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Chapter 27
Chapter 27

“ If a man does not keep pace with his [sic] companions, perhaps it is because he hears a
different drummer. Let him step to the music which he hears, however measured or far away
(Henry David Thoreau).

In Britain, while the number of school students for whom English is an additional
language (EAL students) is greatest in urban schools, linguistic diversity is now a
common feature in many British classrooms. In some urban schools, over 90% of the
students may be bilingual, that is ‘they have access to or need to use two or more
languages at home and at school’ (London Borough of Tower Hamlets, 1992), and at
different stages of English language development. 

This chapter considers some of the challenges that face bilingual students in
geography, and provides guidance for ways of working with them to help raise their
achievement in the subject. It draws upon the experience of teachers who work with EAL
students in geography on a daily basis, as well as on the growing body of evidence about
how these students learn.

Identifying and meeting students’ needs
An important first step is to recognise and make a distinction between second-language
barriers to learning, and learning difficulties which may account for bilingual students
struggling to make progress. As was stated in the 1981 Education Act:

“ A child is not to be taken as having a learning difficulty solely because the language (or
form of language) in which he [sic] is, or will be, taught is different from a language (or
form of language) which has at any time been spoken in his home.

Before reading this chapter consider
the following questions:
■ Which aspects of learning geography (vocabulary, concepts and

processes) are most challenging for bilingual students?

■ In what ways do you use the cultural background and first
languages of bilingual students in geography?

■ What strategies and resources do you already use successfully to
support students’ language development (whether or not they are
learning English as an additional language)?
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The Standards for Qualified Teacher Status require us to be able to identify the levels of
attainment of EAL students, to analyse the language demands of learning activities, and
to provide support to help them to meet the cognitive challenges of these activities. 

For EAL students to acquire sufficient linguistic competence to enable them to
understand concepts and processes in geography, they will need support to extend their
speaking and writing repertoires and to practise using new words and phrases in relevant
contexts (Figure 1). Giang Vo, a Vietnamese refugee who now teaches in an inner-city
school, illustrates how geography can provide a stimulating context and motivation for
developing linguistic competency:

“ The desire to answer questions and understand the work about glaciers in geography …
pushed me to use and extend my vocabulary. These classes were the perfect incubators for
my language development (Giang Vo, 2004, p. 5).

It is wrong of course to assume that students with English as an additional language
are a homogenous group. Some of them will have been born in the UK and have had all
of their education here. Others may have arrived more recently and will be in the early
stages of learning English. In some of the schools we have worked with in London – and
the same is true in other cities across the UK – over 30 languages are represented.

As Lynda Evans and Deborah Smith state in Chapter 26, the establishment of a
supportive, inclusive learning environment is of crucial importance when trying to help
students with particular learning needs to make progress. Some students for whom
English is an additional language may also be refugees (Figure 3) and as a result may well
have experienced stressful events, both in their country of origin and upon arrival in the
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Figure 1 | Stages of English learning in the secondary phase indicating students’ prior experience of learning English.

Stage 1: Beginner Bilingual
Beginner bilingual learners of English will have minimal or no
literacy skills in English. They are likely to have only been
living in England for a very short period of time. They may well
remain completely silent in the classroom or use just a little
(supported) English because their speaking and listening skills
will be at a very early stage of development. However, they will
be competent and fluent speakers of their first language. They
may engage in learning activities, in groups, using their mother
tongue but will need considerable support to do so in English.

Stage 2:  Developing Bilingual – becoming familiar with
English
Students at this stage will often have increased their fluency in
spoken English and will be able to understand instructions and
conversations. They can participate in learning activities where
the context is clear. Although they may be able to express
themselves orally in English quite successfully, their reading
and writing will require considerable support. Their ‘social talk’
may suggest that they are more competent with oral language,
but the development of English for academic purposes can take
much longer and needs to be planned for, explicitly taught and
learning reinforced in meaningful contexts.

Stage 3: Developing Bilingual – growing in confidence as
users of English
Bilingual students whose oral and written English is developing
well, enabling them to engage successfully in all learning
activities. They will need continuing support to develop their
reading and writing skills. Their written English will tend to
lack complexity and show evidence of structures and errors
associated with the student’s level of language acquisition.
Errors in writing often result from the different syntaxes of
English and their first language. Help is needed particularly
with extended writing about academic and abstract concepts.

Stage 4: Fluently Bilingual
These students will be competent and fluent users of English,
as well as other languages, in most social contexts and learning
activities. They write as native speakers and do not make errors
that are influenced by their mother tongue. Being literate in
other languages, they will understand how more than one
language is structured. They will often be high attainers
capable of being very successful learners in geography.
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UK. Although some will have attended school before coming to the UK, their education
may have been disrupted.

The loss of close family members, homes and possessions; traumatic experiences such
as violence, war, separation from family and hostility encountered in the UK; as well as
material deprivation, changes in social status, cultural differences and the challenge of
learning a new language, are all examples of stresses faced by refugee students. Their
families are often given temporary accommodation and may have to move at short notice.
Most refugee students seem to be able to cope with such stresses but others remain
psychologically vulnerable. As teachers, we need to be aware of the effect these
challenges can have on their learning. It is always important to seek the support of
specialists either within your school or, where appropriate, from your local authority
Refugee Education team. Emotional support can include autobiographical writing to help
students explore their feelings, and homework clubs, which can help them cope with the
demands of the curriculum. Talking and listening are very important aspects of support
for refugee students and bilingual learners.

The need to acquire a language motivates bilingual learners as they need the
language in order to survive and to achieve. However, feelings of anxiety and rejection
can hinder second language acquisition. Bilingual learners will learn more quickly and
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Western Panjabi
Pakistani Panjabi speakers are
mostly Muslims. In Britain,
many Muslim Panjabi speakers
came from the Mirpur region
and speak Mirpuri Panjabi .

Muslim Panjabi speakers will
use Urdu as their language of
literacy and religious
instruction.

Bengali
Bengali (Bangla) is shared by
children of families originating
from Bangladesh (mostly
Muslims) or the Indian state of
West Bengal (mostly Hindus).

Bengali is the national
language of Bangladesh.

Eastern Panjabi
Indian Panjabi speakers are
mostly Sikhs or Hindus. In
Britain, many Sikh or Hindu
Panjabi speakers originate from
Panjab, Himachal Pradesh,
Haryana or from an East
African country such as Kenya,
Uganda or Tanzania

Sikh Panjabi speakers will
acqui re literacy in their spoken
language using the Gurmukhi
script.

Many Hindu Panjabi speakers
will prefer to acquire literacy
in Hindi

Sylheti
Many people who came to
Britain from Bangladesh
originated from the Sylhet
region. They speak Sylheti ,
which is not always understood
by Bengali speakers.

The language of literacy for
both Sylheti and Bengali is
standard Bengali.

Gujerati
Gujerati is shared by children of
families originating directly
from Gujerat or from an East
African country such as Kenya,
Malawi, Tanzania or Uganda.

Muslim Gujerati/Kutchi
speakers will tend to be
literate not only in Gujerati
but also in Urdu.

Hindu Gujerati/Kutchi
speakers will tend to be
literate not only in Gujerati
but also in Hindi.

Kutchi
Many people who came to
Britain from Gujerat or East
Africa have their origins in the
Rann of Kutch and speak
Kutchi at home. It is not always
understood fluently by al l
Gujerati speakers.

Urdu is the national
language of Pakistan.

Hindi is the main official
language of India.

WEST
BENGAL

Figure 2 | Origins of the South Asian languages of Britain. Source: London Borough of Tower Hamlets, 1992.
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easily in a supportive environment where their language and culture is valued. This helps
to build confidence and self-esteem. If they feel valued and accepted by the wider
community, and that they can participate in the language of that community, bilingual
learners will acquire that language more easily and effectively.

“ When people talk about refugees and immigrants they often focus on the problems they
bring. No one concentrates on how we can best use the talents and experience these people
bring. Few people think about the need to explain ourselves (Giang Vo, 2004, p. 8).

What the research tells us
■ It takes up to two years to develop basic interpersonal communication skills but five

to seven years to acquire the full range of literary skills needed to cope with the
literacy demands of GCSE.

■ A silent (receptive) period is natural in the learning of a second language.
■ Teachers/schools should have information available about the language backgrounds

of their bilingual students.
■ Bilingualism can be educationally enriching and has a positive effect on intellectual

performance.
■ Appropriate use of students’

first languages (mother
tongue) can be of crucial
importance in their learning
and attainment. Bilingual
students’ progress can be
impeded if their first language
is not supported in
appropriate ways.

■ Students learn roughly the
same regardless of their first
language as there are
development features
common to both native and
second language acquisition.
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Figure 3 | The main languages of refugee groups.
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Using first languages
Encouraging the use of their first language helps students’ language development,
particularly in the early stages of learning English. It is helpful for them to use their first
language when tackling tasks which involve critical thinking and problem solving, both
of which are challenging in a second language. It helps if concepts can be explained in
the first language and then consolidated through English appropriate to the bilingual
learner’s stage of English development. Trying out ideas in the first language is
particularly useful before writing in English or responding to text or other source
material. Students who are literate in their first language should be encouraged to use
bilingual dictionaries to support their work in geography (though important geographical
vocabulary may be missing in some of these).

However, bilingual students do need opportunities to discuss and articulate their
ideas and understanding in English in order to improve their fluency and to prepare for
written tasks. When preparing for examinations, they will need opportunities to practise
expressing their ideas quickly in English. Taking risks in their use of spoken English will
help them to develop their confidence. As students’ acquisition of English develops, it is
important to be sensitive to the way in which their first language can be a resource to
support learning, while at the same time providing adequate opportunities for them to
articulate their understanding in English.

Oracy and the need for listening time
Talk is vital for language acquisition. Barnes and Duncan (1992) aptly described the role
of talk in classrooms as a means of ‘working on understanding’. Students develop their
understanding of ideas and experiences through speaking and listening. Speech is also
important for developing skills for thinking and arguing a case.

In the early stages of learning English, students need time to listen and absorb the
language before they are ready to speak it. This ‘silent period’ can last from weeks to
months. It is important not to push students into speaking before they are ready; too
many direct questions can lead to anxiety. Often bilingual learners will use the English
they have learnt in peer group activities, but teacher-student communication may take
longer to develop.

Active and collaborative learning
Language learning needs to take place in appropriate contexts which, for bilingual
learners, is with their English-speaking peers in mainstream classes. They need
meaningful interaction with competent English speakers to develop the full range of
language use, from the informal to the curriculum-specific language used in geography.
Active and collaborative learning is of great benefit to second-language learners (Hall,
1995). Working together in small groups, they can share skills and support one another.
Such strategies encourage oral work, which helps students to explore ideas and to
develop understanding. The need to communicate also provides students with a strong
motivation to learn.

Peer groups provide a wide range of models of language use and are therefore a
powerful learning resource. It is important to take into account the languages and
literacies prevalent in these peer groups. In some inner-city schools, the majority of
students share a common language and cultural identity other than English. In this
situation, students find it helpful to use their first language in the early stages of
learning English and, for them, the teacher becomes the main role model of spoken
English. Clear expectations need to be established for the use of English as the target
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language and for oral rehearsal in this language.
Where there are just a few students sharing a common language, they may be able

to support each other’s understanding, exploring ideas in their first language before
moving into the use of English. Where there is a range of languages and cultural groups,
teachers can encourage students to use their knowledge of how different languages work
and compare them in developing their use of English. Where a student is the only learner
of English as an additional language in a class, he or she is totally immersed in the
English-speaking environment but may feel excluded (Hall, 1995). It may take such
‘isolated learners’ more time to develop the confidence to try to say anything in English.

Students in the early stages of learning English should be grouped with supportive
peers, particularly those with a shared language (see Figure 4, Chapter 25, and Ginnis
2002). However, it is not helpful to group all ‘mother tongue’ speakers together in groups
as they need to work with students who can provide good models of English speaking.

Partnership teaching
The provision of support for geography teachers working with EAL students varies from
school to school and between local authorities (LAs). This can include support from an
Ethnic Minority Achievement (EMA)-funded specialist EAL teacher who can take on
specific teaching responsibilities, helping with planning, resource development,
teaching, assessment and evaluation. Where support is provided by an EMA-funded
classroom assistant, their role mainly involves supporting and assessing the students’
learning needs (Figure 5). In either situation, it is important to plan lessons
collaboratively so that each person’s role is clearly defined and understood. Sometimes

359

Figure 4 | Collaborative grouping strategies. Source: National Oracy Project.

Thought showers (Brainstorming)

Pairs, a large group or even the whole class contribute words,
thoughts or ideas related to a particular subject, question or
problem. All contributions are listed and then students use the
list to select tasks or classify the ideas etc.

Twos to fours

Students first work on a question or problem in pairs. They then
join another pair to explain what they have achieved and
compare this work with that of the other pair. This provides
valuable opportunities to express understanding and respond to
the ideas and views of others in a more supportive context than
whole class feedback.

Jigsaw

This is an extremely effective form of collaborative learning.
Topics, questions or problems are sub-divided into different
areas. Groups are formed and each member is given one of these
areas in which to become an ‘expert’. Each member leaves the
home group and forms an ‘expert’ group. Each expert group works
on its allocated area then members return to their home groups
to report back and share in putting what they have discovered
together. This process can go on over one or more lessons.
Jigsawing gives each student a key role to play in the work of
the group and the division of labour provides opportunities for
differentiation.

Envoys

If a group needs to obtain some information or check something,
one of the group can be sent as an envoy to another group (or
other information source such as the library or a computer) and
report back. Alternatively, an envoy can be sent to other groups
to report, explain or obtain responses and bring them back to the
group. The use of envoys helps students find help and support
without necessarily having recourse to the teacher.

Rainbow groups

Each member of a group is given a number or a colour. After
working together in their group, they form new groups of the
same number or colour. This is a way of ensuring students
experience working alongside others.

Listening triads

Working in groups of three, students take on the roles of speaker,
questioner and recorder. The speaker explains or comments; the
questioner seeks clarification and prompts; the recorder takes
notes and summarises the conversation at the end. The roles are
then changed in subsequent activities encouraging students to
practise different roles and skills.

Critical friends

A member of the group uses a simple list of prompts to observe
how the group works. The observations are reported back and
discussed by the group. Students can devise their own
observation prompts. This strategy helps students to reflect on
their collaborative skills and develop skills of evaluation.
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support may come from someone who speaks the students’ first language and who can
provide useful advice about what students know and can do in that language. In other
situations, support from EAL teachers and advisers with planning and resource
development may be infrequent. Even so, this support can be particularly helpful when
planning for inclusion and can significantly enhance students’ learning through
geography as well as improving geography teachers’ knowledge and understanding of
strategies for supporting second language acquisition.
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Figure 5 | Siddiqur’s progress in geography.

Siddiqur is 12 years old. He came to England from Sylhet in Bangladesh in July 2003. His family moved here in
search of a better education for their children and for improved employment opportunities. They moved to Tower
Hamlets in London where they already had family friends. Siddiqur attends Sir John Cass Foundation School in
Stepney, East London.

“ When I came to England, I found it very weird with the different culture, but I was very happy when I started school.
Although nervous, my first experiences of school were good. I found the school to be nice and it was easy because
Mrs Choudhury (Teaching Assistant) helped a lot, explaining how things work, such as how to use the library.

Before coming to England, Siddiqur had studied English at school in Bangladesh
but could only speak and write a limited amount of English. Learning geography
in Bangladesh was very different, involving using textbooks all the time, reading
text and answering questions. Geography lessons were mainly about Bangladesh,
and only a few other countries. Siddiqur remembers learning about weather and
climate.

The main focus of Siddiqur’s early work at Sir John Cass Foundation School
was on literacy, with the aim being to increase his vocabulary and establish the
foundations for second language development. This involved using a wide variety
of resources, particularly images, to establish key words and match them to words
in Bengali. Understanding the meaning of key words helped him to decode text and
questions. Writing frames including key words and phrases were used to develop
his understanding and use of basic sentence structures. Siddiqur quickly grasped
the structures used for comparing places and for writing explanations.

In geography, Siddiqur feels that he is usually able to tackle all of the tasks
presented to him. He finds using a bilingual dictionary and exploring ideas in
Bengali (his first language) particularly helpful in developing his understanding.
Becoming confident about asking for help has been an important factor influencing
his progress. Two years on, Siddiqur is writing basic sentences using capital letters
and basic punctuation. He can check spellings with a dictionary and knows how to
use an atlas.

Siddiqur is beginning to identify and explain processes in geography and he can
make comparisons between places. Although at first he found numeracy work
difficult, he can now draw graphs and is confident about interpreting them. The
most challenging aspect of learning in geography for Siddiqur has been the amount
of subject-specific vocabulary he has had to learn, particularly when studying
weather and climate. As his use of English has improved, the emphasis has been

on developing his ability to write in full sentences and progressively to reduce his use of translated materials.
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Strategies for supporting EAL students
The rest of this chapter introduces specific strategies that have proved to be successful
when working with EAL students in geography. They focus on particular aspects of
language development in order to maximise EAL students’ inclusion in learning activities
in geography. This focus is based on the assumption that EAL students will not achieve
their potential in geography without planned intervention in and support for their
English language development. The ways in which these strategies are applied will be
influenced by factors such as your knowledge of these students’ prior experiences of
learning (formal schooling) and of learning English, the composition of collaborative and
peer groupings, and the availability of classroom support, as discussed earlier.

Speaking and listening
Opportunities for talk are a crucial part of the process of learning a language. EAL
students need to practise their use of English orally and exploratory talk helps them to
develop understanding through the metacognitive process of ‘thinking out loud’ (DfES,
2002). During collaborative activities students can practise using different language
structures for explaining, questioning, comparing, predicting and presenting an
argument. In each case, the teacher should model these language structures in
appropriate geographical contexts before students attempt to use them. The purpose and
main features of these language structures should also be explained.

For example, when watching a video, EAL students should be given an ‘active
watching strategy’ and provided with a ‘listening frame’ to help them to pick out the
main points and key words used in the video programme. When introducing the task, it
is important for the teacher to identify and explain the features or processes covered and
how the frame should be used to complete the task. Student groupings should include
fluent English speakers to support the EAL students and enable them to discuss their
ideas.

It is important to provide adequate listening time for EAL students and when asking
questions wait for at least 15 seconds for them to answer. Giving them an opportunity
to practise an answer with a partner can also be helpful, with full responses being
encouraged rather than one-word answers. Sometimes they can be encouraged to practise
answers in their first language before moving into English.

Reading
Students often read a variety of texts to obtain information when learning in geography.
As children develop as readers, their knowledge, experience and understanding of texts
grows and they need to experience a wide range of texts to achieve critical literacy (Hall,
1995). When working with EAL students, it is helpful to observe the reading strategies
they use, so that any support provided can be focused on the nature of the task. When
reading for information, students need to be able to focus on the specific information
required to complete the task (DfES, 2002). EAL students will often need support to
access meaning and to use the information provided in the texts in their learning of
geography.

EAL students can experience a variety of challenges when using texts in English,
depending on their previous experiences of reading (DfES, 2002). Confusion can arise as
a result of cultural differences, for example when reference is made to aspects of life in
the UK with which they may be unfamiliar. The use of metaphors, imagery and the
passive voice in geography textbooks can also be a source of confusion. As noted in
Siddiqur’s story (Figure 5), geography has a large amount of subject-specific vocabulary
and some words can have different meanings in certain contexts than the students have
encountered elsewhere (e.g. depression). At a more general level, confusion can arise
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when understanding is developed through more complex sentences in texts.
As with all aspects of language development, it is very important to make the

purpose of reading clear and to model the strategies to be used for these different
purposes (scanning, skimming, and reading for meaning, etc.). This will help EAL
students to engage more effectively with the texts and to relate what they are reading
to the geographical objectives for the learning activity. They will also benefit from
structured support and active tasks that will help them to access the information they
need, for example through ‘directed activities related to text’ (DARTs) (see also Chapter
11). DARTs can be used as part of guided reading in pairs or small groups, or in
interactive whole-class teaching. Figure 6a outlines a variety of DARTs that can help to
structure reading for EAL students, and Figure 6b shows an example of a DART.

Writing
Students learning English as an additional language often experience their greatest
challenges with their writing. It is possible (easy) to be misled about their progress if
their oral use of language appears to be relatively fluent. As with reading and speaking,
EAL students need support to develop the skills required to produce extended writing in
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Figure 6 | Directed activities related to text (DARTs): (a) different approaches, and (b) an example of a DART.

DARTs are strategies that help to structure reading for students so that they can understand the meaning of text and also help
them to understand the ways in which texts are structured for different purposes.

Reconstruction DARTs alter the text in some way (e.g. cutting it up into segments) so that it has to be reconstructed by students.

Analysis and Reconstruction DARTs present the text as a whole and require students to analyse its component parts and then
reconstruct these component parts into a simpler form.

Examples of DARTs
Sequencing – copies of text are cut into segments to be organised into an order to focus attention on the structure of the text.

Diagram completion – students present information visually in flow charts, tables and
diagrams to focus attention on relationships between information or to reassemble
ideas. Alternatively, students can use the diagrams to help them to write or
complete a text.

Deletion/filling in gaps – single words that are in some way critical to the meaning
of a text are removed. In pairs, students agree on suitable replacements for the
missing words.

Prioritising – students read statements which focus attention on important
information in a text. They identify true or false or the most important
statements. This leads to discussion, justification of decisions and clarification of
understanding.

Marking the text – students mark or highlight the text that deals with issues or
categories identified by the teacher. Students underline or highlight relevant
information before reconstructing this information in another form, e.g. in flow
diagrams, tables or concept maps.

Matching photographs or pictures to text – students select photographs to
match information or paragraphs in a text.

Matching terms and definitions or matching cause and effect – students use
the information in a text to find the meaning of important terms or to identify
cause and effect relationships.

Planning frames – students use information in a text to complete tables or
comparison grids, e.g. comparing features or places. These frames provide a
structure for a task to prepare for discussion or writing.

(b)

(a)
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geography (Figure 7). Opportunities for discussion in pairs and small groups before
writing begins can generate ideas and familiarise EAL students with the content and
vocabulary of a writing task. Vocabulary can be established, sentences practised and
understanding of sentence structures developed.

The National Literacy Strategy (2001) (see also Chapter 11) emphasises the
importance of modelling extended writing styles so that students can see how writing is
structured at word and sentence levels. EAL students need to see examples of the type
of writing they are required to produce. Comparing and analysing different examples
helps them to see what constitutes a good piece of writing.

Writing frames with sentence starters and connectives can support EAL students in
developing the skills and understanding needed for independent writing (Figure 8). They
are particularly useful for students working at Stages 2 and 3 of learning English (i.e.
those ‘becoming familiar with English’ and those ‘growing in confidence as users of

English’). A writing frame provides them
with beginnings of sentences in key
paragraphs and also helps them to link
their ideas together in a coherent way
using connective words. It is important
to monitor how EAL students’ extended
writing develops and progressively to
reduce their dependence on ‘scaffolding’
using these frames, removing them when
no longer necessary.

There is also a wide variety of
strategies that require students to
complete sentences or short paragraphs
where the missing words may be provided
elsewhere, where the first letter of the
missing words is given, or where the
words have to be supplied from memory.
Substitution tables can be used to help
EAL students who are learning how to
construct sentences (Figure 9).
Sequencing given sentences to form a
short, continuous piece of writing can
help EAL students to develop their
understanding of how to structure
paragraphs.

Assessment and monitoring is a
crucial element in the process of
developing EAL students’ writing skills.
Diagnostic marking enables geography
teachers to identify common errors in

writing and in understanding so that misconceptions can be addressed and the next
stages in the development of students’ writing established. Encouraging EAL students to
share their writing with others in their peer group and in other groupings provides
opportunities to share approaches to writing as well as thinking critically about their
own and others’ writing.
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Figure 7 |
Supporting EAL
students’ extended
writing.

Discussion
‘Purposeful talk’ to generate ideas and establish vocabulary

Model the writing process
What makes a good piece of writing?

Present examples of the type of writing required
Compare and analyse different examples

‘Scaffold’ writing using writing frames
Provide a framework for extended writing with

sentence starters and connectives

Plan paragraphs
Identify paragraph headings

Establish main ideas and useful vocabulary
Put sentence starters and connectives in context

Share writing with other students
Opportunities for peer assessment and feedback
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Resource development
A geography curriculum that is rich in its use of visual resources supported by well-
structured tasks provides the most effective way of helping EAL students to learn
successfully through geography, as well as providing opportunities for them to develop
their use of English. There are many simple ways of producing effective resources that
can help EAL students to engage with geography. Compiling a picture glossary using
photographs and other illustrations can help them to develop their knowledge,
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Figure 8 | Example of a writing frame used with EAL students.
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understanding and use of geographical vocabulary through cutting and sticking
photographs, maps and diagrams into work books and labelling them with words, phrases
and short sentences. Activities can be linked with the glossary to help students to learn
spellings and practise using the alphabet. First languages can also be added for students
who are in the early stages of learning English. The next logical step is to relate
definitions to specific geographical terms, and the glossary can also be referred to when
preparing for more extended writing.

If appropriate EAL support is available, existing resource materials can gradually be
adapted for use with EAL students. Writing some of the key words and phrases on
resource sheets in the first languages of EAL students can provide those in the early
stages of learning English with access to many of the learning activities in geography
lessons. ‘Word mats’ (see Staffordshire Learning Net website) can gradually be produced
in first languages for different aspects of geography using bilingual dictionaries, websites
and the help of first-language speakers in a school.

Conclusion
Providing access to the geography curriculum for learners with English as an additional
language might feel like an overwhelming challenge, particularly if we just focus (reflect)
on our own lack of familiarity with the first languages in which they live. The intention
of this chapter is not to establish a list of unrealistic expectations for geography teachers
working with EAL students, rather to provide suggestions about realistic ways of working
that can enhance these students’ achievements and learning through geography. Being
multilingual is an advantage, so enabling students to draw upon their own cultural
background and language can be particularly effective in the early stages of learning
English. Using first languages can enhance the conceptualisation of complex ideas.
Encouraging skills in speaking and listening is vital for developing understanding.
Thinking out loud and talking through ideas are essential parts of the learning process.
As an Ofsted survey of educational support for ethnic minority students noted, some of
the most effective lessons for these students ‘included the use of specifically prepared
materials to match the pupils’ levels of English and tasks which enabled them to work
purposefully with their peers and encouraged them to become increasingly independent
of support’ (Ofsted, 1994).

365

Figure 9 | An example substitution table.

Italy
Nigeria
India
Bangladesh
Kenya

is a country in

Asia

Africa

Europe
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Implications for practice
(a) Establishing a supportive, inclusive environment is a crucial factor influencing the

progress and achievement of bilingual students.

Bilingual students are motivated by the need to learn a language in order to survive and to
achieve. They will acquire this language more easily and effectively if they feel valued and
accepted by the wider community. This encourages them to take risks in their use of spoken
English which is an important part of learning the language. Feelings of anxiety and
rejection can hinder second language development. Feeling valued and accepted is
particularly important for refugee students who may have experienced stressful events in
their country of origin or upon arrival in the UK.

(b) Bilingual students’ first languages should be used in appropriate ways, particularly
with students in the early stages of learning English.

Tasks that require critical thinking and problem-solving are more demanding in a second
language. Encourage students to explore more complex ideas in their first language before
consolidating them through English appropriate to their stage of English development. It is
helpful for those in the early stages of learning English to try out ideas and answers in their
first language before writing in English or responding to questions or texts. Adapting
existing resource materials by adding some of the key words and phrases in their first
language can help bilingual learners to engage more successfully with activities and
resources in geography.

(c) Planning should take account of bilingual students’ prior experiences of schooling,
learning English and the particular demands of the geography curriculum they will
be experiencing.

Students in the early stages of learning English need time to listen and absorb the language
before they are ready to speak. Talk is vital to language acquisition and EAL students need
meaningful interaction with competent English speakers to develop their use of the
language. Active and collaborative learning is of great benefit to second language learners.
Whenever specialist support is available, EAL teachers, assistants and first-language
speakers should be involved in the planning and evaluation of resources and activities for
EAL students in geography.

(d) EAL students will not achieve their potential in geography without planned
intervention in and support for their English language development.

Whether speaking, reading or writing in geography, it is helpful for teachers to explain the
purpose and model the language structures and strategies to be used by EAL students.
Bilingual learners benefit from having opportunities to practise answers with a partner and
they need structured support (listening and watching frames, DARTs and writing frames)
when preparing for oral work, reading and extended writing. Diagnostic assessment can help
us to identify common errors in bilingual students’ use of English and to monitor their
understanding of geography.

366



chapter 27 | Geography and students with EAL

References and further reading
Barnes, T. and Duncan, J. (1992) Writing Worlds. London: Routledge.
Cummins, J. (1984) Bilingualism and Special Education. Avon: Multilingual Matters.
DfES (2002) Access and Engagement in Geography: Teaching pupils for whom English is an additional

language. London: DfES.
Giang Vo (2004) ‘Speaking from experience’ in Travers, P. and Klein, G. (eds) Equal Measures: Ethnic

minority and bilingual pupils in secondary schools. Stoke-on-Trent: Trentham Books, pp. 5-8.
Ginnis, P. (2002) The Teacher’s Toolkit. Carmarthen: Crown House Publishing.
Hall, D. (1995) Assessing the Needs of Bilingual Pupils. London: David Fulton.
National Oracy Project (1993) Learning Together Through Talk at KS3 and 4. London: Hodder and

Stoughton.
Ofsted (1994) Educational Support for Minority Ethnic Communities. London: HMSO.
Ofsted (2001) Managing Support for the Attainment of Pupils from Minority Ethnic Groups. London: HMSO.
London Borough of Tower Hamlets (1992) Policy statement.
Travers, P. and Klein, G. (eds) (2004) Equal Measures: Ethnic minority and bilingual pupils in secondary

schools. Stoke-on-Trent: Trentham Books.

Electronic
Enchanted Learning - www.enchantedlearning.com/geography
Linguanet - www.linguanet.org.uk
NGFL Inclusion pages - www.inclusion.ngfl.gov.uk
Refugee Council - www.refugeecouncil.org.uk
Staffordshire Learning Net – www.sln.org.uk/geography
Your Dictionary - www.yourdictionary.com

367


	Chapter 27:  Geography and students with EAL
	Identifying and meeting students' needs
	What the research tells us
	Using first languages
	Oracy and the need for listening time
	Active and collaborative learning
	Partnership teaching
	Strategies for supporting EAL students
	Conclusion
	Implications for practice
	References and further reading



