Language Processing 2
Literacy Learning Difficulties of Children Learning EFL

Introduction:

• 
Often tests given to bilingual children can stigmatise them, as tests locate apparent weaknesses in the majority language and use monolingual scores as points of comparison.

• 
In US there is legislation to govern appropriate processes of assessment as a result of the 1973 Californian case of Diana v. the State Board of Education. Nine Mexican -American parents protested that their children (L1 Spanish) were given an English Language IQ Test. The test revealed normal non-verbal scores but very low verbal IQ scores (as low as 30 for one child)

•
As a result of this linguistically and culturally inappropriate test, the children were placed in classes for the ‘mentally-retarded’.

•
 Testing should be conducted in the child’s native language (and in English).

•
Non-verbal IQ tests usually a fairer measurement of IQ than verbal IQ tests (Valdes & Figueroa, 1994)


The collection of broader data on language minority children was required (rather than simple test data)


The dilemma facing professionals in assessing a bilingual child with reported learning difficulties involves avoiding two errors:

•
False Positive:


The error of diagnosing a learning difficulty where none is present, therefore labelling the child and possibly changing the mode of instruction or environment to one that is not suitable, for example placing a child in a special school where the language environment may be less rich.

•
False Negative:


The error of failing to diagnose a learning difficulty and thus not giving the child appropriate help at an early stage, allowing subsequent difficulties to become more entrenched and harder to manage: Wright (1991)

Active ways in which teachers and schools can work towards a better informed decision about a child’s progress:

•
ask questions

• 
collect evidence

•
plan support

Crucial information required by the school:

•
family/child history

•
perceptions of parents/family/ child and teachers about learning progress and achievement

•
physical health, medical information

•
previous educational history and current education in school and community.

•
language knowledge and experience

•
the context for learning in school and class

•
evidence of achievements to date, including samples of work

•
evidence of other professionals involved

•
community context and family status

Hall, D. (1996) Assessing the Needs of Bilingual Pupils-Living in Two Languages, London, David Fulton.

Challenges faced by families from minority bilingual communities in relation to schools

Minority bilingual children and their parents may differ from other pupils in:

a)
Experience and understanding of the school system and the classroom

b)
Cultural knowledge relevant to the National Curriculum.

c)
Proficiency in the main language used in the school system.

d)
Experience of prejudice, discrimination and racism.

SEN and bilingualism: the legal position in the UK

A child is not to be taken as having a learning difficulty solely because the language
( or form of the language) in which he is, or will be, taught is different from a language (or form of language) which has at any time been spoken in his home.


(1993 Act Section 156)

Good Practice:

All bilingual children who are assessed should:

a)
be given assessment materials for which a formal process of item bias review has been completed;

b)
Have a full bilingual language assessment at the outset, the results of which inform all that follows;

c)
be dealt with exclusively by workers who, whatever their own background, are knowledgeable about and sensitive to the key features of the children’s culture and language.

Review individual test items for:

•
Potential offensiveness to a target group

•
any form of stereotyping

•
language that might not have a common meaning for all who take the test

•
activities described in an item that are not equally familiar (or equally unfamiliar) to all examinees.

Getting the procedures right

a) Basic guidance in the Code of Practice on SEN for England and Wales (1994) para. 2:18:

•
Particular care should be taken when working with children from minority ethnic groups, including children for whom English is an additional Language:

•
Take care to consider the child within the context of home, language, culture and community.

•
If necessary, use bilingual support staff and interpreters so that the child and parents fully understand measures school is taking.

•
So far as possible, use assessment tools which are culturally neutral and useful for a range of ethnic groups

•
Make use of any local sources of advice relevant to the ethnic group concerned.

Further detailed suggestions to augment that guidance:

(Cline, T, 1995)

•
Active involvement of ESL and bilingual support teachers at every stage;

•
The recording and reviewing of information on a child’s knowledge and use of their home language and of English;

•
The setting and reviewing of specific educational aims covering language and cultural needs

•
The arrangement of appropriate language provision

•
The investigation of social, cultural and language isolation and peer harassment as possible factors in the child’s difficulties;

•
The engagement of an interpreter/advisor from the parent’s own community if needed

•
Where a child attends a religious or community school, the inclusion of that school among the outside agencies to be consulted.

Literacy learning difficulties as an example of SEN affecting children learning EAL:

Self Study Questions: 

In pairs discuss:

1. Do children learning to read in a second language experience difficulties that are different from those which teachers are familiar in monolingual children?

2. Do children learning English with learning difficulties in literacy have access to the specialist support they need?

3. Should literacy learning difficulties be identified as early as possible with children learning EFL?

4. What role should specialist EFL teachers, bilingual support staff and interpreters play in the identification and assessment of learning difficulties, and what training do they and others need?

5. Should a specialist test be developed to overcome problems of assessment such as cultural bias?

6. Should children learning EFL be assessed in their first language or in English or in some combination of both?

7. What background information is needed when assessing learning difficulties of a child with learning English?
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