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Exploring Literacy Barriers: SJIE6002
Critically discuss how pupils/students with EAL can experience barriers to literacy and evaluate strategies to support literacy achievement for these learners. 

This essay will critically discuss how learners with EAL (English as an Additional Language) experience barriers to literacy, and what strategies are put in place to support them. Firstly, the essay will define literacy, how literacy is important to develop skills, the difficulties individuals face, the hidden barriers in literacy for pupils and how this makes pupils disadvantaged compared to their peers. It will describe EAL, not assuming children with EAL have ALN (Additional Learning Needs), and the benefits of bilingualism. Secondly, it will critically reflect on the range of barriers faced by EAL learners and the barriers to literacy, finally critically analysing the positives and negatives of mainstream school for an EAL pupils and evaluating the range of support to literacy for EAL pupils. 
Literacy is the ability to read and write a language or languages (Whitehead, 2007).  For language to develop into literacy, adults should speak to babies to help develop their language, as babies have their “own remarkable communication skills and innate ability to process language around them” (Whitehead, 2007). Many children that attend education have already developed skills literacy skills including speaking, listening, reading, and writing, as they get older. Developing literacy skills teaches children a way to develop other skills that are essential for young people to achieve their educational and employment aspirations (KUMON, 2014). On the other hand, for a number of children they face a difficulty in literacy. The barriers to literacy can be a number of aspects. The individual can have a hidden disability; they would then be categorised as ALN (Additional learning Needs). One hidden disability is Dyslexia; this is a barrier to literacy to many children. Dyslexia is when “a child continues to demonstrate great difficulty in acquiring accurate and fluent word reading and/or spelling over a period of time” (Welsh Government , 2012). Barriers to literacy affect other aspects, for instance people with poor literacy skills can be disadvantaged. In the UK today, at least seven million adults are functionally illiterate (BBC, 2020). They are more likely to live in a non-working household (BBC, 2020), which would result in children living in poverty. Children living in poverty are eligible for Free School Meals (FSM), this is to assist them to achieve an education, supporting those with literacy barriers to achieve as they might not get the support at home (Pembrokeshire County Council, 2018). 
Poverty can also affect people from other backgrounds such as other disabilities, single parents, refugees and ethnic groups (Welsh Government , 2015) When looking at ethnic groups and refugees, they have a  literacy barrier as they are EAL pupils. This essay will now go on to discuss what the term EAL means. EAL is the term which refers to learners whose first language is not English, however they may already be fluent in several other languages or dialects (Welsh Government , 2015). Within Wales, nearly ten percent of school pupils are from an ethnic minority group, resulting in over 100 languages and 140 dialects spoken by pupils (Welsh Government , 2015). Learners who are EAL often make rapid progress, even if they begin with little English (NALDIC Resoursces , 2007). An EAL pupil should not be regarded as having ALN because the language from their home is different from the one that is taught to them in school (NALDIC Resoursces , 2007). Most EAL pupils identified as ALN would be similar to the overall percentage of pupils already having ALN in mainstream schools (Whitehead, 2007). EAL pupils are bilingual; this means a varying of fluency in two languages, often including literacy as well as language (Whitehead, 2007). There are advantages to being bilingual; within Wales, every child has the opportunity to leave school and be fluent in English and Welsh (Carmarthenshire County Council, 2021). However, some EAL pupils will leave school multilingual, having learnt English, Welsh and their own language they speak at home. Bilingualism is known to strengthen cognitive abilities; children who are bilingual find it easier to learn additional languages (Carmarthenshire County Council, 2021). When leaving education within Wales employers need a bilingual workforce, as in Wales some services need to be delivered bilingually (Carmarthenshire County Council, 2021) this would put a monolingual (fluency and/or literacy in one language) (Whitehead, 2007) person at a disadvantage and less likely to get the job. However, EAL pupils face barriers when attending a British school, and this essay will now discuss the difficulties an EAL pupil encounters in education. 
There are two different types of EAL pupils. As the EAL advisor from School A describes, there are: “Pupils from European countries such as Spain and Germany. Other EAL pupils that are refugees that come from the Middle East” (School A, 2021). EAL pupils from Europe in most cases are academic, the schooling in European schools is a lot harder, having more oral learning and homework every night is normal to them so when attending a British school it is a more relaxed way of learning (School A, 2021). However in this advisor’s experience this may result in the pupils lacking motivation and grades slipping because of it.  The experience of EAL pupils from the Middle East is different: some of the children may not have been to school for a few years and some not at all because of conflict. This barrier would have affected their literacy as some children cannot read their own language as well as learning English when attending school in the UK (School A, 2021). All children have the rights to education: Article 28 from The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child states “every child has the right to education, schools must respect children’s dignity and their rights, richer countries must help poorer countries achieve this” (Content presented from Save the Children's Resource Centre, 2019). The UK now supports children form poorer countries. On arrival to the UK, refugee and asylum seeking children have a long waiting list with a complex online application process that family members are often unable to navigate (UNICEF, 2018). When moving to the UK from the Middle East, in some families not all family members move, some stay behind in other neighbouring countries as refugees. In some cases the mother stays behind and the father is running the home and looking after the children. This is uncommon for men to run the home as ordinarily the mother would stay at home and look after the children, meaning the children doing more at home (School A, 2021), meaning the children would have less time to study if they are helping with chores. For the EAL pupils to get support in school the parent will have to sign a consent form, if this is not signed then support is not given, This happens in many cases (School A, 2021). When an EAL pupil is given support, not all pupils want it, as they are very academic. However, when given support, they have a maximum of 5 hours a week and the EAL support teacher has to support other schools in the area due to funding (School A, 2021). When EAL pupils are in lessons, the pupils from the Middle East struggle with phonics as their sounds when talking are different to how it is pronounced in English. This makes processing information and spelling difficult and is a barrier to literacy when accessing the curriculum (School A, 2021). For other barriers such as examinations, as EAL pupils are not classed as ALN they do not have exam concessions such as a reader or scribe, they are given a basic dictionary and only 10% extra time, making them at a disadvantage to the other pupils and in an unfair position (School A, 2021). When doing any revision or homework they are also at a disadvantage, this is because they do not have the support at home because of the literacy barrier between their parents and the schoolwork that is set in English. This is not because the parents do not want to help and support their child, they cannot understand what the child is expected to do (School A, 2021). As their culture is different to the majority of people in the community, EAL children tend to make friends with children of their own ethnic background (School A, 2021). When looking at Basil Bernstein’s Sociolinguistic Theory, he states ‘the language people use in everyday conversation both reflects and shapes the assumptions of a certain social group’ (Spring, 2002). This may result in EAL children only mixing with their own community which will isolate them from their local community, and social groups. This is a barrier to learning other languages and literacy, causing them to isolate them from society and this could then affect them as they get older when wanting to get a job if they cannot speak English. The age of the EAL pupil is a barrier as the older a learner is entering the education system, the harder it is for them to achieve a language level that is recognised as academic achievement (Welsh Government, 2015). This is especially difficult as the curriculum is tied to chronological age rather than ability or educational level, so an EAL pupil starting at secondary school with very little English would struggle, as the length of time that is required for them to achieve academic competence in a language is between five and ten years (Welsh Government, 2015). Pupils tend to be at the beginners stage for a year and a half, then at the second stage building familiarity with the language for three years, taking another three years to become confident in using the language (Welsh Government, 2015). This makes the EAL pupil at a disadvantage to their peers. However, the EAL pupils are tested putting them into stages of learning, and using strategies to help with their learning, which will be discussed next.
The Welsh Government and local Authorities support strategies that are implemented for EAL pupils in Wales. The local authority within Pembrokeshire have a “Referral Pathway for English/Welsh as an Additional Language” (Pembrokeshire County Council, n.d.). The referral starts by an admissions officer or school admissions finding information about the child with EAL, which includes “information about their language, schools in UK or abroad, time spent speaking English, ethnicity and other languages child can speak read and write” (Pembrokeshire County Council, n.d.). When all information about the child is recorded with the school, the EAL team leader for the school will make an assessment on measuring acquisition of English (Welsh Government, 2015). The EAL pupil are be assessed using a scale structure. This is not linked to statutory assessments or literacy and numeracy framework (Welsh Government, 2015). The scale structure is from Stage A up to Stage E. Stage A is an EAL pupil that is new to English (Welsh Government, 2015). At Stage A, the pupils will need short tasks, and be encouraged to speak in formal English as well as their mother tongue (School A, 2017). Useful strategies at this stage are to find the pupil a friend at playtimes and also in class, as the pupil will learn from the other pupils (School A, 2017) and the use of real photos, pictures and visual aids for everything. The vocabulary development at this stage should be yes and no, names, families, colours and basic commands such as ‘show me’ and ‘find the’ (School A, 2017). 
Stage B is ‘Early Acquisition’ (Welsh Government, 2015). At this stage, the EAL pupil is encouraged to listen and talk to peers in a wide range of contexts (School A, 2017). Useful strategies include giving key vocabulary and being allowed to make their own bilingual dictionary. Their vocabulary development should include, ‘describing objects, use of Why? /Where? / Who? / Questions’ and language structure ‘asking for things, expressing likes and dislikes and using polite English’ (School A, 2017). 
Stage C is  ‘Developing Competence’ (Welsh Government, 2015): at this stage leaning through discussion is very important, they need to be encouraged to talk formally in class (School A, 2017). Useful strategies are encouraging reading and comprehension, reading simultaneously, and how to use tenses – past, present and future. In addition, vocabulary development may include describing the location of something, describing events and expressing emotions (School A, 2017). 
Finally stage D, ‘Competent’ (Welsh Government, 2015): at this stage, the pupil will only need occasional support in context of the classroom; they will need help with synonyms, grammar and subject specific vocabulary (School A, 2017). At this stage, the pupils will need academic language proficiency to enable them to perform in their exams at GCSE, AS and A level (School A, 2017), as well as vocabulary development: the pupil is required to reason and reflect and solve complex and abstract verbal problems (School A, 2017). Stage E is when the EAL pupil is fluent in English (Welsh Government, 2015). However at any stage these strategies might not work as they might struggle with the teaching as the work is not always differentiated; this can make the EAL pupil feel excluded (School A, 2021). When using electronic translation tools, some are no good as the pupils might speak in a different dialect to others so may not be useful. Electronic tools such as an iPads, are also not always useful as the translation applications are only suitable for basic words; also, the pupil should leave the iPad on British settings to help with their learning (School A, 2021).
When EAL pupils attend a British mainstream school, other strategies used are immersion and submersion (BBC British Council , 2021). There are varying different degrees of immersion, including full, partial and bilingual immersion (BBC British Council , 2021). The immersion process in the classroom in an English only area gives the learner opportunity to develop a range of relevant skills (BBC British Council , 2021). However, the submersion is the “sink or swim method to learning a second language” (Innovateivelanguage.com, 2021). Pupils that acquired the language naturally and EAL pupils are required to learn as much as they can, and this approach does not provide any structure to learning a second language (Innovateivelanguage.com, 2021). The pupils are pretty much on their own, as they do not have any kind of structure to the language learning, resulting in pupils being at a disadvantage with this submersion approach (Innovateivelanguage.com, 2021). Pupils feeling inferior intellectually from their peers are also less motivated, having low self-esteem as well as frustration and anxiety about being in the classroom and not feeling included (Innovateivelanguage.com, 2021). Support for EAL pupils in the classroom is beneficial to prevent this happening. 
This essay has discussed how literacy is developed in children from babies, and how they are remarkable in using communication skills to process language around them (Whitehead, 2007), and how developing literacy is crucial for young people to develop skills that are essential for young people to develop in life. However, when focusing on literacy for an EAL pupil, they face barriers when attending a British school as many children form Middle East countries that attend secondary school are at Stage A of learning. This is a big disadvantage as their peers have already developed the English language. In most cases the EAL pupil will have support, yet the progress of learning can take years, resulting in the EAL pupil struggling when it comes to examinations at GCSE level. The discussion in this essay showed that unless they start British mainstream school at a young age, most EAL pupils will be at a disadvantage to their peers, and can affect their career path when leaving education and getting jobs as they cannot speak, read and write the English language. However, a small minority that are already academic and more fluent in English or Welsh will progress by being bilingual, as this widens horizons giving the learner more career choices. 
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