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Abstract

If a child can comprehend their surroundings, they will gain knowledge, learn with
more confidence and feel a sense of achievement. Confidence and self-esteem are
paramount in the development of a person’s education and character (Wood, 1998;
Lawrence, 1987). Unfortunately for pedagogues and learners alike, there is not just
one universal factor that hinders comprehension, nor is there one magical cure to
allow all students to understand everything. Every learner is unique, including their
learning preferences and their learning difficulties. When teaching English to non-
native speakers, it is not often easy to distinguish between difficulties on account of
English being their second language (L2) and problems in reading acquisition
because of dyslexia or other literacy difficulties. The sooner their specific needs are
identified, the sooner the students can receive the most appropriate help from their
educational setting.
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Introduction

Although my time in the Far East sparked
my interest in Chinese culture and the
language, the main reasons for me
focusing on native Chinese speakers
learning in English in this article are
threefold. Firstly, —although every
language on the planet is useful and
worth learning, English and Chinese are
presently the most international and
widely used languages in the world.
Secondly, because the graphemics of
English and Chinese are so different, it
allows for more contrasting and, in my
opinion, interesting research. Finally, and
most importantly, English is my first
language (L1) and Mandarin Chinese my
most fluent second language (L2) while
my wife’s L1 is Mandarin Chinese and she
is fluent in English as her L2. | live in a
bilingual household where English and
Chinese are given equal importance,
respect and usage.

As we are living in an increasingly
globalised world, more and more
teachers in the UK find themselves
teaching children whose first language
(L1) is not English. The amount of non-
native speakers in England alone, who
are being educated in English as the
language of instruction, doubled between
1997 and 2013 and is now at over a
million (Department for Education, 2012).
This figures translates as around 14% of
students in England being non-native
English speakers. In some schools, over
90% of their pupils have English as an
additional language (Department for
Education, 2012). As of the last UN report
on immigration (Department of Economic
and Social Affairs: Population Division,
2013), the UK as a whole is the country

that has the sixth highest net immigration
in the world. Over the previous eighteen
years there has been a year-on-year
increase of the amount of children in
primary and secondary schools in
England who have a barrier in the form of
a second language (L2). Because of the
facts stated in this paragraph, the UK,
and in particular England, seems to be a
good place to conduct the research that |
wish to carry out.

Throughout this article, | usually use the
term literacy difficulties to refer to
dyslexia, dysgraphia or other lesser-
known neurodevelopmental differences
which affect writing, reading, motor skills
and more. This term is used because |
want to focus specifically on the language
and literacy aspect of neurological
differences and | feel that, since there are
so many different types and varying
severities of literacy issues, the term
literacy difficulties best encompasses a
variety of neurological differences.
Besides the term literacy difficulties,
dyslexia and SEN (Special Educational
Needs) will be used occasionally, usually
when referring to the school's SEN
department or quoting an author who
prefers focusing specifically on dyslexia.

Due to ignorance or, more commonly, a
lack of funding, lots of educational
institutions in the UK put English as an
Alternate Language (EAL) students and
students with literacy difficulties into the
same literacy development classes and
group them under the same title, such as
Extra English, despite the fact that both
types of students require very different
types of assistance. This problem must be
addressed, but in this article, | will instead
be looking at how to identify when these
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two needs can be found in one pupil: a
language barrier and a literacy difficulty.
Although it is not common, there are
many difficulties that arise when or
because a learner has both EAL and
literacy difficulties. One of the main
purposes of my article is to research and
identify adequate assessment methods to
reliably test for such difficulties in EAL
learners.

There are examples in my personal
career as well as internationally (Geva,
2000 in Kormos and Smith, 2012) where
literacy difficulties have been identified
very late in an EAL student’s time studying
in their L2, which may have been
detrimental to their education. Late
identification of literacy difficulties can
lead to an irreversible experience of
classroom failure and loss of confidence,
regardless of whether the child is
learning in their L1 or L2 (Turner, 1997).

My Present Situation

In my current position as Head of EAL, |
am responsible for ensuring all of our
school’'s non-native English  speakers
acquire a level of English from which they
are able to access the school curriculum.

This level of English varies depending on
the subject, as a lower ability of English is
needed to appreciate the art or music
curriculum than is needed to access the
curriculum  of history or mainstream
English. The amount of EAL classes that
each pupil has per week reflects their
level of English; the lower their English
ability, the more EAL classes they need.

Regardless of their English ability, all EAL
pupils will have the majority of their 41

weekly classes with British children, as
they are more likely to build up strong
relationships with their peers in this way.
We put the integration element of their
curriculum and the lives of our overseas
students as a high priority and passively
discourage EAL students to just spend
time with their compatriots. If we didn't
allow them to integrate with native
speaking peers in the classroom, they
would be less likely to socialise with
native English speakers outside of the
classroom and an important element of
their education would be lost. To
socialise with native speakers their own
age (and to be seen as less different or
less of an outsider), is paramount for
improving their English  ability and
building their motivation and confidence.

Dweck (1986) and Kyriacou, (2009) point
out the importance of motivation towards
learning. Fortunately in my EAL classroom,
if my students did not previously have an
interest in foreign language learning,
their present situation seems to motivate
them to learn English as the improvement
of their L2 will make their lives in the UK
easier. As around 90% of our school
speak English as their mother tongue and
the remaining 10% have a mixture of L1s,
my students are generally very motivated
to improve their English and integrate
more with their peers from the UK and the
rest of the world through the medium of
English.

Although motivation assists with aptitude
in foreign languages, being keen does
not guarantee success. One factor, which
could negatively affect a student’s
aptitude in the learning of foreign
languages, is literacy difficulties in their
L1. It has been suggested by many that
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this leads to more chance of difficulties in
learning another language (Schneider
and Crombie, 2003; Nijakowska, 2010).
Cummins (2000) has developed two
theories of Language Learning: Basic
Interpersonal Communication Skills (BICS)
and Cognitive Academic Language
Proficiency (CALP). | have discovered first
-hand that BICS is easier to master for non
-native English speaking students who are
studying in England. Some students,
whom | teach, can get to such a level with
their BICS that within two years, teachers
from other schools believe them to be
native English speaking British children!
CALP takes longer to develop than BICS.

Cummins (2000) best
differences thus:

expresses the

Conversational aspects of proficiency
reached peer-appropriate levels usually
within about two years of exposure to L2
but a period of five to seven years was
required, on average, for immigrant
students to approach grade norms in
academic aspects of English.

Evidence suggests that the speed of
English acquisition varies depending on a
variety of things, including the stage of
English the student has upon arrival in the
UK, the student’'s age, their living
environment outside of the classroom and
the amount of support available within the
classroom itself (Demie, 2013). A few
however, find both BICS and CALP very
difficult to master and often make errors
in their spoken English, have a strong non-
native English speaking accent, and/or
find the understanding of subject specific
vocabulary  particularly  difficult  to
comprehend. This is all in spite of years
of studying in England and spending most

of their time both inside and outside of
the classroom communicating in their L2,
English. There could be a variety of
reasons for this: discomfort in social
situations, aural issues, a lack of interest
in certain subjects, etc. Some non-native
English speakers, who retain lower levels
of English than their peers of both BICS
and (especially) CALP, have been
assessed as having literacy difficulties in
their L1, in English or in both.

In Nijakowska’'s book Second Language
Acquisition: Dyslexia in the Foreign
Language Classroom (2010, p. 69), the
author puts forward a strong point that
“The strength of the native language
codes considerably determines the extent
to which a learner can become proficient
in a foreign language”. In order to best
learn a foreign language, one must first
have a strong basis in one’s mother
tongue. A strong basis in a person’s L1 is
more difficult to have if a person has
literacy difficulties.

Difficulties that can arise when a learner
has both EAL and literacy difficulties

The UK Government (2012) suggests that
up to 20% of EAL pupils in the UK have
literacy difficulties. | have yet to find
research dismissing the theory that
learning a foreign language is more
difficult  for students with literacy
difficulties than for students without. This
is due to elements of learning that such
people find difficult such as phonological
processing, auditory discrimination and
sequencing, memorising vocabulary and
confusion over grammar and syntax (Peer
and Reid, 2001).

When a person learns a foreign language
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in the classroom of a country where his or
her L1 is the lingua franca, there is an
obvious difference between how that
person learns that foreign language and
how they learnt their L1. Chomsky (in
Wood, 1998) first proposed the Language
Acquisition Device (LAD) to illustrate how
a child, who has no concept of grammarr,
can become fluent in their L1 as quickly
as most people do.

When learning another language
however, students usually take a lot
longer, not least because they are
generally not immersed in an
environment that just uses their L2
Regardless of the length of time needed
to attain fluency in a person’s L2, there is
a reference point to refer back to (their
L1), which paves the way for a completely
different style of learning as there was no
reference point when learning their L1.
For example, for a monolingual English
speaker, the German word Hund can be
automatically translated back into dog,
whereas for a monolingual German child,
the word Hund is associated with the
animal itself and not a word in another
language.

Crombie (2005) summarises by stating
that L1 acquisition is absorbed through
experience, whereas more often in L2
acquisition new vocabulary is translated
back to known L1 vocabulary. Acquiring
a language by direct translation into a
person’s L1 can be particularly difficult for
students with literacy difficulties due to
proven difficulty with memorising
vocabulary (Schneider and Crombie,
2003), and so particular thought must be
given to this when delivering a curriculum
to such learners.

Unlike the variety of different ways in
which a person’s L2 can be learnt, most
people learn their L1 in the same way:
naturally, and are not taught per se
(Chomsky in Wood, 1998). Motivation,
attitude, learning styles, personality and
aptitude generally do not affect how a
person communicates orally in their L1
(Cook, 2010) (although class, age, dialect,
gender, etc. may, these are more social
issues). On the contrary, motivation,
attitude, learning styles, personality and
aptitude are all paramount when learning
an L2 (Ushioda and Dornyei, 2009;
Nijakowska, 2010).

As 80% of English learners around the
world class themselves as beginners
(Cook, 2010), the implication is that the
majority do not progress to higher levels.
Success in the speaking of a person’s L1
generally develops whether you will it to
or not, whereas success in L2 acquisition
is influenced by a range of factors.

Javorsky, Sparks and Ganshow (1992 in
Crombie, 2005) have put forward the
argument that when student learners with
literacy difficulties study a foreign
language, the writing and reading side
should be given a lot less importance,
due to difficulties with literacy in the
learners’ L1.

| disagree with this, although it may be
preferable to what | have experienced in
the Orient. During my five years in the
Far East (three in Taiwan and two in
China), | discovered that reading and
writing in English are generally given a lot
more importance than speaking and
listening. Chu (2008) suggests that it is @
mixture of traditional teaching techniques
and the native Chinese speaking
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teacher’s lack of confidence in speaking
English which has lead to most children in
these countries having weaker speaking
or aural understanding. Chu (2008.) notes
that the English education in Taiwan from
junior high school age upwards is very
examination centred, and thus focuses
mainly on grammar and translation
activities, forcing students to rely most on
repetition and memorisation strategies to
study the language. | think that this rings
true for many countries.

Research into the field of literacy
difficulties by Schneider and Crombie
(2003) suggests that this focus on the
written form of the language curriculum,
the memorisation of vocabulary and strict
learn-by-heart grammar rules will cause
great frustration for those with dyslexia or
other literacy difficulties. | feel that a
healthy amount of reading and writing
can enrich the education of a student with
literacy difficulties.

As mentioned above, many people hold
the view that if a person has literacy
difficulties in their L1, the literacy
acquisition in their L2 will thus be affected
(Nijokowska, 2010; Peer and Reid, 2001;
Schneider and Crombie, 2003). Although
this certainly seems true for alphabetic
languages to some degree, it is my
assumption that the people who hold this
view are not familiar with logographical
languages, such as Chinese. Brunswick
(2010) emphasises that most of the
research into this field focuses on English
speakers, with some merely presuming
that the results will be similar for other
(alphabetic) languages.  Shen et al.
(2014) elaborates on this and underlines
the differences between the logographic
system of Chinese compared with

alphabetic languages. | will analyse
more deeply the comparison between
literacy difficulties in  Chinese and
alphabetic languages below.

How easily are literacy difficulties
identified in EAL students?

As almost all teachers in England will
teach students with either literacy
difficulties or EAL at some point during
their career, it is extremely important to
be able to identify whether a non-native
speaker who requires EAL classes has
literacy difficulties or not. A rise in the
number of speakers of EAL joining schools
in the UK has resulted in an increased
focus on research into literacy difficulties
in EAL (most notably, 2008 onwards). This
has been in order to both aid
identification and improve strategies for
teaching and learning.

It can be difficult to distinguish literacy
difficulties in L2 speakers because
symptoms for literacy difficulties are
similar to those for lower level EAL
learners as well. Moats et al.,, (2010 in
Mather and Wendling, 2012) state that
the most common form of literacy
difficulties, dyslexia, leads to poor
spelling and word recognition and affects
how fluently a person reads as well as
their comprehension and their written
expression. Unfortunately for identification
purposes, EAL students who have yet to
master English have some, if not all, of
the same problems. The average non-
native speaker is able to catch up with
and eventually surpass the average
native English speakers in school within
five-seven years in the UK education
system (Demie and Hau, 2013). Therefore
those who still achieve less than their
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peers seven years after they started in an
English educational setting cannot always
have their difficulties justified by their
mother tongue.

Even though students with difficulties in
literacy are more likely to achieve less
highly in the foreign language classroom
(Nijakowska, 2010), Sparks (2013) states
that this should not be a foregone
conclusion, as their achievement in such a
situation depends on a range of things,
such as the type of literacy difficulty, the
severity and, most importantly for my
article, how the students L1 and L2
compare phonologically or
orthographically.

When a person’s literacy skills in their L1
can be thought to affect their literacy
skills in their L2, the learner's full
educational history is extremely useful
and parents or previous teachers must,
where possible, be involved in order to
gather as full a picture as possible of the
child’s literacy history and any issues
evident in acquisition of L1.

It is often the case, when teaching EAL
students in the UK that it is impossible to
acquire reliable preexisting evidence of
literacy skills in a child’s L1. For example,
in my previous two years of teaching, |
have encountered a native Romanian
speaking pupil who has documented
evidence of literacy difficulties in English
but whose parents think dyslexia is a
myth; | have taught a handful of children
who have no record of literacy difficulties
in their L1 but after a long period of time
in the UK seem to have at least literacy
difficulties in their L2, English; | have
taught a Russian boy whom our SEN
department have identified as having

literacy difficulties in English, but who had
never been to school before coming to
the UK, and so we cannot test his literacy
in his L1 to help assess him more easily
for literacy difficulties in his L2, as he is
close to illiterate in his L1. Gunderson et
al., (2011) note that many countries do
not recognise the existence of dyslexia or
other educational differences, and some
even have no term for it in their
language.

Almost all testing methods used to
identify literacy difficulties contain a lot of
English language. If such tests are given
to non-native English speakers, there will
always be the niggling thought at the
back of the teacher’s mind that at least
some of the questions were answered
incorrectly because of language ability in
the pupil's L2. It could prove very
detrimental for a child’s education if he or
she has been labelled as having literacy
difficulties, when in fact they do not.

Unfortunately most literacy difficulties
assessment tools are very language-
heavy, culturally specific and are aimed
at a particular monolingual population.
The abundance of literacy in such tests is
likely to yield results that show the
student’s language proficiency, rather
than cognitive function (Mortimore et al.,
2012). Therefore these results will not
accurately show presence of literacy
difficulties in most non-native speakers.
There is the idea that a test for literacy
difficulties can be given to non-native
English speakers using words that they
are more likely to have encountered.
Kormos and Smith (2012) however, state
that tests which have lower level English
words so that they are more accessible
for non-native speakers run the risk of
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offering just a limited range of cognitive
functioning, and are therefore invalid as
forms of assessment. What can be done?
Geva (2000 in Kormos and Smith, 2012)
reports that in Canada, with over 20% of
the population being immigrants
(Department of Economic and Social
Affairs: Population Division, 2013), some
education authorities wait until a child
has been in the education system for five
years before testing them for literacy
difficulties.

| feel that five years is too long for those
EAL learners with literacy difficulties not to
have been receiving the specialist
teaching that they need. That said, as
the literacy skills that learners with low
level English need to acquire can cross-
over with literacy skills that learners with
literacy difficulties need to acquire (i.e.
the pronunciation of diphthongs, magic E,
etc.), it may not be drastically important
to identify literacy difficulties in EAL
students from day one. | suggest the
testing be done by the end of the first
term.

More suitable testing methods are being
created or have been created to test for
literacy difficulties in EAL learners. Smith
(ELT well, 2011) has created Cognitive
Assessments for Multilingual Learners
(CAML) which tests different factors that
children (and adults) with literacy
difficulties find most taxing. | feel that this
system is very useful, but only as a test
showing potential literacy difficulties in
EAL students.

These assessments include symbol coding
and visual input memory exercises, which
do not utilise words. | have yet to believe
that any testing method can be perfect,

not least because a student might score
differently depending on the day that they
take the test. Additionally, as Sparks
(2013) has mentioned, there are many
different types and severities of literacy
difficulties.  Furthermore, Turner (1997)
showed us in his DEST assessments, early
testing methods that try to avoid
inaccuracies due to lack of language
proficiency can also be inaccurate. He
observed that the percentage of students
with potential literacy difficulties when
tested at the age of five differed
considerably from the percentage of the
same group of pupils with such difficulties
when they were tested three years later,
when they were able to take a more
reliable literacy test.

Chinese Speakers with Literacy
Difficulties and the Challenges that They
Face When Learning English

Despite there being seven main dialects
and hundreds of sub-dialects of Chinese
in China as well as all around the world
(Duanmu, 2007), they all share an almost
identical writing system. As a result,
literate Chinese speakers around the
world can communicate with a pen and
sheet of paper, even if they cannot
communicate orally. Although (The
People’'s Republic of) China and
Singapore now use simplified Chinese,
and Taiwan, Hong Kong and most
Chinese communities outside of China
(e.g. Malaysian Chinese, British Chinese,
etc.) still use traditional characters, the
two different writing systems share the
majority of their characters and the
different ones can almost always be
understood from the context of the
sentence. The same writing system
throughout the separate dialects means
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that literacy difficulties will affect a
person in almost the same way,
regardless of his or her dialect. It should
be noted that even though the
presumption of Chao (1968, in Fung,
2009) that there is one universal grammar
system has since been questioned (Fung,
2009), as my article is not looking at
grammatical rules but at how characters
are read, | will treat the dialects as one
language, and refer to it as Chinese.

As Sparks (2013) mentions, people with
literacy difficulties find different aspects
of reading and writing difficult and the
severity of these difficulties also differs
from person to person. In a study of
English speakers by Ramus (2003), he
states that a deficit in phonological
awareness was present in 100% of the
dyslexic people tested, which was more
than any other deficit. Gunderson et al.
(2011) suggest that, due to English having
a particularly deep orthography, literacy
difficulties in readers of English are
related to phonological awareness
whereas literacy difficulties in readers of
shallow orthography languages, such as
Russian, Finnish or Spanish, are more
likely associated with a slower reading
speed.

That said, Shen et al. (2014) states that
people with literacy difficulties in all
languages seem to have at least some
sort of phonological deficits, even if it is
not as much as 100% as Ramus suggests
is the case for native English speakers.
Smith (2013) puts forwards the argument
that the manifestations of literacy
difficulties may be clearer in some
individuals when they use a particular
language, and less obvious when they
use a different language. Chinese, like

English, is considered to have a deep
orthography but, because it uses a
logographic writing system, it is even
more opaque than English (Brunswick et
al., 2010), which in turn possesses one of
the most opaque orthographies of the
Indo-European languages (Mortimore et
al., 2012).

Richlan (2014) says that orthographic
depth itself is one of the most important
factors when learning to read and thus
the orthographic depth of a language
heavily affects the ease or difficulty at
which a language is learnt. Linguistically
very different from the Indo-European
languages mentioned, Chinese, as it is a
logographic language, will use more
morphological awareness as opposed to
phonological awareness when
processing language (Lei et al., 2010).

In Chinese, there is no direct use of
phonemes when converting the image of
a Chinese character into a spoken word.
This is why Wu et al. (2009) mention that
orthographic-related issues were the
main cause of literacy difficulties in
Chinese, as opposed to the phonological
deficit in English. Despite the very
prominent differences between the
Chinese language and the English
language as well as the issues therein
that lead to literacy difficulties, Shu and Li
(2012) suggest that, as in alphabetic
languages, dyslexic children in Chinese
have problems with the accuracy and
speed of word reading.

Neurologically speaking, most recent
scientific evidence suggests that different
areas of the brains of native speakers
are used to process reading, depending
on whether the person’s L1 is alphabetic
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or logographic. Siok (2010), Hu et al.
(2010) and Tan et al. (2003) all agree
that Chinese speakers who do not have
literacy difficulties have increased activity
in the left middle frontal gyrus when
reading their L1. English speakers who
do not have literacy difficulties have
increased activity in the left superior
temporal gyrus when reading their L1.

There has been lots of evidence towards
the end of the twentieth century and since
the start of the 21st century to confirm the
areas of activity for phonological
processing of English by native speakers
as around the left superior temporal
gyrus (Siok, 2010; Hu et al., 2010; and Tan
et al., 2003) and the left posterior portion
of the inferior frontal cortex gyrus (Tan et
al., 2003). Exact locations vary, but those
general areas are agreed upon.

Where Siok (2010) and Hu et al. (2010)
do not agree however, is whether
Chinese speakers who have literacy
difficulties and English speakers who
have literacy difficulties are affected in
the same area of the brain. It is widely
recognised (Xu et al., 2015) that people
with literacy difficulties, no matter what
their L1, have a dysfunction in the left
hemisphere language network. More
specifically than this, Siok (2010) Siok et
al. (2008), Hadzibeganovic et al. (2010)
and, most recently, Li (2014) are all of the
opinion that Chinese and alphabetic
dyslexics show brain irregularities in
different areas of the left hemisphere,
namely that Chinese speakers with
literacy difficulties show a lower volume
of grey matter in the area of the brain
which is used to process Chinese and
that English speakers with literacy
difficulties show a lower volume of grey

matter in the area of the brain which is
used to process English.

If this is the case, this suggests that there
could be two separate brain disorders
and that if you have literacy difficulties in
Chinese, you do not necessarily have
them in an alphabetic language (and
vice versa). Hu et al. (2010) and Silani et
al. (2005 in Hadzibeganovic et al., 2010)
on the other hand, found that people with
literacy difficulties, regardless of their L1,
were shown to have less than normal
activation in a larger area, which
includes the left angular gyrus and in the
left middle frontal, posterior temporal
and occipitotemporal regions. Both
views should be considered when |
conduct my case study, as the
international community who study this
field have yet to reach a consensus.

Figure 2 shows that Chinese speaking
readers, who do not have dyslexia, have
a larger grey-matter volume and stronger
brain activity during reading tasks in the
left middle frontal gyrus of their brain
than dyslexic Chinese speakers.

Figure 3, on the other hand, shows that
non-dyslexic readers of alphabetic
languages have a larger grey-matter
volume and stronger brain activity during
reading tasks in the area of the left
temporal gyrus (and the occipitotemporal
region) than their dyslexic counterparts.

Figure 4 shows the activation volume of
different areas of the brain while non-
dyslexic and psychologically ‘normal’
participants processed English words
and/or Chinese characters.

of English words that rhyme as well as 24
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pairs of Chinese characters and 24 pairs
of English words that do not rhyme. All
96 pairs had no visuoc-orthographic
similarities, even if they rhymed (e.g. lacks

—axe/ M—FH).

The phonological processing looked at 24
pairs of Chinese characters and 24 pairs
In figure 4, the black bars on the graph
represent L1 Chinese readers deciding
whether two Chinese characters rhyme;
the hatched bars represent L1 Chinese
readers deciding whether two English
words rhyme (the L1 Chinese readers are
all Chinese people who started studying
English after the age of twelve, have
been studying for their doctorate in the
USA for at least three years and had
studied English in China for at least
twelve years); the white bars represent L1
English readers deciding whether two
English words rhyme.

As suggested by Siok (2010) and Hu et al.
(2010), English readers have increased
activity in the left superior temporal gyrus
and (although not mentioned by Siok and
Hu) the left inferior frontal gyrus (which,
incidentally, borders the superior
temporal region).

Unsurprisingly, figure 4 shows that the
Chinese readers had high activity in the
left middle frontal gyrus when reading
their L1, but surprisingly they also had
high activity in the same region, which is
used to process Chinese, even when
reading English. Tan et al. (2003) here
offer evidence to suggest that Chinese
participants were applying the previously
adopted strategy of processing Chinese
to process English words and not
automatically converting letters to sounds,
which suggests that perhaps phonemic
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awareness may not be necessary when
reading an alphabetic language if a
person’s L1 is Chinese and affects their
reading of their L2, therefore using the
morphological awareness of processing
their L1 to process their L2.

Paradis (2004) refers to a multitude of
experts to show that the academic
community is unsure about the reliability
and validity of Tan’s findings. Some
support this theory and specify that
people who develop their L2 later will
utilise the same cortical areas when
processing both their L1 and their L2,
although others say that different areas
will be used when the person gets to a
certain level in their L2. Almost all seem
to agree that lower level L2 speakers are
using the same area of their brain to
process their L2 as their L1; almost all
seem to agree that fluent bilinguals are
using different areas of their brain to
process their L1 and their L2.

Even though the Chinese people in Tan’s
study use different parts of their brains to
process English and Chinese, Paradis
(2004) and Perfetti et al. (2007) suggest
that some people, whose first language
is Chinese but who have been schooled
in English from a young age, utilise the
same area of the brain as a native
English speaker would do to read in their
L1.

Unfortunately, | must conduct research for
my case study without the luxury of an
fMRI machine to observe which part of
my participants’ brains are more active
when processing English. Due to the lack
of scientific equipment available to me,
my aim is to humanise my research and
draow lots of information from the

students’ personal experiences to
understand how they have found literacy
classes in both their L1 and their L2.

Introducing my case study: My
participants and the data collection
methods

The participants in my case study, whom |
refer to as Alan and Amy, are two
fourteen year-olds with literacy difficulties
in English and/or Chinese who were
schooled in Hong Kong, have a Chinese
dialect as their L1 and presently spend
most of the year living and studying in
England. Since they have been
diagnosed with literacy difficulties in their
L1 while at school in Hong Kong, there
was the presumption that they have the
same difficulties in their L2. | hope to
analyse the presumption of some experts
that literacy difficulties in L1 automatically
mean literacy difficulties in L2.

| am able to communicate in English with
the two students and will be able to
investigate  without any language
hindrance. | have opted to conduct two
short, separate interviews with the
children and collect information by
communicating with parents and teachers
as well as gaining access to literacy
grades. Despite Alan having a USA
passport and Amy having a UK passport,
both would see (Cantonese) Chinese as
their L1. Alan was schooled in Hong
Kong until the age of eleven and came to
his present school, where | teach, at the
start of year 7. He started with a few EAL
classes (just six per week after a term),
but went into mainstream English after
one year. Amy was schooled in Hong
Kong until the age of ten, when she came
to board in the UK during year 6. Due to
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both students’ evidence of literacy
difficulties from their schooling in Hong
Kong, our school grouped them into an
academic set alongside native English
speaking peers who attend around five
classes per week in our SEN department.
It is my supposition that our school, like
many people, presumed that as they
have literacy difficulties in their L1, they
would also in English. After they had
ceased all lessons with the EAL
department (both within one year of
being at our school), they continued with
SEN classes alongside their native English
speaking peers who have literacy
difficulties.

While having EAL lessons, they were
mostly having just six per week (having
been extracted from mainstream English).
Perhaps due to joining our school at a
relatively early age when they were the
only two students with a Chinese dialect
as their L1, both spend almost their whole
time in England speaking English with
non-Chinese speaking peers. They both
generally return to Hong Kong thrice per
year, spend eight months in the UK and
four months in Hong Kong. | interviewed
them just after they had finished year 9,
and before they started their two-year
GCSE programme.

Due to the sensitivity of the matter, there
are some questions that | felt more
suitable to ask the children’s parents or
previous teachers rather than the children
themselves.  For some questions, the
children would not have been able to
remember clearly enough, or analyse
themselves due to their young age. For
other questions, only teachers or parents
would have known the answer. | also
had the worry that going into too much

detail about the literacy difficulty aspect
of their educational history may have
made them feel labelled with a title.
With the assurance that they can opt out
at any time, | set out asking them
questions mostly about their feelings and
impressions from learning in Hong Kong,
learning in England and any comparisons
between the two.

Talking with Amy

Amy was very talkative and smiled a lot.
She was happy to help and gladly
elaborated upon her answers without me
asking her to give more information.
While in Hong Kong, she speaks
Cantonese “all the time”, and during her
time in England, she speaks English “all
the time”, although she speaks
Cantonese to her parents when she
telephones them. We joked about her
life being split into “two different worlds”,
as it seems to be eight months of almost
entirely English then four months of
almost entirely Cantonese. Amy said that
she presently felt more comfortable
learning in English than in Chinese, and
she clarified by stating that, as the
curriculum has moved on since she last
attended school in Hong Kong, it may be
difficult to keep up with her peers in
Chinese, were she to return.

Amy learnt an English curriculum for the
first three years of her education in Hong
Kong, only having Mandarin language
classes taught in Chinese.  After this
period, she had one year at a state
school in Hong Kong, where the entire
curriculum was given in Cantonese. After
four years of education in Hong Kong,
she came to England, where she has
been studying for four years. In eight
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years of schooling, Amy has only had one
year studying in her L1, Cantonese
Chinese.

When she was studying in Chinese, she
mentioned that she found it quite hard.
Although she cannot remember that much
about the experience, she said, “l know
what | want to write, but | just can’t write
it out. | can’t really remember the
symbols, but | can say it (in Chinese).”

Unfortunately, it is unclear whether her
inability to remember the characters (or
symbols, as she says) is because of
literacy difficulties or because her peers
had had more time in the Chinese
education system to dedicate to learning
characters by rote. This lack of time in
the Chinese education system in
comparison to her peers is what she
herself mentioned when asked whether
she thought that she was at a
disadvantage to her classmates in Hong
Kong. She does not however, see herself
at a disadvantage to her peers in her
present school now that she is learning in
English as she “learns quite quickly here”.

Amy thought for a short while, before
mentioning what she saw as her strengths
and weaknesses. On the positive side,
she said: “I understand what teachers say
quite quickly.” before elaborating to say
that she understood a written story more
than a spoken story. On the other hand,
she feels that it is easier to say what she
means, rather than write it; this is very
common among people with literacy
difficulties (Drysdale, 2009).

Part of Amy sees learning in her L2 as “a
bit of a disadvantage”, as she did not
start learning to read and write in the UK

when everybody else did. She then
optimistically proceeds by saying that the
most important parts of each subject do
not start getting taught until year 9 and
10, therefore saying that she arrived at
her present school early enough to cover
everything that she feels is necessary.
This comment suggests that Amy sees the
GCSE exams as the most important part
of her education, rather than the process
of improving her literacy.

In reply to the question of whether she
sees having SEN classes as an
advantage or a disadvantage, Amy said,
“I don’t mind if | don’t have it as | don't
think it's doing that much”. She also
thinks that she would not need SEN
lessons if she went to a Chinese school
and that she would prefer learning in
Chinese as, she says, “it's my own
language”.

She acknowledges that it is important to
learn both English and Chinese but says,
“I want my Chinese to be better because
China is getting up”, referring to China'’s
increasing power in the world. Despite
having only learnt in Chinese for one
year, it must have left an impressions on
her, as she answered my final question in
great depth and with great maturity;
when asked whether she would prefer
studying in Chinese or English, she
replied, “I would be happier studying in
Chinese but the way of studying in English
is really good because in China you have
to study every day”.

Talking with Alan
Alan’s answers were a lot curter than

Amy’s, but he generally does not talk as
much as she does and is more of an
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introvert. Teachers and his mum have
said that he has opened up a lot in his
three years at my school and, according
to his mum, “he is only now beginning to
gain confidence” after a “traumatic” time
in the Hong Kong education system.

My colleague, who taught him EAL for a
year, said that at the start of his time at
our school, he would just sit and listen in
class and not speak. Drury and
Robertson (2008) mention a silent period
when children find themselves in a new
environment, a new language and/or a
new culture, which could have been a
reason for Alan’s lack of speaking. As he
began to open up in the classroom with
his spoken English, he retained a
reluctance to write in the EAL classroom.

Alan said that he spoke English 99% of
the time while in the UK, but gives a
different answer to Amy’s language used
while in Hong Kong. Alan stated that he
spoke Cantonese 80% of the time whilst in
Hong Kong and English 20% of the time.
He communicates in English with his
brother, who is ten years old and still
studies in Hong Kong. By using English at
home, English has become important in
his life in Hong Kong as well as the
language used during his time in
England. Alan answered that he would
now feel more comfortable with learning
in English, rather than learning in Chinese
again, but did not elaborate on why.

Alan learnt in a nursery school in Hong
Kong from the age of three before
moving up to a primary school and
staying there until the age of eleven,
when he moved to his present school,
where he has been for the previous three
years. Although the first eight years of his

schooling were in Cantonese (five, if you
exclude nursery school), he had English
classes from the age of three, and
continued until he came to England,
where English became the language of
the curriculum. Alan found it difficult to
compare himself to anybody, but
admitted that in Chinese, he “probably
couldn’t keep up with them (his peers)”.
Alternatively in his present school he felt
at no disadvantage to his peers, be it in
English classes, SEN classes or any other
subjects, such as history.

Alan was not very forthcoming with more
information, and he seemed to be tiring
as the interview continued. When | asked
him about his strengths and weaknesses,
| had to elicit his answers and other later
questions were often one word replies.
When given the option of preferring
writing or speaking and preferring
reading or listening, he selected writing
and reading in English as something he
preferred to reading and listening in
English.

Perhaps his reluctance to offer spoken
answers was a clue of this preference,
but if he did indeed have literacy
difficulties in  English, | would have
expected him to have selected aural and
oral communication. When asked, he
mentioned that he thought that it was an
advantage to attend some lessons in the
SEN department, but that he did not know
why he felt that way. Differently to Amy,
Alan said that he preferred learning in
English rather than Chinese because he
could remember the words better, but
that it is equally important to learn in
Chinese as it is to learn in English.
Finally, when asked whether he thought
that he would be happier learning in
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English or Chinese, he gave one of his
quickest answers: English.

Talking with Amy’s dad and teachers
and analysing Amy's progress in
literacy since she arrived at my school

It has been very interesting looking into
Amy’s educational history. It seems that
her experiences were not rare in the
Chinese speaking world. While | was
living in Asia, | taught many children who
were learning in an international school
where English was the language used for
education, but who had Chinese as their
L1. Having spoken to many parents of
Chinese descent on the topic of their
children learning their mother tongue, it
was not uncommon to have parents tell
me that their children can speak Chinese
at home and be schooled in English.

Although some parents realised the
importance of their child learning
Chinese, there are many Chinese parents
or parents of Chinese heritage who
wanted their children to embrace the
English language education  system
(usually based on a British or American
curriculum), and leave Chinese for home
life, seeing it as less important than
English. There was the myth among some
that this would naturally lead to bilingual
fluency. An even more shocking idea that
some parents held was that competency
in Chinese will only hinder English ability.
Nijakowska (2010) Cummins (2000) and
Battle (2009), have set out strong
evidence to disprove this and show that
competency in L1 will only aid a person'’s
L2 acquisition.

If the theories of Cummins, Battle and
Nijakowska can be validated, then

perhaps Amy’s literacy difficulties were
exacerbated early in her education as
she was schooled in her L2 before
learning ample literacy skills in her L1.

Amy’s father has told me that she studied
at an international school in Hong Kong
from the beginning of her formal
education at the age of six. Except for
Chinese class, which was incidentally
Mandarin  and not Cantonese, the
curriculum at her international school was
delivered entirely in English with mostly
native English speaking teachers, and she
received no SEN lessons for the first two
years.

Amy'’s father puts the school’s inability to
identify her literacy difficulties earlier
down to the fact that there was not much
writing in the curriculum and very little
testing. It was not until her third and final
year at that school that they identified her
literacy difficulties. Then, at the age of
nine, after three years of studying in her
international school, Amy attended a
state primary school in Hong Kong, where
the whole curriculum was given in
Cantonese, except for English classes.

She received extra classes for helping to
develop her literacy skills just one hour
per week in a smaller class of seven
students. It is not clear whether the
school felt that she needed these extra
classes as she had missed out on three
years of schooling in Chinese, whether
they were told about her literacy
difficulties in English, or whether they
tested her separately in Chinese. Her
father reiterated Amy’'s own claims that
she found Chinese classes harder than
English classes, stating that her year in
the Hong Kong state sector culminated in
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Table 1-Amy’s Grade 7 Test Scores

Sept 2013 Jan 2014 June 2014

12 yrs 8 mths 13 yrs 0 mths 13 yrs 5 mths
Internal spelling test 8 yrs 4 mths - 8 yrs 4 mths
Neale. Analysis of Reading Ability Il 7 yrs 8 mths 8 yrs 5 mths
(reading accuracy)
Neale Analys-ls of Reading Ability Il 8 yrs 1 mth 9 yrs 10 mths
(comprehension)
Edinburgh Reading Test 9 yrs 2 mths

“her getting very poor scores in all
areas”.

When Amy came to our school, my
colleagues tell me that she had already
been at a school in Norfolk for two terms.
We, as a school, were able to cater for
her literacy difficulties more suitably.
Upon starting with us, she was considered
shy, but with a good level of spoken
English already.

Table 1 shows the results of some tests
given by the SEN department while she
was in year 7. Except for spelling,
improvements had been made, but she
was still at least three years behind the
average for her age.

Talking with Alan's mum and teachers
and analysing Alan’s progress in
literacy since he arrived at my school

Contrary to Amy's schooling, Alan’s has
put more importance on Chinese. His
mum has told me that he started learning
to read and write Chinese from the age
of three. She mentioned that her son

enjoyed reading and writing before he
started primary school at the age of six.
In these first three years of nursery
education, although Alan “took a longer
time than children of the same age to
recognise Chinese characters” and his
handwriting was faint, he was “a happy
child who loved reading and playing with
Lego”.

Bogdanowicz and Oftt (in Nijakowska,
2010) mention that faint handwriting
implies a problem with motor skills and
that late motor development is a sign of
being at risk from dyslexia. There was
already “early intensive writing” in Alan’s
education, even before primary school.
Although his entire schooling in Hong
Kong was in Chinese, he started learning
English from the start of his time at school
and his L2 was his favourite subject.

Alan’s mum states that it was the move to
primary school that “overwhelmed” her
son and gave him an “abhorrent”
learning experience. Having just turned
six, Alan started at a “very competitive
prestigious Chinese primary school in
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Hong Kong”, where he found it very
difficult to recognise Chinese characters.
The workload was too much, and he
often found that he had two to three
hours of homework every night and spent
most of his weekend studying how to say
and write Chinese characters. This was
from the ages of six to eleven.

In the second year of primary school
(aged seven), it was discovered that his
fine motor skills were affecting him when
writing Chinese characters and that he
had dysgraphia. His mother has
mentioned that his literacy difficulties are
a lot less severe in English than in
Chinese. When he first came to us and
took literacy tests, he was shown to be
below average for his year, although
teachers were not clear as to whether
this was due to literacy difficulties or EAL
issues.

Recently, Alan has expressed a keen
interest in studying computer science at
GCSE, but due to timetabling issues, this
subject is only available in the A- and B-
bands, whereas SEN classes are only
available in the C-band. Alan was told
that in order to study computer science
from September 2015 (year 10) he had to
assure teachers that, along with his
recent marks in literacy, he did not need
SEN classes by achieving highly in the
end-ofterm examinations.

Having viewed his literacy scores from
the last year, he is presently far ahead of
his SEN class, and with scores reaching
120 (where 100 is the average
achievement for a student of his age),
tests have suggested that he does not
have literacy difficulties in English.
Additionally, his end-ofterm marks were

very commendable and, in combination
with many discussions between the SEN
department, his tutors and his head of
year, Alan has been allowed to move up
to the B-band to study computer science
and thus no longer have SEN classes.

Discussion and Conclusion

| feel that one of the most useful points
that | have learnt from my literature
review and case study is the importance
of discovering from an early point in their
education in English whether an EAL
learner has literacy difficulties. Gathering
information of previous literacy
development is very useful, but if there is
no evidence of literacy difficulties for
whatever reason, other non-literacy
based testing methods should be
employed sooner rather than waiting
until their L2 is at a higher level.
Regardless of the outcome of the early
tests, continuous monitoring should be
adopted including observing the speed
at which the EAL learner’s literacy skills
improve in their L2.

As | discovered in my literature review,
there are some experts (Siok, 2010)
whose research has lead them to believe
that if you have literacy difficulties in an
alphabetic language, you will not
necessarily have literacy difficulties in
Chinese and vice versa. Others (Hu et
al., 2010) have come to the conclusion
that even though neuroimaging shows us
that English readers without literacy
difficulties and Chinese readers without
literacy difficulties use different parts of
the brain to process their L1, dyslexic
learners of both languages have a lower
volume of grey matter in the same larger
area of the left hemisphere of the brain.
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My study of Amy initially seemed to
strengthen Hu’s theory as, on paper at
least, she has literacy difficulties in both
English and Chinese. However | do not
feel that her literacy difficulties are clear
enough in Chinese to use her alone as
evidence. Even though she scored very
poorly in the end-of-year tests, there is no
evidence to suggest that this was
because of literacy difficulties. The fact
that she attended one hour of SEN
classes per week in her Chinese school
could have just been because of the
evidence of literacy difficulties in English
and the assumption that she would have
them in Chinese. Even she points out that
lower achievement in comparison to her
peers could have been due to her
Chinese peers having attended a
Chinese education system for years
previously while she was in an English
international school.

The journey of Alan’s educational history
however, combined with the findings of
Tan et al. (2003), offer substance to Siok’s
theory. There is evidence to suggest that
Alan has literacy difficulties in his L1,
Chinese, but Alan’s improvement in
literacy tests during his time in England
suggests that he does not have literacy
difficulties in  English. His mother’s
information given to the school confirming
his evidence of literacy difficulties in
Hong Kong combined with low scores in
the SEN test when he first arrived in
England lead my school to assume he
would have literacy difficulties in English.
Using Tan et al’s (2003) findings from
their neuroimaging research and the
subsequent articles analysing the validity
of their study, it could be possible that a
person whose L1 is Chinese can start
learning an alphabetic language using

the same area of the brain that they use
to process Chinese (middle frontal gyrus),
then perhaps use a different part of their
brain (inferior frontal and/or superior
temporal) to process the alphabetic
language after they have reached a
certain level of fluency.

If a person still uses the same part of
their brain to process both English and
Chinese, then it stands to reason that they
would have literacy difficulties in both
languages (or neither). If a person is
very fluent in their L2 and thus uses two
different areas of the brain to process the
two different languages, then Siok’s
theory paves the way for the possibility of
literacy difficulties in one but not the other
(although dyslexia in both could be
possible under Siok’s findings, Hu et al.’s
research suggests that it would definitely
be the case). Without the findings of
Siok, Alan’s recent improvements in
literacy marks in English and removal
from SEN lessons and into the school’s B-
band may suggest that he has merely
‘overcome’ his literacy difficulties, a
suggestion which would not be accepted
by the maijority of researchers.

It is possible that Alan has reduced grey
matter volume in the left middle frontal
gyrus, and he used to use this area to
process English reading as well as
Chinese reading, but now that his English
is being used at school and sometimes
even voluntarily at home, he is using the
superior temporal gyrus to process
English reading, an area which for him
does not have a reduced grey matter
volume during processing. Recent testing
over a long period of time implies that he
does not in fact have literacy difficulties in
his L2, as he is scoring higher than the
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average native English speaking student.
The important finding for me is that Alan
seems to have literacy difficulties in
Chinese but not in English. His initial
problems in English literacy have been
overcome due to immersion in an English
speaking environment. For Alan’s
development, it does not matter whether
the immersion helped Alan to use the
superior temporal gyrus to process
English or merely improved his English
level. | think Alan’s experience is clear
evidence of the need to test most non-
native English students for literacy
difficulties upon arrival in the UK using
suitable testing methodology. If their L1
is an alphabetic language and they have
clear evidence of literacy difficulties in
their L1, most researchers say that we
can almost assume that they will have
literacy difficulties in English as well. If
there is no documented evidence of
literacy difficulties in their L1 or their L1 is
not an alphabetical language however, a
test should be given soon after they have
arrived and after they have settled into
their new surroundings. A CAML would
be the most appropriate form of testing
for the majority of new pupils, so that EAL
issues do not warp the results. This test
should not be taken as a 100% accurate
test for literacy difficulties, but merely an
indication. After some time in the UK
education system, a more suitable test
can be given.

There is a lot of evidence and
information missing from my case study,
which prevent me from backing up my
comments of the previous two
paragraphs as much as | would have
liked to. | was unable to use an fMRI
machine or other similar device to
measure brain activity in certain areas of

the brain of my participants during
reading exercises in Chinese and English
during their time at school in England.
Additionally, due to the specific nature of
my study and the fact that | wanted to
speak with children whom | had already
met and with whom | had already built
up a good rapport, there were not many
available participants. A broader
spectrum of students would have given
my conclusions more credibility.

My interviews with the students have
taught me the importance that they see
in their L1. Even though some children
may look down upon using their L1 when
living in the UK, as they see English as a
way to fit in with their peers at their new
school, in today’s world | feel that
Chinese differs from many other
languages. Both Amy and Alan have a
sense of pride in their L1 and can see the
importance of learning Chinese. China
has become a strong power in the world,
as Amy herself hints at during our
interview. The language (and culture)
seems to have become increasingly
popular among both people of Chinese
decent and other races.

The literature review not only opened my
mind to the findings of literacy difficulties
in two very different languages, but also
showed me how recent the study of
literacy difficulties in a person’s L2 is,
especially when analysing language
comparison in languages as diverse as
Chinese and English. My case study
allowed me to look closely at the lives of
Chinese speakers who are learning in
English and have literacy difficulties in at
least one of their two main languages.
The most interesting part of my study was
conducting the interviews with Amy and
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Alan and the correspondence that | had
with their parents. These helped me to
both appreciate how difficult it can be to
live and study in a country where your L1
is not spoken and realise the adaptability
of younger learners. It was amazing to
see (from teachers comments, parents
comments and from speaking to the
students themselves) that once their very
specific educational requirements had
been catered for, they were more able to
enjoy school life and become more
confident in themselves as people. This
confidence is paramount for educational
progress and the development of the
character of a person.

After having finished my article and
having realised the problems that could
occur from testing an EAL student for
literacy difficulties either too early using
too much of their L2 or too late, | have
decided to use CAML testing methods,
acquired from ELT Well, to test non-native
English students who started at our school
this September (2015). | will bear in mind
that the tests will not be an entirely
accurate indicator of literacy difficulties,
but will merely alert me to the children
who have the potential of having literacy
difficulties in their L2.
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