
Teaching  Languages to 
EAL students

Elena Pirovano
The University of Melbourne

elena.pirovano@unimelb.edu.au
12 September 2022

mailto:elena.pirovano@unimelb.edu.au


What is your experience with EAL students?
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1. primary or secondary?
2. language
3. EAL students in your school/classes
4. PollEv.com/elenapirovano
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outline
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• defining EAL students
• resources
• foundational concepts 
• examples in the classroom



Who are EAL students?
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a monolingual view EAL students:

✘ have no language 
✘ don’t have enough language
✘ can’t read/write
✘ are illiterate
✘ are not able to participate in the class life
✘ can’t express themselves



Who are EAL students?
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a plurilingual view
EAL students may know:

Ø one or more home/heritage languages
Ø English (at different levels of proficiency)
Ø other languages learnt through life 

experience (e.g. migration, travelling) or 
school experience

Ø the language they are currently learning in 
the Languages program (target language)



from a monolingual view

from target language ONLY

from what EAL students can’t do

to a plurilingual view

to acknowledging their other languages

to what they bring to the classroom

shift of perspective



know their languages,
their linguistic and literacy practices
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Avoid assumptions of their linguistic skills 
and practices based on family background, 
schooling experience

Actively investigate their linguistic 
competence in their other language(s)link to webinar: 

https://mltav.asn.au/recorded_webinars/
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multimodal linguistic
biographies



create inclusive Languages 
programs

https://arts.unimelb.edu.au/research-unit-for-multilingualism-and-cross-
cultural-communication/community/information-on-multilingualism
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resources FOR TEACHERS

https://issuu.com/britishcouncilindia/docs/using_multilingual_approaches_resource_book



resources FOR TEACHERS

https://www.mcgill.ca/plurilinguallab/plurilingual-guide



our goals:
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*recognise EAL students’ competence in language learning

*enhance their participation, motivation and self-esteem



foundational concepts
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literacy development in multiple languages:
cross-linguistic transfer

Ø conceptual elements 

Ø specific linguistic elements
Ø morphological awareness
Ø phonological awareness
Ø metacognitive/metalinguistic strategies

Ø pragmatics

Ø photosynthesis, text 
structure

Ø photo
Ø looks like –tion
Ø sounds like
Ø visualising, graphic organisers, 

vocabulary acquisition

Ø gesture
Cummins, J. (2005). Teaching for cross-language transfer in dual language education: Possibilities and pitfalls. TESOL Symposium on dual language 
education.



common
underlying 
proficiency



classroom examples
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before we start…
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no need to use English as 
the language of instruction

no need to know the  
languages spoken by our 

students

for EAL students the target 
language may be the safer space

student agency
competent language 

users
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research says:

extended linguistic practices

experience in learning languages

tolerance to ambiguity

‘multilingualism as a resource’

in the classroom:

strategies for transfer 
(metalinguistic awareness)

comparisons between languages

start from what they bring to 
the learning space

multicultural perspective

EAL students positioned as experts



1-to position EAL students
as experts

2- to help EAL students to 
make sense
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in the classroom:

strategies for transfer 
(metalinguistic awareness)

comparisons between languages

start from what they bring to 
the learning space

multicultural perspective
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FIVE STRATEGIES
USE THE
CONTEXT

 
USE THE

LANGUAGES
THAT YOU
ALREADY

KNOW
USE OTHER

CUES:

USE YOUR
PRIOR

KNOWLEDGE
OF SINGLE

WORDS

COMPARE
WITH THE

LANGUAGES
THAT YOU

KNOW
 

LOOKS LIKE
 
 

SOUNDS LIKE

PICTURES,
FACIAL

EXPRESSIONS,
GESTURES,
SOUNDS,
NOISES,

ETC.

WORK WITH
OTHERS

my work

strategies for  ‘making sense’
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phonological transfer
compare languages



morphological transfer        gendered languages



cognates



sentence structure / text direction
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the language experience
use of words in their language(s)

use of objects of their cultural/family
tradition

use of gesture

knowledge of literacy in their
other language(s)

start from what they bring
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http://www.duallanguageproject.com/pdfs/Khalid_Diana.pdf

IDENTITY TEXTS

use of target language and home language

use of objects

use of pictures/images/drawings
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start from what they bring
multicultural perspectivemy name

ht
tp

s:
//

is
su

u.
co

m
/b

rit
is

hc
ou

nc
ili

nd
ia

/d
oc

s/
us

in
g_

m
ul

ti
lin

gu
al

_
ap

pr
oa

ch
es

_
re

so
ur

ce
_

bo
ok



31



32

ht
tp

s:
//

w
w

w
.m

cg
ill

.c
a/

pl
ur

ili
ng

ua
lla

b/
pl

ur
ili

ng
ua

l-
gu

id
e



33

idioms and proverbs
POSITION EAL STUDENTS AS EXPERTS

choose an idiom from your culture/language

explain the meaning of the idiom:
*picture
*act it out

idioms in the target language



https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B8DBo6vMbPskdXJzUjVXdHpLUWM/view?resourcekey=0-
YUiiLkAC8drrY3ARC5fg9Ahttps://drive.google.com/file/d/0B8DBo6vMbPskdXJzUjVXdHpLUWM/view?resourcekey=0-

YUiiLkAC8drrY3ARC5fg9A
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to continue the conversation

Do you have more specific questions related to your context?
Would you like to share ideas/teaching practices?

info@mltav.asn.au
elena.pirovano@unimelb.edu.au
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thanks!
Resources:
https://arts.unimelb.edu.au/research-unit-for-multilingualism-and-cross-cultural-communication/community/information-on-multilingualism

https://issuu.com/britishcouncilindia/docs/using_multilingual_approaches_resource_book

https://www.mcgill.ca/plurilinguallab/plurilingual-guide

http://www.duallanguageproject.com/printbooklets.html

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DahAZ2DQ738 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B8DBo6vMbPskdXJzUjVXdHpLUWM/view?resourcekey=0-
YUiiLkAC8drrY3ARC5fg9Ahttps://drive.google.com/file/d/0B8DBo6vMbPskdXJzUjVXdHpLUWM/view?resourcekey=0-YUiiLkAC8drrY3ARC5fg9A
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