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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. Need to promote
language learning in
learners with special
education needs
• Proficiency in a foreign language is a

significant advantage in the modern
world. It has become a common and
compulsory part of the education
system, and one of the basic
requirements for many jobs.

• The literature which deals with
foreign language learning in adults
with Special Educational Needs
(SEN) usually attempts to answer the
question HOW. While great attention
is given to teaching strategies and
techniques, the question WHY is
rarely answered.

• With the number of people who
speak English as a foreign language
having well exceeded the number of
native speakers, English is recognised
as a global phenomenon.

• The social model of disability
emphasises the barriers 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 reasons why adults with SEN
learn foreign languages may be
summarised as:

• to continue their education and
find employment;

• to attain deeper knowledge of
their native language;
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• to gain further understanding of other
cultures;

• to make better use of free time;

• to increase their self-esteem;

• to develop existing talents.

• For teachers, it is important:

• to raise awareness regarding the
potential of learning English to reduce
anxiety in people with SEN;

• to support disability related content in
foreign language classes for the purpose
of creating an inclusive environment.
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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
• Language learning is a driver for social 

inclusion, linguistic tolerance within 
individuals and countries, and a means for 
intercultural understanding and democratic 
citizenship. The EU recommends that every 
European citizen should learn two languages 
in addition to their native language. 

• The provision of language learning may profit 
from the Common European Framework of 
Reference for Languages (CEFR), published in 
2011, which:

• 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;

• provides a set of categories for 
communicative competence, activities 
and strategies, defined for different levels 
of proficiency;

• suggests an action-oriented approach, 
teaching what learners need for different 
situations. 

• CEFR defines six levels of communicative 
proficiency (A1, A2, B1, B2, C1, C2), 
grouped into three broad levels (Basic User, 
Independent User, Proficient User). 

• Each level is accompanied by descriptors of 
communicative behaviour associated with 
reading, writing, listening, spoken interaction 
and production.

• CEFR was developed for the so called 
‘mainstream person’, but when it comes 
to dealing with students with Special 
Educational Needs, the whole picture 
changes dramatically. 

• The descriptors fail to indicate what a person 
with SEN is able to do, not only because their 
needs are not global but rather individualized, 
but also because they can be outside the 
scope of the CEFR itself.

• Learning a foreign language when you have 
special educational 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.

• 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.

• Disorders that may hinder communication 
pose different problems to language 
acquisition and teaching. The singularity 
of a person with special needs – although 
‘classifiable’ under one of the labels provided 
and therefore ascribed to a ‘group’ with 
common characteristics – is much more 
challenging.

• A question we should ask teachers and all 
those who develop educational programs and 
standards is how can CEFR be used to support 
the development and delivery of a language 
course within the spectrum of adult students 
with special needs?:

• The focus must be placed, first and 
foremost, at the level of teaching and 
teacher education;

• Because special educational needs learners 
are far less in numbers and in geographical 
concentration than mainstream ones, 
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training should be offered 
online and, if possible, mainly 
asynchronously;

• Course materials should be 
grounded on the use of B1-
B2 ‘Independent User’ level of 
CEFR; but also allowing learners 
to engage in A1 – A2 learning if 
necessary;

• Course materials should be 
free, even if under a Creative 
Commons licence, and under 
the guise of open educational 
resources (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 
learners with special needs are 
located, with access to distance 
learning equipment and facilities, 
including regular specialised and 
directed tutoring;

• A course like this should offer:

• an introduction to special 
education concepts and 
terminology;

• universal design for learning, 
bearing in mind that the 
word ‘universal’ has to 
encompass the singularity of 
each individual student, but 
aiming at spanning everyone; 

• differentiated education, 
given the fact that the 
individual needs prevail; 

• direct education, i.e., 
resorting to the old explicit, 
guided instruction;

• behaviour management for 
students with special needs.

• The outcomes to seek could revolve around:

• acquiring the ability of identifying and 
discussing 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;

• planning and explaining how knowledge 
constructed in the teacher education 
course can be openly and freely shared 
with other English-language teachers by 
means of a Community of Practice.

• Such a 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.

• Within the En-Abilities project, CEFR is assumed 
as a foundation to normalize and equalize the 
level of language competence of Virtual Learning 
Environment (VLE) users. 
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3. Available online courses for 
language learning. Differences 
from and similarities with  
En-Abilities
• The courses designed with a view to 

encouraging language learning, which are 
available online, 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 SEN (for example http://www.
ldonline.org/about/) are comprehensive in as 
far as:

• presenting the scientific aspects of 
various (mostly learning) disabilities;

• offering additional information for 
parents and educators with regard to 
disability management; 

• showing the pros and cons of the school 
system specialising in the inclusion and 
training of persons with SEN;

• giving links to potentially valuable 
bibliography to be purchased.

• Other sites, which refer to people with 
special educational needs without necessarily 
being dedicated to the latter (for example 
https://learningenglish.voanews.com):

• also make valuable theoretical and 
practical contributions to language 
learning;

• consider ways of studying and promoting 
equality in the virtual classroom thus 
configured.

• The most frequently visited and consulted 
European site featuring English language 
learning courses is that of the British Council: 
https://learnenglish.britishcouncil.org/
courses.

• Another site which partially fits the grid 
established by En-Abilities is that of Areadne, 

“a teacher training centre offering a range of 
onsite and online teacher training courses in 
Greece and abroad” (https://www.areadne.eu/).

• There are, of course, many more sites 
which may be found by simply introducing 
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‘special needs + courses’ in the Google 
search window, but our exploration has not 
brought back relevant information on other 
organisations/institutions tackling the object 
of study and practice assumed under En-
Abilities (http://en-abilities.eu/).

Features En-Abilities Other

promotes equality and inclusion √ √

is dedicated exclusively to people with SEN √

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

learning disabilities
√

addresses adults only, encouraging career development √

is tailored for physical and sensory disabilities √

is tailored for communication and cognitive disabilities √ √

encourages autonomous learning by people with SEN √

is recommended for use outside the classroom √ √

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

offers guidelines for students, teachers and ICT specialists √

the sequenced learning process is suitable for being adapted to individual users with SEN √

observes European guidelines regarding accessibility and Design4All. √

the whole package is 100% free of charge √

• The main features of En-Abilities, which make 
it stand out from the rest of the available 
online courses for language learning for 
people with disabilities or SEN, are presented 
in the table below.

4. How to create an English 
language course / content / 
methodology
• The factors that should be taken into account 

when creating a language course include:

• reasons for learning and learners’ needs;

• objectives; 

• designing the syllabus and creating 
teaching materials that will match the 
learners’ needs;

• specific contexts in which a language 
course will take place.

• The reasons for learning English of people 
with SEN 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 films in English;

• being able to travel and meet people 
from different countries
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• 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 these difficulties may 
become more serious over time if instruction 
is not modified to address the students’ 
specific needs. 

• The 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. They 
describe an intended result of instruction, 
rather than the process of instruction itself. 

• With regard to learning outcomes, the 
Common European Framework of Reference 
for Languages (CEFR) provides teachers and 
curriculum planners with simple orientation 
points for each of the six levels (A1, A2, B1, 
B2, C1, C2). 

• However, detailed enabling objectives can 
be proposed for each of the six CEFR levels. 
By considering the general aim, specific 
objectives and detailed enabling objectives, 
course designers can create a comprehensive 
plan and outline of the course for each level. 

• Designing the syllabus and creating teaching 
materials involves:

• selection – choosing the items to 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 the appropriate sequence.
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• A common solution to the problem course 
designers encounter is the ‘multi-syllabus’ 

– any combination of items from grammar, 
lexis, language functions, situations, topics, 
tasks, different language skill tasks or 
pronunciation issues.

• Specific contexts: Moodle – designed to 
be fully accessible and usable for all users, 
regardless of their capacity or disability.  

• A good Moodle course should observe ten 
principles: 

• structure – make sure that the course 
and activities are clearly structured;

• audience – make sure that the course and 
activities are suitable for target learners;

• goal – set the activities because they are 
useful and interesting; 

• memorable – try to use interesting and 
attractive materials and topics;

• review – get feedback from other 
teachers and students on how to improve 
the materials;

• collaboration – make collaboration 
possible between learners, and teachers 
and learners;

• repetition – remember to recycle 
materials regularly and repeat them as 
many times as necessary;

• variety – include various types of 
activities in the course;

• the right activity in the right time – 
include some open-ended activities along 
with closed activities;

• be available – make sure to offer help 
and support whenever needed.

• We are proposing that the following are 
added to the list:

• include questions with spoken answers;

• offer possibility to complete the lessons 
in random order;

• offer possibility to track the number of 
correct and incorrect answers each time 
a student logs in; P
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• offer possibility to track the time a 
student needs to provide the correct 
answer;

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

• Bearing in mind the target users, adult 
learners with different types of SEN, the 
recommended types of appropriate activities 
and exercises include: 

• drag and drop into text; 

• drag and drop markers;

• drag and drop onto image; 

• giving short answers;

• pattern-match.

• Further necessary modifications and 
adaptations to be considered with regard to 
learners’ needs:

• 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.

• 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 factors which are 
important in course design.
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