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Introduction  
“Swansea is a multicultural city where people are welcomed and individuals from different backgrounds work, play and live together” (Unison Cymru, 2016). Through this ethnic diversity, a wealth of languages and dialects enrich the communities and present a number of challenges to Welsh mainstream education. This was clear to my research partner and I as the school we were based in had an 88% EAL pupil intake, with the student body as a whole holding 22 different languages respectively (Estyn, 2017). This presented obstacles as to how we approached our teaching roles and inevitable barriers to learning for certain children. 

Nevertheless, this motivated us to seek ways to adapt our teaching practices so that all students, regardless of their language background, could engage with the curriculum content being taught.  Through this exploration, evidence suggested that visual aids could assist us in this matter. To commence, I will present some of the literature that captures this area of study. This will work to educate the reader on the academic research surrounding pictorial usage, as well as providing key contextual information about EAL issues. 

Literature Review

Labelling
The label EAL is widely used within educational institutions across the UK, yet there is an apparent lack of understanding as to what it incorporates. To clarify, Estyn (2019:1); the education inspectorate for Wales, states that “English as an additional language refers to pupils learning English who have a different first language (not including Welsh).” The Department for Education (2019:1) elaborates upon this fittingly, remarking that “a pupil’s first language is defined as any other languages other than English [or Welsh in Wales] that a child was exposed to during early development and continues to be exposed to in the home or community.” Taking this into consideration, the term seems relatively straightforward.

However, there is a fallacy that the phrase purely refers to students originating from foreign countries whose first language is not English or Welsh. This is inaccurate, as pupils that have resided in the UK for a lengthy period or are born in the country can also be regarded as EAL if they communicate through another language in their household (Arnot et al, 2014). In actuality, schools are urged to investigate if a student is EAL if it becomes apparent that a parent is able to speak another language. This is as the home language environment may reveal that a child is EAL and needs additional support with their learning (Arnot et al, 2014). Accordingly, it is essential to acknowledge that children who are British citizens can also be regarded as EAL students. This was apparent in this research project, with one participant having language barriers despite holding British citizenship and being born in Wales.

EAL Landscape
EAL learners account for a significant percentage of the student population in Wales.  As a matter of fact, contemporary figures reveal that there were 462,285 EAL pupils in the 2017-18 compulsory education cohort alone (Stats Wales, 2018), evidencing claims that Wales is a multicultural haven. Additionally, over 60% of the nations EAL students are concentrated into the three largest counties of Swansea, Cardiff and Newport (Stats Wales, 2018). Therefore, one can presume that there is an appetite for EAL research in a Welsh context, particularly within Swansea where the sample for this study is taken from. This gives this research some validation as culturally relevant and appropriate to present educational issues. 

Moving forward, the Welsh Government (2015) and stemming local authority schools classify the language progression of each EAL student systematically. The stages of classification utilised are Stage A: New to English, Stage B: Early Acquisition, Stage C: Developing Competence, Stage D: Competent and Stage E: Fluent (Demie, 2010).  Acceleration from Stage A towards Stage E has been argued to take up to 10 years (Collier, 1989) and the classification decided is discretionary by looking at the individual’s age, fluency and time learning English (Demie, 2010). Crucially, these categorisations not only assist with tracking pupil advancement but also serve as a reminder that each EAL child has unique barriers to learning. Unfortunately, due to lack of school resources and the nature of individual judgment for categorisation, national records of these stages are badly documented and prone to personal biases. Therefore, it is important to be mindful of this poor standardisation when surveying and analysing the field for research purposes. 

Nonetheless, it has been recorded that the largest proportion of EAL students in Stages A and B of language progression were in Swansea, Cardiff and Newport in 2018 (Stats Wales, 2018). This is significant, as the participants in this research project reside in Swansea, are of compulsory education age and were selected for being Stage B in language development. Therefore, the ecological validity apparent in this body of research should be heightened due to the crossover of characteristics between interviewees, the research design and the educational environment. For purposes of visualisation, the number of pupils at each stage of language acquisition in Swansea, Newport and Cardiff is illustrated in ‘Figure 1’ below. 
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Figure 1: Adapted from Stats Wales (2018)

Visual Aids
Within the realm of educational research, there is variety of literature unravelling ‘good practice’ techniques for educating EAL learners. For example, in Read’s (2012) research project, suggestions are made based on the level of fluency the student posses in relation to Hester’s stages of English (1990). These stages include Stage 1: new to English Stage 2: becoming familiar with English Stage 3: becoming confident as a user of English Stage 4: a very fluent user of English in most social and learning contexts (Hester, 1990). Notably, these stages differ to the model used in Wales, as there is no nationally agreed scale for EAL learners in the English education system. The targets suggested and strategies endorsed were developed by trainee primary and early years teachers and are outlined in ‘Figure 2’ below.
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Figure 2: Sourced from Read (2012)

A number of strategies were recognised as effective in the project, including partnering with a mutual first language peer and modelling sentences for context (Read, 2012). However, the strongest proponent was that of the visual aids category, which was suggested by both types of teachers, across stages 1 and 2 of the English competency categorisation. In fact, over half of trainee primary school teachers (54%) endorsed the use of “visual aids, cues, gestures and prompts” whilst 39% advocated for the “use of pictorial resources, visual prompts, sketches by the teacher and makaton” (Read, 2012:27). Ultimately, this meant that a consensus of 93% of interviewed primary teaching students suggested some form of visual aid as a method of good practice. This was mirrored amongst early years’ student teachers; with 33% agreeing that use of makaton, visual timetables and matching words to pictures was a form of effective pedagogical practice (Read, 2012). This insinuates that EAL children are responding positively to visual aids as a tool for learning English. 

A further factor that stands out in this research, is that the milestones visual aids were suggested within correlate closely to our research sample’s level of fluency as ‘Stage B: Early Acquisition’ learners (Demie, 2010). Through this, there is evidence to indicate that visual aids are most useful during the early stages of language acquisition. Despite this, it should be made explicitly clear that it is impossible to accurately convert these stages of fluency for direct comparison. Moreover, the English context of Read’s (2012) research further complicates the generalisability of this study to my own as the curriculum content differs between the two nations. This presents challenges in assessing the true effectiveness of visual aids for EAL children in Wales. 

Regardless of locational biases, the weaknesses of Read’s (2012) work as a whole is that the methods of good practice were suggested by trainee teachers that were not qualified at the time and only had a limited amount of experience working in their field. In this sense, many of the respondents could have known the same amount (or less) than I do as a current trainee teacher, in regard to best practices’ for educating EAL pupils. Therefore, one could claim that more experienced teachers could have provided more insightful and tested responses. 

Taking this into consideration, I chose to look at research that incorporated more ‘expert’ teacher guidance. This was available through contemporary research by Kalaja and Pitkanen-Huhta (2018), whom studied the ‘visual methods programmes’ that target those learning English in Finland. Interestingly, the duo claim that use of pictorial aids, particularly videos, is something that the teaching staff interviewed endorsed as effective for learning English (Kalaja and Pitkanen-Huhta, 2018). In fact, the respondents suggested that such visual representations gave learners the chance to attach their own meaning to the materials and contextualise them in a way that ingrains deeply into their schemas. 

Despite this, Kalaja and Pitkanen-Huhta’s (2018) research is a small-scale study that looked at English language acquisition in Finland. Therefore, there is a significant cultural bias and small response sample to compare from. Also, it was made clear that the teachers being researched were ‘comprehensive school’ educators, which taught children aged 7 to 16 (Kalaja and Pitkanen-Huhta, 2018). As my research is being done in a Welsh primary school context, the age range is not directly comparable and the finding do not incorporate any EAL pupil feedback. Nevertheless, it was refreshing to see that even globally, visual aids seem to be a respected tool for linguistic development. 

To finalise my literature review, I felt it was essential to highlight some approaches to learning that Welsh EAL students describe as useful. This information was accessible through Welsh Government research (2014; 2015), which listed numerous recommendations noted by EAL children themselves. Significantly, it was found that visual aids were dubbed as effective for contextualisation of information and for overall participation in a given lesson. Moreover, students elaborated that pictorial representations acted as a coping mechanism for when they were unsure of where to begin or how to approach a given task (Welsh Government, 2014; 2015). Therefore these preferences give a clear indication that visual aids can be used to improve engagement in EAL learners.  For this reason, this research project has chosen to incorporate a visual method to study the engagement of EAL pupils in a Welsh primary school setting.

School Context
The location utilised for this research project was a relatively small school, based in Swansea city centre, with approximately 228 pupils enrolled. 16% of the children are eligible for free school meals, which is slightly below the average for Wales (Estyn, 2017). To ensure total confidentiality, in accordance with agreed ethical guidelines, the school will be referred to as School X throughout this project. 

Contextually, School X has an ethnically diverse intake with 88% of students having English as an Additional Language (Estyn, 2017). This is a key reason an EAL focus was chosen by my research partner and myself, as we both were placed within School X for a lengthy amount of time and worked with linguistically diverse pupils on a daily basis. 

In addition, we were both given opportunities to work in what was known as the School X’s ‘rainbow room.’ This is where stage 1 and 2 EAL learners are taken out for core subjects in Key Stage 2.  Approximately 12 pupils are taken out for Mathematics and 10 pupils for English.  Through this experience, we both became aware of EAL barriers to learning and received excellent guidance on the range of methods employed to promote effective learning by the EAL coordinator.

Therefore, when give the opportunity to conduct our own research, my research partner and I decided to make use of this unique EAL learning space. Informed by our literature reviews and experience in the field, we chose study the impact of visual aids on engagement in EAL children. This was something we felt was very fitting for School X and its ethnically diverse learning environment. 

Methodology

Research Questions
This research aims to answer the overarching question: can we improve the engagement of EAL children through the use of visual aids? However, in order to gain an in-depth insight, my research partner and I developed other research questions that will be used in our focus group interviews. These include 2 closed, background questions:
· What is your first language?
· At what age did you start to learn English? 
It also incorporates 5 open questions:

· How do you feel about having lessons taught in English? 
· What did you think about the lesson?
· How did you feel about the use of pictures? 
· Can you suggest any ways to improve the use of pictures?
· Can you suggest any other alternatives to using pictures that you would find helpful?

This ordered approach was developed by following Pole and Lampard’s (2002) advice to broach interviews with minors with closed questions initially, before delving into the core open questions. It has also tried to take into account their advice to keep research questions focused rather than broad and jargon heavy. This was felt to be especially important for our participant base, as they are children that are communicating in a language they lack fluency in. 

Reflexivity
Although I attempted to be as objective as possible in my researcher role, I admittedly had some rudimentary presumptions about type of data that might emerge. Indeed, my assumption was that EAL children would demonstrate a higher level of engagement when using visual aids, as other research seems to suggest this pattern. Nevertheless, I had little idea of how the interviewees would respond to questioning around ways to improve the use of visual aids and the alternatives that could be suggested. This predictive nature is something that I had to be mindful of, to ensure that I did not ‘cherry-pick’ my findings to match a personal theory (Lofland and Lofland, 1995).
 
Regarding my researcher positioning, I tried to establish myself as an outsider (Lofland and Lofland, 1995) so that I could remain neutral. However, I am aware that my enthusiasm for this topic being researched, and my familiarity with school X as a trainee teacher, may have influenced how I orchestrated my observation and subsequent focus group. This is a factor of this project that I have reflected upon and intend to regard as a limitation of this research. 
 
Though my personal familiarity with School X could be viewed as a hindrance in some respects, it was pivotal whilst undertaking the data collection. This is as building ‘rapports’ with the children was less challenging, as we were already acquainted with one another (Lofland and Lofland, 1995). In turn, this allowed a more natural flow to the conversation and provided a very honest insight that I might not have secured as a complete outsider in the setting.

Research Design
The critical basis of this research project is to investigate whether visual aids enhance engagement in EAL pupils. This is to be done by completing 2 hour-long lesson studies, 2 20-minute focus group interviews and an individual reflection pro-forma with my research partner. To be clear, the non-participant observational notes will be handwritten onto a ‘observation schedule,’ with the lesson point, availability of a visual aid and level of engagement displayed by the child in accordance with the Leuven scale noted (Laevers, 2005). Moreover, the responses to the focus group questions will be audio recorded and transcribed on site, before being uploaded immediately to UWTSD’s encrypted network ‘one drive’ in an anonymised form. Lastly, the reflection will be handwritten onto the pro-forma sheet and will systematically refer to Gibbs’ (1988) 6-stage long reflective cycle. Overall, these will be the methods used to record data. 

The lesson study structure being utilised in this project stems from Dudley’s (2011) model of action research, which originated in Japan during the 1870’s. This lesson study model was initially used to assess and develop a teacher’s professional practice but has transformed into a global academic research tool used to improve teacher knowledge and practice, as well as students’ learning experiences. 

Despite this, the lesson study model has been critically examined during rigorous trials by the EEF (2017) and is claimed to be ineffective in improving pupil attainment. Whilst this is alarming for educational research, the EEF (2017) have acknowledged other benefits of lesson study, such as its collaborative approach to research. Nevertheless, it seems essential to acknowledge that this model of research can only give researchers some insight into improving engagement through visual aids. Therefore, the scope and relevance of this project is arguably limited due to this.

Moreover, through collecting data from a non-participant observer and conducting a focus group to elicit personal opinions, this project has used qualitative research methods. Resultantly, this produced qualitative data, which is coined as an assembly of responses that outline perceptions and incorporate reflexivity to explain individual experiences (Miles and Huberman, 1994). This provides strengths to the research as qualitative methods work fluidly to enable an atmosphere almost similar to a conversation or replay of an event. Due to this level of fluency, a quantitative method (e.g. a structured interview) would not have been fitting for this research, as it may have appeared robotic. Conversely, I believe an unstructured interview would have equally created many problems, as responses may have become too wide for critical analysis and simply unruly.  As Matthews and Ross (2010) deduce, this is the primary reason as to why semi-structured interviews and qualitative observations are most commonly selected methods for educational research. 

Upon reflection, I believe the semi-structured nature of this research meant that participants could expand, whilst I also had the ability as the researcher to steer the discussion back on topic (Bailey, 2007).  This was crucial, as my respondents were children that had a tendency to diverge from the research questions. Nevertheless, the reliability of the responses was still low by utilising this structure, as the subjectivity associated with personal beliefs and observations is inadmissible (Matthews and Ross, 2010). This is both a strength and weakness of the project in contrasting ways.

Additionally, I feel the setting of the interviews and non-participant observations are important to discuss. This as the my research partner and I felt it was essential to ensure the school setting that the pupils attended ordinarily was utilised effectively for optimal feedback. In fact, research suggests that the use of a professional setting as oppose to an informal environment is pivotal for gathering meaningful, contextual answers and ecologically valid observations (Matthews and Ross, 2010). This is as responses gathered can often mirror the learning space (Bailey, 2007).  

For this reason, our lesson observations took place in the ‘rainbow room’ where EAL students often have lessons. Moreover, our focus group interviews were conducted in the ‘engage lounge’ within the school, which offered protection from the noisy bustle of school life, whilst also being open for teaching staff to pass through. This was practical, for ethical reasons associated with being alone with a minor but also encouraged those that may be apprehensive about others listening to their opinion to share (Matthews and Ross, 2010).  However, a limitation is that the focus group was conducted with a group of 3 pupils, so no responses could be completely confidential. 

Sampling Technique
A clear sample base allows a researcher to draw conclusions from representative subsections of a population, rather than all individuals (Bryman, 2003). Thus, research needs a focused sampling technique to be as time-efficient, cost effective and practical as possible. 

My research partner and I decided to use our current placement school as a sampling pool and specifically target the ‘stage B’ EAL learners in the year four class. This is as we both had an opportunity to work with these children over the course of our placement and recognised that their age, along with this level of competency in English, is eloquent enough to be understood but is not fluent enough to all eliminate the barriers to learning. Ideally we wanted 3 pupils to participate, but accordingly, sent out consent forms to all EAL members in the class to ensure a good range of possible candidates. This also avoided issues linked to the absence of target pupils on the research days, as other students could be used instead.

 In this way, the strategy utilised was ‘opportunity sampling’ as we targeted a specific section of the EAL population, with the expectation a small number would accept our participation requests (Sarantakos, 2005). A form of ‘non-probability’ sampling was also used as we didn’t give all schools with stage B EAL leaners an equal opportunity to partake in the research (Sarantakos, 2005). Defensively, this is not something I felt was a limitation, as this project is not trying to broaden the findings to apply to all EAL pupils. This means that whilst this case study lacks generalisability, it is rich in personal qualitative data (Bryman, 2003). 

Accessing the Field 
An issue often encountered in educational research is trying to access your desired sample. Whilst some individuals would have to forward to requests to staff such as school receptions, my research partner and I were lucky enough to be able to meet directly with the head teacher so that he could review our proposal. This is a benefit of being an insider in your study setting (Lofland and Lofland, 1995). Nevertheless, we were still subject to his decision as a ‘gatekeeper.’  To be clear, a gatekeeper is “someone with the authority to grant or deny permission to access potential participants and or the ability to facilitate such access” (Horroks and King, 2009: 31). Whilst this was unproblematic for us, gatekeepers can cause issues if they decline requests or do not reply within a given timescale. 

Ethical Considerations
This research project has conformed to the UWTSD’s code of ethics, as well as BERA (2018) and EWC (2018) ethical practice and conduct expectations. Before any data collection commenced, ethical approval was requested from Yr Athrofa ethics committee through an electronic application form. Ethical approval was granted with no concerns raised or recommendations made by the panel. 

Prior to gathering data, parents of our target children were given information sheets and consent forms to sign on behalf of their child. The sheets were distributed directly in the playground afterschool and provided an in-depth overview of the research aims and requirements of the participants, whilst also outlining children’s rights surrounding confidentiality, anonymity and withdrawal if they were to partake (BERA, 2018). My research partner and I chose to make ourselves available in the school grounds during this information exchange, so that individuals were able to address us directly about any queries. Moreover, the consent forms were used to evidence the guardians’ explicit agreement for their child to participate in the research. This consent could be withdrawn at any time, but worked as a clear benchmark as to what pupils were available to study.

A similar procedure was used for the child target pupils, whom received the information sheet in child-friendly language and their own consent form. This is to remedy the slight risk of psychological distress and/or feeling of alienation for pupils if it was not carefully explain why three specific children’s views are of interest to us as researchers (Punch, 2014). Research did not move forward until the information sheet and consent form were signed by both parties. 

In terms of risks to the participating school, the danger of reputational harm has been combatted through confidentiality and anonymity clauses. To ensure I maintained these stipulations, precautions were used such using pseudonyms, saving audio recordings under unspecified codes, transcribing findings on site and saving data to an encrypted network were utilised to comply with GDPR guidelines (UK Government, 2018).

Lastly, it was agreed that in the case of a child protection issue being disclosed, the study would immediately stop and the researchers will note what the pupil has shared. The pupil concerned will be informed that this information cannot be kept confidential and will be passed on to the child protection officer in the school (Punch, 2014). This also applies to information disclosed relating to the ‘prevent duty,’ which the researchers will feedback to an appropriate adult. 

Lesson Study 1 Analysis 
The first lesson to go under scruitinity was led by my research partner, in the EAL ‘rainbow room.’ It was an English lesson that focused on phonics and blending words to a group of 10 year 3, 4 and 5 pupils. My role in this lesson study was to note numerous lesson points, whether visual aids were being used and the level of engagement our target pupils displayed on the observation schedule (Laevers, 2005). My research partner had carefully planned differentiating periods in the lesson when visual aids were and were not to be used so that we could directly compare.

The feedback that emerged from the observation schedule illustrated a number of key factors to consider. Most significantly, it was clear that every time a visual aid was introduced to the lesson, the level of engagement displayed in the target pupils increased. For instance, when a picture to word matching activity was utilised at 11:15, the Leuven scale of engagement score of ‘4: high engagement’ was given to child A. This directly contrasts the score given to child A previously at 11:10, where no visual aid was apparent, which scored ‘3: moderate engagement.’ This suggests that visual aids can improve engagement in EAL learners. Interestingly, this increase in engagement was only apparent in one other activity, namely during a speed writing competition on mini-whiteboards. One might consider this in itself a visual activity of a kind, which further strengthens the argument of visual aids as effective participatory tools. 

A further point of interest, one I personally didn’t reflexively pre-empt, was that levels on engagement decreased across the target pupils when the same visual aid was used for a length of time. For instance, when the word to picture matching game was first introduced at 11:15 child B scored ‘4: high engagement’ on the Leuven scale of engagement (Laevers, 2005). However, 16 minutes later whilst the same visual aids were at play, the child scored a level ‘2: low engagement.’ This was apparent across all our target pupils and suggests that EAL children lose their initial interest in visual aids when they are used for a length of time. Moving forward, it seems sensible to suggest that these pictorial materials need to be more regularly changed to micromanage student engagement. 

Following on from the lesson study, my research partner and I conducted a focus group with our 3 target pupils using set semi-structured interview questions. In relation to the closed, background questions:
· What is your first language?
· At what age did you start to learn English?
all children disclosed that Arabic was their first language. This is interesting, as our research has unintentionally concentrated upon a homogenous group of Arabic speakers as a sample. This could be seen as positive as it gives the research an even clearer focus and a deeper contextual base. Nevertheless, the children were all originated different countries including the UK, Syria and Kuwait, which lessens the linguistic and cultural similarities they share. Additionally, the length of period learning English was similar among the participants. Child A had been learning for 1 and a half years, whilst child B and C had been learning for roughly a year. This was not surprising, as all responders were categorised at ‘Stage B: Early Acquisition’ by the school, which links to their length of time learning the language (Demie, 2010).  

In terms of the core, open questions the interviewees provided very in-depth insights. Due to the abundance of feedback given, I have decided to merely highlight the key points I felt were most relevant and interesting to this research project.  

To begin, all participants expressed how they enjoyed the lesson led by my research partner, particularly noting the picture to word matching activity as a highlight. All children also disclosed that the use of visual aids was either useful or interesting to them for different reasons. For example, child A stated, “I like the pictures very much. They help me see what the word is.” In this statement, the respondent seems to be suggesting that such resources help her visualise and contextualise her understanding of key terminology more effectively. This is a key point to consider and links back to the Welsh Government (2014; 2015) research outlined in the literature review, which echoed this exact sentiment. Child B then further exclaimed, “the pictures were good because it helps me with spelling. I don’t always need it to help but sometimes I do.” This indicates that visual aids can also assist with written forms of English for EAL learners. This is not a point that was considered within the literature review. 

Moving forward, the respondents struggled to suggest any ways to improve the use of visual aids in lessons, with child C merely adding “I would do it the same way Miss Evans [my research partner] did it.” However, the group were instrumental in suggesting other alternatives to pictorial resources, which they would find useful in practice. For instance, child B suggested, “I think we should do more writing for spelling words. On the little whiteboard…I like those.” This illustrates a desire for more ways to practice written English words, which coincidently seem very visually orientated. Child B expanded that she “like[s] spelling races,” further emphasising a desire for a competitive element in the learning environment. This was agreed with by child C, which chipped in adding, “the race was good. I like fighting with [competing against] the group.” 

On the other hand, child A suggested a very different idea to that of the others in the peer group. Child A stated that ‘teachers should keep using pictures but let us work on our own a lot.” Through this, I felt the respondent was trying to suggest incorporating more independent work into lessons, as a great deal of work in the ‘rainbow room’ is taught collaboratively for oral progression opportunities. This is something that resonated me, as when I reflected upon my research partner’s lesson I found that all the content revolved around working with peers. This feedback is valuable for when I do my lesson, as I can account for these preferences whilst utilising visual aids. 



Lesson Study 2 Analysis 
For the second lesson study, I led the KS2 group in the ‘rainbow room’ whilst my partner took the role of the non-participant observer and engagement note-taker.  The lesson centred on a Mathematics topic with a specific focus of reading pictograms with differing scales. The group consisted of 12 EAL students ranging from year 4 to year 6. Taking into consideration the findings from the previous lesson study, I planned to use a larger variety of visual aids for quicker turnover, more opportunities to spell terminology out in a visually appealing way and tasks that incorporated a level of independence. This showed the target pupils that I had listened to their suggestions and tried to account for them in the lesson. 

Once again, the feedback that emerged from the observation schedule was very insightful. In particular, it was evidenced that a quicker turnover of visual aids heightened or maintained the Leuven level of engagement displayed in EAL students as the previous study suggested it might. For example, at 9:38 it was recorded that I was using my interactive ‘favourite fruit’ survey pictogram and Child A, B and C had scores of 4, 3 and 3 respectively. Fast forward slightly to 9:45, I added a visual assessment for learning technique of illustrating understanding using thumbs up or down. This kept child A and B’s engagement score the same as when the group pictogram was being used and boosted Child C’s score to stage ‘4: high engagement’  (Laevers, 2005). Therefore, the findings seem to suggest a need for timely turnovers of visual aids for an effective, engaged EAL learner base. 

Another key feature stemming for the observation schedule is that spelling key words out in visually appealing ways engaged our target pupils. In this particular lesson, children were asked at 10:05 to write the fruit name and the corresponding number of children that chose it on their pictograms using the colour the fruit would naturally be. For instance, if they were to write that one person selected an apple, they would need to write it in red or green. This helped boost engagement after a minor lull in attention with child A, B and C scoring level 4, 3 and 3 for level of engagement. Therefore, there is some evidence to suggest that our target pupil’s suggestion of incorporating more written English into the visual sphere can help motivate EAL learners. 

However, towards the end of the lesson I attempted to embed Child A’s suggestion for more independent work. Whilst the students completed this work alone, I decided that there would be no visual aids available other than the pictogram they were trying to read. In my personal opinion, I thought this would be less distracting for the group and would encourage more focused, quiet contemplation. Unfortunately, this was not the case and the level of engagement recorded in our target pupils plummeted. To illustrate, between 10:14 and 10:23 child A and child C’s engagement dropped from level 3 to ‘1: Extremely Low Engagement’ Laevers, 2005). Thus, it seems that independent work with a single visual aid does not promote high engagement in EAL learners. Perhaps, if the study were to be repeated again, it would be useful to see if a number of pictorial resources during independent learning time effects the level of participation in a positive way. 

Following on from this repeated lesson study; my research partner and I conducted another focus group with our chosen target pupils to see if the lesson adaptation had provoked any further feedback. The three participants claimed that they really enjoyed the lesson, with child A noting that “it was good because it was hard” and child C claiming “the fruit picture [pictogram] was so fun.” This indicates that child A enjoyed the challenging aspect of this work, whilst child C was enthused by the pictorial representation of the class’ favourite fruits. This is reassuring, as it seems that the visual aids consolidated their understanding of the objects being measured in an age-appropriate way. 

In addition, when asked about ways to improve the use of visual aids a second time, child B suggested, “we could watch videos on iPads. This will help me to understand because I do this at home. This is how I like learning English.” This is fascinating as this is something Pitkanen-Huhta (2018) promoted as excellent practice in their Finish study of language acquisition. Therefore, it seems clear that some EAL learners have a desire to learn through video technology and it is a method that they use at home to develop their own understanding. It is also evident that this method is being used globally.

Finally, when the group was asked to rethink about other alternatives to visual aids they would find useful child C offered the idea of “music to help us write more work.” Child A further added to this comment by responding “I like calm music it is good for us.” In this way, it is clear that EAL pupils are open to the use of auditory learning aids, as well as visual ones, to enhance their learning. This is something that future research in methods of good practice for supporting EAL learners could seek to address and possibly even compare to the visual arena of learning.

Critical Discussion and Recommendations
Despite the interesting revelations provided by this study, it is important to acknowledge that there are key limitations. Firstly, monetary and time constraints meant that my sample had to be ‘non probability’ and ‘opportunity samples’ with only 3 participants (Sarantakos, 2005). This is a weakness as by only focusing on a particular subset of the EAL population, and such a small number of pupils, my findings lack generalisability to other EAL contexts and children (Sarantakos, 2005). If I were to repeat this research again, I would seek to use a randomised sampling method and recruit greater numbers of participants to make it a large-scale study. In turn, this would improve the ecological validity and breadth of the project. It would also allow my findings to be applicable to other settings locally and nationally, depending on the structure and scaling used. Nevertheless, this would mean that the streamlined focus of rich qualitative data that this research so nicely incorporates could be somewhat lost.

Moreover, it can also be argued that I was more prone to observer bias, particularly through the use of the observation schedule, as I had a stronger relationship with the participants than most researchers ordinarily would (Bryman, 2003). This questions the extent to which I could be truly objective and unfazed my subconscious research desires when looking for and analysing the data that emerged. This is also an issue with using an observation technique generally, as all viewpoints are subjective and are difficult to standardise. Nevertheless, this was attempted by using the Leuven scale of engagement for guidance Laevers, 2005). Taking this into consideration, I would possibly seek to conduct my research in a school I was less familiar with if I was to do this project again. Whilst this would limit my ‘rapport’ with interviewees, it would strengthen the validity and reliability of the data produced (Bryman, 2003).

Additionally, it could be argued that the word limit to write up this project affected my ability to delve deeper into the research content and structure. If an extension of this project was viable, I believe that more meaningful observations and opinions could have been extracted from participants, whilst the research structure could have been more rigoursly examined. In turn, this would have helped inform my own practice as a trainee teacher and enquiring educator. 

Lastly, a final weakness of this research was that a pilot study was not carried out beforehand (Bryman, 2003). This could have been useful, particularly in preparation for the focus group discussions, as I lacked a concrete appreciation of the skill that goes into interviewing child participants with minor language barriers. If I were to do this research again, I would certainly consider utilising this method for a clear guide as to how to elicit the best interviewee responses. 

Conclusion 
The purpose of this project was to study ways to improve the engagement of EAL learners through the use of visual aids. This was done by doing lesson studies, focus groups and incorporating learner perceptions of best practices to utilise. Resultantly, the findings suggest that visual aids do increase participation, are more effective when rotated regularly and can be used in a number of formats such as matching pictures to words, displaying charts of information, using gesture for response and through video technology. Whilst the findings are not applicable to other contexts and EAL learners, it seems clear that a pedagogue needs to be creative and varied in their approach to utilising visual aids to maintain the best level of engagement in learners. This is something I will take forward with me on my next teaching practice. 
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