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The following chapters contain the report of an in-depth
study of the early education of children from a variety of
different ethnic backgrounds which was undertaken in the West
Midlands areas of Birmingham and Sandwell. The research was
funded by an initial grant of £25,231 from the Department of
Education and Science during 1982-83, and a supplementary grant
of £6,000 during 1983-84 which made possible some additional
work related to the study as criginally planned. ‘Hidden' costs
were borne by Wolverhampton Polytechnic by the agreement to
second a member of staff for one year during 1982-83 to work
full-time on the project and for additional support during the
extension of the project: also by permitting the involvement of
members of the a:dio-visual department in preparation of video
materials related to the study.

The research was based in the Department of Educational
Psychology in the University of Birmingham and was directed by
Professor Margaret M. Clark, then Head of the Department of
Educational Psychology. Dr. Jennifer Barr was Research Fellow on
the project during 1982-83, Miss Wendy Dewhirst, Senior Lecturer
at Wolverhampton Polytechnic, worked full-time on the research
during 1982-83 and undertook considerable additional work in
1983-84. There were three consultants to the research project,
Dr. Marion Blank of Albert Einstein College of Medicine, New
York; Miss Meta Bogle of the University of the West Indies and
Professor Edith King of the University of Denver, Colorado.
Professor King's quidelines for analysis of classroom contexts
proved valuable in the initial stages of the research. Dr.
Blank's advice was sought throughout the two years of the project
on the language assessment of the children on her test, the
'‘Preschool language Assessment Instrument' and in connection with
the analysis of lxnguage transcripts, and Miss Bogle assisted
with the interpretation of the Creole features in the language of
a number of the children. Mrs. Brenda Robson, who had been the
principal research worker on a preschool project from which this
current study developed, gave invaluable help in the early stages
in the collection of language samples in natural settings. Mr.
R Little of Wolverhampton Polytechnic, in consultation with the
research team, prepared the audio-visual materials which have
been developed during the project.
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A project of this magnitude could not have been possible
with this level of funding had it not been for the assistance of
many other people either for a nominal fee or on a voluntary
basis. Mrs. Heleama Whittaker, who prepared the Punjabi version
of PLAI and assessed most of the children on that version, was
allocated time by Sandwell Authority to undertake this work
assistel by Nrs. Gay Malhotra. The assessment of the language of
over two hundred children in the project would not have been
possible without the assistance of two Master's level students of
the project director, nor would the collection of the preschool
language transcripts have been possible without the assistance of
other students on the same course on 'Psychology and the
Education of the Young Child'. The repeat testing in English of
the Punjabi-speaking children was possible only thanks to the
help of Mrs. Charanjeet Garcha, an assessor on the Steering
Committee who also assisted with some of the videotapes. The
interviews of the reception class teachers by Miss Dewhirst were
facilitated by Mrs. Eleanor Anderson, the other assessor, who
‘covered' during the teachers' absence and who also gave advice
on the analysis of some of the language transcripts. The group
language discourse settings were devised by Mrs. Elizabeth Coates
who also undertook that aspect of the study as part of a research
project for a higher degree. We are indebted to Mrs. Myra Dean
for the work she undertook as a part-time assistant on the
project. The members of the team greatly appreciate all the
support they received from Mrs. Daphne Fowler who as research
secretary not only typed numerous drafts of the ranuscript but
supported us and facilitated the research in a wide variety of
ways.

We would like to express our thanks also to the members of
the Steering Committee for their interest and encouragement
throughout and particularly to Mrs. Brenda Staniland H.M.I. and
Dr. R. Hull cf D.E.S. and “o Mrs. Garcha and Mrs. Anderson. We
acknowledge with gratitude the advice and help of all those who
have commented on drafts of this report.

This research was ir. every sense a cooperative venture,
not least between the research workers and the staffs of the
schools and the administrators in the two local authorities whose
support we gratefully acknowledge. We are indebted also to the
parents who agreed to be interviewed for the insights they
provided into their aims for their children and into their
children's development. We hope that the findings of the study
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will prove of value to those teachers and children who have so
cheerfully welcomed us over the past two years and also to many
others concerned with early education. We wish to express our
thanks to the editors of Educational Review for publishing this
book and particularly to Barrie Wade, General Editor, for his

support.

The views which are expressed here are those of the authors
and not necessarily of the Department of Education and Science.

Margaret M. Clark
Faculty of Education
University of Birmingham.
September 1984.
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CHAPTER 1
JNIRODOCTION

The following chapters contain the report of a study of the
early education of children with comminication difficulties
particularly those from ethnic minority backgrounds which was
undertaken in the West Midlands over the period May 1982 -
August 1983. The research was initially funded and planned as a
one year project for 1982-83 but an extension into 1983-84,
although with limited funding, enabled some additional work to be
undertaken. The focus of the research has been early education in
multicultural primary schools. The aim of the study has been to
identify promising developments and features of organisation
which facilitate communication between teachers and children and
between the children themselves. The children in the research
were those entering the reception class in five primary schools
with varied proportions of children from different ethnic
backgrounds. In the following chapters attention will be drawn
to some children with communication problems and to the influence
of the setting on their apparent competence. Evidence will also
be reported of young children found to be capable of sustaining
complex lanquage in a variety of settings, and in some instances
in more than one language. There were children from each ethnic
background found to have problems in communication as there were
other children from each ethnic background with an impressive
range of discourse skills even at this early age.

The current research is a development from an earlier study
undertaken in the West Midlands by the project director. That

study, which had as its focus Preschool Education and Children . -

with Special Needs and which was also funded by D.E.S., touk
place in the period 1979-1981 (Clark, Robson and Browniigj 1982).
The aim, in the period immediately after the pikiication of the
Warnock Report Special Educational Needs (HMSO 1978), was to
investigate the incidence of children in ordinary preschool units
perceived as having special needs. A major aspect of the study
involved observation of children perceived as having special
educational needs and of control children not so perceived within
preschool units. Language samples were also obtained during
free play in the units for a small sample of children, by means
of radio microphones, and these were analysed to provide
guidelines for staff development. The main study involved 104
preschool units with 5,605 children in Birmingham and Coventry.
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The definitions of special educational needs used in the research
were in accord with the Warnock Report.

It wis clear in the study referred to above that difficulty
in communication of and with many of the children with special
needs was seen as a major problem by the staffs in the ) reschool
units, in children with sensory or physical handicaps, as well as
in other children. Valuable insights into the language of
children in different settings, evidence of the richness of the

dialogue of some of the children and guidelines for staff nl

their interactions with children with communication problems were
developed from the language tapes collected by the use of radio
microphones in the latter stages of the study. (See Robson 1783a,
Robson 1983b.) .
-

within the remit of that research it was not possible to
study in any depth tbz problems of children for whom the
communication problems were at least partly the result of the
fact that English was a second language, of whom there were large
numbers in boch these cities. These children who were mainly of
Asian ethric origin were not evenly distributed across the cities
and irdeed formed the majority in some of the preschool units.
I+ is equally important to consider how many of the children from
ethnic minorities with communication problems in English may also
have difficulties in their own language, which is of course a
more difficult differential diagnosis. To assist in developing
an understanding of the educational needs of children from a
variety of different ethnic backgrounds, whose early education
may be in the same school setting, it is important to undertake
an in-depth study in context and in a variety of settings. Such a
study may also throw some light on the problems faced by the
staffs in catering for the educational needs of children from
widely varied backgrounds and with differing levels of competence
in English, whether or not it is their mother tongue.

Following the completion of the preschool study referred to
above it was felt that & research with a wider remit in terms of
communication difficulties could provide useful insights for
those involved in early education, especially if it were built on
the experience gained and skills developed in the preschool
study. The skills felt to be of particular value were those for
recording and analysing language samples in a variety of
settings. The aim would be to study children's transition from
preschool to the reception class with language as a focus. In

12
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this way it would be hoped to gain insights of value in assisting
teacheis to capitalize on the strengths of many of these children
and to provide and develop settings which would most effectively
help to overcome the difficulties of a number of the children in
discourse with adults and with children.

Two nursery schools in Birmingham which had been in the
sampie for the preschool research and which had a population of
children from different ethnic backgrounds co-operated prior to
the beginning of this funded research. A language sample was
recorded in the nursery school shortly before transfer to primary
school for as many as possible of the ci:ildren due to enter the
infant department in September 1982. Two primary schools were
identified which were likely to be attended by these children and
the co-operation of these schools in this study was enlisted: one
of these schocls had its own nursery class and admitted children
from tha'. class as well as the two nursery schools. In both of
these primary schools children of Asian ethnic origin formed a
very small minority of those in attendance, although in some
schools in Birmingham that is the ethnic origin of many of the
children. A third primary school was identified in a different
part of Birmingham, selected because a considerable proportion of
the children attending were Afro-Caribbean in ethnic origin.
That school did not have a nursery class but & number of the
children entering the reccption class had attended one of two
nearby nursery schuols. It was possible to obtain a sample of
language in the nursery schools for some of the children entering
that school also. This was possible only after the funded
research commenced and therefore these were children due to
transfer in January 1983 and not September 1982. The neighbouring
authority of Sandwell which also has a large number of children
of Asian ethnic origin was interested in taking part in the
research. Two primary schools were selected in that area, each
with a high proportion cf children of Asian origin ard for whom
English is mot their mother tongue. Each of these large primary
scnools has its own nursery class which most children attend on a
part-time basis in the year prior to entry to the reception
class. Samples of language were also obtained in the nursery
classes for children from a variety of ethnic backgrounds about
to transfer to the infant department in these two schools. 1t
should be noted that most of the preschool language samples were
coliected and transcribed prior to the appointment of the staff
on the funded project.
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Thus, although the funded research was staffed for only one
year, it was possible to obtain a sample of language in the
nursery school or class for some of the children expected to
enter the five primary schools selected for in-depth study.
Preschool language samples were in effect available for 25
children who entered a reception class in one of the five
schools, children of a range of language competence and of
different ethnic origins. The transcripts of these tapes are the
basis of a separate study, where relevant they will, however, be
included in case studies in the present report.

The focus of the study during session 1982-83 was on the
reception classes in these five schools where seven of the nine
classes were studied in depth over the session (both reception
classes in one of the large primary schools, two of the four
reception classes in the other and each reception class in the
remaining three schools). Some information was collected on all
247 children who entered the reception class in these schools in
1982-83 and a more detailed study was made of the language of
some of the children in a variety of settings in the school.
This included children who had entered from nursery school or
nursery class and some who had entered reception class from home
without preschool education. It included children who were
Asian, Afro-Caribbean and indigencus white in ethnic origin who
were present in different proportions in the five schools.

How similar were the children in the five schools, in the
two education authorities? What challenges would be faced by a
teacher of one of these reception classes and how would this be
influenced by authority policy, school policy, the physical
environment as well as the children themselves? How differently
would the teachers of these seven reception classes develop their
curriculum and organise their classrooms? If you were a child
starting school in that year in one of these schools your
exper iences would be very different depending on a variety of
factors including the children who happened to start with you,
(their background, strengths and weaknesses), the education
authority within which you 1lived, the physical environment of
the school you attended and not least the teaching style of the
teacher in whose class you were placed. All of these factors
interacting with your own personal qualities and competence in
language would determine your success in meeting the demands of
early education and benefiting to the full from its potential.
These are the issues which will be explored in the following

14



chapters with evidence from an in-depth study of the children in
their various schrol settings over their first year in primary
school. For many children the foundations for later success or
failure are iaid at this early stage. It is hoped that the
evidence from this study will make a contribution to improving
the education of young children in a multicultural society and it
is to this end that the report has been organised. In addition,
much of the material gathered during the course of the study has
potential value for in-service work.



PART 1

THE CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SCHOOLS, CLASSES AND CHILDREN

CHAPTER 2

THE RESEARCH SCHOOLS AND THEIR SETTINGS

The aims of this study were to identify critical features in
the communicative competence in the first years in school of
children from a variety of ethnic backgrounds and to relate these
to the features of their school environments.

As was indicated in the previous chapter the main research
covered the school session 1982-83 and was an in~depth study of
five primary schools, from within two local education
authorities, with different proportions of children from Asian,
Afro-Caribbean and indigenous white backgrounds.

The Res _arch Areas

The West Midlands is in the heart of England about 100 miles
north of London. Birmingham is the largest conurbation in the
region with a total population of about one million while the
pepulation of Sandwell is over 300,000. Birmingham was severely
damaged by bombing in World War II and the city centre has been
gradually rebuilt, resulting in compact, traffic-free shopping
and business areas with complex road systems going over, under
and around them. Birmingham, with its large and, at that time,
steadily rising population had 1limited space for housing
development and so replaced old terraces and villas with multi-
storey flats. While improving living conditions, such housing
policies often bring with them problems of isolation, lack of
recreational and social facilities and an inadequate environment
for young children. In many areas, high-rise flats and housing
schemes were built alongside existing factories, gas works,
electricity generating stations and foundries, making living
conditions even less attractive. Accommodation becomes more
spacious as one moves out of the city centre towards areas of
owner—occupied bousing. While the physical environment is much
improved it does not mean absence of social problems. Due to the
current recession, unemployment and reduced working hours are
imposing considerable financial strain on families with

16



commitments which they can no longer meet. Sandwell, which was
formed in 1974 by the bringing together of the areas of West
Bromwich and Warley, has many problems comparable with those in
Birmingham. As in Birmingham, pre-war housing was in places
replaced by high-rise flats.

The West Midlands is a multicultural and multiracial area.
Many people arrived from the West Indies in the 1950s, attracted
by the prospect of employment in the West Midlands. They were
followed by Asian families, some of whom were compelled to lcave
the Punjab and Bangladesh because of war and political unrest.
The Asians brought with them about twelve major languages with
separate scripts, about eight major religions and four major
castes (Lobo 1978). The problems facing the Education and Social
Services Departmenis were, and remain, highly complex. While
most of the young children of ethnic minority groups now entering
school are second and third generation immigrants, a few children
are still entering school direct from the Indian Subcontinent or
the West Indies (there were several instances within the present
research population of children entering reception classes
direct from overseas). Furthermore a number of children are
absent from school for months while visiting relatives in the
home country. The length of such absence may be extended because
of the necessary medical formalities before readmission (again
there were instances of such visits in the present research). 1In
Birmingham the population percentages include roughly equal
numbers born in India, the Caribbean and Pakistan while in
Sandwell the proportions are roughiy India 5: Caribbean 2:
Pakistan 1. In addition to these which form the majority of the
New Commonwealth and Pakistani groups there are within this
category in both cities also first generation immigrants from
East Africea, the rest of Africa, Bangladesh and the
Mediterranean. At the time of the 1981 Census 8.7 per cent of
the population of Birmingham of about one million had been born
in the New Commonwealth or Pakistan, «nd in Sandwell 6.3 per cent
of a population of about 307,000. This information, based on
Census data, does not provide information on ethnic origin but
only country of birth. The main ethnic minority groupse are of
course not evenly distributed within Birmingham or Sandwell and
in some areas may form the majority of the population. 1In
addition the geographical distribution will vary from time to
time, influenced by housing policies and differential migration
within the city which can result in particular schools having
sudden variations in patterns not only of children from ethnic

17
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minority backgrounds but of particular ethnic backgrounds (a
chang’ g pattern which was noted in the primary schools in this
research).

The information above, based as it is on the 1981 Census,
which does not provide evidence of ethnic origin but only country
of birth, provides no information on the proportion of the
population from ethnic minority backgrounds where these were born
in Britain. Furthermore, it does not indicate the impact on the
educational provision of children from ethnic minority
backgrounds entering the schools. A further important feature of
relevance in predictions on the likely proportions of children of
different ethnic origin in schools is the evidence of birth
rates, since, where these are different in various ethnic groups,
this may result in dramatic differences in patterns in early
education from adult population figures, or, even from those for
the school population as a whole. As an illustration of this,
over the years 1962-1977 there were trends with regard to live
births in the City of Birmingham and the ethnic origin of the
parents which are of relevance to this research. The following
trends are shown diagrammatically in Figure 1(a).

(i) The number of live births in 1977 was only about 608 of that
in 1962.

(ii) The decrease was even greater where one or both parents was
of Jamaican and/or West Indian ethnic group (1977 births only 34%
of that in 1962).

(iii) In contrast where one or both parents was of Asian ethnic
origin there was a fourfold increase over the same period.

. In 1962 for 12% of births one or both parents was of West
Indian origin while by 1977 the figurc had dropped to 7%. By
1377, in contrast, for 20% of births, one or both parents was of
Asian ethnic origin, as compared with 2.6% in 1962 (with an
increase from 8.8% between 1967 and 1977). A further interesting
ani relevant trend which differentiates the two groups over the
period 1962-1977 is the prouportion of births where one rather
than both parents was of the relevant ethnic group and these
trends are shown in Figure 1(b). For those of West Indian ethnic
origin this changed from 10% of about 2,700 in 1962 increasing to
278 of 900 in 1977. For those of Asian ethnic origin the
relevent percentage were 29% of about 570 births in 1862 reducing
to 2.4 per cent of about 2,600 births in 1977. The ethnic origin
of both parents was known in about 98% of births.

18
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To summarize; not allowing for migration in or out of the
City, approximately 208 of the children entering school in
Birmingham in 1982 were likely to be of Asian ethnic origin (as
compared with 9% ten years earlier) and 7% of West Indian ethnic
origin (as compared with 108 ten years earlier). Furthermore
most of the children of Asian ethnic origin would have both
parents of that ethnic origin while about one quarter of those of
West Indian ethnic origin would have one parent who was
indigenous white in ethnic origin. This represents both a likely
increase in the proportion of children entering school who are
not indigenous white in ethnic origin, and also a marked increase
in the proportion of such children whose mother tongue, and that
of both parents, is other than English. The above information is
based on tables of Ethnic Origins of Birmingham Children Born in
1963, in 1972 and in 1977 issued by the City of Birmingham
Corporation Statistician (each of which shows figures for earlier
years).

According to a recent report from the Central Statistical
Office, City of Birmingham, the trends reported above have in
general continued between 1977 and 1981, the most recent and
final report entitled Ethnic Origins of Birmingham Children Born
in 198l1. The main difference appears to be an increase in live
births between 1977 and 1981 which applies to all three ethnic
groups referred to earlier. ‘The importance of the points made so
far and their relevance to early education are reinforced by the
more recent evidence. To quote from the above report:

Para. 27: By 1981 the proportion of live births to Birmingham
M.D. residents formed by the ones of wholly and partly
non-Caucasian* parentage had climbed to 35.5%; those
of wholly and partly Asian parentage formed 25.1% and
the ones of wholly and partly Afro-Caribbean**
parentage 9.1%.

* Non—Caucasian is used in the 1981 report where non-wWhite was
used previously.

** Afro-Caribbean is used where West Indian was used previously
and will be used throughout this report.

10
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As noted for 1977, in 1981 most children who had at least
one parent of Asian ethnic origin had both parents of that
background (for only about 38 of such children was this not the
case). In contrast in 1981 (as in 1977) for about 28% of the
children born that year who had at least one parent of Afro-
Caribbean origin the other parent was Caucasian. This final
report related some of the birth statistics to information from
the 1981 Census and while there is not space here to include
further detail, it is perhaps worth noting one further point:

Para. 30: Two out of every three births of wholly Asian
parentage in 1981 were to women who had 1ived in the
United Kingdom for less than a decade. However, the
number of Asian children born in the calendar year to
women with no more than one year of residence
continuved to fall.

Such dramatic changes in proportions of young children from
different ethnic backgrounds for the City as a whole are likely
also to be reflected in shifts in the particular areas of the
City in which the different groups reside - partly influenced by
availability of appropriate size of houses. Clearly it is likely
that increasing numbers of schools in Birmingham will have either
a sizeable minority or even a majority of children who have been
born in the City to parents both of whom are of Asian ethnic
origin. Some of these may be schools where previously there were
few children of Asian origin but many of Afro-Caribbean ethnic
origin. The pattern is likely to be somewhat different in
secondary schools from primary, and even within a primary school
as between the reception class and wpper classes.

The total school population in Birminghain in January 1982
was 186,345. This included 7,076 children in nursery schools and
classes (about thirty per cent of whom were in nursery schools)
and a further 5,798 children under five years of age on 31st
August 1981, who were in infant classes. About half of those
attending nursery schools or classes were in full-time attendance
as were most of those in infant classes. These figures represent
approximately 29 per cent of the estimated population of three
and four year olds grouped together in nursery education and 53
per cent of the estimated age group in school either in nursery
education or in infant classes.

11
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The total school population in Sandwell in January 1982 was
58,547. This included 2,696 children in nursery schools and
classes (mainly the latter and mainly in part-time attendance).
A further 2,180 children under five years of age on 31st August
1981 were in attendance in January 1982 in infant classes (mainly
in full-time attendance). The relevant percentages for Sandwell
are 37 per cent of the estimated population of three and four
year olds grouped together rising to 68 per cent if those in
infant classes are included. While the relevant percentages in
Sandwell are higher than in Birmingham, a higher proportion in
Birmingham are in full-time attendance in nursery education. In
both areas the proportions are higher than for England as a whole
(which are 22 per cent and 40 per cent respectively). The above
figures are quoted from the statistical returns from the Local
Education Authorities Stats Return No. 9 (1982) and Statistical
Bulletin 8/83 entitled Pupils Under Five Years in Each Local
Education Authority in England in January 1982 with permission
from the Department of Education and Science.

The Research Schools

Three of the five primary schools in the research have their
own nursery classes. Two of the latter are large primary schools
with a roll of over 380 (excluding the nursery class of about 60
part-time places). The remaining three schools are smaller with
rolls of between 200 and 300. The three primary schools with
nursery classes are housed in old buildings, one recently
modernised, one of which has already celebrated its centenary.
The remaining two schools are more modern in design.

Two of the schools in Birmingham (one an old school
modernised and one a newer school) are in the same inner city
area, both are social pricrity schools. The former school has
its own nursery class and also admits children from the same two
nearby nursery schools as the other school. The area served by
these schools was devastated during World War II and the pre-war
housing has been replaced by riocks of high-rise flats where many
of the children live. Many of the children are eligible for
free meals (70% in one school and 65% in the other).
Neighbouring schools have a high proportion of children of Asian
origin. In both the research schools in corirast over 608 of the
children attending are indigenous white children mainly from
socially deprived backgrounds. 1In each school there is a
sizeable minority of children of Afro-Caribbean origin, with in
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each school some children of Asian ethnic origin (though in one
school a very small minority). The remaining school in
Birmingham, also a social priority school, the smallest school in
the sample, has only about 38% of its children with both parents
indigenous white in ethnic origin with an almost equal number of
Afro-Caribbean origin, most of the remainder are Asian in
origin. The children attending this school also tend to live in
high rise flats, which surround the school. The headteacher of
the above school was only in the second year in post at the time
the research started. The headteacher of one of the other
Birmingham schools had only taken up appointment as the research
commenced, agreecing to take part in the research partly because
some of the children entering the reception class had already
been observed in the nursery school. The remaining headteacher
in tie Birmingham schools had been in post for seven years.

The two schools in Sandwell are in the Smethwick area.
Both are large old schools with many children attending of Asian
ethnic origin, although each has a sizeable minority of
indigenous white children and a minority of children of Afro-
Caribbean ethnic background. The headteachers of these schools
have both been in post for many years. One of the headteachers
was appointed in 1964 as head of an infant school to which the
junior department was added more recently. The second of these
headteachers has now retired after 27 years as headteacher of the
other schoecl. Over that period the school has changed from a
large streamed junior school of white children to a primary
school with a large nursery class and with a population
predominantly of Asian ethnic origin. The pattern is likely to
change again and there is already evidence of this in the nursery
class. The numbers of one parent families coming to live in the
neighbouring high-rise flats combined with the growing families
of those of Asian ethnic origin were reported to be affecting the
intake. Both schools in Sandwell operate a policy whereby they
attempt to ensure the possibility of attendance in the nursery
class on a part-time basis for one year by children due to enter
the reception class. The parents of the children in the schools
were reported to be committed to education and the attendance
record is good. The employment situation in the area is now said
to be poor and it is a recent phenomenon that many children are
now eligible for free meals (65% in one school and 41% in the
other) .
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In both Birmingham and Sandwell there are Ethnic Minority
Swport Services which supply schools with valuable information
as well as teaching support. In Birmingham the schools erved by
the Multicultural Support Service are selected according to need,
most of the schools served in 1982-83 having a high percentage of
children for whom English is a second language: 170 of the
present staff of 185 were employed in 1982-83 in teaching English
as a second language. In 1982-83 none of the three Birmingham
primary schools in this research had a member of the service
attachad to the staff. All three are small schools and all have
only a minority of pupils for whom English is a second language.
The staff of the service has been almost doubled in 1983-84 which
will make extension of its work possible. Both Sandwell primary
schools in the research with large proportions of children for
whom English is a second language, had members of the Ethnic
Minorities Support Service based in the school, both in the
infant and junior departments. The staff of the service in 1982-
83 was 75 full-time equivalents, 61 of whom were employed
specifically to teach Fnglish as a second language. Such staff
are placed in schools according to need and work is undertaken
mainly with groups of children. Staff attend monthly team
meetings at the Teachers' Centre and are supported by senior
management of the service.

The two authorities had different policies with regard to
admission to reception class in 1982-83, although by July 1983
comparable age—groups would have entered the reception class in
both areas. In Sandwell the schools could admit in September all
children who would reach five years of age during the school
year, and this policy of one intake was adopted by both the
primary schools in the research. It should be noted, however,
that there were schools in Sandwell with more than one entry date
during the session. In Birmingham in 1982-83 the normal
practice was for a school to have three intakes in the year, one
at the beginning of each term, September, January and April.
This policy was adopted by all three Birmingham schools in the
research where with some exceptions the children entered school
in the term during which they would become five years of age. In
1983-84 Birmingham has changed to a policy more similar to that
of Sandwell. Parents may choose to have their children admitted
to a school at the beginning of the school year in which they
will be five years of age. Additional support staff are however
to be made available for these 'pre-reception' children on a full
or part-time basis depending on the size of the age—group in a
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particular school. The influence of age on entry on a number of
aspects will be discussed in the report. It has been noted at
this stage, however, to indicate why it was necessary in order to
provide comparable figures for the schools in the two authorities
to base any statistics collected from the schools on the roll in
July 1983 and mot at an earlier point in the session.
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CHAPTER 3

THE CHILDREN ENTERING THE RECEPTION CIASSES

General characteristics of the five schools in the research
and the areas in which they are based have been discussed briefly
in so far as the information is necessary as a context for the
stvdy. It has been made clear that the five schools are not
claimed to be representative of their areas, nor even typical (if
there are indeed such schools). The criteria for selection have
been specified and the reasons for such a selection. There are
lessons from this study for those involved in early education in
other areas as well as those in the areas in which the research
took place. Sufficient context about the children and their
schools is required to enable readers to set their own children,
schools and areas against this backcloth and thus to appreciate
the significance for their practices of the experiences of these
five schools in 1982-83.

As was indicated earlier the study is set in the reception
classes of five schools with varied and varying proportions of
children from different ethnic backgrounds. This is, however,
only one of the ways in which the schools, and the children,
differ from each other. Discussion will not be in terms of
ethnic background specifically, except where this has bearing on
a particular aspect of organisation or staffing, for example, or
where certain children may be seen to have particular
difficulties because their mother tongue is other than English.

The aim in the study is to identify promising developments
and features of organisation which facilitate communication
between teachers and children, and between children themselves.
Communication which appears stimulating and which paves the way
for a promising educational start - and future - for children
such as these will be moted. Particular attention will be drawn
to some children with communication problems -~ and to others
highly successful in sustaining dialogue in a variety of settings
(in some instances in more than one language). In this present
chapter the context will be set more specifically by brief
reference to features of local and national policy as they are
reflected more specifically in characteristics of the children
entering the infant department in the £ive schools in 1982-83
and the staffing and organisation within the school. Certain
characteristics of the population of a given primary school may
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remain coistant over a period of years determined by size of
school, its general reputation and its catchment area as
designated by the local authority. Even within these aspects
there may be variations dependent on parental choice for or
against a given school which in turn may be influenced by its
past history, its educational traditions - and possibly the
ethnic mix already in the school. Likewise the local housing
policy will influence the numbers of young children of school
starting age available to enter any of the local schools.
Nationally the compulsory school age commences at the beginning
of the term following a child's fifth birthday, local education
authorities do have discretion, however, to admit children
earlier, and many do. The precise pattern of admission
varies from one local authority to another and, even within one
authority, schools may have flexil ‘lity with regard to intake
depending for example on the demand for places in their school at
a given time. While in Britain considerable discretion does
normally rest with head teachers on intake and school
organisation they cannot remain unaffected by local and national
policies ~ changes in one or other may indeed suddenly have an
effect on the organisation within the school or pattern of
children entering the reception class. Some features of the group
of 247 children entering the infant departments in these five
schools in 1982-83 are set out in Table 3.1 on the following

page.
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Table 3.1 Distribution and characteristics of children entering
reception class in five schools in 1982-83

Sandwell Birmingham
L Characteristics School School School School  School
1 2 3 4 5
Totals
as recorded by
o July 1983 64 64 35 40 45
Entry dates
Septenber o4 64 17 19 8
January 6 9 16
ril - - 2
P Ap 1 12 21
Nursery Education
Yes 54(+3) 48 32 26 30
No 7 13 3 12 12
) Not known - 3 - 2 3
Ethnic Origin
Indigenous white 14 23 21 17 27
Asian 38 29 7 7 2
K Afro—Car ibbean 11 12 6 16 15
Ortner 1 - 1 - 1
Left
during session 8 3 1 5 2
@
Notes
° a) Two children in School 1 who recently arrived in the U.K. were

given their first term in nursery class.

b) One child entered School 2 and on 1leaving there entered
School 1. That child thus appears in both columns since from
e the perspective of the schools there were 248 registrations.
Thus, entries total 248 while in references in the text to
children and their characteristics this child is counted once
only, with totals of’ 247 and conseguent slight adjustments to
the sub-categories.
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Admission dates and age on entry

There were similarities in the pattern of date of and age on
entry to the two Sandwell primary schools, and between the three
Birmingham schools, with a wide difference between the schools in
the two areas. By July 1983, the end of the school year, the age
group which had entered the reception class during 1982-83 was
similar across all five schools and by then included children who
almost without exception had reached their fifth birthday by
August 1983 (that is with dates of birth between July 1977 and
August 1978). 1In the two Sandwell schools, however, children
entered the reception classes on or near a single entry date at
the beginning of the school year in September 1982. A few
children entered mid-session by transfer from other schools for
example, and several entered direct from overseas (one from India
and one from the West Indies). In the three Birmingham schools
in contrast there were three entry date. (September, January and
April) and, with only a few exceptions, the children in these
schools entered during the term in which they would reach five
years of age (September entry dates of birth 98.77 - 12.77;
January entry dates of birth 1.78 - 4.78; and April entry dates
of birth 5.78 - 8.78). In these schools also some rhildren were
admitted from other schools mid-term.

Age on admission and entry dates are policy decisions which
have inevitable organisational implications for the deployment of
staff in a school. They also have implications for the
children themselves as they may determine whether the children
enter the infant department with their friends, how long they
remain in the infant department, how many changes of teacher they
may have in their first few years at school — to quote only a few
implications. Each pattern has its own strengths and weaknesses
some of which are interrelated to the size of intake into a
particular school. The fact that the three Birmingham schools in
the study were 111 relatively small (with an intake of between
35-45) meant that the implications organisationally were rather
different from those in a larger school with an intake of say
over sixty. The organisational problems are further complicated
by the fact that even where date of birth on entry is defined,
there may be wide and not fully predictable fluctuations in
numbers entering the schools on each of the three dates. 1In
school 5 for example the numbers entering on the three dates were
8, 16 and 19 (with a further two mid-term) and in School 3 the
numbers were 17, 6 and 10 (with a further two entering mid-
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term). These points have been discussed in some detail because
they had important implications for the children in the study and
are also a necessary context for gaining insights from the study.
There is flexibility even within a local policy framework for
decisions by headteachers and some of the issues raised here are
pertinent to staff discussions on the benefits and weaknesses of
different decisions.

It is apparent from the above that in some aspects of this
report it will be necessary to distinguish between the
organisational patterns in the two Sandwell schools and those in
the Birmingham schools, not solely because they are in different
local authorities but rather because of their decisions related
to their authority's policy with regard to entry. Thus children
in the study of the same age have had a different length of time
in the infant department depending on where they live. Account
will be taken of this and its implications considered when
discussing the language assessment of the children who were
tested near to the time of their entry into school.

The total number of children entering the reception classes
in the five schools during 1982-83 was 247 (127 in the two
Sandwell schools and 120 in the three Birmingham schools).
Nineteen of these children entered either mid-session in the
Sandwell schools, or mid-term in the Birmingham schools, that is
other than at the normal entry date. Eighteen children left
these schools during the session, and one transferred to a
different school in the research. The educational implications
of these moves so early in their school career are important
issues and where, within the research, there is any relevant
material, it will be reported.

Preschool education and the research sample

Several points have already been stressed with regard to
preschool education in the Birmingham and Sandwell authorities:-

1) that in both areas a higher proportion of children in 1981-82
received nursery education than the average for England;

2) that in Sandwell this was predominantly in nursery classes and
part-time, while in Birmingham roughly equal proportions
attended nursery schools and classes and in roughly equal
proportions of full and part-time.
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Since all the schools in the study were in areas of multiple
deprivation within the cities it is not surprising to note that a
high proportion of the children entering the reception class in
the research schools had received nursery education. In Sandwell
most of the children entering the research schools who had
received nursery education had attended nursery classes for a
maximum of one year and part-time. Most of the children in the
research schools in Birmingham who had received nursery education
had attended nursery schools, might have attended for two years
and may well have attended full-time. The information asked of
the primary schools was, however, only whether or not the
children had attended nursery education. Further information will
be available for the children studied in depth.

Two of the three Birmingham primary schools were selected
for this study because each received children from two large
neighbouring nursery schools with a multi-ethnic population. One
of these primary schools also has its own nursery class and in
that school all but three of the children entering reception
class were known to have attended nursery school or the school's
own nursery class. Two of these three had entered mid-term
rather than at a normal entry date, presumably from another area.
Over 60 per cent of the children in the remaining two Birmingham
primary schools had attended nursery school, each having two
large nursery schools nearby. Each of the two Sandwell primary
schools has its own nursery class and as a policy attempts to
ensure that children will have a year part-time in nursery class
before entry to the reception class. Each has a 30 place
full-time equivalent nursery class and an intake to the reception
class of approximately sixty. By part-time attendance in the
class it was possible to ensure that 84 and 75 per cent respecti-
vely of the intake had some nursery education. In these schools
also some of those without nursery education were among those
children who entered mid-session from another district. 1In one
of these schools five of the seven children without nursery
education entered mid-session as transfers, two other children
who entered direct from abroad were given a term in the nursery
class. The pattern in the other school was similar.

Thus for cnly a minority of this sample of children entering
reception class in 1982-83 was this their first experience of an
educational institution. Seventy-seven per cent were known to
have already attended a mursery school or class, indeed this was
true for most of those wio entered at the normal entry date. The
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fact that most children entering these schools had already
attended a nursery school or class meant that they might well
enter reception class with friendships already established. In
this present study there is only limited information available
concerning children who entered other than at the normal date,
children who were transferred from other schools or arrived from
another country. It is worth stressing that such children are
likely to have problems of a greater magnitude than are
experienced by the other children in the age group - particularly
if the changes of school are frequent, if they are associated
witt “amily or social problems and/or if they are children for
whom i..glish is a second language who will require to establish
new friendships in a strange setting. For these mid-term or mid-

session entries or transfers there was no such support in this
new setting.

Although the majority of the children in this sample had
attended preschool education, for most of those in the three
Birmingham schools entry to the reception class meant a change of
school; in the Sandwell schools it meant transfer to a different
department in the same school. The extent to which there is a
co~ordinated policy between the nursery class and the infant
department may vary. Whether, for example, children who have
made friendships at that earlier stage will be placed together on
entry to the infant department, to what extent records will be
passed on and used at the next stage. Relationships between the
staffs at the different stages, policies and the attitudes of
those in charge will all influence this, as will the physical
layout of the building and playgrounds -~ facilitating or
thwarting contacts between staff and between children. The
problems are not insurmountable but may be considerable. Where
the transfer is from not just one nursery school but several, and
the children in a given nursery school may leave for one of
several primary schools, the problems in co-ordination are even
greater. Informal contacts are often close, as in the schools in
this study, but changes of those in charge in the various schools
mean re-establishing links. In both a primary school in the
research and nursery schools linked with two of the schools
in 1982-83, for example, there was a change of head teacher,
while two of the other head teachers had only recently
taken up their appointments (one nursery school and one primary
school ) «
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Clearly while for some children a change of school, or entry
to school for the first time, may be a stimulus, for some
children the change may place considerable strain which may be
alleviated by the presence of friends or at least children who
are familiar. For some children the different pattern of
organisation and expectations of the reception class may be
something for which they are ready and indeed which they find a
challernge, for others the change from the preschool setting may
be something which they £find stressful or which causes them to
withdraw into a somewhat apathetic state. The majority of
children in this study had attended some form of educational
provision prior to entry to infant school, possibly in the same
school, and for a number of the children there are samples of
language available in the preschool setting - from three nursery
schools and two nursery classes. The dialogue in these gives
valuzbie information on this aspect when considered together with
the language samples from a range of settings during the
succeeding year.

Thus entering the reception classes in these five schools
were:-

- a majority of children who had some experience of 'school' and
for a number of these, of that school;

- some who were experiencing their first transfer within the
educational system, and, depending on their precise age, the
age of entry and the particular school to which they were
admitted, they might or might not be together with children
with whom they had established friendships in the previous
setting;

- a minority who were entering from home;

- a few who had experience of some other form of preschool
provision (not necessarily known to the schcol) such as a day
nursery or preschool playgroup;

- a few who may have had experience of a day nursery prior to
entry to nursery education;

- some entering late or by transfer from some other school or
country.

In this study 189 of 247 children were known to have had

previous experience of a nursery school or class before the date
for their entry to reception class.
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Ethnic background of the children

Brief reference has already been made to the proportions of
children from different ethnic backgrounds in the five primary
schools and to the fact that the schools were selected so that
within the study there were schools with varied proportions of
children from different backgrounds. The proportions of such
children in the reception classes were rot necessarily the same
as in the rest of the school, since in some schools the ethnic
pattern was already undergoing a rapid change. It was possible
thus within a single school for a teacher responsible for
children at a particular stage to have a large number of children
from one ethnic background and another teacher with a different
age-group to have a very different ethnic composition in the
class. Even the intake in the following year into a given class
could change as a result of mobility, as was apparent in one of
the schools. Such features are important in discussing early
education or indeed any stage of education, and particularly so
in areas of high internal mobility consequent on housing policies
for example.

As was shown in Table 3.1 in School 1, children of Asian
origin were in the majority in the reception classes (64 children
were admitted, 38 of whom were of Asian origin with 14 indigenous
white children, 11 of Afro—Caribbean origin and one other child).
In School 2 those of Asian origin, though not in the majority,
formed the largest single group - 29 children of an intake of 64
‘with 23 indigenous white children and 12 of Afro-Caribbean
origin). In the remaining three schools the largest single
ethnic group was indigenous white chiidren with seven, seven arnd
two children in Schools 3, 4 and 5 respectively of Asian origin.
In groups of 35, 40 and 45 children in these three schools there
were 6, 16 and 15 children respectively of Afro-Caribbean ethnic
origin. Thus in the reception classes of two of the schools for
many of the children English was not the mother tongue. At
least, however, there were a number of companions of a similar
ethnic origin - and with a common mother tongue namely Punjabi,
which was common to most of these children. In the three
remaining schools not only were there few children of Asian
origin in the reception classes but they did not necessarily have
the same mother tongue. Punjabi was not the mother tongue for
the few children of Asian origin in the three Birmingham schools
in the sample; for some it was Urdu, for others Gujerati. Thus
not only were there few of them in a single school but also they
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did not necessarily share a common language with any other child
in the intake. This is worth stressing at this point to
indicate the danger of assuming that children of similar ethnic
origin have a common language or religion. This will be
discussed further when considering the language assessment. It
seemed important to give the figures for children in the
reception classes from different ethnic backgrounds in absolute
terms rather than in percentages - and by school. 1In order to
perceive the situation from the child's perspective it is
important also to consider these patterns in relation to date of
entry and organisation of the reception classes in the various
schools.

1t should be noted that for the purpose of this study ethnic
background was regarded as other than indigenous white where at
least one parent was known to be other than indigenous white.
This was felt to be the best criterion in the circumstances since
a number of the children were from one parent families and in
some ins*ances only one parent's origin was known to the school.
There were only three children in the intake to the reception
classes who did not fit into the three groups described above.

The total numbers of children from the different ethnic
backgrounds entering the reception classes in the five schools in
1982-83 were:-

Indigenous white ~ 102 (41%)

At least one parent of Asian ethnic origin - 83 (34%) ,

At least one parent of Afro-Caribbean ethnic origin - 59 (24%)
Other - 3 (1%)

Of the 18 children who left during the session, 9 were Asian, 8
indigenous white and 1 Afro—Caribbean in origin; thus the
distribution was little affected by the end of the session.
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Organisation of reception classes in the sasple schools

Patterns of organisation in relation to dates of entry in
the five schools are shown in Table 3.2.

Table 3.2 Reception classes in the five schools at and of
session 1982-83 in relation to entry

Sandwell Birmingham
Characteristics School School School School School
1 2 3 4 5

Children in Reception Class
Number at end of session
- Reception Class A 29 17a 23b 29c 26d

B 27 15a

C - 13a

D - 16a
Moved out of reception
class during session 11 6 17
Left during session 8 3 1 5 2
Total intake 64 64 35 40 45

Notes

a) Reception children formed only half of each of these classes.

b) Five of these children were from September intake of 17
(11 moved wp a class, 1 left).
6 were from January intake
12 were from April intake.

c) Nine of these child 'n were from September intake of 19
(6 moved up a class, 4 left)
8 were from January intake (1 left)
12 were from April intake.

d) September intake of B8 were in class 2 or 3.

6 were from January intake (9 of these in class 2, 1 left)
20 were from April intake.
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In Schools 1 and 2, each with an intake of over sixty
children to reception classes in 1982-83, and a single entry
date, different policy decisions had been taken with regard to
organisation of classes in the infant department. 1In School 1
there were six classes in the infant department, two for each age
level. The children in the 'new' intake were placed in one or
other of the available classes in such a way as to give roughly
comparable classes, based on any known factors, for example, from
the experience in the nursery class. In School 2, the other
large school, which also had six classes in the infant
department, four of these classes had both first and second year
children and the remaining two classes had children in their
third year in school. 1In that school, thus, the children
entering could be placed in any of four classes and would share
their classroom and teacher with children with a year's
experience of school. While all children entering that school
were included in the language assessment which formed part of the
research, only two of the four classes with ‘'reception' children
were observed. Choice was made partly on the basis of classes
entered by children for whom lanquage samples from the preschool
stage were available. Staffing on the research project would not
have permitted the inclusion of all nine classrooms across the
schools together with all the other important aspects included
during the year. This decision did, however, allow for two
classes to be observed in each of the large schools, and the one
reception class in the three smaller schools. When considering
later the possible diversity of experiences over their first year
in school of this group of children, it shouléd be noted that
while all five schools were included, only seven of the nine
possible classes formed the basis of the comments. Thus any
diversity noted might have been even wider had all the classes
been observed.

In the remaining three schools with intakes of between 35-45
and three entry dates, not only were there decisions on
organisation to be made at the beginning of the school year, but
further decisions later concerning possible reorganisation as
further children in varying numbers entered in January and April.
In School 3 with an intake of 35 children over the year, the
group of 17 children entering in September was joined by the
small group of six who entered in January. By the summer term it
was necessary in order to accommodate the third intake to move
most of the first intake up into the next class. Only five of
the September intake (2 boys and 3 girls) remained in the
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reception class in the summer term. In School 4 the pattern was
similar, with nine children (5 boys and 4 girls) of the 19 who
entered in Scptember still in the reception class in the summer
term. Four children left and the rest moved wp a class. Most
of the children who entered that school in 1982-83 had at least
one change of teacher during the year, others had two changes as
unfortunately the teacher of the reception class left early in
the New Year. The organisational problems faced by School 5 were
even greater, as only eight children entered in September with a
larger intake in January and an even larger intake
proportionately in April. The first group were taught initially
with another group of older children. By the summer term there
was a reception class of 28 which contained all the summer term
intake and some of those who had entered in January, the
remainder of that intake having been transferred to the second
class, as had most of the September intake. For two of the older
girls in the first intake a further move had been necessary. A
single entry date may have many drawbacks and does not solve all
problems for teachers or children. However, in a smaller
school, it does at least make the allocation of resources more
easily planned over the school year when there is a more exact
knowledge of the numbers involved.

It has been necessary to deal with this aspect in some
detail since otherwise it is not possible either to appreciate
the decisions made and problems faced by the teachers (and
research workers), or indeed to realise the practical
implications for individual children of policy decisions on entry
date, age on entry, class organisation and related matters. As a
consequence of the in—depth nature of this present study and its
focus on communication with and between children it is possible
to highlight the effects of various organisatiopal decisions on
individual children. Inevitably with the limited resources in
the project and the focus on reception classes, we have less
information on children who, for a variety of reasons, have been
moved out of ‘the reception class during the year, and also on the
few children who were retained in the nursery class. It is
important in any discussions of implications of policy decisions
to bear all. these children in mind, and important also to
consider the: progress of children who change school during their
first year or who have extended absence for whatever reason.
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Summary of Characteristics of Classes and Children

The characteristics of the children entering the reception
classes in the five schools during 1982-83 are shown in Table
3.1, and in Table 3.2 were shown the patterns of reception
clusses in the five schools as at July 1983 with some indication
of the period of the year during which these children had been in
the reception class. From this latter table it is possible to
gain at least some appreciation of the effects of the size of the
school, policy of the school with regard to entry, and
organisational decisions within the school on the nature of the
groups allocated to the reception class teachers. In Schools 1
and 2 the teachers had children who on entry ranged from 4 to 5
yvears of age and many for whom English was not their mother
tongue. They were able however to plan for their class over the
session on the assumption that, with the exception of those who
left either temporarily or permanently or who entered mid-
session, the children would be their responsibility throughout
the session. In Schools 3, 4 and 5, in contrast, the reception
class teacher at July 1983 had few children who had been with her
for the year and conversely 'reception class' children had been
moved into other classes where they had now joined children of
different lengths of school experience. Thus other staff in
these schools were also teaching ‘reception' children, if the
term is used to define children in their first year in school.
Furthermore a number of the children in these reception classes
in July had so far been only one term or at most, two terms in
school. Yet these teachers might not continue to be responsible
for their education beyond the summer vacation. If Table 3.2 is.
considered in conjunction with Table 3.1 it becomes possible to
gain some picture of the range of characteristics of the children
for whose education the reception class teachers were
responsible. Likewisc ‘t is possible to appreciate at least to
some extent the very different groupings and also constancy of
setting available to the children entering classes in even such a
small number of schools within two neighbouring areas. Such
differences would be multiplied were one to 'map' for such
features in large numbers of schools in these areas - or to
extend this analysis to other areas with more or less nursery
provision, different dates of entry, sizes of school or
organisational patterns.
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A further aspect of relevance to the planning by the
reception class teachers for the children for whom they were
responsible was the extent and range of support services
available, and the presence of other adults regularly in the
classroom. These features can be described more effectively in
the context of the detailed consideration of the classrooms which
will be found in Chapters 5 and 6. A decision was made to assess
the language competence in English of the children entering these
five schools in 1982~83. The information from this assessment
which was undertaken about the time of the children's entry to
school gives further insight into the range of characteristics of
the children in different classes and of children within
particular reception classes. The results of this will be
discussed in the next chapter in so far as this provides a
context for the following discussion of the classrooms as
contexts for learning. More detailed discussion on the
children's language in different settings will be reserved for
Part II of this report.
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CHAPTER 4

LANGUAGE SKILLS OF THE CHILOREN ON ENTRY 7O SCHOOL

The intention originally was to assess the language skills
of target children only, those for whom samples of language in a
variety of settings would also be available. Early in this
research it became apparent that it would be valuable to have an
assessment of all the children in the reception classes in the
five selected schools at time of entry to school. This would
enable the competence of target children to be set in context and
would also give a common measure on which to compare the language
of children in a particular class and between classes. The
Preschool Lanquage Assessment Instrument (Blank, Rose and Berlin
(1978a)) was selected for the following reasons:

a) it was devised specifically for children about the point of
entry to school

b) it assesses their ability to respond to questions of different
levels of complexity

c) it requires a limited amount of languag: from the children to
respond to most questions, even m-.e complex questions
(pointing being the response t©o a number of questions)

d) it provides a profile of the child's success in meeting the
demands of the different levels of questions including an
analytical assessment of the errors

e) the profile can be used diagnostically to plan language work
for children showing limited competence (discussed in Blank,
Rose and Berlin 1978b). Marion Blank, the senior author of
the test, and a consultant on this research project, has
also devised a framework related to the structure of the test
which can be utilized in analysing children's discourse skills
in 'natural’ as contrasted with 'contrived' settings. Both
the test and the analytical procedures were used in the
preschool research referred to earlier (Clark, Robson and
Browning 1982). Together they proved valuable research tools
and offered diagnostic insights.

In later sections of the report the extent to which the
assessment on the Preschool Languagc Assessment Instrument (PLAI)
did provide insights about the competence of specific children
will be discussed and its relationship to the language skills
shown in other contexts. The potential of the test as a
diagnostic instrument on which to base language wourk with
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individual children will also be considered later. The
discussion in the present chapter will be confined to the results
of the children on PLAI considered in relation to a number of
relevant variables in order to enable the results to be used in
the following chapter, in which the characteristics of the
children in the various reception classes will be analysed.

While appreciating the value of assessing all the children
on PLAI it was a matter of concern that this would be time-
consuming within a one year research with only two research
workers. There was a danger that a decision to undertake the
assessment of over two hundred children early in the research
would prevent the research workers devoting themselves to other
equally important aspects. Thanks to the assistance of two
teachers who were full-time students on a Master's level course
to which the director of the research was tutor, it was possible
to undertake this additional valuable aspect. One of the
students was the head of a nursery school, the other a primary
school teacher and both as part of their course were gaining
experience in assessing the language of young children. The two
research workers with this assistance were able to test most of
the children in the study on PLAI in English. At a later stage
in the project it was decided to attempt to assess the children
for whom Punjabi was their mother tongue on a translation into
Punjabi of the test by another Master's level student. That
student with the assistance of another Punjabi speaker undertook
that further aspect, which will be discussed in a later chapter.

The Preschool Language Assessment Instrument

The test is designed to assess the discourse skills of young
children between three and six years of age. A distinction is
made in the test between questions in terms of their ‘perceptual
distance’. Questions that require the child to apply lenguage to
salient features of perception are at the lowest level of
abstraction and those that require the child to ‘restructure' or
'reflect’ on perception are at the highest level. Teachers place
demands on children which require varying levels of abstraction
and the aim of the test is to assess the cxtent to which the
child can respond to questions at different levels of complexity.
Where possible even the questions of higher levels of complexity
which bave been selected can be answered by pointing, or a few
words, to avoid as far as possible children's understanding being
underestimated because of limited ability in expressive language.
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A profile is obtained from the assessment whereby for each level
of questions, the child is identified as weak, moderately weak,
moderately strong or strong. No global score is calculated but in
addition to the numerical scores qualitative scores are obtained
for those questions requiring verbal responses, based on whether
the responses are fully adequate, acceptable or ambiguous. If
the child does not give an adequate response, then this also is
categorised as to whether it was invalid, irrelevant, whether the
child said 'Don’t know', or indeed failed to recpond. For most
children when wrong, the response is in the 'invalid' category.
Diagnostically it is valuable to have this further analysis for
children who respond inadequately even to the lower levels of
question. Such children, the authors of the test suggest, are
unlikely to cope with the communication demands of the classroom.
Where children are repeatedly faced with questions well beyond
their level of competence they will become increasingly
frustrated, may appear distractable, or become reluctant to
answer.

To assess a child on PLAI takes about 15~30 minutes. The
questinns on different levels (15 at each of the four levels) are
interspersed making it possible in most instances to retain the
co-operation and interest of even very poorly functioning young
children. The test materials consist of black and white line
drawings and most questions require only pointing or a few words
for an adequate response, even for the higher levels of questions,
although for some of these latter questions verbal answers are
required.

The following are examples of questions at each of the four
levels of complexity.

Level 1: Matching perception may involve naming an object,
repeating a sentence, pointing to a matching object, remembering
pictures of objects just seen

Level 2: Selective analysis of perceptions may involve asking the
child to select a picture of something you can, for example, cut
with, or saying how certain pictures differ or what you can do
with something

Level 3: Reordering perception - may involve asking the child to
point to the pictures that are not cups, or saying how two
pictures are the same (e.g. scissors and a knife) or defining a
'‘cup' for example.
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Level 4: Reasoning about perception may involve answers to ‘why'
questions, or where would the ball be if the baby dropped it, or
what would happen if (with a picture available as a focus).

Backcround information on testing

As was indicated in the previous chapter, in two of the
schools there was only one entry date in September, at which
point children aged between four and five years of age started
school, while in the remaining three schools there were three
entry dates with an age range in each of approximately 4 years 9
months to 5 years of age. It was thus necessary to decide
whether to match approximately for age at time of testing or for
time in school. It was decided that to test near to school entry
would provide information which could more easily be discussed in
educationally meaningful terms with the teachers. Since the
procedure fur calculating profiles on the test does not make an
age allowance the results in this study were recorded in such a
way that they could be nlotted against month of birth. This made
it possible to consider such factors as the distribution across
the age group, also within schools and classes, for children for
whom English was a second language. It was also possible to
check the extent to which the children showing limited competence
were among the youngest on entry, and those showing a high level
of discourse skills were among the older children. Because of
the difference in age distribution at time of entry in the two
Sandwell schools as compared with the three Birmingham schools
the results were treated separately where aprropriate. A few
children entering Birmingham schools for whom ¢ language sample
had been collected in the nursery had been assessed at that time.
The test was not therefore repeated. A check was made on these
scores to determine whether these children were among the lowest
scoring: this did not prove to be the case. Since these were
children entering Birmingham schools in the September they were
not among the wounger children. A further decision was
necessary, namnely whether to test children who entered other than
at the normal entry dates. On several grounds it was decided to
omit such children of whom there were 20 (one of whom was a
transfer from another research school where she had already been
tested) partly because of the extra work that would have been
involved both for the research team and for the schools in
ensur ing that they also were assessed near to entry. A further
reason for their exclusion was that it was not always known at an
early stage whether or not they had previously attended another
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school and were therefore transfers or whether they were merely
late entries to school. A few children who were on the reception
class lists left before they could be tested (7 children). The
only other children omitted were six who were absent on a number
of occasions.

Thus 215 of the total intake of 247 children were assessed
on the Preschool Language Assessment Instrument and the results
of this will now be considered. Eleven children who were
assessed left before the end of the session but their results
have been included. A few of these for whom Punjabi was their
mother tongue had left before they could be assessed also on the
translation into Punjabi of PLAI.

Scoring of the Language Assessment on PLAI

As there is no single score awarded in the test but rather a
profile based on scores on the four levels of questions, it was
necessary to make a decision on the appropriate basis for the
comparison of the language abilities of the children in this
study. 1In later sections of the report the diagnostic
information of the children's responses to the different lewels
of questions will be considered, but for the preliminary analysis
a single rating was felt to be useful. This was made after
consideration of the range of profiles in the research sample and
the tables of profiles in the manual. The children were grouped
in six categories acccrding to their scores on the questions at
the various levels as follows:-

A. Strong or moderately strong at all four levels. This is a
level reached by about half the 'middle class' children in
the standardisation sample for the test but by few of the
'working class' sample of four year olds (but about 25 per
cent of the five year olds).

B. Strong or moderately strong on questions at three levels but
weak or moderately weak on questions at the remaining level.
The children in this group were responding adequately except
to questions requiring for example explanations such as
'what will happen if' or ‘why'?
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C. Strong or moderately strong on questions at two levels.
This is a level reached by about 75 per cent of the four
year olds even in the ‘working class' group of children in
the standardisation sample. The type of questions which
would give children in this group difficulty were
definitions, explaining ways in which things are like each
other, or explaining what has happened in a picture, all of
which are lLevel 3 questions.

D. Strong or moderately strong on questions at one level and
moderately weak rather than weak on at least one of the
remaining three levels.

E. Strong or moderately strong on questions at one level but
with answers weak on all other levels. This level was
reached by 75 per cent of the working class sample of three
year olds. Children in this category would succeed in a
setting such as this in answering only questions requiring
naming objects, repeating or completing a simple sentence,
but not questions such as 'how are these different?' or
'‘show me something you cut with'. (Even children categorised
D could as yet cope with few Level 2 questions.)

F. Weak or moderately weak on questions at all four levels. A
profile as low as this would be expected in few children of
four years of age for whom English is their mother tongue.
These children were unable, even where responding, to meet
the demands of this task. While some were reluctant to
answer or responded with 'Don't know' to many of the
questions, most did attempt at least the easier questions,
though unsuccessfully.

At a later stage the qualitative pattern of scores will be
discussed and the extent to which those scoring in the lowest
categories did respond within this test situation or whether
their low profile reflected an unwillingness to attempt to
answer. This is an important diagnostic aspect in such profiles,
particularly for children for whom English is a second language.
where they did respond but incorrectly it is possible to study
their incorrect responses, and compare them with others and
thereby understand the nature of their problems. Where they did
not answer, or said 'Don't know', it is not possible to determine
from this assessment the extent or the mature of their problem.
This is important in considering the relationship between their
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scores in English and (ater in Punjabi for those children tested
® in both languages, since the implications may be different
depending on the pattern of their responses in English and in
Punjabi. Meantime, however, the quantitative scores for the full
age—groups of children in the reception classes will be discussed.

;. Results on the Preschool Lanquage Assesssent Instrument

Distribution of Scores

Most of the children who entered the reception class in the

A five schools in the sample in 1982-83 were assessed in English on
PLAI near to entry to school. Of the total of 247 children 215
were assessed: those omitted were: frequent absentees, children
who entered school at a different date (possibly as a transfer

® from another school) or who left before they could be assessed.
Table 4.1 Results for children on PIAI (N.215)

Level of Score No. of children $

[

A 31 14
B 39 18
C 64 30
D 41 19
o E 24 11
F 16 7
Total 215 99
®

N.B. High Score A Low Score F

As may be seen from Table 4.1 there was a wide variation

® within the sample in the competence of the children in responding
to the demands of questions of different levels of complexity and

perceptual distance. There were some children already strong or

moderately strong on questions at all four levels of complexity,

those rated A (14 per cent of the sample); a further group of

® children showed ability to respond appropriately to questions on
at least three of the levels, those rated B, while 30 per cent of

the children were strong or moderately strong on questions at

levels 1 and 2 (rated C). Seven per cent of the children in the

reception classes could not respond appropriately in this setting
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even to simple labelling questions (those rated F). A further 11
per cent, while able to respond to at least a number of such
questions, did not yet show any evidence of responding to
questions abcwe that level (those rated E), with a further 19 per
cent (rated D) showing only the beginning of such responses.
Thus, 62 per cent of the sample (scoring A, B or C in Table 4.1)
were competent at questions on at least two levels of complexity.

It has been stressed that for a number of questions even at
higher levels of complexity an adequate answer was possible
either by pointing or use of a few words. To illustrate the
range of answers elicited to some of the questions one item which
did require a verbal response has been selected at each level of
complexity and a number of answers of different levels of
adequacy given in illustration.

One child when assessed initially was graded F as she was
unable to cope with questions on any levels even where pointing
only was required. She concentrated throughout and seemed keen
to respond, on occasion supplying a single word answer such as
'lady' to the Level 1 example above. The initial assessment was
shortly after entry to reception class when she was about four
years of age. She was one of the group of children whose mother
tongue was not English and who was retested in English about a
year later. By this time she was strong or moderately strong on
all levels (now graded A). The answers she gave to these
particular items are among the examples and are marked with an
asterisk.

Level 1 what is the lady doing?(picture shown)
Fully 1) drinking
adequate 2) drinking her tea*

3) drinking out of a cup

Level 2 Look at these. How are they different?(picture shown)
Fully 1) (One's got stabilizers) that one's for a big kid
adequate: and that one's for a small kid.
2) (I got a bike with a basket) 2 wheeler and 3
wheeler.
Ambiguous: This one's a bike and this one's a riding bike.*
Irrelevant: I've got a bike and let's me go on the grass.

The part of the response in brackets above was not necessary for
a fully adequate score.
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level 3 A lady went into the supermarket and saw something
that was not food. Wwhat could she have seen?
(no picture)
Fully 1) She could have seen a clock*
adequate: 2) A toy
3) Same children
4) A thing for the toilet
Invalid: 1) Fish paste

Level 4 1f the circle were made of this colour instead of
this colour would it still be a circle? Why?(picture)

adequate: Yes, because it would still be round.
Acceptable: Yes, because it's already a circle.*
Invalid: 1) No, 'cos it would be a square.
2) No, 'cos the circle go in there and get square.

Clearly on this test, designed to explore the extent to
which children have acquired a range of discourse skills, there
was a wide range of competence. It seemed important to establish
whether there were any groups of children showing particularly
weak or strong performance on the test.

Results in relation to age on entry

As was noted earlier it was decided to test the children
about the time of entry into the reception class giving long
enough for the children to settle into school. Thus in the
sample there was a wide range of ages at time of testing (from 4+
to 5+) in the Sandwell schools, and, because of the entry dates
in the Birmingham schools, a smaller age range there (from about
4 vears 9 months to just over 5 years). As there was inevitably
a spread of time over which the testing had to be undertaken
because of the limited staffing, and the need for return visits
in an attempt to test absentees, there was also some further
fluctuation in age on testing within the groups. It is possible
however, by studying the half of the sample in the two Sandwell
schools to obtain clearer evidence on the extent to which the
poor scores are mainly in the youngest children and the good
scores in the older children (who are, in these schools nearly a
year older). In Table 4.2 the results are shown for the two
Sandwell schools grouped by date of birth.

39

49



Table 4-2 Distribution of scores on PIAI in two Sandwell schools
by date of birth

Numbers of children by date of birth

Level of
scores 9.77-12.77 1.78-4.78 5.78-8.78 Totals
A 5 3 1 9
B 6 5 3 14
C 10 7 10 27
D 6 5 11 22
E 8 3 10 21
F - 2 10 12
Totals 35 25 45 105

N.B. High Score A Low Score F

There is clearly some evidence in Table 4.2 that most of
those unable to cope with the demands of this test are in the
youngest group and that few of the high scores are to be found
amongst these children.

The limited discourse skills in a number of the youngest
children, and the preponderance of older children in the highest
scores is an important consideration from the point of view of
classroom demands, particularly where children from the full age
range are in a single class. While age is not the only variable
it is an important one, particularly at this age where for most
children these skills are still in the process of developing.
Some of the younger children may still experience considerable
difficulty in understanding and responding to the teacher's
questions even on a relatively elementary level.

In the sample in the three Birmingham schools, all of whom
were, when tested, about the age of the children in the first
column of Table 4.2 (that is between 4.9 and 5 years of age)
there were few children who scored very low, and a much greater
proportion who obtained high scores than in the two Sandwell
schools. 1In the Birmingham schools 110 children were tested, of
whom only four scored F and a further 3 scored E (as compared to
12 and 21 respectively in Sandwell) from a group of 105 children.
Furthermore, 22 and 25 children respectively scored A and B in
the Birmingham sample (compared with 9 and 14 in Sandwell) in a
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relatively similar size of sample. From this and the evidence in
Table 4.2, age would appear to be one important factor affecting
the level of scoring. It should be noted that all five schools
were in areas of multiple deprivation.

It is important that teachers of this age~group bear in mind
the possible gulf in understanding of children as widely
different in age as those represented by a single entry into
school. These findings are as relevant to other areas as to
Sandwell. 1In Birmingham for example in 1983-84 it is likely
there will be a similar spread of age in the lower end of the
infant department to that represented in the Sandwell sample
here. 1t was important to study any influence of age on the
scores before turning to consider whether there is evidence of a
differential distribution on this test according to ethnic
background and particularly the level of functioning of children
for whom English is not their mother tonaue, since most of the
children of Asian origin were in the two Sandwell Schools, with
th2 wider age range of children.

Results by ethnic origin

The results in PLAI are shown by ethnic origin in Table 4.3.

Table 4.3 PIAI scores in relation to ethnic background

Numbe. s and Percentages of Children

Indigenous Afro-
Level of White Car ibbean Asian Other Total
Score N L3 N ) N % N N 3
A 21 24 8 14 2 3 - 31 14
B 21 24 13 23 5 7 - 39 18
C 27 31 23 41 14 20 - 64 30
D 12 14 9 16 18 26 2 41 19
E 4 5 3 5 16 23 1 24 11
F 1 1 - - 15 21 - 16 7
Totals 86 99 56 99 70 100 3 215 99

N.B. High Score A Low Score F
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The numbers in each group are small and it is clearly
dangerous to draw conclusions from small differences in
percentages between the groups in their level of score. It is
clear, however, that most of the low scores are among the
children of Asian origin for whom English is a second language,
and likewi: e that most of the high scores at levels A and B are
in the inc.genous white and Afro-Caribbean groups. It was
only children scoring at this level who were able to respond to
questions at levels 3 or 4. Thus a sizeable minority of the
inrdigenous white and Afro-Caribbean children, particularly the
younger ones, would still have difficulty with questions other
than at level 1, as would most of the Asian children in this
sample. It should be roted that here we are considering children
on entry to school most of whom spent some time in preschool
education, in many instances, however, children from socially
deprived backgrounds. In other similar areas but with limited
preschool educational provision there could be much greater
proportions of children who would fail to meet the demands of
such a test. It is equally important to stress that there were
children who responded on an impressively high level to questions
at all four levels; including two of the children of Asian
origin; that not all the low scorers were younger children, or
the high scorers older children. Furthermore although there are
warnings from these results about the dangers of questioning on a
level beyond a child's present competence it is also important to
assist the child to develop competence in responding to
progressively more complex and perceptually distant demands,
returning as and when appropriate to illustrations and
demonstrations from within the perceptual field, at the child's
level. (See Blank, Rose and Berlin 1978b for examples of such
strategies in teaching.) Furthermore it is important that
teachers be aware of the impressive discourse skills exhibited
by some young children under challenging conditions on entry to
school.

Clearly many of the children of Asian origin in this study,
for whom English is a second language, had problems in responding
to this test appropriately in English, although most had
experienced some preschool education on a part-time basis. For
a number of those whose mother tongue is Punjabi it was possible
to repeat the test with the questions in that language and to
allow them > respond in Punjabi. From that it was possible to
ascertain whether or not they could cope with the higher levels
of questions in that language. The results of that testing will
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be discussed later. Samples of dialogue are also available for a
number of target children from each ethnic background and
different levels of competence. From these it was possible to
explore whether in these other settings (preschool or in the
reception class - or playground) the children's dialogue showed
evidence of an ability to use and respond to questions of
differing levels of complexity. The results of this test will be
considered later in the light of that further evidence. The
teachers were also shown examples of questions at each of the
four levels and asked to compare the children in their class on
their ability to respond to a sample Question at each level.
These responses will also be considered in relation to the
children's test performance in a later section devoted to
qualitative analysis of the language of the children in different
settings.

Patterns of responding

The Preschool Language Assessment appeared to appeal to
most children, even those who were not capable of scoring at
higher levels. To a number of questions, pointing is the only
response required, to others a minimum verbal response is
necessary. The fact that simple questions are interspersed with
the more difficult questions also assists in maintaining the
child's interest and confidence. A gqualitative analysis is
possible for a number of the questions and a note is made as to
whether the child's wrong responses should be regarded as invalid
or irrelevant. A full analysis of the responses will not b~
considered here. It is, however, worth considering the extent to
which the children were willing to 'risk take' and give an answer
which was wrong. From such & .°wers it is often possible to plan
help for the child and frame the learning situation to help the
child progress to more complex discourse. Children who do not
answer, or merely say they don't know the answer when in doubt do
not supply such guidelines for the teacher. There are of course
children who score high and give few wrong responses, knowing
what they know, and, what they don't know. One child who scored
at grade B, for example, gave only three invalid answers, no
irrelevant ones, said 'Don't know' to 17 and failed to answer one
question. Where achild remains silent to the majority of the
questions it is difficult to know how much faith to put in the
results. It could be that the child is overawed by the test
situation, the tester, or, has resented being taken from the
classroom! Where a child has given evidence in this setting,
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however, of the ability to respond to much more complex questions
than appeared the case in other settings (as was indeed true with
a few of the very high scoring children) this is valuable
knowledge for the teachers. Faced with a large proportion of
the class with problems in discourse it is difficult to meet the
needs of the most able -~ particularly if they are rather reticent
in responding. There were some very able children in this
sample, from each ethnic background. Evidence of this was drawn
from their test responses combined with their dialogue in a
variety of settings, including in some instances preschool,
sometimes as initiator, as well as responder. Such abilities can
only be demonstrated fully, however, given someone willing and
able to respond at a similar level - and also willing to initiate
on occasion. For some children PLAI was obviously not only
interesting but challenging also and they rose to the occasion.
In a one~to—one setting with an adult some children show language
competence that they cannot sustain in a more distractable large
group situation, or when alone with other children. One
challenge in the classroom is to provide such opportunities for
children to develop their oral language competence through
challenging experiences with an adult and with other children.
Some classroom settings, organisational plans, and teaching
styles, appear to facilitate such stimulating language
exchanges, others make this less easy. These are points which
will be discussed in subsequent chapters and in the case studies.

Most children did respond to the majority of the questions
they were asked when tested on PLAI. Only 37 children of 215
tested were more likely to remain silent or say ‘*Don't know'
rather than attempt to answer and give an answer which proved
wrong. Among this group were children scoring at all levels
except A, the highest level, where there would of course be few
wrong responses. There were similar proportions of those scoring
C to F, but a preponderance of the children who were very young
when tested. Most children remained silent rather than said
'Don't know' and this was particularly true of the children of
Asian origin even when they scored higher than E or F. Thus with
these children whose mother tongue was other than English and who
failed to respond to a large proportion of the questions it is
difficult to determine how accurate an assessment of their
present competence in English this testing represents. Some are
likely to have refrained from answering because they did not
understand the question (or the expected type of response)!
There could be other reasons for a reluctance to risk-take in
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this setting. In comparing the responses of those who wcre later
tested in Punjabi it is important to take account of the
qualitative aspect of their responses on the two occasions.
Should those who frequently remained silent when tested in
English at this stage do likewise in Punjabi when that was a
repeat of the test (later in the school year, in their mother
tongue and by a tester for whom it was her mother tongue) then it
seems more likely to be a response-pattern than to be peculiar to
this testing. In the following chapter the characteristics of
the children entering the various reception classes will be
discussed, and, where relevant the results of the assessment on
the language test in English will be noted. Differential results
and responses of the children tested in both English and Punjabi
will be discussed later and related to the evidence of their
language in other settings.
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CHAPTER 5

RECEPTION CLASSES: SIMILARIT'ES AND DIFFERENCES IN THE CHILDREN
AND IN THE CLASSROOM SETTINGS

In the present chapter the aim will be to draw together some
of the features of the children in the sample to give a clearer
picture of the composition of the various reception classes.
Likewise characteristics of the schools, their physical layout
and organisation will be discussed in such a way as to relate
these to the characteristics of the children entering reception
class. This chapter is intended as a backcloth to the discussion
of teaching approaches and strategies - the dynamics of the
classrooms which will be reported in the following chapter. The
focus, particularly in the following chapter, will be mainly on
the seven classes observed. The two classes with 'reception'
children omitted (both in the same school) would in many ways be
comparable to the two in that school which were included,
particularly with regard to the features discussed in this
chapter. All four classes in that schocl contained a similar
range of children, and children in their first and second year in
school.

The Children and their Characteristics

From the information in the preceding chapters it should be
apparent that many of the children in this sample had some
experience of preschool education and thus on entry to reception
class were not encountering their first experience of a school.
For a number of the children it was a different school which
they now entered, and possibly at a different time from their
friends. In the larger schools, which happened also to have only
one intake and therefore a wider age range, children entering on
a particular date were more likely to have their friends from
preschool enter with them. 1In one of these schools there were
two reception rlasses, and in the other school there were four,
and thus children might still find they were not in the same
class as their particular friends. It was noted earlier that the
schcols differed in the proportion of children from different
ethnic backgrounds entering reception class, as well as in the
proportion in the senior classes in the school. Interrelated was
the fact that for many of the children, in two of the schools
particularly, English was not their mother tongue. For the
majority in these two schools the mother tongue was Punijabi, for
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a few Urdu. Even among such children there was a wide diversity
both in the children's competence in their mother tongue and in
English, also in their willingness to use their mother tongue.
Furthermore some of the children of Asian ethnic origin did not
speak Punjabi or Urdu but a Mirpuri dialect. In the particular
Birmingham schools in the study not only were there few children
of Asian origin but also there were unlikely to be others in the
class who had the same mother tongue, which might, for example,
be Urdu or Gujerati. These points will now be highlighted by
looking at some of the characteristics of children entering
particular reception classes. This should help the reader to
appreciate the situation in which these children found themselves
on entry to school and the range of characteristics of the
children whom particular teachers had in their classes during the
session. It should be noted that there were both boys and girls
in the reception classes in all five schools.

School 1

This was one of the two large schools with a single intake
at the beginning of the session. 1In each reception class there
were about thirty children (with roughly equal numbers of boys
and girls), the numbers fluctuating during the session as
children entered or left. 1In one of the classes, fcv example,
five children left and four entered during the year. 1In both
classes the majority of the children were of Asian ethnic origin
outnumbering the total number of indigenous white children and
those of Afro—Caribbean origin combined. Two of the children in
one class had recently arrived in Britain. Most children in both
classes were known to the school as they had already attended the
nursery class on a part~time basis in the previous session.
There were, however, children who entered with no experience of
pPreschool education including some who entered mid-session. The
age range of the children in each class on entry was between
about 4 and 5 years of age. The mother tongue of about half of
the children in these two classes was not English and for most of
these it was Punjabi (though for a few it was Mirpuri dialect).

Most of the children in these classes were assessed on the
Preschool Language Assessment Instrument (PLAI) in English about
the time of entry as part of the research (the results were not
revealed to the schools during the study). Slightly fewer
children in one of the classes were assessed because of the
greater number either entering or leaving mid-session. In both
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classes there was a wide spread of competence in language as
measured by the test. About half of the children assessed in
each class showed very limited discourse skills on the language
test (that is scored F or E). Several children in each class,
and from each ethnic background on the other hand were able to
cope with questions on at least three of the four levels of
difficulty in English (that is scored A or B). Among the children
whose mother tongue was Punjabi there were in these classes
children who scored high in English but were not able to or would
not respond in Punjabi, there were several who although at the
beginning of the year they scored low in English were able to
cope in Punjabi when tested at the end of session. This issue
will be discussed further in a later section.

The characteristics of the children in this school have been
given in some detail as it will now be possible more briefly to
indicate similarities and differences for the other schools. It
was also important to give sufficient detail to show how varied
and complex were the dimensions on which these children differed
and which would be of relevance to how successfully the children
were likely to adjust to school. This alsc shows the nature of
the group of children whose early education was the
responsibility of these two reception class teachers in
consultation with the promoted staff in the school.

School 2

In this the second of the large schools, the two classes
studied (of the four with reception children) were of comparable
size: only half of the children in each class were in their first
year in the infant department. In these two classes about half
of the 'reception' children were of Asian ethnic origin with some
indigenous white children and two children (a boy and a girl) in
each class of Afro—Caribbean ethnic origin. 1In this school as in
School 1, the majority of the children had attended the school's
own nursery class part-time. In this school all but four of the
'reception’ children in these two classes were assessed in
English on the language test, and as in School 1 there was a wide
range of competence. 1In each class there were several children
who on the test failed to respond adequately to many of even the
simpler level of questions (rated only F or E on the test).
There were other children who demonstrated impressive discourse
skills on the test. In these classes also some of the children
showed a better ability to respond when assessed later in
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Punjabi. Two children in these classes showed a high level of
discourse skills both in English and Punjabi and two scored low
in both languages. Thus the children whose early education was
in this school also entered classes with companions of widely
varied backgrounds and competence in language whether in English
or Punjabi. The age range of the children on entry here also was
from about 4 to 5 years of age. They had the advantage of
entering classes where half of the class had already a year's
experience of school (although not with the same teacher) but the
disadvantage that fewer of their preschool companions would be
in the same class (as they would here be distributed across four
classes). Also they would have to share their teacher with older
and probably more competent children and might have to 'select',
during the day, aspects and instructions which were intended for
them rather than their older companions. Such filtering may not
be a problem for older children or children with well developed
discourse skills in language. It would be pertinent to explore
the strengths and weaknessrs of these arrangements for children
who are from a variety of ethnic backgrounds and children, some
of whom have as yet very limited language competence of a kind
necessary to cope with the discourse of classroom instruction.
The interplay of the characteristics of children and
organisational features of the school and classroom will be
discussed further when considering the dynamics of the classroom.

In each of the remaining three schools 3, 4 and 5, there
were three intakes during the year, in September, January and
April - and the age range on entry was more limited ranging from
about 4 years 9 months to 5 years. The number of children
entering differed somewhat unpredictably from one intake to
another within a school, as mentioned earlier. This presented
organisational problems for these schools - and for the children,
some of whom might, because of this, be moved to one or more
different classes during the year. This was related also to the
fact that all three schools were more limited in size and would
therefore not have a separate class for entrants at each entry
date which might have been more nearly possible in School 1 and
School 2.
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School 3

In this school, 17 children entered the reception class in
September, all of whom had attended either the school's own
nursery class or a neighbouring nursery school. The majority of
the children were girls and half were indigenous white children
with a few of Afro-Caribbean origin and three of Asian origin
(one of whom left shortly afterwards). All but the last child
were assessed on the language test and, as in the schools
discussed so far, a range of levels of competence was found in
the group. 1In this school, although a designated social priority
school, most of the children were able to cope with questions on
several of the levels. The two children of Asian origin in the
class who were tested were both competent in English.

These children were joined in January by a further six
children (five of whom were boys, thus redressing the balance).
All but one had attended nursery school or class and most were
indigenous white children. In this group also there was a range
of competence on PLAI. 1In this school the number of children
admitted to school on the third entry date in April necessitated
some reorganisation of classes. In this final intake were four
children whose mother tongue was not English (two entered mid-
term, and neither hed attended nursery school or clasz). By the
summer term four o. the boys and seven of the girls who had
entered in September had been moved out of the reception class
into another class. Thus in the summer term the reception class
consisted mainly of children in their first or second term in
school, while some of the September intake had by then to adjust
to both a new group of children and a second teacher. The
organisation of classes in the school needed to maintain
appropriate class sizes was not one which in a school such as
this could be planned with any finality early in the session
since at that time neither the precise number of children
entering on each admission date, nor those likely to leave could
be known. Such decisions had to take accountc of the needs of the
other children in the schocl as well as of the children entering
the reception class. It is clear from the information given so
far that the reception class teacher in this school had a number
of rather different problems from those in the two schools
discussed previously - as had the children.
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School 4

The pattern in the second of the smaller schools, also a
‘social priority school' was in some respects similar, as were
some of the problems and characteristics of the children. Here
also with three entry dates it became necessary by the summer
term to transfer a number of the September intake to another
class. This still left a reception class in that term of thirty
children, nearly half of whom were in their first term in school.
The reception class teacher had left on maternity leave during
the secord term, thus most entrants had had two teachers and some
hac three teachers by the summer vacaticn. This school had no
nursery class and while about 60 per cent of the intake had
received nursery education in one of the neighbouring nursery
schools the rest entered from home. The September intake in this
school of 19 were mainly boys and mos. of the children were of
Afro-Caribbean ethnic origin, with one boy of Asian origin.
While the pattern varied in the two remaining intakes, these
still had children from different ethnic backgrounds. As in the
other schools discussed so far there was a range of competence in
language from at least one child in each intake who was unable to
meet the demands of the test to a child able to respond to
questions on all four levels of difficulty. There were children
of each ethnic origin who scored high on discourse skills. It is
perhaps worth noting that in the intake to this school in 1982-83
there were three pairs of twins, all boys (two indigencus white
pairs and one pair of Asian ethnic origin). The scores of the
two members of each pair on PLAI were interestingly very similar.

School 5

The final school in the study was also a relatively small
school and one with three entry dates and thus with children's
age un entry from about 4 years 9 months to 5 years of age. This
scnool faced another problem that although by the end of the
session it had the largest intake of these three schools, in
September only eight children entered (in contrast to 21 in
April). This first intake was therefore taught initially with a
group of older children who had so far made limited progress. By
the summer term all the September intake had moved up at least
one class as had some of the January intake, while a few of the
September intake had moved for a second time. Since the age
range eligible for admission at each entry date was comparable,
this pattern could scarcely have been predicted. The majority of
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the children in this school were indigemous white children, with
a number of Afro-Caribbean and only two Asian in ethnic origin
(in different intakes, one of whom left during the year). This
school did not have a nursery class and while a number of
children who entered had attended one or other of the nearby
nursery schools, as in School 4, this was true for only about 60
per cent of the children. In this school also there was evidence
of a full range of scores on the language test on entry to
school with, it should be stressed, several children scoring high
on questions at all levels of complexity.

Enough information has now been given to indicate the range
of characteristics of the children in a particular class to whom
these young school entrants were required to relate. Some might
know many of the children in their class; some would have few
from their own ethnic background; some would have no other child
in the class who spoke their mother tongue. For some this was
their first experience in school, while others had already spent
a year or more full or part-time in nursery education and were
even accompanied by friends on their entry to the reception
class. These descriptions where the focus is progressively on
particular schools, classes and intakes should help to pinpeoint
the context with regard to classmates for the children in this
study and of potential playmates in the playground and
elsewhere. The remainder of this chapter will be devoted to a
discussion of the similarities and differences in the school and
class environment in which these children spent their first year
in the infant department (or for the January and April intakes
their first two terms or one term).

The classroom contexts

A number of people would be involved in determining when
these children would enter school, which particular class they
would enter and whether there would be any changes of class for
them during the year. The allocation of particular teachers for
the reception classes had also to be decided in each school. 1In
the two large schools, Schools 1 and 2, there were two and four
classes respectively with 'reception' children and there was
therefore also the question of which children to place in
particular classes. Most children had attended the school's own
nursery class, and it was possible therefore to include in the
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decision-making both the possibility of placing certain children
in the same class and the possibility of separating known
incompatibles, or children thought likely to cause difficulties
if placed together. It was also possible to consider whether or
not to place siblings in the same ‘class. With more than one
reception class in a school it was also possible to consider
potential incompatibilities between certain children and
particular teachers, with some knowledge based on information
from the nursery class. None of the teachers of reception
classes were probationer teachers and most had considerable
experience of teaching, though not necessarily of reception class
children. 1In only one school was the teacher new to the school
that year, School 4, and unfortunately she was the teacher who
left and had to be replaced by another teacher who was also new
to the school. The length of experience in their present school
of the reception class teachers varied from the teachers referred
to above to one teacher with nine years in a particular school.
When considering the dvnamics of the classrooms in the next
chapter the similarities and differences in the teachers'
approaches will be discussed. It seemed pertinent, however, to
mention the teachers briefly at this stage before turning to the
physical environments which the children entered.

The children entering three of the schools, Schools 1, 2 and
3 were accommodated in old tuildings which had been modernised to
some extent and each had a nursery class also on the site. One
of the schools, School 1, which earlier in its history was a very
large crowded school has by virtue of its falling roll
considerable available space and even empty rooms which allowed
greater flexibility in timetabling of ary accommodation requiring
to be shared by more than one class. This school also had ample
space and even double classrooms available to the reception
classes. In the other large old school, School 2, the classrooms
were small and with high ceilings. In each of these three old
schools children had to go some distance to reach the toilets -
along the corridor in two and across the playground in the other.
The distance of such facilities would clearly have organisational
implications in the classroom. Where the toilets were across the
playground it was necessary to have more formal permission 'to
go'. In the two schools where the toilets were along the
corridor, in one a long corridor with racks of coats, a visit
could be a somewhat frightening experience for a young child of
perhaps only four years of age. The children entering either of
the two remaining schools, 4 or 5, were in a new building which
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was more compact, where the toilets were readily available to the
reception class children, actually connected to the classroom.
While there were advantages in the newer buildings there were
also disadvantages in one of the schools in particular, School 4,
where there was no free space and where the hall was also
required for dinners and therefore only available at certain
times for other purposes.

The extent to which and ways in which the schools utilized
the available space varied considerably but a discussion of this
in any detail is beyond the remit of this report. Comment is
thus confined to aspects thought to be of particular significance
to the early experience of school of the children in the study.
The size and layout of the classrooms will be relevant to the
ways in which the teacher can organise the day as will the other
available resources beyond the classroom, both physical and
material. The flexibility with which the teacher can utilize
these will also affect the extent to which the activities will
require to be preplanned for the day or week.

Since all children will spend part of their time in the
playground, an exciting and stimulating experience for some and
a miserable and traumatic one for others, brief mention will be
made here of the arrangements and physical layout. The infant
department had a separate playground in all but one of the
schools (and this is now the case in that school also). Even
that, however, meant for these young children they could be one
of about 100 or 200 children during playtime and dinner-time. In
some of the schools most children stayed for dinner and would
therefore have a lengthy period of time tc occupy. The
supervision in the playground at that time was normally by
‘dinner ladies' - although in one school in winter there were
hobbies clubs which were open even to the younger children. The
organisation of dinner also varied from school to school
influenced partly by the views of the staff and partly by the
physical amenities available. In one school, for example, there
was family service with the same tables each session, in another,
self~-service. It is pertinent to consider the extent to which
the organisation for playtime, lunchtime and the serving of
school dinners facilitates or is detrimental to the adjustment of
young children to school. It is also relevant to consider
whether particular arrangements facilitate communication between
these young children which may contribute not only to their
happiness and adjustment but also to their development of
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communicative competence and progress in the classroom. The
space available and layout of playgrounds are only some of the
features of relevance and these are features because of which, or
in spite of which, dynamic interactions can be 'arranged'. 1In
one playground, for example, it was possible in a single playtime
to photograph a variety of children of different ages clearly so
absorbed in a range of activities that they seemed unaware of the
camera. In another setting, it was difficult to capture any
children in animated groups during playtime. How important is
this and to what extent can it be taught - or facilitated? 1In a
later section it will be possible to discuss some of the language
samples obtained in playgrounds.

Ethnic Minority Support Services

In the two large schools, Schools 1 and 2, where for a
majority of the children English was a second language, there
were members of the EMSS working in the school and with children
from the reception classes as well as from other classes. The
nature of the work and ways in which these staff related to their
service and the school in which they were based will be discussed
in the following chapter in the light of observations of children
from the reception classes attending such classes. The teachers
involved in the two schools were from the same service but chose
to organise their work in different ways. Since most of the
children in these schools had already attended the school's own
nursery class it was possible at an early stage to assess their
language competence informally and for the teacher with
particular responsibility for the infant department in
consultation with the nursery class teacher to decide who were in
the greatest need of help. Where children entered direct from
home, or mid-session they also could, where necessary, be
nominated for such assistance.

School 1 had ample accommodation and was able to allocate to
the two EMSS teachers working with children in the infant
department a large airy classroom with facilities for a Wendy
House. 1In that school a group of about 12 children attended that
class each morning before break and another group, whose
competence in English was somewhat less limited, attended each
morning after break: each group was taught for about an hour co-
operatively by the two EMSS teachers. All but seven of the
children of Asian ethnic origin in the two reception classes in
1982-83 attended one or other group usually on a daily basis and
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noSt were still attending into the beginning of 1983-84. Three
children of Afro-Caribbean origin were also attending; one of
these had not attended nursery class, the other two had a level
of competence in English as limited as many of those of Asian
origin (they scored E on the language test in the research). All
but one of the other children of Afro—Caribbean origin had scored
high on that test. Three of the children of Asian origin who
were not receiving help had scored high on the language test in
English shortly after entry: they proved later not to be testable
in Punjabi. The remaining four were able to be tested in both
languages; two scored low under test conditions in English but
high in Punjabi; two children scored comparably in both
languages, one high the other relatively high. As noted earlier,
these results were not koown to the school during the period of
the research. The numbers of children withdrawn for help by the
EMSS teacher in that school meant that nearly half of the
children from each of the reception classes spent part of each
morning being taught by specialist teachers outside the reception
classroom. The arrangements and the regularity of the assistance
meant that the reception class teachers knew who would be out of
the class and the duration of time and they could plan
accordingly.

In School 2 where space was at a premium the two EMSS
teachers working with reception children used a small office -
and a small staffroom: this gave little possibility of permanent
displays and made access to equipment more difficult. One of the
teachers who was part-time was on maternity leave for much of
session 1982-83 and her work was undertaken by a relief teacher.
This meant, of course, for some of the children a change of
support teacher during the session. Both EMSS teachers in this
school worked with small groups of children for 10-15 minutes on
a flexible basis on structures which might be needed for work in
the classroom. In this school there were four classes with
'‘reception’ children (the other half of each class being children
in their second year). Virtually all the reception children of
Asian ethnic origin attended one of the EMSS teachers for small
group intensive help for at least pact of their first year and
most continued into their second vear, that is nearly half the
reception children per class. The attendance of two children was
stopped because their English was found to be excellent. It is
worth noting that these two children both scored high on testing
during the research on che language test in both English and in
Punjabi; neither was, however, in one of the two classes in the
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observation study. The more flexible arrangements, shorter time
duration, smaller groups, together with the different class
organisation of first and second year infants and more limited
space all meant rather different adjustments for children and for
teachers in the two schools.

In this chapter a background has been set which it is hoped
will enable the reader to begin to picture the children in their
physical environment. Details have been supplied in as far as
seemed necessary to achieve this - and as was compatible with
avoiding identifying particular children, their characteristics
and level of functioning. 1In the following chapter it will now
be possible to consider the interaction of these children with
each other in the classroom and the approaches of the different
teachers to the early education of the children for whom they
were responsible.
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CHAPTER 6

smmmmmammgmm
LEARNING

The adjustment to school, progress and range of learning of
a particular child will be influenced by the skills and
characteristics of classmates as well as the curriculum, teaching
style and personality of the teacher. Learning in school, in
contrast to home, takes place in a social context which includes
a large number of children of about the same age whose competing
needs must alfo be met by the teacher. In the preceding chapters,
some of the characteristics of the children forming the seven
classes to be discussed were noted. Wwhile the focus here will be
on similarities and differences between these reception
classrooms as contexts for learning, the different patterns of
skills and the characteristics of the children entering a given
class must also be borne in mind. One child may be entering the
reception class at four years of age, another at five years of
age: both may be in the same classroom. One child may be
entering direct from home, another may be transferring from
preschool education, even within the same school. Yet another
child may enter mid-term or on transfer at this early stage from
another school. A child may be one of only a few whose mother
tongue is not English and may or may not have others with a
similar mother tongue. Even where a child's mother tongue is
English that child may still have severe problems in
communicating with adults and other children, or may be limited
in understanding of the language of others. For some children
the whole new context of the reception class may thus be a
bewildering and perhaps even a frightening place, as may be the
playground. Furthermore a number of these characteristics may
well be found in a single child multiplying the likelihood of
stress and a record of failure at an early stage in the school
career. A child who might succeed in the social context of one
classroom might, because of its social context, fail in another.

Already by the time children enter the reception class they
have developed not only a range of competences in language, but
also, interrelated with these, features which result in their
being readily accepted by other children as leaders or followers
- or on the contrary unacceptable in most settings. The child
who is socially acceptable, even if under stress and of limited
language competence, may be supported by his or her classmates
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both in the classroom and in the playground, and may seek and
receive reassurance from the adults also. There were children
who appeared more or less acceptable to other children and to the
adults, whatever their age relative to the others in the class,
their language competence, or their ethnic background.

Some children demand, and receive, greater attention than
others; some more reticent or who are socially less acceptable
may succeed rarely in obtaining extended attention from the
teacher. Studies of classroom interaction have shown how seldom
it is possible for teachers, in that busy setting with such a
variety of demands, to maintain extended discourse with small
groups of children or individual children. Furthermore, it has
been shown also that the attention of teachers is differentially
shared amongst the children in a class, some receiving a
greater amount of attention, others only a limited amount.
Finally, it ..as been noted in a number of studies that while
most of the interactions which some children have with the adults
are stimulating and positive, other children, for a variety of
reasons, even where addressed frequently by adults, are sel?nm in
receipt of other than disciplinary or disapproving remarks (see
Clark 1983 for further discussion of this topic and references).

In this chapter some of the features which differentiated
the classrooms will be discussed and ways in which they might
have implications for the children will be examined. The
language samples from a variety of settings of target cbildren
disc.ssed in later chapters will enable more specific points to
be made on ways in which the various classroom contexts may
facilitate or innibit development of communication in specific
children.

Clearly there are exterral constraints which influence ways
in which a particular teacher can plan the curriculum and
implement this in practice, constraints over and above the
characteristics of the range of children in the class and the
teacher's own preferred style. Some of these are, as was
indicated earlier, determined by local authority policy and
school policy with regard to admission. Likewise the staff with
particular designated resrunsibilities within the school will to
some extent determiie the curriculum at various stages in the
school, the resources and materials available for its
implementation. The extent to which resources are held centrally
or distributed to individual classes may also influence the
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extent and regularity of their use. In the present research
within which seven reception classes were studied there were in
Schools 1 and 2 two parallel classes. In these pairs of classes
it is easier to assess the influence of a particular teacher on
the approach, materials and general dynamics of the classroom
than where there is only one reception class. In one of the
three schools with only one reception class, School 4, there was
a change of teacher mid-year. Assessment of the influence of
this was, however, to some extent confounded for the research by
the fact that there were in that school three entry dates and
therefore the groups of children did not remain constant
throughout the year.

Tris report is not the place for a detailed discussion of
the reception classes in the schools in the study. The aim of
this aspect of the research was to gain systematic information
about the setting and language contexts of the classrooms. The
information was obtained from a variety of sources including the
teachers in charge of the infant departments, the class teachers
themselves, from visits on a number of occasions during the year
to assess children and to record language and to make video
recordings of the contexts. 1In addition to these sources of
information, arrangements were made systematically to visit each
of the seven classrooms three times during the year and for an
observer to spend half a day on each occasion with the children
in the classroom, or, if they went as a group elsewhere, to
accompany them to the other settings. These observations took
place about mid-term in the autumn term, early in the spring term
and about mid-term in the summer term. The aim of these
observations was to note the organisation of the classroom; the
curriculum content and planning and the resources and their
utilisation, both adult and material resources.

Classroom profiles

In attempting to identify the similarities and differences
between nursery education and education in reception classes one
useful categorisation ‘employed in the research published as And
So To School (Cleave, Jowett and Bate, 1982) was the play/work
continuum, or perhaps more aptly the dichotomy. In most nursery
schools and classes 'play' was the term used to describe most of
the activity throughout the day, including the valued aspects in
which the children were engrossed. 1In contrast, on entry to
reception classes the term 'play' seemed to have a different
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connotation and defined that which you did when you had finished
your work (or what you did in nursery school but don't do in
'big* school). A further dichotomy noted in the research
referred to above and which was valuable in analysing
similarities and differences between nursery classes (immediately
before transfer) and reception classes (shortly after transfer)
was the extent to which and proportion of the day during which
'choice' of activities was in the hands of the children
themselves. It was found that much more choice was normally
available to children in a nursery setting than in the reception
class, and for a greater part of the day. Either taken to
extreme clearly has its disadvantages as well as its advantages.
The flexibility found in the preschool setting could allow a
child to concentrate on a chosen activity for long pericds of
time if he or she was absorbed in it. On the other hand it could
result in some children having, over a relatively long time-
scale, a rather limited diet of activities because they did not
know how to play, had very limited language, or were unacceptable
to other children. Children could become drifters on the fringe
of activities, never completing anything (see Clark and Cheyne
1979). oOn the other hand fascinating, and valuable dialogue
between groups of children could develop stimulated by the
materials, and in some instances following up adult 1led
activities. Some of this dialogue, while not led by or in the
immediate presence of an adult, may indeed owe much to the
stimulus of activities available, ideas and language generated by
the adults (see Robson 1983a and b). Clearly teacher-directed
activities in the reception class have value for specific
purposes, in some settings, and for particular children. For
some children and with some activities the result may be a less
stimulating diet than in preschool, or even less advanced
activities than these same children were capable of sustaining in
a different context at an earlier stage. For other children the
length of time they may be expected to concentrate and the ‘work'
they may be required to undertake in the teacher-directed
activities in the reception class may be beyond their
capabilities. Furthermore, many children still enter reception
classes without having attended preschool education, and for
these children at least some features of the preschool setting
may be desirable in the reception class. Some of the contrasts
observed in the research referred to earlier (Cleave et. al.
1982) with regard to play/work and choice/direction were noted
for some of the target children in the present research. Were
teachers in preschool and reception classes given an opportunity
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to observe target children in the two settings, that might be a
valuable stimulus to an exchange of ideas and possibly re-
appraisal of the appropriate balance of activities and
organisation. Some children in the present study appeared more
stimulated and challenged by the preschool setting, others by
the reception class.

There are perhaps two other aspects of the ethos of
classrooms in early education which are worth introducing at this
stage and which are features by which classrooms can usefully be
distinguished. The first of these is the extent of mobility
encouraged and permitted in the classroom. The young child in
the nursery school or class in Britain is normally allowed not
only considerable choice of companions and activities for much of
the day but related to this considerable mobility. The times
when all the children are required to sit and to stay seated are
normally few and usually relatively short in duration. 1In
contrast in the infant department, mobility may or may not be
encouraged or permitted. The other feature of behaviour which
may distinguish most nursery schools and classes from some
reception classes is the extent to which talk by children is
encouraged or permitted. In preschool education facilitating
and encouraging dialogue would be seen as one important goal.
The relative importance that oral language has for infant
teachers would vary considerably. The extent to which not just
talk to the teacher, but dialogue between children is either
permitted or actively encouraged as part of the curriculum (or
work) in the classroom would certainly vary. "Stop talking and
get on with your work", is an expression heard in classrooms for
older children. There would be wide variations even in a single
school in the extent and circumstances in which dialogue between
children would be regarded as part of the curriculum of early
education. This would be reflected in the layout of the
classroom, organisation of the day, perhaps also in the content
and arrangements of walil displays, in the presence or absence of
an area for role play as a focal point in the classroom. Most
primary schools would regard achieving competence in the three
'Rs' as one of their goals for children. The extent to which
oral language is seen both as a facilitator of instruction in
these skills, and, as a basic skill to be developed in its own
right, would vary not only between teachers of children of
different ages but between teachers of a single age~-group.
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There is a £inal distinction which is perhaps valuable in
identifying crucial differences between teachers in the selection
of materials, organisation of classrooms and strategies in
relating to the children in their classrooms. It is the
distinction between the teachers who see themselves rather as
counsellors and those who see themselves as instructors who have
a body of knowledge which should be pre-arranged and as
efficiently as possible passed to children as recipients.
Clearly while this is a continuum, few teachers lie at either
extreme. Furthermore, it is one which interacts with the aspects
referred to already namely play/work, choice/direction,
mobile/seated (this latter referring to teachers and children).
Together these concepts do help to make sense of similarities and
differences in classrooms as learning contexts. The concept of
the teacher as a counsellor or instructor was used to effect by
Southgate and Roberts (1970) in Reading: Which Approach? where
they were considering ways to assist teachers in choosing between
different types of beginning reading schemes. The teacher
‘instructor' was, they felt, more likely to be satisfied with,
and, to use as the originator intended, a systematic scheme with
related supplementary books and detailed guidance on its
appropriate use. The teacher 'counsellor' in contrast was more
likely to favour and to use appropriately a scheme with ample
choice and flexibility, with a variety of additional books from
which children could choose to extend their experience, with a
manual with ideas and suggestions rather than guidelines. The
distinction was found particularly valuable in this present
context in distinguishing between the various classrooms.

Classroom organisation

A diagrammatic sketch was made of each classroom showing the
location of the furniture, the equipment, the place of the
teacher's desk, height of display boards, siting if available of
such items as a 'Wendy House', paints etc. A comparison was thus
possible between the layout on the three visits and between
different classes. Differences were apparent from a study of
this aspect of the classroom between the teachers in the extent
to which they perceived the children as initiators, and, the
extent to which they anticipated or encouraged movement in the
classroom. Such differences were reflected in the grouping of
desks, the position of the teacher's desk, the position, height
and content of the displays. There was evidence of differerces
between teachers within a school, and not only between schools,
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in the extent to which the layout of the classroom appeared to be
planned to encourage children to initiate, to make choices, to be
independent and to interact with each other. There were also
differences in the extent to which the organisation appeared to
cater for the teacher herself to be 'mobile' most of the time or
whether more often the children were expected to approach her for
assistance.

All the teachers in the study were experienced, committed
teachers who nconetheless had characteristically different
patterns of organisation of the rooms which appeared to be
reflected also in other aspects of the classroom context. The
displays in the classrooms were generally attractive and
interesting. Here again, Some were more 'static' reflecting a
display of completed work or an attractive backcloth to the
classroom, which when completed was likely to remain for some
time. Others were 'dynamic’ reflecting continued change with
much of the display contributed by the children themselves. The
multicultural nature of the children's backgrounds was reflected
in a number of the displays both in the classrooms and elsewhere
in the schools. Some schools or classrooms had their 'house
styles' for printing on the displays, some had work by the
children frequently displayed and labelled.

In some classrooms the materials for painting and for
dressing-up were readily available and accessible by children
themselves who were free at least at certain times to initiate
such activities. 1In other classrooms more of the day was
structured and such activities might be available only at certain
times. The organisation of the classroom and favoured pattern of
the teacher determined the extent to which children who were
unable to continue with a set piece of work, would or could turn
Lo some other activity until help was available.

Adults in the classroom

In addition to the class teacher there was at least one
other adult available for part of the day in each of the
classrooms. In some classrooms the presence of a nursery nurse
or other helper was 'ad hoc' shared with other classes in the
infant department. Here also there were variations in the ways
in which the help by the assistants was planned and the extent to
which the planning and the timetable was made known explicitly to
the helpers. 1In one class, for example, the teacher displayed
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information on the range of activities to be covered in the weuk
for the benefit of the other adults in the classroom. In one
school there were young adults from different ethnic backgrounds
who had been recruited under the Manpower Services Scheme and who
were encouraged to talk with the children (where appropriate in
their mother tongue). It is interesting to note that more than
one young giil in that school as a result of this experience
decided to train as a nursery nurse. There was little evidence
in any of the classrooms of the involvement of parents in the
classroom on a regular basis, although in some instances there
were close links with Asian mothers who for example attended a
class in the school, or assembly.

During the course of the year of ocbservation in the research
there was evidence of a great deal of community involvement in
several of the schools and on one occasion a member of the
research team attended such a function and even prepared a
videotape of the occasion for the school.

Timetables

All seven teachers had general timetables indicating among
other things the times of activities for which rooms had to be
booked, of assembly etc. Some toachers had in addition more
specific timetables indicating which skill or activity would be
taught at a particular time of day. The general timetables
reflected a somewhat similar emphasis on story, poetry, number,
writing, with in some instances further detail of time for news
or phonics for example. Even where there was not detailed
timetabling the teachers were able to articulate what they were
planning. Some of these timetables allowed for an element of
choice so that in a particular session some children might be
'working' on language while others were working on numeracy, or
engaged in creative activities: normally careful records were
kept of precisely where each child had reached on a given aspect.

While the children were not asked this specifically it would
appear from the differences in layout of the classrooms, pattern
of the day and approach, that in some classrooms the children
themselves would be more aware of the likely pattern of their day
and of the element of choice they coulé@ make. 1In other
classrooms, to the children at least, the days may have appeared
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less predictable, and more adult-directed. In some classrooms
the timetabling was precise not only where influenced by external
constraints but also with regard to the remainder of the school
day. It should be noted that four of the classes observed, those
in schools 1 and 2, had children who were withdrawn for help in
groups from the Ethnic Minorit: Services Support teachers. The
arrangements for this varied in the two schools in ways which
would affect the dynamics of the classrooms. Differences were
apparent in, for example, the number of children withdrawn at a
time, whether from a single class and for how long; all of these
were factors of which the reception class teachers required to
take account. They required to take note of the time of day to
cover certain aspects should they wish all th: children to
participate, and, to ensure that there were activities available
for the children on their return. While some of these
difficulties are avoided where the additional assistance is in
the classroom, this brings with it a number of other
complications, particularly where the teaching approach of the
two adults is very different. The contexts provided for the
children in these group settings cutside the classroom will be
discussed later.

Teaching approach

Some aspects of the approach across a day and over the year
have been = ..cated by implication in the previous sections of
this chapter. Related to this was the type of activities
offered, the extent of choice during any given period, the
freedom of choice when finished a particular task, also the
extent to which the children were encouraged and free to change
activity and to interact with other children. In all the
classrooms the teachers were effectively in control. The ways in
which this was reflected in the classroom varied with, for
example, differences between classrooms in the permitted noise
level. With some teachers interactive talk was ~ncouraged if
not distracting to others: with other tcrachers this was less in
evidence.

Communication in the classroom

Various aspects of the classroom as contexts for learning
have been briefly noted. There appeared for a number of the
aspects to be a relationship between the teacher's approach as
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‘instructor® or ‘counsellor' and other aspects. In some of the
classrooms the day was consciously teacher-directed and also
perhaps more work orientated. The extent of the teacher’s talk,
to whom she talked, and about what, seemed influenced also by
this general approach. How children would be grouped was also
influenced by the teacher's perception of the role of the
teacher. In one classroom, for example, some children for whom
Punjabi was their mother tongue were grouped together and their
talk together in their mother tongue encouraged even although it
was not understood by the teacher herself.

The extent o which the teachers encouraged and facilitated
dialogue between children and between children and adults varied.
It seemed likely that this would be reflected in teacher judgment
of the children's level of discourse skills. Sample items
similar to those at the different levels on the PLAI test were
devised and the teachers were asked to identify which children
they thought would be able to answer specific questions. In this
way it was possible to deduce the perceptions of the various
teachers on the range of competence in their class. The results
of this will be considered later.

Further aspects relevant to communication in the classrooms
with adults were obtained by use of the radiomicrophones on
target children. At a later stage an opportunity was given to
the teachers toc speak for a few minutes individually to each of a
number of target children of different levels of language
competence. Communication in classrooms will be discussed
further in a later section on the basis of dialogue from a
variety of contexts and of children of different levels of
lanquage competence. Consideration will there be given to the
strengths and weaknesses of different classroom contexts and
teaching strategies as contexts for children both to exhibit the
skills which they do have and develop further competence.

There is a further aspect relevant to the reception classes
which should perhaps be reported at this stage, namely the
approaches adopted by the ethnic minorities support staff in the
schools.

Ethnic minority support classrooms

Schools 1 and 2, the two large schools with many children in
their reception classes for whom English was a second language
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had access to teachers from the Ethnic Minorities Support Service
who were based in the school and who helped selected children on
a withdrawal basis. 1In School 1, as noted earlier, it was
possible to allocate a large classroom to two 'Support' teachers
who worked together in that room with a group of about twelve
children. For the first half of the morning they taught a group
of children with very limited competence in English and for the
second half of each morning a similar group of children also from
the two reception classes but who had somewhat greater competence
in English. The children attended each day and could, after
review, be transferred from one group to the other, or returned
full-time to the reception class. The EMSS teachers linked with
the teacher in charge of the infant department and the reception
class teachers. They also sent reports to the head of their own
service and attended monthly meetings with other members of the
service at the‘r Centre which has a useful resource centre. The
classroom reflected the multi-cultural background of the children
as did the materials. A balance of activities was provided with
the aim that the regular and 'withdrawal' teachers should
consolidate each other's work. The EMSS teachers conversed
normally with the children, then refined question demands and
structured the language to assist the children in developing and
exhibiting competence in English. This was supported by stories,
concrete and creative activities and, for example, shopping
expeditions. The curriculum and activities reflected joint
management by two teachers with complementary background and
interests. These two teachers would have appreciated the
opportunity to have more time to talk with parents and to visit
homes to set their work in that context also. A short video of a
drama session of 'Three Little Pigs' was made in this setting and
some samples of language were also collected.

In School 2 the full~time teacher from the EMSS worked
within a similar framework of sugport. She . >wever had only a
small room in which to take the children withdrawn and chose to
arrz ‘ge her timetable in a more flexible way with short sessions
with smaller groups of children of from 10-15 minutes (in
contrast to one hour sessions and groups of twelve children in
the other school). In this school only children of Asian ethnic
origin were withdrawn. This teacher utilized the short periods
with the children for intensive language work directed at helping
their oral language competence backed by concrete materials based
on systematic use of specific curriculum materials. The room was
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attractive and had a range of pictorial materials and multi-
ethnic characters (for example, as stand-up figures and puppets).
Because she was working on her own, this teacher had not the
reciprocal support available to the others working in a team-
teaching situation. Reception children were observed also in
this classroom and clearly enjoyed the structured setting and the
clear innovative approach which was used with the materials.
Observation was not made of the children in the other withdrawal
setting, who for much of the session were with a relief teacher.
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CHAPTER 7

RECEPTION CLASSES AS CONTEXTS FOR LEARNING, SIMILARITIES AND

The reception classrooms in the five schools were considered
ir. Chapter 6 as contexts for learning, based on observations,
recordings and discussions with staff during 1982-83. 1Inevitably
the framework within which this was reported carried with it
interpretations of the aims and priorities of the teachers, at
least by implication. Tikewise there were assumptions about
those features (material, organisational and human) which were
facilitating or constraining their achievement. On reflection,
it was felt that an important dimension would be added if the
views of the teachers of these receptior classes were sought on
the topics reported so far, and before they had studied any of
the report.

These interviews were a possibility because of the
extension of the research into 1983-84 and became a reality
because of the additional work undertaken by Miss Dewhirst who
conducted all the interviews in the Spring Term 1984. Mrs.
Anderson, a Priorsfield Fellow in the University of Birmingham,
accompanied Miss Dewhirst and took over the teac’.or's present
class during the interview, thus enabling the interviews to take
Place in a somewhat more leisurely atmosphere with the teachers
freed temporarily from competing claims. An important feature
was the fact that all the interviews were conducted by one
person, and by someone already well known to the teache-~s and
knowledgeable about early education. The careful planning of the
topics to be covered, of the precise wording cf the questions and
the order of their presentation, made it possible to achieve a
stimulating professional discussion yet still allowed comparisons
to be made between the teachers with regard to their expressed
priorities. The early questions tended to be more general and
open-ended; those in the latter part of the interview, while on
occasions dealing with related topics, were more specific and
more 'closed' in nature. In this way it was possible to compare
the priorities of the various teachers and to ensure that the
views of all the teachers were available on the full range of
topics, even where they were not spontaneously included in
answers at the earlier more exploratory stages. Contexts within
which the questions were to be introduced were included within
the interview plan: the pace of the interviews was then varied as
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appropriate while allowing each int.:view to be completed within
a single sitting.

The teachers who had taught the nine reception classes in
the five schools in 1982-83 were all interviewed (all those
whose classes had been observed and thi two remaining teachers of
the reception classes in School 2). he nine reception class
teachers interviewed were as follows:

both teachers in School 1,

all four teachers in School 2 (two of whose classes had been

observed)

the teacher of the reception class in each of Schools 3, ¢

and 5 (the teacher in School 4 had joined the staff only
in Pebruary 1983).

A parallel interview was conducted with the member of staff
with responsibility for the infant department and associated
nursery class in the two schools with more than one reception
class (Schools 1 and 2). This enabled their co-ordinating role
with regard to the reception classes to be discussed in addition
to their views on other topics. In the schools where reception
class children were also taught by members of the EM.S.S. these
staff were interviewed. Both such teachers were interviewed in
School 1 and one of the teachers in School 2 (the other teacher
had been on extended leave during much of 1982-83 and replaced by
a supply teacher). All but two of the relevant teachers were
still teaching in these same schools in 1983-84 ~ the reception
class teacher in School 3 and the teacher with responsibility for
the infant department in School 1 (in that same school the
Headteacher had also changed by 1983-84). The two teachers who
had left agreed to take part in the interviews.

The Structured Interviews

The interview questions are reported in full in the
Appendix, thus enabling the reader to note the framework within
which each topic was introduced, the order of the questions, the
extent to which certain topics were introduced as more general
issues at an early stage, followed later by related or more
specific questions. The questions were directed throughout to
the reception children in 1982-83 in order to ensure a focus in
practice and at several points the teachers were asked to specify
children with whom they felt they had succeeded or failed, or
children who presented particular problems because of their
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limited language or advanced lai-;uage. The teachers were,
however, asked also to indicate ways in which they regarded that
class as atypi~al, or they thnnieives would change their practice
now with a similar class. The interviews with the reception
class teachers which lasted from about 35 minutes to over an hour
were tape-recorded for subsequent analysis. The main issues
explored are noted below.

Aims and Priorities

Questions related to this were asked at various stages of the
interview and at different levels of specificity. The first
question in the interview concerned the teachers' priorities for
the reception class, followed by questions concerning features
which assisted this or constrained their achievement, and ways
they might now have changed. Also related to this were questions
on the range of skills the children brought with them, how they
would build on these and whether there had been any children with
specific needs. After some discussion on intake the teachers
were asked what they aimed to achieve with most children during
their time in reception class and this was then related to
children who had or had not prior experience of preschool
education.

After some further questions related to the relationship
between preschool and reception classes the topic of aims was
discussed further with specific reference to reading, writing and
number (included were specific questions on, for example, the
place of story-reading and copy-writing and productive writing).
The purpose of a later question, seeking their views on the
expectations of the children's next teacher, with regard to the
children's progress in reading, writing and number, was partly
in order to explore the extent to which the reception class
teachers appeared to feel constrained in their own practice by
what they regarded as expectations of the subsequent teachers.
Oral language was mentioned specifically only towards tioe end of
the interview at which point the teachers were asked their views
on this, the extent of their responsibility, which children were
perceived as having difficulties and the nature of these. They
were also asked about children whose language was so advanced
that they had gdifficulties catering for their needs. In view of
the teachers' knowledge of the focus of the research they were
aware of the interest of the research team in this area. By
delaying specific questions on this until the end of the
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interview it did prove possible, however: to explore the relative
inportarce of this aspect for the nine reception teachers in the
study.

Pa' tery of Intake

Pattern of intake to the reception class was explored in
relation to numbers, admission dates, and organisation of the
reception class, with specific questions to the four teachers in
School 2 in relation to family grouping - its advantages and
disadvantages. There were specific questions on the teachers'
preference for one or more than one intake: other questions
related to range of skills on entry were at an early stage in the
interv'ew interded to assess not only the teachers' views on
individual differences in ability in their classes but also in
relation to aye range on entry, prior experience of preschool
education and its possible contribution.

-

Similarities and Diffegences

Similarities and differences between preschool education and
the aims of the reception class were explored initially bv noting
the extent to which the teachers themrselves drew distinctions
among their class on this basis. This was followed (Q.15-17)
with specific questions on similarities and differences between
the aims, and whether those entering direct from home were seen
as having different needs, and if so, what these were.

More specific questicns of comparison between preschool and
receftion class were introduced later and in a neutral way by
reference to recent research which has suggested that there ave
differences between the two stages in relation to a number of
aspects. The uspects selected were those which were discussed in
Chapter 6 in relation to the observation in the classrooms. The
research referred to (And so to School Cleave, Jowett and Bate,
1982) was not one with which the teachers were familiar. The
topics discussed with the reception teachers were free-choice of
activities, teacher and child mobility and the balance between
play and work. The teachers were asked for their views, the
balance in their classrooms and the reasons for that.
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Children from Ethnic Minorities

Children from ethnic minorities were found present in all
these reception classes but in different proportions. None of
the early questions made any reference to such issues. As
indicated already, however, there were questions on the range of
skills the children brought, on constraints, on whether the same
would have been expected of all children. The names of children
who had particular difficulties or who were advanced in language
were noted. It was thus possible to assess the kind of children
whom the teachers regarded as having problems and also the nature
of such problems. From this and the teachers' knowledge of the
childre: in each class, it was possible to study the extent to
which tlie staff were identifying specific groups of children
disproportionately to their presence in their classes and for
what reasons. At the end of the interview, questions were asked
specifically related to children from ethnic minorities, whether
any such children were seen to have problems, if so which
children and the nature of the problems. It was thus possible to
pinpoint any problems for those children as seen by their
teachers and also whether they were related to language and /or
social problems and in the classroom or the playground. Such
children might well have been mentioned whether or not they had
been from an ethnic minority background. This question, while
asking the teachers if appropriate to identify specific children,
also provided them with an opportunity to make more general
points should they feel these were relevant.

Finally, the teachers were given an opportunity to raise any
points not covered in the interview which they felt were

important.

Responses to the Interviews by the Reception Class Teachers

Aims and Priorities

General priorities stated by most recrption class teacher=
in answer to the initial question in the interview included
settling the children into school - expressions, such as 'making
the children feel secure', 'confident', ‘having good attitudes to
work', or 'happy and comfortable' were used. The importance of
language was mentioned by several teachers in relation to getting
the children prepared for the basic skills, or for reading or 'to
develop the academic 1ievels for which they are capable'. Two
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teachers stated as their two priorities socializing the children
and developing their language. Several teachers referred to
material aspects as assisting them in achieving their aims - such
as a large classroom enabling the children to move around, or
particular materials which gave a supportive structure. Several
teachers mentioned human resources such as senior staff or a
nursery nurse: one referred to the prevailing atmosphere in the
school and the involvement of parents. The desire of the
children to learn and the knowledge of the children from the
nursery class were also mentioned by one teacher. Constraining
features noted included differences between children who had come
straight from home and those who had experienced preschool
education. Differences in age were commented on by only one
teacher who felt torn between the need for the younger children
to play and the older ones 'to be extended' (this was one of the
family—grouped classes with two age—groups). The need for more
time from nursery nurses was mentioned by two teachers; problems
of interruptions were also noted by two teachers - one caused by
the adjoining classroom and outside toilet, the other by visitors
(a problem for the teacher new to the school mid-session). One
teacher referring to the children's limited concentration aud
skills as constraints commented later that she felt she had
attempced to advance them too much: (this was her first year with
a reception class). Another teacher referred to her own over-
expectations as a constraint. She noted as something she would
do differently that she would attempt to exercise more patience
initially and spend more time settling the children - she had
been 'guilty of trying to teach with a big T'.

The range of skills the children brought with them on entry
varied widely according to several teachers, three teachers gave
examples either of named children to illustrate this or of kinds
of differences. The focus for some of the teachers in answering
wad the difference between those who had attended preschool and
those who entered direct from home. The following question was,
"How did you go about building on them?"

This was answered by four of the teachers in relation to the
range of skills mentioned in the pr: rious question, and they
indicated ways in which they would identify the differences from
records or talking with the children individually, how they would
start from where each child was or how they would mix groups to
include the more and less advanced. The other five teachers
referred rather in their answers to the basis of entry skills of
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the group, to teaching, materials, organisation or talking to the
children as a group.

Reference has already been made in relation to constraints,
to changes two teachers would have made and to their feeling that
they had been too anxious to advance the children. A third
teacher felt that she also had been 'too conscious of
accelerating their skills' and 'didn't allow enough play'. She
commented that the research had made her more aware of the
children's levels. The teacher who had entered only mid-session
would have continued to develop the pattern :sie had adopted from
her predecessor 'keeping a careful watch and retaining the
elements of mobility and freedom' yet keeping this structure.
Another teacher who reported in the past having tried a variety
of approaches (including having the children all doing the same
thing at the same time) felt that the only way for her was 'to
have an integrated day working closely with a small group'. The
remaining four teachers did not feel they would make any major
changes.

Aims for the reception year in relation to most children
were discussed (Q.14) and while one teacher referred back to her
answer to the first question, most teachers indicated again their
desire that the children be se'ttled, confident, willing to
concentrate, listen, to be able to communicate, etc. They also
noted their aims in relation to the basic skills hoping for a
good start towards reading and number though one teacher
qualified her comments with regard to the Easter intake. One
teacher in addition noted her hope that the children would be
‘ready to learn in a more structured way'.

The 'basic skills' were clearly seen as important by these
reception class teachers. Most teachers introduced reading with
the assistance of 'Breakthrough to Literacy' which they regarded
as a valuable resource, referred to also in connection with
productive-writing. Reference was made to phonics and flash-
cards by most teachers. Story reading to children did not tend
to be mentioned in response to the initial question on resources
for learning to read. One teacher said that she gave children a
book straight away; another teacher commented that she had
perhaps given the children a book earlier than was advisable.
One teacher was unhappy with the reading scheme in use which she
fel. was not appropriate for her children. She was one of the
two teachers who, in response to the initial question on reading,
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commented on the importance of books in the classroom which
children look at and 'pretend to read'. Both of these teachers '
on the later question on the role of story reading to the
children stressed its importance in giving children an interest
in books which they are keen to read and look at pretending to
read. Several other teachers in rerlying noted an important role
for story reading in relation to developing an interest in
reading, others commented on its value as a stimulus to the
imagination, to oral language develcpment, to listening or saw it
as 'enjoyable’ or a relaxed end to the day.-

Resources for teaching reading tended to be regarded as
adequate. One teacher referred to the need for more time to hear
children read, another to the need for more adult help. This
teacher who had commented on the importance of story reading,
commented that she did on occasion have two parents come in to
help, found this valuable and would wish to extend it. She also
commented that the children are so young that you can only work
with two or three at a time (age range was 4+ to 5+). Some
children she felt were ready to read immediately on entry and she
named several such children. The other teacher who had stressed
the function of story reading as a resource in reading said that
she tried to work with the children individually. She commented
on problems in this connection with the Easter intake.

A comparable question on writing to the initial question on
reading was,
"what do you see as the early stages of writing?”
The responses indicated that these teachers interpreted this in
terms of handwriting to which they gave high priority. Their
responses referred te tracing and copying, to pattern-making, to
holding a pencil, to the need for a lot of practice and to ensure
that the children do not develop bad habits. Only one teacher
referred to use of 'Breakthrough' in response to this question.
One teacher referred to pressure from home, another teacher
commented that some children found handwriting difficult but are
not excluded from the class lesson. There were not references to
the wide age ranges within some classes or to the much younger
children in some reception classes. Apart from the one reference
to ‘Breakthrough' noted above, reference was not made to
productive-writing or the functions of writing until this was
specifically asked in the following question in response to which
reference was made to 'Breakthrough' as a resource, or to
children dictating stories, or captions for pictures. This focus
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on transcription at this early stage does not appear to be an
artefact of the questions as it was reflected in the observations
and in the samples of children's writing collected during the
study. The problems in meerting the needs of so many children
with regard for example to dictated stories was explicitly
commented on by one teacher.

In answer to the question on number work most teachers made
reference to 'Nuffield Mathematics' and specific mention was made
of matching, sorting, correspondence and practical activities.
One teacher commented on problems of children who come to school
able to count in a rote manner, another teacher remarked on the
Pressures from home 'to do sums'.

In answer to the questions on the expectations of the
receiving teacher in the next class with regard to the basic
subjects, most teachers either referred back to their earlier
replies or repeated the essence of these. None made any
reference to specific pressures from the next teacher which had
been an important constraint on their aims. One teacher was
herself the 'next' teacher for these children.

Oral language was the focus for a number of questions
towards the end of the interview in relation to its importance,
the needs of specific children and the extent of the reception
class teacher's responsibility. As was noted earlier, two
teachers had given oral language development as an impo:rtant
priority in their answer to the initial general question on aims.
The teachers all indicated their acceptance of the importance of
oral language. In answer to the specific questions however, they
stressed rather different aspects. One teacher emphasised the
dependence of all the other skills and concepts on this, another
stressed that it usually comes before print. Some teachers
stressed the lack of ability on entry of some childiren to speak
in sentences or that they used one word utterances or ‘labelled'.
Their poor recall, limitations in descriptive language, the needs
of second language learners were all mentioned. Stress was also
laid or. the fact that limited language was not confined to second
language learners. One teacher stressed the need for the
children to learn to listen and for a good working atmosphe .e in
the classroom which she felt could be disturbed by discussion.
The children were encouraged to tell her things. In contrast,
another teacher stressed the importance of thu children being
part of a group to express tuemselves and the value of small
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group sessions around a stimulus, which she held regularly to
stimulate oral language development. Another teacher said she
needed to be aware of children who did not make contact and to
put them in situations where they would have to mak. contact.

All the teachers emphatically agreed that it was their
responsibility to help overcome these difficulties in oral
language -~ some replied 'totally' or 'l00 per cent' or 'it's part
of my job' or 'I get paid to do just that'. 'It is my main
respohsibility' and 'it is part of my daily routine' were other
responses to this, indicating a strong commitment though not
r acessarily sole responsibility. One teacher expressed the wish
that she had help with the second language learners (of which
there were a few in her classroom). No teacher referred to the
responsibility for oral language development being shared with an
EMSS Teacher in spite of the fact that six of the nine teachers
interviewed had such support. From the observations during the
research and the interviews with these teachers, it was clear
that stimulating oral language development was their major
priority. Either the extent of their contribution was forgotten
during the interview - or was not fully appreciated. No
reference was made to the support of these teachers in responding
to the question cni children whose language was so limited that it
made it difficult for them to function in school: nor was it made
in earlier discussion of children who were 'your greatest
successes' where it is possible that some of these children's
advances could have been the result of the dialogue in small
group situations stimulated by the EMES teacher. It is perhaps
worth moting and equally surprising that no reference was made
under 'constraints' t~ the withdrawal on a reqular basis of a
number of children from the classroom, which it must be assumed
would have had some organisational implications within the
classroom. These points will be further discussed in relation to
the interviews of the EMSS teachers. Most of the teachers named
several children whose language they felt was so advanced that
there were problems catering for their needs within the
classroom. Most of these were among the children who had scored
impressively high on the language test administered during the
research. Some children from each ethnic background were named.
The teachers did not suggest a sharing of the responsibility for
the children's oral language development with the parents where
children had difficulties.
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Pattern of Intake

Pattern of intake was different in the schools, two schools
had one intake and three had three intakes. 1In one of the former
schools there was family grouping. It is thus more appropriate
to discuss responses to this question in relation to the
organisation of the reception class in question. All six
teachers who had taught reception classes with one intake
expressed a preference for that organisation as they felt the
children were 'settled at once'. One of these teachers, while
ex~ressing a preference for this arrangement, would have liked to
see the admissions szread over a month. The three teachers who
had experienced three intakes were not happy about the
arrangement. This was, however, partly a reflection of the size
of the group and resultant mobility within the school. As may be
seen from the comments

"you get to know the chiidren just as they move wp"

"awkward, especially with the Easter intake - they should
really have stayed with me another term"

"the summer intake always seems to lose out".

The relative strengths and weaknesses of family grouping
noted by the four teachers whose classes were so organised
related to the assistance in settling the younger children, that
the older children have responsibility and the younger ones can
be extended, and that mature older ones introduce the younger
ones to school. Not all had experience of any other system. One
of these teachers would have preferred a single age~group as she
felt there was a tendency to demand too much of the reception
class children, who were expected to be quiet so that the older
children could concentrate, which prevented the greater mobility
she would have preferred. She also felt story times were
difficult. The two other teachers with a single age-group would
not have favoured family grouping. One of the remaining teachers
reported she had seen it work well, another felt it might have
helped the childran become a settled group (in spite of the three
intakes), the third teacher commented adversely on her experience
which had involved a one term intake of a few children and some
older slow learners.

Similarities and Differences

Similarities and Jdifferences between preschool education and
the aims of the reception class were explored in a series of
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questions (15-26). Note was also taken of any references by the
teachers to the children's preschool experiences. 1In general the
responses of these reception class teachers indicated that they
regarded preschool education as socialising the children and
teaching them to play. One teacher commented that at the
beginning of the year there would be little difference in their
aims. A high proportion of the children in these reception
classes had attended preschool education and in seven of the nine
classes most had attended a unit which was part of that school.
It is thus particularly surprising how little knowledge these
teachers had of the aims of nursery education and its
relationship to the aims of the reception class; furthermore how
few had visitcd a nursery school or class which their children
had attended to see first hand what range of activities was
offered and the aims of these. Reference was made in the
previous chapter to issues explored in the research And so to
School (Cleave, Jowett and Bate, 1982) in which the structure of
the day for children immediately before and after transfer to
the reception class was observed. The observations reported in
the current research and discussed in Chapter 6 were comparable
to the views expressed by the teachers at interview and although
none of the teachers had read the research referred to above
their views were similar to those findings. Most teachers
referred to a need for structure, several indicating that
mornings were structured for basic skills and afternoons freer
for art and craft etc. One teacher referred to an integrated day
as her organisation which meant that choice came as appropriate.
The teachers tended tu express a preference for the children to
sit and concentrate, and that it is important that they do not
‘drift'. The need for more adult help to be available for
mobility to be possible and constructive was stressed by several
ceachers (which one teacher noted is available in the nursery
class). The teachers' responses to the issue of work/play were
anticipated by some in their answers to the initial question
where they referred to preschool education in terms of play. Two
teachers specifically referred to the reception class in contrast
as 'getting down to work'. An interesting range of comments were
made to the later statement on which they were asked to comment
that research had shown that the label used by the teachers in
the nursery setting was more often 'play' while in reception
classes it was 'work' (Q.26). The following are some of the
comments:

“they can play when they have done their work"

"play is still important, but I like them to get down to work”
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"structured play activities would be called work"

"play can be work disguised"

"if at the play stage they play and learn"

"work is a teacher definition rather than a child's definition
- they think it is a game"

"my main approach is through play; the children seem to use
the word work more than the teacher ~ to them pencil and
paper means work!"

Thus while there were individual differences in the views of
these teachers they did tend to favour the views expressed in the
research referred to above. Furthermore their views at interview
did in general accord with the practice observed in the
classrooms.

Children from ethnic minorities

It was already known to the schools that this was a
particular focus of this research. No reference was made to this
by the interviewer until almost the end of the interview, thus
making it possible to note any spontaneous references. The
question asked was the following:

"Do you feel that any of the children had particular
difficulties in school because of their ethnic background?
Who? Language difficulties or problems in other areas, e.g.
the playground - what kinds of problems?”

On studying the transcripts of earlier parts of the
interviews it was clear that these teachers made few
generalisations about children in terms of ethnic background.
Occasional comments were made concerning problems for children
for whom English was a second language and two teachers made
specific reference to the isolation of a particular child
including in the playground - because no other child spoke the
same language. Even where in discussion on oral language
reference was made to problems of second language learners
teachers tended to add that there were other children with
difficulties and of limited competence also. When names were
sought of children who were seen as advanced or successes these
included children from different ethnic backgrounds. The
children whom the teachers felt had continued diffi ulties or
with whom they had failed were also from a variety of backgrounds
and specific information, physical or environmental, about the
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nature of their problems were given by the teachers. There was an
occasional reference to children having been taught to count
rather than a concept of number or to print capitals or to lack
of experience of play. There were virtually no references to
children of West Indian/Afro—Caribbean origin - any references
were to specific children perceived as advanced or with
difficulties. The response of these teachers to the specific
issue of ethnic origin is best summed up in the answer of one
teacher which reflected the views of these reception class
teachers.

"Generally it is the environmental background that causes
difficulties and not the ethnic background. They seem
integrated as a community and they play well together."

This perception of these children and their teachers was
confirmed by our observations in the classroom and in the
playground.

At the end of the interview the teachers were asked if they
had any other points and what as professionals they saw as major
points. The teachers did not tend to raise any additional
points. Several stressed the need for more help and for more
adults in these classrooms to increase interaction with adults
for the children, that they do not have enoucjh time for the needs
of these children of which they were so clearly aware. One
teacher expressed the hope that the teachers could get together
and compare their aims while another expressed the hope that we
would publish something about the research for teachers as they
need something to help themn.

Prowted staff in two schools: their co-ordinating role

Two of the schools in the research have more than one
reception class, and each has a nursery class attended by many of
the children part-t.ime for a year before entry to the reception
class. The views were sought of the promoted member of staff in
each of these schools with responsibility for the in:‘ant
department and nursery class. The focus of the interviews was
their co-ordinating role with regard to the reception classes:
most questions parallel those asked of the reception class
teachers.
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In many ways the aims of these two staff were similar. This
was evident in the high priority accorded by each to oral
language development in answer to the initial question on aims.
Each stressed her role as a facilitator of this in terms of
information and resources. They also referred to the value of
the ethnic support staff and the presence of nursery nurses: each
emphasised the need for human as well as material resources to
enable work in small groups to take place. Their answers to the
questions on the basic skills indicated further the importance
they saw for oral language as a basis for these skills.
References were made to looking at books, to talking about
pictures and the need to move to reading through a variety of
experiences with books. Story reading they saw as having a
central role, preferably as an interactive experience in small
groups, which should take place frequently, introducing children
to a wide range of literature. The need to consider the purpose
in writing as well as the mechanical aspects was stressed, for
children to be helped individually, to talk with an adult who
acts as scribe and to see what writing looks like. The language
of number, shopping and practical mathematics were also
mentioned.

One of these teachers noted among constraints in the year
under discussion the fact that she had herself been teaching a
class and also that one of the ethnic support staff had been
absent on leave for much of the year. The views expressed by
these staff did not indicate that targets in the basic skills
were set for the reception class which would have pressurised
teachers into premature introduction of 'formal’ work. Indeed
one of these staff referred to the importance of considering aims
over the span of the infant department. In response to the later
question specially on oral language these staff referred further
to its 'vital' role which needed to be kept in the 'foreground':
they also stressed the difficulties in putting such an ideal into
practice.

Concern was expressed at the number of children who did not
know how to guestion and in some situations a lack of 'oral
inquisitiveness', not only among second lanquage learners. Both
staff commented on specific children whose language was advanced
including children from different ethnic backgrounds. Likewise
they named children with language difficulties, indicating the
nature of their problems; they also were from differing ethnic
backgrounds. Specific reference was made by one of the teachers
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to her fear that some children may be underestimated wh. are
second language learners and that as a result they may be given
activities which do not match their abilities.

These two promoted staff were of course familiar with the
practice of preschool education and in expressing similarities
and differences between preschool education and the reception
class they would themselves have observed children making the
transition. They were also taking into account the numbers of
adults in the different settings and the views of the teachers
who would have the responsibility of determining the balance in
their own classrooms. They commented on the more leisurely pace
possible in the nursery class with greater allowance fu:
immaturities. Both staff mentioned that they saw tho transition
as a move towards more ‘'structure’ but would still hope for
mobility and choice within the structure; they also felt the
children were becoming capable of more group work rather than the
more individualised attention in the prescnool setting. The
differences between children from home, of which there were only
a limited number, and those from nursery class were, they felt,
evident in regard to socialising, particularly in the first few
weeks, but the extent of any difference in language deperdeu on
the home environment.

Their knowledge of the children who had attended the nursery
class was an important element in determining their allocation of
the children to »articular reception classes. They tried to
ensure a mix which would enable the children to settle happily,
including in this consideration friendship from the nursery
class. Where they felt this important they placed children of
the same ethnic background together and where there were few
children with a parti:ular mother tongue, they would aveid
separating such children. The classes were planned so that each
as far as possible had a comparable range of abilities.

Both staff favoured a single entry date partly because of
their concern that children entering later might suffer, also to
keep friends together. They differed, however, in their views on
family grouping to which one was committed although she commented
that she would have considered changing the organisation had she
felt the staff were unhappy with it. She saw as its advantages
that children coming in find an established pattern and other
children help them, also there is more flexibility possible for
the advanced younger children and slower middle infants. The
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other teacher was more concerned that such an organisation would
impcse an extra ourden on the teachers of catering for a wider
age range in a social priority area where there were already so
many pressures irn terms of language development and emotional
problems.

Both staff showed a concern for the wide range of children
in their care, were articulate in their aims, sensitive to the
difficulties in translating these into practice and aware that
they could not impose their views on the staff for whom they were
responsible. To quote:

"You .ften feel you would like to achiieve more - there is a
lot more to be done for ALL the children.”

The importaice of ensuring that the staff feel that this work is
worthwhile was the final point stressed - that they do not feel
the need to 'produce'.

Ethnic minority support staff: their views

The two schools referred to in the previous section had high
proportions of children for whom English was a second language.
Each had teachers from the EMSS based in the school helping on a
withdrawal basis with children from the reception classes. The
settings these teachers provided and the similarities and
differences in these have already been reported in Chapter 6.
Three of these teachers were interviewed, the two teachers in
School 1 who worked with small groups in a team-teaching sctting,
and one of the teachers from School 2.

Fach of the teachers in School 1 stated her aims in terms of
helping the children's self-image, helping the children to
acquire . ‘'survival' language and linking between home and
school: neither saw it as her function to teach the children to
read and write. In achieving these aims they 'structured' play
situations which would facilitate conversation, and where the
children were relaxed and willing to communicate. Neither
teacher would differentiate 'work' and 'play'. Most of their
situations are play - 'play is work'. They stressed that role
playing, arts and crafts, and outside visits were all initiated
to help develop communication in everyday situations. Both felt
that the children who had attended nursery class did not need as
much of their support while some who came from home were lacking
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in confidence, bewildered and nervous. Some children needed help
in socialising. They commented on the value both socially and
culturally of the two ‘'Youth Opportunities Project' students who
were Punjabi speakers (both had subsequently entered nursery
nurse training). These teachers stressed that their function is
different from that of the mursery class - 'time is short but the
children must have freedom to chat'. They fe:.L that most
children had made proijress over the year and some were commented
upon particularly. One child it was reported had come alive when
taken out. Some who had not yet made sufficient progress
linguistically they felt had still benefitted socially and were
more confident. It was commented that they begin to 'query it'
if in these settings the children do not begin to pick up English
soon. It should be stressed that these two teachers were
interviewed separately and thus the comparability of the views
expressed was not an effect of the interview.

The other EMSS teacher interviewed also stress=d language
development as her aim, emphasising the importance for the
achievement of this of a room of her own where the context can be
set and the quiet or diffident child can be encouraged. Among
the constraints noted were the absence of the other teacher and
the problems of frequent absence of some of the very children
who needed help most (several children were named). Long absence
because of visits to India had also affected the progress of some
of the children who had taken a considerabie time to settle back
into school on their return. The range of skills in the childrea
on entry was reported to be from virtually no English to a high
level of competence. Several successes wer2 named and even where
there had not as yet been much progress the child was thought to
be on 'the verge of a breakthrough'. This teacher made a similar
comment to the others that the children who had been in nursery
class settled more quickly and that some of those who came direct
from home needed to be helped to mix and to play. Like these two
teachers she also stressed the need for ‘structure' in this
setting with occasional choice, and she also stressed that she
taught through play and that the children regarded it as play.
She also stressed that one child at least who was making slow
progress appeared not to be coping in the mother tongue and was
observed not to speak to Punjabi-speaking peers.
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In short, the focus for all three teachers was to stimulate
the children's oral language development although the approach
was not identical: their aims were to encourage as much dialogue
between the children as possible and each planned and structured
the short periods for which they had the groups of children to
that end.

In Part II the information on the language development of
the children will be considered in more detail, initially on the
basis of the assessments undertaken by the research team in
English and Punjabi. This will be followed by a more detailed
study of the language of some of the children in a variety of
settings.
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PART II

THE LANGUAGE ABILITIFS OF CHILDREN IN A VARIETY OF SETTINGS

Speaking and 1istening are language skills which all children
over three years of age already possess in varying deg8rees of
competence. It is important to distinguish their receptive
language from their expressive language when assessing their
levels of competence. There has been a tendency to assume that
children who say little understand 1ittle, and perhaps also to
assume that all they say is all that they can say. Recently
there has been increasing emphasis in studies of children's
language on the importance of the situation and the listener in
influencing the extent of language elicited from children, and
its complexity. FEvidence of these influences will be discussed
in later sections of this regort. It is important also to
consider significant aspects of the teacher's language and ways
in which this may influence a child's understanding and ability
to respond successfully to tne demands of the classroom.
Important features of teaching strategy which influence the
classroom involvement possible for many of the children, as well
as their understanding, are the vocabulary used by teachers, the
extent to which this is modified appropriately when addressing
individual children, and the type »f questioning adopted.

If an assessment 1. made of a child's expressive language
unrelated either to the demands of the context, or to the
dialogue constraints imposed by participants, it is easy to
overestimate the ability of the child to deal with the demands of
the language of the classroom. It is possible, however, to

asses3 more analyticaily a child's ability to respond to
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different levels of questioning which might be met in a classroon
setting. In some instances very simple questions may be embedded
in highly ocomplex language, in others cognitively demanding
questions may be couched in decept’ively simple sentences. AR
appreciation of the nature and complexity of questions to which a
child is able to respond appropriately is an important insight
for teachers. It is particularly helpful if questions of
different levels can be devised for the assessment in such a way
that some of those which are cognitively demanding can be
appropriately answered merely by pPointing or by single word
answers. Thus it is possible to separate reoceptive from
expressive skills in ways that are meaningful in terms of
classroom dialogue. Another valuable insight is gained by noting
the way a particular child responds on being faced with
questioning which is too complex - by silence, by replying 'I
don't know', by a guess or by a useful strategy for distracting
the adult's attention from the failure - such as by an
interesting but irrelevant piece of information. This is a
tactic used by some young children to cover a failure to
understand - a °d by some adults alaso.

Since s0 much of the communication in classrooms is teagher-
directed, and much of that is in the form of questions, it seemed
valuable to have some information, not so much of children's
vocabulary or sentence structure, but rather of their ability to
cope with questions of different levels of complexity and
abstraction, together with an analysis of the form of their
response to questions to which they are unable to respond
adequately.

As part of this research language was assessed on a
standardised test, language samples were also obtained in a
variety of settings for target children of different levels of
competence and of various ethnic backgrounds. For a number of
children who attended nursery school or class a sample of their
language at free play in that setting was obtained. Such samples
were collected in three nursery schools and two nursery classes
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and for a total of 25 children who subssquently entered one or

other of the five primary schools in the research. These target
children were chosen after consulting their teachars with the aim
of identifying possible target children for further study of &
range of language competence from different ethnic backgrounds.
Where possible further samples of language of these children were
collected in free play situations in the classroom and
playground. Additional target children were added who had
entered reception class dirsot from home. In addition to these
sasples in *natural! settings with other children a '‘contrived'
setting was arranged whereby the reception class teacher (on whom
on this occasion the radiomicrophone was placed) was asked to
talk in turn with each of a number of selected children for a few
minutes in the classroom, on 8 tcpic and in such a way as to
enable each child to show his or her language competence. A
further 'contrived! encounter within which language was recorded
for 44 of the children in groups of four was one where each group
was encouraged to discuss and play with a number of interesting
objects on a tray in front of them. Initially the children
talked among themselves, thenan adult joined them and finally
they were asked to write about the objects and the discussion
about this request was also recorded. In each group there were
children of different levels of language (as assessed on PLAI)
and of different ethnic backgrounds.

As was reported in Chapter /. 215 of the total intake of 247

children to these five schools were assessed on PLAI in English.
Subsequently most of the children whose mother tongue was Punjabi
were assessed in that language also. The remaining assessment of
the children's language was by their teachers who were asked to
judge the relative ability of each child in the class to respond
to sample Questions repr3senting each of the four levels of
difficulty in the Preschool Language Assessment Instrument.

In this second part of the report the evidence from these
language samples and assesaments will be discussed. Selected

case studies of children of different levels of competence and

91

101



from different ethnio background will also be presented
illustrative of the high level of discourse skills of some of the
children in a variety of settings, the differential effects of
the setting on the apparent level of competence of others and
finally the severity of the problems of some of the children.
Lessons will then be drawn from this evidence and some
suggestions made for assisting the language development of those
with communication difficulties and also for stimulating the
language development of the maore able.
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The assessment of the children's relative compstence in answering
queations of different levels of complexity and perceptual
distance based on the Preschool Language Asseasment Instrument
(PLAI) aduinistered in English was discussed in Chapter 4. Thers
was evidence of a wide range of abilities on the test whatever
the children's ethnic origin or mother tongue; furthermore as was
noted in Chapter 5 there were wide differences within & single
reception class and single intake. The above information was
based on assessment by one of the research workers, ina test
situation, and near to the time of the children's entry into
school. It seemed valuable also to obtain some idea of thelr
teacher's judgement of the children's relative competence in such
tasks since it was likely that the teacher's classroom practice
in general and in relation to individual children might well be
influenced by such Judgements. The teachers were asked to make
these assSessments after the children had been in their class for
about a term and they had therefore had some opportunity to
observe them in a number of settings during the course of the
normal day-to-day activities, To make any such judgements of
language comparable across teachers and across children a number
of precautions are necessary (see Lomax in Clark and Cheyne,
1976). It is important to avoid a thalo effect!, in other words
that what are intended to be independent assessments of a glven
child are each influenced by the person's general view of the
child., Secondly, it is important to provide specific examples
about which the judgements are to be made, otherwise the
questions asked may be differently interpreted by the various
respondents with the danger that different answers are given by
respondents who yet 'mean' the same thing but who interpreted the
questions differently. Likewise two respondents may give the
same answer intending to make a different judgement. To avoid
such pitfalls the teachers were asked to judge for each child in
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turn whether he or she would respond corbectly to & number of
specific items each of which was in turn displayed in front of
the teacher.

Method of Aaseasment

The aim in this assessment was to select items which were
equivalent to questions at the four levels in the assessmeént
already carried out on PLAI. What appeared to be typical items
were selected and placed on cards which were shown to the

teacher., These were as follows:=-

Card A This had a picture of a chair with the following two
questions -

Hhat is it called? (This would be Level 1)
Bhat do we do with 4t? (This would be Level 2)

Card B This had pictures of a number of objects - a toothbrush,
watch, sheep, orange, cat, clock and dog.

' The instruction typed below was

Point to all the things that are pot animals
(This would be Level 3)

Larg C The following was on this card -

Xhy do we pneed umprelias?
A bov has fallen off his bike. Why is he crving?
(These would be Level §4)

Arrangements were made to interview each reception class
teacher away from the class. The research worker had a class
list in alphabetic order (with the names of boys and girls
interspersed). For the first question on Card A (which most
children wer2 likely to answer) the teacher was asked, as the
name of each child in turn was read, to indicate any child she
thought would not be able to respond to the question. This was
then repeated for the second question in a similar manner. The
research worker placed a cross opposite the name of any child
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whom the teacher did not expect to answer that question. The
teacher did not see the responses and was therefore more likely
to consider each child in relation to the others, and not one
child in relation to the series of questions, with the danger of
8 'halo effect'. A change in procedure was adopted for the
reaaining two cards waere the items were more difficult, also to
avoid a 'response set'. As sach name was read the teacher was
asked for Card B to indicate if she thought the child could
correctly respond to that instruction. If so, the research
workers placed a 'tick' opposite the name in t'.e aprropriate
column. This was then repeated for each child with the questions
on the final card. Where consistency was recorded for a child
either as not being able to respond to any items, or as being
able to respond to all, this procedure means that greater faith
can be placed in this as based on independent judgements for
qQuestions gt each leval of diffioculty.

This aspect of the study was only undertaken with the
teachers whose classes were also in the observational study, that
is for the children in seven of the nine reception classes. As
one of the reception classes had a change of teacher wid-session
eight teachers, not seven were involved in these assessments. In
the four reception classes in the schools with one intake the
whole of the reception class was judged in relation to each other
at a single point in time, towardu the end of the first term. 1In
the remaining three schools with three intakes ¢ visit was
necessary for each intake and the children were judged in
relation to the others admitted on the same entry date. Thus in
the school with a change of teacher the first intake was assessed
by one teacher, and the two remaining intakes by the other, Of
the 247 children who entered the reception classes in these five
schools 215 were in the seven classes involved in this aspsct of
the study. Most of the children who remained were assessed
(except those who left shortly after admission) - 193 of the
total intake of 215 children. The results on PLAI were available
for most of these children. Before making a comparison for the
groups, or for individual children, between the two assesaments,
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validity of the test against the teachers' responses. The
assessaent of the children on PLAI was in a test situation, with
a relative stranger, about the timae of entry to school and ona
range of questions at each level. The teachers were asked to
Judge each child's likely response to one sample qQuestion at each
level, after the child had been in school for about a term and
with knowledge of the child from the class/group situation. Some
comparisons are, however, of relevance particularly since, for
target children of different levels of competance, there are
samples of language in a variety of settings preschool and during
their time in the reception class to which thLese can be related.

The extent to which the judgements of individual teachers on
their classes matched the results on PhAI varised. Some who
expected most children to succeed had only a few childrer who
perforned thus on the test, while another teacher who expected
few to cope with the examples had in her alass 8 high proportion
who were relatively successful on the test. Some teachers made
little discriminatinn between the children (expecting the odd
child to fail but the rest to be relatively similar). One
teacher's judgements were relatively comparable with those found
on PLAI, Attention was paid particularly to instances where
individual children who were predicted as unable to respond
correctly had scored high on testing. There were also children
who scored low on the test but whose teachers estimated them as
likely to succeed on all the sample items. For most teachers
while there were differences in the proportion of children

regarded as more or less competent as compared with the test,
there were not gross discrepancies between the prediction and

test results. For a few children, however, there were such
discrepancies: some of these are among target children of
different levels of competence for whom there are samples of
their language in a variety of settings, pre-school and in the

reception class.

In summary there was evidence from this assessment that most
of the teachers did regard the sample questions at Levels 1, 2
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and 3 as of increasing difficulty for some of their children, but
did not discriminate between demands of the sample questions of
Levels 3 and 4. In general they estimated that more children
would succeed ot these items than was found on the questions in
the test situation. There were differences between the teachers
in the proportion of their class they expected to succeed on all
the questions: such diffe: ances did not always accord with the
proportions found on the test. Finally, there were only a few
instances of wide discrepancies either of children performing
outstandingly on the test, whom the teacher estimated would have
limited success or of children whom the teacher did not
anticipate would have difficulty with such questions, who failed
to respond under test conditions. It will now be possible to
explore further with the evidence of the language of the target
children the extent to which the test results were indeed borne
out in other settings, and might therefore be regarded as
valuable diagnostic information for certain children on entry to
school. It will also be possible to consider whether the type of
questions represented at Level 3 and particularly at Level 4§ do
present difficulties in a range of settings for many of these
children and if so whether these difficulties in understanding
the significance of, for example, 'why' questions do Ppose
problems of educational sigrificance: in short, whether there is
evidence that teachers in the process of instructing ask children
of this age questions which have 'hidden complexities' whichk
result in misunderstanding and confusion for some children.
Should this be so, it is pertinent then to consider whether this
framework for analysis of the complexity level of questions is
indeed helpful. Furthermore whether having diagnosed the level
of competence of children it is possible to frame questioning in
such a way as to moderate the demands as appropriate and assist
children in developing the ability to grasp the significance of

increasingly compiex discourse.

Before turning to a discussion of the evidence from other
settings of the children's ability to initiate and to respond to

the demands of discourse there is one further aspect of language
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assessent which should be reported. That is the assessment on
PLAI in Punjadi of the children for whom that is their mother
tongue. A comparison of the scores on PLAI in Punjabi with the
children's earlier performance in English provides valuable
insights on the extent to which partiocuiar children do have the
ability to respond appropriately to the demar .s of questions of
differing levels of complexity. This information has relevance
to decisions about the nature of assistance they may require,
should they show difficulties in understanding and responding to
the language in the classroom. This will be discussed in the
next chapter.
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It was noted in Chapter 4, Table 4.3 that when tested on
the Preschool Language Assessment Instrument (PLAI) in English
shortly after entry to school a large proportion of the children
of Asian origin, for whom English was not their mother tongue
scored low or very low. This was somewhat confounded by the fact
that they were mainly in the two schools with a single entry date
which thus includsd a number of children who were very young.
Even within these two schools, however, the picture is sinmilar
with twelve children of Asian origin scoring F (the lowest score)
and no children of any other ethnic group scoring as low, and a
further sixteen scoring E with only five in that category in the
other groups (which combined were comparable in size). Level D

still represents limited competence in discourse skills (strong
or moderatsly strong at Level 1 questions only) and even there

twice as many Asians featured as the other groups combined. Most
of these children of Asian ethnic origin, of whom there are many
in these classes, do not yet on the evidence of this testing
appear to be able to respond to questions which are within the
competence of most of their classmates. It should be noted that
most of these children were born in this country and that most of
the children have already had experience of part-time nursery
education although for a maximum of a year only within the school

they nos attend. There appears, however, in as far as the test
results a:e confirmed by other evidence, to be a lag at this

stage between them and many of their classmates for whom English
is their mother tongue, in responses to such questions in
English. They may well quickly bridge that gap and furthermore
they may already possess these skills in their mother tongue.
There is, however, the possibility that some are no more
competent in these discourse skills, or even less so, in their

mother tongue.
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As Punjabi is the mother tongue for the majority of the
children of Asian origin in this sample it was decided to prepare
a8 translation into Punjabi of PLAI and to administer this to
thess children at a later stage. The translation was undertaken
by Mrs. Heleama Whittaker whose mother tongue is Punjabi and who
was already competent in administration cof the test in English.
She also was a Master's level student of the Project Director and
had studied language assessment within the course. Any problenms
in translating the test were discussed with Dr. Marion Blank who
was a consultant on the project. Some of the problems of
translation of PLAI had already been resolved as a Spanish
version has been developed in the States., No major difficulties
in preparing a Punjabi version were encountered as the aim is to
asseas whether in general a child can cope with a range of
questions at s given level rather than to obtain precise scores.
One item involving sentence completion was changed for the
Punjabi translation because of difference in word order in the
construction of sentences in Punjabi, which would have made a
direct transalation inappropriate. Details of the translation and
a discussion of issues in such assessment will be reported

el sewhere,

Mrs. Whittaker is also able to converse in Urdu and to
identify Hindi, Gujerati and the Mirpuri dialect. She was at the
time of the research a member of the Ethnic Minorities Support
Service in Sandwell and was released a half day per week for part
of the year to undertake the testing in which she was assisted by
another Punjabi speaker. In order to encourage the c¢hildren to
accept Punjabi, and to respond in Punjabi when answering, the two
testers presented themselves to the cnildren as Punjabi speakers
whe did not speak English., By informsl discussion with the
children prior to testing an attempt was made to ensure that the

children would be as relaxed as possible.

The total number of children of Asian origin who entered the
reception classes in the two Sandwell schools in 1982-3 was 67,
of whom 57 were assessed on PLAI in English. Only one child was
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absent and not tested, the rest either entered mid-session or
left before .hey could be tested. Eight further children left
between the time of assessment in English and the further
testing, three for India. The scores in English of those three
were E, Dand C, The scores of the other five children who left
were 3F, 1E and 1C. Particular attention ia drawn to these five
children who had already changed school so early in their first
Year and with apparently very limited competence in English,
Their problems are a matter of concern since they would have to
adjust to new playmates as well as a new setting, approach and
adults. The full extent of the problems in providing early
education appropriate to the needs of all children will not be
appreciated unless account is taken of such children and the

problems they may have, and pose for the teachers.

In the Birmingham schools 13 of 16 children of Asian ethnic
origin had been assessed in English, two of these left before
they could be interviewed. Nine of the remaining 11 children
were seen by Mrs. Whittaker but in no case was Punjabi found to
be their mother tongue. She was able to identify the mother
tongue of six of the children as Urdu, for two it was Gujerati,
while the remaining child spoke only English, although it was
confirmed that an older sibling spoke Urdu. The two remaining
children of Asian origin in the Birmingham schools were not seen
by Mrs. Whittaker, both scored high in the test in English (A and
C respectively) one was known to speak only English.

In the two Sandwell schools Punjabi was the mother tongue
for most children of Asian origin. In one of the schools Urdu
was recorded as the mother tongue for eight of the children, most
of whom scored very low on the PLAI in English. None of these
children was, hcwever, found to be speaking Urdu but instead a
dialect used in the Mirpuri area of Pakistan. The Mirpuri
dialect does not appear in written form so the parents if
literate would use Urdu as the written language, which may have
been an explanation for Urdu being given as the mother tongue.
Such families are relatively recent arrivals to this particular
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district. The finding with regard to the children in that school
are in contrast to the six children in the Birmingham schools in

the study for whom Urdu was recorded as mother tongue who were
indeed found to spaak and understand Urdu.

Asasasment in PLAIL in Puniabi

Two of the children tested in English whose mother tongue
was Punjabi were not assessed, but the remaining 41 of the 51
children of Asian ethnic origin in the Sandwell schools who had
been assessed in English were tested on the Punjabi translation
of PLAIL. The remainder of this chapter is devoted to the results

of this assessment.

Every attempt was made to reassure and relax the chi.dran
prior to testing and to establish that it was acceptadble and
expected that they respond in Punjabi. They were credited with
verbal responses only where they were correct in Punjabi since
they had already been assessed in English, It waslikely fora
variety of reasons that many of the children would score higher
on this occasion: this was a repeat testing, using the same
illustrative materials, the children were now several months
older, they were assessed by teachers of the same ethnic origin,
they were no doubt more familiar with the classroom setting also.
It was, howeve~, still thought to be valuable to obtain this
additional information on the relative ability of the children to
respond in their mother tongue. The children's age range on
testing was about 4 years 6 months to 5 years 6 months and they
had spent at least a term in the reception class. As may be seen
from Table 10.1 there were children who scored eithsr high or low
on PLAI both in English and Pubjabi. There were some children
who scored high in English and whc were unable, or unwilling, to
respond in Punjabi. In general, however, the lowest scoring
children did improve their scores on this occasion. It was not
possible from this testing alone, however, to determine the
extent to which this was the result of an assessment in their

mother tongue or whether the performance of some in English might
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by then also have improved somewhat. Other information of
ralevance is available for some of the caildren which will be

® discussed later. Inaddition it has proved possible to retest
these children in English early in their second year in school.
The resuwlts of this repeat testing will be reported at the end of
this chapter and their relationship to the earlier assessment in
® Engl ish and Punjabi considered.
® Table 10.1  Comparison of results on PLAI in Roglish and ip
Runjaki
Scores in Scores in Punjabi In- Not
® English A B C D E F complete tested Total
A - 1 - - - - -
B ~ 1 - - - - 2 1
® c - 2 4 1 - - - 2 9
D - 3 y 4 - - 1 3 15
E - 2 4 3 - 3 4 16
F - 2 2 - - 2 6 12
@
Totals - 1 12 10 - 3 5 16 57
The column labelled incomplete includes children whom an
¢ attempt was made to test in Punjabi, for whom it was their mother
tongue, and who either answered in English, or would not respond.
Included in that column are two children who scored high in the
test in English. Two of tue three children who scored low in
d both English and Punjabl were among those who failed to respond
to a large number of questions in English. Even when tested
later in Punjabi, however, their level of performance did not
improve. The third child in that category had few non responses
° in English. Both children whose scores improved dramatically in
this svbsequent testing (moving from F to B) had numerous non
responses in English on the earlier testing: this does not of
®
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course mean the result was purely an effect of the test
situation. There was evidence from other sources that ones at
least of thess children was indeed fluent in Punjabi at an early
stage but not yet fluent in English,

Since there was a range of a year's difference in age
between the ocldest and youngest children tested in both English
and Punjabli it seemed important here alsc to consider scores in
relation to age. In the group of %1 children tested on PLAI in
both languages there were 16, 11 and 14 children respectively in
the oldest, middle and youngest age groups. None of the 14
children in the youngest group scored A, B or C in English, while
11 of 27 children in the two other groups scored at that level
shortly after entry to school. The three lowest levelas of
functioning D, E and F were, however, found in the older as well
as the youngest group when tested in English. When tester again
later in the session this time in Punjabi, however, there was a
spread of socores in that language from B to F in the oldest and
the youngest age group, with at l1east one child in every group
failing to complete the test in Punjabi. Thus, as might be
expected even in a group of children for whom Punjati was their
mother tongue, age difference was not a sufficient explanation
for the level of scores. This issue will be explored further
with the assistance of case studies since some of these children
used Punjabi in a play setting evenat the pre-school stage and
with different levels of competencs.

Just as the evidence from a single assessment in English of
these children cannot be taken in isolation, likewise this

assesszent must be considered in context and studied together
with the evidence of the language competence displayed by the
children in different contexts and over time. It seems likely,
however, that children who are competent in this assessment
neither in English nor in their mother tongue are likely to have
severe difficulties. Children who are functioning at a high
level in one cor other language are likely to develop successfully
in the school setting: there is already evidence of their ability
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to respond effectively to questions of different levels of
complexity and perceptual distance. If they have this skill in
their mother tongue at least, it seems likely that they will
develop from that a competence also in English at an early stage.
Further evidence on this is available from classroom and

playground observation,

It should be stressed that those testing the children in
Punjabi did not know the scores which the children had obtained
on prior testing in English. Where children appear to be unable
to understand the English version it would then be possihle with
Funjabi speakers to make the assessment in their mother tongue
and thus determine at this early stage whether the difficulties
they encounter are only in English or whether they have limited
discourse skills even in their own language - an important
diagnostic distinction.

Devaloping Competence in Fnglish

A comparison will now be made between the performance of the
children when tested in English on PLAI on two occasions a year
apart, also between their performance when tested in Punjabi and
when retested in English. The first assessment was shortly after
entry to reception class (age range 4+ to 5+ years), the
assessment in Punjabi was a few months later, and the retesting
in English shortly after the start of their second year in school
(age range 5+ to 6+ years). Although a number of children when
assessed in Punjabi had shown a higher level of competence than
when assessed initially in English it was not legitimate, because
of the possible effects of retesting and the timelag, to
attribute such differences necessarily to greater competence in
Punjabi. 1In spite of 1its limitations this reassessment in
English provides valuable further evidence on the development of
c.me of the children. By this age it would be expected that most
children whose mother tongue was English would show competence on
all four levels of questions. Since for these children this was
their second or third attempt at the test (though with a
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different tester on at least two of the occasions) marked
improvement would certainly be expected. There were indesd a

nusber of children who showed an increasing score over each
assessment, that is with the Punjabi score lying between the two

scores in English. There yere other children who showed a
dramatic improvement on this final testing. Still other children
were unabie to cope with the demands of the task.

Only two of the children who had been assessed in both
Cnglish and in Punjabi had left, the remaining 39 were retested
in English. In additioa it was decided to retest in English
children who had initially been tested in English but who had not
been tested in Punjabi because they appeared on informal
discussion not to have sufficient competence, spoke a form of
Mirpuri dialect at that stage, or were away in India at the time
of the assessment. All but one such child remaining in these
schools was reassessed. That child had scored for initial
testing and was frequently absent. The total number reasgessed
was 51 of the 57 children originally tested in English. Three
children were assessed both in English and in Punjabi, the
testing being recorded on video to provide possible material for
in-service work. Two of the children selected had scored high
initially in English and also when tested in Punjabi. They were
video recorded while tested in both languages, having been tested
previously by two different testers. On this occasion in spite
of the additional stress they performed again on a high level in
both languages and appeared stimulated by the experience. An

interview with the father of one of these children was recorded
in English and in Punjabi. The other child recorded on video had

scored low in English initially but high in Punjabi and had been
recorded in the nursery class speaking fluently in Punjabi. 1In
this video recording, assessed in English and in Punjabi by two
different adults, the child now scored comparably, and high, in
both languages. A young sibling who had recently entered the

nursery class was also assessed on video in both languages.
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Mrs. Garcha, as s mamber of the Steering Committee for the
research Lad used PLAI in her own school in both English and
Punjabi. During her secsndment to Birmingham in the autumn term
1983-84 as a Priorsfield Fellow she assisted with this repeat
testing and with preparation of the video tapes. The remainder
of the retesting was undertaken by Miss Dewhirst. Care was taken
to encure that both testers were administering the test ina
comparable way. Mrs. Garcha then tested the children in one of
the schools, end Miss Dewhirst in the other. The former schoogl
had a number of children whom it had not been Posaibla to test in
Punjabi. Mrs. Garcha talked informally with each child in
Punjabi and was able to confirm that by this time all the
children had at least a minimum competence in and understanding
of Punjabi. It is worth noting th. parallel scores and similar
trend in the two schools on this testing.

A comparison of the scores in English on the two otcar.ons
is shown in Table 10.2.
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Table 10.2 Compariscpn of results on PLAX in English on

retaating after one year
Scores Scores on retest in English Age groupingX
in First A B c D E F 1 2 3 Totals
test
A 1 - 1 - 1
B 4 1 2 1 |
c 3 2 2 5 2 - 7
D 7 3 5 y 3 8 15
E 1 L 6 2 1 - 8 - 5 14
F 2 1 1 X 1 3 - 1 8 10
1 6 1 - - 18
2 - - 10
3 7 3 3 2 2 23
Totals 18 10 14 L 2 2 18 10 23 51

Notes: A high score, F low score
X 4 children with dates of birth up to 31.12.77
2 children with dates of birth between 1.1.78 and 30.4.78
3 children with dates of birth on or after 1.5.78

As may be seen, 18 children now showed competence in English in
responding to questions on all four levels (as compared with only
one on the initial assessment) and a further 10 children
responded to questions at three levels (as compared with only
four on the previous assessment). Two children who now responded
currently to questions on all four levels, scoring A had scored
only F on the initial testing in English, both were among the
youngest children in the age group. One had scored B when tested
in Punjabi, the other scored only D, The other child whose score
changed dramatically, from F to B, was the child whose asssessment
was video recorded, and this child also was one of the youngest
in the age group. There were, even on this repeat assessmnent one
year later, still children able to cope at most with the Level 1
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questions. There were nine such children, seven of whom were in
the youngest age group. As may be seen from the Tuble thease
children had made little if any improvement in their scores. The
relative ageos of the children scoring at different levels are
shown in an extension to Tahle 10.2 where 1 indicates the oldest
group (of 18 children), 2 indicates the middle age group (of 10)
and 3 indicates the youngest group (of 23). Ten of this lstter
group now achieved scores of either A or B althoug: a few were
still unable to respond adequately.

Before discussing these results further it seems important
to consider the relationship between the children's scores when
tested in Punjabi and this retesting in English. These results
are shown in Table 10.3.

Inbhle 10.3 Comparison of results on PLAI in Punjabi and reteat

in English

Scores in Scores in English on retest

Punjabi A B C D E F Totals
A - -
B 8 1 1
c 3 i 10
D 3 3 3 1 10
E - -
F 2 1

Incomplete 2 1 - - 1 1

Not tested 2 1 4 2 1 2 12

Totals 18 10 1% K 2 3 51

Note: A high score, F low score.

As may be seen from the tabhle ten children scored A or B in both
English and in Punjabi. There were in addition children who
while scoring high in English did not complete the test in
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Punjabdi or scored at Leval | or below. It should also be noted
that among the nine children who were still scoring D, E or F in
English were five children whom it had not been possidle to test
in Punjabi, two who had not completed the test, while the
repmaining two scored F and D. Thus there is not evidence that
these very low scoring children in English at this stage were
competent in such a task in their mother tongue. Two of these
children, among the youngest, had recently come to the United
Kingdom it was thought from rural areas, and the r “ther of one
was known to be illiterate. There was some relevant background
inforzmation about several of these children who were not only
unable to cope in English but of limited competence in Punjabi
also. Clearly the problems of these low scoring children were
not confined to the English language which is diagnostically
relevunt information. Since most were very young it is perhaps
pertinent to consider whether in addition to providing them with
continued support on an intensive basis from the Ethnic Minority
Support Service they should be given an opportunity to repeat a
class to consolidate the early stages of their education, where
this evider.ce of their difficulties is reinforced by evidence of
lack of progress in the basic skills., A further issue is the
possible value of assisting such children towards greater
facility in their mother tongue.

As may be seen in Tables 10.2 and 10.3 there were 14
children who scored only C when reassessed in English, that is,
responded to Level 1 and 2 questions but not to Levels 3 and 4.
While some of these children were among the youngest in the age
group. they were spread across the age group. Two of the
children who had scored Cand D on previous testing had been in
India during the Punjabi testing. All but one of the others (who
scored C) had scored D, E or F on previous testing in English.
Only one child scored higher in Punjabi thanon this testing in
English (2 scored Fand 3 scored D in Punjabi) as shown in Table
10.3.
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The evidence from these assessments over time and in English
and Punjabi provides valuabie information on the development of
the children's competence in English. The results show that
there are children who scored impressively high in both
languages. There are others who still appeared to have very
limited competence in English, none of whom were found to be
capable in the test situation of performing on a high level in
Punjabi. There are, however, some children competent in English
but with more limited competence in Punjabi. It should be noted
that in these schools regular supplementary teaching of English
in small groups has been provided for these ochildren during at
least their first year at school. A number are still receiving
such help. It is hoped on the basis of these results to provide
both diagnostic information and sone guidelines for remedial help
for the children still showing limited competence. The
competence and enthusiasm of most of these children during this
repeat testing, which has been commented upon by both testers, is
a tribute to the intensive work of the teaching staff in these
schools. It is hoped that they and others will gain insifhts
from the results of this study which will enable them to
stimulate the most able children. whose performance was
impressive, and also to promote the development of those still

shown to have very limited competence.
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CHAPTER 11
YRACHER-CHYLD DIALOGUS

The amount of opportunity for & class teacher to engage in
discussion with individual children is limited and constrained Ly
the demands and needs of the other children whatever the pattern
of organisation within the clasarocom. Furthermore any discussion
which is initiated by the teacher may be intsrrupted bty competing
demands from other activities or children. The time available is
unlikely to be shared equally by the children. Some children
seek and achieve attention, are able and determined to
communicate with adults: for some children discussion with their
teachers is something they themselves can and do initiate with
skill and sustain with contributions which lead the adult to
continue the interaction. Other children seldom spontaneously
initiate discussion with an adult in school for a variety of
reasons: they may indeed lack skill in doing so. Altermatively
or additionally they may have learnt fro. bitter experience that
such experiences are not rewarding for them because what they
have initiated has turned out to bde a series of questions.
sometimes rather unrelated to the topic they had hoped to
develop. The skilful conversationalist among young children. who
also knows how to use these skills within the school language
conventions, and thus without appearing forward or rude in the
school situation, can sometimes in spite of rather than because
of the adults' questions, sustain and develop an interaction.
The child with limited language is constrained or may even be
confused by a series of apparently unrelated questions from the
adult who may know where it is hoped they will lead but may not
make this explicit enough for children with limited language
competence, In a home situation and with adults who know the
child well it is often possible because of extensive shared
experiences to prompt and aid the child whose skills are less
well developed, or whose 'surface' language is less accurate, in
such a way that the dialogue is supported. The skilled
conversationalist whether adult or child has the ability to
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encourage companions to develop their ideas not only by questions
which lead to further development of a theme, but also by related
comments. and by a demonstrated interest in the concerns of
others. This may be apparent in pacing of interjections - and
even in silences long enough for the other person to continue and

expand a theme.

Clearly it cannot be expected that all teachers will be
natural skilled conversationalists, or that they will be equally
successful with all children. Some teachers can sustain a
conversation with the able children which is of genuine interest
to both participants: otvhers are better able to be supportive of
the less competent child's stumiling attempts to communicate. It
is important that we consider whether additional available time
to spend with individual children would in itself be sufficient
to facilitate children's language or whether for many teachers it
is necessary to train them to use such time effectively.

In a recent research by the senior author (reported in
Clark, Robson and Browning 1982) one focus was dialogue in
preschool settings of children with communication difficulties.
ihese samples of language were collected in free play settings in
preschool units using a radiomicrophone, as were the preschosl
samples in the early stages of the present study, There yere
within both of these studies instances of adult-child
interchanges which showed more and less successful Strategies in
encouraging and supporting children with communication
difficulties. Some of the lessons from the earlier study
relevant for teacher training have already been reported. In the
present section the focus is on teacher-initated dialogue with
selected children in the reception classroom. undertaken at the
request of the research team. The teacher was asked to talk in a
one-to-one situation, with selected children for a few minutes in
such a way as to show the children's dialogue skills, also to
'stretch'! the children thus showing the limit of their ability in
dialogue. Includcd in the 'target! children were some who on the
language test had been able in their abilities to meet the
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demands of questions of different levels of complexity. and
others who had found great difficulty. All were children for
wvhom other samples of language were available. Samples of 40
children's dialogue in this setting were recorded and
transcribed, in discussion with six of the reception class
teachers. Twenty-five of these children were among 44 children
who were also recorded in the group situations with other
children, to be discussed in the following chapter.

The teachers in this study, to whom choice of task and topic
was left, varied in their way of establishing the context for the
discussion as well as their style within the task selected as a
focus. The possibilities for the more and less able children to
show “‘their level of competence was to some oxtent influenced by
the task chosen. Teache.s asked the child to recall an already
shared experience of a story, or to describe a picture, or used a
reading book to talk around the pictures. Depending on the
nature of the quc. tions, these contexts gave some of the leas
able children confidence to answer though often only in single
word responses. The 'right-wrong' nature of the structure this
provided did on occasion if the questioning was too complex,
often because 'multiple questions! were asked in one exchange,
lead to embarrassed silences. Such settings if rigidly adhered
to are not 'real' communications as there is no genuine audience.
The person asking the questions (the teacher) is already
knowledgeable on the answers and decides what is right and what
is wrong. The contribution of the teacher was ofter almost
exclusively a series of guestions, on which the child appears to
be 'tested'. The task itself was, however, only one of the
influences which clearly interacted with teacher style and the
ability of the child to initiate and expand beyond the bounds of
the task, or to redirect attention to another topic. Some of the
teachers, seemed to find it difficult to initiate and sustain
such a dialogue, except with the most able who were contributing
information beyond the demands of the questions. It was clear,
as might have been anticipated, that those teachers who regarded

dialogue with the children as part of their curricrlum were



better able, aven in this artificial situation, to sustain a
'real' conversation with the most able who clearly knaw they were
both free and encouraged to contribute not just answers. but
views of their own - a challenge which the children who had
scored high on the language test accepted. Oocasionally they
redirected the discussion, corrected the teacher or supplied
interesting new dimensions. Any ohildren who did develop
interesting dialogue in these settings had scored high on the
language test: not all those who scored high were. however.
found to 'rise' to this situation, or to be stimulated either by
the task set, or the approach adopted, or questions asked by the
teacher. Some examples of the difference in the quality of
children's language in different settings will be discussed in
the following chapters. From these recordiags it was clear that
many of the children did have well developed aconversationpal
skills which enabled them to initiate as well as to respond to
the questions and initiations of others. 1In this chapter
discussion will be confined to general points, supported by
extracts from the transcripts of teacher-child dialogue. The
transcripts will also be used to develop materials to assist in
training teachers to interact with the less able children in ways
which are meaningful, interesting and educationally valuable.

The strategy adopted by one of the teachers who regards the
development of oral competence as a high priority was such that
even in this situation she shared her own opinions and reactions,
which stimulated the more able children, and even achieved
genuine initiation from some of those who wers lessable. She
did not always take the lead yet was clearly in command of the
situation for most of the time., except the odd ococasion where an
able child asked questions which she found embarrassing to answer
and the child pressed the advantage home! One such was a child
who asked the purpose of the radiomicrophone and was hot put off
with the ipadequate answer which the teacher found necessary to
give because of the research situation. Within these settings
it was clear that this teacher already knew a great deal about
the children, their families, their l1ikes and dislikes. This
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enabled her to draw out further the more able - it also helped
her support acme of the less able because she had some awareness
of what they might be attempting to communicate. It was
noticeable in these samples that quesations might come from adult
- or from the child as might initiations. The teacher might be
'wrong! or puzzled and the child require to expand to make a
point clear. More didactic teacher questioning styles were more
inclined to have & format within which the teachers asked
frequent questions, and multiple questions, and the child wasa
attempting to achieve the 'right' answer sought by the
questioner. Within some of these question/answer styles of
adult=child dislogue the able children were not stretched except
for a few who spontaneocusly gave additional information which
‘helped! provide the teacher with a context for her next
question. Where a teacher did not hear the answer and repeated
the question or sa.d 'Pardon' the child in such a aituation was

inclined to assune the answer was wrong and change it!

There was evidence in some samples of teachers trying a
succession of 'tasks' or a change of focus because of the child's
failure to respond to the pre.ious choice. On occasion this
succeeded but more often the child was not more successful. To
the reader of the transcript or the person listening to the tape
it appeared in few instances that there was a clearcut theme
throughout the interaction, within which the adult was supporting
the child by varying the pace, the level of the questions, or by
| providing additional setting by making some relaxed comments, On
the contrary the main changes were in topic, not strategy.- This
could succeed with the more able child who was nmerely
uninterested in the first topic, or had become bored with it.
With the less able child this in some instances appeared only to
lead to further confusion, more silences, embarrassment and what
appeared like relief, on the part of adult and child as the

'conversation' terminated.

The teachers when talking with the children in a one-to-one

situation were inclined to use questions to excess to initiate
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and sustain dialogue, and to use questions which varied 1little
in their level of complexity, requiring certain types of
labelling and frequently answers of one or two words. Such
queations were found to feature extensively in much of the
dialogue in these situations and where they did they often failed
to stretch the more able children. On occasion confusion was
caused to the less able where strings of such questions were
asked. Examples of such 'strings' of which there were many are
as follows:

1) T. A doll? Have you got any dolls at home? And what
are their names? BHave you got names for them?

C. VYes.

2) T. And what has a rabbit got on his face here? What do
you call these? Did you do that on your Easter
rabbit? These things that come out from your nose?
What do we say they are called - whiskers. So he's
got whiskers on his face. Look what colour is he?

C. Brown and white and bhlack.

3) T. Is he a big brother? Is he your big brother?
Doesn't he play in the band at school? Does he?
What does he play? Do you know the name of the
instrument?

C. (Shakes his head).

4) T. Was 1t lovely? Was it very hot there? Was it hot?
Did you wear warm clothes like this? What did you
wear?

C. Shorts.

5) T. Are they playing? Is that like the house youlive
in? Or would you like to live in a house like that?
Would you? You don't live in a house like that
though, do you? Where do you live?

The first two examples are from dialogue with less able
children who clearly found these multiple questions difficult
especially as this was a frequently used strategy. Examples 3)
and 4) were in discussion with more able children, for one of
whom English was a second language, who both coped with such

questions. The teacher from whose diaiogue example (5) was taken
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was herself concernsd when she realised that she had adopted this
strategy even to the extent that she had early in discussion

With an able child who responded with interesting dialogue latar
when a more conversational style was adopted.

Another tendency was to ask forced-choice questions

repeatedly such as:

"Did you come back on the same day or another day?"

"Were they naughty birds or good birds?*

"Is it right up to the top or is it low down to the bottom?"
"Do you think they're hiding or looking for socmething?®

On occasion these supported the less able children who were
encouraged to anawer as for example in the 1ast example avove
which gained the answer:

"They're looking .... for a owl."

Used to excess as they were with some children they prevented
development of a dialogue. On occasion they were also hiding the
severity of a child's difficulties since he or she appeared to be
coping with more difficult questions. Where a forced-choice
question was at the end of a 'string', the child might not have

understood the preceding questions in for example:

T. ™When did you think it was, was it perhaps last weekend?
Who did you go with?

C. My dad.

Examples of teacher-child dialogue

Some extracts from teacher-child dialogue will be presented
illustrative of different teaching styles and children of
different levels of competence. Evidence may be seen of the
points noted with reference to the frequency of adult questions,
their level and responses they elicit. Some able children
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reaponded beyond the questions asked and their necessary reply,
thereby the discussion flowed and was extended. Perhaps two
extracts from discussions with a more able child will illustrate
the difficulties faced by the child and the ways these were

overcome:

Child 1 (two extracts from a lengthy conversation)

T. To the bedroom? To your bedroom? Have you got a
bedroom? Are you the one that sleeps in it? Or does
somebody else sleep in it?

C. No.
T. Just you on your own?

C. My brother sleeps in the bedroom but he has his own
ud [ 3N W AN ]

T. You've got lovely long hair haven't you? Did mummy wash
it, did she wash it with shampou? Do you always have it
in a pony tail or do you have it in something different?

C. I have it all different sometimes ....

The following example is also from an able child who within the
constraints of this setting does not develop a dialogue. While
this is only an extract the child continues to respond in this
way to the series of questions, a number of which are, as here,

mul tip.e requiring only one word answers.

£hild 2 (two extracts).

T. You think she's lived there for three months do you? Is
that a long time or a short time?

C. Long.

T. You think she's lived there a long time? You think
three months is a long time? And is this the block of
flats here in your picture?

€. (Silence)

T. Is that the number of your moammy'’s flat? She lives in
number 68?2 Can you tell me anything more about it?
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C. No.
T- NO-
C. Those are all the windows.

T. Those are all the windows? How many windows are
there?....

The next two extracts are of children who had scored high
on the language test. They are in discussion with a teacher who
is a genuine audience, sharing her l1ikes and dislikes. She was
herself horrified on seeing the trauscript to note just how many
questions she piled up in the early stages if the child was alow
to ansyer! The first child is Afro-Caribbean in ethnic origin.
The second child is Asian in ethnic origin English is the second
language and Punjabi is the language spoken by his parents in the

home.

Child 3 (three extracts from a lengthy conversation).

C. Yes, and some of the time she says the dinners are
horrible.

T. What doesn't she like?
C. She doesn't like shepherd's pie.

T. Shepherd's pie! Oh I like shepherd's pie it's one of my
favourites.

C. I 1ike shepherd's pi .

C. I had some dinner with Frances.

T. Did you, what did you have for dinner?
C. Chicken and rice and peas.

T. That sounds good.

C. and ice cream

T. What games do you like playing?

C. The hokey~kokey.
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T. The hokey-kokey (laughs). We do that at school
sometimes don't we? Gets a bit noisy doesn't it?
That's the only problem.

C. People fall down and be silly ....

Cbild 4 (a short extract from the conversation which was
sustained).

T. Are you going to tell me about your picture?
C. The car's trying to knock the girl off.

T. The car's knocking the girl over? Oh dear, how did that
happen? Wasn't she looking where she was going? What's
going to happen?

C. The man say to the boy, get the girl and then I'll knock
her over.

T. You mean he did it on purpose?

It is worth noting that the child was able to communicate
information, and with the interest and support of the teacher
make himself understood, although he had not yet completely
grasped constructions of sentences in English. Some examples

from other parts of the conversatiun were:

"Already in my house®
"My daddy come back from Pakistan®

"He says I'm gonna, he says I'll stay there about § weeks
and I'll come back. Cos gone bring my big brother"

*She, she, when mum when my mummy in the bed and then she
climbs up on the settee and she, she don't fall on the

settee, and she just stands".

The next extract is also from a relatively able child who enjoys
talking and has the ability and interest in responding to simple
labelling questions to give extended answers and additional
comments, This child does, however, need help in responding to
specific demands of questions and higher level questions which
are within her competence. She will successfiully ‘duck’ or side

track more complex demands unless care is taken.
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T.
c.

T,
c.

T.

cC.

T.

C.

C.

T,

C.

T.

(three extracts from a lengthy diacussion).
Why do you think they're watching telly?

I think they are lying down watching telly.
lying down where?

Lying down on the settee.

Oh I see. The curtains are closed are they so it suast
be ...

The lights must be on.
The light must be on so what time of the day must it be?

About 9 o'alock.

She's miss ... She's got a fork in her hand and she's
got a fork and she's gonna do so/me tea ... or she might
be drinking chocolate. I bet she's got some kids.

And what do we call those things in the bag there?

I don't know.

Toal s.

I never heard that name,

Haven't you. Some tools to help him mend the car.

It's nearly toys.

Yes it sounds like toys. Is he outside or inside?

The following example is from an able child who in answering goes
beyond the demands of the questions and thus extends the dialogue

which later becomes interesting to both participants.

Child 6

C.

T.

(an extract from a discussion on T.V. in which the child
is discussing funny « .1 frightening things).

I'm only scared when the lights are off though.

Who puts the light off then?
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C. Sometimes Mua. When my mum turns the lights off when a
scary films on, I'm scared.

T. Oh, yes.
C. They bring s blanket downstairs.
T. You dring a blanket doynstairs?

C. Yes. To cover ourselves up.

The following is an example of a child who holds his own in
conversation. He still needs help and support, is willing to
answer but not always able to express his answers clearly enough
for the listenar to understand. He is, however, willing to taks
ths teachar'!s corrections and learn from them and isat a stage
when he could be helped by such settings. When tested he could
cope with Level 1 and 2 questions. In this dialogue there was
evidence of some difficulties. As there were few Level 3 or A
questions, his difficulties were not so apparent as they might
have bsen

Lhild 71

T. What do you do in the kitchen?
C. My mum cooks some sausages.
T. Oh. How do you cook sausages?
C. Uh
T. How do you cook sausages?
C. Not me - ny mum.
T. How does your mum cook sausages? You tell me.
C. She's clder.
The child is able enocugh to use this evasive strategy to avoid

answers he doesn't know, The teacher then manages to lead him
through the stages of cooking.

T. How do you know the sausages are ready? When they're
cooked? Do they turn a different ocolour?
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c.

Yas, they change their colour to white.

The following ochild needs some support and is aided by the
Structurs of the story retelling and the teacher's supp-rtive

comments,

Loild §
T.

C.

c.
T.
c.
T,

C.

You saw a black monster? So he's a big black monster.
Right! What sort of monster is he?

Very strong.

Very strong! Yeah!
He growls.

He growls! Yes!
When he growls ....
Yeah

Frightens the poor mother.

The remaining three children all have considerable difficul tieas.
For the first two English is a second language in which they
still have limited competence. They are supported through
retelling of a story. The closely focussed questions assiat
the first child to respond with short answers which are

reinterpreted and elaborated by the teacher i1 a way that

suatains

Lhild 9
C.

T.

the dialogue.

(an extract)
That's a 1little boy.

That's a little boy. What's the monster doing to the
little boy then?

Eat bhim.
He's going to eat him, oh! Poor little boy.
In, In his hand.

He's in his hand. He is isn't he? Where's the monster
going to put him?
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C. Eat up.

T. How's he going to eat him?
C. He put in the mouth.

T. In the mouth? That's right.
C. Eat up.

£hild 10 (This interaction atarts with many silences but the
child is encouraged to respond),

T. He pulled and it didn't come. So what did the old man
do? Who did he go and tell?

C. (Silence)

T. Do you remember? Oh! You gap. He went and asked who?
The little o0ld ....

C. ¥Woman,

T. Yas]! You did know. The 1ittle old woman. Did she help
him? What did she do?

C. Pulled

The fimal example is of a child with very severe difficul ties who
responds with silence, or shakes of the head. The child is
gradually encouraged to supply the occasional new word in a
supportive setting where the teacher gives information about
herself. The sample below shows some of the problems, the
contrast with those from whom extracts were quoted earlier, also
some misunderstandings.

Child 11 (an extract showing the difficulties of this child).
T. I wonder where the bus is going?
C. To America.
T. To Americal Can you get a bus to go all the way to
Amerioca? That sounds lovely. Would youlike to go to
America?
C. (Silence)

T. I've been to America a long, long time ago.
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C. Yes.

T. My sister lives in America and I went to see her. ¥Who
could you go to see in America?

C. QGrandma.

T. Han.
C. Crandma and Grandad.

T. Oh! 1Is that where they live? Oh! How lovely. Have
they 1lived there for a long time?

C. (Shakes head)

T. No? Can you tell me about your grandma and grandad.
C. (Silence)

T. What are they like?

C. They're like a 1little babdy.

Lomments on Teacher-child dialogue

A number of the teachers had regretted that there was not
more time available to spend with individual children, or more
adult help to provide such contacts. In either situation the
class-teacher would have an important role either as the
comnunicator or in supervising another adult in sustaining
discussions which could be educationally valuable to thesc young
children. It is appreciated that the situation in which the
teachers were placed in this aspect of the research when they had
artificially to initiate and cease conversation with given
children in turn, when wearing a radiomicrophone, would have bean
stressful and this has been borne in mind in analysing the
discussions which ensued. There are, however, a number of points
which can be made and which provide important guidelines for in-
service work. One justifioation for generalisations from these
samples is the extent to which this evidence supports and extends
the findings of the earlier study where the language samples were
collected in free play situations. In these settings the adults
often came to join a child who was already at play with others
and joined in the discussion or initiated a new topic around the
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experience. In this present aspect the teacher was in control in
& much more explicit way as the child was asked to come and talk
with tbe tescher who deterxined the focus and the duration of the
axchange.

There were, however, marked similarities between thease
samples of adult-child dialogue and those in tae preschool study.
The adults tended to ask a series of questions, often requiring
only labelling responses and a few words in answer. Even
ochildren with limited competence and for whom English was a
second language were often asked a string of questions each of
which would have required a different answer. Some of these
strings of quastions ended with a 'forced-choice! question.
There were only a few instances where the adult was a real
audience, or where the child was encouraged to volunteer and
elaborate information unknown to the teacher. The result was in
many cases an artificial and “est-like situation with right
answers already known to the teacher at which the children were
guessing. A few of the more able children went beyond the
demands of the questions and supplied additional information
which then was developed further. There were, however, other
children who had shown ability in the language test on entry to
school to answer higher level complex questions who within this
present framework showed little ovidence of this ability. Few
quastions were asked demanding reasoning, explanation, or
desoriptions to an uninformed listener. (learly this situation
was stressful to some of the children of 1imited competence - and
it seemed to the adult who was attempting to draw them out.

Had there been no evidence available on the language
abilities of these children other than these transcripts it might
have been concluded that the children had limited ability to
respond to more complex cuestions, that they were l1imited in
their ability to initiate and sustain conversation, and that they
were unable to use complex or even several simple ssntences in
conversation. Evidence from the language tests showed that many
of these children even at entry to school could cope with
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questions of higi, levels of complexity. Samples of language fron
the preschool units, from the playground and from other settings

showed just how complex was the dialogus that some could initilate
and sustain. Soma of these children entered the reception class

with such skills: other ochildren appeared limited in their
competence. The challenge is to asaist the more able Lo display
and develop their skills further and to help the less competent
to develop these skills., Furthermore the children for whom
English is a sscond language, even if able in their own language,
do require an opportunity to develop oral language competence in
English also., Clearly additional time to talk with individual
01ildren is not itself sufficient to achieve these objectives.
In the fallowing chapter reference will be made to the responses
of the children in group discussion and the possible contribution
of such settings to the oral language development of children of
different levels of competence.
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CHAPTER 12
QEOUP RISCUSSION BETMREN YOUNG CHILDREN

This aspeet of the research included 44 of the 215 c<“ildren
who had been assessed on the language test about the time of
entry to the reception class. An attempt was made to include the
children whose language had been recorded in other settings., It
proved possible to include 25 of the children who had heen
recorded in discussion with their teacher. One school was
omitted as few children had entered at the beginning of the
session and most of these were indigenous white children. This
study was planned and carried out by a researui student who was
herself a teacher of young children and who used small group
discussions in her own teaching. On the basis of her experience
and also the need to ensure that the voices of the individual
children could be identified on the tape for subsequent analysis
each group was limited to four children. An attempt was made to
include within each group a more able child, a less able child
and two who had been in the middle range when assessed earlier on
the language test. To this end a list was prepared for each
school with the children grouped into three categories from which
the researcher chose the groups. Because of between school
differences and absences of a few of the target children there
were differences between groups in the range of language
competence: the full range of scores was, however, represented
within the total. No attempt was made to match groups for ethnic
background of the children, which would in any case have been
difficult, if not impossible as an additional variable to
language competence, in view of the differing proportions of
children from the various ethnic backgrounds in the four schools.
In the event all groups had children from more than one ethnic
background: six groups had children from all three ethnic
backgrounds, two groups had no indigenous white child, two had no
child of Asian ethnic origin and one group had no child of Afro-
Caribbean ethnic origin. There were 12 children for whom English
was a second language and a further 16 who were of Afro-Caribbean
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ethnic origin., The researcher chose the children for a
particular group from the list with which she had been provided
to meet only the criterion of variation in language competence:
no attempt was made to include friendship groupings or evel
children who knew each other.

The children were taken from their classroo. to as quiet an
alternative setting as could be arranged. The four children were
then asked to sit round an already prepared table on which was a
tray covered with a cloth. The research worker explained to the
children that she would join them in a few minutes after she had
completed some work. Meantime they were encouraged to explore
the objects on the tray. These included a torch which was
assembled, a torch in parts and some colour paddles with which
colour patterns could be formed. A radiomicrophone was used to
record any conversation which ensued and the researcher meantime
sat quietly in the background writing. She noted any relevant
points concerning the interactions between the children and the
extent to which they played with the objects. During a vilot
study she found it was necessary to be present to note relevant
points but that it was possible at that stage to be non-
participant. Subseguently she joined the group and took part in
the discussion. Only in a few instances did the children appeal
to her or attempt to involve her in the Jdiscussion in the early
stages. As a final stage she suggested to the children they
might like to write about what they had been doing. She then
produced writing materials for the children to use. This study
will be reported in full elsewhere but reference will be made
here to some of the important findings of relevance to this

research.

The use of the radiomicrophone resulted in clear recordings
although in a few of the settings there was considerable
background noise and in some instances interruptions which may
have affected the discussions, All the dialogue on the tapes was
transcribed and annotated with background notes. The transcripts
were then analysed in three parts - before the adult joined the
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group, after she took part in the discussion but before the topiec
of writing was introduced, and after she introduced the topic of
writing. A count was made of every turn taken by any of the
children within each of these three seotions and of the adult
turas. The transeripts were then further analysed within each
section to determine whether a turn consisted of a single word, a
phrase, a single sentence or more than one sentence. A further
analysis was undertaken to determine the number of simple and
complex sentences and questions used by each of the children
within each of the sections of the transceript and by the adult.
All these recordings were made towards the end of the child's
first year in school and the age range vas from § years 7 months
to 5 years 9 months. All but four of the children had entered
the reception class on or near the beginning of the school year.
All but six of the children had attended nursery school or claas
at least for a limited pericd, at lvast part-time.

Results of the group discussjons

The time which the total discussion lasted varied between
groups, as did the separate sections within a group, depending on
environmental circumstances such as play~time, interruptions and
the extent to which the children's interest was sustained. In
spite of all these reservations and the range of language
competence of the children the first important point to stress is
that in this setting and before the involvement of the adult all
but two of the children did seek and obtain turns. One of these
two children was an able but very shy boy in a group of
relatively able chlldren within which limited discussion took
place due to a variety of circumstances. Initially there was
silence in that group, then the children whispered and could not
be heard. The other child who did not speak was a child for whon
English was a second language and whose score on initial testing
in English was among the lowest, That group was the other which
failed to develop in spite of the presence of three relatively
able children. In all the remaining groups there was evidence

that even when the four children were on their own they did all
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take part. Only five children had less than ten turns, including
the two referred to above and another child in each of these same
groups, Ten further children had between 10 and 19 turns before
the adult joined the group: the remaining 29 children spoke on

more than 30 occasions during the child-child discussion.

In few instances was there a marked increased in the number
of contributions from individual children after the arrival of
the adult at which astage the oconversation turned in most
instances to recounting for the adult what they had been doing
and discussing. In spite of herself, the researcher found she
had domimated the conversation and in all groups had more turns
than any of the children! Had it not been for the svidence from
the earlier part of the transcript it would have been possible to
argue that the contribution of the adult was necessary to
stimulate the children to talk. Her presence made little
difference to the extent of the contribution of three of the five
children who had said little in the earlier stages. The
remaining two children, both able and in the same group, did
contribute with her stimulus. indeed the level of participation
by all four children in this group increased dramatically.

The first important point to stress thus is that when
presented with an interesting stimulus, including obJects which
they were permitted to handle and by which they were intrigued,
these children did talk, even without the intervention of the
adult. If attention is directed only to the ten children who
when assesased had scored D, E or F on their comprehension of
questions of different levels of complexity in English it should
be noted that these children did have frequent opportunities to
participate. 1In the first two sections of the dialogue before
and after the involvement of the adult only three of these
children had less than 20 turns, thres had over 30 turns, three
had over 40 turns and one over 60 turns. The section on writing
was not recorded far four of the groups as these were part of a
preliminary study at which stage only the writing samples were
collected but not that part of the discussion. The six low
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scoring children who were in the remaining groups continued to
have turns in the final aspect of the recording. These low
scoring children were thus part of the groups in which they had
been placed to the extent that they had an opportunity to
contribute and to practice language in a dialogue setting.

The fact that the children did talk in this setting 1s
clearly important as is the finding that the children shared
turns in talking. This is, however, only a minimum essential.
It is important to look now at the further anmalysis of the nature
of their relative contributions. Few of the turns which the
children tock in the child-child dialogue were of only a word in
length. If the simple word and phrase turns are considered
together no child had more than twelve such turna (only four
children had more than ten and only ole of these children scored
below C on the language test). (urthermore all children
contributed some simple sentences to the child-child discussion
(except the two referred to earlier who did not speak during that
section): 37 children contributed at least one turn that was more
than one sentence in length.

When the adult Jjoined the discussion there was greater
evidence of the children's turns being either a single word or a
phrase in length. Twelve children had more than ten turns which
were only a word or phrase in length at that second stage (a
pattern which was even greater in the final phase where 13 of the
28 children recorded had ten or more turns of only a word or
phrase in duration). There was evidence of an increase in the
number of turns of more than one sentence in length in only seven
children after the adult joined the groups and four of these
children were in the able group which had failed to develop: the
other three children increased by only one or two.

The next step in the analysis was to consider whether the
children contributed any complex sentences: 29 children did so
within the child~child dislogue and about the same number used
such sentences in the presence of the adult; though more of the
children used only one such sentence in the latter setting.
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One further aspect of the analysis is worth noting here
before turning to some examples of the content of the dialogue
and that is the numbers of questions asked by the children and by
the adult. In the ohild-child dialogue 33 of the children di9
ask some questions, and a comparable number also asked questions
when the adult was present. When a comparison was made between
the single statements of sentence length which were and were not
questions it was found that all children made at least as many
statements as they asked questions in the child-child dialogue:
this was true for all but one child also in the presence of the
adult. In contrast, the adult was more likely to contribute
questions than make simple sentence leﬁgth statements. The oOne
exception was in a group in which she also contributed a large
number of extended turns to what was clearly an interactive group
with complex language from the children. 1In that group in the
early part of child-child discussion all participants had over 20
turns, all used turns of more than one sentence in length, 8all
used questions and all but one used complex sentences. By the
end of the whole conversation these four reception class children
in this group had been stimulated by this setting to a dialogue
in which they had the following number of turns 80, 120, 171 and
169. As a fipal point it is worth noting that although she was
present for only approximately two-thirds of the time the adult
had 220 turnsl

The evidence from this study is that these children can and
do contribute to discussion and can sustain it within a group
setting in the absence of an adult provided they are sufficiently
stimulated by the context. Furthermore it should be noted that
these children were faced with a different room, with children
whon they did not necessarily know and with an adult witb whom
they were not familiar. Contributions which were of mnre than
one sentence in length were given by many of the more able
children and complex sentences were used by more able children
within each ethnic background. For example, two of these young
children for whom English was a second language (the mother
tongue of one was Punjabl and the other Gujerati) each
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contributed in the child-child dialogue in an animated
interesting and knowledgeable way, including 31 and 39 turns
respectively which were more than one sentence in length.

It is important to consider not only the amount of talk, the
turns and the complexity of the structure of the language. The
content of what was said and the extent to which it appeared to
be communicating and to display the features of dialogue is of
course the crucial aspect. Examples will now be given of
extracts from the child-child dialogue of six of the groups.
These show that whatever the limitations in surface features of
their language, and/or their reticence in an adult-child
discussion, within this setting a dialogue involving four
children was taking place. Each extract is based on only 16
consscutive turns and yet within each of the asix groups all four
childrer are involved and do contribute. Similar evidence could
have been cited from all the remaining groups (except the two

noted earlier where only three of the four children were taking
turns). These six groups were selected to make specific points
of relevance to this research.

Group I includes three indigenous white children and one
child of Asian ethnic origin for whom English is a second
language. The latter child is the child referred to above whose
mother tongue is Punjabi. It was clear from assesament in that
language about the time of these recordings that had the dialogue
been in Punjabi in that language also he could have contributed
at an impressive level. The child's age at this time was 5 Yyears
3 months!

Group I (age range 5.0 - 5.7)

Child 1 Ind. (A) Child 2 As. (B) Child 3 Ind. (C) Child 4 Ind.
(D)
The letters in brackets are the PLAI scores in English,
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2.

This goesa at the bdack.

Can see a purple S.., I can see
S.. . 1 can ses a purple S.. .

I can see you different. I can see
everything green. I can see
everything white.

Is it on?
Let me see?

Have you finished?

Can't get it back on I can't =zat it
back on.

Is there a battery in that?
I know where dis work, When this

touch dat, then it works.
Look it's touching it.

How it works?

Yes, I'1ll tell you what I mean.
look see that battery. Find the
other battery first. This.

If you do that it works.

What do you do?

I don't know.

I want this. I can see a red L..
Can you Ke..?

I can see a red S..

Here! This is how it works. When
this hole touch that, then it works.

1 drops the battery
2 and 4 still looking
at torch 3 has colour

paddles, opens them
out and looks through

4 looks through
different colours

All four turn to
torch which 2 has
taken apart. 3 tries
to screw end back on

2 explains how he
thinks it works bty
pointing at
different parts.
Rasn't managed to
put it back together
yet

3 picks up the
paddles
1 looks thro' as well.

The above extract is from near the beginning of the discussion.

Child 2 for whom English is a second language continued to

provide a great deal of knowledge throughout tha dialogue. By
the end of the child=-child dialogue the four children had 14, 36

36 and 33 turns respectively.
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the dialogue but also the active involvement of all the children
with the -nterials and the role these were playing in stimulating
the discussiocn,

Group II is from a different school and it has the other
child for whom English is a second language, whose mother tongue
is Gujerati, who was referred to above. This is the group
referred to earlier where throughout there was evidence of

complex language to which the adult responded and contributed at
2 later stage.

Group II (age range 5.4 - 5.8)

Child { Ind. (A) Child 2 Afro-Car. (C) Child 3 Ind. (C) Child &
As. (B)

3. This is a camera 3 has reflector part
of torch
4, It's a torch, really, ain't it

3. I could get real batteries 3 Joins 1 and § with
torch

4. This is real battery

2. Blue, res.

4§, Oh, no.

3. Where's black. 3 goes to 2 and looks

at different colours

2. That ain't black. Black is
a dark, dark, dark thins
isntt it?

1. We nearly broke that.

4, Mine won't work cos look . 1 and 4 still work on
‘there are holes in the hatteries torch. Examine
batteries.
1. Yes

4, Aren't they?
I think, let me see
I wonder if the batteries
waste out? o
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1. V¥on't this work?

§, How oman it work if one of the
batteries waste?

1. Let me put this in.
Can't work.

4, We need that thing in that

bhole. We need that thing in

that, in that hole, don't we?
The above sxtract is also from near the beginning of the child~
child discussion. The children continued to share the discussion
and by the end of the section the children had received the
following opportunities to contribute 36, 22, 28 and 47 turns
reapsctively.

Group III is from yet another school and in this group two
of the children have English as a second language (Child 2 and
Child 3). In this group only one of the children is over five
years of age. It should be noted that the two children who
scored D on the language test were very young when assessed.
Child 4 had not attended nursery class, and, was only four years
of age on entering raception class.

Group III (age range 4.7 - 5.5)

Child 1 Afro=-Car. (A) Child 2 As. (B) Child 3 Other (D) Child 4
Afro-Car. (D)

1. Don't you know. No! Not there. 1 tries to put torch
Pick the glasa up. together, helped by
3.
3. Should I?
1. Yea

3. What about this,
1. No wait a bit, I'm mending it.

4. That's, that's good that is. Looks at pictures on
wall.
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2. That'a a sea creature.

1. No. I have to put it on here
to make it,

4. That's purple. 2 and § look at
colour paddies

2. I like purple ... it's dark

1. Oh yes. You have to have two
batteries though, This tatteries -

4., The batteries don't come out. § comes to help 1
with torch. 3 picks
1. So I'11 get this one out .... up torch glass and
get this out. tries to f£it it 4in.

3. Where's the glass?
2. It's like a camera.
4., Done it.

This extract is from about the middle of the child-child
discussion. It is worth noting that although the individual
comments are mainly short all children are actively
participating. Extracts from the teacher-child discuasion of
three of these children were given earlier. Child 1 here was
example 3, child 2 here was example § and child 4§ here was
example 11 where the teacher in that context had great difficulty
in obtaining contributions from the child. BEven that child
appears to be banefitting from this settingand is managing to
initiate comments and activities.

Group IV is from the same school as the above and has
children from two different classes. For two of the children (1
and 3) English is a second language, their mother tongue is
Punjabi, and both were successfully tested also in their mother
tongue. All these children had attended the nursery class part-
time. Child 1 was only about four years of age on entry to
reception class as was child 4 in Group III, and like that child
scored 1ow on the language test in English. This ghild had the
additional diffioculty in this setting that Bnglish, was pot the
mother tongue. In Punjabi the child was fluent.
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Group IV (age range 4.10 - 5.8)

Child 1 As. (F) Child 2 Afro-Car, (B) Child 3 As. (C) Child &
Ind. (A)

1. Somebody broked

2. Here's the card just the... .

4. Are there batteries in this? § watches 2.
2. I'm going to do it. Yea

4, Lift it down

3. It's magic 4 shines torch
through colour

4. I'm going to do something magic. pyramid, His magic
is the light circle

3. Let me do it if this works. inside the pyramid.

4, Ar - Look at this now. Can you
see? I can do magic, look!

(laughs).

4, Go down. Now I'm going to do § then puts colour
some magic., Oh it's greeu. paddles over torch
It's going a different colour. to change colour.

I'm going to do some magic.
1. Watch those don't fall.

3. Two batteries in, two batteries. 3 takes over Lbroken
torch and manages to
get it to work.

3. This works! P.., you put two

batteries in!

4. Hey, the other one's working!
1. I know.
4. She made it work.

This extract is from near the end of the child-child dialogue.
In the early stages much of the dialogue was between the two
children who scored higher on the langusge test (and who were
from the same class). It is clear from reading the transcript,
however, that the two other children were included in the group.
This is true even of child 3 in spite of the few comments the
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child made. During the child-child diacussion the four children
had 21, 6, 36 and 41 turns respectively. By the end of the whole
discussion the two children with more limited language
understanding (in English for ohild 1) have had 81 and 29 turns
respectively to contridbute and have been part of an exciting
experience in which the other two children have contributed 90
and 122 turns respectively. In this setting and with the
paterials to back up the language it appears these children are
not only sharing an esnjoyable experience but also that the more
able are developing their complex language skills for their own
benefit and that of the others in the group. Child 1 here is the
child in example 9 of the teacher-child dialogue in which setting
she spoke only a limited amount.

Group V has been selected to make a rather different point.
In that group there were three relatively able children, all of
whose language had been recorded in other settings and been found
to be dynamic and imagimative. The remaining child in spite of
her attempts to become part of the group found her advances
continually rejected by the others who quickly formed a group.
Requests for some of the materials were rejected and she was
teazed by the others, a situation which she did not have the
language ski)ls to counter. This is notanisoclated example of
the diffioculties faced by this child who had not attended nursery
school with the three others, and had entered school from another
area after the beginning of session and when friendships had been
continued or established. It is not possible to attribute her
difficulties to any one of these features. It has been clear,
however, that she is suffering as a result of these difficulties
both as regards friendships and academic progress. She and child
2 entered about the beginning of the school year the other two
children entered from the same nursery school the following term,
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Group Y (age range 5.0 ~ 5.%)

Child 1 Afro=Car, (A) Child 2 Afro-Car. (C) Child 3 As, (C) Child
4 Afro-Car. (D)

1.

3

How do you do that?

I don't know how to do it.
This goes in see0.e

L..

It's shining

I want a torch.

You're not having this one
though. You're having T..'s

torch.

That goes there, on., It gets in
your eyes,

Can yer, can yer shine it on this
one s0o I can see what it 1is.
That'!s better

Can't I have that one

Can I have a 1ittle try. I want
a torch.

You'rz not having mine,

Look down my ears, T..

Let me, let me. I'm the doctor.
It's my torch.

L..'s ears are clean like I don't
know what.
(Laughter)

No one lets 4 join in.
She sits on the edge
of group.

1 examines 3's ears

then examines 2's.
[shortly after] 4
tries to attract
attention by showing
colour paddles but
others ignore her.

It should be noted that although child 3 was recorded as of Asian
ethnic origin her mother tongue was English, (close relatives
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spoke Bengali). During the child-child dialogue of this group
there were repeated attenpts to seek the involvement of the
adult. In the child-child dialogue there were turns by all four
children 28, 35, 32 and 17 respectively. Child 2 in this Group
is the child in example 5 in the teacher-child dialogue quoted
earlier: Child 3 is the child quoted in example | of the teacher-
child dialogue. A study of the transcript makes clear, however,
that the first three children were interacting in an excited and
stimulating way. The attempts by child 4§ t~ obtain either a
share of the materials, or to be included in the discussion
continued to be rejected. While a different grouping might have
been sufficient to help a child who is having diffioculties in
finding acceptance it is clear from other observations that this
simple alternative was unlikely of itself to solve this child's
difficulties which were increasing over time.

The remaining example is an extract from the child-child

dialogue in a group with an able indigenous white child, who did
not, however, monopolize the discussion. In the group there were
two ohildren for whom English is a second language, neither was
able to be tested in their mother tongue. Both were, however,
retested in English at the beginning of their second year in
school and both by then scored C (that is responded to level 1
and 2 questions only). Child 3 in this extract, who initially
scored E, is example 10 in the teacher-child discussion in the
previous chapter where there was evidence of great difficulty and
little was said. 1In the child-child dialogue from which this is
an extract from near the middle there was much fun and laughter
with the colour paddles and torch and the child was an active
participant. There was also evidence of communication between
all four children who had 32, 27, 23 and 22 turns respectively.
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Group VI (age range 5.1 - 5.5)

Child 1 Ind. (A)

Afro.Car. (C)

Look!

I can mend that

That goes on there. I think

that can go on there, think

that go on there.

Oh, that goes on there doesn't it

Jl. L]

I'll come over and show both of you.
J.., s0t's have a look at this.

They are different shapes and that
colour.

That's purple. Brown, no red, yellow.
Yea, that's purple.

This one's red

Yea I know it's purple.

Green, yellow

Go on then, tip the things out.

White, pink, yellow.
I chose something blue.

JQ.

Child 2 As, (C) Child 3 As. (E) Child &

4 picks up parts of
broken torch.

1 comes over to help
and takes part from
4 1 tries to put
them together

4 picks up working
torch

3 takes over and
tries to mend the
torch, 1 and 2
examine colour
paddles

3 empties parts out
of torch. 2 1is
talking about
colours of battery
casing.

In this chapter evidence has been given that young children
of a wide range of language competence and from the different

ethnic backgrounds can and do talk within a group setting, do

attempt to communicate with each other, and share turns in ways

which are impressive.
methods stimulated is also evident even from the abstracts.

The active participation which these

The

experience was both enjoyable and educationally valuable for
these children who shared new experiences with each other and in
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- amie

30 doing extende. cheir language. Even the children with limited
language competence were able not only to learn but also to
contribute something to the experience and to demonstrate new
insights with the aid of the materials and the support and
encouragement of their companions. Clearly there is also great
potential in such settings for the most able children who, from
the evidence of this study displayed an ability to use highly
complex language as the occasion required it and the situation
stimuwated it.

The role of the adult in these activities has not been
explored in this chapter within which the aim has been to
demonstrate the potential in all of these children provided the
situation is sufficiently 'structured', supportive and yet free
to explore and risk take. The adult clearly had an important
supportive role and innovatory role in devising materials which
together proved =c challenging to the children and which gave
even greater potential when the materials were shared. She also
proved an important listener in the later sections of the
dialogue where the children's language was challenged further as
they attempted to share with her in retrospect the experiences
they had enjoyed while she had appeared to be too busy to be
disturbed. Thus, she became a real audience with whom they
attempted to communicate. Where their language was not adequate
she could probe with carefully chosen questions, another child
might prompt or amplify - and the materials could lend support to
the dialogue.

Settings such as that described here could within the
classroom clearly have a real value in stimulating language and
also other educationally valuable experiences. The time which
the adults spend with the children on ‘anguage activities could
also profitably be on occasion a development from such
experiences., The scarce resource of teacher-child individual
talk could then be available to meet the specific needs of
individual children in relation to their current level of

language competence.
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Note: The research team is grateful to Mrs. Elizabsth Coates for
providing the ideas on which these settings were based,
for undertaking the practical aspects, and not least for
Ler meticulous transcription and analysis of the ensuing
dialogue. We look forward to the further rich insights
which are available from these transcripts including the
study of writing. The presentations and conclusions in
this chapter are the work of Professor Clark. Mras. Coates
cannot be held responsible for any interpretations (or any
misinterpretations) which are contained in this chapter.
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CHAPTER 13

SETTINGS AS CONIRXIS FOB DIALOGUE

The discussions in the two previous chapters, of teacher-
child dialogue and of cdialogue between children in groups of
four, was based on recordings of language in settings ‘'contrived'
within the research. In contrast, the discussion in this chapter
will be based on an analysis of recordings of children's language
over time in a number of naturally occurring settings in
preschool units, ir recer“ion classrooms, an ethnic support
classroom and in playgrounds. Within such settings the language
of selected children was recorded as was that of the children and
adults with whom they were interacting. The presence of a
research worker, or in some instances of a graduate student, as
an unobtrusive observer ensured that context notes were made for
use with the transcripts; this also made possible the
identifications of the peers with whom the children talked, for
whon samples of language also became available. Since a number
of these children were also in the research group this provided
valuable a2dditional information, Children were selected for
recording within the preschool units who were likely to enter a
reception class in one of the five research schools during 1982-
83, who were from a variety of ethnic backgrounds and who were
thought by the staff to represent a range of language competence.
Samples of language of 25 children were recorded at this stage,
in three nursery schools and two nursery classes. Most of this

material was collected in the Summer Term of 1982 before the

commencement of the funded research. Further recordings were
mage in the Autumn Term of 1982 in the remaining nursery school
of children due to enter a reception class in January 1983. Some
additional children were added for the recordings made later,
children who had entered reception class direct from home. The
number of children recorded in different settings varied as a
result of some children entering a school other than a research
schecol, entering a class not under observation, absence and

children who left. There are a number of children for whon
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samples of language are available both over time and in a variety
of settings. The resulting tape recordings and annotated
. transcripts containa wealth of material of relevance to early
education and the understanding of child language. Only certain
aspects can be considered in this report but fuller details will
become available elsewhere. A report based on the preschool
recordings is in preparation by Mrs G, Payne, who was headteacher
of one of the nursery schools at the time of the recordings, and
who has become aware when analysing the material of important
organisational and staff training implications for units such as
hers. Likewise, the evidence from children studied in different
contexts has important teacher training implications upon which
Miss W. Dewhirst will report elsewhere. Valuable materials for
use for in-service training are also being prepared using

extracts from the transcripts.

Method of recording

The method of recording adopted was that developed by Mrs. B.
Robson for use in the previous DES funded research and is
described in detail in that report (Clark, Robson and Browning
1982). Assistance was given by Mrs. Robson in the initial stages
of this study in organising the recording sessions in the present
research and with the analysis of the transcripts. A brief
description only will be given here of the essential elements of
the procedure, for further information the reader is referred to

the publication referred to above.

Modern lightweight and highly sensitive radiomicrophones and
transmitters were fitted into little butcher's aprons worn by the
target children., Similar aprons were placed upon a selection of
other children also. The receivers and recorders were set-up in
a room away from the setting in which the recording was made and
therefore this did not cause distraction to children or adults.
The child could move freely around and would be recorded even if
at considerable distance from the receiver. Children and adults

with whom the target child was in conversation were also clearly

149

158



recorded. It was possible simul taneously to record more than one
target child's language by use of two radiomicrophone systems set
to use different wavelengths. Unlike other methods the use of
radiomicroph©fi®3 @ave clear recordings within a limited radius cf
the chilrd wearing the microphone, even when the child was at a
considerable distance from the receiver; background noise
(including the voices of other children not in the immediate

vicinity) was at a minimum.

The tape recording alone would not be sufficient toallow
the transcriber to write a complete and accurate account of what
was said and done by the child. The coantext of each piece cf
dialogue is crucial in presenting a complete report of
communication which involves the child's activities, the number
of participants in interactions and non-verbal interactions as
well as spoken dialogue. This meant that on any occasion on
which a recording was made there was an observer unobtrusively
making context notes which would at a later stage be linked with
the transcript. The observer noted details of other
participants, the setting including materials being used (or
whether for example it was role playing or other imaginative play
without any materials), also any non-verbal responses of the
child such as nodding or shaking the head, or physical actions
which might be relevant to understanding the dialogue on the
tape. Finally any comment from an adult or child in the distance
out of range of the microphone could be noted when it was clear
it was directed to the target child, Sessions varied in iength

depending on the setting and activities but most of these in
preschool units varied from 20-45 minutes.

Tapes were normally transcribed by the observer as soon as
possible after the recordings were made. It is thus clear that
the collection of such samples of language requires not only
sensitive equipment but also a sensitive and meticulous observer
who is also willing and able to undertake the ardivous additional
task of transcribing the tapes.
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Any formal test situation, even one such as that involving
the Preschool Language Assessment Instrument (PLAI) which was
used in this research, places the child ina situvation where he
is not an equal participant but must instead respond only to the
questions of another, As has been indicated the potential in
that setting of some children, and the weaknesses of others, was
demonstrated and this has been shown to have some relevance to
the child's functioning in other settings. The samples of
dialogue from the natural settings collected with the aid of the
radiomicrophone made it possible to observe further aspects of
the child's language competence, including that displayed in the
absence of an adult, where the language was on occasion more
complex and more dynamic than might have been anticipated. It
was also possible to analyse the extent to which the child under
observation was a frequent initiator of dialogue, mainly a
responder to initiations of others, or functioned in both
capacities, whether with adults and with children as the occasion
arose. Analysis of a number of the transcripts was carried out
using a coding system for analysis of a child's natural dialogue
devised by Dr. Marion Blank which is based on the same
theoretical concepts as PLAI., Initiations and rasponses within
dialo-ue are assessed for their appropriateness and level of
complexity. That procedure, also used in the previous research,
is described in detail with samples of annotated transcripts in
Clark, Robsoun and Browning 1982 p. 104-126 and p.148. Suech an
analysis enabled the quality of the discourse skills of the
children to be .aplored in considerable depth. Unfortunately the
time-consuming nature of the recordings and transoriptions (also
of this analysis) made it necessary to limit the number of such
recordings (even with the assistance of a number of Master's
level students in the early stages). The detailed analysis of
even a few sample scripts has oroved valuable in highlighting the
complexity of the discourse skills of some children and also the
evasive strategies of others in attempting to cover up their
severe difficulties in communication. Reference will be made
here to findings and implications of these language sanmples

collected with the use of the radiomicrophone showing the ways in
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which different settings appeared to facilitate discourse between
the children themselves and with adults.

Evidence from the racardings

The evidence collected during the current research in
preschool units and elsewhere supports that obtained in the
earlier study and shows also that the implicstions noted therein
for preschool education can be extended to the later stages of
early education. It would appear that given the organisation,
settings and opportunities young children can and do engage in
animated and educationally valuable dialogue; will in many
instances assist their less able companions to communicate and
will also encourage such children by the sensitivity they show in
Erasping the meaning of the message their companions are trying
to transmit. A love of the rhythm and sound of words was also
apparent in many of the transcripts in a variety of the settings,
some of it clearly stimulated by teacher-initiated activities.
These settings and the ethos of the general environment strongly
influenced the quality of language recorded in the child-child
settings. The importance of 'private corners' in which to chat
was evident, as was the role of versatile materials. The limited
quality and quantity of language elicited by some commercial
games claimed to encourage language development was also apparent
and contrasted with the language which these children heard ard

used ir other settings of peer-peer interactions.

It seems essential that those involved in teaching young
children are not misled into assessing a child's language
competence by what he or she says in a single setting, or even in
a nunmber of teacher-~child dialogues. There were a number of
examples even within a single recording of a dramatioc reduction
in quantity and quality of a child's language when placed in a
teacher-child, question-answer type situation. If these are the
only settings within the classroom available in early education
then the teacher may undervalue the child's current level of

functioning and thus potential. There may furthermore be no
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opportunity for the child's discourse skills to be extended to
other contexts and used in the process of new learning. The gulf

in language between the children in the study was only apparent
to the full when the evidence from a variety of settings was

analysed. The power of some of the more able children to

support, and indeed to teach their less secure companions if the
opportunity is provided was evident even at the preschool stage.
It was seen in support of and by the children for whom English
was a second language, as well as others. An important role for
the teacher would be to provide and extend the use of such
settings; to organise their classrooms, and to encourage any
support staff in ways that facilitate their most effective
contribution., It was clear that the mobility and choice which
was a feature in the preschool units, but seldom at the later
stages, was used profitably and in exciting ways by many of the
children. Where this was true it was also apparent that the
teaching style and skilful hidden organisation played a crucial
role in this. In all these settings, whether preschool or
beyond, a further important role for the teacher, in relation to
developing language competence and social skills, would seem to
be an alertness to identify the child who is not included
initially in groups, whose attempts to be included are
continually rebuffed, and who has limited language competence.
Such children need special help and guidance at an early stage
which may be in the preschool unit, and also in the reception
class for children who are young on entry to that class, still
immature, or in scme instances for those who enter the reception

class straight from home. Some of these latter children may have
had 1ittle opportunity to practice or develop discourse skills
with children, or perhaps with a sufficient range of adults on
entry to school. Their adjustment to and benefit from the
early months in the reception class could be greatly enhanced by
such experiences within the curriculum and in the classroom.
Some element of choice and mobility, tox2ther with settings for
private creative play, or play with materials and with the
children in small groups (with materials readily available),

appeared to be valuable as experiences in themselves.
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Furthermore some element of continuity in the pattern of day and
range of materials avajlable immediately after transfer to the
reception class was observed to result ina relaxed transition
for a number of children, even for children with some
difficulties in communication. Some children do have
opportunities for extended and animated discussion with peers or
siblings outside of school and this latter was clearly a support
for a number of the children of Asian ethnic origin for whom
English was a second language, frcm the evidence of the parental
interviews. This is, however, not available to all children.
Observations in the Playground showed that such settings are not
necessarily, or of themselves, ideal places for dialogue between
children, though there are some possible modifications which may
help. It was apparent that some such settings were more
stimulating of creative Play and aninated dialogue than others.
There was evidence from these transeripts of fascinating
imaginative play initiated by some of the children whose language
was more advanced (from each ethnic background), within which
they were leaders, and which was stimulating and enjoyable for
the companions who joined themn, or were invited to take part.
There was evidence of instances where children with limited
language or difficulties in communication were helped, encouraged
and included. There were also examples of particular children in
this setting being rejected and having a rather miserable
existence, children whose language competence was too limited for
them either to retaliate appropriately verbally or rephrase their

requests in a more flexible and acceptable way.

The evidence from the variety of settings was in broad terms
in accord with the predictions which might have been made on the
basis of the PLAI, beariug in mind that the focus there was on
language comprehension and appropriate responses to questions of
different levels of complexity. The children who were creatively
imaginative in their language play and leaders in activities they
stimulated, were all children who had be~» assessed as average or
above on PLAI in English, with the exception of one child. Though
low when assessed in English this child was high in Punjabi - and
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the discourse in the group she was organising was in Punjabi.
Not all of the children who scored high on PLAI, however, were

creative and imaginative in their use of language, though it
appeared that in some instances this was the effect of the

setting and certainly a minimum level of competence on the skills
assessed in PLAI seemed a necessary prerequisite. There were
sottings which clearly did not stimulate even these children, for
some it was a praschool setting, for others it was recepiion
class contexts. The dangers of judging a child's ability from a
limited range of contexts was very apparent. The becsrdings gave
clea evidence that the low responses on PLAI of some of the
children were not test-specific but were also evident in a number
of language settings in school at this stage. Confirmation that
for some children this was true also of their funotioning outside
the school setting was obtained in some of the parental
interviews reported in the following chapter.

Stress so far has been laid on the peer-peer interactions
recorded where, in spite of surface errors which w-re apparent in
the speech of indigenous white children as well as those from
ethnic minorities, there was evidence in some settings of a
sophistication in dialogue, a sense of humour in use of language
and an ability to initiate and respond in a group setting. There
were Creole features in the language of some of the children of
Afro-Caribbean origin in certain settings, this did not, however,
appear to result in difficulties in understanding. There was
also evidence of a growth over time in a number of children,
particularly some of those who exhibited difficulties when
recorded initially, or had limited competence in English at that

stage.

At the preschool stage the language recorded was in play
settings where the children had choice and were mobile,
furthermore in much of the play there were peers involved, there
were also a number of examples in these recordings of adult-cliild
interactions. A study of the teacher-child dialogue in these

settings showed examples of excessive use of a series of



questions without allowing a child time to respond, of multiple
question and of forced choice questions as were noted in the

teacher-child dialogue from the reception class discussed in
Chapter 11. In other contexts within the units, or with other

adults, there was evidence of real conversations where the adult
played a part, not only as a communieator, but also as a
genuinely interested ) istener who encouraged the more able to
extend their language to communiocate interesting inforsation, and
the less able to risk-take ir attempts to share experiences.
This level of dialogue was more apparent in child-initiated
dialogue with adults who were responsive to the child's approach
and desire to comaunicate. There were a number of examples of
interesting dialogue between adults and children over what might
have been regarded as housekeeping or routine tasks where, in one
ex..dple, an adult was partially involved in attending to a
child's grazed knee but managed meanwhile to sustain a
conversation relating to that with & curious child by-stander.
These were settings which clearly stimulated communication and
learning and also adults who grasped cpportunities as they arose.
There was evidence of differences in the ways in which and the
extent to which children wore at ease and communicative with
different adults, and adults with different children. This makes
it clear how valuable it was to have opportunities for the
children to talk with, explain to and share experiences with more
than one adult - and with children.

The importance of organisational skills and planning of the
various settings to the maximum benefit of the range of children
in the class was very apparent. Likewise the importance of
utilizing any available support to the best advantage, and
involving the more competent of the young children as teachers as
well as learners was evident, In this way it could become
possible for the teachers to free themselves to have time to
spend in a more relaxed way with those in greatest need of

encouvragem<.at and support.
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_.. the remaining part of this chapter a selection of
examples from transcripts in a number of settings will be quoted

il1lustrative of some of the more positive aspects which were
noted during the observations and when analysing the transcoripts.

Examples of the dialogue abilities of a range of the children in
a group situation towards the end of reception class have already
been given in Chapter 12. These groups inaluded children from a
variety of ethnic backgrounds. In this chapter, in most
instances the extracts will include children who have English as
a second language, or wWho have severe difficulties in

communication.

Dluatrations from the recordings in a varioty of asattings

Pre~-achool Setting

Example 1. This example which will serve to illustrate a number
of points is an extract from a 45 minute recording in a nursery
class of two girls interacting - one of the girls is of Asian
ethnic origin and English is not her mother tongue, the other is
of Afro-Caribbean ethnic origin. It shows an example of play
with language between two four year old girls who were On an

outside activity - on a sSeesaw.

Child 1 I can swing

Child 2 I can swing
1, 2, 3, 4; 5’ 7) 8! 9
Ready steady go.

Child 1 g, 10, 11, 15, 14, 19
Ready, steady, g°

Child 2 12,3, 4,5,6,7
Ready, steady, go. Now you.

Child1 1, 2, 3, )4, 5’ 6, 7, 8’ 9, 10’ 11,11‘, 16, 1780
Your turn, you go.
You've got an arm off

(Repeated 16 times in a sing~song intonation in time
with the rocking motion of the seesaw)
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thild 2 I've got a cousin ocalled Mi...

Child 1 I've got a cousin called Mickey Mouse
(Peels of laughter)

During the 45 minutes observation the two girls interacted
together in & succession of activities, on occasion with peers
and on one with the teacher, as follows:

At the clay table for 25 minutes, at bubble painting with
the teacher for ten minutes, on the seesaw as above and

running around with peers for a further ten minutes.

During the time at the clay Child 2 discussed a school visit the
previous week, and a new arrival from Pakistan (who was included
and helped to ocommunicate). She showed extendad concentration
during talk with friends, she also adopted the raole of a teacher
correcting pronunciation of an Asian child's name (all in
English). Child 1 sang and interacted with her peer and close
friend for most of the recording. The importance of friendship
groupings, such as that shown above, was apparent over the days
spent in the preschool units on recording, as was the stability
of many of these. One of the above children who had been
outgoing and interactive with her special friend in the preschool
setting became apathetic and tended to cory in the reception
class. In the following year reunited with this friend in the
classroom, and with the friendship encouraged, she seems happier

and more settled.

Example 2. This example is also from a preschool unit in a Wendy

House room with two other girls and a boy.

Child 1 It's time to do the washing now.
(she pretends to wash doll's clothes alongside peer)

Welll! How many! What a lot of clothes I'm
going to wash, and there are 8o many more yet.

Child 2 Haven't you finished the washing yet?
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Child 1 We're just going to wash, I'll do it, I'll
wash

(Child 1 sorts the washing)

This is dirty and this is clean

It's not warm (feels the water)

It's cald.

I'm going to warm the water first because
they're really dirty.

(continued with baby on child 1's lap sitting at
table with peer and badby).

Child 1 Oh look your baby's mouth is open!
Child 3 You sit down and have your food
Child 1 Yes I'1]1 sit down and have ay food, I'm not

going to put this on the baby because it's
dirty (dress).

Child 3 Don't you want to eat your food?
Child 1 I've just put it on her and she has taken it
off!

(this dialogue was continued and extended involving

other children).
This extract has been quoted at some length and it was tempting
to quote even more as it is complex, imagimative and has extended
role-playing which involves a number of children and which is
sustained and extended by Child 1. A particular reason for
quoting this is that the child is aged 3 years 11 months at the
time - and this is a translation from the original Punjabi which
was used by the girl throughout, and by her companions., Even
someone listening to the tape who does not speak Punjabi can
sti11 identify the fun, the excitement and the seriousness with
which the role-playing is sustained. The privacy and the freedom
to use her mother tongue were essential for this play to have
taken place for this child whoat this stage had 1ittle English
and in other settings was shy, rather withdrawn and answered with
only the odd word. She scored very low on PLAI when assessed in
English but, as might be anticipated, high when assessed later in
Punjabi. She was later supported into communicating in English
partly by structured play situations with a language focus and by
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outside visits to encourage her use of English within the ethnic
support setting. The importance of an opportunity to play in
this setting was clear for this child as was the need to see her
in settings such as this if one were not to underestimate her
abilities.

Reception olasy setting

Opportunities for dialogue and communication depended not
Just on the abilities of the children but on the extent to which
the contexts facilitated or allowed them to explore, interact and
choose their activities within social settings. Settings which
facilitated this were structured settings such as the Wendy House
with dressing up materials, painting and sand.

Challenging opportunities for exploration at the perceptual
level were also noted for example involving building. Also
important was Aecurity arnd time to develop absorbing play with
real outcomes (either in terms of making something, .acting'
something or communicating to a real audience). One child with
little English was encouraged to use Punjabi with peers in the
Wendy House, for example, and organised an assembly which was
presented to the rest of the class. A flexible but structured
timetable was necessary for such experiences to occur., Even the
children with language difficulties were seen to attempt
communication in some of these settings which was appreciated by
the peers and reinforcing for the child, thus encouraging further
attempts, Two brief extracts will be given of such children's
attempts.

Example 3. The children are sticking material to make a

reindeer.

Child 1 (approaching the table)
What are you making?

Child 2 We're making reindeer
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Child 3 Yes, we're making ....
(continues to stick with gusto)

Child 2 Oh that girl is coming in herel
(Adult comes in thro' archway)

Lhild 3 That's not her, that's Mrs ---
Child &4 She ¥a3 coming in here,

Lhild 3 I never saw her.

Child & (teasing) Oh Youl

Imitation of one's peers especially for children such as Child 3
above, striving to interact and communioate, was apparent
throughout the recordings as it was in those reported in Clark,
Robson and Browning 1982.

Example 4. This child who entered reception class straight from
abroad, and who at that stage had 1imitad language competence,
gained support from the teacher and from classmates both in the
classroom and playground. The child while concentrating on a
variety of activities available including drawing and writing,
followed by lego play, building models, also managed some
interaction in spite of his limited communication skilla.

Child 1 (is copying script above something he has
drawn)

Child 2 New book, I've got no clean pages,
What'!s that (points to drawing)

Child 1 Same as mine
Looks 1ike a big man.

Child 2 Ain't got no yellow, have you?

Child 1 You can have a big one
I'l11 have a littie one
You have to have one of those don't you
You're naughty... Same as me!

(Chiid 1's utterance are interspersed with hums and
snatches of song)
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This teacher-controlled group continued for 25 minutes. During
which time the teacher allowed initiations between the children
yet ensured they kept to the task set without inhibiting their
talk. This was also encouraged and accepted in a later plaY
session with lego with a friend, where the sustained interest was

allowed to continue for some time.

There were other examples of creative play in reception
classrooms where there was a focal point such as a Wendy House,
with extended role-playing and language interspersed with
laughter. In one such instance there were physical actions and
absorption for the group of children, while fringe peers were
drawn into the play - except for one child who when she attempted

to join in was net with

"Who said you can play?"

This child withdrew with no strategy to cope with such
rejection. As was noted earlier this child needs help in
developing oral language competence and social skills -
particularly as there is evidence of limited academic progress
also, Others of the children with limited language competence
were, more successful ~ one example of such was a child with a
peer turn-taking in language while playing a matching table-top
game. Further examples could be given of contexts where language
was being sustained and developed in a concrete setting by two or
more children in reception classrooms where this was not either
the sole purpose or even the main purpose of the task. In a
number of these settings the encouragement or permission to
converse appeared to prolong concentration rather than distract
from the tasks in hand. Much of the dialogue was either directly
task-related or relevant to it and was at the same time making
the .ask more stimulating as a shared experience for the
children. There were occasions of course in all classrooms where
the children were silently working on tasks, there were also
reception classrooms where silence or quietness was regarded as

essential for work, or where group interaction was regarded as



play, as was noted in Chapter 7. In such settings there were only
limited opportunities for children to share experiences,

communication was likely to be limited, and only with an adult,
or to a larger group of children in response to teacher

questioning.

Ethoic Minorities Support Classroom

As was noted this support was available only in soaxe
schools and on a8 withdrawal basis. Recordings were made in only
one of these settings, where there was a large enough olassroor
and 10 or 12 ohildren thus making it possitle for the observer to
remain relatively unobtrusive. The recordings showed that the
adults encouraged children to communicate giving children time to
respond and applauding attempts to initiate. The curriculum was
activity-based within which the children gradually learnt to
respoud in English., In one recording the child speaking in
Punjabi in Example 2 was beginning to take part and to respond in
English in a setting where the dialogue concerned the milk and
its distribution to the children. Another example which gave
children gradually opportunities to take part in a group of six
was an action story with puppets. The children were retelling
the story with only part of the dialogue carried by the teacher
and the rest by the appropriate children. When the children's
answers were approximutely correct the teacher in repeating

extended and correoted unobtrusively, for example at one stage -

Child 1 You have to need spots

Teacher You need spots.
So monkey sayS...

Child 2 Want aspots
Teacher I want some spots.
(then all children sing the next part).

The dialogue continued as the story developed and children and

teacher took equal turns with firm cues by the teacher (rather
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than questions) This was followed by other related activities
and story books with pictures of the animals were made for the
children to take home to their parents.

The adult-child dialogue recorded in this setting utilized a
number of the aspects which were observed earlier in child-child
interaction in such a way as to support and encourage these
children with limited competence in English, and some who were
limited alsc in their own mother tongue. There was a firm base
for the communication, framing responses, allowing time for
responses. Activity and non-verbal responses were used to check
understanding and to show it. The children's love of the pattern
and intomation of language were exploited.

Plavgrounds as settings for dialogue

Generally these were not conducive to extended dialogue; as
noted earlier, the context of the playground as well as the
abilities of the children influenced the quality of the
interaction. Able children used their own considerable reserves
for communication to devise or make their own settings or for
interactiion onan abstract, fantasy, game level. Features of
such language were its dynamism and spontaneity, the use of
rhythm and song, recognition of the abilities of peers and like-
minded friendship groupings.

The findings have paralleled that recorded in the outside
areas of the preschool units, that settings which had some
swings, seesaws, which had some apparatus and close but
unobirusive adult supervision and intervention yielded more
opportunities for dialogue. One playground had sloping ground,
apparatus, trees and a variety of 1little walls and steps up to
entry ways; the infant school had a separate play area. There it
was possible to photograph in a single playtime dynamic
interactions of groups of children engaged in different
activities. It must be said, however, that in two other

playgrounds with less promising settings it was possible to
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record some examples of conversations, humming and singing and
imaginstive play. One young four year old recorded spent an
entire 15 minutes walking arm in arm with her friend humming and
singing between conversations a refrain which was repsated seven
times then the full song emerged as "To ride a donkey we have a
king® ~ the new song being learnt in class.

In this setting some of thuse with difficulties were able to
let off steam, to engage in active non-verbal social interaction
with peers where there was challenging apparatus and they were
socially acceptable. For a few of those with difficulties
playtime seemed a stressful time and dinner time even worse.
Children who were quiet and lacked strategies for coping faced
with large crowds of other children, no friends and nothing
obvious to do, endured what must have appeared to be the longest
part of the school day. There do appear some ways in which such
children can be helped and supported., One change which has
already occurred in one of the schools is to separate the part of
the playground in which the infant department play; previously
the youngest children had to face the presence of all the older
children in the same large area, Friendships can be fostered and
facilitated within the classroom in ways that are both
educationally valuable for learning 1n that setting and
supportive for the children who left to their own devices lack
the coping skills and may be isolated or even tormented by some

of their more able outgoing peers.

Some examples have been provided in this chapter to
il1lustrate the growing language competence of these young
children and its variation across settings. There 1is no
suggestion here that the basic curriculum of the 3Rs should
either be abandoned or neglected, or that the tescher should
withdraw from active participation in dialogue w.th the children
and leave them to interact individually with friends or in
groups. From the evidence in the classrooms observed it was
clear that the teachers in these reception classes were indeed
fully committed to providing the children with planned and
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systematically preseniled instruction in the basic skills from a
very early stage. It :ras also clear, however, that they were not

all fully aware of the contexts for language development which
had been provided in the preschool units or even that such

Provision was an important goal of such units. It was glso clear
that opportunities were not always made or taken for dialogue
among the children which could have been suppertive of those with
difficulties and provided a richer learning experience for the
more able children of all ethnic backgrounds. The most able of
these were not always recognised as such. It is for this reason
that the focus has been on this aspect in these last three
chapters. Taere was a tendency for the teachers to assume that
extended dialogue or even oral language practice for these young
children required the involvement at all stages of an adult, and,
as an instructor and initiator. The aim here is not to devalue
the role of the adult. It is to indicate ways in which the adult
by planning and organisation can stimulate and sustain meaningful
extended dialogue between many of the children which will ielp
those for whom English is a second language, those who have
difficulties in English as a mother tongue, and, will also
stimulate the most able. The teacher has then an opportunity to
become involved as and when appropriate, and when time permits,
in planned 'concentrated' encounters with those in greatest need

of this assistance in a supportive environment.
The focus in the report so far has been on the school, the

children and the teachers. In the following chapter the views of
the parents of some of these target children will be reported.
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CHAPTER 13

LHILDERN AND IHRIE FAMILIES

The focus in this chapter will be the perceptionas of the
parents of a sample of children in the research, based on
interviews conducted in July 1984 by which time most of the
children had been about two years in school. The interviews were
arranged by the sochool: most of those of Asian ethnic origin were
in the homes, most of the others were in school. A considered
decision had been made not to interview parents earlier in the
research. By this stage the research team knew much about
certain of the individual children over time and {n a varisty of
settings. It was felt that it would now be possible to0 approach
parents to discuss their families, their views on education and
their children's progress with an interviewer who ocould be seen
to have a concern for and knowledge of these children, as well as

young children in general.

It was clear that although it would be important to have
some Structure and similarity in the irtarviews across ethnic
background there were a number of issues which were more
pertinent to one ethnic background than another. It was also
evident that great sensitivity would require to be exercised in
deciding how far to explore family background, when to abandon
certain forms of questioning and at what stage in the interview
sufficient credibility and trust had been established, and the
parents had relaxed sufficiently, for more delicate but important
ii;sues to be raised. The topics to be covered were decided in
advance, and also the questions to be asked where this was
possible. The order in whioh these topics were to be introduced
was left, however, to the person conducting the interview. A
request was made to the parent for permission to tape the
interview to avoid extensive note-taking, to this the parents
agreed. The interviews of the children whose mother tongue is
Punjabi were conducted by Mrs, Whittake:, who had at an earlier
stage assessed the children in Punjabi. Mrs. Whittaker's mother
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tungue is Punjabi and most of these interviews wers undertaken
wholly or mainly in Punjabi. These interviews together witn the
assessments will be reported in more detail elsewhere. A
translation of the transcripts was provided by Mrs. Whittaker for
the purposes of this research. The remaining two interviews of
parents of children of Asian thnic origin were undertaken in
English by Professor Clark, uv. the father of one child and the
mother of the other: one spoke Gujerati, the other Bengali, both
were sufficiently fluent in English for the interview to be
conducted in that language. The remaining interviews, of
children of Afro-Carbibbean origin, were conducted by Professor
Clark and Miss Dewhirst. The former paid a brief visit to
Jamaica immediately prior to the research, stayed in Jamaican
homes and visited schools; both have close friends who are Afro-
Caribbean in ethnie origin, We are also privileged that during
the research we have had Miss Meta Bogle of the University of the
West Indies as a consultant who has personal kncwledge of Creole
and is an educationist with a background in linguistiocs. All
these facts gave us both insights and a credibility in these
interviews which it would have been difficult to establish
earlier ir the research. We would not have been haPppy delegating
the interviews to anyone, no matter how experienced, who had not
been involved in the research. This, however, placed constraints
not only on the timescale but also on the number of interviews
which could be conducted. Mrs. Whittaker obtained short study
ljeave towards the end of the session during which she conducted
the interviews. Professor Clark who has hada full-time other
appointment throughout the research, and Miss Dewhirst who had
returned in 1983-84 full-time to her lecturing appointment, had
only limited time available and towards the end of the session.
If we were to avoid delaying the production of the final report
on the research it was necessary to limit the number of parental
interviews. Careful choice was made of the parents to be
approached within a number of criteria. We are grateful to the
schools for contacting the parents and enlisting thelr co-
operation. It was clear during the interviews that the parents

had a warm regard for the schools and felt welcome there. Had
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this not been so we would not heve found it easy to have obtained
the co-operation of all those parents we approached. It was only
shortage of time, not lack of co-operation which prevented
further interviews.

A number of criteria were established in determining which
parents to interview. Only children who had been ass=essed
initially on the language test were considered, and within that
priority was given to children of different levels of language
competence in English for whom there were samples of language
available in a variety of contexts. In view of the focus of this
research it was decided to attempt to include as many as possible
of the parents of children from ethpic minority bagkgrounda:
thus, reluctantly it was decided to exclude children who were
indigenous white in ethnic origin. Two exceptions were made. In
the first instance in a school where a parent of an able child of
Afro-Caribbean ethnic origin was being interviewed it was decided
to include on the same day a parent of each of two other able
children who were indigenous white in ethnic origin and for whom
extensive language samples were also available. The second
exception was in another school where there were three children
in the resaarch, one from each ethnic background, each of whonm
had a like-sex sibling who enterad the nursery class only one
year later. Those younger siblings were also assessed on the
language test and found to be very similar in level to the older
sibling who had been about the same age when tested. Because of
the particular interest in these three families each had been
visited and interviewed by the nursery class teacher earlier in
the session. Only the Punjabi-speaking home was visited again at
this later stage and the parents interviewed, this time by a

Punjabi speaker.

The interviews have provided many valuable insights iuto the
background of these children. As was found by the senjor author
in the interviews she conducted with the parents ¢f the young

children who xere reading fluently on entry to scnool (reported

in Young Fluent Readers, Clark 1976), these piresent interviews
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also were an interesting, stimulating and enjoyable experience
for the interviewers. In this chapter a number of key issues
will be noted. It would be difficult within such a small sample
and such individualistic features in the home background to avoid
identifying individual families were case studies to be reported:
this was not our intention when aproaching “he parents. It would
be equally unfortunate were the views of a small number of
parents to be over-generalised, or 'masking' features introduced
to avoid identification, which could be equally misleading as the
effect of a particular aspect may well be critical because of its
interplay with other features. For these reascns only some of
the wealth of information will be quoted here. The full details
of the interviews, together with the language samples in a
variety of settings, do provide a valuable resource which it is
hoped to utilize further at some later stage. & nupber of these
families are interested to co-uperate in study of the further
progress of their children: several families have a number of
children in these same schocls and/or other children still to

enter them.

The total number of ramilies interviewed was 23, which
included 11 :hildren of Asian ethnic origin, 9 of Afro-Carribbean
ethnic origin and the three indigenous white children refe:red to
above. Twenty of these children were among the 44 in the grovp
dialogue setting reported in chapter 12, three further children
of hsian origin were included because of their gparticular
interest although it had uct been possible to include them in
that dialogue. Two children had gone to a different school since
the dialogue was recorded; all but one of the remaining
shildren from ethnic minority backgrounds who were in the six
groups quoted in chapter 12 were included and nine of the eleven
children quoted as examples in chapter 11, Thus it is clear that
the families in this sample included children of a wide range of
language competence on entry to school within each of the two

ethnic minority backgrounds.



Familias of childreap of Asian ethnic origin

In all but one of the families of children of Asian ethnic
origin both parents were of similar ethnic background and the
common language in all but one of these ten families was Punjabi.
From enquiries on the language spoken in these ten homes by the
adults to each other it was learnt that this was the mother
tongue, which was in most instances also that used when the
adults addressed the children. When the children spoke to the
adults most parents reported that it could be in either English
or the mothasr tongue. In a number of the families when the
children were speaking with each other it was reported that they
often spoke in English: this was particularly so when there were
older children in the family. Some background on the time of
arrival 1in this country 1is relevant to this information.
Considering the families where both parents were of Asian ethnic
origin, of the ten families, only one father had been less than
15 years in this country (and in that family the mother had been
here longer). Two of the fathers came here as young children and
had been educated in this country (but in both cases the mothers
wero relatively recent arrivals). Two further fathers had
attended college in this country at least briefly. The fathers
while they had oral language competence in their mother tongue
were not all literate in their mother tongue. Two had not
attended school, others had a limited amount of schooling in most
instances in Punjabi in one instance in Urdu. Several of the
fathers were reported not to be literate in English although most
were reported to be fluent or adequate in oral language in
English. Three of the ten mothers arrived here only about ten or
less years ago and all three have a family of several young
children. Two of the mothers attended school in this country but
only for a few years immediately prior to leaving scbzoi. Most
attended school at least briefly in India, Pakistan or Kenya
where they were taught in their mother tongue. Few of the
mothers, even those who had been here for some considerable time
had more than what might be considered 'survival' oral English.
Most could read or write their mother tongue, and some could read
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and write some English. Questions were asked about reading in
their mother tongue and in English and whether newspapers were
taken regularly in either language. An English daily paper was
only taken regularly by two families which also %ook a paper in
Punjabi: several other families had newspapers in their mother
tongue. Other printed material in their mother tongue was
available in most of the homes from the supplementary schools
which older ohildren attended. Some had children's books, others
textbooks or adult print. Other sources of access to books for
the children in English were from & local library, by purchase or
from school. Where there were older siblings the younger
children often had access to their books, Several parents
expressed a wish for more children's books from school which it
would appear could have been a shared experience between parent
and child. Clearly whzre such books were avallable they were

much appreciated as a source of shared experience.

Development of the children's competence in spoken English
was aided by a number of aspects in the home. Where there were
older children in the home these older children often talked with
and helped the younger children., Television was also a source of
enjoyment and spoken English for most of the chiidren; several
children watched 'Play School' or other ducational programgEes
and in one family the television screen was also noted as an
important source of printed Engiish for reading praotice.
Experience of speaking in and hearing their mother tongue was
seen as important in all the families. It was important for
communicating with relatives, in the home and locally, and on
trips to the Sub-continent which most families had made or
planned in order to visit other relatives. It was also felt to
be important in sustaining the cul.ture, traditions and religions.
These families borrowed or hired videos of Asian films as an
additional way of introducin the children to their language and
culture and this was frequently a shared week~end experience. In
a number of the homes stories were also reported to be told in
the mother tongue in which all the children were reported to be
fluent. In only one instance was a point made that the child

181



needed to be encouraged to speak the mother tongue, although
fluent in it.

The views of the parents on education were scught and all
seemed to feel it had great importance if their cfildren were to
obtain employment. In this connection it is worth noting that
only two of the ten fathers are currently unemployed and that
half of the mothers are also working at least part-time. A
number of these parents were reported to have come from villages
yet to have settled intoa town here and found erployment in an
industrial setting. The parent irt.rviewed was asked whether he
or she had enjoyed school and they appeared to have pleasurable
semories of it and to feel that their children must study and
become educated and that they will then find employment.

In order to ensure that their children do become proficient
in speaking their mother tongue, and, in most cases, also learn
to read and write in it, these parents tend to send their
children to some form of supplementary school from a relatively
early age. They see the importance that their children are
fluent in English but most expressed a wish that some tuition in
their mother tongue could also be made available at some stage
within school hours or immediately after it, so that the children
do not require to spend so much additional time on studying it
out of school. Some wanted to ensure literacy in the mother

tongue and not only spoken language competence.

The families interviewed all feel welcome in school and are
either appreciative of what the school is doing, or at least
accepting of teachers as the authority who know best what should
be covered. While parents did feel welcome when attending school
to deliver or 'fetch' young children &nd on invitation to attend
say assewmbly, a number of those interviewed would have
appreciated a greater ongoing contact in relation to the child's
education. This would have been particularly valuable to those
with limited competence in English, who could have profited from
explanction of the different aspects of the curriculum in early
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education, and an opportunity in an informal stmosphere to a sk
questions. Perhaps sl1so an opportunity to observe and
participate in some activities say in the nursery class and
reception class could have been valuable on occasion. For
discussions to have been effective would have required both an
informal atmosphere, and someone available to translate for the
parent, whose competence in English might be adequate for
shopping and a 1imited conversation but not for discussion on
schooling and guidance on how best to help their children.
Indeed some of the more able children as their ability and
confidence in English developed served as translators and
interpreters of school in the broadest sense for their parents.
For the less able, those with more 1imited command of English,
those with no older brothers and sisters to assist, it seems
particularly important that such informal bridges are both
established anu sustained if these young children are to continue
to make progress in our complex educational system. It is worth
noting that although most of these children were thought to have
settled relatively quickly in reception class or nursery class
some were reported to have cried initially as would be true in
any group of children. It would appear that some would have
l1ittle access to English in the home prior to entry to school
unless there were older siblings already fluent in the language.
It would thus have served several purposes to have encouraged the
mothers to stay with the children initially. It would allow the
child to settle more readily, to continue to converse in the
mother tongue, particularly where there may in some schools be no
other adult and few other children who speak this. It would
also help the parents to understand the purposes of the different
activities and subjects which may both be very different in
content and approach from those they themselves experienced and
which they perceive as 'good! education. Their experiences of
education were often brief, in another cul ture, another language
and some years ago. It seems particularly important that where a
first child in a family is entering the school system the parents
are welcomed and encouraged to stay, observe and to participate.
In this connection it is worth noting that two of the children
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who could not be tested in English initially were eldest of a
young family (both were when tested later in their mother tongue
found to be fluent in that). The third child who scored low
initially, and later in Punjabi also, and whose parent was
included in the interviews had not attended nursery class. By
the time of the repeat testing a year later in English this child
was competent in English. It is important, however, to consider
how much this child and other children from a similar background
may have missed by not attending nursery school or class when his
or her fellow classmates had, and, by entering the reception
class with neither a knowledge of the school-  setting, nor at
that stage, competence in the language of instruction. It should
be noted that this child was in a school where most children had
already experience of the school, had attended nursery class =
and that many children spoke the same mother tungue as this
child: furthermore there was the additional resource of
mul ticul tural support teachers to give tutorial support in the

early stages.

It has been noted that for nine of these families Punjabi
was the mother tongue: earlier in the report it was indicated
that these children were in a setting where they had many
companions of the same age who spoke their mother tongue. A
final point in this section is worth making rnd that is in
connection with the two remaining children of Asian ethnic origin
who were in a school with few such children. One of these
children at present speaks only English but is expected to pick
up the other language very quickly when playinz with close
relatives who speak no English. The other child who is probably
from the only family in the school speaking their mother tongue,
attended nursery school: one of the reasons stressed by the
parent for that was to ensure that the child would have
sufficient competence in English from mixing with English-
speaking children to lay a basis for success in school: the child
uses the mother tongue at home with the parents.



In these familie:® there was ourrently at least one sibling
in the same school, several also had siblings ocurrently in
secondary education also. In only two of those families was
there not at ieast one older sibling in the school, in both of
these a younger child had, however, already started school.
Furthermore ia almost every family there was, as might be
anticipated from the above, a sibling no more thana few years
different in age from the child in this study, close enough to be
a possible playmate. Thus when these children were starting
school their family was already known to the staff, the parents
knew and were welcomed by the staff. Most parents also had some
current or recent experience about that schcol, 1its curriculum,
materials, expectations which could help prepare and reassure the
ochild and which could compensate to somc extent for lack of
personal experience of education in this country. In addition
for the children themselves the presence of older siblings who
were in the school gave someone they could consult, from whom
they could obtain help or reassurance, from whom they would learn
what to expect and even the names of the teachers. Not least
they would have, not only within the home, but also in school,
playmstes with the same mother tongue with whom they could
converse, and if isolated they could possibly play in the injitial

stages.

The interviews on which the above information was based were
of both parents at home in three instances, of the mother only in

six, and of the father only in two instances.

Families of children of Afro-Caribbean qthnic .origin

A parent or other relative of nine of the children of Afro-
caribbean ethnic ourigin was interviewed, eight mothers and one
grandmother who after bringing up her own large family was now
bringing up several grandchildren. Six of the interviews were in
school, the others in the home. Six girls and three boys were
included: within cach sex there was at least one child who had

scored high and one who had scored low on the language test on
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entry to school. Samples of these children's language in a
variety of other settings were also available; this enabled the
interviewers to talk to the parent with =ome considerable
knowledge of the ohild.

All but one of these children was born in this country, that
child had stayed with grandparents in Jamaica while the parents
settled in this country, arriving shortly before entry to
recepiion class. Eight of those interviewed were born in Jamaica
(the mother of the other was born here): they also had at least
their early education in that country. Most of those interviewed
had at least a year or two of secondary education in this
country, and three had attended or were attending a college.
Grandparents or another ciose relative had brought up a number of
those interviewed for at least part of their childhood: most had
relatives still in Jamaica and several had already returned on a
visit. Most of the children were reported to visit close
relatives such as a grandmother or aunt, perhaps also to play
with cousins living relatively locally.,

The size of family groups in which these children lived
contrasted with that of the children of Asian ethnic origin
described earlier, Three of these were the only child in the
home, three others had no older sibling but & younger sibling or
cousin in the home, the remaining three had older sibl ings but
the next nearest in age was 13, 16 and 18 respectively, and in
the last instance these were in Jamaica. Thus entry to school of
the chiid in this study was in most instances the parents' first
contact with that school, and even with primary schools in this
country, of which most had not had personal experience. These
parents would have no knowledge of the staff in that school and
little direct knowledge with which to inform the child of what to
anticipate in that school which would be very different from
their own experiences in Jamaica. Furthermore, the child had no
information or support from a sibling already in the school or
who had recently attended, nor any potential playmate from within
the home in the early days in school if isolated initially. All
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were attending schools where children of their ethnic background
were in a minority and in some instances a very small minority.
While they may not have had language problems (such as those
experienced initially by the children of Asian ethnic origin),
they did have an isolation of a kind that is nct so much ethnic
specific as one comparable to the {nitial experience of school of
an only-child, or a child from a small tamily, with added to that
one where the parent or parents were educated in another country.
Whether or not the child's colour was a problem, or seen a&s that
by the child initially, there were other features to be coped
with by these children in making an adjustment to school. Most
of the children did attend nursery school or class (several had
attended a day nursery) and by the time these children entered
the reception class most had already made some friends and the
transition was made quickly and easily. One mother reported that
she had expected the child to be upset, but it was she herself
instead, not the child! One child who had moved from another
area into the reception class appeared at first to have settled
but has become more unsettled over time: this child was reported
to have been happy and settled in a day nursery. Some of this
child's problems, which sesmed to be exacerbated if not caused by
language difficulties, have been discussed elsewhere, Another
child, the only young child in the home, although there were
older siblings, was reported to have been very unsettled
initially on entry to nursery and to have found it strange to be
with other than the mother and father, and to be with white
adults. This child who was rather shy and diffident was reported
to have made impressive progress during the reception clase and
furthermore pow had a number of close friends from school
including two of those who were very able on initial language

assessaent.

Most of the children were reported to have friends in school
those named were from a number of different ethnic backgrounds.
The children talked at home about what happened in school,
several played schools, often with dolls as the children! Most
of the mothers reported reading with the children or telling
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stories, in two instances an older sister also did so. Several
children were reported to enjoy reading either with the mother or
to the mother of books from the school library or which were
bought. A close bond clearly existed between those who were
interviewed and the child, 1Incidents were quoted and the child's
out of school experiences were graphically described by several
of those who were interviewed. The interviews and diacussions
with the relative of the three children who were among the most
advanced in the sample when assessed initially on the language
test were particularly fascinating in the incidents quoted. The
first of these children was reported to love asking questions,
was said to chat too much and when a reply was not forthcoming on
one occasion to have commented:

"Mom, I'm talking to a stone wall™,

The child loved to talk about school, to be heard reading and
spelling, even looked with interest back cver folders from early
days at school noting how much progress had now been made. This
child was active, enjoyed playing outside, also enjoyed watching
television selectively. C(learly also mu“ually enjoyed, from the
evidence of the interview, was conversation with adults. Among
the samples of this child's language is a dialogue in the nursery
school with other children who were involved in conversation and
role play which this child directed.

The second of these three able children was also reported to
have asked lots of questions - and to have been like that since a
baby. The chilc who had attended a day nursery had even sought
in the bus to attract attention and engage adults in
conversation. Comments on work and progress at school were often
discussed at home. The child's comment on one occasion was

raported to have been:

I've had a hard day and I haven't had time to
play!
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This child already likes to read before going to bed and has
attempted to read since an early age though not actually reading
on entry to school. The child was read to since small and a
younger aibling is also interested in bLooks. The mother
describes herself as a ‘reading addiot!. Like the previous child
this child has a selective interest in television, is desoribed
as mature beyond the years and with a dry sense of humour - which
from the incidents descoribed, the mother shares.

The third child scoring high on the language test on entry,
who is the youngest of a large family, settled easily in nursery
class, enjoys school, talks about it often and plays schools.
The child brings %ooks from the school library frequently,
belongs to ths local library, also has books bought and attempts
to read the paper and do crosswords., Television is also an
interest as are stories at bed-time. It was reported that books
brought from the library are not laid down until they are
finisked.

The mothers of two of the other children, both only
children, one more outgoing, the other shy, were concerned for
their child's education and interested in their pregress. Like
the othars they felt welcome in the school and would visit when
it was nscessary. One found it difficult because she wes
working, otherwise she would have attended more often. The
remaining four children whose mothers were interviewed had some
difficulty with the more complex levels of questions on the
language assessment on entry to school. Among these four were
two of the children already referred to, one of whom is still
having difficulties relaiing to other children and academically.
The mother tries to help but finds it difficult. <he second
child, who came from Jamaica shortly before entry to reception
class, had not attended nursery class and took some time to
settle in school. Like the other mother this child's mother
needed some help and support. The third of thess children was
very late in learning to speak which had caused great concern,
and thus had not been speaking for long at the time of the
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testing. The child was now reported to be making progress,
reading and beginning to enjoy school. The mother was working
and unable to visit school much, but the father who was close to
the child went instead. The last of these children was the one
referred to who had difficulty in settling in nursery class.
This child, the only young child in the home, was'particularly
close to the father. The parents were delighted with the
progress which kad now been made in school. Appreciation was
expressed particularly for the interest taken in the child and
the help given in the reception class. The mother hears tbhe
child read and also says the child reads a lot alone. The chila
who is reported to watch television and to have lesrnt a great
deal from 'Play School' also particularly enjoys drawing. The
older sister is close and used to tell stories to the child.
This mother is working, as is the father now, and therefore
finds it difficult to keep olose contact with the school and to
"Wnow exactly bow the child is progressing.

It may be seen from the above that the parents were very
positive in their attitude to the school, feli welcome there and
that they would discuss problems with the teachers. Several of
the mothers were working and therefore found it diffficult to get
to school during the day. They had, however, arranged to be free
for this interview, and at a time which would suit the

interviewer.

A final question was asked of each of these parents and that
was their views on Creole or Patois. It should be noted that all
these interviews were of women, it might have been that had
fathers been interviewed their comments would have been Somewhat
different. Several mothers made a distinction between the way
they would speak to Afro-Caribbean friends and relatives when
chatting together and the way they would speak with the child.
In the former situation some would, they said use Patois: several
did, however, comment that relatives who had brought them up in
Jamaica had been strict with them and had told them not to speak,

as one put it, ‘broken English'. Some Creocle features were in
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the spoken language of some of the mothers during the interview,
but these were not comparable in extent to Creole as spoken in
Jamaica (nor perhaps by these adults with a group .f Jamaicans);
that the interviewers would have found difficult to follow which
was not true of these interviews. Interesting distinctions were
made by several of those interviewed. One mother referring to

her own education (in Jamaica):

It's difficult: what you speak in school and what you
write in school is two different things, what you speak
is not what you write - it's difficult.
This mother said that she speaks to the child as she spoke in the
interview. She alsc commented that an elder child had English as

the best subject in school.

Another mother in response to the question replied "It
depends ~ I suppose not a lot," She went on to comment, however,
that her child had said to her:

"You speak Jamaican in the house and you speak English

outside™,

She does not feel the child speaks Patois much but weni on to
comment that "It's part of the heritage™ and that the child will
pick it up - but knows when to do what and when not!

Another mother commented that she doesn't encourage the
child to do that (that is speak Patois). She feels it
'{identif'ies' as Black and won't ™elp in lifc talking like that.™
This family had been in England for some time, and the mother was
born here. She said she had been discouraged from Speaking like
that and didn't have a lot of contact with Patois or Crecle. She
tries to avoid prejudice in the house and hopes the child would
accept mixing of black and white. A final distinection worth
noting is that made by one of those who was interviewed and who
Lad been brought up in Jamaica by grandparents. She talked about
how she was checked - especially for use of wrong (or different
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letters e.g. dem, instead of them, etc), by her grandmother who
would say "Why do you talk l1ike that, you talk as if you just
coma off the mountains.” She then added "You know, the people
that 1ivs in the country speak different from those in the town.”
Her grandmother said it was 'broken English' and she must not
talk like that.

During the inturviews the mothers used Creole or Patois
features to greater or lesser extent, sSome were distinguishable
only by the intonation patterns, others by some grammatical
structures which since reading extensively on Crecle the
interviewers now realise are consistent grammatical structures
aithin Crecle. Most made clear that their style of address would
vary depending on the context and the person to whon they were
speaking, and that they would hope their children's talk would
vary likewise as appropriate. From the many samples of language
of these children, in different contexts and with different
companions, it was clear that some did use distinguishable Crecle
features in certain settings, others were using intonation
patterns as in Creole to carry meaning. This latter aspect which
was less apparent to the team was pointed out by our consultant.
She indicated that there was a risk that we in studying a
transcript, or listeners not familiar with the important
functions of intonation in carrying meaning in Creole, might
underestimate the child's command of language. She was able to

show us some examples of this on the tapes.

it may be seen from the information in this section that the
parents interviewed were very positive in their attitude to the
~chnol, felt welcome there., Some were unable to visit often as
they were working. They did, however, take time off, and to suit
the interviewers, to discuss their chilcdren. During the
interviews they showed a warm affection for their children, a
knowledge of their development and & concern that they be

sugcessful and happy.
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Familias of theee indigengus white children

It was noted earlier that a parent of three of the
indigenous whice children who had scored high on the language
test was interviewed: all ﬁhree were children for whom samples of
language in other settings were available. One of the children
who is rather quiet had according to the mother settled quickly
in nursery and she felt this had helped a great deal. All three
children were do well in school and the parents interviewed
werc interested ip their progress, The children read at home,
and were all members of a library. One of the children was from
a family of three young children with roots in the country to
which they made frequent trips which were felt to be of great
value to them. Two of the parents in particular were interested
in seeirng first hand what was happening in school: one of these
paren:s took particular note of this on visits to the school.
The other parent had two young children in the school, one
currently in nursery, the other had been there previously. Her
comments on what she had learnt from observing in the nursery are
pertinent to some of the points which were made earlier about
potential benefits of such observation to parents from ethniec
minority backgrounds without knowledge of the aims of the
contuxts provided in contemporary early education. Clearly from
some of these comments there is much to be gained by parents
having an opportunity over time to observe, and to participate.

This section will be closed with some extracts from this mother's

comments:

I feel the nursery prepared - - = for school - - =
became more relaxed through meeting people. It 1s good
socially. I did not expect the nursery to do some
things like cooking nor academic work., I expected more
play and singing. ... There was a good continuation
into school. Children aren't thrown in at the deep
end. Some of tha things the children do in the nursery
they do again in school but I suppose there has to be
repetition. . . . I didn't expect the children to do
anything towards reading in the nursery but they did.
Perhaps I thought they would learn the al phabet. . . .
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I have always read to the children since they were
babies. We buy books and go to the library. I buy
them educational toys. I think about how useful the
toy will de. . . We often write sentences or little
stories together. . . I think a lot of things - - - did
at the nursery helped to read but I didn't understand
it all at the time. . . . I enjoy helping and think
parents should know what their children are doing and
why they do 1t.

General Comments

Clearly as would be true in any sample of children there
wers problems being faced by some of these children and/or by
their families which have not been mentioned here. Some of these
problems would no doubt have caused additional difficulties in
adjusting to school and in making progress in school. Some of
these which were mentioned by parents it was not felt appropriate
to note specifically in this chapter. Care has been taken in
what has been reported to avold divulging anything which it was
felt could cause offence or embarrassment to any of these parents
or their families. They were of course no more immune to any of
the stresses in modern life with a young family and in a time of
high unemployment than families who are not from ethnic
minorities. In order to give the flavour of the informaticn on
the individual children in this chapter it was essential to refer
to individual children in relation to certain aspects of their
family setting. At the cost on occasion of somewhat contorting
sentences the sex of an individuai child being discussed has not

been indicated.

As was indicated earlier some of the children discussed here
were advanced in language initially, some in the test situation
were less so: some on each level were boys and some were girls.
It has bean stressed throughout this report that there were able
children, and children with difficulties within each ethniec
background. It would not be productive nor even possible to
assess the extent of these in relation to ethnic background. The

more the other aspects of the child's background were sxplored
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the more apparent the complexities became of assessing the
interaction between factors in school and at home anc the child's

own individual characteristics in determining development and
rate of progreass.

The remit of this study was to look at communication in
early education with particular reference to children from ethnic
minority backgrounds, For this reason most of this chapter has
been devoted to the btackgrounds of a selection of the children of
Asian and Afro-Caribbean ethnic background. It was noted early
in the report that the schools selected were what would be termed
'social priority schools', which wers selected because of varying
p}Oportions of children of different ethnic backgrounds., A point
has bee¢n made of stressing the advanced language development of
some of the children from ethnic minority backgrounds, in some
instances in more than one language. It should be remembered
that there may be children with severe and coutinuing
difficulties who are now in these schools or have been in them at
some point during the research but who have not been considered.
Among these may be children who entered the school late in the
school year or were frequently absent (those of the sanmple
not assessed on the language test); others who have joined these
classes more recently; others who have by now left these schools
and perhaps already attended several other schools. Nonetheless
the majority of the children have been studied in depth and over
time; their language has been analysed in a variety of contexts
and the views of the teachers and the parents have been explored.
It is hoped that the form of presentation of the report is such
that it will interest the staff in these schools and a wider
readership also. It is hoped also that the detail which has been
given has been such as to allow those in other schools to draw
conclusions and implications of relevance to their practice. Not
all children attend nursery schools or classes before entry to
reception class as did most of the children in this study. Not
all children are in homes where the parents would display the
caring attitude and interest in their children shown by the

parents interviewed in this study. Not all schools have as
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dedicated proxessionsls as thore 1n the ackoQls in thas study who
would be the first to admit they can learn from others, which is
indeed ore measure of a good professional. It is hoped that they
and others will gain insighta from this study which will improve
the early education of children from a variety of ethnic

backgrounds.

How will the story continue for these and other such
children? The future, at least the immediate future in
education, looks hopeful with the mutual trust which exists
between these schools and the families they serve. It is hoped
to study the further development of a selection of these children
and to explore some of the features which appear to be crucial to

continued success.
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CHAPTER 15

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS

This report is tased on a study in depth of early education
in five primary schools in the West Midlands with varied
prorortions of children from different ethnic backgrounds. The
research was planned to investigate the similarities and
differences in the school and classroom environments within which
children spent their first year in the primary school, and the
relationship of these to vaciations in the characteristics of the
children themselves. The aims of the research were:-

1) to assess the range of competence of the children and the
extent to which this varied in different contexts and over
time;

2) to identify freatures in the school generally and in the
classroom organisation and practice which appeared to
facilitate and to develop communication with and between
these young children.

The research necessitated a detailed and cbservational study
of a limited number of schools and children over time, schools
with differing proportions of children from different ethnic
packgrounds. The stidy was planned and has been reported in such
a way that it should be possible to identify evidence and issues
which have relevance to administrators and practitioners
concerned with early education, whether or mot they have at this
moment in time any or many children from ethnic minority
backgrounds. It became clear during the research, and is
reflected in the presentation of the report, th»+ few of the
issues are 'ethnic' specific. The factors are high . ~omplex and
inceractive; it would thus do a disservice to educational advance
to suggest otherwise. Summary statements and simple quidelines
are not what is required if we are to improve early education in
a multi-ethnic society but rather a greater awareness of the
complexities of the issues, possible alternative solutions and of
the differential needs and abilities of young child;en. The
solutions are not simple nor is there an ideal decision which
could be applied across situations, with all children, or by all
teachers. What is important is that we increase the sensitivity
of all those concerned in education whether they be
administrators, piactitioners or advisers to the pervasive
influence of organisational decisions on classroom practice, and
also the potential within similar organisational structures for
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different approaches depending on the professional competence and
outlook of the teachers responsible for the education of young
children. It is to this end that the present research was
planned and within that context it would ke impossible to
summarize the findings in the way customary with traditional
research projects. Instead an outline will be provided which
should highlight for the reader what were felt to be the
important issues in the preceding chapters. It is hoped that the
report will be treated as a whole and that it can be in a very
positive sense a challenge to current thinking and a stimulus to
future developments in early education, with the empirical
evidence from these schools setting a context for discussion in
pre-service and in-service education. This report is addressed
primarily to practitioners in education and to trainers of
teachers. Sufficient evidence of the overall plan and the
methods used has been provided in this report to enable others to
collect empirical evidence in their own settings, whether they be
research workers in the specialist sense. or practitioners
wishing to compare and contrast their views and practice with
that of colleagques as a basis for productive dialogue, leading
where appropriate to new approaches or modifications in practice
for some or all children. Materials are also being developed for
in-service work.

Plan of the Study

This research was initizlly funded by the Department of
Education and Science as a one-year project, planned as a study
during 1982-83 of children entering reception classes in five
primary schools with varied proportions of children from
different ethnic minority backgrounds. The study, which was a
development from a preschool research conducted by ti+« project
director, had as its focus the development of abilities in
communication of these children as shown over time and in
different settings (see Chapter 1 for the background and aims of
the study). The extension intc 1983-84 with limited additional
funding made possible interviews of the teachers who had been
responsible for these children's first year in school who could
in retrospect consider their aims and priorities for that class
reported in Chapter 7). It was possible also to interview a
sample of parents and to discuss with them their views on
education, their families and, in retrospect, bow well they
thought their child had progressed during the first year in
school (reported :n Chapter 14). The extension also made
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possible retesting in English after the completion of a year in
school of those children whose mother tongue was Punjabi, and who
had been assessed on entry to school in English, and latzar in
Punjabi (mentioned in Chapter 10). The extension also
facilitated the continuation of the discussions with the schools
which commenced during 1982-63 and its further expansion without
at this stage fear of contaminating the research. This dialogue
included showing drafts of much of the report to the headteachers
to enable them to check the factual accuracy of the information
on their schools and the clarity of its presentation. It was also
possible to initiate a discussion on the similarities and
differences across schools and classes on the interpretations of
the findings and their implications for practice in these schools
and others.

How similar were the children in the five schools in the two
education authorities?

To what extent would the school organisation and physical setting
influence the classrooms as contexts for learning?

How differently would the teachers of the reception classes
develop their curriculum and organise their classrooms and what
was the rationale behind their practices?

What was the evidence of the children's language competence on
entry tn school and to what extent did the assessment of their
competence vary depending on the setting?

How similar were the family backgrounds of these children and
what were the views of their parents on their children's
education and progress after a year in school?

These are the questions behind the informa*tion presented in the
report, with the focus in Part I on the range of characteristics
of the children on entry and on the classroom contexts. In Part
IT a more detailed report of the language abilities of the
children is presented with examples of extracts from transcripts
of recordings in a number of settings. In the remainder of this
chapter a brief summary will be provided of the main findings and
their implications with references to the chapter or chapters in
which these are discussed.

The Schools (See Chapter 2)

This study took place :in five primary schools in two urban
areas in the West Midlands. The two large schools, which are
housed in old buildings, have their own nursery class attended
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part-time by most of the children who enter the reception class.
One of the three smaller schools, also in an old building, has
its own nursery class attended by a number of the children
entering the reception class, most of its other children attend
one of the nearby nursery schools prior to entry. The two
remaining smaller schools, which are in newer buildings, do mot
have a nursery class, a number of their entrants attend one or
other of their nearby nursery schools.

During 1982-83 the two large schools were organised with one
admission date per session, with entry in September for all
children who had their fifth birthday during that session: the
three smaller schools (in a different local education authority)
admitted children on three entry dates, namely at the beginning
of the term in which they would have their fifth birthday. In
all five schools children thus entered prior to the statutory
entry date. Furthermore in both authorities provision of
preschool education was for a higher proportion of the
population than the average for England as a whole (see pages 11
and 12) and as a consequence, the majority of these children
entered reception class from a nursery school or class.

The headteachers of the five schools varied in their time in
that post, from one head in the first year in post, to another
who had been head throughout the school's development from a
streamed junior school serving an indigenous white population to
its present position as a large primary school with a nursery
class serving a population the majority of whom were from ethnic
minority backgrounds, and for the majority of whom English was a
second language. The other large school, whose headteacher had
also been in post over the period of change, had likewise a large
proportion of children from ethnic minority backgrounds, for the
majority of whom also English was a second language. In both of
these schools teachers from the Ethnic Minorities Support Service
were based to assist with these latter children. All three of
the remaining schools had some childrern from ethnic minority
backgrounds. In each of these schools there were a few children
of Asian ethnic origin and in one a comparatively small number of
Afro-Caribbean ethnic origin: in the two others there was a
greater proportion of Afro-Caribbean origin. 1In terms of
absolute numbers there were nearly as many of this latter group
in the two large schools. There, however, they were in a small
minority.



In both areas represented in this study there are many
children from ethnic minority backgrounds, and for whom English
is a second language. Indeed in one of these authorities, for
which recent birth statistics are available, it would appear that
not only is the proportion of children from ethnic mirority
backgrounds entering reception class likely to be rising, but
also the proportion for whom English is a second language (see
pages 7-10). There are likely thus to be a number of schouls
in the City whose reception classes will have proportions of
children whose mother tongue is other than English similar to,
or larger than, those represented in the two large schcols in
this study. There will, however, remain some schools where such
children will be present in only very small numbers (as in the
three birmingham schools in this study). At a given point in
time a certain school may have few or no children from ethnic
minority backgrounds, then the situation may change over a
relatively short time span. Likewise even in schools with a
number of children from ethnic minority backgrounds the
particular background represented may change, also over a
relatively short time span. For this reason, if for mo other, and
there are indeed many good reasons, it is important that all
teachers are sensitive to wide and important individual
differences in any group of young children on entry to school,
including those from ethnic minority backgrounds.

Clearly some aspects of organisation of schools are
influenced by, or even controlled by local authority policy, one
such is date of and age on entry to school. It is apparent,
however, that there are still organisational decisions available
within the school which may result in a more gradual admission
over time of these eligible to enter on a given date to ensure
that individual children have an opportunity to settle into
school individually or in small groups. It is even clear that
within authority policy different schools may_ have some
flexibility (as was true in Sandwell where these two schools
chose tO operate one entry date while others had more than one).
Likewise, in the revised procedure in Birmingham which came into
effect in 1983-84 children may now be admitted at the beginning
of the session in which they will have their fifth birthday, or
may remain in preschool education, or at home, and enter later in
the year. It is important not to assume that the younger a child
is on entering school the better for the child, or to accept
unquestioningly the statement that it is better if all children
enter school at the beginning of the school year. As in other
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educational decisions, there are advantages and disadvantages in
any policy and the long-term value for any child's educational
progress will depend on what he or she gains by earlier
admission, and loses by its delay. In any discussion of date and
time of entry there are crucial related factors which must be
considered, including organisational factors within the school.
Briefly, flexible date of entry, whereby only a few children
enter on any given day, has great potential value provided the
teacher whose class these children enter is also flexible and
functions in such a way that the latest arrivals are not
disadvantaged by an organisational plan and curriculum which is
'instructional' and 'class-based'. It may have particular value
if few of the children have attended a nursery school or class
and most are thus entering school for the first time or
specifically for those entering school for the first time. Where
many children are coming from the school's own nursery class,
that policy for them might merely separate friends. Likewise a
greater number of entry dates in the year may have great
advantages in avoiding the danger that the younger children may
become disadvantaged because tney have been introduced to the
basic skills or other aspects of the curriculum at too early an
age without full realisation of their relative immaturity (and as
a result have failed to make progress). The equally serious
danger is that those who are admitted to school later in the
school year may as a result he disadvantaged by having a
shortened time in reception class after which they are ‘promoted’
into classes where the teachers no longer regard them as
'reception' children who are still in their first year in school.
An indepth study of these five schools made it possible to
highlight the potential strengths and weaknesses of these
different patterns and the extent to which they were related to
other factors. In the schools with one entry date the children
all had a full year in reception class; there were, however,
children who entered shortly after their fourth birthday, and
others nearly a year older. Some of the youngest children were,
one felt, in danger of being advanced towards more formal work at
a stage when they were not sufficiently mature and might well
fail, whereas had they entered even another of these five schools
yet with a similar classroom organisation, they would have
experienced this only when they were about nine months older. In
contrast, there were children who entered school as 'rising
fives' in the summer term who were vulnerable to having only one
term as reception class children, partly as a result of
organisational features in the school (related also to the size
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of the school). This is not the place to explore such issues in
detail: they are, however, highlighted in the report in ways
that could prove of value to productive discussion within schools
and in teacher training with illustrations drawn from the very
different experiences of individual children even within a single
year in these five schools. It should be stressed that there is
no suggestion that age is the only determinant of maturity or
that there are not other important consideratisns: the evidence
here suggests, however, that age is an important and often
overlooked factor.

Another aspect of the local authority policy which may
influence school policy and which is certainly of relevance, is
the extent of provision of preschool education. Clearly
discussion and decisions on date and age on entry should be
related not only to within school organisation and the curriculum
but also to the availability of preschool education. These
schools it was noted were admitting into the reception class
children most of whom had already received at least some part-
time preschool education. It is not possible within this study
to assess the relative effects of this attendance on different
children since the minority who had not attended were atypical in
a number of ways as was clear from more detailed case studies.
It is important to stress, however, that most of these children
entered reception class either from another class in the same
school or from another school. Thus those planning for their
early education had either some first-hand knowledge of the
children or a source of information from a nursery school.
Furthermore most children had established social networks of
friends who accompanied them into school, a situation which may
not be true in the reception classes in areas where few children
have access to preschool education.

The Children (Chapters 3, 4 and 10)

The children who were studied in this research were those
who entered a reception class in these five schools during 1982-
83. There were 247 children, about half of whom entered the two
large schools (in Sandwell) aged between 4 and 5 years of age,
the other half entered the three smaller schools (in Birmingham)
aged between 4 years 9 months and 5 years of age. While the
range of ages on entry in the two groups of schools differed, by
the end of the session in July 1983 a comparable age group
entered each school. Details of the numbers of children entering
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each school on each entry date, of the numbers of children of
each ethnic background and of the number who had preschool
education are show in Table 3.1 (page 18). In Table 3.2 (page
26) the distribution of the children within each school over the
year is shown, and the numbers who left during the session.

It was noted that a number of children entered school other
than at the normal entry date, others left during the session and
that it is important not to lose sight of the particular problems
of such children who because of the nature of the research design
it was not possible in this study to follow in depth. 1In the
research sample 77% were known to have attended nursery school or
class, for a number attendance had been in the nursery class of
their same school. Thus for the majority of the children
reception class was not their first experience in school, nor
indeed even of that school. A number of these who had not such
experience were among the late entries who had recently entered
the immediate area of that school, again an important point. The
proportion of children who had attended preschool education
varied between schools, and in several schools a child might have
attended one or other of several local nursery schools.

’

Of the 247 children in this research

41% were indigenous white in ethnic origin

34% were of Asian ethnic origin

24% were of Afro—Caribbean ethnic origin

and the remaining 1% from some other ethnic background.

The proportion of children from a particular ethnic
background varied in the different schools: indeed this was one
of the bases for selection of the schools.-

The language skills of the children were assessed about
their time of entry to reception class. The test measured their
ability to respond to questions of different levels of difficulty
of a kind that might be encountered in school. It was possible
to assess on the Preschool Language Assessment Instrument (PLAT)
215 of the 247 children entering these schools in 1982-83 and
most of those omitted were late entries or left before they could
be tested. The proportion of children who could respond
appropriately to questions of different levels of complexity are
shown in Table 4.1 (page 37) and in Table 4.2 (page 40). The
results for children who entered school on a single entry date
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are shown in relation to date of birth, while in Table 4.3 (page
41) they are shown in relation to ethnic background. The
qualitative aspects of the children's responses in the test
situation are also reported briefly (pages 43-45).

The test used was specifically devised for children about
this age at the point of entry to school and it would be expected
that by about f.ive years of age children would be able to respond
to questions on all four levels of difficulty. The age range of
the children when tested varied from 4+ to 5+ years of age (as
they were tested about the time of entry to school). There were
14% of the children who responded adequately to questions on all
levels of complexity and a further 18% to questions on three of
the four levels: a further 30% to questions on two levels (see
pages 33-38 for information on the levels of the questions and
examples). The remaining c.ildren could either respond
appropriately, when assessed in English, only to questions on the
simplest level (308%) or were not able to respond adequately even
to Level 1 questions (78). Further analyses showed that all but
one of the children who did not respond adequately in English to
even Level 1 questions were children whose mother tongue was
other than English (see page 41). This was however somewhat
confounded by the fact that there were among the youngest
children in the study a disproportionate number of children of
Asian ethnic origin (that is in the two schools with one entry
date). As could have been expected, a greater number of the
lower scoring children on the test were in the youngest age group
(see page 40).

It is important to stress the finding that in each of these
schools there were some childien entering the reception class who
had impressive abilities to understand and respond to questions
of high levels of complexity and perceptual distance; there were
other children in each school whe were able only to respond
appropriucely to simple questions tied closely to perception.
Furthermore, even when assessed in English, there were children
within each ethnic group who were able to respond appropriately
to questions of all four levels of complexity and perceptual
distance. Likewise there were children of each ethnic background
with very limited understanding of anything beyond simple
lak=lling questions. At a later stage it was possible to assess
the children whose mother tongue was Punjabi on the PLAI in that
language. Most of these children could respond in Punjabi to the
test when administered in that language, answering questions at
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least at Level 2 (see Table 10.1 on page 101). It should be
stressed, however, that there were wide ividual differences in
the children's competence in their mother tongue also. The
parental interviews of a sample of those whose mother tongue was
Punjabi indicated that Punjabi was normally the language of the
home between the adults and often also when addressing the
children (see Chapter 14). The results of retesting of these
children in English after a year in school are shown in Table
10.2 ‘mage 105). By the time of retesting in English a number of
thesc children were able to cope with questions on all levels of
complexity, this included children who had on entry had great
difficulty (several of these were among the youngest children).
Chapter 10 is devoted to a discussion of the assessment over
time, in their mother tongue and in English, of the children for
whom Punjabi was their mother tongue. The results indicated
clearly that on entry to school a number of these children had as
yet limited understanding of more complex types of questions in
English (at least as measured in the test situation) and this was
supported by other observations. During their first year in
school most of these children had support in oral ianguage in a
small group setting from the Ethnic Minorities Support Service.
Two important issues are raised by these findings. It is
questionable how much of the classroom discourse some of these
young children could understand in English in their early months
in school. From observation it was clear that the small group
discussions were an important opportunity for them to develop the
appropriate language skills. Their attendance at these sessions
raises yet other issues inciluding the extent to which this may
increase the children's difficulties in understanding the within
classroom instruction because of their absence for part of the
time. This will be raised again later. It is important to
stress that some of these children did have limited Erglish, and
it would appear did need help and benefitted from the oral
language stimulation in the small groups during their first year
in school. It is equally important to stress that some of the
children with limited competence in English were highly competent
in Punjabi. A relevant point to be noted also is that there were
children even within this small sample who at this early age
could be tested in both Punjabi and in English and could per form
impressively in both languages. The children whose progress is a
matter for continued concern are those whose competence in both
English and in their mother tongne appears limited, some of whom
have additional factors which may be detrimental to their
progress.
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In summary, entering cach of these five schools were
children who were able linguistically (shown both in test
situation and in samples of preschool dialoque) a few were
already ab. 2 in two languages. There were other children who had
difficulties in understanding and responding to questions of more
than a very simple type related closely to perception. This was
true not only of children for whom English was a second language.
Finally there was a wider difference in age on entry to some
schools than in others, such that ‘reception class' in two
schools meant children aged between 4+ and 5+ at the beginning of
the session, while in three schools the term 'reception class'
referred to children on entry aged between 4.9 and 5 years of
age. Most children in the former group then spent one yeadr in
+he same class with the same teachers and children; most children
in the latter three schools spent less than a year (and some no
more than a term) with the same teacher in the reception class.
A number of children moved several times before they had been one
year in school, leaving on occasion not just their first teacher
but also a number of their companions (this was related partly to
school size).

The Classrooms as Contexts for Learning (See Chapters 5 & 6)

As has been noted many of these children entered reception
class with some experience of preschool education in that school
or elsewhere. It has also been noted that age on entry varied.
The nature of the organisational group within which the child
spent his or her first year in school also varied depending on A
variety of factors including the size of school. The children
entering one of the three small schools joined a very different
group depending on date of entry and it was clear that the
experience of early education of the children entering at
different points was very different (particularly this was noted
for those who entered in the Summer Term). 1t is important to
look carefully at the first year in school of a selection of
children within such a system and to assess the extent to which
children may be disadvantaged by the organisation in the school
and whether there are any ways this can be alleviated - otherwise
the accident of date of birth will at a very early stage affect
differentially the children's experience of early education and
their progress. In some ways the children likely to be most at
risk could be those who entered late in the school year, and
without preschool education. The issues to be explored with more
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than one date of entry are related to the above and are
organisational within the school as well as within the classroom
(see Chapter 5 for further details). Children entering either of
the two large schools (age range 4-5 years of age) could have
been placed in more than one possible classrcom. In one school
there were two reception classes, in the other, four classes with
reception children {(and alsc second year infants). In both these
situations the children could have at least one year with the
same teacher and group of children. In these two schools most
children for whom English was a second language also attended an
EMSS teacher regularly during their first year in school.

Observations in the classrooms revealed that while there
were certain basic similarities in the curriculum which would be
offered irrespective of the particular school or class which a
child ~ntered there would be differences in the approach adopted
by the teacher and in the organisation of the classroom (see
Chapter 6). In some classrooms there was a more explicitly
organised timetable not only for shared facilities outside the
classroom but also during the day. The distinction between the
teacher as an ‘instructor' or 'counsellor' appeared useful in
distinguishing the approach; although there were individual
differences these teachers were nearer to the former than the
latter end of the continuum. There were differences, for
example, in the extent to which the teachers either facilitated
or encouraged talk by or between children, the extent to which
they regarded part of the day as for 'work’ (in the basic skills)
and creative activities and discussion as 'play'. Observation
indicated that in general the classrooms were similar to the
reception classroom described in And So To School (Cleave et al,
1982) in reflecting more the first of each of the following
concepts work/play, dependence/independence, static/mobile, set
work/choice of activities (and in contrast to the nursery sciwols
and classes in that study where the second of each of these
concepts was the more favoured). Interviews of the teachers at a
later stage confirmed their commitment to the patterns which had
earlier been observed in their classrooms.

There is clearly no best approach for all children. One
context may be more stimulating for certain children while a very
different context may suit others: likswise one organisational
pattern or approach may suit one teacher and be almost impossible
for another teacher to sustain. There was evidence within this
study of some children showing an independence and prolonged
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concentrated attention or impressive dialogue skills at the
presctool stage which did not appear to be stimulated or in
evidence in the reception classroom. There ware other children
who made rapid progress in basic skills and appeared to be
stimulated by the 'work' orientated ethos of the reception
classroon. Several points which are important in this
connection, however, are the lack in some settings cf a 'graded'
transition or even follow on from the kind of activity and type
of approach of the preschool settings or of facilities and
opportunities for creative play and oral language development as
part of the curriculum. This would be particularly a matter of
concern where few children had attended mursery education, and
here it is so with regard to the children who had entered direct
from home where not all had experiences of dialogue and
‘concentrated' activity in small groups with other children. The
potential of such activities and settings for language
development were apparent in the settings reported in Chapter 12.
In some of the classrooms there was limited evidence of dialogue
which would assist the development of lanquage skills of the
chiluren for whom English was a second language or for children
with limited competence in Enylish as a first language. The
early experiences of the basic skills of such children could have
been assisted by dialogue with their more able classmates which
would have been educationally productive. From evidence in other
settings there were partly unrecognised and untapped language
skills among a number of children, including older children in
the classes with family grouping.

One noticeable feature was a similarity in the concept of
'reception class' irrespective of the age group of children
composing the class with little allowance for the fact that, for
example, most of these children were below the statutory age of
starting school when they entered the reception class - and some
far below. Many of these children could in another school, area,
or as a result of change of policy within the same authority have
still been in attendance in a nursery s-hool or class (some even
by the end of their year in reception class). There seemed to be
little allowance for these differences but rather of a curriculum
for the reception class. Furthermore, the extreme youth of some
of these children, who on entry were little over four years of
age (and for whom in addition English was a second language) did
not appear to be fuily acknowledged in, for example, the emphasis
on early writing skills and expectations of motor co-ordination.
The above points are in no way peculiar to the classrooms in this
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study. They are, however, more easily identified and highlighted
when, as in t s study, it is possible to observe individual
children over time and in different contexts.

The contexts which the children experienced when with the
EMSS teachers were also observed. There the focus was on oral
language and encouraging the children in their limited time in
attendance to use and to develop their competence in English
within a framework of supportive activities (this is reported in
Chapter 5 pages 55-57 and Chapter € pages 67-69) .

The Teachers: their views (See Chapter 7)

After the observational aspects of the study were completed
it seemed important to interview the teachers to ascertain their
aims and priorities with regard to these reception classrooms.
These were all experienced teachers and only one was new to that
school during the time of the observation, another was teaching
the reception class for the first time in 1982-83. 1In general
the interviews confirmed the views on the priorities of the
teachers which had been inferred from their classroom
organisation and practice. The interview initially explored
their views more generally then included a number of specific
questions on aspects of practice in early education ({(the
interview schedules are in Appendix I).

Most of the teachers gave among their priorities for the
reception class some aspect of settling children happily and
confidently into school prepared to benefit from the curriculum
to the best of their ability. Constraining influences mentioned
included physical amenities and human resources. The teachers
did not, however, refer to age differences within the reception
class either in response to the early question or in response to
questions about the range of skills the children brought.
Several teachers felt they had been too anxious to advance the
children in the basic skills at an early stage. The teachers
clearly saw instruction in the '3 R's' as important in the
reception class and placed an emphasis on the basic skills in
reading and the motor aspects of handwriting. Some children were
felt to be ready to read immediately and most ready for
handwriting practice. The emphasis in their classrooms was not
seen by the teachers as a result of pressure from the teacher who
would next receive these children. Oral language develcpment was
stated initially as an important priority by several of the
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teachers and when asked specifically all acknowledged its
importance. Each regarded it as her responsibility and reference
was rarely made to the possible important roles played by others
in this, either from the preschool setting, in the EMSS setting,
or at home.

The teachers were in general committed to the type of
pattern within which they operated with regard to intake,
although some concern was expressed for the problems of three
intakes related to the problems of the summer intake and the
limited time these children were with them (partly the effect of
size of school rather than intake specificaily).

The views of the teachers on similarities and differences
between preschool education and reception classes in aims and
organisation were relatively consistent and in line with those
observed in And So To School (Cleave et al, 1982). There was
little awareness that language development was an important aim
of preschool education which was seen mainly as 'socializing’.
There was limited knowledge of the patterns of activities in
preschool education and what might have been the experiences in
that setting of the children they had received (and likewise of
possible lacks in those who had come direct from home). It seems
important that there is more shared knowledge and discussion
between those directly involved with the children's education
before and after the transition and that teacher training of any
teachers who will be responsible for children in reception
classes does include knowledge of and cbservation in preschool
units.

The teachers were aware of the children with difficulties;
there was a tendency to attribute any improvements in the
children's language over their first year in school exclusively
to their efforts and not to make reference to the work of other
agencies or the home or indeed the fact that some children were
very young on entry. Problems did not tend to be referred to in
terms which were ethnic specifically but rather by a description
of particular children in terms of a constellation of factors of
which, for example, second language learning might be one, or
arrival from abroad or particular known features in the home
background. Such children might be from an ethnic minority
background or not and it should be noted that this was indeed the
background of more than half of the children in this study. The
teachers when specifically asked about their views on any
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problems caused by the children's ethnic background responded
that they felt the children were integrated as a community and
played well together - a view that was confirmed by observation
in the preschool units, classrooms and playgrounds and of
friendship patterns.

The co-ordinating role of two of the teachers with posts of
responsibility for the infant department was also explored (in
the two schools with several reception classes). They were
committed to the organisation in their respective schools, were
aware of the individual children, their needs and their families
and familiar with the nursery setting which the children had
attended (for which they were also responsible) and with its
aims. They regarded oral language development as an important
priority in the reception class and would not have placed
pressure on the staff to accelerate teaching of the 3Rs at that
early stage in the children's school career.

The EMSS teachers who were interviewed also stressed the
importance of oral language, and regarded the development of that
as their aim, work specifically in the basic skills they felt
was the responsibility of the class teachers. As had been
noted when observing the groups of children in these settings,
dialogue had a high priority about and within familiar settings
to ensure that the children acquired a survival language as
quickly as possible. These teachers felt their separate settings
enabled the children in these small groups to 'risk take' and
develop their competence - especially the shy and quiet children.
There are advantages and disadvantages in any pattern of support
service whether the children are assisted by team-teaching in the
reqular classroom, are withdrawn and if so for structured
teaching, work related to the class work, or for compensatory or
different activities. These staff were clearly providing a
dynamic and activity-based oral language enviroiment for these
children for whom English was a second language and one within
which in a very short time the children had considerable
opportunity to speak, to interact and gradually to develop
confidence. The extent to which these teachers could have
developed a similar setting or the crucial elements of this
setting in the regular classrooms is open to question, especially
in a context where their priorities and also their organisation
and approach might be very different from those of the reception
class teacher. As with other educational decisions there are
complex issues to be explered. What is important is that the
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strengths andd weaknesses of each approach are fully appreciated
and that dialogue between the adults involved in the education of
a single child is encouraged and indeed facilitated - whether it
be between the preschool teachers and the reception class
teachers or the reception class teachers and the support
services. It is difficult with the demanding task within one's
own setting in early education both of time and resources to
initiate and even more to sustain discussions. Clearly, however,
such sharing whether it be by working simultaneously with others,
by observing them at work, or at least by comparing views and
perspectives should be part of the training of teachers and of
their continued professional development. The value of this is
perhaps highlighted by the evidence of the many-sidedness of
these children and their very different 'faces' in different
contexts where anyone seeing them in only one setting - or type
of setting - could well underestimate their abilities or fail toc
appreciate their difficulties.

Lanquage: the influence of setting (See Chapters 8-13)

Much of Part II of the report is devoted to a discussion of
the evidence from the recordings of the language of a sample of
these children, preschool and in a variety of settings after
entry to the reception class.

The teachers were shown sample items comparable to those of
the questions of different levels of complexity on the language
test and asked to judge the likelihood of each child succeeding
on each of these items (Chapter 9). Most of the teachers did
regard questions of Level 1, 2 and 3 on the test as of increasinc
difficulty, but did not discriminate between the sample items at
Levels 3 and 4 in spite of the need in the latter for verbal (mot
pointing) responses and to a '‘why' question. 1In general the
children their teachers expected to do well were among the better
scorers and those expected to have difficulties were among the
poorer scorers. There were noticeable differences in the spread
some of the teachers would have expected based on the sample
items and the actual proportions at different levels on the test.
wWhile it is accepted that this is a comparison between sample
items and children's performance on a range of items at each
level there was some relevant evidence from the recordings made
of teacher-child dialogue (reported in Chapter 11) which suggests
that the teachers were not all aware of the high level of
competence of some of the childrer in language and the extreme
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difficulties faced by other children in meeting the demands of
relatively simple questions, even in the presence of materials as
a focus.

The teachers were asked to speak briefly in turn with a
number of children individually, children from different ethnic
backgrounds and for whom language samples were available in other
settings as well as their results from PLAI on entry to school.
In most samples the teacher adopted a role of 'instructor' asking
questions where a 'right' answer was in mind and the child's
response was thus limited, resulting often in single word answers
- or on occasions silences from those with difficulties. The
more successful dialogue was when an able child felt free to
contribute beyond the bounds or requirements of the question or
the teacher 'engineered' a conversation where at points she was
indeed a real audience with whom the child was attempting to
communicate - and might succeed, in spite of difficulties in
coping with all the surface features of language - which might
indeed be a second language. There was a tendency for the
teachers to ask the children a series of questions, and on
occasion multiple questions without allowing the children
sufficient time to process the individual questions. There was
also a tendency to ask frequent forced choice questions needing
only one word answers.

In Chapter 12 evidence is presented from transcripts of 44
of the children who were recorded in groups of four with, in each
group, children of different ethnic backgrounds and levels of
competence in language. The setting was comparable for all and
obviously stimulated a sustained discussion and activities
between the children to which all contributed. 1In this setting
even the less able children were permitted to participate and
showed an ability to ask questions, to respond and to use
sentences in their attempts to communicate. At a later stage in
that setting an adult Jjoined the group and developed the
discussion further as the children attempted to relate to her the
activities in which they had participated. There were Creole
features in the language of some of the children of Afro-
Caribbean ethnic origin in some contexts. From the tape
recordings in these group settings it would however have been
virtually impossible to identify the ethnic origin or mother
tongue of children with any certainty.
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Further evidence is presented in Chapter 13 drawn from other
contexts showing the importance of the setting in determining the
extent and quality of language used by individual children. As
in the earlier chapters there are examples from children from
different ethnic backgrounds. The contribution as a stimulus to
language of certain types of setting and particular activities
was apparent in the recordings as was the skill of some of the
more able children (even those for whom English was a second
language) in encouraging and supporting less able companions in
communication. Some lessons and ideas for classroom activities
and guidelines for teacher-child dialogue are presented in these
chapters. Further papers based on the dialogue in preschool
units, the group discussions reported in Chapter 12 and the
language in different settings reported in Chapter 13 will also
be reported elsewhere.

Parents: their views on their children (see Chapter 14)

A parental interview was arranged for a sample of the
children, examples of whose language in a variety of contexts
were available, at least one parent of 23 of the children was
interviewed, mainly those from ethnic minority backgrounds.
Where the mother tongue was Punjabi the parent was interviewed in
that language. Background information on the family was
obtained, including in the case of the children whose mother
tonyue was other than English, the language used in different
contexts in the home. Where the parents themselves had been
educated and in what language was also noted (the interview
schedule is Appendix II).

In all but one of the families of Asian ethnic origin that
was the origin of both parents and the mother tongue was normally
used in the home between the adults. It was often also used in
talking with the children who were more inclined now that they
were at school to address each other in English. In most
families the father at least had been in this country for more
than 15 years. Not all the fathers were reported to be literate
in their mother tongue and several, though competent in oral
English, were reported not to be literate in English. Three of
the mothers, all with relatively young families, were relatively
recent arrivals in this country. Most mothers had some limited
command of English, but their mother tongue was the language in
the home between the adults and tended also to be that used to
the children. The families kept links with relatives in this
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country and in their homeland; a number used videos of Asian
films for example as a way of informing the children of their
culture which, with their religion and customs, it was felt
important to retain. These parents regarded education as
important for their children's future even where they themselves
had limited education either in their mother tongue or in
English. These parents wished to ensure that their children were
competent in English and in their mother tongue in which there
was often material available in the home. All the children of
Asian ethnic origin whose parents were interviewed had brothers
or sisters who had already attended that school or were still in
school.

The size of family group of the children of Afro-Caribbean
origin whose parents were interviewed was very different. The
important difference from the point of view of links with the
school and knowledge of the expectations and approach within the
school was that these children did mot have a sibling attending
that school who might be a companion in the playground for
example, nor had they an older sibling who had attended that
school. Thus this child's entry to school was the parent's first
or only recent contact with that school and most of the parents
interviewed had at least their primary education in Jamaica, not
in Britain. The views of these parents on their own and their
children's use of Creole (or Patois) are also reported in Chapter
14.

All parents interviewed felt welcome in school and did not
appear reticent to discuss problems with the staff. Some would
have welcomed more contact but were reticent to initiate it,
especially where they had a limited command of English. Some
would have appreciated more books from school for their children
to read and all seemed, in different ways, to be supportive and
encouraging of their children, interested in and knowledgeable on
their progress.

It was clear throughout the study that these schools were
commit.2d, caring settings for the education of these young
children, that they were integrated multi-ethnic settings where
the children's friends could be and were often from different
backgrounds. Those for whom English was a second language were
supported, often with the additional presence of older siblings
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close enough in age to be playmates as well as communicators of
what to expect, both to their younger siblings and to their
parents. There were things that could be changed and improved,
and were promising developments which could be fostered. The
issues were seldom seen or treated as 'ethnic' specific in the
schools. There was a concern rather, within the constraints of
the system and organisation as it is, in the style most suited to
the individual practitioner to cater for the early education of
all these young children in such a way as to give them a firm
foundation and promising start. It is hoped to explore at some
later stage the further progress of a selection of these young
children. It is to be hoped that the positive attitudes to
school and to education are maintained and their progress
continued.

There are some children fcr whom concern must already be
felt - a few are referred to in this report. Others were noted
on visits to schools, among those who entered late, changed
schools, and/or were absent on a number of occasions, thus
frustrating the attempts by the schools to sustain the support
which they so clearly needed. The focus in this report on the
children whom it was possible to observe over time and in a
variety of contexts must not lead us to overlook these other
often vulnerable children. It may be possible at some point to
identify some of these children from the early class lists and
observe their progress also.

There are important insights from this research for those
involved in early education ~ administrators and advisers as well
as teachers. There are implications for in-service and initial
teacher training, not only for those who will work in multi-
ethnic schools but for all those training for early education.
In addition to this report there are related papers already in
press (See Clark ed. 1985), videotaped examples of assessment of
young children and interviews with two of the consultants on
communication with young children. Extracts from transcripts
will also be available. Together these resources should provide
a stimulus to help those involved in early education to meet the
new challenges with which they are faced.
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APPENDIX I

Interview Schedule for Teachers of Reception Classes

We are interested in the perceptions you had of your

reception chiidren last year, how you saw them on entering and
then leaving your class; what you felt were the key areas in your
curriculum aims; and if this class was any different or similar
to classes you had taught before; and if so, how.

AIMS

l. What do you see as the priorities in being a reception
teacher?

2. What features helped you achieve your aims? (physical; human;
curriculum)

3. what other features constrained your practice?

4. What range of skills did the reception children bring with
them on entry?

5. How did you go about building on them?

6. What were your greatest successes? In which ways we:2 you
unsuccessful?

7. 1If you were starting now, in what ways would you have done
things differently? (materials; organization; approaches)

8. Wwhat were the constraints preventing you from succeeding?

9. Were there any particular features peculiar to last year
affecting the teaching/learning context?

10. Wwas there any child/children who had highly specific
individual learning needs/problems?

11. In relationship to your aims as a reception teacher
(a) What do you see as the strengths/weaknesses of family
grouping (School 2)
(b) If you had had a class of all reception children would it
have altered the overall aims in the classroom?

12. In relationship to your aims as a reception teacher

(a) What do you see as the strengths and weaknesses of three
intakes a year?

(b) ..... one intake a year?
(¢) +e... one age-range/family grouping?
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13.

14.

15.

16.
17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

24.

(a) In relationship to your aims as a reception teacher,
what do you see as the strengths and weaknesses of a class of
all reception children?

(b) Alternative -?

{c) In relationship to your aims as a reception teacher what
do you see as the strenghths and weaknesses of one intake?
() cc... three intakes?

What had you hoped to achieve with most of the children in
the curriculum at the end of their reception year?

In what ways do you see a difference between the reception
class and a pre-school class?

Are there any similarities?

Some children enter reception class having had nursery class
or school experience, some have not. Do you see them as
having different needs? In what ways?

It has been suggested in recent research, that children in
nursery schools and classes have free choice of activities
for most of the day.

For what proportion of the day in the reception class J you
consider children should have choice of activities?

what sorts of activities?

The same study has suggested children in the nmursery setting
are free to mwe around at choice.

what is your view about this for the reception child?

To what extent did this happen in your reception class?

For what purposes?

Research has also shown that nursery children are allowed to
develop and sustain areas of interest/activity.
To what extent is this appropriate in a reception class?

If so, what sorts of activities/areas/interests do children
initiate an area of interest?
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TEACHER MOBILITY

25.

In preschool, staff tend to move around and make contact and
work with individual children for most of the day.

How far do you think this is appropriate in the reception
class?

PLAY /WORK

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.
31.
32.
33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

It has been observed, through research, that play was used as
a label more often than work in the nursery setting, whereas
work was used more in reception classes and play is something
to do when work has been finished.

How do you feel about this?

I expect like most teachers, you see helping children to read
as part of the job of the reception class teacher.

What kind of resources do you feel are important in helping
vyou achieve this?

Are there resources that you f.. 1 you need or are in short
supply?

How do you decide when to start the teaching of reading with
individual children?

How do you qgo about it? (groups, individual)

What do you see as the early stages of reading?
What do you see as the early stages of writing?
What do you see as the early stages of number?

Do you see a role for writing production as distinct from
copy writing? If so, what?

What is the role of story reading?
Have you read the research report And so to School?
If you had been the teacher receiving the children into the

next class, what skills would you have expected them to have
in reading?

If you had been the teacher receiving the children into the
next class, what skills would you have expected them to have
in writing?
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38.

39.

40.
41.

42.

43.

44.

45.

46.

47.

48.
49.

If you had been the teacher receiving the children into the
rext class, what skills would you have expected them to have
in numeracy?

Would you have expected this of all the children?

We have talked about children; curriculum; skills.

What do you see as the importance of oral language?

I expect some of the children have limitation in oral
language on entry to reception - which features are
particularly striking?

Bow much of it is your responsibility to help overcome these?

Were there any children whose language was so limited that it
made it difficult for them to function in school? Name.

In what ways were they experiencing difficulties?

Were there any children you regarded as language advanced and
you had difficulties in catering for their needs within the
constraints of the classroom?

Do you feel that any of the children had particular
difficulties in school because of their ethnic backgyoung?
Who?

Language difficulties or problems in other areas - e.g.
playground.

what kinds of problems?

I know we have asked a lot of questions - perhaps we have
asked the wrong ones. Are there any other points you want to
raise that you think are relevant or important?
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Interview Schedule for teachers of reception children from EMSS

1.

2.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

What dc you see as your priorities in terms of EMSS teaching?
What features helped you achieve these?
What other features constrained your practice?

What range of skills did the reception children bring with
them on entry?

How did you go about building on them?
what do you consider were your successes?
What do you consider were your failures?

Were there any particular features last year affecting the
teaching/learning context?

Was there any child/children who had highly specific
individual learning needs/problem?

In what ways do you see a difference between the children
entering reception having had nursery experience and those
from home?

It has been suggested in recent research that children in
nursery classes have free choice of activities for most of
the day:-

For what proportion of their time in the EMSS setting do you
consider children should have a choice of activities?

It has been observed, through research, that play was used as
a label more often than work in the nursery setting, whereas
work was used more in the reception class and play as
something to do when work has been finished.

How do you feel about this?

I expect some of the children have limitations in oral
language on entry to reception. Whose language was so
limited that it made it difficult for them to function?
Name.

Were there any children you regarded as language advanced?
Name.

Any other points?
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Interview Schedule for Teachers in charge of Reception Classes

1. What were the bases on which the reception classes were
formed, or to which classes the reception children were sent?

2. What range of skills did the reception children bring with
them on entry?

3. What do you see as your major aims as a head of department
(head of infants)?

4. Were there any features in the department that helped achieve
these aims?

5. Any constraints?
6. What do you consider were your successes/failures last year?

7. Is there anything that you would have done differently in
your department if you were starting over again?

8. Were there any particular features peculiar to last year
affecting the situation?

8. In relationship to your aims as a head of department, what o
you see as the strengths/weaknesses of one intake into
reception?

10. In relationship to your aims as a head of department, what do
you see as the strenghths/weaknesses of three intakes into
reception?

11. In relationship to your aims, what do you see as the
strengths/weaknesses of family grouping?

12. In relationship to your aims, what do you see as the
strengths/weaknesses of all reception one age entry?

13. What would you hope that your staff would have achieved with
most of the children at the end of their reception year?

14. In what ways do you see a difference between the reception
class and preschool class?

15. Some children enter reception class having had nursery class
or school experience, some have not. Do you see them as
having different needs?

It has been suggested in recent research that children in
nursery school and classes have free choice of activity for
most of the day.

16. For what proportion of the day in the recepticn class do you
consider children should have choice of activity?




17.

18.

The same study, as you probably know, has suggested children
in the nursery setting are free to move around at choice.

What is your view about this for the reception child?

Research has shown that nursery children are allowed to
develop and sustain areas of interest/activity.

To what extent is this appropriate in reception classes?

TEACHER MOBILITY

19.

In preschool, staff tend to move around and make contact and
work with individual children for most of the day.

How fa. 0 you think this is appropriate in the reception
class?

PLAY/WORK

20.

21.

22.
23.
24.

25.

26.

27.
28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

It has been observed, through research, that play was used as
a label more often than work in the nursery setting, whereas
work was used more often in reception classes and play is
somethirg to do when work has been finished.

How do you feel about this?

What kind of resources do you feel are important in helping
your teachers with the reading process?

Are there resources that you feel are in short supply?
What do you consider are the early stages of reading?
¥hat do you consider are the early stages of writing?
what do you consider are the early stages of number?

Writing production: Do you see a role for writing production
as distinct from copy-writing?

What is the role of story-reading?
What do you see as the importance of oral language?

I expect some of the children have limitations ir oral

language on entry to reception. Which features are
particularly striking?

How much of it is your responsibility to help overcome these?

Were there any children whose lanquage was so limited that it
made it difficult for them to function in schocl? Nane.

In what ways?
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33. Were there any children you regarded as language advanced and
there were difficulties catering for their needs within the
constraints of the classroom?

34. Do you feel that any of the children had particular
difficulties in school because of their ethnic background?
who?

35. Any other relevant or important points you think we may have
missed?




APPENDIX II

Parental Interview

Below are the topics covered, where possible, in the
interviews. They were adapted as appropriate. Some of the items
were included only where the child's mother tongue was Punjabi
and/or replaced by alternative items on background.

Name of child

Person interviewed

Children Position in family, age and sex of siblings. Schools
attended by siblings and whether nursery school was attended.

Number of adults

Place of birth mother and father

Arrival in UK (date)

Education (place)
(medium)

Age on leaving school

Present work

Any holidays to sub-continent

Why was this area chosen to live?

How long have you been here?

Do you have many relatives living nearby?

If yes, do you visit each other frequently?

Anyone visiting frequently who speaks only first language?

If no, how often are you able to visit relatives?

Language

Which language do you tend to use at home?

a) adults

b) adults with children

¢) children

d) children with adults

Any circumstances when other language used?

Are you literate in first language (e.g. newspaper)?

If yes, is that due to subcontinent schooling or something else,
e.g. supplementary classes/home tuition in U.K.?

Are any of the children learning to read, write first language?

At home or classes?

If not yet, will you encourage this when children are older?

Do children have access to books, newspapers in first language?

Either adult or children's material?

Does anyone read/tell stories to children in first language?

1f yes, how often, how is it done? With/without books or
pictures?
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Do you feel children benefit from above?

Do children watch a lot of T.V? (Special programmes)

What sort of things has he/she learned from T.V?

wWhat about films - video? Have you got/hire a video recorder to
watch Asian £ilms?

If yes, how often?

If yes, & children watch as a family?

Perhaps this has not been possible yet, but do you think children
visiting the subcontinent is important?

Context of School

How do you think ..x..'s education is developing?

How is he/she finding English and Punjabi?

How do you feel about first language in school? Would you like
to see it introduced?

Bow?

why do you think it has not been introduced?

To Afro-Caribbean ethnic origin parents the questions were on the
use of Creole by themselves and the children.

Parental Perceptions ¢f School

How do you feel ..x.. is getting on at school?

what kinds of things do you think be is learning? Are there other
things you would have liked him to learn?

Did he settle into school straight away?

Does he talk to you about school? What kinds of things does he
talk about?

Does he have special friends at school?

Have you met any of them?

who does he play with when not at school?

what does he play at? .. when he is alone?

Did vou enjoy being at school? Age on leaving?

Did you do any study afterwards?

How important do you think education is for your child?

School/Hame Parental participation/initiative

How often do you go to school? Welcome?

Do you ever get a chance to talk to the veacher?

Have you ever had a chance to be in the classroom? Yes/No.

wWould you have liked to have had the chance?

Did you find it interesting?

what are the ways you feel you can best help your child to get on
in school?

Do you think it is important for your child to read?

Do you have much time to read yourself? If so, what?

Do you take a newspaper regularly?
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Child at home/personality
Does he like to play with other children? If there are no other
children, what does he do?
Is he like his brothers/sisters?
Does he get upset easily?
Do you have to check his behaviour often/not often/hardly ever?
What kinds of things does he talk about?
What does he particularly enjoy doing?
Does he watch T.V? Special programmes? What sorts of things has
he learned from T.V? )
When he was small did parents or other adults read or tell
stories to him?
How often? never
not very often (less than once per week)
about once a week
a couwple of times a week
every day
Does an adult still tell/read stories now?
Does he like to look at books? Any favourites?
Does he bring books back from school? Do you listen to him
reading? Does he want you to?
Does he belong to school library?
Do you buy him books? Does he enjoy choosing them?
Does child do any of the following at howe-
play with toys )

writing ) often
drawing ) sometimes
reading ) never
looking at books )
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