Inventions

Mainstream Classroom Programmes

The majority of ESOL students spend most of their time in mainstream classrooms. Their class teachers need to understand and provide for their language and learning needs. Teachers with ESOL students in their class should build up a supportive language-learning environment in the classroom and always keep language-learning principles in mind when they are planning and preparing, implementing, and evaluating units of work. All students, not just those learning English, will benefit from a language- oriented learning programme.

The Need for Language-oriented Programmes

In mainstream classes, ESOL students who are still learning to communicate competently in English must also begin learning through that language. The curriculum statements for all the learning areas are very language-oriented.17 For example, word patterns are an essential part of the maths achievement objectives, and science concepts are introduced in language-rich, real-life contexts. Such language may present additional barriers to learning for ESOL students, who have to master the cultural content as well as the actual language.

It is therefore important that all classroom teachers are aware of these potential problems. They need to find ways to develop their ESOL students' background knowledge and relevant language as they engage with new content. For the students, the need to acquire language for class work can provide motivation and a focus for language development. But if the level of language demanded is out of the student's reach, the student will become discouraged.

Before preparing learning activities for a unit of work, class teachers of ESOL students should identify:

    * the language needs of the students (for example, the specific reading and writing skills that they need to be taught); and

    * the language demands of the topic and texts (for example, the use of abstract concepts or technical language). 

Key vocabulary and language structures should be developed actively, as part of curriculum topics. Teachers can also promote language learning by identifying the specific English language skills, oral, written, and visual, that can be taught and used as students develop knowledge and skills in any curriculum area.

The Ministry of Education's handbook Exploring Language is full of information that is useful to teachers of ESOL students. It contains comprehensive information about the English language and relates this to the other community languages of New Zealand. It is accompanied by videos for teachers on oral language and visual language.

For suggestions about strategies and activities that help secondary students develop the language they need to study maths and science, refer to Language and Learning in Secondary Schools: Mathematics and Language and Learning in Secondary Schools: Science, by Sylvia Hill and Fran Edwards.

17 Refer to Ruth Penton's ieAnalysis of the Language Content and Perspectives of the National Curriculum Statementslc in Many Voices 9, Learning Media, Ministry of Education, Wellington, 1996.

