
 

 
 

EFL made to measure,  
for adult learners with intellectual disabilities 

  
 

Liesbeth Pyfers 
Pragma  

Hoensbroek / the Netherlands 
E-mail: lpyfers@pragmaprojecten.nl  

 
 

Abstract    
 

“English without Frontiers” was a Lingua project (2005-2007, www.englishwithoutfrontiers.eu). In this 
project, we developed a course to teach English to adult learners with intellectual disabilities. We used 
mainstream materials for inspiration, but developed the course from scratch. The teacher’s guide, all 
activities, worksheets and materials were developed specifically for the target group. Because our 
target group is so varied – between countries, within countries – teachers can adapt the course and 
the materials to meet the specific needs of their learners.  
The teacher’s guide consists of 10 modules, each with 10-12 activities. In addition, we made a DVD 
with video recordings of native English speakers. Several of these speakers have an intellectual 
disability, themselves.  
All materials were made by teachers, for teachers; there were no ICT professionals in the consortium. 
We used well-known software like Word, PowerPoint, and Premiere, because we wanted the users – 
both teachers and learners – to be able to adapt the materials themselves. The project recently won a 
gold award at the "Innovation and Creativity in the Lifelong Learning Programme" conference, in 
Prague.   
 

 
1. The project 

English without Frontiers was developed during the BarierFree Language Learning project. This 
project was partially funded under the Socrates Programme, Lingua Action 2 (225713-CP-1-2005-1-
SE-LINGUA-L2). It was a 2-year project that started in October 2005. The project had 3 distinct 
objectives:  

·  to demonstrate that adult learners with intellectual disabilities can and want to learn foreign 
languages;  

·  to develop and evaluate an experimental pilot course to teach English as a Foreign Language 
to adult learners with intellectual disabilities. The name of the pilot course is English without 
Frontiers;  

·  to use the results of the pilot course to outline a common framework and methodology for 
teaching foreign languages to adult learners with learning disabilities. 

Partners in the Partners in the project were:  Svefi Academy (SE), Pragma (NL), Biv Integrativ, 
Akademie für Integrative Bildung (AT), Ulm School of Adult Education (DE), School of Languages 
Leeds Metropolitan University (UK), and Astangu Vocational Rehabilitation Centre (EE).  

2. The target group 

The target group of our project was very diverse. We decided to make the curriculum very flexible, so 
teachers would be able to choose and adapt activities and materials to meet the specific needs of their 
learners. 



 

Teachers of the target group rarely are trained EFL teachers. We included exensive instructions for 
the teachers – general information about the learning needs of people with intellectual disabilties, and 
specific information about teaching English as a foreign language. We also included instructions on 
how to adapt activities and material for slower or faster students.  We decided to add video of native 
English speakers to the course  to provide the students – and the teachers – with models for the 
correct pronounciation of English. 

3. The curriculum 
 
Central to the curriculum are two persons, Mike and Jill. In each of the 10 units, Mike and Jill talk to 
the students about their lives. Mike moves to a new apartment and has a birthday party, Jill goes 
shopping. Together, they play in a band: “the Fantastics”. These stories were written in easy English. 
The main characters do things that our target group could do. Students watch the video and listen to 
Mike and Jill, then discuss the story with their teacher. They try to recognize words, try to match 
spoken to written words, try to repeat sentences. We have many additional activities for the students 
to practice the words and sentences from these stories: games, songs, worksheets.  
 
 

   
Fig.1. Mike and Jill, the main speakers 

 
In each unit, we also have video clips of additional speakers, who ask the students simple questions: 
“Hi, my name is Sara, what’s your name?”  Five speakers asking the same question, to provide the 
students with the repetition that they need. Then five speakers who ask the question in a slightly 
different way, to help the students generalize their newly learned skills.  
We do not teach grammar. We teach ‘chunks’: ready-made English. We encourage the students to 
guess and to use the incidental knowledge that they have. We encourage them to be brave and to 
make mistakes. We use TPR: Total Physical Response. The teacher uses pantomime and body 
language; the students act out words and commands. We use role-play and drama. Most important of 
all: we use activities in which each student can be a star in his or her own way, because success is the 
best motivator.  
 

    
Fig.2.  Photos of English words in context, that the students can guess the meaning of 



 

  
  
 
4. ICT  
 
In the past, teachers of our target group made their own materials by cutting and pasting pictures from 
magazines and catalogues. We used ICT to develop materials that are – almost – professional. We 
used a Word template for the workbook, so that the pages have a nice lay-out.  
 

        
 

Fig.3.  Pages from the Teacher’s manual 
 

 
We produced the DVD using Encore with an interface that allows the teacher to navigate quickly 
through all the video-clips, to play the clips in the order that s/he wants, and to repeat each clip as 
often as s/he wants. 
 
We added interactive activities: multiple choice questions, and an interactive dictionary. In the multiple 
choice questions, you see a video of one of the speakers, saying a word. Then, the student has to 
select the correct meaning of the word from 3 pictures. We made these in PowerPoint. Teachers can 
use the slides that they want, and they can easily make additional slides, themselves. They can record 
themselves, or students, saying English words, add some pictures, and use these with their students. 
The interactive dictionary is also made in PowerPoint. The students see a video of a speaker, saying 
an English word. We did not add written words, but added a picture of the meaning of the word. For 
the dictionary also, teachers can select the slides that they want, they can make changes to the slides 
(e.g. they can add the English words, or a translation of the spoken word in the national language), 
and can easily add their own slides with words that the students want to learn.  
 



 

    
 

Fig.4. Multiple choice question, made in PowerPoint 
 

   
 

Fig.5. Interactive dictionary 
 

 
5. Special  
 
In many aspects, our methods and materials are appropriate for a large target group, not just for adult 
learners with intellectual disabilities. The basic ingredients of our methodology are not very special: 
small steps, repetition, flexibility, multimedia,TPR, role play, fun and games. One of the partners 
actually used the pilot materials successfully to teach adult learners with acquired brain damage.  
The objective of the project however, was to produce materials ‘made to measure’ for the target group: 
adult learners with intellectual disabilities. The ingredients that make our materials ‘special’ are: 

·  The main characters in the curriculum, Mike and Jill. They are representatives of the target 
group. Their stories are fiction and were written for the curriculum, but the persons playing 
Mike and Jill on the video do have an intellectual disability, and the stories could have been 
about their lives.   

·  Many of the other speakers on the video have intellectual disabilities, as well. Some visibly, 
others not so visibly. 

·  For illustrations, we asked for, and received permission to use Picture Communication 
Symbols (http://www.mayer-johnson.com). This is an American symbol system that is used in 
many countries to support the communication for people with communicative problems. Many 
of the target group already know these symbols. An added benefit for us was that we had 
access to a large number of standardized pictures, that we could use free of charge. 

 
  
6. Challenges 
 
When we decided to film native English speakers with intellectual disabilities for our DVD, we took a 
major risk. And: would it be possible to find speakers with intellectual disabilities, who would be willing 
and able to say the texts, that we had written for them, on video? Our English partner had no 
connections in this field, so how to find our speakers? 
And: would our target group appreciate the fact that these speakers were people ‘like them’? 
  
We searched the internet and found the inc.Theatre ensemble in London, a theatre group for adults 
with intellectual disabilities. We contacted the trainer, negotiated a contract, and travelled to London 



 

with a digital video-camera, a microphone and a laptop with the scripts. We filmed for three days, 
learning by trial and error. We didn’t have a studio, so we used a classroom. The actors with 
intellectual disabilities could not read the script and could not memorize the lines. So we added a 
prompter, a person who read each line for the actors to repeat. Later, we edited out the lines of the 
prompter. We tried to film all the actors, but some couldn’t speak, couldn’t remember the lines, or 
couldn’t articulate very well. We filmed them anyway, or found other jobs for them. We also filmed the 
trainers as an example for the speakers with intellectual disabilities. Later decided to use these 
recordings as well, because they added variety to our selection of speakers.  
 

    
 

Fig.6. Our soundman and actors in London 
 
Was it worth the extra effort? We asked teachers in the final evaluation. All teachers replied that their 
students like the Mike and Jill characters and quickly identify with them. Students appreciate the 
stories, are curious about the next episode, and would like to contact Mike and Jill in person. Many 
asked where they could download the music of Mike and Jill’s band “The Fantastics”.  
We asked the teachers if the students like the fact that many of the speakers on the DVD have an 
intellectual disability, themselves. The responses were mixed: some teachers say that their students 
don’t like the speakers who are visibly disabled and make fun of them. Their students don’t know, or 
don’t want to be reminded of the fact that they have a disability, themselves. They want to be like 
everyone else. Other teachers report that the students do not even notice that some of our speakers 
are special and have a disability.   
From the start, we took into account that our target group was mixed and that we could not make 
materials that would fit them all. All activities and materials were made to be maximally flexible. 
Students, or teachers, who do not want to watch disabled speakers, can use the videos of the trainers 
instead. Teachers who find some of the materials too difficult, can skip these or adapt them to an 
easier level.  
As far as we know, we were the first to develop a curriculum to teach English, or any foreign language, 
especially made for this target group. We have learned by trial and error, but we have proved 
convincingly that adult learners with intellectual disabilities want to, and can learn a foreign language. 
We are happy to have found the Inc. Theatre Company and to have used ‘special’ speakers. Our 
materials cannot only be used to teach English to the target group, but also to help fight discrimination 
of the target group. Others agree: the project recently won a gold award at the "Innovation and 
Creativity in the Lifelong Learning Programme" conference, in Prague.   
 
    


