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Abstract 

Arguments still rage about the appropriateness or otherwise of teaching languages to learners with special educational needs. Even those who agree with “language learning for all” in principle remain unsure how to support every student in the modern language classroom with learning, behaviour, emotional or social difficulties, speech, language or communication needs, autistic spectrum disorders, visual or hearing impairment or physical disabilities. The presenter will review existing good practice in meeting most types of SEN in MFL and identify ways of problem-solving other areas of need.

Teaching languages inclusively: ten case studies

Case study 1: Heidi — a native speaker of a National Curriculum modern foreign language

Heidi 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.

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.

 

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.

Case study 2: Ian — a foreign language learner with moderate learning difficulties (MLD)

Ian is at School Action Plus on the Special Educational Needs register, which means that he has been referred to an educational psychologist who has diagnosed Moderate Learning Difficulties (MLD). Ian’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.

Problem 1: Can you reverse Ian’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.

 

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.

 

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. 

Case study 3: Joanne — a foreign language learner with severe learning difficulties (SLD)

Joanne’s cognitive impairments are such that she attends a nearby school for pupils with Severe Learning Difficulties (SLD) and Profound and Multiple Learning Difficulties (PMLD).

The teachers at this SLD/PMLD school have approached your department for advice about the introduction of MFL into the curriculum. They believe that the subject would enhance the learning experience of Joanne and her peers if taught appropriately. You have been elected to research what good practice already exists in the MFL for SLD/PMLD field, to provide basic guidelines for MFL non-specialists and to visit the SLD/PMLD school to speak to the staff and to deliver a series of MFL lessons to the students.

Problem 1: Problem 1: How do educational professionals respond to the idea of teaching a modern foreign language to pupils with SLD/PMLD?

Problem-solving: Two threads on the TES Staffroom online discussion group illustrate the dilemma. Languages for SLD students simply presents the entrenched positions, while in Teaching Spanish to extreme special needs changes in attitude can be discerned as practice defies expectations.

 

Problem 2: Problem 2: Is the National Curriculum modern foreign language requirement “disapplied” for pupils with SLD/PMLD in mainstream schools admitting such learners?

Problem-solving: In 2003, the Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) published Pupils with severe learning difficulties in mainstream schools. Paragraphs 16 and 68 of the report outlines the situation.

 

Problem 3: How do special schools for pupils with severe learning difficulties already deliver modern foreign language courses?

Problem-solving: Read the article Sherwood Park School, where French was sensitively and successfully introduced into the curriculum of Surrey pupils with SLD/PMLD. Then turn to pages 46-47 of the European Commission report Special Educational Needs in Europe: The teaching and learning of languages for an article about foreign language teaching and learning at The Shepherd School in Nottingham, a special school for pupils with SLD. 

Find out how other language versions of Writing with Symbols, a standard talking word processor in such special schools, can give pupils with SLD access to the MFL curriculum. Then explore the links in the mflsen-forum message Resources for foreign language learners with severe learning difficulties to review Gabriele Bolay’s teaching materials for such learners of English in Germany.

Case study 4: Keith — a foreign language learner with specific learning difficulties (SpLD)

Keith has a Statement of Special Educational Needs. His educational psychologist has diagnosed Specific Learning Difficulties (Dyslexia). Keith 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 Keith to be withdrawn from MFL lessons. He believes that a second language only serves to confuse Keith when his basic literacy is so weak. He would like John to do extra English instead during his MFL lessons.

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.

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 the British Dyslexia Association information sheet Modern Foreign Languages and Dyslexia: A survivors’ guide to Languages and the National Curriculum. On the Europe’s Children - Our Concern website, read the Language Shock: Understanding Dyslexia page, and more particularly the case study of Toon, a Dutch speaker, who though fluent now in spoken English and Spanish, still has poor literacy skills. Read the upbeat message FL learning disability that Elizabeth posted on the American language teachers’ forum FLTeach about her dyslexic son’s experience of learning Spanish.

 

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 Should students with learning disabilities be exempt from foreign language requirements? . Compare this information with the University of Hull Open Learning Centre for Languages guidelines Dyslexia and Learning a Modern Foreign Language.

Case study 5: Michelle — a foreign language learner with social, emotional and behavioural difficulties (SEBD)

Michelle has a statement of special educational needs. Her educational psychologist has diagnosed Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties (EBD). Although her primary school excluded her for misconduct on several occasions, it also provided her with classroom support so far as resources allowed. Your secondary school intends following this inclusion route. Michelle is known to have good literacy and numeracy skills.

During the early stages of learning the MFL she appears to cope with her studies well enough. Indeed, some of her oral work shows a lot of promise. However, she fidgets, seeks attention and distracts other pupils in class. In the ICT room, nobody is prepared to share a machine with her and she has developed the habit of pressing the keys on other pupils’ PCs, deleting their work. Her behaviour grows more troublesome and disrupts your lesson.

Problem 1: You decide to locate examples of good practice in using ICT to accommodate Michelle’s needs in MFL learning.

Problem-solving: The British Educational Communications and Technology agency (BECTa) has a page about a learner of French with emotional and behavioural difficulties. Read Darren’s case study and consider the feasibility of the suggestion that his enthusiasm for Art could be channelled into his computer work in MFL.

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

Problem-solving: For the proportion of SEBD schools offering MFL to all pupils at key stage 3, see §237 of the Annual Report of Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Schools Special education provision. Ratcliffe Special School in Dawlish, Devon, specialising in 8- to 16-year-olds with emotional and/or behavioural difficulties, offers MFL and has its own website. Visit the Site Navigation Page and take the school tour then inspect the exam results. A Ratcliffe School pupil has produced her own web pages recounting her experiences on a school trip to Paris at France 2000.

 

Problem 3: You decide to find out how schools in a target-language country define acceptable behaviour.

Problem-solving: Read the École Lacerte’s Code de Vie. Consider whether there are lessons to be learnt from the authorship, content and management of this French-Canadian school’s code of conduct.

Case study 6: Oliver — a foreign language learner with speech, language and communication needs (SLCN)

Oliver has a pronounced stammer and an immature vocabulary. A speech therapist withdraws him once a week for individual tuition. A learning support assistant comes into some of his lessons to help him improve his word knowledge.

Oliver struggles to express himself verbally and he often falls out with his peers. Whether learning French will boost or damage his self-esteem remains to be seen.

Problem 1: You are asked to compile a checklist of strategies that may address Oliver’s needs when learning MFL.

Problem-solving: Read the non-statutory National Curriculum guidance Improving access to the MFL curriculum. Which approaches are likely to succeed with the speech- and language-disordered? How is “alternative and augmentative communication” exemplified?

Problem 2: You decide to find out about the teaching of MFL in schools for the speech- and language-disordered.

Problem-solving: The National Curriculum in Action website features Je me présente, a unit of work for speech and language impaired special school learners of French with learning difficulties. Study the unit and the accompanying commentary. Then read Der Englischunterricht to find out how English is taught at a German school specialising in speech and language therapy.

 

Problem 3: You decide to find out about other foreign language learners with speech and language difficulties.

Problem-solving: The International Stuttering Awareness Day Online Conference 2001 featured a threaded discussion page, beginning with “Stuttering in a foreign language.” Access The Professor Is In and read the opening message and four responses in the thread. What conclusions, if any, do you reach about the propensity to stutter in first and second languages?

Case study 7: Paul — a foreign language learner with autistic spectrum disorders (ASD)

Paul has a statement of special educational needs. His educational psychologist has diagnosed a condition on the autism spectrum, possibly Asperger’s Syndrome. He has performed poorly on cognitive aptitude tests.

Paul lacks many of the social skills that are taken for granted in a mainstream classroom. He finds it difficult to “read” other people’s behaviour and is slow to react. Nevertheless, he shows ability in MFL lessons and members of your school’s Special Educational Needs department have recognised that French may serve to boost his self-esteem.

Problem 1: Your Head of Department asks you to find out about the teaching of MFL to school learners with autistic spectrum disorders.

Problem-solving: Read Eleanor Caldwell’s report A difficulty, oui, but a deficit, non about Vivienne Wire’s work as a teacher of French to pupils with Asperger’s Syndrome, a mild form of autism, at Hillpark Secondary in Glasgow. Which strengths do her pupils bring to the subject and how do they benefit educationally from its study? Read next ASD/Asperger’s advice about an individual learner of Spanish with Asperger’s Syndrome. What factors have contributed to his enjoyment of, and progress in, the language? Then browse through the Department for Education and Skills and North West Regional Special Educational Needs Partnership publication Children with autism: strategies for accessing the curriculum: modern foreign languages. Can you identify strategies that would assist you in accommodating an autistic learner in your modern foreign language lessons?

Problem 2: You decide to find out what learners on the autistic spectrum say about their experience of studying MFL.

Problem-solving: Read Hilary Hays’ Asperger Memories, particularly her “Memories of High School”, where she describes her success in foreign languages. In which aspects of MFL does she perform well and badly? Then read On living with autism by Mary-Minn Sirag, who is now a freelance journalist. How does she explain her aptitude for foreign languages?

 

Problem 3: You come across the case of Christopher, a polyglot “savant” with autism.

Problem-solving: Savants are people with mental and/or physical disabilities who happen to be endowed with one outstanding talent. The award-winning movie Rain Man featured Dustin Hoffman as an autistic and mathematically gifted savant.

One case of a linguistic savant has reached prominence. He is the subject of The Mind of a Savant: Language, Learning and Modularity, a book written by Neil Smith and Ianthi-Maria Tsimpli of University College, London and the University of Newcastle upon Tyne respectively and published by Blackwell in 1995. Dr Darold Treffert has written a summary of the book Glean what you can about the savant’s assets and deficits.

Read what Elizabeth Bates of the University of California at San Diego says about the book in On language savants and the structure of the mind. Consider whether the book, from Bates’ perspective, truly enlightens the reader about the nature of Christopher’s individual needs and abilities. Now establish what underlies Smith/Tsimpli’s interest in Christopher and how Bates reviews their approach and findings. Then assess whether this case study contributes anything of significance to MFL/SEN theory and practice.

Case study 8: Rachel — a foreign language learner with hearing impairment (HI)

Rachel has profound hearing loss. She is highly intelligent and responds very positively to music, dance and visual stimuli. Your school’s Special Needs Coordinator 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.
Problem 1: What provision is made under the National Curriculum for Rachel’s special needs in Modern Foreign Languages?

Problem-solving: Find out how this Additional information for modern foreign languages document contributes to the implementation of the National Curriculum statutory inclusion statement with particular reference to foreign language learners with HI.

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. Then study Sandie Mourão’s summary of information about Foreign Languages and Deaf Children, based on the replies received after help with MFL/HI was solicited on LinguaNet Forum.

Read about the place of MFL in the curriculum of the hearing impaired at Royal School for Deaf Children in Kent and Mary Hare Grammar School in Berkshire.

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. 

Then, for a European perspective, read Valgerður Stefánsdóttir’s presentation New approaches in teaching deaf students at the EU Workshop in Klagenfurt; it addresses the problems of teaching foreign languages in general, and Danish in particular, to the hearing impaired in Iceland. Anna Huonker’s Englischunterricht für Gehörlose an der Fachoberschule is about the teaching of English to deaf German vocational education students.

Case study 9: Terry — a foreign language learner with visual impairment (VI)

Terry has profound sight loss. He is highly intelligent. Your school’s Special Needs Coordinator 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 this Additional information for modern foreign languages document contributes to the implementation of the National Curriculum statutory inclusion statement with particular reference to foreign language learners with VI. Then read Carol Gray’s article Coping with the National Curriculum in Modern Foreign Languages: An equal opportunities issue? originally published in The British Journal of Visual Impairment.

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 the Royal National Institute for the Blind Curriculum Close-Up Newsletter Issue 8, whose theme is MFL. Then 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. 

Case study 10: Vanessa — a foreign language learner with medical and physical disabilities (PD)

Vanessa suffers from a debilitating illness that means spending long periods at home or in hospital. When she attends, she is often tired and sometimes confined to a wheelchair. She is an intelligent student who is keen to do her best in every subject, including MFL, but she is in danger of falling behind with her work because of her protracted absences.

Problem 1: You decide to find out about the delivery of MFL in special schools for those with physical disabilities.

Problem-solving: Portsmouth’s Futcher School for physically disabled boys and girls aged 3-16 not only offers French lessons to a proportion at key stages 3 and 4 but also runs a “French Week” for all. Ivan Ricci’s article on page 3 of the CILT Languages and Special Educational Needs Bulletin Issue 12 describes the event. What purpose does it serve and what are the outcomes? Then read French for All - Increasing Access with ICT, where Robin Snaddon of Ashcraig Secondary School for Physically Disabled Pupils in Scotland writes about his pupils’ use of ICT to access the MFL curriculum. What are the benefits of using technology in this context?

Problem 2: You decide to find out how special schools for the physically disabled in other countries teach MFL.

Problem-solving: Which three languages are taught at the Rheinische Schule für Körperbehinderte in Cologne? Read Förderpädagogik in der Praxis, where Katrin Straube-Weißhahn writes about the teaching of English in a school for the physically disabled in Leipzig, then read about the two MFL/ICT lessons Computer und Internet and London - the capital of the UK she is planning for her physically disabled students.

 

Problem 3: You wish to learn more about medically and physically disabled people who study foreign languages.

Problem-solving: Read about Angela, who has cerebral palsy and a gift for learning foreign languages; Florian Keller, a wheelchair user in Germany who loves speaking English; George, a muscular dystrophy sufferer who can speak Arabic, English, Spanish and French; Anthony Vitale, whose amyotrophic lateral sclerosis proved no barrier to his learning French, German, Italian, Polish and Swahili; and Zhang Haidi, a paraplegic who learned foreign languages, including English, Japanese and German, through self-study.

The ten case studies, which are posted at http://www.specialeducationalneeds.com/case/ with, “link-rot” willing, live hyperlinks to external websites to facilitate problem solving, exemplify the categories of special educational needs currently used in annual school census returns in England.
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