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Abstract: School students with special needs access their full curriculum entitlement best when the learning support provider and the academic subject teacher collaborate in its delivery. The former’s experience with dyslexia, sensory impairment and other learning difficulties complements the latter’s subject knowledge. Teamwork eases the identification of individual needs and the modification of course content.

The special educator and the foreign language teacher share a professional interest in human diversity. The former identifies variation among learners and supports them when their individual needs mismatch the demands of an institution or curriculum. The latter initiates the young into a world of difference, where multilingualism is a key to international communication. Both practitioners are versed in the benefits of learning through technology and charged with the development of basic reading and writing skills.

At least one distance remains to be conquered, however. The special educator starts with the individual needs of the particular student, while the foreign language teacher begins with the demands of the subject. These two approaches must be skilfully and sensitively interwoven when a foreign language is introduced to students with special educational needs.

Sadly, such co-operation between colleagues is not always feasible, because staffing, time and other resources come at a high premium in public education. Foreign language teachers may, of course, seize the initiative when they reach out to their learning-disabled students. Sooner or later though, they will seek information and advice, if only to confirm that they are indeed on the right track. They will then discover that special educational needs guidance is largely couched in cross-curricular, non-subject-specific, medical and psychological terms, reflecting its multidisciplinary origins.

The author of this paper is a practising Learning Support and Modern Foreign Languages — French and German — Teacher in a mainstream secondary school for 11- to 16-year-olds in the North East of England. He has extensively researched, at home and abroad, the appropriate application of new technologies to the foreign language learning of students with learning difficulties, developing in the process a range of accessible printed and online classroom resources.

One of his recent projects has been the creation of a foreign language teacher’s pre- and in-service training website at http://www.tomwilson.com/david/case/. Case studies feature dyslexic, hearing-impaired and moderate-learning-disordered students, accompanied by problem-solving exercises. Links lead to a variety of Internet pages of direct relevance to foreign language learning difficulties. The website also identifies common issues of classroom practice arising from the use of information technology and encourages problem-solving via external links. It has been successfully trialled with student teachers of foreign languages at a local university and with colleagues in the Modern Foreign Languages Department of the author’s secondary school. 

The paper will describe how this website was conceived to heighten student foreign language teachers’ awareness of special educational needs and information technology, how its external information sources were chosen and how the project is intended to facilitate the process of introducing a foreign language to all 11- to 14-year-olds in English mainstream schools.

Applying ICT appropriately to MFL: Case Studies

Case Study: Heidi — a Native Speaker of a National Curriculum Modern Foreign Language

Heidi is a girl in your Year 7 MFL class. She has just arrived from Zurich, where she attended primary school. She speaks Swiss German but very little English. German is the First Modern Foreign Language in your school. You have inherited Heidi because your more experienced fellow-linguists are anxious about the impact of native speakers on their classes. They say she may become frustrated at the slow pace of lessons, confuse other pupils with her non-standard pronunciation of German and out-perform the teacher in the target language. They claim that you are her “best bet” as you are the most accurate and fluent Germanist in the department.

The Special Needs department has arranged for Heidi to work with a teacher of English as an Additional Language (EAL), who could withdraw her from German lessons if you wished. The Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator (SENCo) has already spoken to Heidi’s mother and ascertained that Heidi may have literacy difficulties in German. Heidi’s mother wants her daughter to study German at school as the family may return in a few years’ time to Switzerland.

PRIVATE
Problem 1: How can the school’s Modern Foreign Languages and Special Educational Needs Departments collaborate in assessing Heidi’s prior learning and in delivering her full National Curriculum entitlement?

Problem-solving: Towards the end of September 1998, a primary school teacher sent a message to SENCO Forum, a discussion group for Special Needs professionals, seeking advice about a newcomer to his class from Switzerland. Read the four Swiss German messages in that month’s SENCO Forum Archives, selecting Next In Thread to go from message to message. Visit the Swiss Testzentrale to which the teacher is directed in one of the replies.

 

PRIVATE
Problem 2: Heidi tells you that another pupil is calling her a “Nazi” because her home language is German. Such verbal abuse is damaging Heidi’s self-esteem and undermining your school’s commitment to race equality and multiculturalism. You decide to turn Heidi’s bilingualism and biculturalism into assets, not liabilities.

Problem-solving: Read what Gillian Klein’s Towards Race Equality in the School says about “first languages.” Go to the Edit menu of your web browser and select “Find”, then enter “language” as a keyword. When you have read the sentence with the first occurrence of “language”, press any key to go on to the second and subsequent occurrences of the word. 

Find out how the Franco-Manitoban school system balances respect for others with pride in French Canadian culture.

  Applying ICT appropriately to MFL: Case Studies

Case Study: John — a Foreign Language Learner with Specific Learning Difficulties (Dyslexia)

John is a boy in your Year 7 MFL class. He has a Statement of Special Educational Needs. His educational psychologist has diagnosed Specific Learning Difficulties (Dyslexia). John has average to above-average intelligence and a wide range of interests. He plays for the town under-13 football team. He has a Reading Age of 8 years 3 months, which is on the low side.

During the early months of learning the MFL he appears to be enjoying the subject and making good progress, but you have noticed that he is having difficulty with certain aspects of the subject and particularly with written work. His father has just informed your school’s Special Needs Co-ordinator that he would like John to be withdrawn from MFL lessons. He believes that a second language only serves to confuse John when his basic literacy is so weak. He would like John to do extra English instead during his MFL lessons.

PRIVATE
Problem 1: Does John’s father have the right to insist that his son should be “disapplied” from his National Curriculum entitlement to a MFL? Do you as John’s MFL teacher agree that “disapplication” is appropriate in John’s case?

Problem-solving: Towards the end of January 1999, a message seeking advice about the disapplication of a dyslexic MFL learner was sent to SENCO Forum, a discussion group for Special Needs professionals. Find and read the Disapplication from Modern Languages messages in that month’s SENCO Forum Archives.

 

PRIVATE
Problem 2: Your Head of Department wants John to continue with his MFL and asks you to find out more about his condition and to devise strategies that will help him access the subject better.

Problem-solving: For information about the implications of Specific Learning Difficulties for MFL, browse through Margaret Crombie’s paper Teaching and learning of Modern Foreign Languages for Dyslexic Students on the British Dyslexia Association’s website.

 

PRIVATE
Problem 3: You decide to find out how other countries address the issue of SpLD and MFL.

Problem-solving: The American counterpart of the British Dyslexia Association is the Orton Dyslexia Society. Many US colleges now have a foreign language requirement. Read the comments about the significance of this requirement for dyslexic students on the Orton-Dyslexia Society Message Board and browse through the ERIC Digest Foreign Language Requirements and Students with Learning Disabilities.

 Applying ICT appropriately to MFL: Case Studies

Case Study: Kevin — a Foreign Language Learner with Moderate Learning Difficulties

Kevin is a boy in your Year 7 MFL class. He is at Stage 3 of the Special Educational Needs register, which means that he has been referred to an educational psychologist who has diagnosed Moderate Learning Difficulties (MLD). Kevin’s Basic Skills of Literacy and Numeracy — Reading, Spelling, Arithmetic etc — are all very poor. He also suffers from low self-esteem, short attention spans and temper tantrums. He has difficulty in making and sustaining friendships.

During the early months of learning the MFL he sits quietly on his own and attempts some of the work, but rarely completes what is expected of him. He enjoys drawing and recently produced a passable though misspelled poster on the computer with your help and the assistance of another pupil. He responds well when he can “act out” classroom commands but loathes writing them down in his vocabulary book and learning them for tests. As the months go on, his progress falters and his behaviour deteriorates.

PRIVATE
Problem 1: Can you reverse Kevin’s spiral of decline? Can you devise inclusive MFL curricula and strategies to address his needs without levelling down his peers?

Problem-solving: Kathryn Taylor works in a school for students with moderate learning difficulties. Read her report Teaching languages to students with learning difficulties comparing different teaching methods in MFL with MLD students.

 

PRIVATE
Problem 2: Your Head of Department asks you to find out whether special schools for pupils with moderate learning difficulties provide modern foreign language courses.

Problem-solving: Read Ofsted’s report Standards and Quality in Education 1996/97 and find out if all MLD schools offer a MFL and whether they teach this NC subject to every pupil.

 

PRIVATE
Problem 3: You decide to find out what accreditation is available to MFL learners with MLD.

Problem-solving: The school examination boards now offer a sub-GCSE qualification in Modern Foreign Languages. Read about the OCR Certificate of Achievement, which is now available in French, German and Spanish. 

  

Applying ICT appropriately to MFL: Case Studies

Case Study: Rachel — a Foreign Language Learner with Hearing Impairment (HI)

Rachel is a girl in your Year 7 MFL class. She has profound hearing loss. She is highly intelligent and responds very positively to music, dance and visual stimuli. Your school’s Special Needs Co-ordinator approaches you and asks whether you know of any teaching materials, including multimedia, which would lend themselves to additional MFL support work.

The Special Needs department has arranged for a Learning Support Teacher, who is not a linguist, to come into your lesson to assist Rachel. You meet before the first supported lesson to discuss what you intend to teach the class in general and how you are going to include Rachel in particular in the learning process.

PRIVATE
Problem 1: What provision is made under the National Curriculum for Rachel’s special needs in Modern Foreign Languages?

Problem-solving: Find out how The National Curriculum - Modern Foreign Languages Common Requirements Access statement addresses the needs of foreign language learners with HI.

 

PRIVATE
Problem 2: Your Head of Department wants Rachel to make the most of her MFL and asks you to find out more about her condition and to devise strategies that will help her access the subject better.

Problem-solving: For more information about the implications of HI for MFL, browse through the paper Foreign Language Learning and Deaf Children presented at an international conference on deaf education by Mairi MacAulay, Headteacher, Aberdeen School for the Deaf.

 

PRIVATE
Problem 3: You decide to find out how other countries address the issue of HI and MFL.

Problem-solving: Gallaudet University in Washington DC is billed as “the world’s only university for deaf and hard of hearing undergraduate students.” Read about its Department of Foreign Languages & Literatures and find out which US states recognise American Sign Language as a Foreign Language.

 

Applying ICT appropriately to MFL: Case Studies

Case Study: Terry — a Foreign Language Learner with Visual Impairment (VI)

Terry is a boy in your Year 7 MFL class. He has profound sight loss. He is highly intelligent. Your school’s Special Needs Co-ordinator approaches you and asks whether you know of any teaching materials which would lend themselves to additional MFL support work.

The Special Needs department has arranged for a Learning Support Teacher, who is not a linguist, to come into your lesson to assist Terry. You meet before the first supported lesson to discuss what you intend to teach the class in general and how you are going to include Terry in particular in the learning process.

Problem 1: What provision is made under the National Curriculum for Terry’s special needs in Modern Foreign Languages?

Problem-solving: Find out how The National Curriculum - Modern Foreign Languages Common Requirements Access statement addresses the needs of foreign language learners with VI.

 

Problem 2: Your Head of Department asks you to find out more about resources that will help Terry access the subject better.

Problem-solving: Read about Tim, a blind Chinese-American teenager studying to be a translator. To support other visually impaired young linguists, his adoptive mother Debbie Day has compiled a list of Foreign Language Resources for Parents & Teachers of Blind Kids.

 

Problem 3: You decide to seek further advice by contacting others with experience of VI and MFL issues.

Problem-solving: Find out how to subscribe to LANGLEARN-L, an online forum created by Kimberly Morrow of the University of Kansas to discuss issues of second language acquisition by individuals with blindness and visual impairment.
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