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satisfactory performance. Academic strategies 
need to be learned in connection with studying the 
discipline itself so that the student develops concepts 
rather than simple coping mechanisms. Students 
can learn language and content simultaneously. 
Learning a language takes time. Consistent, cognitive 
development in all subject areas is as important as 
hours of EAL instruction. Hence the reason why 
students should mostly remain in class with support 
and a differentiated curriculum. The EAL teacher 
can provide an opportunity for the student to 
be immersed in language at the appropriate level 
and can help students develop language skills and 
language learning strategies efficiently.

Are students from some countries  
better language learners than students 
from other countries?
Students from all language and cultural backgrounds 
are equally capable of learning English. Success is 
dependent on a variety of social, emotional and 
cognitive factors, as well as first language literacy.

Is it possible to assess an EAL student 
for a learning disability?
Although some traditional tests may be culturally 
biased and invalid, there are a number of alternative 
ways to assess an EAL student. Some of these ways 
would be observation and input from teachers, 
specialists and parents, comparative studies and 
non-verbal testing. However, a student needs time to 
settle into a new culture and unless they arrive with a 
diagnosis of a disability then any formal testing should 
not occur within the first 18 months to 2 years.

Should students learn English before 
being taught content area subjects?
It is possible and desirable to teach EAL students 
various subject matter while they are acquiring 
English. It is recognised that one of the ways to 
learn a language is to be taught content in the 
target language by teachers who use good teaching 
strategies.

Do students learning English need to speak 
English well before they are exposed to print?

No, EAL learners should be exposed to a rich print 
environment from early on in their English learning. 
Students who are literate in their first language can 
use reading and writing as a means of learning English. 
Students who are not literate in their first language 
need oral language development along with reading 
and writing readiness skills.

What are the characteristics of an 
effective service for EAL students?
An effective EAL service:

 » Values the cultural identity of the student
 » Has high expectations for EAL students
 » Integrates language and content
 » Provides ongoing PL for EAL and  

classroom/subject teachers
 » Supports whole school inclusion
 » Promotes collaboration among teachers

Where can I get more information?
Contact the Manager EAL by telephone 
on (03) 6165 5487 or email  
eal.service@education.tas.gov.au

Visit the Department of Education website: 
www.education.tas.gov.au

The SBS Cultural Competency Program is 
available via Canvas.

Department of Education 
Support and Development 
GPO Box 169 
Hobart, Tasmania 7001

https://canvas.education.tas.gov.au/courses/44728


English as an Additional Language (EAL)

As the school-aged population changes, and an 
unprecedented number of children from non-
English speaking backgrounds enrol in Kindergarten, 
teachers throughout Tasmania have the challenge of 
teaching an ever-growing number of children, who 
may have limited English skills, have experienced 
a very different system of education or have little 
or no experience of school. All teachers need to 
understand how children learn a second or additional 
language. Intuitive assumptions are often incorrect, 
and unrealistic expectations of the process of 
acquiring another language can be actively harmful in 
the development of learning.

 

To learn another language is a lengthy, and often, 
frustrating process. This is the same for both young 
and older language learners. Children may be shy and 
embarrassed around their peers and may try to avoid 
making mistakes. Children from certain high-pressure 
cultural backgrounds can become extremely anxious 
when singled out to perform in a language they are in 
the process of learning. Teachers with EAL students 
in their class must be patient and avoid placing too 
much pressure on these English language learners.

All teachers need to be culturally competent as 
Tasmania becomes increasingly multicultural. The 
present State Government is encouraging skilled 
migrants to come and work in Tasmania. As a 
result there is an increase in the number of children 
enrolling in schools whose parents have come to 
Tasmania on temporary visas. These families come 

from many countries and it is vital that schools 
are aware of cultural background and differing 
cultural expectations. The schooling system that 
the parents are familiar with may be very different 
to the education system in Tasmania. To inform 
understanding of different cultures and support 
people and families who have arrived from other 
countries and cultural circumstances, the SBS Cultural 
Competency Program is available to DoE teachers.

Teachers who embrace diversity and the richness 
that it brings to the school community establish 
a positive, welcoming classroom. Many of these 
students and their parents are fluent in several 
languages and can make a significant contribution to 
the community.

QUESTIONS OFTEN ASKED  
ABOUT EAL LEARNERS
Does speaking a language other than  
English at home hinder a student’s 
development of English?
It is very important that children speak their first 
language at home because this facilitates cognitive 
and academic growth and students should also be 
encouraged to use their first language at school 
especially when new concepts are being learned. A 
student’s first language needs to be recognised and 
valued. Multilingualism is an asset to the individual 
and the school community and should be fostered. 

Do younger children learn languages more 
quickly and easily than older students?
This may be the case if a child grows up from birth 
with many languages around them at all times, 
but it is not the case when learning in school or a 
classroom environment. Learning a language takes 
time and may be a frustrating experience for both 
children and adults. Young children continue to need 
the support of their first language, where this is 
possible, in order to learn new concepts and to avoid 
falling behind in learning. Young language learners 
may learn to pronounce a new language with little 

or no accent but older language learners are often 
more efficient learners due to strategies acquired for 
learning vocabulary and grammatical rules. Language 
expectations are generally higher for older students 
and the language of the classroom becomes more 
complex and less contextualised making language 
acquisition challenging. It cannot be assumed that 
children will pick up languages quickly. Teachers must 
have realistic expectations.

Will students quickly pick up the academic 
work once they can speak with reasonable 
fluency? 
The acquisition of social language, BICS (Basic 
Interpersonal Communication Skills) usually takes 
2–3 years. However, CALPS (Cognitive Academic 
Language Proficiency Skills), or the language of the 
classroom, can take up to 10 years for students to 
reach the same level as their native speaking peers. 
It is easy to confuse conversational competence with 
academic competence in a language. Being proficient 
in the language of social interaction does not ensure 
school success.

 

If the EAL teacher could take the student 
more often and just focus on teaching the 
English language to all EAL students, would 
learning in all areas be faster?
The teaching of the language of social interaction 
does little to assist a student in learning an academic 
discipline. Academic disciplines have their own 
vocabularies and their own expectations for 




