Exploring the experiences of the WOTH
ethnic group in Basingstoke & Deane
By Astrid Dinneen, Hampshire EMTAS

Research into the ‘Any other White background’ ethnic group in
Basingstoke & Deane painted a fascinating picture of the experiences of
Polish learners, especially those of their families, at school. This report
reveals research findings with a particular focus on parental liaison and
engagement.

Figure 1: Languages within WOTH, Spring Census 2015

According to Census data ‘Any other White
background’ (or WOTH) is the largest ethnic
group in Basingstoke & Deane after ‘White
British’(WBRI). Hampshire EMTAS data
show this trend has been apparent across
the last three years at least. Data analysis
conducted after the Spring Census 2015
showed that within this group Polish was the
top language, spoken by 370 pupils in the
district. Remarkably, English was also
spoken by a significant number of children
and young people within the WOTH group –
253 pupils to be precise.

There are several implications for this. First and foremost, this indicates that
achievement data for whole ethnic groups do not reflect accurately how learners with
EAL are performing because outcomes for English speakers within those groups are
skewing the overall results. Specifically, this means that underachievement for
particular language groups may be overlooked. Strand et al. (2015) suggest that
nationally, particular first language groups within the White Other ethnic group are
associated with much higher risks of low attainment for EAL pupils. They suggest
Polish speakers are about 4 NC months behind the White Other English speakers. It
is worth bearing in mind when considering these data that first language groups will
consist of learners at various points in their journey to developing English – some
very new and some more advanced. Still, there are implications for practitioners who
should explore the achievement of learners within particular language groups as well
as within their ethnic groups.
Locally, numbers of Polish-speaking pupils within the WOTH group were too low to
analyse end of Key Stage benchmarks meaningfully hence it was difficult to draw
any conclusion relating to their achievement. In order to learn more about the
experience of Polish speakers in Basingstoke & Deane, a small scale piece of
research was conducted in the district. In addition to exploring what school was like
for Polish pupils and their families, the study aimed to consider successful teaching

strategies and ways of working with Polish pupils and their families, to identify any
barriers hindering pupils’ achievement and how these can be overcome and finally to
ascertain what good practice could be usefully shared with other schools locally.
A case study was conducted in a Basingstoke Junior School where during an initial
interview with the school’s SENCo an overview of pupil data with a particular focus
on Polish speakers was discussed. Training needs were identified and a whole-staff
training session focussing on the needs of more advanced learners of EAL was
delivered. Following this training, an observation was carried out in class and a
conversation with Polish-speaking children took place. The case study concluded
with a Polish parent coffee event supported by two EMTAS Polish-speaking Bilingual
Assistants who later fed back their thoughts and own experiences of working with
Polish pupils and their families. Eventually, findings were shared at a network
meeting in the Summer term 2017.

Findings
Most Polish-speaking children at the school were meeting age-related expectations
or were above age-related expectations during the study. Four main factors
contributing to this achievement emerged and correlated with best EAL practice:
ethos, teaching and learning, peer support and parental engagement.
The ethos of the school was inclusive. Bilingualism was valued and the Young
Interpreter Scheme had been running for a number of years. Children felt safe to
speak in their languages around the school, including in class where first language
was seen as a tool for learning. For instance, learners with EAL were encouraged to
write or discuss ideas in the language of their choice. When observed in the context
of a Maths lesson, children relied on Polish to work out operations and other
cognitively demanding tasks. When children were not paired up with a speaker of the
same language, they worked with good English language role-models. Similarly,
when transition activities took place in the summer term, Year 2 children from a
neighbouring infant school were paired up with Junior pupils with whom they shared
a language – to share stories for instance. Training was welcomed and taken on
board by practitioners who not only took a very active part during their session but
also implemented principles into their own practice. For example, when browsing
exercise books during the class observation, there was evidence of teachers trialling
a Dictagloss activity (Figure 2: Modelling how to write a newspaper article using Dictagloss.

Figure 2: Modelling how to write a newspaper article using Dictagloss

Communicating and engaging with EAL parents emerged as a significant issue –
significant in terms of its importance as well as in terms of its difficulty. In fact, this
was seen as tricky by both the school and the parents themselves. Delegates at the
network meeting identified with this issue and learnt about what parents found
difficult before finding out what they found helpful.

What did parents find difficult at school?
Induction was seen as a delicate time. Parents struggled to get to grips with school
systems, such as uniforms, understanding how to pay for school dinners, learning
about the purpose of different virtual learning environments – all of this whilst having
to complete forms in an unfamiliar language. Sometimes, support came in the form
of an EMTAS Bilingual Assistant who was able to interpret for school systems and
routines. Parents found this supportive although this often happened by chance
(when bilingual staff were in school to support another child, for example).
Keeping up to speed with the school calendar was another difficulty mentioned by
parents. Specifically, parents of EAL learners struggled to understand long and
wordy letters concerning events such as parent evenings, trips, data collection, and
other special occasions such as sports days and INSET days. The very use of
acronyms such as INSET was another difficulty which at times caused
embarrassment. This was illustrated by a call received by EMTAS bilingual staff

operating the Polish phoneline from a parent concerned that their son’s school was
closing due to ‘insects’. Evidently, the use of the term ‘INSET’ is not so straightforward and schools must take action to communicate with parents in a clear and
meaningful way.
Understanding timetables was another issue for a lot of EAL parents, especially in
Secondary school. Specifically, parents struggled to recognise names of subjects,
teachers and timings from the information supplied and were therefore not always
able to support their child with their new routine on point of arrival.

Figure 3: Example of timetable at a Secondary School

Parents were very keen to support their children with homework and whilst subject
knowledge did not normally cause concern, instructions were seen as more
problematic due to the more academic nature of the language used. Likewise,
supporting their children with lists of keywords was tricky and parents had to first
spend time learning the meaning of the vocabulary before being able to help their
children understand the words through first language.

What did parents find helpful?
Parents spoke about how useful it was to receive text messages reinforcing the
content of letters received from the school. This was especially true when letters
were forgotten by children at the bottom of their bags or when they contained a lot of
information to process. In contrast, text messages offered condensed details
highlighting the most important facts e.g. dates and times of meetings, things to bring
to school, reminders, etc. and helped parents to keep track of what was happening
and when.
Other parents were another important resource for families. When unsure about any
aspect of school life, EAL parents looked to other parents – EAL as well as Englishonly - to make sure they had understood what they had to do, to check what was
happening, etc. Other parents were a source of reassurance for some, however it is

worth noting that those who were not confident with their English to approach British
parents continued to feel lost and isolated at pick up and drop off times.
Receiving feedback from their child’s teacher at the end of the day was another way
for parents to feel reassured. EAL parents appreciated school practitioners initiating
a conversation about how the children had coped during the day, what they had
achieved and what they needed to work on. This was even more appreciated when
parents were not confident to take the first step to approach staff themselves. In
some cases, EAL parents felt they were only approached by classroom staff when
their child had done something wrong.
EAL parents spoke about the advantages of knowing what was coming up in class
from one week to the next because this gave them opportunities to discuss topics in
advance at home and in first language. One parent in particular spoke fondly of the
time when she was able to do some research with her daughter about a geography
topic ahead of the lesson. She recalled how her child had come home buzzing from
having been able to contribute to classroom discussions thanks to the pre-reading
she had done in preparation for the lesson. Parents found general information
shared on the school website about what the children were to learn over the halfterm less useful because this information contained less detail and did not focus on
the particular language needs of their child.

Next steps
A network meeting was held in Basingstoke in the Summer term 2017 to share
findings from the research with local infant, junior and secondary EAL practitioners.
Delegates were particularly interested in EAL parents’ perspectives and discussed
specific aspects of home-school liaison they wanted to improve at their school.
Participants collaborated on a checklist which was shared across the working party.
 First day for child – buddy/Young Interpreter to tour the school showing key places e.g. toilet,
playground, where lunch is etc.
 Leaflets in different languages about school and expectations – policies, ethos etc.
 Story book with photos of the school, staff etc.
 Before arriving in class or first day, children and parents have leaflet with photos of key
adults e.g. Head, Deputy, Class Teacher, TA etc.
 Show parents where to pick up children and how to get there
 How to pay for trips etc.
 Visual timetable
 Dinner information, pack lunch rules - healthy food
 Help setting up parent login for online homework
 Being present at the initial meeting to meet parents
 Increase personal liaison with parents
 Letters need to be simple and explained
 Attend transition visits

Figure 4: Checklist created by delegates at Basingstoke EAL network meeting

To follow up on the practice discussed at the network meeting, practitioners at The
Vyne School organised a coffee morning event for parents of EAL learners joining
Year 7 in the Autumn term. The event was attended by key staff along with the

school’s Young Interpreters who spoke to the children and families and gave tours of
the school. The event was well-attended by pupils from a range of feeder Primary
schools who felt supported in their transition to Secondary education. With effective
home-school liaison being such a significant finding in this case study, it is hoped
practitioners will continue to think of effective ways of communicating and engaging
with their EAL families throughout the academic year.
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