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1. Introduction

Aims of this review

It is important to identify special educational needs (SEN) in literacy in order to 
provide appropriate help at an early stage and avoid problems later on in a child’s 
education. But it has been reported that there are particular obstacles to achieving 
effective identification in the case of children learning English as an additional 
language (EAL). The main aim of the review is to identify and appraise key findings 
on successful approaches to identification and assessment. An important element is to 
examine possible strategies for distinguishing between literacy problems which are 
due to EAL and those which are due to SEN such as specific learning difficulties. 
There is often a degree of confusion: a problem that arises solely because of language 
difference may be treated as a more deep-seated learning difficulty; alternatively, a 
severe problem of learning may be ignored because it is assumed that the child will 
overcome it as fluency in English improves. 

It is widely recognised that teachers need more help to address these issues. An aim 
of the review is to identify developmental work and research that will contribute to 
meeting that need. There is an emphasis on work relating to the development of 
reading skills, since this is the area that has received most attention. A secondary aim 
of the review is to highlight the problem that wider aspects of literacy have not been 
investigated so fully in studies of children learning EAL who have learning 
difficulties.

The report is in three parts. Sections 1 – 3 introduce key concepts and research 
findings on EAL literacy and learning difficulties. These sections include reviews of 
the extent of the problem and of the take-up of special provision. They end with an 
analysis of the types of difficulty children learning EAL may experience when 
reading in their second language. That lays the basis for Sections 4 - 6 which discuss 
the central theme of the report - principles, methods and materials for identification 
and assessment. These sections address both general and specific questions about the 
assessment of learning difficulties among children learning EAL. How do general 
principles of assessment apply to this population? What staffing is required to address 
the challenge? Should children be assessed in their home language? How can cultural 
bias be minimised? How will the assessment needs of this group be best met within 
the National Literacy Strategy? Is Reading Recovery relevant to their needs? It is 
clear that many teachers are uncertain or confused when they attempt to respond to 
these questions? Section 8 considers the coverage of guidance to schools and teachers. 
Finally, the concluding section sets out suggestions for action. 

Children learning English as an additional language

The review is concerned with children for whom English is an additional language. In 
the academic year 1996/97 pupils learning EAL constituted 7.5% of the school 
population in English local education authorities (LEAs). The distribution was 
uneven with over half of the pupils learning EAL located in only 20 LEA areas. Many 
schools had no such pupils, while in a small proportion (4%) a majority of the pupils 
had EAL (DfEE, 1999).
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The term generally used for our subject throughout the review is "pupils learning 
EAL". This term carries no specific implication about the level of children's 
proficiency in either their first language (L1) or their second (L2). 

There is a tendency in the literature on learning difficulties to discuss bilingualism in 
cognitive terms alone and to ignore other dimensions of people's associations with the 
languages in their repertoire - their sense of cultural affiliation and their group 
identification (Fradd, 1987; Rampton, 1990; Leung, Harris and Rampton, 1997). 
Literacy is intimately bound up not only with our language knowledge but also with 
our feelings about our languages and about the social group with which they are 
associated. These dimensions should be borne in mind throughout.

The focus here is on children who learn to read at school in their second or third 
language where that language is different from their first language or the language 
spoken in their home. The review is not mainly concerned with learning difficulties 
experienced by children who speak a variety of English at home that is different from 
that used in the classroom. 

The central theme is learning difficulties. The review inevitably focuses on areas of 
academic weakness in the populations that are studied. It would be very easy for a 
review of this kind to reinforce negative stereotypes of pupils learning EAL and 
appear to justify low expectations of their likely progress in schools where English is 
the main medium of communication. There are two correctives to that. Firstly, there 
is UK evidence that pupils learning EAL in some LEA areas show substantially 
improved mean academic achievement by the end of secondary school (Gillborn and 
Gipps, 1996). Secondly, there is international evidence that bilingual children do well 
where the extra intellectual and cultural capital that they bring with them is valued 
and incorporated in the school curriculum (Collier, 1992, 1995; Cummins, 1993). We 
are focusing on challenges that are overcome by the vast majority of pupils in this 
population and on exceptional difficulties that are experienced by a minority. That 
focus should not mislead anyone to expect problems where they need not occur. At 
the same time, if there is some underachievement because of reading difficulties, we 
hope to contribute to identifying the work that is needed to address the problem.

Methods used in the review

The review looks at work published during the period 1987-99, referring to earlier 
work where necessary as background to recent developments1. The search involved 
electronic and manual research literature databases (PsycLit, ERIC and BEI) together 
with a selective search of Internet sources and consultation with presenters at a 
relevant conference organised by the British Dyslexia Association in June 1999. 
There is an extensive literature on the assessment of SEN and of reading difficulties 
and dyslexia which very rarely refers to children learning EAL and an extensive 
literature on learning to read in L2 which very rarely refers to learning difficulties. 
Our first aim in the review was to identify published work in English which spans 
these areas. Reference is made below to 102 journal articles and other publications on 
SEN and learning difficulties in pupils from ethnic and linguistic minority 
communities. Only 29 of these concern the identification and assessment of reading 
1  The review of tests (section 7 and Appendix 2) includes older material that is still in current 

use.

2



difficulties and dyslexia2. More selectively, we also aimed to identify material on the 
separate areas of SEN, assessment and literacy development which could contribute 
to illuminating the issues set out above. 263 published works are cited below in that 
category. 

As had been anticipated, the research literature on some topics is very thin. But the 
review is not restricted to empirical work described as “research” and published in 
academic papers. Where relevant, it also refers to development work by teachers, 
psychologists and speech and language therapists and to policy statements and 
guidance from government agencies and local authorities. A postal survey of 
education authorities in selected conurbations with large linguistic minority 
communities was carried out to identify local reports and notes of guidance that are 
not published in a nationally accessible form (see section 8).

The analysis of learning difficulties in literacy

The title of this project refers to learning difficulties in literacy. In much of the report 
the focus is on reading. This is because the relevant literature on learning difficulties 
mainly concentrates on the narrower range of abilities and activities involved in the 
reading task. The writing process has received less attention from those concerned 
with the identification of learning difficulties (Moseley, 1997; Turner, 1993b,1997). 
While our review must necessarily reflect the balance of emphasis in the literature, 
we will suggest below that some re-balancing would be timely. The goal of the 
literacy curriculum is that children should be able to read and write and also that they 
should choose to engage with a wide range of texts and use their literacy skills to 
enhance their understanding and enjoyment of the world and their capacity for action 
(Hudelson, 1994). For children learning EAL biliteracy may offer a particularly rich 
range of options (Kenner, 1998; Wallace, 1993). But the wider definition of literacy is 
rarely mentioned in the literature on learning difficulties3.
 
Two approaches to conceptualising reading difficulties

At various points in the report we will refer to a simple distinction that is commonly 
made between two main approaches to conceptualising reading difficulties. The first 
is a categorical approach, in which difficulties are described with category terms such 
as dyslexia or specific reading retardation or reading disability. The problems would 
be thought of as qualitatively different from other (milder) reading difficulties, 
probably having distinct causes (with biological and genetic factors as prime targets 
for attention). The underlying condition will not change over time, even if the people 
concerned learn strategies that enable them to compensate for it. It is expected that 
they will show other difficulties besides reading. Perhaps they will have minor 
difficulties in fine coordination or in balance or in remembering instructions. Even 
when they overcome their initial reading problems, they may show residual 
difficulties in spelling or in the presentation of written work. For researchers and 

2  Seven of these papers report empirical studies of the reading process with quantitative data, 
seven report case studies, four report surveys, and eleven are discussion papers or describe 
development work in progress without new empirical data.

3  Exploratory work on spelling difficulties in English of children learning EAL in South 
Africa has been described by Seef (1999).
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educators who adopt a categorical approach to thinking about learning difficulties 
these additional and continuing problems will be evidence of the underlying condition 
that differentiates them from other poor readers.

The second approach to conceptualising reading difficulties involves a dimensional 
model in which individual differences in reading achievement are thought of as being 
distributed in a statistically normal way along a continuous dimension. "From this 
perspective, reading difficulties form the lower tail of a bell-shaped distribution that 
shades gradually into normal and superior ranges of reading abilities. The population 
distribution is bell shaped because relatively fewer individuals have extremely high or 
extremely low reading scores, and relatively more individuals have intermediate 
scores. The same factors - biological, cognitive, instructional - are assumed to 
influence differences in reading skill at all points along the continuum. Therefore, 
deciding on the precise point on the dimension at which to distinguish normal reading 
from reading disability is quite arbitrary." (Snow et al, 1998)

There are major theoretical differences between these two approaches. In most 
categorical definitions of literacy learning difficulties (e.g. in traditional and 
contemporary definitions of dyslexia) the fundamental problem is seen to be 
operating on the reading process at the word level - “inside the word recognition 
module” (Stanovich, 1994). When problems at the word level are overcome so that 
word recognition can become an automatic, unconscious process, the person with 
dyslexia is usually able to develop skills at the sentence and text levels comparatively 
smoothly. Problems at the sentence and text levels are not usually thought of in 
categorical terms, unless they are seen as stemming from (or as associated with) a 
word level problem. 

Characteristic reading difficulties of children learning EAL

Research has indicated that most children learning EAL do not encounter particular 
problems in deciphering print at the word level, even in their second language. But 
they do face particular linguistic and cultural challenges with reading material at 
school at the sentence and text levels. That does not mean that no children learning 
EAL experience the difficulties associated with dyslexia. In fact, we argue that it is 
probable that many such children go unnoticed and are treated as though their 
problems are solely to do with limited knowledge of the language in which they are 
trying to read. It is important to keep in mind a crucial distinction. On the one hand, 
there is likely to be a substantial number of children learning EAL who experience 
reading difficulties in the early stages because of linguistic and cultural obstacles 
which they are not always given sufficient help to negotiate. On the other hand, there 
is a much smaller number who will experience severe and continuing difficulties at 
the word level that may go undiagnosed. We will move between these two groups in 
our discussion, and much of our analysis will apply to both groups equally. But a 
central aim of this report is to identify how the distinction between them can be made 
more confidently and accurately in assessment and teaching.

4



2. Reading achievement and reading difficulties of children with 
English as an additional language

General levels of reading attainment

Early local studies of the educational attainments of pupils learning EAL often 
employed crude, over-inclusive categories such as "Asian pupils". They generally 
indicated that groups that included children learning EAL had slightly lower average 
attainments in reading English than the groups comprising monolingual pupils (e.g. 
Phillips and Marvelly, 1984). Overall group means were shown to fluctuate with 
changes in social circumstances (Mackintosh et al, 1988), but there were other factors 
at play too. When pupils learning EAL were delineated with greater care, it was 
evident that children from diverse linguistic minority communities showed 
differences in their mean levels of reading attainment from an early stage of 
schooling. For example, in many local studies children from the Pakistani community 
had lower average reading scores at Key Stage 1 than were obtained by children from 
the Indian community (e.g. Leeds, 1992).

Much of the UK evidence reviewed in this report focuses on the two largest linguistic 
minority communities with below average levels of attainment in literacy in primary 
school - the Bangladeshi and Pakistani communities. However, while this emphasis 
reflects the balance of the UK literature, we should not forget two phenomena 
highlighted in recent reports. Firstly, children from these communities in some areas 
improve their performance markedly by the end of compulsory schooling (Gillborn 
and Gipps, 1996; Ofsted, 1999). Secondly, many schools have concerns about literacy 
achievement in other smaller groups such as pupils of Turkish and Somali origin 
(Ofsted, 1999, para. 28). 

The incidence of individual reading difficulties

As would be expected, children learning EAL are more likely to start school with 
relatively low scores in English than other pupils. Table 1 illustrates this with data 
from Birmingham collected through a Baseline Assessment scheme which predated 
the present national framework. Alongside that analysis, Bartlett (1995) reported 
cross-sectional data showing that by the end of Key Stage 1 the performance of 
Indian pupils was comparable to that of white and African-Caribbean groups. This 
was not the case for the Pakistani and Bangladeshi groups (cf. Shorrocks et al, 1992). 

This review is concerned not with average group attainment but specifically with the 
identification of pupils with learning difficulties. In general, the published data allow 
progress through school to be charted in terms of mean group achievements in major 
areas of the curriculum but do not highlight the progress of children initially 
identified as performing below average and do not focus on reading or literacy 
specifically (Gillborn and Gipps, 1996).
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Table 1 Baseline Assessment and Key Stage 1 Results for English in Birmingham 
(Adapted from Bartlett, 1995 Tables 3, 4 & 9)

Baseline Assessment 
Results4

Key Stage 1 English 
Results

% pupils scoring 
5 or above

% pupils scoring 
Level 2 and above

1993
N=5655

1994
N=9655

1992
N=14271

1994
N=4904

African-Caribbean 32.1 37.6 73.6 84.0
White 34.9 34.0 70.3 79.4
Indian 23.2 24.6 71.5 79.4
Bangladeshi 18.8 19.5 43.3 43.5
Pakistani 14.9 13.9 42.9 57.6

There is evidence from case studies of individual schools that pupils learning EAL 
who have learning difficulties may not receive specialist teaching that they need. For 
example, in a study of a comprehensive school Troyna and Siraj-Blatchford (1993) 
showed that 25% of a cohort of 72 students received special needs support in their 
first year in the school, while this was allocated to none of the 104 students of South 
Asian origin in that year. On the other hand, almost 40% of the South Asian students 
were identified as needing English as a second language (ESL) support, including six 
who had attended UK primary schools since the age of four. It is possible that some 
of this group had not received adequate EAL support at an earlier stage. But it is also 
likely that in Year 7 there was a failure to discriminate clearly between ESL and SEN 
support needs. At a later stage the same group was over-represented in low English 
sets, as Scarr et al (1983) had found Pakistani pupils were in another Midlands school 
a decade earlier.5

This observation highlights a key challenge facing professionals in this field - 
uncertainty in individual cases whether slow progress towards literacy is caused by 
serious and abiding learning difficulties or is simply the result of limited knowledge 
of the language in which teaching is offered. Such uncertainty is likely to lead to 
delays in arranging appropriate provision for those children learning EAL who do 
have underlying learning difficulties in literacy over and above any difficulties related 
to their language status. If this were a problem, it would be evidenced by children 
learning EAL being under-represented in such provision - an area to which we now 
turn.

Access to support for specific learning difficulties

4  In the Baseline Assessment scheme the criteria against which pupils were assessed were 
developed from elements of the National Curriculum statements of attainment and programmes 
of study in English for speaking and listening, reading and writing A child scoring 5 or above 
showed elements of competence at Level 1 in at least two of the three areas. The criteria were 
intended to reflect the range of performance to be expected of pupils at the time of entry to 
school.

5  HMI too have observed that, where schools emphasise tight setting, some groups learning 
EAL (notably pupils from the Bangladeshi and Pakistani communities) are likely to be placed 
disproportionately in low sets, especially in English. This might easily be overlooked. In a 
sample of 24 secondary schools only one monitored ability sets by ethnic group (Ofsted, 1999).
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The background to concern about ethnic minority pupils in SEN provision

In the 1970s and 1980s commentators on the position of minority communities in 
SEN provision were concerned about over-representation. Compared to their group 
size in the general school population there were excessive numbers of “West Indian 
immigrant children” in what were then termed schools for the “educationally 
subnormal” in the UK (Coard, 1971; Tomlinson, 1981) and Mexican-American 
children in schools for the mentally retarded in the USA (Mercer, 1973). The practice 
of labelling so many children from such groups as having special educational needs 
attracted criticism in understandably emotive terms. In North America,  Jones (1988) 
wrote of a crisis in psycho-educational assessment, Cummins (1984) used the term 
"deportation" and de Blassie and Franco (1983) described the process of SEN 
assessment as "tantamount to a 'rape' of these children". In the UK,  Desforges (1997) 
suggested that ethnic minority parents could see the white professionals involved as 
"helping mainstream education avoid making the necessary changes to meet the 
particular needs of pupils from the various ethnic minority groups" (p. 28). A 
London-based Muslim newspaper headed an article on the subject with a caption 
describing educational psychologists as "immigration officials of a monolingual 
system" (Anon, 1988). Cummins and McNeely (1987) argued that "historically 
assessment has played the role of legitimising the previous disabling of minority 
students. In some cases, assessment itself may play the primary role, but usually its 
role has been to locate a problem within the minority student, thereby screening from 
critical scrutiny the subtractive nature of the school program, the exclusionary 
orientation of teachers toward minority communities, and transmission models of 
teaching that inhibit students from active participation in learning." (p. 93)

In an attempt to avoid these problems the new legal framework for SEN assessment 
established in England and Wales in 1981 made it clear that "a child is not to be taken 
as having a learning difficulty solely because the language (or form of a language) in 
which he is, or will be, taught is different from a language (or form of a language) 
which has at any time been spoken in his home" (DES, 1981). Perhaps for that reason 
or perhaps because of community pressure,  disproportionate placement in special 
schools for pupils with moderate learning difficulties has been reduced (e.g. ILEA, 
1985). But, as Troyna and Siraj-Blatchford (1993) showed, pupils learning EAL have 
continued to be over-represented in low ability streams, sets and vocational courses in 
some schools at secondary level. At the same time some local studies have indicated 
that they are under-represented in the list of pupils receiving specialist SpLD support 
- a form of provision for low achievers that is often seen to have higher social status.

Regional and local surveys of specialist provision for specific learning difficulties

In the UK there are no national statistics on the take-up of SEN provision by ethnic or 
language group. However, a small number of regional and local studies in different 
parts of the country have addressed the issue and, in some cases, their reports have 
included figures on specialist provision for children with specific learning difficulties 
(SpLD) or dyslexia. The first results were reported in the mid 80's by the Inner 
London Education Authority which included in a survey of SEN provision its area 
classes for pupils with SpLD in literacy (see Table 2).

Table 2 Special classes for children with SpLD in Inner London in 1984
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(Adapted from ILEA, 1985)

N African-Carib. Asian ESWI* Other
% % % %

All primary schools 131,415 15.7 11.1 55.9 17.3
SpLD Classes 300 19.0   2.3 64.7 14.0

* English, Scottish, Welsh and Irish

It is clear that very few Asian children were admitted to this provision. As noted by 
Cline and Frederickson (1999), the majority of the children came from families 
speaking one of the South Asian languages at home - estimated on the basis of Kysel 
(1985) to be approximately 55% Bengali or Sylhetti, 17% Gujerati, 16% Urdu and 
13% Punjabi. 

Curnyn et al (1991) reported similar data on the representation of children learning 
EAL in SEN provision in Glasgow over the five year period 1984/85 to 1988/89 (see 
Table 3). The authors pointed out (p. 278) that the data relating to specific learning 
difficulties in literacy needed to be treated with some caution because of the relatively 
small numbers involved. However, their data is in line with other findings reviewed 
here, and a follow-up survey of Scottish schools across a much wider area confirmed 
a pattern of low identification of “suspected dyslexia” in bilingual pupils (Deponio et 
al, 1999).

Table 3 Pupils learning EAL as a percentage of the total school population and 
of the population of SpLD units in Glasgow 1984/85 - 1988/89 
(Curnyn et al, 1991)

Year Total School %EAL/Total Total SpLD %EAL/SpLD
1984 106,413 3.83 87 1.15
1985 102,726 4.37 87 2.30
1986   99,014 4.38 94 1.06
1987   94,810 5.01 95 1.05
1988   92,012 5.09 93 1.08

One of the returns in our LEA survey (see section 7) is relevant in this context. In a 
metropolitan authority with 13% of ethnic minority pupils (mainly of Indian and 
Pakistani origin) the Principal Educational Psychologist reported that only one child 
from this group was referred for assessment for SpLD in 1998 (Table 4). 

8



Table 4Children referred for SEN assessment because of SpLD as a proportion 
of all SEN assessments initiated in 1998 (metropolitan authority)

No. of statutory 
SEN assessments

No. referred
for SpLD

% SEN assessments
referred for SpLD

All pupils 380 99 26.0
Ethnic minority
pupils   

  28   1   3.6

It must be acknowledged that the available data is patchy. Regular monitoring at 
national level would provide confirmation. But even without it across three urban 
LEAs and over a period of fifteen years the local surveys are consistent: there is very 
low representation of children learning EAL in local education authority lists of those 
receiving specialist support for pupils with specific learning difficulties6.

In the USA,  Baca and Cervantes (1989, p. 15) suggested that under-representation 
came about "because many LEP (limited English proficiency) handicapped students 
are being placed in bilingual education as an alternative to special education". Others 
have concentrated on distortions in the referral process (Graf, 1992), possible sources 
of bias in the content of tests (Miller, 1984; Lam, 1993), problems in the way in 
which tests are administered and interpreted (Desforges et al, 1995) and a failure to 
contextualise the assessment (Cline, 1993). In relation to SpLD,  Cline and 
Frederickson (1999) have argued that traditional ways of defining specific reading 
retardation and dyslexia may have contributed to the under-representation in 
provision for pupils with SpLD/dyslexia of children from minority linguistic or 
cultural backgrounds (see page 15). 

The literature suggests three main reasons for concern:
 
Invalid procedures

 The apparently careful procedures for identification and assessment may simply 
get it wrong: they may be invalid when applied to bilingual and multilingual 
pupils.

False Negatives

 Children learning EAL who have learning difficulties may be missing out: "…
students who truly need specialised assistance… languish in general education 
classrooms (without appropriate school-based support), benefiting little from 
conventional instruction" (Gersten and Woodward, 1994, p. 312). 

6  Crutchley et al (1997) reported that bilingual children in language units tend, on average, to 
have more complex and severe language difficulties than monolingual English-speaking 
children. This suggests that there may also be under-representation of children learning EAL in 
this type of special provision.
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Inefficient Use of Resources

 The whole enterprise of identification, assessment and EAL and SEN teaching is 
very expensive. If inappropriate methods are used for extended periods, scarce 
resources will be wasted because they are not available for allocation to those who 
could make good use of them. The task of this literature review is to suggest 
directions that might be promising if we are to develop approaches to work with 
children learning EAL that are valid, fair and efficient.
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3. Learning to read in a second or third language 

The learning process for most children

This section outlines the most influential approaches to defining literacy (or 
literacies) and to investigating the development of reading ability. A key aim is to lay 
the basis for distinguishing clearly in later sections between literacy learning 
difficulties that are due solely to a child learning to read in their second or third 
language and literacy learning difficulties in the same population that are associated 
with SEN. We have not attempted to provide a comprehensive review of the literature 
in this section but just to set the scene for later sections of the report. The criterion for 
selecting material was its relevance to understanding learning difficulties in L2 
reading.

Approaches to research

Different approaches to research on literacy in a second language have developed 
from different models of the reading process (Grabe, 1991) and different views of the 
uses of literacy (Baker, 1996). They lead to quite different approaches to teaching and 
assessing reading (McLaughlin, 1994). It is possible to think of this range as a 
continuum from psychological approaches at one end to studies of literacy as a social 
practice at the other. Table 5 follows August and Hakuta (1997) in simplifying the 
range into two broad categories at each end of the continuum7. The first approach, 
which grew from psychological research, is also termed a cognitive (McLaughlin, 
1994) or component skills approach (Grabe, 1991). The second approach, which has 
developed more recently, had its roots in anthropology. Educators now generally 
reject teaching methods exclusively associated with one or the other end of this 
continuum, and the National Literacy Strategy is based on a different framework. But 
the work of many researchers can still be clearly located within these categories.

7  Readers who are interested in a more detailed analysis of points on this continuum are 
referred to Baker (1996, chap. 15).
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Table 5 Opposing approaches to research on literacy as viewed by Baker (1996) 
[Bak] and August and Hakuta (1997) [Aug]

Skills approach (Bak)
Psycholinguistic definition (Aug)

Socio-cultural literacy approach (Bak)
Social practices view (Aug)

Focus of research Literacy is "a technical skill, neutral 
in its aims and universal across 
languages. The skills of reading and 
writing can be decomposed into 
vocabulary, grammar and 
composition." (Bak)

Literacy is "a psycholinguistic 
process involving component 
subprocesses such as -
 letter recognition
 phonological encoding
 decoding of grapheme strings 
 word recognition
 lexical access
 computation of sentence 

meaning, and so on" (Aug)

"Socio-cultural literacy is the ability to construct 
appropriate cultural meaning when reading… In 
reading and writing we bring not only previous 
experience, but also our values and beliefs 
enabling us to create meaning from what we read 
and insert understanding into what we write. 
Reading and writing is an act of construction by 
the individual." (Bak) 

"The uses of literacy, and thus the cultural 
meanings of literacy to which children are 
socialised, are conceptualised… as social rather 
than autonomous." The individual learner's role 
is de-emphasised, and little attention is given to 
developmental change. (Aug)

Implications for 
teaching

This definition of literacy "in 
general… tends to support the utility 
of explicit instruction about these 
subprocesses (e.g. phoneme-
grapheme mapping, word-
recognition strategies, identification 
of derivational morphological 
relations among words), as well as 
practice to achieve automatic 
processing of them." (Aug)

"The social practice view assumes that 
participation in a community that uses literacy 
communicatively is the crucial precondition for 
becoming literate: thus this view is associated 
with instructional practices such as encouraging 
children to write with invented spelling, 
exposing children to books by reading aloud, 
having tapes available, providing classroom 
libraries, and providing authentic reading 
experiences through the use of trade books rather 
than basal readers." (Aug)

Implications for 
assessment

The tests associated with this 
approach "tend to assess decomposed 
and decontextualised language skills, 
eliciting superficial comprehension 
rather than deeper language thinking 
and understanding." (Bak)

"The cultural heritage is discovered and 
internalised in reading. While reading and 
writing have certain overt, testable skills, there is 
also a more hidden information processing 
activity ensuring enculturation." (Bak)

Some reviews and textbooks focus on one type of approach only (e.g. Grabe, 1991) 
or present them separately as distinct perspectives without attempting to integrate 
them (e.g. McLaughlin, 1994). Some authors who have adopted the latter course (e.g. 
Baker, 1996) have suggested that the two approaches are fundamentally opposed and 
cannot be integrated. Durgunoglu (1997) took up the challenge:

1 Reading requires the activation and orchestration of linguistic, literacy, and 
background knowledge.

2 How the language and literacy development in the two languages of a bilingual  
interact is a challenge that the researchers have just begun to tackle.

3 Bilingual literacy acquisition and development cannot only be studied from a 
cognitive perspective, because they are strongly affected by sociocultural 
contexts and political concerns.
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4 Although reader characteristics are an important source of variance in 
bilingual reading research, collaboration and integration across fields that 
focus on different bilingual readers can be very useful.  (p. 272)

This does not represent a unifying model that can clarify the interaction between 
different levels of engagement with print. Even so it takes account of the significant 
progress that has been made towards a more broad-based understanding of the 
acquisition of reading and literacy by L2 learners. Unfortunately that breadth of 
vision is not yet generally reflected in the literature on learning difficulties.

Whilst most practitioners draw from insights associated with both approaches, 
research has advanced by adopting a tighter focus. For example, investigators 
working within the skills paradigm have proposed models of cognitive routes through 
which looking at print might lead to the recognition of meaningful language (Adams, 
1990). The process requires a wide range of skills that have to be deployed in a 
focused, largely automatised way by a fluent reader. The following list is derived 
from analyses by two reviewers concerned with L2 readers (Grabe, 1991; 
Durgunoglu, 1997):

 Automatic perceptual/identification skills at the level of the visual features of 
print, the letter and the word, e.g. pattern recognition, letter identification

 Phonological awareness
 Knowledge of the structure of the language that is being read, including its syntax 

and morphology
 Knowledge about the uses, purposes and conventions of literacy and of how texts 

in different genres are organised
 Vocabulary knowledge
 Ability to access lexical memory
 Content and background knowledge
 Activation of relevant concepts and prior knowledge
 Synthesising information in the text and evaluating it against other sources of 

information/knowledge
 Metacognitive knowledge8 
 Monitoring own response to the text, e.g. recognising problems of comprehension

Each element is required by both monolingual and bilingual readers, but they might 
differ in which elements give them most difficulty. For example, there might be a 
greater emphasis on problems relating to linguistic knowledge in the case of L2 
learners.

Print presents a complex stimulus from which the reader needs to construct meaning. 
A novice learner will approach the task in a different way from a skilled reader. Frith 
(1985) and others have developed models of stages of development through which it 
is suggested learners pass in acquiring the skill. However, evidence has accumulated 

8  Metacognitive knowledge has been defined as knowledge about our own thinking processes 
and the ability to adopt appropriate strategies to achieve particular goals. In relation to reading 
Grabe suggested that this might include "recognising the more important information in a text; 
adjusting reading rate; using context to sort out a misunderstood segment; skimming portions of 
the text; previewing headings, pictures and summaries; using search strategies…" (p.382)
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that the sequential course of reading acquisition through the stages is not universal 
and may be influenced by the way children are taught and the language in which they 
learn (Snowling, 1998; Wimmer and Hummer, 1990; Wimmer and Goswami, 1994). 
In any case it is most unlikely that a stage model designed to account for L1 reading 
development will do justice to the acquisition process of L2 learners. For example, 
they face different challenges in the important developmental shift that occurs when 
children automatise the process of word recognition for most words that they 
encounter in print. This change means that readers can give more of their attention to 
understanding the text rather than concentrating on decoding individual words and 
searching for them in memory. L2 learners are likely to find this shift a greater 
challenge than L1 learners because their lexical memory access in L2 will be slower 
and more limited - a problem that appears to be exacerbated when reading text at the 
"frustration" level (Favreau and Siegel, 1983; Geva and Clifton, 1994).

The impact of literacy in another language

One factor which the general models of reading development do not take into account 
is a child's prior exposure to print in other languages. It is possible to envisage 
various combinations of prior knowledge and experience that will have a differential 
impact on learning to read in a second or third language. Children may be able to read 
their first language fluently and write it confidently; they may have some familiarity 
with its print version from family letters, food packets and various domestic objects; 
or they may have had almost no exposure at all. Alternatively, they may be familiar 
with the print form of another language such as Arabic because of its use in religious 
ritual. 

There is evidence that most children who have learned to read beyond a basic level in 
L1 transfer some of their literacy knowledge to the task of learning to read in L2 and 
make quicker progress in L2 reading than would otherwise have been the case 
(Lanauze and Snow, 1989; Baker, 1996). Most of this work has been conducted 
within the cognitive tradition. Many of the studies with positive results have 
investigated transfer of learning between similar languages such as Spanish and 
English (e.g. Durgunoglu et al, 1993). However, transfer of some skills and 
knowledge has been shown to occur even where the two languages have quite 
different writing systems such as Japanese and English (Cummins, 1991) or Chinese 
and English (Bialystok, 1997). There is not yet a full understanding of the cognitive 
processes underlying successful transfer, the conditions that optimise positive transfer, 
and the differences between those who manage transfer successfully and those who 
do not (August and Hakuta, 1997). In our review of the literature we did not find 
detailed cognitive studies of transfer and biliteracy in the UK. The language 
landscape in the UK is very different from that in North America and other countries 
where much of the work has been carried out. So it is possible that different results 
would be obtained in research investigating the transfer of literacy skills among 
emerging biliterate learners between the UK and elsewhere.

Findings from observational studies of children’s L2 literacy learning

The lack of cognitive studies in the UK has been balanced by a small number of 
illuminating observational studies in the sociocultural literacy tradition in urban areas. 
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Literacy in L1 and literacy in English have been shown to serve different functions, to 
be learned in different ways and to be associated with different practices in various 
samples of children and young people from linguistic minority communities - a 
Chinese child in a reception class in London (Gregory, 1993), Gujerati adolescents in 
Leicester (Martin-Jones and Bhatt, 1998), a Gujerati seven year old in London 
(Kenner, 1999), Bangladeshi families in the West Midlands (Blackledge, 1999), and 
Sylhetti pupils in Year 1 and their siblings in London (Gregory, 1998). 

In a typical study,  Gregory (1994) compared the experiences of children aged 5 - 7 
from six East London Bangladeshi families in their local authority primary school 
and in the community school that they attended at the end of the day. She showed that 
children would read for longer in the community school, were expected to read for 
different purposes, used different types of reading material and were taught by 
different methods. Given the scale of the work, there is great variation between 
schools, and since this research was conducted, literacy practices in primary schools 
have changed dramatically. But that does not negate the substantive conclusion - that 
for some children literacy practices in their LEA school may contradict expectations 
they bring from their experiences elsewhere, whether at home or in a community 
school. Although there have been only a few such studies in this country involving 
children learning EAL, there can be some confidence in their findings because they 
are closely in line with observations in similar studies involving the majority 
community here (Baynham, 1995; Moss, 1996) and culturally diverse groups in 
Australia (Luke and Kale, 1997) and the USA (Heath, 1983; Volk, 1994). (Cf. 
Coulthard, 1998.)

Thus research within the socio-cultural literacy tradition has demonstrated that many 
children learning EAL in the UK experience severe cultural discontinuities between 
their home community and the local authority school over the development of 
literacy. For practitioners the implication for assessment is clear, though not always 
easy to implement. If children who are making poor progress in L2 reading are 
known to attend a religious or community class where reading is part of the 
curriculum, there are additional assessment questions to be addressed - how do they 
respond to the different literacy demands made of them in that setting, and what 
impact does that experience have on their perception of the reading task in school? 
More generally, how can teachers assess in an individual case of apparent learning 
difficulty whether discontinuities between home and school are inhibiting reading 
progress? The research base is now sufficiently well founded to justify a small-scale 
development project with the goal of producing materials or guidance to support such 
assessment.

Reading difficulties at word level

We showed earlier that children learning EAL appear to be under-represented among 
those identified with literacy learning difficulties. It would be surprising if the 
biological and genetic factors that are assumed to underlie conditions such as dyslexia 
in monolingual children did not also have an impact on children learning EAL. So we 
would expect them to show evidence of problems  in reading at the word level as 
often as other children. Research on this topic has gathered momentum over the last 
decade, and some clear conclusions are now emerging. Children with weak 
phonological skills in L2 tend to perform poorly in all aspects of L2 reading - as is 
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also found in monolingual learners (Frederickson and Frith, 1998). In addition, and 
more surprisingly, the ability of bilingual children to tackle phonological processing 
tasks in L1 is generally associated with success in word recognition reading tasks not 
only in L1 but also in L2, indicating cross-language transfer (Geva, 1999). 

There is a cautionary note to be kept in mind in considering the implications of that 
research. We do not yet know how far and in what ways the characteristics of L1 and 
the closeness of its relationship to L2 may make a difference (Da Fontura and Siegel, 
1995; Stuart-Smith and Martin, 1997). Also, the finding should not be over-
generalised: low levels of L2 oral language proficiency are associated with weak 
reading comprehension (Chitiri et al, 1992; Geva and Ryan, 1993; Verhoeven, 1990). 
However, Geva (1999) took an optimistic view of the findings. Drawing on evidence 
from her own longitudinal study which to date has followed 331 children through 
grades 1 – 3 (aged 6 – 8) and relating it to findings from other work with older pupils, 
she argued that the general results of this line of research mean that literacy learning 
difficulties in L2 can be assessed cross-linguistically, even when oral language 
proficiency in L2 is not yet fully developed. “…provided that children have been 
exposed to appropriate literacy instruction, there is no reason why they should not be 
able to decode words, even when their L2 language proficiency continues to 
develop… Oral language proficiency plays only a marginal role in explaining why 
some young L2 learners continue to experience difficulties in reading words and 
pseudo words, in spite of adequate instruction (Geva,1999, p.10).  She concluded that 
for children the difficulties focused on the process of reading the words and did not 
simply arise from their general language limitations in L2.

Other aspects of L2 reading difficulties in English at the word level have not been 
studied to the same extent. There is no reason to assume that children learning EAL 
will encounter either more or less problems than L1 learners with tasks that are less 
closely related to language such as visual analysis. Gupta and Garg (1996) studied 
children in India who spoke Hindi as their first language and were showing 
difficulties when required to learn to read in their L2 (English). Two of the tests 
which discriminated between the successful and unsuccessful readers in L2 were 
visual discrimination and name copying. There is as yet very limited evidence as to 
how far visual and motor difficulties follow a similar developmental pattern in L2 
learners to what has been observed in those learning in L1. 

If children learning EAL can be expected to develop phonological processing skills in 
line with what might be expected of an L1 learner, what shall we think when an 
individual pupil fails to do so and at the same time shows severe and persistent 
problems in word reading? In the case of a monolingual pupil the possibility of 
dyslexia would at least be considered by many specialist teachers and psychologists 
(Pumfrey and Reason, 1991). However, until recently another factor has had to be 
taken into account in many education systems: what is the child’s measured level of 
intelligence? Dyslexia has popularly been defined in terms of a discrepancy between 
(high) intelligence and (poor) reading, and many specialist practitioners continue to 
find this definition convincing and useful (e.g. Turner, 1997). However, Cline and 
Reason (1993) and Cline and Frederickson (1999) have argued that defining dyslexia 
in terms of an IQ-achievement discrepancy may contribute to the under-
representation in provision for dyslexic pupils of children from minority linguistic or 
cultural backgrounds. It is widely accepted that there are problems of reliability and 
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validity in applying verbal IQ scores based on a test administered in English to 
bilingual children whose language proficiency in English is still developing (Ashby, 
Morrison & Butcher, 1970, Figueroa, 1989):

“When immigrant children are assessed on such tests, the gap between their mean 
scores and those of indigenous children becomes smaller the longer they have 
been in the country (Ashby, Morrison and Butcher, 1970). Over the 5-7 year 
period required, on average, for the development of cognitive-academic language 
proficiency in an additional language, English IQ tests under-estimate the 
cognitive skills of children for whom English is an additional language 
(Cummins, 1984). Consequently they may fail to meet Specific Learning 
Difficulties criteria and be deprived of additional resources. So where IQ tests are 
used with bilingual pupils,  IQ is likely to be underestimated and with it the 
incidence of IQ achievement discrepancies… In addition, where  IQ-achievement 
discrepancies are embedded in administrative eligibility criteria, avoidance of IQ 
testing with bilingual pupils will also lead to under-identification (Gersten & 
Woodward, 1994)". (Cline and Frederickson, 1999)

For other reasons there is a strong movement away from the use of this approach to 
defining dyslexia (Siegel, 1992; Frederickson and Reason, 1995; Lyon, 1995; 
Stanovich and Stanovich, 1997). If it is replaced by a definition that avoids reference 
to a discrepancy between IQ and achievement, that will remove one source of 
possible confusion in the assessment of reading difficulties at word level for children 
learning EAL. (Cf. BPSa, 1999.)

Reading difficulties at sentence and text levels: understanding and response

Successful reading involves moving between the different levels of a text and putting 
together what it says and what it means from all the clues available. Children's errors 
at the word level are not always best explained at that level. Miscue analysis of the L2 
reading of children learning EAL has shown that they fail to make as much use of 
contextual cues as L1 readers (Rodriguez-Brown and Yirchott, 1983; Collins, 1999). 
This is in line with the observation that their accuracy in reading aloud is often 
superior to their ability to understand what they are reading and that the relative 
deficit compared to L1 readers is often greater in comprehension than in accuracy 
(Frederickson and Frith, 1998; Landon, 1999). Children with a minor decoding 
problem may not be able to draw on the usual L1 resources to tackle it - a broad and 
well-catalogued vocabulary, a clear understanding of syntactic structures and a well-
established feeling for the expectations linked to the genre of the passage. Above all, 
they may not have access to a range of cultural reference that the author takes for 
granted in the reader (Pritchard, 1990; Garcia, 1991; Parke, 1991; Nagy et al, 1993; 
Hudelson, 1994). Compared to problems in reading at the word level, the lack of 
access to these essential resources is likely to be a much more widespread and 
pressing problem for most L2 learners (Durgunoglu, 1997). It is necessary to be 
sensitive to that probability while not losing sight of the likelihood that some of those 
learning to read in their second or third language will have dyslexic-type problems at 
the word level.
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4. Identification and assessment of learning difficulties: 
general issues in work with children learning EAL

Initial questions when embarking on any assessment

The guiding principles are that approaches to identification and assessment in work 
with children learning EAL should be valid, fair and efficient. In an analysis that 
reflected a consensual view,  Harlen (1983) outlined these initial questions that need 
to be asked when embarking on any assessment:

i) What is the purpose of the assessment?
ii) What information is required for that purpose?
iii) What methods will provide this information? 
iv) How will the results be interpreted and used?

The answers to question (iii) and (iv) will depend on the answers given to questions 
(i) and (ii). All the elements of the assessment plan are interdependent. In discussing 
general issues in work with children learning EAL,  we will use Harlen's questions as 
a reference point. Issues have been raised in the literature about each question either 
generally in relation to all children or specifically in relation to children who are 
learning EAL. 

i) Clarifying the purpose of an assessment 
In this essential first step in the process it is important that the aims are 
sufficiently tightly defined to be practicable (McKay, 1996). Possible aims 
include:
 checking what has been learned;
 making comparisons;
 reporting achievements;
 diagnosing difficulties;
 evaluating teaching or the curriculum; and
 monitoring at school, LEA or national level.

Setting broad, multiple objectives is frequently seen as leading to a disappointing 
outcome (Gravelle, 1992; Gipps and Stobart, 1993; Goldstein, 1991). This 
problem may be exacerbated when the target group presents a complex challenge 
for assessment, as in the case of children learning EAL (Cummins, 1984).

ii) Determining what information is required
Information should be collected that will achieve the desired objectives (Harlen, 
1983). For example, it is not helpful to collect normative test scores as a basis for 
planning what to teach next or how to teach it (Gravelle, 1992). A range of 
learning outcomes might be assessed - knowledge, techniques, problem solving 
strategies, creativity, confidence, the ability to work autonomously or the ability 
to work with others on solving problems and carrying out tasks (Harlen, 1983). In 
the past, the learning outcomes to be assessed have sometimes been determined on 
the basis of a very narrow view of the curriculum with a focus on skills and 
vocabulary to the exclusion of affective and motivational outcomes and those 
relating to social learning. That will carry particular risks in work with children 
whose motivation for learning and sense of their own identity are most at risk, 
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including those children who face the most challenging transition between home 
and school (Chavkin, 1993). 

iii) Determining what methods of assessment will provide the required information
Those working with children learning EAL need to pay particular attention to the 
question of what assessment methods will provide the information that is 
required. Methods that would do so in the case of monolingual children will not 
achieve that objective with some bilingual children (Miller, 1984; Baca and 
Cervantes, 1989, chap. 8; Baker, 1996, chap. 13). Various options are available to 
overcome problems of communication. Language issues are discussed in more 
detail below. The assessment method will have the following components, each of 
which may vary:

 Ways in which the problems or tasks are presented: e.g. on paper; by 
demonstration; in a practical situation; through normal class work.

 Ways in which pupils can respond: e.g. selection of correct answer from 
multiple choices; writing; drawing, etc; constructing; speaking.

 Standards or criteria used in judging the response: e.g. comparing with 
standard of others; comparing with criteria of performance; comparing with 
pupil's previous performance.

 Ways of presenting the results of assessment: e.g. numbers of correct 
answers; grade; comment or qualitative categorisation.

iv) Planning how to interpret and use the results
The interpretation and use of any results may be flawed if professional or 
organisational concerns distort the decision-making process, e.g. where the 
conclusions drawn from an assessment are seen to be determined by the need to 
manage resources in a particular way (Fulcher, 1989; Galloway, Armstrong and 
Tomlinson, 1994). There will also be problems of interpretation when the 
assessment data is assumed to be more reliable or valid than is justified (Valdes 
and Figueora, 1994, pp. 152 - 171). On the other hand, when professionals are 
obliged to employ assessment tools in which they lack confidence, they will tend 
to interpret the results flexibly, introducing an element of personal and variable 
judgement. This may be particularly likely in work with children from linguistic 
minority communities where the assessment is carried out by a person who does 
not speak the child's L1 (Ochoa et al, 1997).

General principles of assessment applied to work with children learning EAL

Harlen’s list of questions was based on an analysis of the sequence of processes in 
assessment but was not underpinned by an integrated theoretical foundation. Gipps 
(1994) proposed a new theory of educational assessment to replace what she saw as 
discredited principles of psychometry that had often been applied to this field of 
activity in the past. Educational assessment, she argued, should have the learner at its 
core with a theoretical base in theories of learning, motivation and evaluation. In 
order to provide a rigorous framework for the wider range of assessment methods 
now current in education she proposed the following checklist of quality assurance 
indicators:

 Curriculum fidelity
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This implies that the construct, domain or curriculum is well specified and there is 
a broad coverage of the curriculum (if not of each domain) in the assessment.

 Comparability
This is achieved through consistency of approach to the assessment by teachers; a  
common understanding of assessment criteria; and that performance is evaluated 
fairly, that is, according to the same rubric by all markers. These can be achieved 
by a combination of training, moderation and provision of exemplars.

 Dependability
This emerges from evidence of curriculum fidelity, consistency and comparability, 
as will

 Public credibility

 Context description
This requires that the detailed information about context be available so that we 
may make informed judgements about transferability.

 Equity
This requires that a range of indicators be used in an assessment programme to 
offer pupils multiple opportunities to achieve."  (Gipps, 1994, p. 174)

Cline (1992) focused on SEN assessment and proposed four principles for evaluating 
different approaches to assessment in this context. As a later section of the review 
partly concerns baseline assessment, these principles are illustrated here with 
questions designed for the evaluation of schemes of baseline assessment (Blatchford 
and Cline, 1992): 

 Theoretical integrity
eg Are the objectives of assessment on school entry explicit and clear?
eg Are the processes of data collection compatible with those objectives?

 Practical efficacy
eg Does the strategy draw upon the richest source of information available?
eg Is the information recorded on children accurate and reliable?

 Equity
eg Are the rights of children and parents effectively protected?
eg Is the process likely to operate without bias with respect to gender, social class, 
ethnicity, language use and religion?

 Accountability
eg Is the process cost-effective?
eg Is the process and the information it produces likely to be intelligible to children, 
parents and teachers?

The issues highlighted by Gipps are partially but not entirely covered in this list, but 
it gives more attention to issues affected by linguistic and cultural diversity. We will 
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now examine specific practical challenges that have to be addressed if there are to be 
significant improvements in the assessment of literacy learning difficulties of children 
learning EAL.  These challenges should be considered in the light of the general 
principles highlighted in those lists.

Staffing issues

Most authors agree that specialist EAL teachers, bilingual support staff and 
interpreters have an important role to play in collaboration with others, but 
conflicting opinions are expressed on the optimum scope of their involvement 
(Tomlinson, 1989; Mills, 1994; Fraser, 1997; South, 1998). Virtually all authors 
support the position that the task of assessment "requires a highly sensitive and 
sympathetic understanding of a child's community, culture, family life and individual 
characteristics" (Baker, 1996, p. 266). There is general support for the argument that 
this applies to the person who interacts with a child learning EAL during the 
assessment and to the person who interprets the results and draws conclusions from 
them about the child's education (Lam, 1993). Barona and Barona (1987), Graf 
(1992) and others have emphasised the need to consult minority community 
professionals during an extended “prereferral” stage.

A stronger statement on the contribution of L1 speakers was offered by Pema and 
Pattinson (1991). Along with Lacelle-Peterson and Rivera (1994), they argued that it 
is necessary for "assessment instruments or materials to be planned and devised by 
those who share most closely the experience and perspective of the target group" (p. 
41). Cummins and McNeely (1987) went further. They did not express concern about 
the background of those involved in assessment but focused on how they interpret 
their function. They argued that external professionals such as psychologists should 
review their role and act as advocate for the child. This would mean that they would 
subject the societal and educational context to critical scrutiny. (Cf. Cummins, 1989, 
1996).

Both monolingual and bilingual staff need training for the challenging tasks described 
here. There is anecdotal and survey evidence that unqualified staff, teachers and 
educational psychologists feel inadequately trained for the assessment of children 
learning EAL both in the UK (Mills, 1994; Verma and Firth, 1995; Ofsted, 1997; 
Veasey, 1999) and the USA (Figueroa, 1989; Ochoa et al, 1997). Surveys and 
inspection reports in England, Wales and Scotland have indicated that, in many cases, 
training has indeed left them unprepared (e.g. HMI, 1983, para. 1.6; Bourne, 1990; 
Ofsted, 1994, para. 44; Hill, 1994; CRE, 1996). Specific provision for protected 
training time for Section 11 funded projects had a beneficial effect, at least for the 
staff directly involved, but mainstream staff were not normally included (Ofsted, 
1994, para. 45). Latterly, a concern has been expressed that LEAs do not monitor the 
impact of the conferences and project initiatives that are arranged (Ofsted, 1999). In 
the context of this review a specific concern must be that there may be, at best, only 
cursory coverage of EAL in the training offered to SEN staff and of SEN in the 
training offered to EAL and bilingual staff in both initial and post-experience 
programmes. It is notable, for example, that there is no relevant coverage in the 
Teacher Training Agency's National Standards for SENCO's (1998).

Early identification
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It is normally assumed that the priority should be to identify learning difficulties as 
early as possible. The result of delay will merely be greater frustration for the child 
(Winther, 1998). "The best way to tackle educational disadvantage is to get in early… 
early diagnosis and appropriate intervention improve the prospects of children with 
special educational needs and reduce the need for expensive intervention later on." 
(DfEE, 1997). In the case of children learning EAL those following that advice will 
need to take particular care to ensure that early diagnosis does not reinforce negative 
labelling and encourage low expectations among teachers. Extensive evidence has 
accumulated over thirty years that teachers tend to expect too little of children from 
linguistic minorities in historically monolingual Western societies. Such is the 
strength of this effect that sometimes when children learning EAL perform well, the 
results are simply dismissed as invalid (Lacelle-Peterson and Rivera, 1994, p. 72). 
Many writers have expressed the fear that early identification of learning difficulties 
will carry a particular risk of becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy in the case of 
children learning EAL (e.g. Levine, 1990, p. 282). A further problem is that children 
learning EAL may develop language and other skills particularly rapidly after school 
entry. This means that a very early assessment, including baseline assessment, may 
soon be out of date.

There is now a National Framework for Baseline Assessment. It is helpfully flexible 
within very clear parameters, and its aims are benign:

ž to provide information to help teachers plan effectively to meet children's 
individual learning needs; and

ž to measure children's attainment, using one or more numerical outcomes 
which can be used in later value-added analyses of children's progress 

(SCAA, 1997, p.1.)

A number of commentators have expressed doubts that it is possible for one scheme 
of assessment to achieve both types of aim set out by QCA (Fisher, 1998; Lindsay, 
1998; Wedell, 1998). Singleton (1997) highlighted what he called the practicality-
accuracy dilemma: a scheme with sufficient items to discriminate accurately between 
groups of children is likely to be so long and complex as to be impracticable in the 
classroom. His solution was to develop a computer-based system, the Cognitive 
Profiling System (CoPS) which can be shortened if an adaptive approach to testing is 
used (Singleton et al, 1999). This system has been trialled with a multilingual EAL 
sample in their first language. The results were reported to suggest "promising and 
speculative utility of CoPS1 when applied to EAL children" (Singleton and Fumoto, 
1999).
 
In a recent NASEN seminar on Baseline Assessment, Hunt (1998) argued strongly 
that, if there is to be effective identification of learning difficulties, "additional and 
more sensitive screening will be essential before any progression to the Code of  
Practice Stages" (p. 42). He, like Lindsay and Wedell at the same seminar, was 
talking about the school population as a whole. Generally, in contrast to Singleton and 
Fumoto, commentators who have examined the challenge of using Baseline 
Assessment to identify learning difficulties among children learning EAL have 
anticipated acute problems. This is not because of the nature of the assessment tool - 
which was Singleton's concern - but because of variability in prior experience and the 
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learning trajectory shown by many of the children after school entry. In an analysis of 
1994 data from Birmingham,  Bartlett (1995) showed that children who had attended 
an LEA nursery class or school previously for at least one term did better, on average, 
in the Baseline Assessment results for English. Significantly, though, this association 
was especially strong for children learning EAL (see Table 7).

Table 7 Baseline Assessment results from Birmingham - English 1994 (from 
Bartlett, 1995)

% pupils scoring 5 and above by first language and nursery4

Nursery No Nursery
Bengali 26.5   4.6
English 36.5 31.6
Punjabi 22.7   7.2
Urdu 18.5   8.8

Another LEA to report authority-wide results for baseline assessment at an early stage 
was Wandsworth. Lindsay (1998) pointed out that, although children learning EAL 
obtained lower scores than others on average at that point, follow-up at the end of 
Key Stage 1 "showed this group to have made good progress, with scores comparable 
at that stage to monolingual English speakers". As noted above, there is considerable 
variation between groups in the amount of progress made. But for some groups at 
least the predictive power of baseline assessment is reduced because many children 
for whom English is an additional language learn a great deal in their early years of 
nursery/school that improves their performance on this kind of measure. 

In a review of an earlier group of studies of what was then thought of as screening on 
school entry,  Lindsay and Wedell (1982) concluded that predictions were not 
generally stable enough to enable teachers to predict future learning difficulties 
accurately. They did, however, consider that there was a strong case for using the 
instruments to identify present learning difficulties. Thus interventions could be 
designed to obviate the need for later special help. The implication of Bartlett's 
findings is that, in the case of children learning EAL, such a strategy would identify 
too many false negatives, i.e. it would appear to show that children were in need of 
special help when what they really needed was a longer period of induction to school 
and to the use of English.

Many early years educators are critical of the reductionist and decontextualised 
approach that has been adopted in some baseline assessment schemes. Commentators 
such as Burgess-Macey (1994) emphasise that "a child will perform better in those 
activities that have meaning in their own culture" (p. 53). In a list of principles for 
assessment at this stage Wolfendale (1998) included:

ž that children's prior experience and achievements be valued and celebrated;
ž that diversity and difference in children's experience be welcomed and respected.

In an influential analysis Cummins (1984) emphasised that a decontextualised 
approach to assessment or teaching penalises pupils learning EAL in particular. (Cf. 
Miller, 1984; Lam, 1993.)
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NALDIC's response to the QCA consultation on its original draft proposals 
highlighted the language issue and argued that the dual aims were in conflict with 
each other in that context:
 

"The more the mother tongue is used the better the assessment will be in taking 
account of the child's abilities. The more the home experience is understood and 
taken into account the more valuable the assessment will be in relation to the 
individual child. This will be the case in relation to the formative and diagnostic 
purposes of the assessment. However the opposite is the case with respect to the 
application of standards for 'value-added' and accountability purposes. Here the 
purpose is to measure the progress of children from a given starting point in 
relation to a common standard. From this point of view it is important to record 
the limited responses and involvement that some children with EAL will have not 
only with regard to English language and literacy, but (because English is the 
medium used) for all areas of assessment as they enter the school. There is a 
fundamental opposition for the teacher between the desire to recognise experience 
and language use which may not conform to the expected 'norm' on the one hand, 
and on the other hand to record accurately the child's starting position in relation 
to common standards in the context of an English medium environment." 
(NALDIC, 1998)

There is general support for the principle that the performance of children learning 
EAL should be assessed over time in different situations (see section 6). Along with 
others, Lacelle-Peterson and Rivera (1994) phrased this in terms of a need to reorient 
assessment to "focus on students' progress over time towards established goals rather 
than on comparisons" (p. 69). A British Psychological Society working party has 
suggested that "the term 'identification' may imply too narrow a focus on within-child 
determinants of learning". They advocate an alternative, broader formulation which 
"would describe teachers and carers as noticing children's individual needs and then 
adjusting their responses accordingly. This interplay between 'noticing' and 'adjusting' 
would seem the most appropriate basis for monitoring the progress of young children 
at risk of reading failure." (BPS, 1999a, p.59).
This approach would seem likely to retain the advantages of early "identification" and 
reduce the risk of inappropriate labelling. The literacy skills of children who are 
perceived to be making limited progress can be closely monitored both in the Literacy 
Hour and across the curriculum. When combined with careful profiling and 
systematic recording, this can lead to appropriate further action, if necessary, within 
the framework of the SEN Code of Practice. Such an approach fits well with the 
prioritising of practical support in the recent Green Paper (DfEE, 1997).
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5. The first phase of work – collecting basic information and 
seeing children’s attainments in context

Current practice

For any child with learning difficulties an assessment needs to take account of their 
position in society, their situation in their family, their educational history and the 
current educational provision, including language provision. Each of these issues 
requires more careful consideration in the case of a bilingual child (cf. Robson, 
1987). The SEN Code of Practice (DfEE, 1994) advised that care should be taken "to 
consider the child within context of home, language, culture and community" (para. 
2:18). While that may appear self-evident, the few studies that have been conducted 
in the UK indicate that such information may often not be collected or fully 
considered or recorded. Curnyn et al (1991) studied the Records of Need for 35 
children with moderate learning difficulties and EAL attending Glasgow primary and 
secondary schools in 1990. There was a matched group of monolingual children, but 
this summary focuses on the EAL group. Their content analysis of the case papers 
indicated, among other things, that in the school’s form,  language was only 
mentioned in describing the child's difficulties in about half the cases and 
bilingualism was referred to in the language assessment in less than a fifth of the 
cases. In the psychologist’s assessment of language reference was made to the child's 
bilingualism or ESL status in only two thirds of the cases, the child's first language 
was assessed in half of the cases, and the conclusion of the overall assessment of the 
child's linguistic and curricular attainments had a qualification relating to the child's 
bilingual or bicultural status in less than a fifth of the papers examined.

Cline (1991) studied the SEN assessment papers for 26 children aged 4 - 14 attending 
a day special school for children with moderate learning difficulties in an inner city 
area. eleven of the children were learning EAL, but a comment on their L1 
proficiency could be found in the papers in only 2 cases. Desforges et al (1995) 
examined SEN statements for 300 children learning EAL written during 1989-91 in 
another urban area. The first language was not identified at all in 34% of cases and 
had been assessed in only 36% of cases.

A number of writers have offered checklists of the basic information that they suggest 
should be collected and recorded whenever a child learning EAL shows difficulties in 
the classroom or is formally assessed in relation to SEN (Frederickson and Cline, 
1990; Graf, 1992; Siraj-Blatchford, 1994; Hall, 1995; Veasey, 1999). Without this 
information it will be impossible for a teacher or psychologist to determine, for 
example, whether any reading problems they identify are attributable to limited 
knowledge of L1 or lack of educational opportunity rather than to an underlying 
learning difficulty that is likely to persist. Appendix 1 lists the items of information 
featured in these sources under five key headings:

 Cultural and religious background
 Family details and history
 Language history, including current usage of L1 and L2
 School history, including past and current EAL and SEN support and 

attendance at community/religious classes
 Medical history
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The relevance of all these headings will be obvious. The issues arising in relation to 
cultural and religious background, family details and history, and medical history will 
be clear. The headings in the list relating to language and school history require 
further comment. 

Language proficiency

The first step, before anything else is done, is to evaluate a child's knowledge and use 
of their home language and of English. It is important that attention is paid to their 
proficiency both in language for everyday, interpersonal communication and in 
language for academic purposes (Cummins, 1984; Carrrasquillo and Rodriguez, 
1996). All other steps in the process of assessment will need to take account of the 
implications of the language findings (Gavillan-Torres, 1984; Ortiz and Garcia, 1990; 
Hall, 1995; Baker, 1996; Cline, 1998). It will illuminate their emotional as well as 
their cognitive development (Fazal, 1997).

One reason for this emphasis on an initial assessment of children’s overall language 
proficiency is that it will lay the basis for determining the language in which any 
assessment should be carried out. It is necessary to ensure that any instructions or 
communication in a child's L2 about test or assessment procedure does not 
disadvantage the child so that a misleading picture is given of their non-linguistic 
abilities (Lam, 1993; Lacelle-Peterson and Rivera, 1994). Some advocate that 
children should be encouraged to use their full linguistic repertoire in tackling 
assessment tasks, moving between their languages if that is necessary (Pema and 
Pattinson, 1991). Others argue simply for assessing children in their stronger 
language (Baker, 1996).  However, it cannot be assumed that, because children have 
home languages other than English, they will be advantaged if educational assessment 
is carried out in their L1. They may rarely use that language for academic purposes 
and have no vocabulary in it for the things studied at school (SEAC, 1990; Gregory 
and Kelly, 1992; Gravelle, 1992). Where L1 is used, it is important that the variety or 
dialect that is chosen is the one with which the child is familiar.

Whilst all aspects of children’s language repertoire need to be understood in order to 
lay the basis for assessing learning difficulties in literacy, the starting point will 
normally be to evaluate their command of English as this is the school’s language of 
instruction. There has recently been some controversy about the most effective way of 
delineating progress in developing English as an additional language (Leung, 1995; 
OFSTED, 1997; NALDIC, 1997; Cameron and Bygate, 1997; Gardner and Rea-
Dickens, 1998). The point at issue is whether English Language Scales should 
continue to be used or whether it is possible and preferable to integrate the assessment 
of children learning EAL with that of all other children by assessing their progress in 
English within the framework of the National Curriculum English levels. Whatever 
strategy is adopted for pupils learning EAL in general, there is a separate question to 
be considered in relation to the subgroup showing learning difficulties. It seems very 
unlikely that the information available through statutory NC English assessment and 
unstructured classroom observation will provide detail or precision in discriminating 
early stages of progress and uneven patterns of development. 
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For the purpose of analysing children's possible learning difficulties it is not sufficient 
simply to have an account of the stage they have reached in English language 
development. In order to appreciate the implications of that information in this 
context it is necessary also to have information on the child's history of using L1 and 
L2 in a range of settings. This will have both a diagnostic value and a formative value 
for planning classroom work. We noted, however, that there is little published work 
on the assessment of home language for children learning EAL who have learning 
difficulties. Mattes and Omark (1984), Hall (1993, 1995) and Haworth and Joyce 
(1996) outline approaches to assessment and recording that are adapted to the needs 
of those working with children who may have SEN. All of these approaches have 
significant advantages over the casual approaches that are more commonly used, but 
none is based on a programme of systematic research, and none takes full account of 
the range of language varieties encountered in UK schools. Mills (1995) has pointed 
out that there are complex methodological issues to be resolved if a reliable form of 
assessment is to be developed. Mobbs (1997) and Leung et al (1997) have shown that 
the resultant picture of an individual’s language will be influenced in subtle ways by 
the dynamics of change in society and in each language community. If it is to lay a 
satisfactory basis for classroom planning in situations where a child is struggling, an 
L1 assessment strategy will need to cover not only linguistic exposure, knowledge 
and use but also the dimension of affiliation (Rampton, 1990). 

The evidence from a range of studies indicates that teaching in L1 strengthens a 
child's performance in L2 (Fitzpatrick, 1987; Collier, 1989, 1995; Thomas and 
Collier, 1997). Bilingual teachers and support staff have a crucial role to play 
(Landon, 1997). Perhaps it is a symptom of the failure of the system to value this 
group appropriately that we could not find a survey of the views of bilingual staff 
themselves. In a small-scale study South (1998) showed that heads of services believe 
some of them lack confidence in their contribution to the assessment task. There is a 
need for a more detailed survey of the staff concerned with a larger sample that can 
more adequately represent the diverse range of people involved. This would help to 
inform future debate on their role and training needs in relation to the tasks that are 
the focus of this review.

Testing in a child's home language 

For children in the early stages of learning English testing in their home language 
may be necessary. Much of the research on test translation has focused on cross-
national and cross-cultural studies (see review in Hambleton, 1993). In that context it 
is obvious that the translated material will not be experienced by a group in another 
culture in their home language in the same way as the original test was by 
monolingual children in their home language. When a test is translated for use within 
the same society, it is sometimes assumed that a closer equivalence will be achieved. 
There are many problems with that assumption. For example, studies showing that 
item difficulty is likely to change significantly in translation have included a range of 
types of test, including intelligence scales (reviewed in Valdes and Figueroa, 1994, 
pp.104 - 109), tests of dyslexia (Miles, 1999) and tests relating to the National 
Curriculum in Wales (Wiliam, 1994). 

Whether a written translation is produced or an interpreter is used, it is essential to 
take account of the language variety spoken by the child at home. In a linguistic 
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minority community it will probably not be a standard version of the L1 but will be 
subject to complex dynamics of language shift (Linguistic Minorities Project, 1985; 
Rampton, 1996; Mobbs, 1997)9. Children may never have used L1 in the vocabulary 
domain covered by the test, e.g. an academic school subject such as science. This has 
been seen as a crucial factor in the guidance issued to schools for the National 
Curriculum assessment arrangements (SEAC, 1990). 

It is important to differentiate the assessment of other knowledge and abilities 
through L1 from the assessment of language proficiency in L1. Within the UK the 
only substantial body of work on assessment through L1 has been concerned with 
Welsh (Baker, 1988; Wiliam, 1993). A small-scale project on the work of bilingual 
assistants that was reported by Mills and Mills (1993) and Mills (1995) yielded 
insights into the complexity of the task in schools with linguistic minority pupils. 
They highlighted the heavy demands often made of untrained bilingual assistants. 
Only three of the 15 LEAs whose guidance to schools we analysed included guidance 
on working with interpreters (see page 51). Assessment through L1 is essential for a 
small number of pupils, and assessment drawing on both L1 and L2 is desirable for 
many others. There is a need for further foundation work so that these delicate 
exchanges can be placed on a firmer footing (cf. Levine, 1990; Gregory and Kelly, 
1992).

Information on educational provision 

Evaluating information on a child’s educational history is a crucial step in 
determining whether or not children may have enduring learning difficulties of a 
serious kind that need to be addressed in addition to their language needs. If, for 
example, fundamental language learning needs have not been adequately addressed, 
there is no point in looking further. The first step will need to be to find out how the 
child responds if appropriate educational provision is arranged. The minimum aim 
must be that problems that really arise from the setting are not defined as being 
located within the child. 

Many writers have advocated that the learning context should be examined closely, 
adopting an ecological approach to assessment (e.g. Ortiz et al, 1988; Cloud, 1994; 
Cline, 1993). But strategies for evaluating children's learning environments for the 
purposes of SEN assessment are, as yet, at an early developmental stage (Ysseldyke 
and Christenson, 1993; Frederickson and Cline, 1996). Cline (1998) suggested that a 
full account would need to include detailed answers to the following:

 Where? Where does the learning take place?
 With whom? With whom does the child associate while learning?
 From whom? Who facilitates the child's learning?
 When? When is teaching scheduled and when are learning 

9  Outside Wales only one attempt has been made by a major UK publisher to produce parallel 
versions of a test in translation. This was the Sandwell Bilingual Screening Assessment which 
specifically aims to evaluate an aspect of bilingual language proficiency in Punjabi and English. 
Frederickson (1992) and Hall (1995) have pointed out that the differential rate of language shift 
across communities means that the applicability of such a test is quite limited. But a team 
including one of then original authors has recently reported its use for screening purposes in 
research (Stuart-Smith and Martin, 1997).
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opportunities used?
 What? What is the taught curriculum?
 How? What methods and materials are used for communication 

and teaching?

In that paper one of these questions, "With whom does the child associate while 
learning?", is addressed in relation to children with EAL who may have learning 
difficulties. 

Further work is needed to relate this approach to theoretical models and empirical 
findings in the EAL literature. Ruiz (1989) described a case study of the 
implementation of the Optimal Learning Environment (OLE) Curriculum Guide, a 
Californian resource for “teachers of Spanish-speaking children in learning 
handicapped programs”. It is claimed that the instructional principles of the Guide are 
based on EAL and SEN research. They appear to incorporate familiar aspects of good 
practice such as locating “curriculum in a meaningful context where the 
communicative purpose is clear and authentic”. In the UK the educational context for 
literacy learning is now substantially determined by the National Literacy Strategy. It 
is necessary to examine the likely impact of that strategy on the performance of 
children learning EAL in general if the specific position of those with learning 
difficulties is to be clearly understood.

National Literacy Strategy 

The National Literacy Project that laid the basis for the National Literacy Strategy 
(NLS) targeted two key areas for improvement in 250 schools - the quality of literacy 
teaching in the classroom and the management of literacy at whole school level. An 
HMI evaluation reported that its carefully planned and highly structured approach had 
a positive impact overall on the reading test scores of pupils learning EAL, but there 
was also a note of caution:  "…whatever their age, EAL pupils categorised as very 
fluent had scores that were higher than those of children with English as a first 
language - possibly reflecting the greater language skills of fluent bilingual children. 
Where pupils were not yet fluent in English, performance increased with the stage of 
fluency. All EAL pupils made progress over the life of the Project, but those who 
were just becoming familiar with English made less progress and needed more oral 
work within and outside the Hour; the needs of this group of pupils should be 
considered carefully when planning the Literacy Hour." (OFSTED, 1998) (The full 
data may be found in Sainsbury et al, 1998, Table A.2.8.)

It is beyond the scope of this review to examine in detail ways of ensuring that the 
now comprehensive Strategy has a positive impact for children at all levels of English 
language proficiency and reading ability. Collins (1999) pointed out continuities 
between the evidence coming from this initiative and evidence about the progress of 
bilingual pupils collected during Reading Recovery and Better Reading Partnerships 
projects. A NALDIC Working Party (1998) suggested that success in implementing 
the NLS framework with children learning EAL will depend on recognising their 
need for the following:

 building on previous experience and experiences beyond school
 comprehensible input with meaning supported by context, visuals and familiarity
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 a positive stress-free environment
 plenty of active listening time, with respect for a silent period for new beginners
 good peer role models for oral language and literacy
 positive reinforcement and modelling of the target language
 modelling, scaffolding and peer interaction to enable active use of new language 

as pupils become more fluent and confident
 an emphasis on communication rather than correction until pupils are confident in 

English
 an appropriate level of cognitive demand matched to pupils' abilities (not just 

their current achievement in English)
 repetition and revisiting language. making connections between different 

contexts." (p. 12)

For pupils who are struggling with the reading process and for those at the very early 
stages of learning English as L2 it will be important that good use is made of the 
regular Literacy Hour routines to observe and evaluate their strengths and their 
difficulties in detail. It would be timely at this stage to mount a development project 
to identify and disseminate good practice in observing and responding to the 
difficulties of individual children with EAL and SEN in the context of the Literacy 
Hour. Important features of good practice will be exploration of the use of dual 
language texts and texts in languages other than English (White, 1998), the 
deployment of additional staff in the most effective way (OFSTED, 1998; NALDIC, 
1998) and fine-tuning of differentiation within the Hour for those children who are 
only just becoming familiar with English as well as for those with SEN (Sainsbury et 
al, 1998). (At the time of writing it is too early to judge the impact of the Additional 
Literacy Support Programme within the National Literacy Strategy that was 
introduced into schools from September 1999.)
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6. Strategies of identification and assessment

Writers working in the field have been keen to emphasise that "there is no single 
test… which can provide ready made answers" (Hall, 1995, p. 6). There is no single 
cause of the problems of assessing children learning EAL, and the solution will not be 
a single, simple strategy based on "the intelligence or achievement test" (Graf, 1992, 
p. 185). There are many advantages to drawing upon multiple sources of evidence. 
This may involve one or more of the following - sampling the child's performance 
and behaviour in different roles and in different situations (Hernandez, 1994); using 
multiple indicators to assess progress over time (Lacelle-Peterson and Rivera, 1994, 
p.68; Carrasquillo and Rodriguez, 1996, p. 32); sampling a child's reading across a 
range of texts and genres (McKay, 1996); comparing performance in settings where 
L1 is the main medium of communication with performance in the mainstream 
classroom. As noted above, in complex or puzzling cases part of this process might 
usefully involve consulting any religious or community school that children attend 
(Cline, 1995). If their progress in that setting is comparable to that of others while 
they are struggling in their LEA school, the implication must be that their difficulties 
may be defined by some feature that differentiates the two educational settings. The 
principle is that reliable assessment of children learning EAL may require greater 
efforts to secure multiple sources of evidence than are needed with monolingual 
children. At the same time the risks of depending on a single source of information 
are also greater because the children’s performance is less stable over time and across 
settings.

Minimising bias in the content of assessment materials

In the literature on the assessment of children from ethnic minorities concerns about 
test bias have had a central place. The issue has been hotly debated, and sometimes 
there has been more heat than light. It is generally accepted that some cultural bias is 
inevitable in the content of any assessment materials (e.g. Lam, 1993). It was advised 
in the SEN Code of Practice that one should "so far as possible, use assessment tools 
which are culturally neutral and useful for a range of ethnic groups" (DES, 1994, 
para. 2:18). Many writers have argued that it is impossible to develop tools that are 
culturally neutral or "culture-free" (e.g. Wood, 1991, p. 177), but it should be possible 
to remove some of the worst sources of bias and produce instruments that are fairer to 
all children. An overall strategy for minimising bias will involve not only giving 
attention to assessment materials but also considering how to reduce the impact of 
content bias by the way that the assessment is planned. 

It is important to be clear what is meant by bias in this context. An assessment should 
not be thought of as biased merely because one group of people obtains higher 
average scores on it than another group. It is possible that the first group is actually 
superior at whatever task the assessment is measuring. For example, we might expect 
a group of racing car drivers to do better at a computerised reaction time test than a 
group of office workers. The test would favour the drivers but it would not be biased 
against the office workers. The key question is whether the assessment would make 
equally accurate predictions about both groups. If it showed the office workers to 
have slower reaction times than the racing drivers, would that turn out to be the case 
if you assessed their reaction time in another situation - not on the computer and not 
in a car (which really would favour the racing driver group)? In psychometric jargon, 
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a test is biased if it is "differentially valid for members of different groups" (Wood, 
1991). 

When bias in testing is discussed, the debate usually focuses on the content of tests. 
This section will reflect that emphasis. However, it is important to keep in mind that 
the content of test items is only one of many possible sources of bias. Testing takes 
place in the context of an overall assessment process. Each phase of that process has 
to be examined for possible sources of bias. For example, after children have finished 
working on a perfectly acceptable assessment, bias might creep into the evaluation of 
their performance or behaviour or into the interpretation of grades and scores or into 
the decision making process as to what the educational outcome could be. 

Assessment may be based on a formal test situation or observation of classroom work 
or on the grading of work produced in the course of everyday life in the classroom. In 
each case it is not only the tasks that are set and the materials used in them that may 
be sources of bias but also the atmosphere in which the work is carried out (Miller, 
1984). "Atmosphere bias” has been discussed less than “content bias”, but it may be 
more pernicious, as it is more difficult to identify and more difficult to deal with.  

It is good practice for a test developer to have a code of practice that covers the issue 
of content bias. In the USA the American Psychological Association has set standards 
which are nationally accepted (though not mandatory). In the United Kingdom it is a 
matter for individual companies and organisations, and it is sometimes ignored even 
by public bodies (Gipps and Stobart, 1993, p. 62). However, in its Code of Practice 
for the Development of Assessment Instruments, Methods and Systems the National 
Foundation for Educational Research has a section on Fair Assessment, which states 
that in order to produce fair assessments, NFER developers will:

 Review and revise questions, items or tasks and related materials to avoid 
potentially insensitive content or language.

 Enact procedures that help to ensure that differences in performance are related 
primarily to the knowledge, skills, aptitudes or attitudes being assessed rather 
than to irrelevant factors.

 Investigate the performance of people of different ethnic, gender and socio-
economic backgrounds when institutions helping with trials are willing to 
provide this information and when samples of sufficient size are available.

 The investigation of performance of different groups will be carried out using 
data provided on the first actual administration of the assessment.

 Where feasible, provide appropriately modified forms of the assessment 
procedures for people with disabilities.   (Whetton, 1999)

QCA specifications for National Curriculum test papers at KS2 have specified that the 
“test materials should avoid ethnic, gender and cultural bias and should not 
disadvantage pupils from particular backgrounds” (Rose, 1999, p. 10)

Where tests and assessment tasks are developed locally, it is possible to employ 
school-based review strategies for checking on possible item bias. The list of 
questions given here has been adapted from Berk (1984) and Tindal and Marston 
(1990). They designed a method of reviewing to assist in the identification of test 
items which may reflect gender, cultural, racial, regional and/or ethnic content bias 
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and stereotyping. Although there is a form for this purpose, the essential process can 
be followed through without elaborate form-filling. It is most effective if a number of 
people examine the test with the checklist in mind and if they come from a range of 
backgrounds. They should complete this task independently and only compare notes 
afterwards. Their first task is to identify any individual items to which they feel they 
cannot give an unequivocal answer “yes” for each of the following questions:

(a) Is the item free of offensive gender, cultural, racial, regional and/or ethnic 
content?

(b) Is the item free of gender, cultural, racial, regional and/or ethnic stereotyping?
Is the item free of language which could be offensive to a segment of the 
examinee population?

(c) Is the item free of descriptions which could be offensive to a segment of the 
examinee population?

(d)    Will the activities described in the item be equally familiar (or equally   
unfamiliar) to all examinees?

(e) Will the words in the item have a common meaning for all examinees?

Ribeiro (1980) provided an illustration of some test items that proved easier than 
expected for one particular minority group - Portuguese children in the USA. They 
coped well with two questions in an advanced section of a test where they were 
failing most other items: "what is the meaning of 'migrate'?" and "why does oil float 
on water?" The explanations were simple: migration was a feature of their recent 
family history, and they were used to seeing oil float on water in an altar lamp in the 
Catholic church. On the other hand, Hannon and McNally (1986) showed that 
children learning EAL, like working class monolingual children and unlike a matched 
middle class monolingual group, did rather poorly when faced with reading 
comprehension items that incorporated assumptions about social conventions. For 
example, they chose the wrong word to fill in a gap in a sentence about what might be 
expected by someone who is a guest at teatime. An item bias review team should 
include sufficient people from the target minority groups to enable it to predict such 
patterns of response accurately.

In addition to having groups of people from different backgrounds inspecting test 
items for content bias, a test developer can carry out a statistical investigation. This 
will aim to find out "whether any questions are disproportionately difficult for a 
particular group once that group's overall test performance has been taken into 
account" (Gipps and Stobart, 1993, p. 60). Other statistical checks are possible both 
on individual items and on the test as a whole.

For the item bias review team it is not sufficient to look at the individual items 
separately. Each item may have little wrong with it in itself, but the cumulative effect 
of the test as a whole may still be biased against a particular subgroup of candidates. 
So, when the task of examining the items separately has been completed, it is 
necessary to consider the overall balance of the paper or tasks as a whole. There may 
not be many individual items that cause problems. But what of its overall balance?

It is not only aspects of content such as offensiveness or stereotyping that can give 
rise to bias. Work on gender bias has shown that the format of a test or exam may also 
have a differential impact between groups. We have found no recent evidence that test 
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format or test style might show bias in relation to ethnic or linguistic groups - except 
for the obvious expectation that language-based tests in L2 will tell one little about 
the possible future achievements of children learning EAL at an early stage of 
learning English. 

In carrying out this review we have observed that it is relatively easier in the United 
States than in the UK to learn what measures have been taken to reduce bias in a 
particular test. The measures themselves may not always be impressive, and no 
educators there would claim that the outcome is educational equity. But the 
transparency of the process is an advance on what we have often found in this 
country.

The process of decision making

The operation of bias will be moderated further if assessment teams adopt a 
hypothesis testing framework for assessment and intervention (BPS, 1999b). This 
contrasts with traditional ways of managing the process of “referral”. It involves a 
cyclical consultative process in which, once a problem is defined and hypotheses 
about it formulated, data is collected and analysed, and intervention is planned on that 
basis. When it has been implemented, the outcomes are evaluated and the problem is 
reviewed and redefined. The cycle of investigation, intervention and re-assessment 
places less onus on each individual stage in the process and may reduce the potential 
risks of bias (Cline and Frederickson,1999).

Wright (1991) described an application of the hypothesis testing approach to the 
challenge of assessing children learning EAL who had reported learning difficulties. 
It was assumed that at the beginning of the assessment process teachers already have 
a good deal of information about the child and his/her home situation, classroom 
behaviour, academic performance, and so on. Wright’s paper set out some possible 
reasons for low achievement and suggested what to look for in seeking to eliminate 
each possible factor. A similar framework was offered subsequently by Hall (1995). 
Table 7 lists some of the hypotheses that are covered in these two accounts. Both 
authors provide some comments on the background to the particular hypotheses and 
list contraindications – evidence that would suggest that the hypothesis should be 
rejected in a particular case. 

In effect this approach provides an agenda for decision making. In the context of 
widespread uncertainty about how to distinguish special needs from language needs a 
hypothesis testing framework could be helpful to many teachers and psychologists. 
An important advantage of the approach is that the hypotheses proposed by the 
authors are not set in stone. It would be expected that the particular hypotheses to be 
explored would change over time with new research findings and would vary 
according the circumstances of the child and previous observations in school or 
elsewhere. That flexibility is at the core of the hypothesis testing approach.

Table 7 Hypotheses to be eliminated when attempting to explain depressed 
educational achievement by children learning EAL

Selected hypotheses listed by Wright (1991) Selected hypotheses listed by Hall (1995)

The child is learning more slowly than others The child is learning more slowly because of 
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because the ethos and curriculum of the school 
are experienced as challenging and alien rather 
than welcoming and accommodating.

The child is not learning because the child’s 
good level of conversational English has misled 
the teacher into setting tasks that are too abstract 
for the child’s current language level.

The child is learning at an appropriate rate and 
just needs more time.

The child has not attained a basic language 
proficiency in any language, as neither language 
has been given adequate opportunities to 
develop.

The child is failing because of a preoccupation 
with environmental stress.

The child has a general difficulty in learning, i.e. 
has special educational needs as defined by 
Warnock.

The child is failing because of a specific 
language disorder.

basic factors to do with language development 
and/or task demands.

The child is not learning because of 
environmental stress experienced inside or 
outside school.

The child is failing because of a specific 
language disorder.

The child has Special Educational Needs as 
defined by the 1981 and 1993 Education Acts.

While this review focuses specifically on literacy, the impact of the wider social 
context on children’s learning in general should not be overlooked. The hypotheses 
testing process may need to include an exploration of where children locate 
themselves in relation to their home and school cultures. In particular, it may be 
important to check for bicultural ambivalence or confusion - a lack of confidence in 
their cultural identity in either of the main settings in which they spend their time 
(Cummins, 1984; Duquette, 1991). In view of the existence of covert and overt 
racism and hostility (Macpherson, 1999), it is possible that social, cultural or 
language isolation or peer harassment are significant, exacerbating factors in a child’s 
difficulties (Cline, 1995). This needs to be explored from the child's perspective too. 

Normative approaches to assessment

Traditional methods of normative assessment

The best established and most frequently used approach to the assessment of SEN and 
learning difficulties remains the normative approach (Desforges, 1995; Desforges et 
al, 1995; Pumfrey and Reason, 1991). This approach involves comparing an 
individual's performance with that of a large sample of children of the same age. Over 
many years critics have argued that this approach cannot be fairly be employed with 
children who are learning EAL because their prior experience is likely to be 
significantly different from that of the population on which the norms are based 
(Mercer, 1973, 1979; Chamberlain and Medeiros-Landurand, 1991).

Some defenders of psychometric tests have responded by examining the predictive 
validity of major normative tests such as IQ tests with different populations. In the 
United States they demonstrated that in large samples of children with a wide range 
of ability and achievement normative IQ scores predict achievement test scores as 
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accurately for ethnic minority groups as for children from the majority community 
with some tests (Reynolds and Kaiser, 1990), though not with all (Valencia and 
Rankin, 1988). Valdes and Figueroa (1994) have shown that these broad-based, 
positive correlations may conceal important individual anomalies. They posed the 
research question in the form - how likely is it that a "correct" or "incorrect" decision 
will be made about an individual on the basis of a score on this test? For a sample of 
Hispanic Americans followed over a ten year period they found that a more 
pessimistic view was justified particularly at the critical range below and up to an IQ 
of 85. "Together with all the other (evidence)… this empirical study  supports one 
inescapable conclusion: Testing circumstantial bilingual individuals entails an 
inequitable and unknown degree of error." (Valdes and Figueroa, 1994, p. 171) 

Similar notes of caution have been sounded by a number of UK commentators 
(Baker, 1996; Joyce, 1988; Gregory and Kelly, 1992). Some commentators have 
argued that norm-based instruments should be rejected altogether (e.g. Bryans, 1992). 
Others see new opportunities to develop local community norms through the use of 
computerised approaches to assessment (Beech and Singleton, 1997). The profiling of 
verbal and nonverbal abilities on norm-based tests is commended by some (Ofsted, 
1999). 

It is important to be clear about the limits of the argument. The evidence from Valdes 
and Figueroa relates to IQ scores and major placement decisions. It is possible for 
schools to employ standardised attainment tests to profile the educational 
achievements and needs of groups of children and use the results for planning 
purposes. HM Inspectorate evidence "suggests that it is in those schools with the best 
ethnic data that the performance of the minority ethnic pupils has improved most 
strongly". (Ofsted, 1999) This monitoring may focus on National Curriculum 
assessments rather than standardised tests, but the vital task of analysing the needs of 
new entrants at Year 7 is often hampered by logistical problems such as the late or 
non-transfer of National Curriculum assessment records as well as late admissions. 

In this context materials such as the Cognitive Abilities Test (Thorndike et al, 1986) 
may assist teachers to plan the organisation of a cohort of pupils into groups or 
identify those students with unused potential by comparing ability with attainment. It 
is common for pupils learning EAL to obtain scores for nonverbal reasoning that are 
higher than their scores on L2 language and attainment tests (Valdes and Figueroa, 
1994, Table 4.1). Analysing the profile of scores on this type of test battery can help 
to counter the low expectations that are sometimes held of children in the early stages 
of learning English. At the same time, while there is some support for a strategy of 
this kind (Ofsted, 1999), a note of caution is also required (Turner, 1994). If 
standardised tests are used for guiding even minor decisions about individuals 
learning EAL, particular care will always be needed. The appropriateness of the 
decision may be monitored by seeking confirmatory evidence from earlier school 
records, if available, or by reviewing any new arrangements or provision after an 
agreed fixed period on the basis of further teacher observation. 

The development and use of pluralistic or local norms

If norm-based assessment is required and the available norms of a test are invalid for 
a particular group, one response might be to develop new norms that are appropriate 
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for that group. This approach was adopted on a large scale in California in the System 
of Multicultural Pluralistic Assessment (SOMPA) (Mercer, 1979). Separate norms 
were used according to the economic, cultural, social and linguistic characteristics of 
the child's family. This raised issues of principle for some commentators, and there 
were other problems which undermined the value of the instrument.

 Firstly, the content of the tests that were used was not adapted, so that they did not 
sample those cognitive resources of the minority children that arise from their 
participation in a distinctive subculture (Figueroa and Sassenrath, 1989). Secondly, 
even in their own terms, Mercer and her colleagues failed to differentiate the 
population sufficiently precisely: the language background of the undifferentiated 
Hispanic American subsample included homes where only Spanish was spoken 
(32%), homes where English and Spanish were spoken (30%) and homes where only 
English was spoken (38%) (Valdes and Figueroa, 1994). This highlights what appears 
to be the major challenge for any attempt at local standardisation - to define the 
subpopulations for separate test norming in such a way that they both command 
consensual support in all the communities concerned and provide a simple and 
practicable framework during the development phase and when the test is being used 
in everyday practice.

Baker (1988) showed how this could be achieved on the basis of empirical 
investigation in the comparatively stable linguistic and social setting of Wales. Local 
norms of lasting value would be very much more difficult to establish for work with 
the rapidly changing linguistic minority communities in conurbations across the UK 
This problem will not be overcome by the use of computerised testing, as advocated 
by Beech and Singleton (1997). An alternative, more modest strategy is for LEAs and 
schools to analyse their achievement data by ethnicity and language background on a 
routine basis and use group averages as a reference point (cf. Ofsted, 1999). This may 
be preferable to the development of local "norms", as there will be no temptation to 
give this data a status it does not deserve, as has often happened to normative data in 
the past.

Curriculum related assessment

The most damaging criticism of normative instruments is not that their norms may be 
misapplied but that their results provide little in the way of diagnostic information to 
help plan teaching in the classroom (Cummins, 1984; Miller,1984; Solity and Bull, 
1987). Changes in the way SEN are conceived have led to changes in the purpose of 
SEN assessment. When SEN were thought of as a list of handicap categories, the 
purpose of assessment was accurate categorisation. Now that SEN are conceived as a 
mismatch between what a child needs and what the school normally provides, the 
purpose of SEN assessment is quite different - to identify changes that would enable 
the child to master more of the curriculum. This has led to an interest in curriculum 
related assessment (CRA) – a strategy that “directly assesses student performance 
within the course content for the purpose of determining that student’s instructional 
needs” (Tucker, 1985). It was seen particularly as an improvement on normative 
assessment for work with pupils learning EAL (Figueroa, 1983; Cummins,1984; 
Frederickson, 1992). 
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However, Cummins also observed disadvantages in the use of the CRA techniques 
that were most popular at the time with EAL learners. Firstly, these techniques tended 
to present learning materials in a fragmented and decontextualised form - the opposite 
of what children learning EAL need. Secondly, they reinforced a transmission model 
of teaching which does not encourage teachers to draw upon children’s previous 
knowledge and experience. A working group led by Frederickson and Cline (1990) 
adapted a framework that Cummins himself had developed in order to suggest an 
approach to CRA which would overcome some of these problems. Robson (1995), 
Hall (1995) and a number of authors in Cline and Frederickson (1996) reported on 
ways in which the approach had been implemented with bilingual pupils in practice. 
The application of the framework to a 1988 National Curriculum KS2 English target 
for reading may be studied in Frederickson and Cline (1990, pp. 33 – 35).

Dynamic assessment

This approach to assessment grew out of a distinction made by Vygotsky (1978) 
between what he described as the Zone of Actual Development (ZAD) and the Zone 
of Potential Development (or Proximal or Next Development) (ZPD). The ZAD can 
be measured by traditional testing procedures, but the ZPD, the child's learning 
potential or learning ability, cannot. Suppose that the performance of two children on 
a “static” test is at the same level, equating to the performance of an average 8 year 
old. They are then retested with some adult help in the form of standard questions 
prompting them towards the correct solution of problems they could not solve before. 
One child now attains the score of an average 9 year old while the other reaches a 
level associated with 12 year olds. Vygotsky saw the difference between the ZAD 
(what children can achieve by themselves) and the level they can reach with adult 
help as an operational definition of the ZPD. 

Proponents of dynamic approaches to assessment argue that traditional (static) tests 
establish current levels of performance but give little information about the processes 
that underlie that competence (Campione, 1989). They also ignore functions that have 
not yet matured but are in the process of maturing. They focus on the "fruits" of 
development rather than its "buds" and "flowers". They are retrospective rather than 
prospective. Observing emerging skills closely, it is claimed, will provide a better 
estimate of individuals' potential for proceeding beyond their present level of 
competence and will offer more useful guidance on the kind of teaching that will help 
them realise that potential. 

Particular claims have been made for dynamic assessment in relation to children from 
ethnic and linguistic minorities. It was assumed that, because they have a different 
cultural or language background, they may have had limited opportunities to learn 
whatever is being tested in the context of the school. It was then argued that an 
assessment strategy based on static tests would show significant social and cultural 
bias. On the other hand, dynamic assessment which provides coaching or training for 
the assessment task would offer a counterbalance to inequalities in experience 
(Feuerstein, 1979; Sewell, 1987; Pena et al, 1992; Hamers et al, 1996). These claims 
have not gone unchallenged. Sometimes this approach results simply in a new form of 
abstract test like an IQ test designed to evaluate a single construct of “learning 
ability”. This implies that individuals differ in learning ability along a single 
dimension irrespective of the domain to which attention is given (Hamers et al, 1991; 
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Hamers et al, 1993). Valdes and Figueroa (1994) argue that an approach of this kind 
is “particularly problematic” for children learning EAL because of the demand that is 
often made in such tests for decontextualised language (p.195).

Those criticisms would not apply to more “clinical” approaches to the assessment task 
in this paradigm in which the aim is to create optimal conditions for successful 
performance so that children show their full potential. In these approaches there is “an 
emphasis on evaluating the psychological processes involved in learning and 
change… The argument is that individuals with comparable scores on static tests may 
have taken different paths to those scores and that consideration of those differences 
can provide information of additional diagnostic value” (Brown et al, 1992, p. 140). 
A systematic analysis is made of the way in which the child responds to different 
forms of training, such as simple feedback, demonstration, or prompts or hints in the 
form of questions. In this version dynamic assessment becomes one of many ways of 
planning the assessment-teaching-assessment cycle, similar to proleptic teaching, 
reciprocal teaching and apprenticeship teaching (Daniels, 1992). There have been a 
small number of reports of the application of the dynamic approach specifically to the 
assessment of aspects of reading. Kletzien and Bednar (1990) presented a case study 
of an assessment that included a minilesson with a 10th grade student who had 
difficulties with reading comprehension. Carney et al (1992) described procedures 
that would be applicable across word recognition in isolation, word recognition in 
context and comprehension in oral and silent reading. Hamers et al (1995) developed 
a highly structured test of phonemic awareness on dynamic assessment principles. We 
did not identify any reports in this category which focused specifically on children 
learning EAL
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7. Assessment of reading attainment, literacy learning and 
dyslexia

Tests of reading, literacy and dyslexia

There is no regular publication that provides an independent evaluation of the tests of 
reading and literacy currently available in the UK. In the 70's and 80's useful books 
for this purpose were published by Levy and Goldstein (1984), Vincent et al (1983), 
and Pumfrey (1976, 1985). More recently Pumfrey and Reason (1991) have offered 
evaluative comments on a short selection of tests and assessment techniques relevant 
to dyslexia and Turner (1997) and Reid (1997) have provided a fuller list of 
assessment materials for dyslexia with brief critical comments. Beech and Singleton 
(1997) have provided an extensive list of more detailed test reviews covering the 
general field of literacy assessment. (Cf. Turner, 1993a, b.) There is a further set of 
detailed reviews in the BPS working party report mentioned above. The authors 
aimed to evaluate a selection of commercially available tests designed to measure 
cognitive processes associated with dyslexia (BPS, 1999a). 

None of these guides and commentaries has considered specifically questions that 
might arise when the tests they reviewed are used with children who are learning 
EAL. Where we were able to examine test manuals, they generally lacked such 
information too. Appendix 2 sets out basic information about each of the tests and 
batteries that we traced and, where available, provides references for published data 
and discussion on the use of the test with children learning EAL. (It should be noted 
that some test developers and test publishers produce a general statement on issues 
such as test bias and do not repeat it for each test in their catalogue.) 

A wide range of materials has been published specifically to support the identification 
and assessment of dyslexia. The best-established published tests are included in 
Appendix 2 with reviewers’ comments where available. In addition, it is worth 
reporting here two developments which have not yet reached the stage where 
validated materials can be published but which may offer promise for the future in 
relation to work with children learning EAL. 

The first development concerns listening comprehension. Stanovich (1991) advocated 
the use of a measure of listening comprehension in place of IQ to support a 
discrepancy definition of dyslexia. There are technical problems in equating measures 
of listening comprehension and reading comprehension. For example, there is a 
greater memory load if the same language is presented orally in speech rather than 
visually in print (Aaron, 1991). In addition, it has been argued that such a measure is 
only appropriate for older pupils (Turner, 1997, pp. 32 – 34). However, progress has 
been made in piloting materials based on two related methods developed by Royer 
and his colleagues (Royer et al, 1986; Marchant et al, 1988). Bedford-Feuell et al 
(1995) developed a Sentence Verification Task for passages from a story reading test, 
and Fisher et al (1999) developed a slightly simpler Meaning Identification Scale for 
narrative texts used in previous years at Levels A and D of the Scottish 5 – 14 English 
language curriculum assessments. These techniques have some promise for work with 
children learning EAL precisely because they represent a very challenging test for 
them. When children learning EAL score markedly less well for reading 
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comprehension than for listening comprehension on matched passages, it seems 
unlikely that their reading difficulties arise solely from limited knowledge of L2.

The second development concerns the preparation of an International Dyslexia Test, a 
broad-based battery of tests with an established position in the dyslexia literature. The 
test has been translated into four languages, and further translations are planned. It 
has been used with Sylheti/English bilingual children in East London and shown to 
differentiate successful and unsuccessful readers on measures of phonological 
processing or awareness, working memory, sequencing and rapid naming (Adams et 
al, 1999). This is in line with findings outlined elsewhere in this review. The 
challenge of making the battery replicable across languages and cultures remains a 
formidable one (Smythe et al, 1999).

Literacy involves writing equally with reading. The emphasis in the learning 
difficulties literature is on the latter, particularly in relation to assessment. Yet writing 
difficulties are an important and persistent element in the experience of many people 
with dyslexia (Miles and Miles, 1990). However, Turner (1997, p. 208) stated 
emphatically that “no useful tests of writing under standard conditions exist”. 
Moseley (1997) offered a more positive evaluation, though acknowledging that most 
of the publications on the subject “lack a sound basis in empirical studies” (p. 205).10 

If the assessment of the development of writing skills relied solely on the existence of 
formal tests, this would be a serious deficiency. But that is not the case. The issue of 
how writing difficulties should be assessed raises the fundamental question of what 
contribution formal testing can make and what will be the role of classroom 
observation. In relation to writing the learning targets relating to the teaching 
objectives of the National Literacy Strategy (NLS) Framework for teaching are more 
balanced (QCA, 1999). These targets will be modified for individual children as 
needed. It seems likely that this approach will have an influence over time in 
increasing the attention paid to the assessment and teaching of writing for children 
who have particularly difficulties with aspects of writing technique (Alston, 1998).

With the introduction of the NLS target setting now provides the context for planning 
teaching and evaluating progress for all pupils. The general targets that are set for a 
class will need to be adjusted for some children with learning difficulties in literacy, 
and provision is made for this in the QCA Guidance. In the more severe cases where 
there is an Individual Education Plan (IEP), it will be important that the IEP targets 
link with those set for a child’s class as a whole. Smith (1998) hinted at a possible 
implication of all this for the future use of published tests. She suggested that, when 
designing IEP targets and monitoring progress towards them, teachers should “use the 
phonic order and the lists of core keywords rather than those from other sources” (p. 
23). She pointed out that, because the NLS sets out short-term targets for all pupils, 
these could link relatively easily with IEPs for children with learning difficulties. It 
may be predicted that, if the Framework proves tight enough to facilitate the analysis 
of small steps of progress for children with SpLD, the use of some of the tests in 
Appendix 2 for that purpose will decline. As the next section will show, that will be a 
welcome development for some commentators.
10  In work on spelling Brooks and Weeks (1998) showed how a precision teaching framework 

can be used to monitor detailed progress on a daily basis for pupils with dyslexic features. This 
strategy can be used for supporting and monitoring short periods of intensive teaching of specific 
writing skills with pupils with severe difficulties.
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Classroom-based observation and assessment

Pupil profiling systems

Test results have been accorded high status in the past. Eventually there was a strong 
reaction internationally against traditional approaches in favour of forms of 
assessment that aspired to be authentic, continuous, multifaceted, multidimensional 
and collaborative (Valencia, 1990) and to support good practice with children 
learning EAL (Lewis-White, 1998). The implementation has not always matched up 
to the rhetoric (Gomez et al, 1991; Darling-Hammond, 1994), and much of the 
discussion has been muddled in its use of terms (Gipps, 1994). In the UK there has 
been less debate than in the USA on “authentic assessment” and more attention to 
pupil profiling systems (Shorrocks et al, 1991; James and Connor, 1993; Sheil and 
Forde, 1995). A profiling system normally comprises three elements:

Indicators

Statements describing pupils’ achievements that are normally linked to the objectives 
of the curriculum.

Levels/bands

Indicators are grouped together within what is thought to be the same broad 
developmental level or band of achievement. A pupil’s performance is rated as a 
whole across indicators so that a summary statement can be made about the level 
reached.

Assessment tasks and contexts

Special assessment tasks may be set for the purpose or the assessment may be based 
on portfolios of pupils’ work or notes of observations made by teachers during 
everyday classroom activities.

For children learning EAL a system of this kind may have some benefits, quite apart 
from any advantages that apply to all pupils. The key factor is that in these schemes 
performance is rated over time so that any underperformance because of problems 
with the language or content of a particular text will be compensated for on another 
occasion if the foundation of competence in literacy is really established at the 
appropriate level. An ILEA study cited by Hester et al (1988) found that teacher 
ratings on a Reading Scale of this kind associated with the Primary Learning Record 
were less affected by the fluency in English of children learning EAL than were 
scores on the London Reading Test given at around the same time.
The focus of this review is on evaluating the progress of individual children with 
learning difficulties. For this purpose pupil profiling systems offer a framework 
within which an individual’s level of achievement can be compared with that of 
others, if that is what is required. Where the profiles are cumulative, they also allow 
the rate of progress to be evaluated (Sheil and Forde, 1995). In the case of a child 
learning EAL it might be expected that literacy progress, particularly reading 
comprehension, would speed up as oral language proficiency improved and L2 
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vocabulary increased.11 The main difficulty with adapting most profiling systems for 
this purpose is that the categories that are employed are geared to what is required to 
monitor most children’s progress, so that they prove to be too broad when used with a 
child with learning difficulties. The Literacy Hour and the NLS guidance for target 
setting provide a context within which close observation of selected children’s 
individual progress will be possible, especially where there is additional SEN or EAL 
support in the classroom. The initial development work and guidance has necessarily 
focused on the needs of the majority of pupils. It would be timely now for a 
development project to be initiated with the aim of identifying and disseminating 
good practice in observing and responding to the difficulties of individual children 
with EAL and SEN in the context of the Literacy Hour.

Reading Recovery

The Reading Recovery scheme, which originated in New Zealand, provides one-to-
one support to selected six year olds who have shown difficulty in the early stages of 
learning to read. It has been introduced into a number of education systems with 
diverse school populations (Clay, 1991; Lyons et al, 1993). In general, the results 
achieved through the scheme have been impressive. For example, Clay (1990) 
reported on results in ten Education Board areas in New Zealand over the period 
1984-88. Reading Recovery was offered to the lowest 20% of the age cohort through 
an intensive 12 - 20 week programme. Between the ordinary school programme and 
this intervention, she claimed, 99% of children aged 6 – 7 years were “reading and 
writing in relatively independent ways” with the rest identified for specialist attention 
and special help at the end of the programme. When evaluated in the UK, the scheme 
also had a strong record of success, notably with children receiving free school meals 
and those who had minimal reading skills at the outset. In a five year follow up these 
two groups had a six month advantage in reading age over controls (Hurry and Sylva, 
1998). Although there have also been critics of the scheme (e.g. Grossen et al, 1999; 
Chapman et al, In press), the balance of comments has been positive (Ofsted, 1993; 
Gardner et al, 1996). When the Literacy Task Force set out their proposals for the 
National Literacy Strategy, they referred to this record of success and suggested that 
within the overall strategy Reading Recovery (with some modifications) might play a 
vital part. This would be to address “the specific reading difficulties of those who, in 
spite of being taught well, fall behind” (Literacy Task Force, 1997, para. 76). 

In the context of this review it is relevant to note that the scheme has worked well in 
its original form in more than one setting with pupils learning EAL who had learning 
difficulties in literacy (Clay and Watson, 1982; Ballantyne, 1991). Hobsbaum (1997) 
reported on progress made by an English sample of just over 3000 children during 
1993/94. Approximately one fifth of the children were learning EAL. Overall their 
outcomes did not differ, on average, from those of the monolingual pupils in the 
sample, although their performance on entry to the programme was significantly 
lower (Hobsbaum, 1997, Tables 12 – 13). As in the case of the National Literacy 
Project (see p. 28 above), fluency in English was a significant factor in outcome: 
“younger and less fluent bilingual children… have difficulties with the programme”. 
Hobsbaum interpreted this finding as a challenge “to find ways to match the early 
texts we offer them to their style and level of English” (p. 146).
11  If that does not happen, it becomes more likely that the original obstacle to reading progress 

arose from learning difficulties relating to literacy and not simply a lack of knowledge of L2.

43



Gentile (1997) has examined ways to give particular attention to oral language 
development in the context of a Reading Recovery lesson for a pupil learning EAL. 
Thus there is some evidence that, for pupils learning EAL as well as for others, the 
scheme could fulfil the clearly delineated role that the Literacy Task Force envisaged 
for it (though the possible impact of the modifications envisaged by the Task Force 
has not been evaluated12). It would be important that the scheme was modified in 
multilingual schools to lay an even greater emphasis on the close observation of oral 
language use and the linking of reading comprehension to oral language development. 
There would then be a greater likelihood that, in those schools which also had strong 
EAL support arrangements, children learning EAL who have severe specific learning 
difficulties or dyslexia would be identified with greater confidence and accuracy. 
Clay has claimed that, where children fail to catch up with their peers during the 
intervention, the programme “does not harm the child… The time in Reading 
Recovery is long enough for a fair trial and a reliable assessment and makes clear that 
a longer period of help is required from teachers with more specialised training. 
Without loading specialist services with massive testing and impossible 
discrimination decisions, an education system could plan effective programming for 
such different groups of children after one year of school.” (Clay, 1991, p. 59) 

Assessment of the cognitive processes that underpin literacy

The previous sections of this part of the review have reported on the direct assessment 
of reading and literacy. In this section we will consider the assessment of the mental 
processes that underpin those skills. The challenge may be crudely divided into two 
parts – firstly, the assessment of children’s attitudes to and motivation for the L2 
reading task and the learning styles they adopt in tackling it, and secondly the 
assessment of their capacity for the cognitive processing that underpins reading and 
writing, e.g. skills such as those listed on p. 12 above.  

Learning style

Children’s perceptions of the process of literacy learning are affected by the 
expectations that they encounter from adults in different settings. If their approach to 
learning in general (their “cognitive style”) has been nurtured in a sociocultural 
context that is quite different from that of the school, they may find it difficult to 
understand what is expected of them at school and difficult to match the teachers’ 
expectations even when they do understand them. In North America these issues have 
been studied in different minority groups in terms of:

 use of holistic (vs. analytic) thinking processes by Native American children 
(Tharp, 1989);

12  A key feature of the scheme is that each child is seen as an individual, teachers are trained 
to observe their reading behaviour closely and adapt to the child’s strengths in learning without 
wasting time. Extensive training has generally been a requirement when the scheme is 
introduced in new areas. The Literacy Task Force (1997) highlighted the cost of the scheme and 
expressed the hope that it could be made more cost-effective by, for example, “more systematic 
use of the staff and volunteers already working in many primary schools” (para 76).
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 an emphasis on modelling and observational learning (vs. dependence on verbal 
instructions) in the work of an Inuit teacher with children from his own 
cultural group (Lipka, 1991);

 the involvement of different sensory modalities in work with African-American 
children (Allen and Boykin, 1991).

In the UK there has been less work designed to help teachers to adapt their teaching 
methods to the known learning styles of groups of minority children with whom they 
are working. Where this approach is based on the attribution of a particular learning 
disposition to all members of a group (e.g. Banks, 1981), critics have argued that “in 
seeking to generalise about the characteristics of ethnic minorities… this 
recommendation risks the substitution of new stereotypes for old” (Phillips, 1989, p. 
111). 

Most research studies of the impact of cognitive style on literacy learning focus on a 
single dimension. Two lines of enquiry have generated a significant volume of 
findings about pupils learning to read. The first involves differentiating children with 
an internal or external locus of control, e.g. distinguishing between those who 
attribute their successes to their own efforts and those who think that any success they 
may have is because of luck. (Pumfrey (1997a) and Crozier (1997) offer concise 
introductions to this work.) The second line of enquiry concerns the dimension of 
field dependence/independence (Witkin et al, 1977). People with an articulated field 
style (i.e. those who are field independent) will, according to Witkin, be more skilled 
than others at analysing and separating out a hidden perceptual object from its 
background. This is associated, it is claimed, with being more autonomous and less 
dependent on other people in social relations (Witkin, 1978), with relative success in 
learning a second language (Griffiths and Sheen, 1992) and with good progress in the 
early stages of learning to read (Davis, 1987; Davey and Menke, 1989). 

The concept of field dependence/independence has been damagingly criticised in 
recent years because different instruments designed to measure it are not strongly 
correlated (Arthur and Day, 1991) and because it appears to function as a proxy 
dimension of perceptual ability rather than a learning style as originally conceived 
(Crozier, 1997). There was initially a great deal of interest in the concept in education 
(e.g. Cosan and Beaulieu, 1984), but a more recent review suggests that little 
evidence has accumulated to support the claim that matching teaching methods to 
learning style on this dimension will lead to improved results (McKenna, 1990).

A recent development of the concept by Riding appears to offer greater promise 
(Riding and Cheema, 1991; Riding and Pearson, 1994; Riding and Read, 1996). 
Learning style patterns within this paradigm have been compared across countries in 
samples of children with dyslexia (Gyamarthy et al, 1999), but we have not traced 
any published reports that investigate the relationship between these dimensions and 
progress in literacy learning among children learning EAL in the UK. It appears that, 
although there has been a significant body of work on the role of learning styles and 
personality dispositions in learning difficulties of adult learners of an additional 
language (Ehrman, 1996), there is relatively little work on the impact of these factors 
on children’s learning difficulties in L2 literacy.
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In addition to those instruments which were derived from specific theoretical 
accounts, there are broader, empirically based approaches to evaluating a child’s 
learning style in school. Reid (1997) included a list of features of learning style in his 
assessment framework for dyslexia. Stott (1978) developed a 15-item rating scale for 
observing learning behaviour and identifying “poor learning habits”. Green (1985) 
and Green and Francis (1988) reported favourably on the reliability and predictive 
validity of the schedule. In a study in the West Midlands Philips (1989) showed that 
its results predicted future attainments in reading, spelling and number equally well 
for Asian and white pupils. With the introduction of the National Literacy Strategy 
there may be a place for a schedule of this type to support the recording of systematic 
observations of the learning behaviour of children at risk and children with learning 
difficulties during the different activities associated with the well-defined routines of 
the Literacy Hour. An adaptation of such a schedule could be made for children 
learning EAL. It is suggested that work relating to the assessment of learning style 
could be an option within the brief for the Literacy Hour development project 
referred to above.

Measuring attitudes to reading 

Finding out how children perceive the reading task and how they evaluate their own 
progress in both language proficiency and academic achievement is important in any 
assessment. The assessment should represent "a vigorously active search for the 
child's best possible performance in relation to a particular learning objective and… 
therefore start from questions of what motivates a given individual to give her best.." 
(Pema and Pattinson, 1991, p. 41) When working with children learning EAL this is 
crucial as there is more likely to be an initial mismatch between their perceptions and 
those of their teachers (Gregory, 1994). The task is particularly challenging, because 
“far more effort has been put into the measurement of cognitive aspects of the reading 
process than has been spent on the measurement of attitudes towards reading”. 
(Pumfrey, 1986) The same is true in relation to dyslexia (Turner, 1997). Yet it is 
widely recognised that attitude and motivation have a major role in affecting 
children’s progress. 

The relationship between attitude and attainment is not a simple one: “there are 
examples where pupils’ attitudes to reading and their reading attainments are not 
positively correlated.” (Pumfrey, 1997, p. 162. Cf. Davies and Brember, 1995.) But, 
in general, the basic conditions for successful reading include “motivation to read, 
attitude toward reading and content, and sociocultural values and beliefs (Ruddell and 
Unrau,1994, p.1001 cited Pumfrey, 1997). It may be that there are two kinds of 
threshold effect operating. Firstly, children whose attitudes or motivation are below 
some threshold level are prevented from engaging with the intellectual challenges of 
literacy learning and make poor progress. But increases in enthusiasm and 
commitment above that level do not automatically lead to improvements in 
attainment. Secondly, once children have attained a threshold level of basic 
competence in reading and writing, they will not lose those skills, even if there is a 
loss of interest and reduced motivation as they move through school (McKenna et al, 
1995; Davies and Brember, 1995). 

Pumfrey (1997) has provided a short introduction to the range of techniques that are 
available for assessing attitudes to reading. Among others he lists:
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A. Observational approaches
B. Direct observation by an adult of pupil behaviours in relation to 

reading materials whether in educational settings or elsewhere
C. Checklists of reading-related behaviours from which the pupil’s 

attitudes towards reading can be inferred
D. Self-report techniques

E. Scaling of various types, e.g. paired comparisons
F. Projective techniques
G. Semantic differential techniques
H. Repertory grid techniques

An important factor that requires specific attention is pupil’s self-assessments of their 
academic attainments. Blatchford (1997) has shown ethnic differences on this 
measure in a longitudinal study of white and Afro-Caribbean children in a sample of 
London schools. We have not traced any survey reports on attitudes to L2 reading 
among children learning EAL in the UK, though there have been some illuminating 
individual case studies (e.g. Gregory, 1990; Peer, 1996). 

Assessment of cognitive-linguistic subskills

Theoretical accounts of learning difficulties in literacy have highlighted a range of 
cognitive processes that are seen as essential to the successful development of fluent 
reading and accurate spelling. Recent examples include:

 processing sounds in the spoken language quickly and accurately (Snowling, 
1995; Stanovich, 1998)

 automatising reading-related processes so that they can be performed without 
conscious attention (Nicolson and Fawcett, 1990)

 retaining digits, words or non-words in verbal memory after brief exposure 
(Wagner and Torgeson, 1987; Gathercole and Baddeley, 1993)

 transporting information efficiently through the transient visual system connecting 
the retina to the primary visual cortex

Researchers who have shown that such factors play a role in learning difficulties have 
frequently gone on to develop the measures employed in their initial studies as 
psychometrically sound tests for use by practitioners. In some cases the incidence or 
importance of the factor has been exaggerated. For example, in recent years it has 
increasingly been accepted that visual problems play a limited role in dyslexia 
compared to phonological problems, but this conclusion has been vigorously 
contested by some of those working on the assessment and treatment of visual 
problems (Evans, 1997; BPSa, 1999).

Some published assessment batteries investigate a range of cognitive processes, while 
other tests focus on a single dimension. Published instruments that have commonly 
featured in the recent UK literature are listed in Appendix 2. A sample of the 
cognitive processes covered by those tests is listed below:
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Auditory and verbal skills:

Auditory discrimination
Auditory/verbal associative memory
Naming speed

CoPS
CoPS
DST/DEST

Phonological awareness/skills

Speech rate
Verbal/semantic fluency
Working memory

DST/DEST
CoPS
Phonological Abilities Test
PhAB
TOPA
Phonological Abilities Test
DST
Nonword Rec.

Cross-modal:

Visual/verbal sequential memory CoPS

Visual and motor skills:

Balance
Bead threading
Shape copying
Visual sequential memory

DST/DEST
DST/DEST
DEST
CoPS

In recent years researchers have begun to investigate the applicability of such tests to 
children learning EAL. It has become clear that a child’s language background and 
cultural experience have to be taken into account very carefully when interpreting the 
results. This will be illustrated with reference to two test batteries that have been 
published recently in the UK.

Fawcett and Nicolson (1999) described a computer-based intervention carried out 
with two children, GA and SA who both originally came to this country from 
Somalia, as well as six others who were monolingual and born here. The children 
were screened for the study using the Dyslexia Screening Test (Fawcett and Nicolson, 
1996). All the tests in this battery are timed in order to highlight the deficits in 
automaticity which the authors sought to identify. At the screening stage GA and SA 
scored relatively well on the nonverbal tasks that make up part of the battery but less 
well on some other components. How should this be interpreted? Slow responses 
might be attributed to a failure to automatise basic processes, but they might equally 
be a result of slow verbal processing because of limited language experience in L2. 

Frederickson and Frith (1998) studied the performance on reading tests and the 
Phonological Assessment Battery (PhAB) of 50 children aged 10 – 12 years whose 
first language was Sylheti and who had been educated in English since the age of 
five. They were compared with children assessed as having specific learning 
difficulties and controls matched for age and IQ. The children with SpLD showed 
considerable degrees of phonological impairment compared to the controls, but the 
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bilingual children did not, although their performance on the reading tests was 
inferior. “The results… suggest that the phonological skills assessed by PhAB are 
similarly developed in bilingual children whose exposure to English has been 
sufficient to develop surface competencies, as in monolingual English speaking 
children. The relationship between phonological skills and reading accuracy likewise 
appeared to be similar in these two groups.” They concluded that, when working with 
children learning EAL, phonological dyslexia may be identified by means of 
phonological tests in L2 at an earlier stage than had previously been assumed. 
However, while there were similarities between the bilingual and monolingual 
children in that respect, the tests appeared to function quite differently when reading 
comprehension was taken into account. The children learning EAL performed less 
well in reading comprehension than in reading accuracy, while the reverse was true 
for the children with SpLD. This was presumably because those with SpLD were able 
to use their semantic knowledge to compensate for their poor decoding skills, while 
those learning EAL were able to develop good decoding skills even when they did not 
understand what they were reading. A simple guideline for interpreting the 
significance of scores on such batteries would be impossible. The specific experience 
and language proficiency of each individual L2 learner would need to be considered 
in order to draw safe conclusions from the results.
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8. Guidance to schools and teachers from local education 
authorities

There is considerable potential frustration for teachers in working with a child 
learning EAL who appears to be a fluent speaker in social situations yet fails to 
progress in key aspects of the curriculum such as reading. This frustration is increased 
when the teacher cannot identify the reasons for the child’s difficulties (Landon, 
1997). A recent local survey in a county LEA indicated that special needs 
coordinators in primary schools generally believed themselves ill-prepared for the 
assessment of dyslexia or specific learning difficulties in children learning EAL. All 
39 respondents stated that they would find an "assessment checklist" helpful as a 
guide for this task (Veasey, 1999). It was partly an awareness that similar 
uncertainties had been expressed by other teachers in various settings that led to the 
commissioning of this review. As noted above, there is evidence that even the most 
fundamental of the principles of good practice set out in section 4 are often ignored 
(Cummins, 1984; Cline, 1991; Curnyn et al, 1991; Desforges et al, 1995). Official 
guidance in this field is often dismissed on both sides of the Atlantic as "too general 
and non-prescriptive to be useful to practitioners" (Lam, 1993, p. 180) or needing "to 
be much more specific and detailed" if it is to "foster good practice in a difficult area" 
(Cline and Frederickson, 1999). 

What guidance is offered to schools and teachers by local education authorities? We 
carried out a survey of the authorities with the largest linguistic minority populations 
to find out. 25 replies were received in time for analysis. Of these one presented a 
distinctive approach, three were in the process of developing guidelines, and eight 
submitted papers that were not really guidelines and did not come within the scope of 
the survey. 15 respondents enclosed booklets that were designed for teachers in 
primary and secondary schools. These booklets varied greatly in length (11 - 67 
pages) and in target readership (teachers/schools in general or specific specialist 
groups such as SENCO's or language support teachers). In general, they covered the 
whole range of SEN and were not concerned solely with SpLD or dyslexia. Table 8.1 
summarises the coverage these booklets offered.

The status of the documents we examined varied a great deal. Some were “official” 
communications from a senior LEA officer or were produced by a specialist team 
within the LEA with a foreword or introduction by a senior officer. There were 
sometimes professionally designed and printed, conveying the impression of 
authoritative advice and LEA commitment. In a minority of cases a section on 
bilingual children and SEN was included in general guidance on all aspects of work 
with children learning EAL. A few of the documents that were received were 
produced by a small group or an individual within a specialist service and were 
copied cheaply and given a limited circulation. In some cases guidance had been 
prepared to be ready “to be given to professionals as the need arises”. This was more 
likely in shire authorities where there were many isolated bilingual families scattered 
thinly across a large area.

Within our small sample there was no relationship between the size of the population 
of children learning EAL in an authority and the nature of the documentation 
produced for teachers on this subject: authorities with a relatively small EAL 
population sometimes produced ambitious guidance, while there were authorities with 
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a much larger apparent need which submitted very limited documentation. We were 
aware that our survey happened to coincide with a period when Section 11 services 
were being reorganised. It may be that returns were adversely affected by this factor.

Where the guidance had a section on general principles, it usually referred to relevant 
parts of the Education Act 1993 and/or the 1994 Code of Practice, including:

A child must not be regarded as having a learning difficulty because the language 
or form of language of the home is different from the language in which he or she 
will be taught.  (Education Act 1993, Section 156)

Commonly caution was expressed about the risk of identifying pupils as having SEN 
when the underlying problem was simply one of language difference. But, beyond 
that, the emphasis varied markedly between documents. In the first of the extracts 
below the ultimate aim appears to be to identify a small group of children who have 
severe difficulties; in the second the focus is entirely on improving the learning 
environment for all pupils:

Minority ethnic pupils bring a rich variety of linguistic and cultural experiences 
into schools. Where expectations are high and the school ethos and curriculum 
are responsive to this diversity of abilities and cultural experiences, then the 
learning of all pupils will be supported and most will make appropriate 
progress. A small number of pupils however may continue to experience 
difficulties accessing the curriculum. In the case of an emergent bilingual pupil  
this will be a temporary difficulty while the pupil attains functional competence 
in English. For other minority ethnic pupils modifications to the curriculum,  
individual pastoral support or the wider school context may reduce the 
difficulty. Some of these pupils will however have special educational needs 
arising from longer term difficulties. It is important that assessment 
distinguishes between these types of need.  

(Hertfordshire Education Dept., 1997)

The notion that it is possible to differentiate between pupils who do and those 
who do not “have” learning difficulties downplays the impact of context and 
tends to equate learning difficulties with inherent intellectual limitations. In fact  
this within-child view of learning difficulties has been rejected by many 
educators in favour of a more interactive multidimensional view: that learning 
difficulties arise through the complex interaction of a multitude of factors 
associated not only with the pupils themselves but with the immediate and wider 
learning environment. This is of particular significance for bilingual learners 
whose progress is seen as causing concern. It is important to be aware of the 
assumptions that we are making. We need to consider carefully the context in 
which these pupils are operating and the different perspectives they bring to the 
learning situation. If we take an interactive view, the main task for teachers is to 
understand the interplay of the different factors. We can then explore how best 
to revise and reshape features of the learning environment in order to facilitate 
more successful learning.

LCAS, 1999
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Most of the documents place the guidance in the context of the authority’s general 
policies on entitlement, race equality and/or cultural diversity. Typically the analysis 
refers to the importance of respecting and celebrating children’s home culture and 
language and (in a smaller number of booklets) to the need for a safe, supportive 
school environment which does not tolerate racism.

The booklets often included advice/guidance designed to enhance the education of 
pupils learning EAL generally. This tended to cover issues relating to whole 
school/curriculum organisation but (perhaps surprisingly) did not often include 
discussion of work with parents or home activities on the one hand or classroom 
activities and strategies to support differentiation on the other. Most documents 
emphasised a commitment to inclusive education wherever possible but relatively few 
built into this guidance detailed or specific advice on how the early stages of 
assessment within the Code of Practice might be followed through to maximum 
effect. A document which clearly aimed to offer such advice was structured around 
the sequence of stages of assessment within the Code. At Stage 2 advice was 
organised under these headings:

Complete the Stage 1 checklist
Register the pupil at Stage 2
Observe the pupil in various settings
Draw up an individual education plan
Agree strategies for differentiation
Ensure that the pupil‘s parents are informed
Monitor the pupil’s progress
Review the pupil’s progress
Consult the problem solving model and inform the head teacher

Task 6 on agreeing strategies for differentiation is covered in five pages of detailed 
notes. Under the heading of “Writing” one section reads:

Concern - writing Comments
The child is slow to produce written work, which 
is often short with dull, ‘safe’ words being used. 
It may also be muddled or unstructured. Spelling 
is often difficult to decode with the same word 
having several different incorrect spellings. The 
child may reverse letters or words when reading 
or writing (e.g. was for saw) or may have the 
correct letters arranged in the wrong sequence 
(e.g. brid for bird, gril for girl).
The quality of written work may not reflect 
verbal skills
Opportunities to verbalise before writing
Modelled tasks (by peer or adult)
Differentiated tasks
Pictorial recording
Oral recording on tape
Access to a computer/word processor (with use 
of spellcheck)
Shared writing with an adult/peer to scribe
A bank of topic/personal/high usage words
Ensure the child written work by:
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 reading aloud for the sense, including 
punctuation;

 reading aloud to listen for errors in grammar 
and sequencing;

 reading a third time, silently, looking for 
spelling errors and correcting them with use 
of a dictionary.

The child can work on above with peer/adult 
support if appropriate.

(Hillingdon, 1998)

In most cases the guidance followed the stages/structure of the SEN Code of Practice, 
but, as has happened in discussions of the Code generally, most attention was given to 
the later stages and to procedures for involving external specialists. The coverage 
reflects themes from the literature reviewed earlier in this report. For example, four 
booklets commend to schools the hypothesis testing framework for investigating 
children’s needs. The authors of one booklet suggest that the 1994 Code did not pay 
sufficient attention to an interactive understanding of children’s difficulties and uses a 
simple, challenging question as its reference point:

How can we be sure that we have carried out an adequate analysis of all factors 
at play before making judgements about pupils’ achievements and learning 
needs?

LCAS, 1999

Table 8.1 Topics covered in 15 LEA publications for teachers and schools

General information on the document

Purpose: Distinguishing between EAL and SEN pupils
Addressing the needs of bilingual pupils

  9
  4

Has a section on general principles 10

Places guidance in the context of language research   8
Places the guidance in the context of general policies on entitlement, race 
equality and/or cultural diversity

11

Advice/guidance designed to enhance the education of pupils learning EAL generally
Suggestions for classroom activities/strategies to support children learning EAL 6
Suggestions for classroom activities/strategies to support differentiation 3
Suggestions for home activities/strategies to support children learning EAL 3
Commentary on relevant aspects/issues in whole school/curriculum organisation 9
Includes section on the education/assessment of refugee children 5

Advice/guidance on assessment
Lists basic family details to collect 10
Lists language background details to collect  14
Gives detailed recommendations about a staged or other method of recording language 
proficiency in L1

  5

Gives detailed recommendations about a staged or other method of recording language 
proficiency in L2

  7

Highlights structural aspects of example language(s) with/without typical errors   1
Suggests that data is provided on earlier involvement of Language Support Service (or 
equivalent)

  0

Suggests aspects of child’s performance/behaviour in school on which information 
should be collected

14

53



Sets out an action plan or flow diagram for the procedure for assessment 14
Follows stages/structure of the SEN Code of Practice 11
Proposes a hypothesis-testing structure for investigating children’s needs (with 
hypotheses that relate to the EAL issue)

 4

Provides guidance on whether to proceed with EAL and/or SEN assessment where these 
are treated as separate

 9

Suggests school ethos/provision/curriculum that should be considered 11
Emphasises/clarifies duty to involve parents in identification and assessment   7
Refers to need to appoint a Named Person in the case of formal SEN assessment 10
Provides guidance on arranging interpreters 7
Provides guidance on working with interpreters 3
Comments on the pros and cons of different approaches to assessment 1
Recommends the monitoring/auditing of referrals (by ethnicity, etc) 2

Information listed
Lists definitions of key terms 1
Lists useful contact addresses in the area (relating to minority communities) 7
Lists useful contact addresses in the area (relating to SEN) 3
Lists other relevant local and/or national documents 4
Lists languages spoken in the area (with/without a brief commentary) 4
Lists suggested further reading 8
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9. Summary and conclusions

The key findings of this review are:

The scope of the literature

 There is an extensive literature on the assessment of SEN and of reading 
difficulties and dyslexia which very rarely refers to children learning EAL, 
and there is an extensive literature on learning to read EAL which very rarely 
refers to learning difficulties. The literature on learning difficulties in second 
language literacy is very limited in quantity, reports little empirical research 
and focuses on basic reading skills to the exclusion of other aspects of literacy.

Literacy learning and teaching

 Internationally research has shown that most children learning to read in a second 
language show relatively little difficulty in developing skills in sounding 
words out and reading them out loud. The failure to do so after normal 
teaching is exceptional and, in a child learning EAL, may indicate literacy 
learning difficulties that are not just a result of speaking a different language 
in the past or at home.

 The texts employed in schools present children learning EAL with a greater 
challenge in terms of vocabulary, syntactical knowledge and cultural reference 
than is experienced by monolingual learners. Thus their accuracy in reading aloud 
at the word level is very often superior to their ability to understand what they are 
reading, and their relative deficit compared to L1 readers is very often greater in 
comprehension than in accuracy

 Evaluation studies of results from general literacy initiatives such as the National 
Literacy Project and initiatives focused on children with learning difficulties such 
as the Reading Recovery programme have consistently shown benefits for 
children learning EAL in general. These benefits have been most limited for 
children at the early stages of learning English.

The identification and assessment of learning difficulties

 The available evidence is patchy, but local and regional surveys have indicated 
that children learning EAL are underrepresented among SEN statemented children 
receiving specialist support for pupils with specific learning difficulties.  For 
example, studies in two cities showed that children in some groups were four 
times less likely to receive such help than might of been expected on the basis of 
their numbers in the school population.

 For two reasons the early identification of learning difficulties in literacy carries 
additional risks with readers learning EAL. Firstly, there is a greater likelihood 
than with other children that there will be errors in identification. Secondly, the 
action of labelling them as slow learners carries a particular risk of becoming a 
self-fulfilling prophecy.
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 Important background information is frequently omitted in assessment reports on 
children learning EAL who have learning difficulties. For example, three studies 
of SEN (Curnyn et al, 1991; Cline,1991; Desforges et al, 1995), found no 
reference to a child's first language in one fifth to one third of cases where 
children were learning EAL.

 There is no simple and universal answer to the question of whether the abilities of 
children learning EAL should be assessed in L1 or L2. The use of L1 will only 
advantage children if they have regularly used it for learning in the past in the 
subject area covered by the assessment.

 The development of a single special test will not constitute an adequate response 
to the challenges of assessment in this field. There is more support in the literature 
for a multifaceted strategy for assessment and consultation which draws on 
multiple sources of evidence.

 When different strategies of assessment are evaluated for their efficacy in use with 
children learning EAL, the approach that is usually least favourably reviewed is 
the one that appears to be most commonly used - normative assessment. 
Reviewers have consistently judged other approaches to assessment to show 
greater promise in this context.

Methods used in the review

The review looks at work published during the period 1987-99, referring to earlier 
work where necessary as background to recent developments. There is an extensive 
literature on the assessment of SEN and of reading difficulties and dyslexia which 
very rarely refers to children learning EAL and an extensive literature on learning to 
read in L2 which very rarely refers to learning difficulties. Our first aim in the review 
was to identify published work in English which spans these areas. Reference is made 
in the review to 102 journal articles and other publications on SEN and learning 
difficulties in pupils from ethnic and linguistic minority communities, of which only 
29 concern the identification and assessment of reading difficulties and dyslexia. 
More selectively, we also aimed to identify material on the separate areas of SEN, 
assessment and literacy development which could contribute to illuminating the issues 
set out above. 264 published works are cited in that category.

In addition to empirical research, the review also covered development work by 
teachers, psychologists and speech and language therapists and to policy statements 
and guidance from government agencies and local authorities. A postal survey of 
education authorities in selected conurbations with large linguistic minority 
communities was carried out to identify local reports and notes of guidance that are 
not published in a nationally accessible form.

Main Findings

The title of this project refers to learning difficulties in literacy, but the focus of the 
report is largely on reading. This is because the relevant literature on learning 
difficulties mainly concentrates on the narrower range of abilities and activities 
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involved in the reading task. The writing process has received less attention from 
those concerned with the identification of learning difficulties.

The main findings of the review are presented in the form of answers to questions that 
are commonly asked about work with children learning EAL who are thought to have 
learning difficulties in reading.

a) Do children learning to read in EAL experience difficulties that are different from 
those with which teachers are familiar in monolingual children?

The literature suggests that, when analysing the reading difficulties of children 
learning EAL, a crucial distinction has to be kept in mind. On the one hand, there is 
likely to be a substantial number of children learning EAL who experience reading 
difficulties in the early stages because of linguistic and cultural obstacles which they 
are not always given sufficient help to negotiate. On the other hand, there is a much 
smaller number who will experience severe and continuing difficulties at the word 
level that may go undiagnosed. 

b) Do children learning EAL with learning difficulties in literacy have access to the 
specialist support that they need?

There is no regular monitoring at national level of the allocation of SEN support to 
children learning EAL, and the available data is patchy. However, local surveys have 
indicated that children learning EAL are underrepresented in LEA lists of those 
receiving specialist support for pupils with specific learning difficulties. For example, 
in one urban study 5% of the total school population was learning EAL but this group 
comprised only 1% of the roll of SpLD provision. The numbers are small in each 
individual survey, but the picture is consistent across areas.

Studies of the impact of initiatives such as the National Literacy Project (directed at 
all pupils) and the Reading Recovery programme (directed at pupils at risk) have 
shown a positive outcome for pupils learning EAL in general. But there is evidence 
that the benefits from such initiatives are significantly reduced in the case of children 
at the early stages of learning English.

c) Should literacy learning difficulties be identified as early as possible with 
children learning EAL?

According to conventional wisdom, learning difficulties should be identified at the 
earliest possible stage. However, there are grounds for concern that, in the case of 
children learning EAL, the likelihood of inaccurate identification is higher than with 
other children and the action of labelling them as slow learners will carry a particular 
risk of becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy. There is a balance to be struck between 
the advantages of early identification and the need to take every possible step to 
prevent the development of inappropriate low expectations of pupils learning EAL.

There are some problems when current Baseline Assessment schemes are employed 
to identify learning difficulties among children learning EAL. Although some authors 
are seeking to produce improved instruments, there are good reasons to believe that it 
is going to be extremely difficult to achieve reliable and valid prediction from 
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baseline assessment, except in extreme cases. This is partly because many members 
of this population show rapid learning after school entry. Claims from authors and 
publishers that Baseline Assessment schemes can deliver valid and reliable screening 
of learning difficulties with multilingual populations should be treated with 
scepticism.

It has been suggested that, instead of concentrating on identifying within-child 
learning problems, we should think of "teachers and carers as noticing children's 
individual needs and then adjusting their responses accordingly" (BPS, 1998). The 
advantage of this approach is that it seems likely to retain the advantages of early 
"identification" while reducing its risks. The literacy skills of children who are 
perceived to be making limited progress can be closely monitored both in the Literacy 
Hour and across the curriculum. When combined with careful profiling and 
systematic recording, this can lead to appropriate further action, if necessary, within 
the framework of the SEN Code of Practice.

d) What role should specialist EAL teachers, bilingual support staff and interpreters 
play in the identification and assessment of learning difficulties, and what  
training do they and others need?

While most commentators agree that this group of staff has an important role to play 
in collaboration with others, conflicting opinions are expressed on what that role 
should be and how it would best be exercised. It appears that the views of bilingual 
staff themselves have not been surveyed. 

Both the staff themselves and outside observers have commented on a general lack of 
confidence and expertise in this field. No published UK surveys or reports were 
traced that related specifically to the identification of training needs in EAL and SEN. 

e) Should a special test be developed to overcome the problems of assessment in this 
field such as cultural bias?

An analysis of the literature strongly suggests that a single test could not deal with the 
challenges posed by this task. Both because individual tests and observations tend to 
be less reliable with this population and because the performance of children learning 
EAL is exceptionally variable across settings, it is important to look for multiple 
sources of evidence wherever possible and sample children's performance and 
behaviour in different roles and different situations. Thus the answer to the challenges 
posed in this review will not be a single, simple set of assessment materials but a 
multifaceted strategy for assessment and consultation.

Some of those working on methods of normative assessment have suggested that the 
problems encountered in using their materials with children learning EAL could be 
overcome by translating well-established tests or by developing pluralistic or local 
norms. The evidence suggests that the technical obstacles to the successful use of tests 
in translation and to the development of pluralistic or local norms are not 
insurmountable. However, the use of such materials will be of limited value in 
supporting the planning of classroom initiatives to help individual children with EAL 
to overcome learning difficulties. Translated tests will not meet the needs of all 
children from a particular linguistic community, and local norms are likely to change 
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fast. It is doubtful that these strategies are cost-effective or educationally valid - 
except in a very limited range of situations.

When different strategies of assessment are evaluated for their efficacy in use with 
children learning EAL, the approach that is usually least favourably reviewed is the 
one that appears to be most commonly used - normative assessment. There is a case 
for prioritising research and development work on curriculum related assessment, 
dynamic assessment and a hypothesis testing framework for assessment over further 
work on variants of a normative approach.

The use of an IQ-achievement discrepancy definition of dyslexia has been criticised 
on several grounds. One of the alternatives advocated in the literature is a discrepancy 
definition in terms of listening and reading comprehension. For children learning 
EAL who have reached a sufficient stage in oral English proficiency the application 
of this criterion appears likely to help identify those whose reading difficulties are not 
mainly a factor of limited oral language proficiency. 

No test can be "culture-free", but test developers can do a great deal to reduce unfair 
bias in test content. It is recommended that they adopt a good practice that covers this 
issue fully. Where tests and assessment tasks are developed locally, it is possible to 
employ school-based review strategies for checking on possible item bias. 

f) Should children learning EAL be assessed in their first language or in English or 
in some combination of them both?

The first step in any assessment is to evaluate a child's knowledge and use of their 
first language and of English. All other steps in the process of assessment will need to 
take account of the implications of the language findings - an apparently obvious 
principle which studies in different areas of the country have shown to be often 
ignored in practice. 

There has been only limited development work on the evaluation of children's 
command of minority languages where they have learning difficulties, and there has 
been controversy about the most effective way of delineating progress in developing 
English as an additional language. 

There is no simple and universal answer to the question of whether the abilities of 
children learning EAL should be assessed in L1 or L2. It cannot be assumed that, 
because children have a first language other than English, they will be advantaged if 
educational assessment is carried out in their L1. They may rarely use that language 
for academic purposes and have no vocabulary in it for the things studied at school. A 
decision as to the appropriate language of educational and psychological assessment 
for individual children is best taken on the basis of an initial evaluation of their 
exposure, use, proficiency and affiliation in relation to each of their languages. 

g) What background information is needed when the learning difficulties of a child  
with EAL are assessed?

When children have a minority cultural background or a complex language history, 
accurate identification and assessment of learning difficulties will be impossible 
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without detailed background information. There is broad agreement about what items 
of information should be taken into account and reported when the learning 
difficulties of a child with EAL are assessed. Yet researchers have identified key 
information as missing in a significant proportion of the case papers examined in 
studies in different parts of the country. 

An important part of the background information to be taken into account will be an 
account of the child's educational history and current educational provision. There is a 
lack of systematic, theoretically informed developmental work on strategies for 
evaluating the school learning environments of children with EAL for the purposes of 
SEN assessment.

There is evidence that some children learning EAL may experience severe cultural 
discontinuities between literacy practices at home and in a community or religious 
class on the one hand and at their school on the other. When severe reading 
difficulties are observed in L2 and the child attends a community or religious class, 
an insight into their progress with literacy in that setting may prove illuminating.

Recommendations

Research and development

1. That there is a shift in the balance of research and professional effort in the field 
of learning difficulties to reflect a broader and richer definition of literacy 
including all aspects of reading and writing.

2. That priority is given to theoretically informed, multidisciplinary development 
work on classroom-based strategies for assessing the language history and full 
bilingual language competence and affiliation of children with EAL who appear 
to have learning difficulties.

3. That priority is given to a development project to identify and disseminate good 
practice in observing and responding to the difficulties of individual children with 
EAL and SEN in the context of the Literacy Hour. 

4. That a survey is carried out of the views of a sample of all adult stakeholders on 
arrangements for the identification and assessment of learning difficulties in 
children learning EAL, covering, among other things, the contribution to the 
process of bilingual staff and the training needs of all staff.

5. That research and development on other approaches to assessment is prioritised 
over work on normative assessment, because these approaches offer greater 
promise with this population. The specific approaches recommended for further 
research and development are - 
 curriculum related assessment
 dynamic assessment
 a hypothesis testing framework for assessment with children learning EAL 

who may have learning difficulties.

60



6. That further development work is carried out on matched assessment materials for 
listening and reading comprehension, so that the contribution that such materials 
could make to the assessment of specific learning difficulties in literacy with 
children learning EAL can be evaluated.

7. That work is undertaken to develop theoretically based strategies and materials for 
evaluating the learning environments at school of children learning EAL who 
may have SEN.

8. That a small-scale development project is established with the goal of producing 
materials to support the collection of evidence on children’s literacy performance 
in religious and community classes.

Policy

9. The information requirements for work with children learning EAL are covered in 
general guidance on SEN assessment (e.g. in the revised Code of Practice) in 
order to foster the wider adoption of well-established principles of good practice.

10. That teachers, other professionals, schools and LEAs in multiethnic and 
multilingual areas are encouraged (a) to purchase assessment materials only 
from publishers who make an explicit commitment to a code of practice of 
this kind and (b) to employ formal school-based review strategies when 
developing local tests.

Monitoring

11. There should be regular monitoring at national level of the allocation of SEN 
support to children learning EAL.
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Appendix 1: Collecting Basic Information on Child’s Background

Checklists prepared by five authors were compared (Frederickson & Cline, 1990; 
Graf, 1992; Hall, 1995; Siraj-Blatchford, 1994; Veasey, 1999). Their suggestions 
regarding the basic information that should be collected showed a high degree of 
consensus. For each item in the list below the number of mentions is recorded in 
brackets.

1. Cultural and religious background
Family religion (4)
Dietary requirements (4)
Festivals/customs observed (3)
Cultural and religious factors affecting dress (1)
Social and cultural background (1)

2. Family details and history
Details of family members (4)
Recent or past separations from family (2)

3. Language history, including current usage of L1 and L2
Language(s) spoken at home (5)
Reading/writing skills in home language(s)  (3)
Experience/competence in English  (3)
Any other languages spoken with family/community  (1)
BICS/CALP (1)
Extra English tuition (1)

4. School history13 
Previous schooling in the UK and abroad (3)
Community/religious school attendance  (3)
Extended visits abroad (2)
Environment/opportunity to learn  (1)

5. Medical history
Relevant/important medical information  (5)
Physical development  (2)
Emotionally stressful periods  (1)
Social conditions  (1)

We compared that list with the checklists included in the sample of LEA notes of 
guidance reviewed in Section 8. There is considerable overlap but also some 
variation. Further information suggested in LEA guidance notes that was not 
mentioned by those authors included:

Family details and history
Trauma ensuing from experiences of a new cultural/linguistic/educational 
Environment or the reason for the move to a new country
13  One of the authors, Siraj-Blatchford, was writing for early years education so that this 

heading did not apply.
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Extent to which the family has support within the community and is not isolated

School history
Child’s familiarity with learning and teaching styles

Medical history
Use of aids for learning
Experience of speech difficulties; details of treatment received
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Appendix 2: Published tests of reading, literacy and related abilities

For each test information is given under the following headings:

1. Type of test
2. Age range
3. Stated objectives
4. Skills tested
5. Information on use with bilingual learners
6. Key extracts from critical reviews (where available)

Note that tests developed and used mainly in the USA, Canada or Australia and not 
specifically designed or re-standardised for use in the United Kingdom have not been 
included in this list unless they have been commonly cited in the UK literature.

Word reading tests

The format of each of these tests is similar – a list of unrelated words graded for 
difficulty that are to be read aloud in sequence until a ceiling level is reached.

British Ability Scale (BAS) Word Reading Test Elliott (1996) 
Second Edition

1. Individual
2. 5 - 14 years
3. To obtain a summary measure of overall reading attainment that may be compared 

with results on a general intelligence scale that was standardised on the same 
population.

4. Word recognition; reading accuracy.
5. None available.
6. "Up-to-date, simple, quick and reliable measure of word reading" (Thomson, 

1997). Facilitates comparison with the related BAS measures of intellectual 
abilities. Prone to a ceiling effect: "one or two words can make a great deal of 
difference" (Thomson, 1997).

Macmillan Graded Word Recognition Test Macmillan Test Unit (1985)

Now distributed by NFER-Nelson with the title Graded Word Reading Test
1. Individual
2.
3. 5 – 12 years
4. To obtain a summary measure of overall reading attainment
5. Word recognition; reading accuracy. The existence of two parallel forms allows 

for repeat testing to evaluate progress.
6. None available.
7. Turner (1997) reported that it is experienced by children as more difficult than 

earlier tests of the same type developed by Burt and Schonell. Graded word 
reading tests have been severely criticised because they present words 
without a meaningful context and assess a very limited range of reading 
subskills. Turner stressed the important role of automaticity in the early 
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development of reading and argued that “the rapid, accurate identification of 
single words out of context forms a vital component – perhaps the most vital 
– in the acquisition of reading”. (p. 198)

Reading Tests that assess comprehension as well as accuracy

Diagnostic Reading Record Arnold (1998)

1. Individual/Group
2. 6 – 11 years
3. A means of assessing reading development through the observation and analysis 

of the oral reading of a short, complete text, followed by a discussion of what 
has been read.

4. Reading accuracy and response to text with narrative and information passages; 
processes of word reading, including the use of grapho-phonic, syntactic and 
semantic cues.

5. None available
6. “…probably the most convenient and accessible introduction to the technique of 

miscue analysis. Although there must be reservations about its interpretative 
framework… a very usable means for teachers to engage with individual readers 
in a structured way.” (Vincent, 1997, p. 39)  “The scoring system for evaluating 
response to text is limited in that it makes provision for only a very simple 
classification of a child’s response into one of three levels (with definitions for the 
categories for which no empirical support is given in the manual).” (Cline and 
Cozens, In press)

 
London Reading Test Hagues (1993)

1. Group/Whole class
2. 9 years 7 months – 12 years 2 months
3. A reading comprehension test (mainly using cloze technique) designed to provide 

information around the time of secondary school transfer. Parallel forms 
available.

4. Word and sentence reading; the ability to extract information and draw inferences 
from text. 

5. None available
6. A “useful coarse first filter” to differentiate those who should be able to cope 

satisfactorily at secondary school. (Beech, 1997a)
 
Macmillan Individual Reading Analysis Vincent and de la Mare (1990)

Now distributed by NFER-Nelson with the title Individual Reading Analysis
1. Individual
2. 5 years 6 months – 10 years
3. A series of narrative and expository passages designed primarily to test oral 

reading ability, though comprehension questions are also included. Diagnostic 
use of miscue analysis is supported. Parallel forms available.

4. Reading accuracy; reading comprehension skill; reading strategies.
5. None available
6.  “Teachers of children with reading difficulties may find the optional miscue 

analysis and reading strategy observations particularly helpful… although this test 
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will be useful those interested in assessing reading accuracy, it will not provide a 
reliable indicator of comprehension skill” (Cain, 1997). “… a niche test 
(enabling) younger and less able readers.. to approach connected passages and 
make interpretations of meaning early on in the process of learning to read 
” (Turner, 1997). If standard scores are required, English users may consult 
Dorset norms reported by Sawyer and Potter (1994).  

Neale Analysis of Reading Ability Neale et al (1997)
(Second Revised British Edition)

1. Individual
2. 6 – 12 years
3. Tests oral reading of passages through measures of accuracy, comprehension and 

speed. There is a set of supplementary tests for diagnostic assessment.
4. Rate of oral reading; oral reading accuracy; oral reading comprehension.
5. Sheppard (1987) commented adversely on the previous edition. His comments on 

content are not directly applicable to this version.
6. Oakhill (1997a) described it as having “a number of attractive properties”, and 

Turner (1993) wrote of it as “the Rolls Royce of individual reading testing”. But 
in the first revised edition one of the forms was criticised for gender bias and 
inappropriate grading of the comprehension questions (Stothard and Hulme, 
1991). Their observations were followed up by Gregory and Gregory (1994) with 
a subsequent defence of the test by Halliwell and Feltham (1995). In a study in 
which it was compared with a test employing cloze technique the Neale Analysis 
was the more effective in assessing reading comprehension (Nation and Snowling, 
1997). Its easiest passages are more difficult than those in the Macmillan 
Individual Reading Analysis, which may make it less attractive as a test for use 
with the least able children (Turner, 1997).

Suffolk Reading Scale Hagley (1987)

1. Group
2. 6 – 12 years
3. Assessment of general reading ability.
4. Sentence completion with a multiple-choice format. Parallel forms may be used to 

prevent copying in a group.
5. None available
6. This test is easy to administer and spans a wide age-range but the norms are now 

dated (Oakhill, 1997b). As the test is group administered, it is impossible to 
ascertain (on the basis of the test result alone) why a child performs poorly, 
but a factor analytic study suggested that it “is more a test of reading accuracy 
than of reading comprehension” (Nation and Snowling, 1997).

Wechsler Objective Reading Dimensions Rust et al (1993)

1. Individual
2. 6 – 16 years
3. To assess competencies in three areas: basic reading, spelling, and reading 

comprehension. The assessments can be used separately, or together to give an 
overall assessment. The latter measure of overall reading attainment may be 
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compared with results on a general intelligence scale that was standardised on 
the same population.

4. Word recognition; phonetic and word analysis; pictorial recognition; ability to 
comprehend orally presented questions

5. None available
6. “..attractively presented and easy to administer… time-consuming” and therefore 

most suitable for detailed work with children who have reading difficulties 
(Oakhill, 1997c). Praised for employing a wider range of types of 
comprehension question than the Neale Analysis – “...the pupil has to predict, 
infer, understand cause and effect or combine new with old knowledge to 
reach a synthesis” Turner, 1997).

Reading Test Batteries (includes all other tests with more than one type of item)

Effective Reading Tests Vincent and de la Mare (1989)

1. Group
2. 6 – 12 years
3. To assess overall progress and provide diagnostic information on reading skills. 

The tests are offered at five levels in a book format that is designed to appear 
indistinguishable from other non-fiction books children might use in their 
everyday reading.

4. Using relationships within text, eg following the thread of sentences and using 
context clues; acting upon text, e.g. interpreting or recognising text; 
employing reading strategies appropriate to text and purpose, e.g. skimming 
and scanning; making an affective, imaginative or personal response to 
reading, eg responding to figurative language; critical awareness and 
evaluation, eg distinguishing between fact and fiction; location and selection, 
eg using alphabetical order, reference skills

5. None available

Literacy Assessment Battery (LAB) Doctor (1996, 1997)

1. Individual
2. Not specified
3. To provide a fine-grained and systematic analysis of reading and spelling 

difficulties, ranging from letter recognition to the comprehension of sentences.
4. Six assessment tasks are set, exploring strengths and weaknesses in orthographic, 

phonological, morphological, syntactic and semantic processing.
spelling

5. None available
An Observational Survey of Early Literacy Achievement     Clay (1993)

1. Individual
2. Children of primary school age
3. The text offers teachers detailed descriptions of classroom strategies for observing 

reading behaviour and evaluating skills such as letter identification and 
concepts about print. Illustrated with examples of running records and other 
forms.

4. Reading level and reading strategies working with everyday texts.
5. None available
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Wordchains (Standardised Edition) Miller-Guron (1999)

1. Individual or group.
2. 7 years to adult.
3. A timed word reading test designed to screen for specific learning difficulties.
4. To assess fluent word identification out of context. Words are presented in chains 

of three or four adjoining words and the child is asked to identify target 
words.

5. Miller-Guron (1999) compared errors of L1 English speakers and L1 Swedish 
speakers working in their own languages.

6.
Tests relating to dyslexia

Aston Index (Revised) Newton and Thompson (1982)

1. Individual
2. 5:06+ (Level 1)

7:00+ (Level 2)
3. With younger children - to diagnose potential language problems, thereby 

assisting in the early identification of children who are at educational risk.
With older children who are making poor progress - to identify possible barriers 
to learning.

4. General underlying ability and attainment: picture recognition; vocabulary scale; 
Goodenough “draw-a-man” test; copying geometric designs; grapheme/phoneme 
correspondence; Schonell Graded Word Reading Test R1 or other reading test; 
Schonell Graded Word Spelling Test B or other spelling test. Performance items: 
visual discrimination; child’s laterality; copying name; free writing; visual 
sequential memory (pictorial); auditory sequential memory; sound blending; 
visual sequential memory (symbolic); sound discrimination; grapho-motor test

5. None available
6. “Whilst some progress has undoubtedly been made in meeting criticisms of earlier 

versions, a great deal of further work remains to be done if the Index is to fulfil its 
authors’ intentions” (Pumfrey, 1985). The assessment of intelligence is based on a 
draw-a-man test "which is an extremely crude measure" (Singleton, 1997). “The 
use of the outdated Schooner Reading and Spelling Tests is also disappointing” 
(Vincent et al., 1983). “…there are some traps for the unwary: because a test is 
presented visually it does not follow that those who find it difficult can usefully 
be described as having “visual” problems” (Miles and Miles, 1999). “Overall the 
test seems rather dated… While particular tests may be valuable for investigating 
various aspects of a child’s functioning, there are questions about the construction, 
standardisation and validation of the Index as a whole.” (BPS, 1999a)

Bangor Dyslexia Test Miles (1983)

1. Individual 2nd edition (1997)
2. 7 - 18 years
3. To help understand an individual's learning difficulties. Not intended to support 

definitive diagnosis on its own. Should be used as part of a wider assessment.
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4. Knowledge of left and right (body parts); repetition of polysyllabic words; 
subtraction; multiplication tables; verbal sequencing; b-d confusion; familial 
incidence.

5. Versions now exist in English, German, Greek, Japanese, Spanish and Welsh.
6. Appeals to many practitioners but has been severely criticised on technical 

grounds (Puffery and Reason, 1991; Pumfrey, 1997). Criticised for lacking an 
“objective or independent validation” (Singleton, 1988). Not seen as a 
psychometric instrument or a standardised test but thought of rather as “a means 
for systematic observation and comparison of the judgements of those involved”, 
drawing on Miles’ syndrome theory of dyslexia (BPS, 1999a).

Dyslexia Screening Instrument (DSI) Coon et al (1996)

1. Individual and Group
2. 6 – 21 years
3. “A starting point for identifying students at risk for dyslexia” (Manual). A teacher 

rating scale that is designed as an initial screening instrument to discriminate 
between students who have dyslexia and those who do not. Computerised 
scoring to facilitate screening of large numbers of pupils.

4. Rates the child on a list of 33 behavioural characteristics associated with dyslexia
5. None available
6. Pumfrey (1997c) commended the use of computer technology but questioned the 

validity of the discriminant analyses on which the scoring system is based. He 
pointed out that the single yes/no conclusion about dyslexia fails to distinguish 
between different types of dyslexia.

Dyslexia Screening Test Fawcett and Nicholson (1996)
Dyslexia Early Screening Test (DEST) Fawcett and Nicholson (1996)

1. Individual
2. DST: 6.5 – 16.5 years   DEST: 4.5 – 6.5 years
3. To screen children with dyslexia and provide a profile of strengths and 

weaknesses that can be used to guide the development of support.
4. Incorporate a range of subtests including measures that are found in many similar 

batteries such as rapid naming and phonological discrimination and measures 
that are associated with their theoretical model such as bead threading and 
balance (Nicholson and Fawcett, 1990).

5. See brief discussion on p. 46.
6. “..a promising addition to the screening repertoire.. (but).. for the time being an 

unknown quantity” Singleton (1997). In a university-led evaluation of the 
DST a sample of teachers in six schools commended its diagnostic value and 
the clarity and rapid availability of the results, suggested it could be used by 
SENCO’s for the assessment of individual pupils at risk, and criticised the 
postural ability subtest. (Lawrence and Carter, 1999)

Tests of phonological and other basic reading-related skills

Phonological Abilities Test Muter et al (1998)

1. Individual
2. 5 – 7 years
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3. To identify children at risk of reading difficulties and to assess the nature and 
extent of phonological weaknesses diagnostically.

4. Examines four aspects of phonological awareness, speech rate and letter 
knowledge.

5. None available.

Phonological Assessment Battery (PhAB) Frederickson et al (1997)

1. Individual
2. 6 – 14 years
3. To assess phonological skills that are important for progress in reading and to 

provide a profile that will support the planning of teaching.
4. Skills in non-word reading, rhyme, alliteration, naming speed, rhyme and 

alliteration fluency, and the detection and solution of Spoonerisms.
5. See account of a study of L2 learners on p. 46.

Word Recognition and Phonic Skills (WRAPS) Carver and Moseley (1994)

1. Group
2. 4 – 7 years
3. A word recognition test for early readers which also provides a profile of 

strengths and weaknesses in phonics.
4. Letter knowledge; word-building skills.
5. None available
6. “It may prove slightly problematic for children who are poor at listening to 

English as they have to clearly understand the words being spoken and match 
these to one of the items before them”  (Beech, 1997b) 
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