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Exploring Literacy Barriers with EAL.
	The National Literacy Trust (NLT) defines literacy as “the ability to read, write, speak and listen in a way that lets us communicate effectively and make sense of the world” (NLT) (2017, p. 1).  This ability becomes much harder when it is not your native tongue, and you are living in a country which speaks a different language to you.  English as an Additional Language (EAL) is a term predominately used in the U.K. for persons that already speak another language and is learning English as a Second Language (ESL) (Nordquist, 2020).
This essay will explore some of the barriers to literacy that EAL students face, and the strategies used to help overcome them.  Due to the current COVID-19 pandemic, schools have been closed to many of their students on and off for over a year, and the school in which the writer volunteers at has limited their visitors to a minimum to help minimise the spread.  For this reason, this essay will mainly be based on research, but will be merged with some past experiences from within the setting; pre-covid.  For ethical reasons, the school in which the writer volunteers at will be called ‘SchoolA’ throughout, and any pupils will be anonymised in the same way.
SchoolA is based in the rural county of Pembrokeshire, and according to SchoolA’s website (2021), they have almost four-hundred students on roll.  It is a primary school for children aged three to eleven, and education is offered through two language streams - English or Welsh.  So, teaching a second language to their pupils is not new to them as Pembrokeshire is known to be a predominately English-speaking area.
The Department for Education (DfE) states in their Teaching Standards guidance that every teacher must “demonstrate an awareness of the physical, social and intellectual development of children, and know how to adapt teaching to support pupils’ education at different stages of development” and “have a clear understanding of the needs of all pupils, including…those with English as an additional language…”  (Gov.UK, 2011, p. 5).
Vince (2016) at the BBC wrote that there were many warnings in the nineteenth century stating that bilingual children would become confused, have lower intelligence, lower self-esteem, behave defiantly, develop a split-personality, and possibly develop schizophrenia.  This view continued until the 1960s and deterred immigrant parents from using their mother tongue. This view would never be shared today and speaking in ones own language and preserving their culture is protected under Article 30 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (1989).  Despite the warnings, Peal and Lambert (1962) constructed an experiment called ‘The Relation of Bilingualism to Intelligence’, which showed that bilingual children did better in verbal and non-verbal tests than their peers that only spoke a single language.
There are many benefits of bilingualism.  Workplace benefits include better job prospects, and more career opportunities, which in turn can lead to more money.  Life benefits can include social and cultural benefits, and apparently, gives a person a new perspective on the way they look at the world.  Health and well-being benefits can improve problem solving, multitasking and decision making, and improve cognition leading to slowing the effects of old age (Kostiuk, 2021).  The BBC also agree with this statement and goes on to state that “researchers are finding a swathe of health benefits from speaking more than one language, including faster stroke recovery and delayed onset of dementia” (Vince, 2016, p. 6).  
Jan Van Der Aa, the co-founder of Language Boost (n.d.) states that there are three stages of learning a foreign language, which are the cognitive stage, the associative stage, and the autonomous stage.  The cognitive stage is all about input and learning lots of vocabulary, the associative stage is all about putting those words together and making sentences, and the autonomous stage is when you can understand and speak the language comfortably.
	The first, main and most obvious challenge that EAL students will come across is not being able to speak English, and therefore be unable to communicate as effectively as their peers.  But it must be noted that babies did not start speaking on the day they were born, and their parents could still care for them effectively.  Chomsky’s (1965) theory of language development would argue that children are born with a fundamental understanding of basic language that guide them in developing grammar in their language as they grow older.  Although this can be argued that Chomsky’s theory only really helps children learn a first language and not a second language, which leads most schools to take on Skinner’s (1957) theory of operant conditioning which states that language (just like behaviour), is a response to external stimuli, and by using the behaviourist approach you can teach a language based on reinforcements and punishments.
	There are many useful resources available to download to help EAL students, or you can make your own picture cards as a visual aid to help them understand what was spoken, which takes on a scaffolding approach, which the likes of Vygotsky (1934) and Bruner (1976) would agree with.  SchoolA uses resources from Twinkl (n.d.), not only to help with the learning of the English language, but also to help them with the structure of their class, because  “being socially involved is critical to ensuring that EAL learners pick up the language faster so they are able to take part in all their different school subjects” (Twinkl, n.d., p. 4), which backs up Vygotsky’s (1934) social learning theory, and Pierson’s (2010) view of social inclusion.  
	Whilst social inclusion is important for SchoolA, as implemented in their ‘Inclusion Policy’ (2018), they also understand the importance in preserving ones dignity and emotional state when learning a new language, which is especially important for someone who is older coming to the U.K. and learning English in a new environment.  SchoolA’s ‘Emotional Health and Well-Being Policy’ (2018) helps with this, and SchoolA puts on ‘getting to know you’ sessions which allows new students the opportunity to speak about their past and open up, although, this is difficult for some EAL students with communication issues, so where possible, they encourage them to come in with another bilingual student who can help translate, which also helps give them hope that they can belong in the school, which Maslow (1943) would agree with.  Most students are very anxious starting a new school, let alone one in a new country, but if you take into consideration that some of these students may have come from disadvantaged backgrounds, with very different cultures, or even a war-torn country, so may not wish to open-up about their past.  But it is important that the teaching staff know some basic information about their family, which can make good conversation starters when learning another language, and what they have gone through to avoid speaking of certain triggers that may upset them. 
The Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) (2007) noted the importance of ensuring that the families of EAL student be included and kept up to date with their child’s learning.  Afterall “parental involvement plays and important role in student success” (Chen, 2020, p. 1).  The support of parents within the school will benefit the students’ academic performance greatly, but also if parents are invited to nurture clubs, for example, like SchoolA’s gardening club, it will help them be a part of the community and help the parents settle in and practise their English to other parents whilst making new friends.
Diane Leedham (2015), who specials in literacy and EAL, blogged on ‘The Key Support’ that it is crucial to ensure that EAL students preserve their culture and mother tongue, and that learning English is not replacing their first language.  The benefits of bilingualism far outweigh monolingualism and it is important that EAL is treated as an additional language and not an Additional Learning Need (ALN).  
Rehyner (2020) wrote about the debate between phonics vs whole word approach and stated that around fifty percent of English words cannot be pronounced correctly using the phonic rules, why begs to question why schools switched to this approach in the first place.  Although that percentage is also up for debate as Meme (2010) states is more around the eighty-seven percent mark, which make it more reasonable to why schools switched to phonics.  SchoolA, being an English and Welsh dual mainstream school, would argue that phonics has helped their students as Welsh relies heavily on phonology.  Regardless of which percentage is correct, EAL student will benefit from learning phonics, whether it covers fifty or eighty-seven percent of the English language, as they will have a ‘rule’ to abide by.  The other fifty or thirteen percent of words they will have to learn to memorise by sight, but at least they will get a flying start towards become bilingual.
Reading Horizons (2015) state that submersion is the quickest way to get EAL students to learn English and catch up to their peers.  Bronfenbrenner (1979) may agree with this strategy as he declares that children learn from their environment.  Pierson (2010) would also argue that inclusion is best, but he does not state whether it is also the case for EAL students.  Although submersion claims to be the quickest way, is it the best way for the students well-being?  This ‘sink or swim’ approach does not seem very holistic to a child learning a new language, possibly in a new school and country.  When you consider that some EAL students could have fled from their home as a refugee, then don’t you think they have been through enough without being thrown in at the deep end?  Before deciding if submersion is good for EAL students you must consider the age and background of the child and see what is good for their education and their well-being.
Reading Horizons (2015) state that immersion gradually eases students into the English language, increases their comprehension and maintains their cultural ties.  Immersion also allows the student to use their own language within the classroom, which helps prevent subtractive bilingualism.  As stated above, the benefit of bilingualism outweighs that of monolingualism, so they must not lose their original language.  Although this is slower than submersion, it does seem a more child-centred approach as championed by Rogers (2012), but this would also depend on the age of the child, if they are in secondary school and have to sit their GCSEs soon, then immersion would not help them as much as submersion because EAL is not an ALN they are not automatically entitled to extra time when sitting tests.  National Association for Language Development in the Curriculum (NALDIC) (2015) state that EAL students can apply for twenty-five percent extra time on exams and a bilingual dictionary if they have been in the country less than two years, which hardly seem fair when Owen (2019) says that it can take an EAL student seven years on average to catch up to their peers.
Morrison  (2014), from The Guardian explored the integration and teaching strategies found in schools for EAL students and interviewed a few teachers on their views and experiences on the subject.  Two of those teachers disagreed with submersion, one of which said that he had tried it and found that it did not work well with children that had little to no English.  They both put their EAL students through a six-week intensive programme to get them to learn the basics of English, during which time they only attend P.E. and Art lessons with their peers, and once they have learned sufficient English, they phase them into the classroom, but still get them to have some one-to-one support often, and then gradually phase them into mainstream lessons with extra support in the classroom when needed.  But there is reason to argue whether taking children out of mainstream classes is the right thing to do, as you do not want them feeling social excluded.  Morrison (2014) quotes Professor Catherine Wallace, an expert in EAL at the Institute of Education, University of London, “A good lesson would prepare the pupils for entry into the classroom. You need skilled teachers to prepare work that is cognitively demanding but isn’t too linguistically demanding”.  She then goes on to state the fluency in one language can help learn a second language and acknowledged the importance of parents using their mother tongue at home to prevent subtractive bilingualism. 
SchoolA takes the best of both approaches for their EAL students.  Due to funding cuts, they simply do not have the revenue for constant one-to-one support, so they have set up a new key stage two ‘nurture class’ for those that need additional support in their literacy with a higher staff to children ration than the other classes.  The classroom has only half of the number of students as the other classes and has access to tablets every day to help support their students along with visual reminders all over the walls.  This classroom also relies heavily on rewards which keeps the students motivated at school which Skinner (1957) would agree with, and the scaffolding approach, which Vygotsky (1934) and Bruner (1976) would like to hear.  Every EAL student in SchoolA has access to Lexia and RM Maths learning programmes to support their literacy and numeracy, and whilst some students are on the programmes that are designed to be used independently, they can offer on-to-one support for other students.  This gives EAL students a great start at the English language, whilst being in a classroom environment, giving them a mainstream feel without the chaos of thirty students and only two teaching staff to help.  SchoolA has found that PupilA has helped PupilB to settle in due to both of their first language being the same, and both students are now happier than they have been since attending the school.  SchoolA also found PupilB’s quiet stage was a lot shorter than PupilA’s due to him being able to reach out to PupilA when he did not understand something.  Although PupilA’s quiet stage was nothing to be concerned about, as all EAL students go through it during the cognitive stage of learning, as they are inputting loads of information whilst getting ready to learn a new language. 
SchoolA uses more of a submersion approach in key stage one, as their first language is not as advanced at key stage two students.  PupilC and PupilD are brothers from war-torn Syria, and had never attended school before, when the originally started school they were two and four years of age.  Whilst the older brother, PupilC was vocal in his mother-tongue, PupilD was not, so it was hard to begin with, but because of their ages it was very easy to help them adapt to school life through Piaget’s (1936) learning through play approach, and they picked up the English language very quickly through the use of phonics.
	To conclude, NLT states that literacy is essential for us to communicate effectively.  EAL students have many barriers to literacy, the main one being unable to comprehend English when they first arrive in the U.K. or the education system.  Teaching standards state that teachers must be adaptable to help support their pupils, and understand the needs of all pupils, including those will EAL.  There are many resources and programmes out there to help with any literacy barriers, but not all barriers are academic.  Social inclusion must be encouraged, unless for any reason it does not benefit the EAL student, which backs up the theory of teachers getting to know their students. 
	There has been some controversy in the past whether bilingualism was beneficial, but recent experiments has proved its benefits.  In school (after they have mastered the language), children have been known to have higher test scores, and after school, they have better job prospects, more money, are more social, and have many health and well-being benefits.  Being bilingual must be seen as a benefit and learning English must not replace their first language. UNCRC, Article 30, states that children have the right to speak their own language and protects their culture.
	The ‘reading wars’ phonics versus whole word approach has theorists debating over which is best, and the key finding was that phonics is more of a behaviourist approach, and the whole word approach is more of a constructivist approach.  The English language relies on phonology for learning how to speak, but not all English words can be pronounced using phonics rules.  Submersion versus immersion had a similar debate where submersion has the benefit of learning the language quicker, but there were arguments against EAL students’ comprehension of English and their emotional health and well-being whilst being made to ‘sink or swim’.  Immersion has the benefit of increased comprehension and maintaining EAL students’ cultural ties, but it is not as fast as submersion, which may not be beneficial for the students closer to taking their GCSEs.
	SchoolA has experimented with many approaches and theories in the past to find the best of all the strategies to ensure that every EAL student has the best start to learning English, whilst keeping them socially involved, but without making them too anxious.  For key stage two they use a submersion approach on a smaller scale in their nurture class but have a higher staff ratio so they can use immersion techniques within the class and rely on visual aids and programmes like Lexia helps with their literacy, whilst RM Maths help with their numeracy.  In key stage one they use more of a submersion technique as the staff to children ratio is higher in those stages anyway, and they believe their well-being is protected by using the learning through play approach.  But, most importantly, they believe the teaching staff must know the background of the child to ensure they can care for them effectively and must develop a relationship with the child to ensure they feel a sense of belonging in their new school.
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