Why EAL learners need specialist support teachers: a case study for policy makers to note.
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This mini case study will illustrate:

· how EAL pupils may misunderstand vocabulary and how teachers may not realise that fundamental misunderstandings have taken place;

· how EAL pupils use L1 to establish meaning;

· how EAL pupils construct meanings in order to make sense of spoken or written text (schema theory);

· why in every curriculum subject, key concepts need to be secure;

· why bilingual support and continued learning in L1 is so important;

· why experienced EAL support teachers are so vital.

Classroom Situation: 

A Year 3 class with an overseas supply teacher who started at the beginning of the Summer Term and who will be working for half a term in the school. She is extremely professional and competent but has little knowledge of English history. As the EAL support teacher in the school for 0.25 fte per week, and with knowledge of the Year 3 history curriculum, I offered to teach the class for the history session (1 hour), using collaborative teaching and learning techniques with the class.

The topic

We were studying the Roman Invasion and Settlement of Britain. The vocabulary introduced with regard to 'invasion' was - fight, violence, enemy, battle, hostile, conquer etc. These words, together with vocabulary associated with 'settlement', were discussed and categorised by small groups and then re-sorted and discussed by the whole class.

The L1 assessment

The bilingual classroom assistant was asked to carry out an L1 assessment for one of the pupils. This was originally requested by the SENCO who wished to apply for support for the pupil’s specific learning difficulty. It was suggested that the learning that had taken place during the history topic could be used as a focus for the assessment. The dialogue in L1 between the bilingual classroom assistant (Miss Mir) and the pupil (K.) was transcribed and is set out below. A characteristic of K’s learning style is that she always attempts to answer questions. Even if she doesn’t know the appropriate answer, she provides an answer by relating it to something she does know about. In this case, the L1 assessment revealed some classic EAL misunderstandings of meanings of words. For instance:

· ‘conquer’ was thought to mean ‘conkers’ growing on trees;

· ‘hostile’ was related to ‘hospital’;’

· ‘settlement’ was understood in terms of the teacher talk meaning: ‘settle down’. 
The assessment proceeded as follows (as recorded in the notes made by Miss Mir during the interaction): 

Invasion

K:
These are the Romans and they fight. (looking at picture)
Miss M:
Where were they from?

K: 


I’m not sure, but far away.

Miss M: 
What does ‘force’ mean?

K:


To force someone.

Miss M:
‘Conquer’?

K:  
That means you’re coming to collect conkers from trees in this country.

Miss M: 
‘Hostile’?

K:
(verbatim response not fully recorded but K. linked ‘hostile’ to ‘hospital’ and then to ‘anger’)
Miss M: 
‘Enemy’?

K: 


A strong person.

Miss M: 
(showing pictures of Romans and Celts fighting) What happens when you see these pictures?

K: 


You get scared what if this happens to you.

Miss M:  
What about their clothes? Anything special?

K: 
They’re different, they’re not the same as ours now. They had to carry their swords all the time for fighting. Material was metal so that they don’t get hurt and die. They used ships to go to different countries and destroy them.

(Note – the use of the word ‘destroy’ in Pahari is an indication of a well developed home language) 

Miss M:  
Why did they go to different countries – for what?

K: 
To take money, to become rich. They gave it to their King.

Miss M:
(Showing pictures relating to the concept of ‘settlement’)

K:
 Sitting in comfort, not in a hurry in this country.

K:


(Looking at the head on a coin)

Miss M: 
What’s his name?

K:


I don’t have a clue.

Miss M:
(Showing pictures relating to ‘homes’)

K: 
The rich were better than poor, like normal, had servants. The poor had no help, no furniture, they sat on floors. They built with clay, made money. Do they still fight in Rome?

Miss M: 
No.

K: 
They ate together, made things together – jewellery, spinning farming, had cows. They stayed and then they died. They made the land pretty, they planted things, they had no shops. They grew plants and fruit. They played games.

Miss M: 
(showing an artist’s impression of a Roman settlement)
What do you like about this postcard?

K: 
This world looks nice. It’s a settlement, it doesn’t look busy. There are flying birds.

What can we learn from this interaction?

· Although K’s responses show significant misunderstanding of key English words used in the original lesson, they also show an ability to make fluent and perceptive observations in L1. 

· Where a meaning is misunderstood or not clarified, EAL learners often use their existing schema (Carrell and Eisterhold, 1987) to construct meaning - 'the Romans came to pick all the conkers from the trees'.

· With bilingual support, the required meaning can be clearly explained in L1.

· 'Invasion' and 'settlement' are key concepts in the Y3 history curriculum. For the EAL pupil fundamental misunderstandings of curriculum content may have a cumulative impact on learning if they are not identified and resolved by the teacher.

· "Word-meaning exploration needs its own place on the timetable - at all Key Stages of the school curriculum" (McWilliam, 1998, 137). Norah McWilliam's advice should be paramount when beginning a new topic.

· Key concepts throughout the curriculum need to be highlighted as being potentially problematical for EAL learners - some are cross curricular (two that immediately come to mind are pattern and double).
· Where possible, EAL learners should have the opportunity to engage with the language of new concepts through interactive talk and explanation in their L1, particularly for academic and unfamiliar concepts and vocabulary. 

· My temporary role as class teacher, which brought a change of perception and focus, demonstrated that it is difficult even for an EAL specialist to be aware of the vocabulary confusion that may occur for EAL learners. However, in my EAL support role I would have picked up the misunderstandings. That is why the specialist support role is so vital.

This case study illustrates that opportunities for focussed support for EAL learners in contexts which enable a specialist support teacher to draw on her understanding of the language development of the child and also the language demands of the curriculum are essential to raise achievement. It shows that class teachers are not in a position to be able to pick up the misunderstandings that may occur for EAL learners – if I was unaware of them as an experienced EAL teacher who had worked with the child, how much more difficult it is likely to be for a class teacher to be able to identify and respond to EAL learners’ comprehension difficulties. 

The case study has also illustrated one example of a repeated learning experience for many EAL learners every day. The accumulation of unrecognised misunderstandings may then lead to underachievement and low expectations. Key curriculum concepts which have not been understood may also lead to a situation over time where pupils with EAL appear to conform to criteria which are taken to indicate special educational needs. The challenge to teachers (mainstream and specialists alike) is also the challenge of making mainstreaming work EAL learners. 

My thanks to Shazia Mir who carried out the first language assessment and who explained that in her school days as an EAL learner she thought for some time that office was off ice!
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