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Introduction

Wendy Arnold underlined the importance of this discussion topic with the statement “SEN issues, to a certain degree, are in every single classroom we teach in.” She referred colleagues to David Wilson’s starter question  “Do you think there is a type or degree of special educational needs (SEN) that you consider incompatible with foreign language learning?” and to his case studies of foreign language learners with SEN at http://www.specialeducationalneeds.com/case/.

SEN as an exceptionality

David posed his initial question to tease out how learners with SEN differed from their non-SEN peers and what impact that difference had on educational provision. Wendy highlighted the problems such learners in difficulty experienced with their first language and their slow progress with decoding and comprehension in their second language. She also brought attention to the coping strategies they had developed to compensate for their weaknesses and to their surprising ability to manipulate “quite complicated language and vocabulary”. Lack of information about learners’ histories impeded teachers’ remedial interventions.

Wendy also alluded to the use and abuse of statistics when measuring the progress of students within a school system. Learners with SEN may be asked to “stay away” when tests are set because of fears that they will skew a school’s results negatively. The now almost universal “league table” approach may be justified as a way of increasing the public accountability of schools and promoting competition among them to raise standards, but it may do so at the expense of exceptional learners such as those with SEN.

Defining and classifying special educational needs
Gordon Lewis asked how we define the term “special needs” and what its scope is. David referred colleagues to the current definition in the United Kingdom, to the effect that children with SEN are deemed to make “substantially less progress than their peers of a similar age. Of course such a definition is highly subjective. If you’re looking for something like a borderline between ‘normal’ and ‘special’, then perhaps the Standardised Scores resulting from objective cognitive testing may narrow things down. Where the mean is 100, a score of 85 and below might be considered as evidence of SEN. That’s the kind of evidence that examination boards in the UK require for special assessment needs to be met through a reader, an amanuensis, or a laptop computer.” The SEN Code of Practice, the UK “bible” of SEN provision, is at http://www.teachernet.gov.uk/_doc/3724/SENCodeOfPractice.pdf.

These case studies were based on the categories of SEN officially recognised in the United Kingdom, namely:

A. Cognition and Learning Needs

Specific Learning Difficulty (SpLD)

Moderate Learning Difficulty (MLD)

Severe Learning Difficulty (SLD) Profound and

Multiple Learning Difficulty (PMLD)

B. Behaviour, Emotional and Social Development Needs

Behaviour, Emotional and Social Difficulty (BESD)

C. Communication and Interaction Needs

Speech, language and Communication Needs (SLCN)

Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD)

D. Sensory and/or Physical Needs

Visual Impairment (VI)

Hearing Impairment (HI)

Multi-Sensory Impairment (MSI)

Physical Disability (PD)

http://www.teachernet.gov.uk/wholeschool/sen/datatypes/
Such categorisation is always fraught because students with SEN may exhibit more than one type or degree of SEN. Newer conditions, e.g. Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), do not fit readily into the existing classification system either. 

Teacher-student rapport

Using the example of young learners with autism, who require very careful handling and may respond to the 6xW method (what, why, who, when, where, how), Wendy asked whether teachers of students with SEN should be bilingual. If teachers speak the language of the country as well as the target language, English, they seem more likely to allay the anxieties of vulnerable students. They are also better placed to discuss these students’ difficulties with colleagues in other subjects to determine whether they are specific to language learning or of a more general nature. “I think the reason why I believe in my context that bilingual teachers have an edge, is that on top of the myriad levels that each culture has embedded (especially expectations of the YL of a teacher) a teacher who can communicate in L1 can cut through any misunderstandings and confusions very fast by getting to the core of a dilemma (and speed is of the essence when it comes to YL with SEN).”

Arnold disagreed, countering with the question: “Does a strategy such as the 6xw strategy need the use of the L1 code to work (better) with these students?” Caroline Linse wrote about her experience of a low functioning learner with autism. “The veteran monolingual kindergarten teacher who had superb classroom management through the use of a teacher voice that was rarely above a whisper was much more suited to working with Raul than I was” as “a novice bilingual kindergarten teacher”. Patricia B agreed, “I don’t think all SEN children need that kind of L1 safety so it would, as always, be a matter of individual cases.” Stuart Pollard wrote about ESL learners with SEN in London: “Our team of teachers and therapists are from a diverse background, but only use English when instructing/supporting learners. Therefore, whilst understanding that we can only judge on a case by case basis, I would suggest that teachers do not need to be bi-lingual in SEN contexts.” Susan Hillyard interjected that bilingualism may not help much is a multilingual classroom: “I had 18 students with all sorts of LDs from 7 different countries with 11 languages between them. I was not bilingual in any, just a drama in ed. Specialist; but we all survived.” A teacher’s tone of voice, rather than the words used, can work wonders when soothing a troubled child. As Wendy wrote, “Some of the best teachers I’ve ever observed barely spoke above a whisper but they had all the class engaged.” Arnold concurred, raising the issue of voice training for teachers: “I think a teacher needs a voice for all seasons.  They are not actors of course but perhaps teachers should take a peek now and then in that direction for inspiration and know-how.” Susan spoke of her experience: “I do a workshop on Drama techniques for classroom management which looks at voice and body lang and how we can de-escalate conflicts esp with teenagers by our use of both. I also do some stuff on reading their body states before the expression of conflict emerges.”

Learners’ sensory and organisational problems

Caroline brought up the topic of children’s uncorrected vision. “It amazes me how many learners, even from very affluent backgrounds, need glasses or treatment for a new vision problem or a vision problem that has bone undetected for a number of years. For many reasons children often are not properly screened and tested for vision problems. In addition, often children can't tell teachers that they can't see because they don't have a frame of reference for what they are supposed to see. Also when you learn to read in your mother tongue, usually the print on the page is nice and big but in second and foreign language books the print can be much smaller and the pages downright cluttered.” Patricia cited the effect that vision correction could have on behaviour: “I referred to a 5-year-old  student I had once and who was a “nightmare” until he was diagnosed as needing glasses. It was a 180º change and what had been a child who was unable to attend in the least he became a calm and very pleasant little boy.” David mentioned the problem of teenage fashion, whereby spectacle wearing is not considered ‘cool’”. He also mentioned a case where a girl with SEN encouraged the view that her difficulties might be down to poor eyesight. This turned out to be a false lead, as she had been recently to the optician who had given her a clean bill of health. It is unwise to jump to hasty conclusions when diagnosing SEN. 

Susan broached the subject of unrecognised hearing impairment (HI): “I had a similar experience with a VERY difficult hyperactive, ‘remedial’ (it was in 1972 when they were called remedials) who I realised only by chance that he was hard of hearing. Once we sorted that out he changed almost overnight. Now I always get parents to check if I have the slightest suspicion.” David cited another case of a student whose HI was first discovered when she used headphones during a computer-based lesson and was unable to hear the spoken instructions.

Children with SEN, especially those with sensory impairments, have to be trained to come to school fully equipped. Gail shared a checklist that built such morning preparation tasks into English lessons: “Ask children to think about what they do to get ready for school. Teach them how they can make a mental check by asking themselves questions. Build up a mind map on the board by drawing a picture of a school child in the middle. Elicit from the class all the things they may need to remember to take to school and draw/write these around the child. As children say the things get them to repeat the question: Have I got my hat? etc. Children then draw a picture of themselves ‘Me in the morning’ with a thought bubble and write in at least three of the questions: Have I got my school bag? Have I got my homework? Have I got my swimming things?” According to Stuart, “being versed in ESL strategies and methods gives English Language Teachers a great advantage in working with SEN learners. We are trained to treat learners as individuals, and to consider their unique strengths and weaknesses. Furthermore, we tend to focus on developing study/learning strategies and skills (...) So, if you are frustrated or despairing at your capability of dealing with SEN students in your classroom, take heart from the fact that English Language Teachers are starting from a position of strength (or at least some advantage).”

Problem-solving SEN

As Dennis Newson wrote so eloquently, “The message (...) is that generalisations don’t get us very far when it comes to learning and teaching. But stating blandly that generalisations don’t get us very far gets us nowhere at all!” A universal theory of SEN needs and provision is unforthcoming, “because by definition students with SEN are “exceptional” learners who “prove” (i.e. test) the rule. However, it’s perfectly possible to invoke and deploy a rational and consistent process of problem-solving when striving to meet the needs of such learners. What is needed is a lot of information to work on, the learner’s history, performance on objective tests, educational psychologist’s reports etc, which will precipitate a pattern of strengths and weaknesses from where it is possible to build strategies and to plan lessons. A thorough diagnosis precedes an appropriate intervention (...) Talking to colleagues who teach other subjects to the same learner is always time well spent. You can reassure each other, agree on a consistent approach to behaviour management if the child’s conduct is challenging, establish quickly if a learner is having a bad day and find out why.” There are also common approaches for subject teachers that may prove effective when dealing with learners with SEN, for example the suggestions for dyslexic learners at http://studentswholearn.fawco.org/index.html?support.html~right, which represent good practice for every teacher working with any kind of learner

Autistic spectrum disorders

Wendy introduced the topic of ASD, which elicited a number of comments, as sufferers brought both language and behaviour difficulties to the classroom. As Patricia points out, diagnosing the condition when other factors may be at play might present a challenge: “Right now I’ve got an YL SEN in primary 2. The boy was apparently in a Russian orphanage when he was tiny and has major trauma from that. However, there appears to be more to it and I’m convinced he has some kind of autism too. ie he gets “stuck” in ideas such as wanting to know why. He’ll repeat the question over and over and over until he gets an answer. He’s also very shut into himself and does not accept or understand certain rules and gets very frustrated when he thinks he’s doing an activity or exercise wrong.” David outlined existing practice: “. In the UK, ASD falls into the general category of “communication and interaction disorders” for educational purposes. There are some special schools in the UK catering exclusively for those with ASD, or with a subsection of it, e.g. Asperger Syndrome. Interestingly enough, although Germany has a very well developed special school system, ASD doesn’t seem to be recognised as a discrete enough entity to warrant a special school dedicated to the condition. One of the problems with ASD is that it’s on the divide between the education and health services. Although there is cooperation between education and health, collaboration between the two sectors just isn’t as easy as it is between different educational disciplines. The same goes for ADHD, which I agree affects learning as much as ASD does, but it too is associated with a diagnosis by a general practitioner.” Jose Ivo brought everybody’s attention to “an article (about autism) from WebMedHealth, which is quite reliable.” David mentioned the work of Vivienne Wire, who lives and works in Scotland and is the UK’s expert on language learners with ASD. “Children with autism: strategies for accessing the curriculum: modern foreign languages” at http://www.teachernet.gov.uk/_doc/6701/modern%20foreign%20languages.pdf may also be of interest. 

Professional teamwork

Collaboration with SEN professionals can increase the information flow about students and lead to shared solutions. In David’s school: “learning support assistants (LSA) often “shadow” vulnerable students as they move from lesson to lesson. These adults are in a better position than the subject teacher to gauge the child’s mood and suggest effective strategies that may be effective in individual cases. They have built up a rapport with the learner, won his trust and many learners will confide in an LSA if they are in difficulty.” In the mid-1990s, in the UK, it was a mark of good practice for a language teacher to collaborate with a special needs teacher. The first, it was said, started with the subject. The second began with the learner. As such both professionals complemented each other to the benefit of the child. This isn’t always possible, of course, and it is a very labour-intensive and expensive solution to the problem, but what matters is that it works. Stuart’s school is staffed with a broad range of professionals, who collaborate successfully for the benefit of all learners: “Our policy is actively ‘inclusive’, in so far as we try to include all learners in the classroom, to varying degrees. We have a team of Educational Psychologists and therapists on our Learning Support Team. Evaluations are carried out in advance through reports and interviews. Naturally, evaluation is ongoing once the student has joined the school. We also aim to provide every learner in the school with an Individual Education Plan. This will set each learner targets according to their needs (both language and other).” Wendy asked whether this multidisciplinary teamwork was common: “I think your teachers must be very lucky working within an organisation which acknowledges differences, I’d love to think this is the norm but my experience so far denies this as common practice.” 

SEN casework

As well as setting a question for forum members, David brought their attention to the case studies of foreign language learners with various categories of SEN that he had compiled for teacher-training purposes at http://www.specialeducationalneeds.com/case/. Sandie Mourão proposed another, real-life case: “There is one child, Gabriel, who is very difficult to handle, constantly getting up and annoying other children, unwilling to wait his turn, compulsive liar (to get attention?), very loud, regular feelings of being hard done by, lacking in respect for peers and teacher... I’ve tried talking to his teacher, a nun, who just shakes her head, tuts and says <<very difficult child>>.” Gabriel is a learner with SEN who “proves”, i.e. tests the rule. His home background is far from satisfactory and his misconduct seems incorrigible. David outlined what might be done in the UK to address Gabriel’s predicament: “why a referral to an educational psychologist, or a medical practitioner, is necessary to obtain a professional diagnosis and recommendations for follow-up procedures. Once that is in place, a Pastoral Support Programme can be compiled for Gabriel, which will help him manage his behaviour, supported by consistent and systematic strategies which every adult he comes into contact with will implement.” If such support mechanisms are not in place, “my suggestion would be for a school to implement an “on report” system for learners with behaviour problems. The child carries round a piece of paper with his timetable written on it. He presents the paper to each of his teachers throughout the day and each teacher gives him a conduct mark and a comment, which is duly recorded in the appropriate place in the child’s paper timetable. At the end of the day the child takes the timetable home and the parent signs it to say that they have read the comments and have checked that the child has done his homework.” Sandie stressed how difficult it can be to get colleagues to adopt alternative approaches when existing ones do not work with a child with SEN: “It’s actually very difficult dialoguing with the nun and this is one of the problems... She doesn’t take English seriously for one thing so will not include me in any pedagogic meeting to do with Gabriel or think that together we may be able to help him. This is a case of misunderstanding of the importance of collaboration between teachers in general... A cultural thing I always thought, (not just the fact that the teacher is a nun!). It’s also got something to do with <<these are my children, not yours... I can handle them you can’t>>.” As Wendy pointed out, “We need to keep re-skilling and re-learning.”

Sometimes learning difficulties do not manifest themselves in behaviour issues, but that does not mean that learners’ needs have a lesser priority. As Sally wrote, “I have a student in one of my current primary classes (aged about 10) who seems to have difficulty keeping up with the general pace of the class. She finds listening (whether it is following oral instructions or a course book exercise) challenging, for example in a recent lesson she was able to accurately get about 40% of the initial sounds for the names in a listen and label activity where a significant proportion of the class found it under-challenging and all other students were able to write in the names with phonological regularity if not accurate spelling. She often has peers repeat/clarify instructions in L1 for her and I try to give her more support during monitoring. Her handwriting is ill formed print and at a glance would seem more like that of a younger child (7 or 8?). She is very patient and is happy to ask for help from me or her peers, she does not outwardly show frustration in her behaviour/demeanor or motivation. I have no “problems” with her at all, but it saddens me that I am not meeting her needs and I worry that her self-esteem/image will suffer as time goes on.”

Classroom management

Sometimes learner training is required to instil behaviour habits that are necessary for good order and undisrupted learning. Dennis brought up the case of a group of students with apparent behaviour difficulties. “An anecdote from my wife’s experience (Germany). She had a group of 11-12-year-old Russian boys, newly arrived immigrants. For the first couple of weeks she taught them in her usual, friendly, open way - and had them sitting in groups etc. Result? Chaos, and my wife’s nerves got very frazzled. On impulse one day she sat them all in rows, the way they had been used to sitting in Russia. She taught frontally. Within a few weeks she was able to relax bit by bit until she had them working in groups, sitting in a horse-shoe shape and so on.” Gail concluded: “For me the key here is being aware of our student’s past learning experiences and expectations - in other words context specific knowledge. If classroom routines clash too much with expectations, chaos can indeed occur.” Training learners is an ongoing operation. As David remarked, “Many of us overlook the fact that at least at secondary school level, students have to get used to the different methods and standards of up to a dozen teachers. This is a challenging prospect for the 11 year old who arrive at my secondary school, having spent their primary years being taught by just a handful of different teachers. It’s doubly challenging for those with SEN, who often have organisational problems.”

A common sanction among teachers who have to deal with behaviour difficulties is to exclude the offender from the classroom. As Susan reported, temporary isolation can provide a much needed “time-out” for the learner: “I never believed in sending students out of class either but I found isolation worked well with one particularly disruptive boy whose desk I placed outside the door and left the door open. I would shift from place to place and that individual attention he got when I sat with him made him realise I wanted him to learn. It also gave the class a break as they had got to saturation point too. I did it for a week and then he kind of sidled back in of his own accord and we were all happy to let him back. I don’t say things were perfect after that but they were better.” Wendy described how this can backfire, though: “I’ve tried the isolation tactic too - once it was a disaster as the YL ran off and turned on the fire extinguishers in the corridor. What I learnt from that is that I needed eyes in the back of my head and X-ray vision that could see through walls! I never tried that again.” The ignominy of being sent out of the classroom can have family repercussions. Sally told the story of a 5-year-old boy who “displayed quite a different set of behaviours - turning over chairs, shouting and generally disrupting the class. At the height of one of these ‘episodes’ I asked the teaching assistant to take him out of the class to calm him down, which she did and she returned with the child about 10 minutes later and the class continued.  After class I contacted the family to explain what had happened and the father bought the child back to the centre later that day to show the director of studies the welts he had received for being sent out of class. I taught this child for about 2 years and I never sent him, or anyone else, out of a class.”

What would help in the management of a learner’s challenging behaviour is the free exchange of information among teachers when it comes to effective strategies. According to Wendy, some SEN professionals are reluctant to communicate with their subject teaching colleagues: “my dilemma is that it’s the SENCo who doesn’t seem keen on sharing what YL SEN are .... she is incredibly territorial. It seems perfectly logical to me that if the information was carefully shared with the teachers who have contact time with classes who have YL with SEN, then we could collaborate to help. Instead I also get the feeling that she feels these are ‘her YL’ and she alone can deal with them.” David insisted that a special educational needs coordinator had to coordinate the work of subject departments. “No SENCo who refuses to share can be effective in the job.”

Grouping learners

Reducing class sizes and experimenting with ability- and age-based groupings may be a useful response to the challenge of the learner with SEN.  Sally asked the question: “Do you think that reducing the range (...) would better enable us to meet the needs of all our students and better enable us to include SEN students?” Pat Doran pointed out that “in the 1960s, homogeneous grouping according to ability was common. However, it fell out of favour when some believed that we were labelling children and hurting their self esteem. (...) Since that time, homogenous ability grouping is no longer practised. Age is generally the grouping criteria. (...)it is critical that educators analyse all possibilities and bring to the table not only solutions for current situations, but consequences for future and lifelong successes (or failures) for the child. Homogenous grouping according to ability—and not age—may be the best solution after all.” Gail introduced a third grouping criterion, that of language level: “parents get very irate (they are paying quite significant sums of money for English classes) if their child who has, for example, been learning English for three years is put in a class with a near beginner.” Sally’s response: “Ideally, in the EFL private sector I think we should aim for age and language level grouping, but if numbers don’t permit I would rather teach a mixed age-group (limited range - say 5-6;7-9;10-12 so the cognitive load of activities was appropriate) of similar language ability, than a same age mixed language ability. Fortunately in my current setting we should be able to do age and language level.”

David Wilson
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