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VIEW FROM THE CHAIR  
 
Nicola Davies  
 
For me, NALDIC’s Annual Conferences are a time of 
mixed emotions. I leave inspired by the presentations 
which illustrate how our field is always innovating, 
always searching for better ways of working.  But if I’m 
honest, there is always a sense of guilt. I am invariably 
prompted to take a cold, hard look at what I am doing in 
my professional life and to wonder whether it is enough.  
 
This year was no exception. I got no further than the title 
of Ofelia Garcia’s inspiring presentation Reimagining 
bilingualism for the 21st Century before the doubts set in. 
Ofelia argued powerfully that in the 21st Century, ‘with 
the collision of peoples and languages and cultures that 
has occurred’, a conceptualisation of bilingualism as 
additive or subtractive was not only inherently 
underpinned by a monolingual point of view, but 
hopelessly dated and out of tune with our society. She 
offered instead a notion of ‘dynamic bilingualism’, 
adjusting like an all terrain vehicle to ‘the ridges and the 
craters of communication’.  
 
All through the day, the changing nature of our society 
was demonstrated, and with it the awkward mismatches 
which occur in the day-to-day classroom experiences of 
young bilinguals. Maggie Hawkins showed us the moving 
story of Tu Trinh’s day as a new and linguistically 
isolated newcomer in the ‘newcomers’ class. Heather 
Lotherington spoke to us of the bilingual learners in North 
West Toronto who are ineligible for specialist EAL 
intervention as they were born in Canada. These are the 
learners who, as Jim Cummins would say, are ‘caught in 
the crossfire’ between classroom language diversity as it 
is lived and the tidy languages landscape which policy 
makers are wont to imagine.   
 
Cathie Wallace spoke of her research findings that in 
many English schools ‘a culture of care’ stands in for any 
sort of principled pedagogy. Across her 10 case study 
schools, she noted that that the systematic teaching of 
English did not happen, even in the case of new arrivals, 
and that EAL was not seen as a subject in its own right, 
with a coherent, specific knowledge base. As a result, her 
interviewees had little to say about specific approaches, 
materials and resources for bilingual pupils.   
 
The teachers in Scotland who spoke to Yvonne Foley in 
the course of her recent research were typical of this 
‘culture of care’. She wanted to talk to them about the 
reading literacy needs of bilingual pupils. They cared. 

They felt uncertain and inadequate. They used a bigger 
font on the Smartboard. They were ‘hoping’ that 
everything would eventually be ‘picked up’ simply as a 
result of their learners being in an environment where 
teachers sincerely wanted them to do well.  
 
There are, unfortunately, no prizes for just caring. 
Successive waves of educational policy and consequent 
funding have eroded our capacity to care effectively for 
the bilingual young people we meet each day. The 
situation in classrooms up and down the UK is a world 
away from those that many of us encountered when we 
first entered the profession. Times have changed but 
policy has not.   
 
Back then, immigration led to stable ‘minority’ 
communities settling in specific geographic areas. But 
these patterns of migration associated with Britain’s 
colonial past are fast being replaced by relentless global 
mobility. More mobility, not necessarily permanent, but 
recurrent.  
 
As Constant Leung has pointed out, our current EAL 
policy is founded on the assumptions that: 
 
• equality of treatment is key (same curriculum for all) 

for reasons of anti-racism and equal opportunities  
• English language proficiency will grow through 

progressive assimilation/integration over generations 
• school aged EAL learners have 11 years to grow their 

English language competence. 
 
None of these assumptions now apply.   
 
In years to come, no-one will thank us for remaining 
silent, whilst we skilfully negotiate a system that is based 
on the best of intentions. We need a bold new approach to 
providing expert English language teaching and support 
that can cater for short-term sojourners as well as long-
term residents. Not just caring but catering for their 
needs.  
 
Recalling Christine Gilbert’s recent spirited defence of 
the new inspection framework, NALDIC similarly ‘must 
not pull its punches’. Our job is to speak up for bilingual 
children and learners and we make no apology for that. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


