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My first CATS article, which was printed in the Young Learners Special Interest Group publication’s autumn 2005 issue, focused on dyslexic language learners in secondary education. Known as a “specific learning difficulty” (SpLD) among special educational needs (SEN) professionals, dyslexia raises barriers to the acquisition of first, let alone the study of second, languages, particularly when reading and writing are involved. This learning difficulty, or difference, also affects the development of memory and organisation skills, which in turn makes the study of other languages more challenging. Fortunately, the disparity between dyslexic students’ general intelligence and literacy skills has inspired plenty of research and development work in the language learning field. My foreign languages and special needs bibliography at http://www.specialeducationalneeds.com/mfl/biblio.doc lists almost 500 online and printed references about dyslexic language learners alone.

Dyslexia is not the only specific learning difficulty with the potential to impede progress in the study of a foreign language. One of the symptoms of dyspraxia, the “clumsy child syndrome” associated with motor-skills co-ordination difficulties, is a slow writing speed, which may qualify sufferers for additional time or the use of a laptop in examinations. Even dyscalculia, the mathematical equivalent of dyslexia, can impinge on foreign language lessons if mental arithmetic tasks are routinely set to practise the learning of numerals. 

Students with general learning difficulties are classed here in the UK as having moderate learning difficulties (MLD), severe learning difficulties (SLD) or profound and multiple learning difficulties (PMLD). Although special schools have traditionally educated such learners, many mainstream schools now fulfil this role with the aid of in-house and peripatetic SEN professionals. The inclusion of students with global learning difficulties in foreign language lessons is bound to challenge even experienced classroom practitioners’ attitudes and skills. Some will question how appropriate lessons in another language can be for those who barely get by in their own. Where there is a will, however, there is also a way, as many sceptical though dedicated teachers have found.

In addition to cognitive and learning disabilities, three further categories of SEN deserve a mention. One is social, emotional and behaviour difficulties (SEBD). Many UK students with SEBD end up in Pupil Referral Units (PRU), whose academic curriculum often excludes foreign language study and where the focus is on learning how to take responsibility for personal conduct. Certain mainstream schools have succeeded in retaining their students with SEBD, building on their relative strengths, which may lie in foreign language learning while setting appropriately pitched and relevant short-term targets.

Another major category of SEN is sensory and physical difficulties, which break down into Hearing impairment (HI) Visual impairment (VI) and Physical and medical difficulties (PD). With this group of learners, a simple modification may work wonders, e.g. encouraging fashion-conscious teenagers to wear their prescribed spectacles and hearing aids, placing learning resources within reach of wheelchair users and maintaining contact with young hospital patients. A review of individual learning needs will determine whether more elaborate measures are required, e.g. the purchase of Brailling equipment, the employment of sign language interpreters or the installation of lifts.

Next come communication and interaction difficulties, covering: speech, language and communication needs (SLCN) autistic spectrum disorders (ASD). In the case of the former, a non-verbal response may have to replace the learner’s use of the spoken word. Like those with SLCN, youngsters with ASD may be prone to teasing and bullying because their peers perceive them as different. Participation in unfamiliar rituals within foreign cultures may cause them distress because they can react badly to change unless forewarned. On the positive side, some young people with SLCN in their first language experience no communication difficulties in their second, while a few ASD sufferers have become linguistic “savants” when introduced to foreign language learning, outperforming their “normal” peers. 

There are other types of SEN, e.g. Down Syndrome (DS) and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), which do not fall neatly into one or other of the above categories but still have implications for foreign language learning. And many students with SEN will have “co-morbidities”, manifesting two or more types of impairment, or “double exceptionalities”, e.g. non-verbal giftedness and literacy difficulties. Although labels can open doors to treatment and support, they can also encourage students and teachers to make excuses and avoid challenge. Some SEN professionals prefer to talk instead about “learning differences”, not “learning deficits”, arguing that traditional school curricula and teaching methods can impede certain students’ progress and that a long-overdue focus on “personalised learning” is the answer to the problem.

In my presentation at the Easter 2008 conference in Exeter I hope to explore further some of the points I have made in this article about the diversity of students with SEN and what the implications are for education in general and foreign language learning in particular. In the meantime, I commend my online bibliography to you if you wish to find out more about the work already done in the field of at-risk foreign language learners. If you have written a presentation, article, book or dissertation about such learners, I will be happy to add it to the online and printed references listed there. At http://www.specialeducationalneeds.com/Case/case.html on my website you will also find teacher-training case studies of foreign language learners with particular types of SEN, from ASD to VI. Working with students with SEN is a very rewarding business. When you meet their individual needs, you will learn how to include the hardest to reach learners in your classes, which is a win-win situation for everybody.

