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Coffee! (10-15 minutes)

Practical part- Your turn! (40 minutes)
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EAL learners and diversity in classrooms
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“When teaching maths/ science…, language teaching is not necessary.”

• EAL learners overall underperform relative to monolinguals & vary greatly in 
school success (Strand et al., 2015) 

• EAL learners’ English language proficiency predicts school attainment (and 
wellbeing!) (Demie, 2017; Strand & Demie, 2006; Whiteside et al., 2016) 

• Reason: Language in classroom conversation, when reading to learn, in exams…

• Language is a primary medium of teaching and learning
• Teaching success mediated by language
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“Kids learn languages so quickly, they are like sponges.” 
• Large individual differences in language learning (esp. with EAL) (Paradis, 2001)

• Individual differences due to child-internal and external influences (Paradis, 2001, 
Paradis & Kirova, 2014)

“When you can talk to a student learning EAL and they sound like a native English 
child, they’re fine with the language”

• Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills vs. Cognitive Academic Language 
Proficiency  
or BICS vs. CALP (Cummins, 2000) 

• EAL learners struggle with vocabulary & reading comprehension (Spencer & 
Wagner, 2015)

• Realistic expectations
• “Hidden” difficulties with CALP, vocabulary and reading comprehension
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It’s a cat!

Definition: Four-
legged, domestic 
mammal.

Idioms & collocations: 
“It’s raining cats and dogs”
“Curiosity killed the cat”
“to let the cat out of the bag”

When to use it:  
“Aww, what a cute cat!”

When not to use it:  
“He’s such a fat cat!”

Word associates:  
dog, n.

Synonyms:  
feline

Use in multiple 
contexts:  
stroke a cat 
look like a cat 
stray cat, tom cat…
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“Students can infer the meaning of unknown words from the context.”
• Can’t only rely on children picking up words through reading (e.g. Tapia et al., 2017; Joseph, Nation, 2018)

• Works best for already good comprehenders 
• Influenced by how the word occurs in text(s)

• Explicit and systematic vocabulary teaching is highly effective (Murphy & Unthiah, 2015)
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Martinez & Murphy, 2011

14

Let me tell you about my home. It’s on this little hill out in 
the country. But I’m not far from the city (I don’t like the 
city – do you?) – not much time to get here. I can’t wait to 
show you a photo… or you can call me to come over to 
see in person! 07786 237 679

I don’t get out much – it’s about time I do.  I’m not from 
here – this country or city. (But I like this country.)  I’m far 
from home. I’m a little over the hill, let me tell you, but you 
can’t tell! (I can show you my photo, or wait to come see 
me in person!) Call me on 07786 554 0978

exact	
same	
words

all	very	
frequent	
words	
(top	
2,000)

The task
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Martinez & Murphy, 2011 (cont.)

The results
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“If a student can say a word, they know it.” 
• Knowing a word means knowing form, meaning, and use (Nation, 2001) 

“Student can always infer the meaning of unknown words from the context.”
• Can’t only rely on children picking up words through reading (e.g. Tapia et al., 2017; Joseph, Nation, 2018)

• Works best for already good comprehenders 
• Influenced by how the word occurs in text(s)

• Explicit and systematic vocabulary teaching is most effective (Murphy & Unthiah, 2015)

“Students will notice when they don’t understand words.”
• EAL students (and other poor comprehenders) less likely, especially with multi-word/ figurative 

vocabulary (Martinez & Murphy, 2011; Burgoyne, Whiteley, Hutchinson, 2013; ongoing PhD research)

• Word knowledge is form, meaning, and use
• Students will not notice or infer all unknown words and phrases
• Explicit vocabulary teaching is key
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Features of good vocabulary exercises: (Nation, 2001):

•  Clear learning goal
• Support psychological conditions of learning 

• Notice 
• Retrieve 
• Generate

• Observable signs of learning
• Additional information about word

Example exercises  (Nation, 2001; Murphy & Unthiah, 2015):

• Morphological decomposition (see also curriculum- DfE, 2014)
• Words/ phrases in use (e.g. with image, highlighted in text)
• Re-use newly introduced words in other tasks
• Cognates
• “It’s my word”
• “What is it?”
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“If a student can read a text fluently, they understand and we can use it  
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• EAL students & poor comprehenders struggle with comprehension, 
not decoding (Spencer & Wagner, 2015) 

What underpins reading comprehension?
• Vocabulary (Spencer & Wagner, 2015; Murphy & Unthiah, 2015)

• Background knowledge (Burgoyne, Whiteley, Hutchinson, 2013)

• Deep reading & monitoring (McNamara & O’Reilly, 2009)
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Low coherence text

High coherence text

Strategies to encourage deep reading
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Reading comprehension: What to teach

“If a student can read a text fluently, they understand and we can use it  in 
lessons and homework without extra support.” 

• EAL students & poor comprehenders struggle with comprehension, not 
decoding (Spencer & Wagner, 2015)

What underpins reading comprehension?
• Vocabulary (Spencer & Wagner, 2015; Murphy & Unthiah, 2015)

• Background knowledge (Burgoyne, Whiteley, Hutchinson, 2013)

• Deep reading & monitoring (McNamara & O’Reilly, 2009)

• Text coherence
• Tasks/ strategies

• Motivation (Willingham, 2017)

• Teach and activate vocabulary and background knowledge 
• Encourage deeper reading through texts and task choices
• Make texts relevant and motivating
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But first…



Now: Task time!

Until 5:50(ish). 

??? !!!
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• What did you think about the text- would you use it?
• Which words would you teach, and how?
• What online resources did you find useful? What did you use 

them for?
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Thank You! 

Annina Hessel  
annina.hessel@education.ox.ac.uk 
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