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Exploring Literacy barriers- Learners with EAL
This essay will discuss the barriers that learners who have English as an additional language (EAL) can sometimes face within their education. It will include a critical evaluation of the current models of literacy, and theoretical concepts of literacy difficulties. It will also include a critical reflection on the diverse needs of learners for example, gender, culture and bilingualism. 
According to the National Literacy Trust, the definition of “Literacy is the ability to read, write, speak and listen in a way that lets us communicate effectively and make sense of the world”. There are over one million children with first languages other than English attending UK primary schools and an additional 584,600 attending UK secondary schools (Gov.uk 2020). According to Bailey and Sowden (2021) These numbers have been steadily increasing, and in January 2020, 21.3% of all pupils attending UK schools had English as an additional language. (EAL). The term EAL is the definition that is used in the UK, for learners who don’t speak English as a first language. The Department of Education’s definition of an EAL learner includes anyone
“who has been exposed to a language other than English during early childhood and continues to be exposed to this language in the home or in the community”. (School Census 2016–2017).
For this large proportion of children in the UK, attending an English school comes with its challenges. They are still expected to complete work as set by the National Curriculum, as well as learning to speak and understand English at the same time. Some of these children have come from countries of conflict or have no previous experience in attending school, so there are many obstacles they must overcome even before they start in official lessons. For some it can often be a culture shock, where they find it hard to adjust living in a new country whilst trying to speak and understand a different language. However, this is not always the case and sometimes they are born into this country but brought up speaking a different language within their family. 
There are a number of stages that a person needs to progress through to enable them to speak another language, but evidence has shown that it is easier to learn another language as a child, compared to an adult. This is because of their neuroplasticity. This means that they can absorb and retain information easier and quicker than most adults can. There are several benefits to bilingualism and Vince (2016) states that some include,
” A superior ability to concentrate, solve problems and focus, better mental flexibility and multitasking skills are, of course, valuable in everyday life. But perhaps the most exciting benefit of bilingualism occurs in ageing, when executive function typically declines: bilingualism seems to protect against dementia”.
Although there are proven benefits to knowing more than one language, it’s a process that children with EAL, must slowly undertake when they first start education in the UK. There are many barriers that EAL pupils face, difficulty understanding peers and finding it harder to form friendships, trouble understanding teacher instruction leading to struggles with completing written work, and also finding it hard to read text books, signage around the school, and notes written by the teacher on a whiteboard. 
Firstly, many EAL children are often new to the country as well as being new to a town and school. When they first start school, they will be unfamiliar with surroundings, people and the structure of the school day. This us the case for any child starting a new school. However, with EAL learners they have the added language barrier on top of this, which makes starting a new school significantly more challenging. Research shows that the process in learning the second language is a long process that can take years. Crolla and Treffers-Daller (2017) state that “It is widely accepted that it takes second learners approximately two years to achieve a functional social use of a second language, but four to seven years to achieve a level of academic linguistic proficiency comparable to monolingual English-speaking peers.” This tells us that although learners may be able to learn the basics of the English language, this time frame shows us that it could take most of their school years to become fully fluent. There is a framework in schools called The continuum of experience in learning English, this determines the level and ability that each child is able to speak and understand English at. Using the scale, A, B, C, D, E, N, O, A is them being new to English, E is fluent. The stages allow the school to know where they are at and what literacy interventions they need. Although EAL pupils will need things put in place to remove barriers to their education, these pupils are not classed as having additional learning needs (ALN) so are not included on the ALN register and often not given LSA support specifically within the class. This can cause pupils with EAL to lack in confidence as they are sometimes overlooked by the teacher in a busy classroom with an average size of 30 pupils. Some teachers may lack knowledge or experience in supporting pupils with EAL, some may need support to better understand the principles of second-language acquisition and methodology to be able to differentiate their lessons. A lack of this may result in difficulty forming a positive teacher- pupil relationship which could have a negative effect on the child’s learning. EAL is sometimes considered in the same category as a special educational need and pupils are inappropriately grouped with low attaining pupils; most notably this restricts access to good role models for spoken English. This can mask true potential and lead to activities that are not appropriately cognitively engaging. (meshguides, 2020). 
EAL is currently not classed as a special educational need (SEN) or additional learning need (ALN), this could be a barrier as they are having to learn subjects in the curriculum that they might have never come across before, for example geography, as well as learning about parts of the world they would also be learning about the UK and Wales which would be unfamiliar to them, they would be expected to carry out their work like the rest of their peers. EAL learners are not entitled to extra support within exams, they are usually just given 25% extra time, the fairness of this is questionable as unlike their English-speaking classmates, they have to translate the exam paper before they are able to complete each question. This could be extremely time consuming and 25% extra time would not be sufficient. This is usually the provision given to pupils who have ALN conditions such as dyslexia and they need extra time to read questions and to write down answers. Additionally, It’s possible for an EAL pupil to struggle with other learning difficulties, including dyslexia, ADHD  or a motor skills difficulty like dyspraxia. English is a particularly tricky language for learners with dyslexia to learn.
Professor Cummings, was an expert on bilingual education and second language acquisition. He created the Cummings framework, which outlined the two areas in language proficiency. The first area is called Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills (BICS) these are the basic foundations of speaking and listening these are usually taken on quickly by many students, particularly by those from language backgrounds similar to English who spend a lot of their school time interacting with native speakers. The second area is called Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP), and, is the base for a child’s ability to cope with the academic demands placed upon her in the various subjects. Cummins states that while many children develop native speaker fluency within two years of immersion in the target language, it takes between 5-7 years for a child to be working on a level with native speakers as far as academic language is concerned. (fis, 2020).
If there are several studies that show it takes this long for another language to be learned fluently, then this means many of these EAL learners will never catch up with their peers within their school life, it is therefore not fair to expect them to follow the same curriculum as their peers without a substantial amount of differentiation. Even with a lot of extra support with literacy sessions and translators on an iPad, these children will generally not catch up. 
The question is, is it a good idea to submerge these EAL learners into mainstream education and expect them to perform within the standards set out? Inclusion is vital and is needed for them to be able to adapt to the new country and environment they find themselves in. Segregation would slow down development socially and academically, so it is important they are included as much as possible to enable them to adjust to their new surroundings. In Vygotsky’s theory, he states the importance of mixing with others and their environments which then effect their mental abilities. So, by mixing with English pupils and being in an English school, this alone would help them to develop their skills by just picking up on how language is spoken by others around them. 
Certain strategies have been effective in allowing these pupils to develop their English language skills, many schools use translation apps on tablets or computers, this allows them to be able to translate anything when needed in class, and also allows them to translate any work sheets or instructions they do not understand. This is a way of removing the language barrier within the classroom and prevents them from feeling isolated and frustrated. In some schools they are given their own personal device which they can carry from class to class, this not only helps them as individuals but it also supports the teachers, teaching assistants and sometimes even classmates if there is ever a struggle in communication and understanding. 
Another key principle for teaching EAL learners is the value of opportunities to use exploratory talk by working collaboratively in pairs or groups. This enables students to practise key language before using it in writing. Research indicates that less experienced teachers may worry that learners who are new to English will not be able to participate in group work (Anderson et al, 2016), but the research on the importance of collaborative learning is substantial. (Wilson, 2019). This strategy also helps to build relationships between these learners and their classmates, and not make them feel so much different to others. They may struggle with confidence and find it hard to make friends due to the language barrier so this method of group working in class can help to bring these learners into the group. However, it is important that they have strong role models around them to model good language and communication skills, sometimes EAL learners are placed into low ability classes which can sometimes have a negative effect on their development. 
To conclude this essay, we have identified some positive strategies in place that schools use to accommodate learners with EAL. Some of these strategies have been proven to be more effective than others but each individual case is different and there are factors that need to be taken into consideration such as prior education, if they have any basic English to build on, and the type of environment they have come from. Each individual will be able to learn English at a different pace and will prefer different strategies, it is important that the schools can adapt to these learners to remove any of these barriers that they can be facing. 
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