Student number: 1708393


This assignment aims to critically discuss how learners with English as an Additional Language (EAL) can experience barriers to literacy. It also aims to evaluate some strategies that could support these learners in literacy achievement and links them to the work of Lev Vygotsky and Jean Piaget. It also looks at critical pedagogy as a means to provide successful strategies alongside the work of linguistic theorist Paulo Freire.

“Literacy describes a set of skills, including speaking, listening, reading and writing, which enable us to make sense of the world around us.” (Welsh Government, 2013). Millions of children enter schools around the world without speaking the first language of the school teachers. English as an additional language is often a term come across because a child attending school has either been born in a different country or the first language spoken at home is one other than English. In Wales schools have a large varying number of pupils with EAL numbers range from 70 percent of the school to a single learner, although Faith schools often have higher numbers. (Welsh Government, 2015). These statistics make it difficult to compare to other countries.  

Bilingualism is often defined as the ability to use two languages (Grosjean, 1989). “Bilingualism stimulates brain development and helps children learn because they can think about their ideas in two (or more) languages.” (National Literacy Trust, 2017) Being bilingual appears to have a positive effect on children and it is something that should be promoted, celebrated and supported. Despite trying to teach children to learn English in school they should encourage children to still use their home language. Cummings (2013) supports that being bilingual is an advantage as he found a child that is able to speak two languages would then find it much easier to learn three or four. However, earlier studies found It could be argued that children who are fluent in two languages may not have such as large vocabulary those who only have to focus on one. (Oller & Eilers, 2002). Despite this recent evidence establishes that bilingualism has positive effect on performance.

The Welsh Government has categorised the different stages of language development that an EAL child can be assessed at. The first stage known as A is the new to English stage. This stage can often be seen as a silent period. Despite the child remaining silent around the first six months of school, they are listening and absorbing the language. The child would have very little or basic vocabulary and would need significant support in class. The stage B is known as early acquisition, where they are able to follow day to day social communication and may be able to produce small pieces of independent writing but will still need support to access the curriculum. Stage C is then known as Developing Competence, at this stage they will use the language more confidently but may have structural errors, they may need occasional support to access curriculum fully. Stage D is where the learner is classed as being competent in the language, able to use a wide range of vocabulary and can read and write competently however they may still need occasional support to access more complex areas of the curriculum. The final stage, E is where the learner is classed as fluent and therefore would operate without any support. However BBC (2020) reported: “ It can take students who are new to the English language at least six years to reach a level of fluency which would allow them to get to grips with the work they are doing at school.” This portrays that some children may not get to this level in their time in primary school depending on when they joined the school and therefore may require the additional support stated in the stages throughout their time in primary school.

Language barriers can be one of the most difficult obstacles in teaching not only do these learners have a distinct different learning needs to non EAL learners they may also have different understanding and expectation of learning because of the cultural background. (NALDIC, 1999) This conveys that providing purposeful learning in a language that is not their first or they may speak little of can be a difficult task. The curriculum in Wales is only delivered in English or Welsh therefore EAL learners must develop the use of predominantly English language in order to access all areas of the curriculum.

Additionally, many EAL pupils can be affected by poverty and experience similar issues to those non EAL learners who are classed as living in poverty. Welsh Government (2015) reported “almost one in three children are currently living in low income households.” In 2012 the Welsh Government created the Pupil Deprivation Grant (PDG) which was funding for schools the amount was based on the number of pupils that receive free school meals. They stated the funding would allow learners from disadvantaged backgrounds overcome additional barriers they face to achieving good learning outcomes. However, this may not always be the case for EAL learners. Their families may not be able to claim free school meals for a variety of reasons including, the family not being entitled if they are refugees or may not know how to claim them. This means that a school may not get their full financial entitlement to support these learners fully.

Fuller, (2012) recognised that working with the families of EAL learners can be a key tool in developing educational achievement. Despite teachers supporting language development in school time, the children may not hear or use the language in their homes because their parents may not speak the language or may not chose to at home. Those who are not familiar with the English language will not be able to support their children at home with things such as reading and homework. This can act as an additional barrier for EAL learners. Elsworth, (2017) supports the focus on working with families: 
“One of the most important things a teacher can do to help language-minority students is to build relationships with her students and their families. This builds trust and respect, which is a necessary foundation for learning. 

It has been policy in the UK since the 1980’s that pupils with EAL should be part of mainstream schooling. (Leung, 2003). This means that pupils needs should usually be met within the mainstream classroom. All teachers should have the knowledge and necessary experience to be able to support children with understanding English in a range of ways. Teachers should plan and prepare learning opportunities that support develop their English language skills and provide regular feedback verbally or through marking  to help guide these learners to understand their strengths and weaknesses and know themselves what they need to work on.

Differentiation can be a key strategy for supporting EAL learners Tomlinson (1999, p.23) noted differentiation as:

‘A process to approach teaching and learning for students of differing abilities in the same class. The intent is to maximize each student's growth and individual success by meeting each student where he or she is . . . rather than expecting students to modify themselves for the curriculum.’ 
This statement portrays that if a teacher is able to effectively adapt not only learning tasks but also teaching strategies and consider the needs of all learners including those that may not speak the language the task is set in, they could be able to maximise the participation and potential achievement for EAL learners. 
To enable a successful approach to all strategies used to support EAL learners it would be highly beneficial that least one member of staff is responsible for EAL and that this member of staff is skilled, experienced and understands EAL needs. This member of staff should receive up to date training and ensure it is fed back to all school staff so that it becomes a whole school approach as despite one person being responsible it is everyone working within a schools responsibility to ensure children make progress to the best of their ability. A class teacher should not think they do not need to support the EAL learner any differently to the rest of the class because it is the EAL leads job to do so. Teachers and support staff should do all they can to ensure these pupils thrive in school and use the EAL lead as support when required. 
Supporting EAL learners can sometimes mean additional staff which can mean additional funding something schools often do not have. This support could be provided by someone who speaks the same language as the learner in order to translate English language to them in their own language. This can be beneficial when teachers need to assess what the learners are able to do. Despite this not being a realistic approach for many schools at present, Welsh Government (2020) have announced “We are providing 10 million pounds next year to support ethnic minority learners, including where English or Welsh is an additional language.” This conveys that if this goes ahead schools may have the capacity to support EAL learners fully in order to reach their full potential. 

Displays around the classroom and resources should be supported by visual images in order to support EAL learners understanding. These displays and resources should reflect the range of cultures or languages required. Cross (2011, p.166) stressed that “engaging with the pupil’s native culture to ease learning and transition is seen as very important in EAL.” The theorist Piaget (1936) believed that a child’s learning was as a result of their exploration of the world. This is seen from a young age as they become independent explorers. Although they make speak little language, they begin to discover the world through sensory purposes. Welsh and English schools in Wales both teach the Welsh language whether it be as a first or second language. The Welsh Government (2017) stated: 

“Looking into Welsh culture and history will allow pupils to make meaningful comparisons between their own culture and the cultures of the other countries and communities of the world.”

Similarly to visual displays in the classroom, when tasks are set, they could be supported by visual examples to support the understanding. This would minimise language support required if they had visual examples of what they are required to do however this would reduce the opportunities for them to be creative as they may be inclined to copy the visual idea in comparison to if they were explained a task orally without visual representation they may interpret the task differently and individual work would be more varied. 
There may be more than one EAL learner in a classroom that speaks the same language, but they may speak English of varied levels. These learners may benefit from supporting each other as they could use their first language and act as translators for one another if one was unsure of something. This is supported by the theory of Vygotsky (1962) who emphasised the importance of others in language development. Pound, (2006 p.40.) implied that Vygotsky’s theory “rated children’s interaction between themselves, as important. In his view, interaction benefits a child when they are helped by another child who knows more about the task.” However, Pound also found a criticism of this approach was that there is not enough emphasis on children’s own role in their development.  
A simple strategy that could be used to support leaners is the use of gestures and body language to support conversations and commands. Bruce (2005) suggests that over 85 percent of communication is non-verbal. This includes body language, gestures and expression. This can be used in the initial stage A as detailed above of the child developing the English language when they have a very basic or no range of vocabulary. It would be important when using body language to still use vocabulary and not just gestures on their own so that the child has more opportunities to be immersed in the language.
Evaluating the effect of these strategies used is highly beneficial to ensure they provide successful impact. Critical Pedagogy theory emerged which assumes that teaching practice can continue to make improvements to become better. It can be used as a tool to reflect and improve teaching and the effect it has on all learners. One example of an influential theorist is Paulo Freire (1970) who developed a theory known as “the pedagogy of the oppressed” he witnessed the struggle of those in poverty experienced in the education system and developed his concept due to this. He aimed to take some of the direction away from the teacher and give it to the pupil and have a more equal learning system. Teachers should not just have the belief that what they provide is fine they should reflecting on their practice should be seen as having a positive impact on learners however a criticism of this could be that it is seen to look for fault in practice rather that identifying solutions which could damage teacher morale. It is essential that reflective practice is carried out to support EAL learners but that is carried out correctly, not to find fault in practice but to clarify issues.
All teachers and classroom staff should familiarise themselves with the potential barriers EAL learners may face, in order to successfully overcome them. They should apply strategies within their practice to achieve inclusion and develop those EAL language skills and help the learners to reach their maximum potential without language acting as a barrier for their achievement. It is evident that successful approaches include using visuals, ongoing differentiation of work, communication and support with their home network and provide opportunities to actively develop their English language through classroom activities, interventions or peer support.
The future of EAL support looks promising, as detailed above Welsh Government are investing money to support these learners and there are significant changes in the Welsh education system that encourages improvement in attainment. This along with the new curriculum that focuses on identifying all pupil’s greatest needs and finding the most appropriate pedagogical approach to support them, will inevitably positively impact EAL and all learners inclusively. “The curriculum must facilitate inclusive education in order for it to be accessible to EAL learners.” (United Nations Educational, 2008). 
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