
10/27/2019

1

ELT well 
Research Round up 

2019

The educational encounter with bilingual 
children who may have specific learning 
needs

Dr. J. Flynn          judithdidsbury@gmail.com

1

2



10/27/2019

2

Introduction

• Myself as teacher educator 
and academic specialising in 
teaching bilingual children

• Doctoral research in a multi 
ethnic primary school in North 
West England

• Grounded theory methodology
• Observation and interviews 

with teachers talking about 
their bilingual children

• I have been:

• -A primary teacher,

• -EAL specialist teacher since the late 80’s working under S11 and EMA grants,

• -Gained Diploma for teaching children with specific learning difficulties, and AMBDA

• -Moved into HE teaching English and Teaching bilingual children specialism to  student 
teachers and at postgraduate level

• -This doctoral research included children with Special educational needs. I

• N this research I observed a class during weekly visits, then I conducted semi structured 
interviews with six teachers.

• The school had nearly 87%bilingual children. For an international audience I would explain 
that these are  children of immigrants to the U.K. and that bilingual children  receive the 
same education as everyone else.

• The conclusions of my research were of gaps and spaces around bilingual children, 
specifically exclusion of languages and culture. This is a  generic conclusion fitting into the 
emerging ideas around a turn away from the understanding of the needs of bilingual 
children in schools.

• I have revisited my data to focus on what teachers said about bilingual children in the 
school SEN system.

• With grounded theory the research serves to open up questions rather than provide definite 
answers and I hope that this presentation serves as food for thought.
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Rancière: The Division of the Sensible
2004

• Links social and 
political aspects.

• Aesthetics

• What is visible and 
invisible in 
education?

• To gain a perspective on my observation and interview data I used French postmodern 
philosophy.

• This highlights the political nature of research and asks who is doing what and why. 
The researcher does not stand apart but is reflective on her own position and 
viewpoint.

• I used Ranciere’s political views to explain and interpret my findings. He looks to 
ancient Greek philosophy which helps us understand the prevailing political power the 
Ochlos is not the Demos which would represent all groups. The Ochlos uses this power 
to make visible what it wants us to see, and invisible what it does not want us to see..

• Saw Education as a visible performance.
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Ricoeur: On Translation (2006)
Ethics 

• “It is texts, not sentences, 
not words that our texts try 
to translate. And texts in 
turn are part of cultural 
groups through which 
different visions of the world 
are expressed”

• I also looked at another French philosopher, Ricoeur,  and his ideas on translation. He 
philosophised about the theory of translation and drew on the power of translation to 
change lives citing the example of the Lutheran bible which was translated from 
Hebrew and Greek into German.This definition on the slide reminds us that language 
learning is a situated experience rooted in children’s lived experiences, not just 
letters and sounds. For texts it is helpful for us to read stories.

• I saw translation as a metaphor for the work done by children to translate home and 
school experiences, and that educators should be aware of this in their role.
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Badiou-The Encounter (2012)

• BADIOU

• Power of the 
educational Encounter
with children

• Questions about 
bilingualism, 
strategies, SEN

• I also looked at the concept of the Encounter of Badiou.

• The encounter of the teacher with children is the interface of the whole system. The 
educational system cannot operate without teachers, but teachers have  to operate 
within a system. In the professional talk of teachers can be seen restraints and 
influences.
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Findings

Good results in curriculum

Neg. 
value 

L1

Neg. 
learner 
English 

Neg. 
parent 
ability

• Findings

• As the school was very experienced with bilingual children, I was surprised with a lack 
of value for bilingualism. One teacher said that you wouldn’t appreciate the number 
of languages our children speak, looking at the walls.
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Ivory Towers

• SEN on the left, EAL on the right. They each lay claims about the difference of 
children, which can lead to a tension between meeting needs and exclusion. 
Philosophically, laying claim to difference is controversial and political.

• Both EAL and SEN are what would be called by Bernstein, diffuse curriculum concerns. 
They are not curriculum subjects, but draw on pedagogies and research outside of the 
curriculum. Looking at the EAL tower: Hugh South claims It draws from wider fields of 
linguistics, cognitive psychology, ethnography, bilingualism, theories of teaching and 
learning. SEN draws on developmental psychology, cognitive psychology, social 
psychology, neuroscience, case studies and theories of teaching and learning.

• Bothe SEN and EAL have their dark pasts: Children were categorised by Ed. Psych as 
ESN and sent to separate schools. 

• The first English language teaching was colonial to dominate other countries and 
languages. EAL teaching was first set up outside the school and classroom. Since the 
Calderdale (CRE 1986) ruling however, mainstreaming was the order of the day, and 
segregation avoided by both EAL and SEN. (Friedrickson and Cline, 2002 Ch.3.).  

• Both EAL and SEN have internal critiques and debates. EAL teaching  has internal 
debate over a focus on English or bilingual pedagogy and the nature of inclusion. For 
SEN, debates include the validity of psychological testing, the suitability of Western 
developmental model for bilingual children, debates over categories, what is autism, 
dyslexia etc. 
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• The curriculum claims to meet the needs of all children. This is controversial and 
political.  The curriculum controls time and space for what knowledge children are 
given and what languages are seen and heard, and it controls what parts of EAL and 
SEN are visible and audible. (see slide)  For example I was to find out In the school 
this does not include first language assessment, EAL assessment, demonstrate value of 
bilingualism, (Cummins, Garcia.) It just notices access to the curriculum. It does not 
contain the critiques of  SEN, the undue focus on individual, not relevant to all 
cultures etc..

• I looked at the history of curriculum and the considerable changes-how centralised it 
has become since the 1980’s, before the introduction of a national curriculum. The 
interviews/ discourses of the teachers reflected the changes in education to the 
revised national curriculum.

• From the Vygotskyan Literacy strategy to the more traditional approach denoted by 
the SPAG. The former a social constructivist, communicative  approach, the latter 
derived from teaching the non spoken language of Latin. (Teaching English as a Dead 
Language.)

• I began to be aware of which views relating to Curriculum, SEN and EAL were 
employed by teachers. What perspective was evident from each tower and tentatively 
to consider Why?
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Cultural worlds in curriculum

• Mr. B. The National Curriculum is so English, the 
new History curriculum…its all about England. 
Alfred and his cakes, we spent years and years 
going away from that., learning about things 
relevant to them, helping them to understand 
their heritage through history. We are just 
wondering if we could just do it in guided reading 
or something. 

• This slide is a quote from a teacher and shows curriculum changes. Teachers had gone from 
a curriculum they largely constructed themselves based on knowledge and understanding of 
the children’s communities to the revised more nationalist one. The curriculum is seen to 
reduce time for what teachers consider relevant, and takes away teacher autonomy. We 
here see teacher resistance, as they are trying to fit relevant History into the reading 
programme.

• Since the Bullock (1975), and Plowden (1985) reports, there was recognition of the need 
for integration of ethnic cultural and linguistic diversity in the curriculum as “No child 
should be expected to cast off the language and culture of the home as he crosses the 
school threshold, nor to live and act as though school and home represent two totally 
separate and different cultures which have to be kept firmly apart.” (Department for 
Education and Skills, 1985:286). 

• This slide appears to counter this approach. Government reports such as Swann had also 
seen the school role to combat hostility to immigrants in school and community, and
endorsed ideas of tolerance and multiculturalism.

• I came to reflect that EAL was never solely language teaching, it has an equality aspect 
integral to it.

• Since the middle of the eighties however, there has been a move from local to national 
responsibility for curriculum and policy. This has been accompanied by a reduction of 
appreciation of language and culture, by the Ochlos, which is suggestive of a move from 
integrationist to assimilatory policies. Assimilation implies that aspects of language and 
culture are viewed as relevant only temporarily, until the child and family become 
indistinguishable from the rest of the population, a process of “absorbing difference”. So a 
new approach seems to be now percolating down in school and diverting teachers and staff 
from engaging with the lives and languages of their children.
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Turn away from home language

• Ms D. I think it is quite a positive thing really, I would love
to learn another language……….My teaching assistant 
speaks Urdu but she doesn’t speak it in the classroom, it’s 
just not promoted as something we should use really.

• Ms F. …’A little girl with Down's - we've discovered that her 
knowledge of her home language is also of around a two 
year old and her parents speak their own language at home 
and we've asked them to try and speak a little more 
English’ (Interview data: 95).

• Ms A. We also find in our nursery there are children who 
come to school with no language at all.

• 1.Mrs D. and other young teachers were open to bilingualism but did not think it was 
school practice! A loss is evident here of the function of bilingual assistants who could 
be viewed as  important for support where bilingual children are learning concepts in 
L1 and 2.

• 2. Mrs F has asked the parents to speak a little more English. Speech therapists and 
Ed. Psychs.  I know consider children should learn home and school languages, so this 
shows school leanings'

• 3. Third point interesting because I wondered if the school was  discouraging parents 
from conveying their own strongest  language to children.
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Progress

• Ms E. There's so much pressure for progress for 
all the children, it's just fitting it all in it's crazy, 
but we have to do it every day has to be 
progress, progress… They come to school and 
they learn how to get on with people and how 
to work in groups and nothing’s made of that 
and for some children that’s a massive thing... 
but that’s not progress so it can’t be measured. 

• Mrs E points out the pressure for progress. The national curriculum is powered by the 
demand for progress, call it school improvement, call it accountability. Teachers are 
politically controlled by children’s results.

• Looking at the green highlight, progress squeezes a lot of things out. As well as first 
languages it squeezes out, social interaction. It is this that psychologists and 
sociolinguists consider is needed not just for cooperation but for children to develop 
language, both first and second. Yet spoken language, oracy, speaking and listening, 
is not assessed, nor is group interaction provided for in the curriculum. Something 
that SEN and EAL groups have advocated.
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Pressure of Assessment

• Mr C. The pressure we have been put under 
has really raised SEN and EAL attainment 
because we can't ignore them now because 
they have to make the same progress as 
everyone else and I think that once upon a 
time these might have been ignored 
because you could get away with that.

• The focus on assessment has some positive aspects. And this is the raising of 
expectations.
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Filtering SEN from EAL

• Mr C. We have pupil progress meetings where we look at our results and 
which children are on the SEN register and which ones are EAL and it 
just seems sometimes that they are kept very separate.

• Mr C, But SEN children get a lot of support and get taken out of class 
and interventions and whatever else but with EAL there is a different 
team.

• Mr B. The ones with EAL on paper look SEN but will zoom ahead.

• Mrs D. Explained one way they (EAL Children) might understand 
whereas the SEN child might not understand the concept.

• From Mr. B we see the progress meetings appear to be the starting point of SEN 
procedure

• At this point the overlapping aspects of EAL and SEN are being completely ignored 
here by mainstream, SEN and EAL staff. Rather they are all complicit in separating out 
EAL children from SEN.

• The staff were considered to be responsible for their EAL and SEN. The SEN 
coordinator coordinated a  battalion of  support TA’s and liaised with outside 
agencies. The EAL coordinater coordinated a much smaller team who did reading 
interventions to enhance progress of  middle attaining children. as well as class 
teaching for an absent colleague.  When talking to the SENCO about a child who was 
to be diagnosed as having SLC needs, she said, “ He is one of yours”, indicating a lack 
of confidence, responsibility for children with additional needs.

• The last two points seem to show that EAL is synonymous with cognitive superiority 
over SEN. By implication the SEN child has not the same ability, and the bilingual child 
with SEN seems to lose their EAL status.

• In literature, two different types of child are theorised: the SEN child as the rejected 
liberal subject, rejected and categorised for not being rational (Burman, 2008) and 
not requiring high level work and the EAL child who is accepted as requiring 
cognitively demanding work embedded with context (Cummins, 1995).
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The struggle for progress

• Mrs E. last year there were 3 on next step plans. 
At the end, one of them came off it. It was 
probably because of her language……..

• Mrs E. One of them its like global delay…She 
(SENCO) said literally to give them the same 
thing every day. Until they’ve got it they can’t 
move on.

• A lot of new to English pupils found themselves on SA and SA+. Apparently the 
children on next step plans are following IEP’s where the children are involved in low 
cognitive skills tasks. This type of pedagogy is very different and may conflict with a 
holistic socially based EAL learning pedagogy. Furthermore, the experiences may be 
provided by different staff, often low qualified TAs.

• (Florian and BH 2011 questioned the need  for this type of different pedagogy for SEN 
(Norwich and Lewis 2004 , Florian 2011)

• Here I also noted a change of language used by teachers to language not used in the 
curriculum from the medical model. (Thomas 2007)

• Terms such as global delay have been particularly criticised as having no explanatory 
or pedagogical value and yet appear to be in common use by teachers (Thomas, 2007, 
Norwich and Lewis, 2004). It is a category seemingly only created by the hierarchy of 
progress itself. For example a child in the Y5 class I observed in had been diagnosed as 
MLD. To me however as he was fluent in speaking and reading, the only thing holding 
him back was writing. Being squiggles it required perhaps a dyslexic or dyspraxia 
approach. The EAL teacher had been involved but she said” I don’t know what is 
wrong with him.“ The MLD diagnosis did not help to get the support he needed.
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Difficulties in diagnoses

• She was 11 when the assessment was done 
and she came out as a 61/2 year old in both 
languages….you need to know if there is a 
discrepancy and if it is just a barrier to 
English…

• This highlights the late age in language testing by the SLT and the fact that the school 
did not monitor, enquire, know about home language development of children. Left it 
to outsiders. 

• In literature, two different types of child are theorised: the SEN child as the rejected 
liberal subject, rejected and categorised for not being rational (Burman, 2008) and 
not requiring high level work and the EAL child who is accepted as requiring 
cognitively demanding work 
embedded with context (Cummins, 1995).
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Dyslexia

• Mrs E. Anyway…at least I got a diagnosis (of 
Dyslexia). The strategies she (the Educational 
Psychologist) suggested we were already doing or 
were ridiculous.

• What did the teacher want from the diagnosis? The teacher knew it was dyslexia  but 
needed the outside practitioner's verdict to be believed. There was a sort of 
dependency on outside judgement to excuse the teacher from her poor progress. By 
proxy we might note, all SEN categories excuse the school curriculum, which claims to 
be for all children. She was not satisfied with the advice however. 

• At this point it is worth mentioning that the school had recently used a dyslexia 
screener on all the children in the school. This surprisingly 

• had not shown dyslexia in the bilingual children. In the class I observed, before these 
teacher interviews, the one child  identified as having dyslexia was a high attaining 
English first language child. The school was surprised at this and I wonder that SEN 
was seen as synonymous with lack of progress and low attainment.
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Diagnosis - a positive view

• It meant we could get very specific materials for her, so 
sentence builders and making sure she is reading a reading 
book at the right level and giving her time to complete 
tasks which we were already doing but because of this 
breakdown it told us precisely what she was struggling 
with… it was with sentence formation, not noun 
recognition, not sequencing, it was with the basic syntax…

• A positive view is shown of advice. The teacher really wants advice for the child to make 
progress, but really, from any point of view, what was  special about this advice? Should not a 
school be expected to know more about language?

33

34



10/27/2019

18

Earlier observations in the Y5 class

Status “Diagnosed” Strongest 
language

Monolingual 
child

Dyslexia 
screener

Y5 Monolingual 
English

Not referred as 
he was making 
progress

Bilingual 
Child

SLCN Y5 L1

Bilingual Child MLD KS1 L2

4 Bilingual 
Children

SA, SA+ Y5 New to 
English

L1

• I just want to highlight the middle child with SLCN. He was in the Y5 class I observed, only 
diagnosed in the second week I was there.

• -late diagnosis but then the EAL teacher no longer did any EAL assessments. She said it took too 
much time, but why would she not target children with concerns. Why did the school not know 
his language history, left it to the SLT to ask the parents.

• Also why did she say "he’s one of yours", and not feel any responsibility. Also why did the school, 
knowing some children came with no language, not  screen informally and provide 
encouragement. Seems the first language knowledge is politically invisible to the school, EAL 
and only brought into play by the outside Sen practitioner seemingly to be exorcised.
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The bullets hitted his teamate when the blood was 
coming out of his body. Some of the soldier’s fell down 
the building while the building was getting fired as well.

• I had observed this boy, participate in tasks appropriate for his age and ability, where at the end 
of the lesson he had independently written ¾ of a page. With others he was chosen to read out 
the exciting bits. 

• His was this. 

• He also I observed had some  issues with language in a lesson about Time, that could have been 
anticipated. He understood “to” but not “Past.”the clock.
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• The teacher showed me the worksheet ( On the left) the SLT therapist gave to her. In bubbles he 
had to write words meaning Happy. He wrote, smiling, joyful, delighted, enjoying, great, 
excited. On the right, the teacher contextualised the work.

• How would we view this worksheet. We can look at different viewpoints and compare..

• -A curriculum progress view? Not a progress worksheet. This is not a worksheet to help the 
teacher to get better results.

• The teacher thought the emphasis on feelings  and suspect of autism, was because the  boy had 
not been very cooperative during the assessment. 

• EAL point of view. Cummings, cognitively enhancing, context embedded? 

• SEN, point of view-to help with emotional literacy and getting on with peers? But not in an 
interactive setting. 

- Doing it with the TA in assembly time. The TA felt sorry for humiliating him.

- I recalled my observations. I had not seen him actually speak  to another child./ no initiation or 
response to peers. Even though little time, useful to have an outsider view.

- I had looked at it from EAL and not seen a full picture, the SLT has only seen him for a couple of 
hours if that, and she did not capture a full view. The school did not capture a full view.

- A philosophical view is helpful. It shows the full range of language that all should be 
knowledgeable. 
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Ricoeur: On Translation (2006)
Ethics 

• “It is texts, not sentences, 
not words that our texts try 
to translate. And texts in 
turn are part of cultural 
groups through which 
different visions of the world 
are expressed”

• All children need to develop school language in a school community, and home 
language in a home community and translate understandings between. Also, they 
need to interact to develop the various aspects and they need knowledgeable staff 
who can arrange for group and class interaction. The teacher needs more time and 
space to do this. 

• Curriculum,  SEN and EAL language teachers each have a narrow view.
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Overlap or Eclipse?

• I initially conceptualised EAL and SEN as overlapping areas. I found in school that SEN 
dominated and where there should be visible hatching, SEN has eclipsed, covered, hid the 
needs of bilingual learners. 

• EAL is fading away, because of the progress agenda. It has not been proved to accelerate 
progress, nor is it seen as an excuse for lack of progress in the long term.

• SEN however, arguably performs the same function as it always did, but schools are to 
exclude the children within interventions. (Although numbers of special schools are 
increasing)

• What are the dangers for the bilingual child?

• -cognitive testing, not meeting verbal reasoning norms

- Mis diagnosis, not dyslexia and not laptop. Less resources.

- Later diagnosis

- MLD children not getting support for specific needs

- Being given inappropriate worksheets, low in context, below cognitive level, compromising 
progress

- Home language discouraged, when it might be strongest for concepts

- An extra layer of parental misunderstanding.

- In short institutional racism, a symbolic violence even, a gross lack of equality not being 
addressed in education.
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• Special Educational needs draws from a history of  Western European psychology, with 
a medical model. Having links to ideas behind asylums, it was initially in educational 
contexts designed to exclude children deemed Educationally sub normal or ESN. 
Hence the lower expectation and tests not related to teaching in schools, to diagnose 
a lack of ability. Since Warnock, ostensibly, the focus has been on the need rather 
than the abnormality, and since the 80’s and 90’s there are real moves to include 
children in mainstream schools. Schools have to have a SENCO by law and that person 
organises a system of support, leading to bids for extra funding with a EHC plan.

• Within SEN there is a host of debates and critiques over methods, stigmatising, 
categorising, suitability of tests for bilinguals, role of  parents, need for first language 
assessments. However, much of this is not visible in the version of SEN allowed in 
schools.
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Pedagogy for bilingual learners- whose 
needs are served? References

Priority teaching English
• National Association for Language 

Development in the Curriculum, NALDIC 
(1999)

• Teaching of language with content. 
Leung, Davison and Mohan (2014)

• Communicative approaches. Halliday 
(1973) Derewianka, (1990)

• Specialist working with mainstream staff, 
Creese (2006)

• EAL a diffuse curriculum concern (Leung 
2005, Bernstein, 2000)

• Common European Framework (Verhelst 
et al. 2009) or ESL scales Australia ( Elder 
2024)

Role of linguistic and cultural background

• Implications for identity in 
promotion of national languages 
(Makoni and Pennycook, 2007)

• Higher attainment bilinguals, 
Cummins (2000) 

• Translanguaging ( Garcia, 2009, 
Blackledge and Creese (2010)

• Bilingual children enter education 
underachieving in relation to norms 
(Safford and Drury, 2012 ) 

• Both EAL and SEN are what would be called by Bernstein, diffuse curriculum concerns. 
They are not curriculum subjects, but draw on pedagogies and research outside of the 
curriculum. Looking at the EAL tower: It draws from wider fields of linguistics, 
cognitive psychology, ethnography, bilingualism, theories of teaching and learning.

• EAL has its dark past in that EAL teaching was first set up to separate and exclude 
children from school. Since the Calderdale (CRE 1986) ruling however, mainstreaming 
was the order of the day, and segregation avoided by both EAL and SEN. (Friedrickson
and Cline, 2002 Ch.3.). While there was funding for all bilingual children, this meant 
specialist teachers and bilingual staff working with mainstream teachers in classes. 
More recently however, there is only funding for the recently arrived children and 
structures of support and staff have dwindled. EAL was never just about language 
teaching but responding to Bullock,  Plowden and Swann Report about concerns about 
racism and making a place where cultures and backgrounds respected in schools. 
Since accountability, progress and efficiency, has been measured by narrow  national 
assessments, quite simply the newer system has replaced the old, squeezing out 
previous support. Hence the invisibility in my diagram.

• Hugh South said that the visibility of “EAL is strongly linked to visibility of bilingual 
children.”

• The curriculum tower, with its assessments, and funding has rendered EAL scarcely 
visible. 
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