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Sharing Practice

Digital Storytelling for EAL pupils

The small group listen intently; enthralled as the boy begins his story.

He tells of a great warrior who becomes king of his people leading them to safety and prosperity. How through his valour and kindness many ordeals and hardships are overcome; how the misery and distress his people once felt fuel the King`s determination to endure whatever he must endure for the sake of his people.

Although they find it difficult to follow the events of what is a very unfamiliar story; throughout the retelling the others listen intently - a mixture of incredulity, admiration and bewilderment on their faces. For the listeners this is an unusual anecdote in more than one way. Not only have they never heard a South African folk tale before; but the entire story had just been recounted in the boy`s first language – Zulu.

Straight away – attitudes towards the boy change. No longer the one who in their eyes `doesn`t take part in lessons`; suddenly this is a person who can do something none of them could even dream of doing - speak two languages! The boy? Well he is as proud as the King himself!

Often bilingual learners – particularly those with little English – will lack the confidence to get involved in whole class situations. This reluctance can often be mistaken for lack of language or worse still of understanding. Of course extra support can be given to pupils to whom English is an additional language (EAL) when withdrawn from class; but what if learning activities could be generated where as well as the needs of these children being met alongside and at the same as their peers, the EAL youngsters could for once actually become the experts – possessing knowledge and skills that put them in the limelight.

Such ideas are at the heart of a recent digital storytelling project – a collaboration between the Portsmouth Ethnic Minority Achievement Service (EMAS), the South East Grid for Learning (SEGfL) and Milton Park Junior School. Chris Pim EMAS Specialist Teacher explains how combining Information and Communication Technology (ICT) with traditional story telling is a great way of simultaneously meeting the needs of both EAL students and their English speaking peers. `It enables all children to bring in other skills and knowledge to support the development of their speaking and listening proficiencies,` he says. `Some youngsters might communicate well using visual aids, whereas for others having prior knowledge about the story or subject in question means they are not trying to generate ideas and communicate them at the same time.`

The Milton Park project unfolds over two days. After listening to the re-telling of a traditional Indian tale, The Raja`s Secret, by a teacher and a bilingual teaching assistant (TA) who show how tone of voice, gesture and props can reinforce an oral re-telling, groups of year five youngsters storyboard their chosen tale. `Storyboarding helps scaffold the writing process and overcome the `blank piece of paper` syndrome,` explains Chris Pim. `Able to work on small sections of their stories before moving on to the next, for pupils speaking English as an additional language using images in place of text can also be useful.

During the second day a range of ICT equipment is used by the children to help record and animate their tales. One group films actions against a blue screen before using software to replace the background with a backdrop, related to the story they made earlier. Another uses plasticene and Lego models to convey meaning to a dual narration conducted first in Nepali and then in English. Zulu King Shaka`s group choose to act out their play. The bilingual learner takes on the lead role, urging amongst other things, his people to move on in the face of threats from indigenous predators such as lions and hyenas – fears that even today people from this part of the world still have to live with. Class teacher Lisa Howard explains how using ICT as a `non-critical friend` takes away the fear of the live performance. `Children are able to record and edit their mistakes in private,` she says. `This gives them the confidence to have a go rather than remain on the peripheries of the group interaction.`

 Lisa Howard adds `working in groups allows the bilingual learner to be immersed in the language and to pick things up through the normal course of interaction, whilst language structure and vocabulary is also being modelled informally.`

Portsmouth EMAS have been busy developing provision for EAL students in another way. Along with their counterparts in Hampshire they have recently completed a pilot training course for teaching assistants working with bilingual learners. Commissioned by the DfES on the back of a similar course Portsmouth had been running themselves for many years, last September the two services invited schools to put forward the names of TAs working with at least one bilingual learner. Over a year these TAs learn more about assessment, working with parents and other members of staff, how to use ICT not to mention bilingualism itself and their own role in the school.  Val Williams from Portsmouth EMAS tutors the course. She is convinced that in the light of the workforce reforms that have raised teaching assistants` profile and responsibility levels, it is even more vital they should deepen their understanding of how to support bilingual learners` development of basic skills. She explains: `It is important for the support assistant to be able to see themselves in the child`s shoes and to be able to use as many good practice strategies as possible – modelling, demonstration, visual stimuli to name but a few – to support the pupil`s language development.

Charlie Hammond is one of the first cohort of twenty to have gone through the pilot scheme. She is so enthused by what she has experienced during the last year that the TA at St Jude`s Church of England Primary has gone on to take a second year and is now studying for a certificate in supporting EAL.

“We have children with seventeen different first languages at the school so obviously I can`t speak every one,” she says. `What I am learning to do is use the child`s own interests along with a range of other communication strategies such as dual labelling, using gesture and visual stimuli to help the child gain more access to the mainstream curriculum.”

“Effective activities and tasks apply theory to classroom practice and are flexible enough to take account of students’ differing contexts and phases.”
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