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Choose an intervention that supports the learning and development of a pupil / group of pupils. Reflect critically on its potential for ensuring pupil progression and the possible challenges that may arise.

The aim of this assignment is to highlight, discuss and analyse an intervention and its potential for helping a child with English as an Additional language (EAL). Throughout, the different ideas and theory around language acquisition will be explored, how children learn and develop within languages and how the chosen intervention will impact on this. Language acquisition is considered fundamental to all forms of learning. Whitehead (2010a, p. xiv) emphasis this by stating that language, even when not being the primary focus of a given activity or provision is the foundation or ‘channel’ for teaching and learning. Bower (2014, p. xii) agrees, she believes that language has the power to enable children to undertake a lifelong journey that can help them succeed in a variety of settings. The idea of language as a fundamental necessity to learning will be explored throughout. We will discuss how an intervention can help a child with EAL progress and develop in a second language and become an important member of school and societal life. The chosen child (child A) of focus for this intervention is a year six boy from Egypt. Child A moved from Egypt with his father and two younger siblings. Child A moved to a Welsh school halfway through the autumn school term. He has had no English teaching throughout his life just like his siblings, his father however has a little English knowledge and can hold a very basic conversation. No information of his level of development has been sent by any previous schools, however, he has spent a little time with a one to one female translator who comes to the school twice a week to work with him in Arabic. She believes his level of development to be at least a year behind that of other children his own age. Child A seems happy to come to school, he is always smiling, he tries to engage with other children but both he and other children are finding the language barrier difficult. Most of the communication is in hand gestures and body language. The class teacher does not seem to be aware of his needs or stage of development, each lesson he is either given an I-pad, chrome book or a letter formation sheet to work through during each lesson without any specific focus or guidance. 

Teachers should make every effort to cater for the developmental needs of each child in their class for them to reach their full potential. Welsh Government (2015, p. 4) believes that in order for children to grow and become confident learners, practitioners need to be aware of how children develop and plan accordingly to each child’s developmental needs. Doherty and Hughes (2009a, p. 17) echo this by stating that good teachers are ‘experts in child development’ they believe that the knowledge gained from understanding child development enables teachers to recognise the link between development and learning, helping them to meet the needs of each child in their class. This highlights the importance of understanding the differing needs of children. Child A is lacking the basic language skills to allow him to develop and progress as a year six student in an English language setting. Therefore, an intervention is needed to allow the child to learn and develop his English language that enables him to integrate himself into school life. The chosen intervention is a way to help child A learn English by focusing on phonetics. Child A is used to speaking, writing and reading in Arabic which has a completely different set of letters and sounds to that of English. Therefore, the idea of the intervention is to start the child’s learning with Jolly Phonics. This will help the child learn about the basics of the English language and give a good starting point to progress. The idea of the intervention is to have EAL children from different primary schools in an area, travel from their primary school to a comprehensive ‘hub’ school. This will be for an entire morning twice a week. When at the hub school, children will be greeted by and taken through the learning by the school’s Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator (SENCO). This will provide Child A with a safe environment, with other children and a designated teacher that will help child A by giving him opportunities to specifically develop and progress his English language. Lightbown and Spada (2013a, p. 30) explain that research shows that as long as children are given the opportunity, there is no reason why a child can’t develop and learn a new language. This shows that in order for Child A to learn and progress with his learning of the English language, the intervention is needed to provide him with the opportunity to do so. 

Being able to speak the language and communicate in English is an important step for Child A to help integrate himself within his community and society. Neaum (2012a, p. 7) explains that speaking a language is the precursor to gaining literacy skills, to read and write. This will then allow children to gain full participation in society. This closely links with the Welsh Government (2020a, p. 30, 11) guidance on their new curriculum, they state that the new curriculum should be accessible to all children and that this is essential for all learners to become active members of society. It is also embedded into the new curriculum as being one of the four purposes, ‘Healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society.’ This suggests that in order for Child A to progress as an active member of society, he should be given the opportunity to learn and have full access to the curriculum to help him develop through the medium of English. Neaum (2012b, p. 9) explains the ‘sapir-whorf’ hypothesis, this suggests that it is the language that we speak of the society that we are a part of, where we derive our knowledge, concepts and shapes our perception of the society. This highlights that in order to gain a good understanding of the society that we live in and become active citizens, a good understanding and knowledge of that society’s language is beneficial. 

There are many different theories surrounding language acquisition and development. Doherty and Hughes (2009b, p. 308) explains B.F Skinners version of the behaviourist approach, this approach enables language acquisition through reinforcement and that language is a learned behaviour through a process of being rewarded or punished for certain behaviours (operant conditioning). In this theory it is external reinforcement that allows language to be learned and shaped. This is simplified by Ambridge and Lieven (2011) they state that when a child is learning to speak, they may say ‘milk’ and when the child is rewarded with an offer of milk and smile from the mother this progresses the child’s language development. J. B Watson (1913, Cited by McLeod, 2017) was another behaviourist who denied the existence of the conscious mind and believed that learning was based around trial and error, behaviour is conditioned and formed from exploring what worked and didn’t work for each behaviour. He believed that when we are born our mind is ‘tabula rasa’ a blank slate and it is conditioning that helps us fill in the slate. Therefore, the behaviourist approach would suggest that consciousness is irrelevant to learning and developing a language and it is simply a process of rewards and punishment that enables a pupil to learn. 

Another approach to language acquisition is the nativist approach. Neaum (2012c, p. 20) explains that the nativist approach suggests that the behaviourist explanation of language acquisition is too simplistic and can’t explain the complexity of language acquisition. Nativists believe that even simple observations show that children learn and are able to use complex language structures with minimal instruction and reinforcement. It is the exposure to the language around them that they hear, where language is learned. Chomsky (1965) builds on this by proposing his idea of ‘universal grammar’ he believed that certain aspects of our own knowledge and understanding of language are genetically pre-determined. This theory postulates that we are all born with the same ability to acquire language and that it is due to exposure to the language which helps it to develop over time. What makes all this possible Chomsky refers to as the ‘Language Acquisition Device’ (LAD), this LAD allows children to understand the rules of the language that they hear or even see. He states that it is the LAD that offers an explanation of how children are able to develop complex language systems and of all language universally. This theory would argue that it is exposure to a language not conditioning where the learning takes place. However, Bruner (1983, cited in Arnold and Yeomans, 2005, p. 57) disagreed with Chomsky in disregarding interaction in language learning. With this in mind Bruner developed his Language Acquisition support system (LASS). He believed that in order for the LAD to be successful, children learning a language need to be involved in repeated interactions with others. It is this social interaction which is the basis of the LASS. Tomasello (2003) flips Chomsky’s idea around, he believes language is learned through a social process of using the language. Tomasello states that language and development stem from communication towards rule-based grammar, whereby, Chomsky believes language acquisition starts with rule-based grammar towards communication. This idea stems from the social learning theory of language acquisition. 

Social theorists believe that language learning is based on communication and social interaction with others and how we use and develop the language is based on social real world experiences. Vygotsky (1962, Cited by McLeod, 2018) believed in the importance of developing language through social context rather than the processes of language. Vygotsky argues that it is language that forms the basis of thought. He states that thought development is closely linked to a child’s language which is dependent on the social context they develop their language in. It can be assumed that there are many credible factors to each of these theories and that in order to help a child progress and develop their language, teachers must be able to put aside their own personal beliefs, educate themselves on and consider all possible theories of language acquisition. This will enable the teacher to create a curriculum and programme of learning that is best suited to each child’s individual needs. Gross (2013, p. 13) explains that learning a language is very complex, so much so that no one is yet to create a programme that enables an artificial system to learn a language that humans are able to learn seemingly by ‘magic’. This highlights the importance of teachers being as prepared as possible when it comes to teaching a language, the complexity of language acquisition is clear to see and it is only when a teacher has the knowledge and understanding of various theories and pedagogy, will they then be able to give their students the best possible opportunity of learning and development. 

Child A has already gone through the stages of language acquisition, however, his native tongue Arabic, is quite different to that of our English language. Oates and Grayson (2004, p. 167) give a simplistic explanation of the differences between the phonology of English and Arabic, they state that phonology is what is referred to as the knowledge a speaker possesses of their native tongue. They continue by emphasising that native tongue English speakers are readily aware of the sound difference between ‘b’ as in ‘bat’ and ‘p’ as in ‘pat’, unlike native speakers of Arabic who ignore this distinction. This shows the potential difficulty Child A has in his understanding and progression of learning English, he is aware of his native language and the rules that go with it. With English he has to learn and understand a different set of rules and be able to distinguish between the two. Attending a course designed specifically for children that are learning English as an additional language and starting at the beginning with phonics, Child A will have the best opportunity to learn, practice and develop his English skills. Welsh Government (2020b, p. 161) state that research recognises that phonological awareness are important cognitive skills to develop a language. They believe that whenever the learner is ready to, phonics should be taught consistently and systematically. The evidence would suggest a strong link between developing phonetic skills and learning a language. 

According to Jolly learning (2018a), Jolly Phonics is ‘widely recognised as the most effective way to teach children to read and write in English.’ Their programme works based on developing five skills, learning letter sounds, letter formation, blending, segmenting and tricky words. They also claim that it can be very beneficial for EAL children, stating that the programme is effective no matter the ability and that children learning English as a second language can do just as well as those with it as their first. Crystal (1998) states that in order for children to develop spoken language and the ability to communicate with others, children learning English will need to develop phonemes, syllables, phrases, sentences and dialogue, according to the rules of the English language. This highlights how potentially important learning phonics can be as it is placed first in order of skill development when learning a new language. As previously mentioned, the idea of the intervention is to have EAL children from different primary school’s travel to a Hub school (taxi) with their class TA, where a SENCO teacher will have prepared the learning and be aware of their needs. Prior to the course commencing, Teachers, Headteachers and the parents of the children will have met and discussed whether they think the course is suitable for the child. If all parties agree, the course would be for 2 mornings a week for 8 weeks. There will be no cost to the parents or school as this is a council run initiative, the only expense is the time of the people involved. The SENCO teacher of the hub school will prepare all the lessons and work for each session and each child will be accompanied by their class TA. After the sessions it will be the responsibility of the TA and class teacher to discuss the learning and progression of the child, the teacher will then plan accordingly for when the child is in his/her class. 

The Jolly Phonics initiative relies quite heavily early in the programme on imitation, repetition and memorisation. Children will hear and repeat the letter sounds, imitate the direction of the class teacher as well as memorise songs. Lightbown and Spada (2013b, p. 202) conversely suggest that imitation and rote memorisation are not effective to learning a language if the children learning do not put their practice into meaningful interaction. This is not an issue for English first language children because even in between songs, repetitions and imitating the teacher there will be dialogue between the teacher and the children that they will understand. However, this can be problematic for an EAL child, like child A for example, as they lack the necessary English skills to put their practice to work in interaction with others. On the other hand, they suggest that classroom research has shown that second language learners find it useful and can benefit from imitation and repetition of what they hear others say. Whereas, Winston (2003) believes that for new connections in the brain to be strengthened, it needs stimuli that is unusual and fresh. This would suggest that repetition and memorisation of a language is ineffective, and that novelty is good when learning a new language. However, it could be argued that for child A, this would be a novel and new experience. The language is new to him therefore the unusual stimulus to him would help his brain make those new connections. Another contentious issue that would need careful consideration is that of differentiation. The SENCO would need in depth knowledge of pedagogical practices and be aware of the needs of all the children.  This is where good communication between the school and hub school would be beneficial. The SENCO would also need to possess good knowledge and understanding of the intervention as well as the theoretical and pedagogical needs of EAL children. The Welsh Government (2020c, p. 50) believe that all practitioners should ensure that they have a deep understanding of pedagogical principles and the research that they are based on. They state that pedagogy should be at the heart of the curriculum and that effective pedagogy relies on the practitioner having in depth knowledge and understanding of child development. Moreover, the SENCO would also need to be aware of the nature of Jolly Phonics and that it is designed and aimed for younger children, therefore differentiation of the subject matter would be needed to make the content more suitable to the age level of those involved like child A. Griffiths and Burns (2012, p. 27) explain that it is ‘absolutely vital’ that all students have a suitable level of challenge appropriate to them. Ignoring differentiation will result in a loss of ‘flow’ because the work is either too easy or too difficult for the learners. This highlights the importance of effective communication between all parties involved in ensuring the level of work is age appropriate and challenging enough for EAL students during this intervention.  

The purpose of this intervention is to help child A to progress in his development of the English language. Hattie (2012a, p. 67) views progression as being at the ‘core of effective teaching and learning.’ Furthermore, Hattie (2012b, p. 65) believes that there is no one correct course of progress for each student. This demonstrates that while the main aim of teaching is to help children to progress throughout the curriculum, each child will progress in a different way to others. Complimentary to this, Welsh Government (2020d, p. 57) characterises progression as the ability to make connections and then develop and transfer those skills to other areas of the curriculum. As well as the SENCO of the hub school being able to witness first-hand the progression of child A during the intervention sessions, child A’s class teacher will also be able to view the progression of the child during lessons when the child is present. Welsh Government continue stating that we should be able to see the child take the skills and knowledge that he is learning in the intervention and apply them to other areas of learning within the curriculum. What is important in this intervention is to equip child A with the skill set that will allow him to develop his English, transfer the skills to the classroom and engage, play and learn alongside his peers. Essentially the aim is to make his time at school more enjoyable. Knowles (2009) explains that while education is about learning and progression, we must enable children to learn and explore new skills in a manner that is more engaging for them, children won’t engage with an education system that they do not enjoy. While it is assumed that child A is happy because he is smiling a lot of the time in school, we must also consider the frustrations that he could potentially be feeling for being submerged in an unfamiliar culture, new societal rules and a language that is completely foreign to him. An intervention that allows him to learn and explore this new language in a way that is fun, engaging and allows him to integrate into class life, will be beneficial educationally, physically and emotionally. 

There are limitations to using Jolly Phonics solely in this intervention. Baker (2007) explains that essentially, phonics is teaching children the skills to ‘decode’ the English language. However, he states that in the English language a third of the words are phonetically irregular. He continues by emphasising that exclusive use of ‘decoding’ methods, could potentially result in a child not understanding what they are reading. This would suggest that in order to give child A the best chance at developing his language, Jolly Phonics should not be taught exclusively in the intervention, other methods in and out of the intervention should be used to help the learning progress. While this is the case, Jolly Learning (2018b) explains that Jolly Phonics is not just for nursery children beginning their life in school. It is a progressive course that is designed to help children throughout primary school, starting with learning the ‘42’ letter sounds at the age of four, all the way up to ‘formal and informal writing’ at the age of eleven. This suggests that the programme understands and realises the need for a multi-language approach that starts with the basics of phonetics and enables children to progress and develop their language as their ability and age develop. Willoughby (1995) agrees and views a singular language programme such as Jolly Phonics as potentially problematic, she believes this to be the case because if a singular programme is used and the methods or teachings of the programme are poor, then the outcome for the learner could be ‘especially bad.’ This brings us back to the earlier point and emphasises again the necessity of practitioners having a good knowledge and understanding of what they are teaching to their learners.

There are many benefits for child A in attending and completing this intervention. It is a good way to help him start his journey in learning the English language. It is a way of gathering other children who are starting their English language journey and giving them the help and skills needed to progress as a group as well as individually. Vygotsky (1896-1934, cited in Gray and Macblain, 2012, p. 71) believed that it was the social context that needs to be examined when looking at children develop and that children do not develop in isolation. Children develop together towards a shared goal. This would suggest that in the intervention, the group share the goal of language development and it is in the context of working together in which this goal will be realised. Beckley (2012) echoes this by stating that when children co-operate and work towards a mutual goal there are positive results for the children involved. This shows the potential benefits of child A attending the intervention where the children all share the same goal, potentially working together and progressing as a group is beneficial for all participants. In order to help the learning progress throughout the intervention as well as beyond the eight-week course, child A’s class teacher will need to document his progression throughout the intervention and devise an individual learning plan to aid his progression during and after the intervention. Having an effective teacher in the classroom as well as the teacher leading the intervention is essential for child A in progressing his language development. Grigg (2015) explains that when a child is taught by a teacher of poor standards, the difficulties already faced by the child are compounded with the child possibly never catching up. This signifies the importance of child A having teachers of an excellent standard as he begins his journey of the English language. He is a year six child, therefore, already quite far behind in comparison to his peers, poor teaching standard would only allow him to fall further behind as he ages. An idea to help continue the learning for child A would be to possibly open up the intervention to the parents, allowing the parents to engage and learn with their children could have added benefits in their home life. Child A already has younger siblings who would be learning the language in school, if the parents are also engaged in the learning then the family could help each other to develop at home. 
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