 
developers and pedagogical guidelines for 
teachers.” The main features of En-Abilities, 
which make it stand out from the rest of the 
available online courses for language learning, 
are presented in the Table 4.

Table 4. Differences between En-Abilities with 
others online courses. Sources: Compiled by 
authors.

Features En-Abilities Other

Promotes equality and inclusion

It is dedicated exclusively to people with SEN

It includes applied material for people with SEN, not simply informative articles on 

learning disabilities

It addresses adults only, encouraging career development

It is tailored for physical and sensory disabilities

It is tailored for communication and cognitive disabilities

It encourages autonomous learning by people with SEN

It is recommended for use outside the classroom

It proposes a special Virtual Learning Environment for interactive use by people with 

SEN

It offers guidelines for students, teachers and ICT specialists

It the sequenced learning process is suitable for adaptation to individual users with SEN

It observes European guidelines regarding accessibility and Design4All.

It the entire package is 100% free of charge
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3.1. How to create an English language 
course with content and methodology.
There are several important factors that should 
be taken into account when creating a language 
course. They include learners’ needs, objectives, 
selecting or creating teaching materials that will 
match the learners’ needs, as well as specific 
contexts in which a language course will take place.

3.1.1.Learners’ needs.
Richards (2001) mentions the assumption that an 
analysis of learners’ needs should be the basis of 
every good educational program. According to this 
author, needs analysis can have many different 
purposes which, among others, include determining 
the level of language proficiency, the language skills 
a student needs to develop, potential problems 
a student has in language learning, as well as 
personal and cultural characteristics of learners 
(Richards, 2001). In their checklist for analyzing 
learners’ needs, Hutchinson and Waters (1987) also 
point out the importance of determining why the 
learners are taking the course, who the learners are, 
how they learn, etc. 

In the attempt to answer some of these 
questions regarding adult learners with 
disabilities, it could be said that their reasons 
or motives for learning English are not 
much different from the motives of typically 
developing general English students. These may 
include continuing education or employment, 
better understanding of rules in their native 
language, understanding different cultures, 
communicating with others directly or through 
social media, reading in English for pleasure, 
using the Internet, watching movies in English, 
etc. However, their way of learning and the 
potential problems they face in language learning 
differ depending on the type and severity of their 
disability. Students with SEN are more likely to 
experience greater difficulties when learning a 
foreign language, and as Ortiz (2001) suggests 
these difficulties may become more serious over 
time if instruction is not modified to address the 
students’ specific needs. 

For example, Sarkadi (2008) points out that 
dyslexic English language learners have great 
difficulties in incidental learning of English 
vocabulary due to their problems with 
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phonological processing and the English orthography. 
With regard to techniques used to facilitate vocabulary 
acquisition in dyslexic learners, apart from a 
multisensory approach and using mnemonic devices, 
Sarkadi (2008) also mentions pre-teaching, and pre-
selection and discussion of new or ‘difficult’ words.

In their study on deaf adult EFL (English as a Foreign 
Language) learners, Bajkó and Kontra (2008) 
determined that these learners rely heavily on 
Hungarian Sign Language when learning English 
and that apart from translating, they also use it 
as a learning strategy when studying alone and 
signing “mentally”. Furthermore, they point out 
the characteristics of deaf learners that should be 
considered when designing a course book to meet 
their needs, which include “their preference for self-
study and analytical thinking, their need for explicit 
grammar rules and explanations, interesting stories to 
read and challenging tasks to perform”. 

Ganschow and Schneider (2006) state that learners 
with moderate to severe foreign language learning 
difficulties may require extra time, instruction at a 
slower pace, a reduced course load, etc. Similarly, 
when discussing problems faced by English language 
learners with learning disabilities, Schwarz (1997) 
emphasizes the importance of adapting language 
courses in accordance with instructional methods that 
are effective for students with learning disabilities. 
Apart from slowing the pace of instruction and 
reducing the syllabus, these adaptations should also 
include reducing the vocabulary requirement, providing 
constant review and incorporating as much visual, 
tactile or kinesthetic (i.e. multisensory) stimulation and 
support as possible (Schwartz, 1997). 

In creating an English language course, it is very 
important to take into account learners’ specific needs, 
especially in the case of learners with SEN who have 
greater needs and face more problems related to 
foreign language acquisition compared to students 
without disabilities.

3.1.2. Objectives.
As White (2002) states, objectives refer to specifying 
learning outcomes, and are applied to units or lessons, 
while the overall aims refer to the whole program 
or its major components. Richards (2001) goes on 
to explain that the term aim is used to describe the 
general purpose of a language course, while the term 
objective is used to refer to more specific purposes. 
While aims are rather general statements, outcomes 

are much more specific and concrete. 
According to Richards (2001), objectives 
describe learning outcomes, they should 
be consistent with the course aim, and 
they should be precise and feasible. In 
defining an objective, Mager (1984) says 
that it describes an intended result of 
instruction, rather than the process of 
instruction itself. 

With regard to learning outcomes, the 
CEFR provides teachers and curriculum 
planners with simple orientation points 
for each of the six levels (A1, A2, B1, B2, 
C1, C2). Here, only points referring to the 
first three levels will be discussed. 

According to CEFR (2001):

• A basic user at A1 level: can 
understand and use frequent everyday 
expressions and basic phrases; can 
introduce him/herself and others; 
can ask and answer simple personal 
questions such as what he/she has, 
where he/she lives, etc.; can interact 
in a simple way if the other person 
talks slowly and clearly

• A basic user at A2 level: can 
understand sentences and commonly 
used expressions which are relevant 
to him/her (e.g. personal and family 
information, job, shopping, local 
geography, etc.); can exchange 
information about familiar and routine 
matters in a simple and direct way; 
can use simple terms to describe 
his/her background, immediate 
environment, etc. 

• An independent user at B1 level: can 
understand main points of clear texts 
on familiar topics related to work, 
school, leisure, etc.; can deal with 
different situations while travelling 
in areas where the language is 
used; can produce simple texts on 
familiar or personal interest topics; 
can give opinions, explain plans, 
ambitions, hopes, describe events and 
experiences. 

Bearing in mind the above mentioned 
CEFR orientation points for the first three 
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levels, we can propose more specific objectives 
which can be applied to units and may include 
the following:

• A1 level: introducing yourself, saying where 
you (and others) are from, saying how old 
you are, talking about your job and other 
personal information like age, address, 
phone number, marital status, etc., talking 
about family relations, describing a person, 
giving and asking for directions, describing 
your flat/house, talking about food, drinks, 
sports and hobbies, ordering and paying in 
a restaurant, talking about time and daily 
activities, talking on the phone, using email, 
the Internet and social media, talking about 
clothes, going shopping, talking about the 
weather, talking about travelling and means 
of transport, describing shapes and sizes of 
objects, talking about past events (e.g. at the 
theater, cinema…).

• A2 level: describing places in town and what 
is in a place, talking about daily routines and 
time, talking about what you learn, teachers, 
classmates, talking about things happening 
now and future arrangements, talking about 
food and drinks and how much there is of 
something, talking about sports and games, 
talking about what you can do and how you 
do it, talking about different times and events 
in life, talking about the weather in different 
places and times of the year, knowing formal 
ways of greeting people, talking about 
celebrations and important days in life.

• B1 level: talking about special days in your 
life, organizing a group activity, making 
and reacting to invitations, talking about 
travelling, checking in at the airport, asking 

questions to get to a place, asking for help, 
talking about music and music events, 
talking about people, relationships and close 
friends, talking about possible and imaginary 
situations in the present and future, talking 
about how we use our senses, knowing some 
common color idioms, talking to people 
about things in shops, asking polite questions, 
talking about habits and situations in the 
past, talking about traditions in your country,  
talking about different jobs and preparing 
for a job interview, talking about differences 
between cities, countries and people.

White (2002) goes on to explain that a number 
of enabling objectives are involved in successful 
achievement of learning objectives. He defines 
enabling objectives as components of learning 
objectives, without which it will not be possible 
to achieve the objective concerned (White, 
2002). According to him, the hierarchy of aims 
and objectives is as follows:

• Aims (general, achieved by teacher and 
learner over the long term).

• Objectives (specific, achieved by learner over 
the medium term).

• Enabling objectives (detailed, achieved by 
learner over the short term).

With regard to this, detailed enabling objectives 
for each of the three discussed CEFR levels can 
be proposed. Thus, for example, if the specific 
objective for A1 is talking on the phone, the 
appropriate enabling objectives would include 
the following forms: Hello, this is Helen; Can I speak 
to Anna, please? Yes, speaking; Can I take a message? 
etc.
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By considering the general aim, specific 
objectives and detailed enabling objectives, 
course designers can make a detailed plan and 
outline of the course for each level. 

3.1.3. Creating teaching materials.
Syllabus design involves the selection and 
grading of the items to be learnt (Harmer, 2001). 
White (2002) mentions the following key aspects 
that should be kept in mind when designing a 
syllabus: 

• Selection: choosing items that will be 
included.

• Grading: deciding what goes with what, and 
what comes before what.

• Recycling: using the items again in order to 
revise them or extend their range of use.

• Staging: division of a course into units or 
lessons.

• Sequencing: putting the items to be learnt in 
appropriate sequence.

When selecting vocabulary for language 
teaching, the most important criteria include 
word frequencies and range. As Richards (2001) 
suggests, the most useful words in language 
teaching are the ones with the highest frequency 
and the widest range. On the other hand, the 
selection of structures is largely influenced by 
simplicity/complexity criteria (White, 2002). 
Other factors considered when selecting 
structures may include their role in facilitating 
the acquisition and use of other grammatical 
forms, as well as their semantic transparency 
and generalizability to other communicative 
functions (Canale and Swain, 1980). Where 
the selection of the grammar to be taught is 
concerned, two other important factors which 
are closely related to selection are grading and 
sequencing. These two factors are to a large 
extent based on the work of Palmer (1968), a 
pioneer in work on grammar and vocabulary 
selection and grading. He explains the grading 
principle in the following way:

• The grammatical material must be graded. 
Certain moods and tenses are more useful 
than others; let us therefore concentrate on 
the useful ones first. In a language possessing 
a number of cases, we will not learn off the 

whole set of prepositions, their uses and 
requirements, but we will select them in 
accordance with their degree of importance. 
As for lists of rules and exceptions, if we 
learn them at all we will learn them in strict 
order of necessity. In most languages we shall 
probably find certain fundamental laws of 
grammar and syntax upon which the whole 
structure of the language depends; if our 
course is to comprise the conscious study of 
the mechanism of a given language, then, in 
accordance with the principle of gradation, 
let us first learn these essentials and leave 
the details to a later stage. (p.68)

What should also be mentioned at this point 
is that there are different types of syllabuses, 
such as grammar, lexical, functional, situational, 
topic-based, or task based. As Harmer (2001) 
points out, a common solution to the problem 
course designers encounter when selecting a 
syllabus, is the ‘multi-syllabus’. He describes the 
multi-syllabus as showing “any combination of 
items from grammar, lexis, language functions, 
situations, topics, tasks, different language skill 
tasks or pronunciation issues” (Harmer, 2001, p. 
300). However, as he goes on to explain, even in 
multi-syllabuses, the grammar syllabus frequently 
represents the basis and the starting point for 
organizing and planning the course. 

As already mentioned, when organizing a 
syllabus and choosing the course content, we 
should also consider learners’ needs, course 
objectives, and the context in which the course 
will be carried out, since these can largely 
determine the choice of appropriate content, 
exercises, and modifications. 

With regard to all this, we can discuss types of 
exercises and necessary modifications in creating 
an English language course aimed at adult 
learners with disabilities, carried out in a virtual 
learning environment. 

Moodle is designed to be fully accessible and 
usable for all users regardless of their capacity or 
disability. In his book about how to use Moodle 
in second language teaching, Stanford (2009) 
states that the principles of a good online course 
follow the principles of a good face-to-face 
course. He also lists ten principles of a good 
Moodle course which include:
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1. Structure: make sure that the course and 
activities are clearly structured.

2. Audience: make sure that the course and 
activities are suitable for target learners.

3. Goal: set the activities because they are 
useful and interesting.

4. Memorable: try to use interesting and 
attractive materials and topics.

5. Review: get feedback from other teachers and 
students on how to improve the materials.

6. Collaboration: make collaboration possible 
between learners, and teachers and learners.

7. Repetition: remember to re-use materials 
regularly and repeat them as many times as 
necessary.

8. Variety: include various types of activities in 
the course.

9. The right activity in the right time: include 
some open-ended activities along with 
closed activities.

10. Be available: make sure to offer help and 
support whenever needed.

Some additional points that could be added to 
this list are:

• Include questions with spoken answers

• Offer the possibility of completing the 
lessons in a random order

• Offer the possibility of tracking the number 
of correct and incorrect answers each time a 
student logs in

• Offer the possibility of tracking the time a 
student needs to provide the correct answer

• Include short videos (with an avatar) to give 
clear instructions and examples 

• Include explanations in students’ native 
languages.

Bearing in mind the target users, who are in 
this particular case, adult learners with different 
types of SEN, the appropriate types of activities 
and exercises include the following: drag and 
drop into text, drag and drop markers, drag and 
drop onto image, giving short answers, and 
pattern-match.

Furthermore, there are some necessary 
modifications and adaptations that need to be 
considered with regard to learners’ needs. These 
may include avoiding serif font, using appropriate 
letter-background combinations, large spaces 
between words, very sensitive spaces for 
providing answers, having an option to give 
spoken answers, providing detailed descriptions 
of pictures or translations into learners’ native 
language, etc.  

Conclusion
Creating a language course, choosing the 
right content and methodology are complex 
processes which require the engagement of a 
team of professionals who will focus on the 
important factors in course design. Here, we 
mentioned some of the key factors which 
should be considered when creating an English 
language course. These include learners’ 
needs, course objectives, and the process of 
creating appropriate teaching materials. Since 
our target learners are adults with different 
forms of disability and special educational 
needs, and the course is designed to promote 
autonomous English language learning in an 
online environment, we also briefly discussed 
some adaptations and modifications which may 
be necessary within this learning context. 
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