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Editorial on the Research Topic
Learning foreign languages: experiences of persons with disabilities and
special educational needs and their teachers

Introduction

In an increasingly interconnected world, foreign language proficiency has shifted
from an educational advantage to a fundamental necessity. Languages function not
only as tools for communication but as gateways to cultural understanding, educational
opportunity, and social inclusion. Yet, a critical gap persists in language education research:
understanding how students with diverse learning needs and their teachers navigate
foreign language classrooms. This Research Topic, Learning foreign languages: experiences
of persons with disabilities and special educational needs and their teachers, addresses this
gap by examining experiences of students with various disabilities and learning challenges
across Europe.

This Research Topic presents cross-national perspectives on how students with visual
or hearing impairments, physical disabilities, and special educational needs (SEN) engage
with foreign language learning. It offers insights into students’ attitudes and strategies,
while also exploring educational approaches, technological supports, and pedagogical
innovations that either facilitate or hinder their progress.
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Research context and significance

Foreign language learning presents distinct challenges and
opportunities for students with diverse learning needs. Unlike
many academic subjects, language learning engages multiple
sensory and cognitive processes—from auditory processing and
visual recognition to memorization and social interaction.
For students with sensory, physical, or cognitive differences,
traditional methods may pose substantial barriers to participation
and achievement.

Theoretical framework

This research draws on a multidimensional framework
integrating inclusive education, foreign language acquisition,
motivation theory, and disability studies. Rather than framing
SEN as deficits,
from the interaction between personal characteristics and

individual we view them as emerging
environmental contexts.

Students with diverse learning needs are not a homogeneous
group. Each brings unique strengths, challenges, and preferences
to the language learning process. We have aimed to avoid
overgeneralizing findings while still identifying meaningful

patterns to inform responsive educational practices.

Research methodologies

The studies employ a complementary mix of methodologies.

Readers will find quantitative analyses of engagement,
qualitative explorations of student perspectives, case studies
of innovative practices, and mixed methods integrating multiple
data sources.

This methodological pluralism provides both breadth and
depth in understanding inclusive language education. Quantitative
data reveal broad patterns, while qualitative components capture
contextual nuances and lived experiences.

Special attention was given to making research methods
accessible. Traditional approaches often exclude participants with
certain disabilities. We adapted instruments and procedures to

ensure meaningful participation across varied needs.

Key themes and findings

Several overarching themes emerge, offering insight into
inclusive language education in Europe and suggesting paths
for improvement.

First, students with diverse learning needs often show positive
attitudes toward language learning, even when engagement
and achievement vary. Chapter 1, Beyond Barriers: Exploring
Foreign Language Learning Experiences of Students with Diverse
Learning Needs in four European countries, by Karatsiori, Liontou,
Domagala-Zysk, Vogt et al.,, shows that learning attitude scores
exceed engagement scores, suggesting barriers are more related
to access and delivery than to motivation. This challenges deficit-
based assumptions and highlights untapped potential.
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Second, assistive technologies can enhance access when
properly implemented. As shown in Chapters 2 entitled Enhancing
EFL writing skills for adult Deaf and hard of hearing individuals
written by Chomicz, many students report limited instruction in
using these tools, signaling a need for better training and support.

Third, research underscores the critical importance of
multimodal and differentiated approaches to language instruction.
Traditional methods relying heavily on auditory or visual input
create barriers for students with sensory or cognitive impairments.
Chapter 3, Literature for all in Poland? Opportunities and challenges
of easy to read standard in special education for the d/Deaf students
in primary school - preliminary remarks by Ruta-Korytowska and
Wrzesniewska-Pietrzak, chapter 4, “Language means freedom to
me” perspectives of Deaf and hard-of-hearing students on their
experiences in the English as a foreign language classroom by
Urbann et al, chapter 5 Learning outcomes of project-based
learning activities on access to functional diversity terms, by
Campoy-Cubillo, chapter 6, Teaching a second language to learners
with mild intellectual disabilities - a Hungarian case study, by
Nemes, and chapter 7 English learners with dyslexia benefit from
English dyslexia intervention: an observational study of routine
intervention practices by Middleton et al.—each of them explores
how diversifying instructional approaches and assessment methods
can improve access for all.

Fourth, teacher preparation remains a challenge. Across all
countries studied, many educators lack training in adapting
instruction for students with SEN. However, Chapter 8, Learning
styles and strategies of D/deaf and hard of hearing students in foreign
language acquisition-a research report by Olszak and Borowicz
demonstrates that with appropriate support, teachers can help
students to develop effective and creative learning styles and
inclusive language strategies.

Finally, motivation is influenced by factors beyond
the classroom. Chapter 9, Internal motivation vs. learning
environment support in EFL: evidence from students with
diverse learning needs across four European countries, by

Karatsiori, Liontou, Domagala-Zysk, Poredo§ et al. draws
attention to the fact that internal motivation is not only tied
to teacher or peer support, highlighting the crucial role of

family encouragement.

Implications and future directions

This research has important implications for policy, teacher
preparation, and classroom practice. It challenges narrow
views of inclusion as mere physical placement, advocating
instead for meaningful participation. Instead, it points toward
a more nuanced understanding of inclusive language education
that recognizes both common principles and the need for
individualized approaches.

We hope this work contributes to systems that support
all students in becoming confident, capable users of foreign
languages. In a multilingual world, language proficiency is
a key to global participation. Students with diverse needs
deserve educational pathways that respect both their challenges
and capacities.
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“Language means freedom to me”
perspectives of Deaf and
hard-of-hearing students on their
experiences in the English as a
foreign language classroom

Katharina Urbann'*, Kristin Gross?, Alina Gervers® and
Melanie Kellner?

'Humboldt-Universitat zu Berlin, Berlin, Germany, ?Faculty of Humanities, Department of Educational and
Social Sciences, Education and Rehabilitation of the Deaf and Hard of Hearing, University of Cologne,
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Introduction: Teaching English as a foreign language (EFL) to Deaf and hard-of-
hearing (DHH) students is regarded as a major challenge.The aim of the study
is to examine the perspectives of DHH students regarding their experiences in
the EFL classroom.

Methods: Utilizing a qualitative design, semi-structured interviews were conducted
with 17 former DHH students who learned English at German schools for the DHH.

Results: The findings reveal various language combinations within the EFL
classroom, which entirely depend on the teacher. Several critical aspects of the
EFL classes were highlighted, including the insufficient foreign sign language
competences of teachers, the juxtaposition of German Sign Language (DGS)
signs and spoken English, and the lack of Deaf cultural content and awareness
in the teaching. Additionally, the absence of interactive engagement in the EFL
classroom was noted as a significant issue. Based on the DHH students’ EFL
learning experiences, both English and American Sign Language (ASL) served
as foreign languages for young DHH individuals, particularly in the context of
international communication and social media engagement.

Discussion: This study underscores the importance of integrating ASL into
EFL classrooms to better support DHH students’ language learning needs. The
findings highlight the critical role of teacher training in ASL and the necessity
for standardized approaches to EFL instruction. By aligning teaching practices
with students’ lived experiences and incorporating sign language, educators can
foster more inclusive, effective learning environments that not only enhance
academic success but also affirm students’ identities and rights.

KEYWORDS

Deaf, foreign language, teaching, interview, sign language, students

1 Introduction

This research is based on the understanding of Deaf and hard-of-hearing (DHH) people
being bimodal-multilingual learners. Bimodal multilingualism refers to the learning and use
of languages in two different modalities: spoken languages, which are conveyed acoustically
or in writing, and sign languages, which are expressed manually and perceived visually. While
the acquisition of a spoken language is only partially possible for DHH individuals, even with
technical support, sign languages are fully accessible to DHH students when offered. Signed
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and spoken languages show very little articulatory or perceptual
overlap, and signed languages have no standardized, widely-used
written systems (Becker and Jaeger, 2019). Despite empirical evidence
demonstrating the benefits of sign language proficiency for processing
written forms of languages (Villwock et al., 2021), the inclusion of sign
language in teaching is not standard practice.

Acquiring English on an intermediate to professional level is a
requirement of inclusion, as English competence opens doors to
international academic and professional opportunities and enriches
leisure activities. The aim of English as a foreign language (EFL) teaching
is the preparation for authentic (real-world) language interactions (Berlin
Senate Department for Education, Youth, and Science, 2015). In
Germany, students mandatorily begin learning English in primary
school across all federal states. The same applies to DHH students
following the mainstream curriculum: DHH students must acquire a
certain (high) level of English proficiency in order to pass nationwide
standardized exams, gain entrance to tertiary education and to become -
just as their hearing peers - global citizens who are able to navigate
international settings of any kind (Bartz and Eitzen, 2016). Despite the
importance of the subject, teaching EFL to DHH students has been
broadly discussed as a major challenge for teachers (see Urbann, 2020,
for an overview). For example, a specific training on how to teach English
to DHH students is nonexistent. In the current teacher training programs
in Germany, DHH education and the subject of English are studied
separately, resulting in a lack of overlap and integrated content.
Inadequate teacher education leads to frustration and a wide, inconsistent
spectrum of EFL classroom practices. To gain insights into these
practices through the perspective of DHH students in Germany, this
qualitative interview study was conducted. The following section outlines
the potential languages and language systems that may be used in EFL
classrooms with DHH students. Additionally, it provides an overview on
the current state of research, summarizing existing findings in the field
and highlighting the relevance of this study.

2 Background

Sign languages, such as DGS, are fully fledged languages with a
distinctive grammar and syntax that differ from languages in spoken and
written forms. Sign languages use spatial grammar and rely on visual-
spatial modality, incorporating movements of the hands, facial
expressions, and body language to convey meaning [see Pfau et al. (2012)
for DGS]. Specifically, sign languages used in countries with English as
an official language (or a national language and lingua franca) are not
identical but differ fundamentally in linguistic terms. Broadly speaking,
these sign languages include American Sign Language (ASL) and the
British- Australian-New Zealand Sign Language (BANZSL; Schembri
etal, 2010). BANZSL is further subdivided into British Sign Language
(BSL), Australian Sign Language, and New Zealand Sign Language
according to the respective countries. ASL is primarily used in the
United States and Canada, but also in other countries where individuals
with ASL proficiency have influenced the educational landscape, such as
in Guatemala or Ghana (Nyst, 2007; Parks and Parks, 2008). Also ASL
has been influencing International Sign, which is not a natural language
but “a set of conventions [...] that some authors have said are pidgin-like
“(World Federation of the Deaf and World Association of Sign Language
Interpreters, 2019, 1). Looking at general teaching practices with DHH
students again, sign language mixed with spoken language is also used.
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On the one hand there exist artificially created combined forms such as
Signed Exact English (SEE) or Signed English (SE) that follow prescribed
rules. Unlike ASL, these artificially created combined forms follow the
English word order and grammar rules. SEE and SE are systems of
manual communication by visually representing the English language.
These manual communication systems are primarily used in educational
settings to support the development of English literacy competencies of
DHH students. On the other hand, there is contact signing [also known
as Pidgin Sign(ed) English], which combines spoken English with ASL
in a free and ‘natural’ form. In addition to using ASL signs, facial
expressions are employed to mark different sentence types and emotions,
and the signing space is utilized (Baker-Shenk and Cokely, 1996; Reilly
and Mclntire, 1980; Woodward, 1973). The German equivalent to
contact signing is Sign Supported German. Within this system, German
signs are used in conjunction with spoken German to provide additional
visual information, thereby supporting or clarifying the spoken message.
Both Sign Supported German and contact signing do not possess their
own grammars but instead follow the grammars of the spoken or written
forms of their respective languages (Steinbach et al., 2007). German
Signs with English Mouthing appears as a special form that occurs in
English as a foreign language teaching in Germany, where spoken
English is accompanied by signs from German Sign Language. This
mode of communication is not a natural language but rather a type of
auxiliary system.

Since the 2000s, (inter-)national empirical work and practice reports
on the discourse of “teaching English to DHH students” have been
presented, resulting in a broad spectrum of discussion. The
methodological approaches vary greatly, which affects the validity of the
publications (Kang and Scott, 2021). In certain publications, the authors
describe the teaching of English with a specific group of learners, or the
authors explain their own teaching approach. More generally, Ay and Sen
Bartan (2022, Turkey), Stoppock (2014, Germany) and Ramos Martin-
Pozo (2022, Spain), describe didactic-methodological considerations for
teaching English and adaptations of curricula for DHH students,
especially focussing on the English in its written form, visualizations, and
using technological tools. In the German context, the focus lies on the
introduction of another sign language, namely ASL, into the EFL
classroom. Bartz and FEitzen (2016) discuss the opportunities and
limitations of ASL as contact signs in English classes in upper secondary
level at a vocational school for the DHH in Germany. Kremp (2015)
reports on her enriching ASL use in English classes. Poppendieker (2011)
published a paper in which she traced her didactic choices regarding
English instruction at the Elbschule in Hamburg, Germany, and
discussed the use of SEE in her teaching (Poppendieker, 2011, 25). Bartz
and Eitzen (2016), Kremp (2015), and Poppendieker (2011) agree that
from a teacher’s perspective, the use of ASL has a positive impact on
students’ motivation to learn English. As a result of their experiences, the
four teachers also describe their impression that the memorization of
English words is increased through the use of ASL signs and that the
students can learn new ASL signs quickly and with appropriate methods
(for example with the help of dictionaries). According to Poppendieker
(2011), the acquisition of ASL signs leads to increased communication
in the classroom, making the English class become interactive.

Other research describes how English language instruction is
implemented in a school setting, such as an anonymous school in
Kazakhstan (Sultanbekova, 2019) or the Dharma Bhakti Dharma
Pertiwi Special School in Indonesia (see Puri et al, 2019).
Complementary, Ristiani (2018) describes general challenges of
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teaching English to DHH students in Indonesia without using the
term “sign language” once. Both examples focus on a phonetic and
written language approach. As an educator, the question is how to
consciously choose an approach keeping in mind the diverse learner
group and their individual needs and competencies. The current state
of English language teaching with DHH students related to a particular
for France country—was surveyed in studies by Bedoin (2011). Kontra
etal. (2015a) for Hungary, by Domagata-Zysk (2011, 2019) for Poland,
by Machova (2019) for Czech Republic, by Nisha and Gill (2020) for
India, by Quay (2005) for Japan, by Pritchard (2004); Poppendieker
(2011) for Norway, and by Uradarevi¢ (2016) for Serbia. Bedoin’s
(2011) research is based on a questionnaire survey in 104 schools,
comprising 12 semi-structured interviews with teachers, and 68
classroom observations. She concludes that there is a great diversity
in teaching English to DHH students in France. In addition, she
describes the challenges for teachers to teach English adequately, due
to the lack of professional qualifications for teaching English to DHH
students or in view of the great heterogeneity of the learning groups,
among other factors. In order to improve the quality of English
teaching, Bedoin (2011) calls for improved training of teachers who
teach foreign languages to DHH students. All teachers who
participated in her study were hearing; perspectives of students on
their English instruction were not collected. Following the clear
formulation in the introduction of Bedoin’s article, where the author
states “(t)he purpose is not to teach them a foreign sign language, such
as British sign language (BSL) or American sign language (ASL), but
standard written and/or spoken English” (Bedoin, 2011, 160), the use
of sign language is not discussed any further. In contrast, Kontra
et al's (2015a) survey explicitly addresses the central role of sign
language for DHH students. As one of the few studies in the field that
actually gathered data and evaluated responses from different
perspectives, the Hungarian research team conducted a questionnaire
survey (N=105 students), interviews (N=10 teachers and N=7
principals), and also classroom observations. Three of the ten teachers
interviewed had completed professional training in both English and
teaching DHH students, four in one of the two subject areas (either
English or Deaf education), and three in neither. Since auditory-verbal
instruction was predominant in Hungary at the time of the survey,
there was little or no use of sign language in English classes. The
teachers interviewed wished to have more competencies in Hungarian
sign language in order to have more lively exchanges with their
students, as well as appropriate materials and methods for teaching
English to DHH students to better motivate students to learn English
[also see Uradarevi¢ (2016)]. Although students should have reached
level A2 (“elementary”) of the “Common European Framework of
Reference for Languages” in reading and writing by grade 8, teachers
consider level Al (“beginner”) to be more realistic.

European and international research more and more calls for the
explicit integration of national sign languages in English classes. Along
with Kontra etal.'s (2015b) call for Hungarian Sign Language, Machova
(2019) makes a case for Czech Sign Language, as do Nisha and Gill
(2020) for Indian Sign Language, and Quay (2005) for Japanese Sign
Language (or ASL). A position contrary to these demands is taken by
the Polish researcher (Domagala-Zysk 2019). The use of Polish Sign
Language should be reduced in English classes, she argues. In her
numerous writings, Domagata-Zy$k does not comment on the possible
inclusion of a sign language from an English-speaking country. Among
other methodological impulses for teaching English to DHH students,
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she has developed a modification of the National School Curriculum
for English as a subject for DHH students (e. g. by dropping
“pronunciation” as a learning objective or adding “getting to know
famous DHH people from other countries”). Although English literacy
is generally important from an educational perspective, DHH students
do not participate in English classes everywhere. For example, in
mainstream classes in Hungary, DHH students are excluded from
foreign language classes (Kontra et al., 2015a). In Serbia, special
regulations apply, according to which DHH students either do not
participate in English classes at all or are taught according to an adapted
curriculum (Uradarevi¢, 2016). Also in Serbia, the focus of English
lessons is on written language competence, although according to the
author, speech and language exercises are also carried out with the
support of a speech therapist, among others, and contrastive work is
done with English and Serbian. Berent (2001) also takes up the aspect
of the comparison of two written languages and discusses the specific
challenges with regard to the acquisition of English grammar by
comparing Czech and English. That students students can successfully
learn BSL was demonstrated by Pritchard (2011) in a small study [N =
29 students (experimental group: N = 15 DHH students and without
additional disabilities who learned BSL; control group: N = 8 Swedish
bimodal-bilingual taught DHH students without BSL skills and N = 6
hearing Norwegian students without sign language skills)].

Pritchard (2004) describes the situation of English teaching in
Norway differently. In the early 2000s, BSL was introduced in grade 1,
and English was not focused on any further than grade 4. In English
classes, recordings of BSL-native signers were used as language
models. In addition, numerous teachers in Norway were already
trained in BSL through corresponding EU programs. In her positive
remarks about teaching English with BSL, Pritchard emphasizes the
professional quality of the teachers as a central factor for success. They
should be competent in both English and BSL in order to be able to
function not necessarily as linguistic role models, but primarily as
competent learning facilitators. Teachers report that students are
highly motivated to learn BSL, regardless of their degree of hearing
loss or their preferred mode of communication. The previously
mentioned Hungarian group of researchers looked at more in-depth
aspects of English language teaching in the Hungarian context. As one
of the research group members, Kontra (2013) retrospectively
interviewed 23 DHH adults about their experiences in foreign
language classes. The statements highlighted the barriers that DHH
people face in language learning: An educational landscape that does
not sufficiently address the needs of DHH people; a lack of appropriate
teaching materials; a lack of well-trained teachers; a lack of sign
language use and sign language competencies on the part of the
teachers. The respondents were positive about the use of sign language
(e. g. ASL) in the foreign language classroom, because it strengthens
the motivation to learn the foreign language. The barriers described
by Kontra (2013) were confirmed in another study by Kontra et al.
(2015b). In this study, 31 DHH students were interviewed about their
experiences in foreign language classrooms. The students reported
needing extra help in foreign language learning and having to exert
more effort, which led to low motivation to learn. In addition, many
students felt that their own competence in Hungarian was not
sufficient to learn another spoken language. At the same time, they
considered the use of Hungarian sign language in foreign language
classes as indispensable and highly motivating, which is also
confirmed by Kontra and Csizér 2013; (N=331) in an extended way
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for a foreign sign language and in principle by Csizér et al. (2015). This
study, which surveyed 96 DHH students from eight different schools,
found that DHH students tend not to consider themselves as language
learners and do not develop a positive vision here. This lack of an ideal
vision of a ‘desired L2 self’ complicates the foreign language
learning process.

Despite the critical descriptions of the current state of English
language teaching, from which impulses for the design of English
language teaching have been derived, there are hardly any empirical
studies to date which examine the effectiveness of English language
teaching, for example with regard to the learning level of the students
(Kang and Scott, 2021). Pritchard (2004), for example, surveys
students’ BSL competences and provides arguments for its use, but
concrete statements on students’ English competences are missing. In
addition, it is noticeable that most publications are written by hearing
experts without openly reflecting this perspective. Publications that
include the perspective of DHH people call for the use of a sign
language from an English speaking country in EFL classes because it
is assumed that it can increase students’ motivation to learn English
and enable spontaneous international communication (for example
Poppendieker, 2011; Kontra and Csizér, 2013; Csizér et al., 2015;
Csizér and Kontra, 2020). Fister (2017) states in her research that there
is indeed no difference between hearing and DHH students of English
in their motivational approach to learning English as a global
language. However, the aspect of international communities that use
International Sign or written English might be a contributing factor
for DHH students that need further assessment in the future. For the
sake of completeness, it should be briefly mentioned that some
teaching methods were also evaluated. However, without much value
for the EFL teaching itself, as they confirm the usage of established
methods to teach DHH students in general: Their evaluation of
teaching methods in the EFL classroom with DHH students indicates
that visual support enhances vocabulary teaching effectiveness
(Birinci and Sarigoban, 2021), while subtitles and videos also prove to
be effective (Baranowska, 2022).

In summary, the existing research findings include only a very
limited number of research projects in the field of bimodal-
multilingual EFL teaching. Also, there is a lack of comprehensive,
country-specific research on EFL teaching practices to DHH students.
While research by Kontra et al. (2015a) in Hungary and Bedoin (2011)
in France offers valuable insights, a more comprehensive
understanding of the diverse needs of DHH students in various
educational settings, such as Germany, is essential. This study aims to
examine the perspectives of DHH bimodal-multilingual students in
German EFL classrooms.

3 Our study

To explore the perspectives of DHH students on their experiences
in the EFL classroom at schools for the DHH in Germany, three
research questions were investigated:

1 How do DHH students perceive the communication in the
EFL classroom?

2 What do students perceive as challenges in the EFL classroom?

3 How do DHH students relate to English and sign languages
from English-speaking countries?
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3.1 Methods

To answer the research questions, semi-structured interviews
were conducted and analyzed using qualitative content analysis
according to Kuckartz and Radiker (2022). The selection criteria and
composition of the sample as well as the process of data collection and
data analysis are described in the following.

3.2 Sample

The study’s sample selection criteria were carefully defined to
ensure relevance and representativeness. Participants were
required to meet the following four criteria: (1) Their everyday
mode of communication is DGS, (2) they are at least 18 years old,
(3) they left a school for the DHH in Germany not earlier than in
2014, (4) they attended schools for the DHH in Germany for at
least ten years. The sample was recruited via Deaf community
gatekeepers, e. g. associations of DHH young people. 17 young
adults, who met the inclusion criteria and gave their informed
consent to the study were included. They were between 20 and
27 years old and came from different federal states in Germany.
Altogether, they went to 18 different schools for the DHH in
Germany, which corresponds to almost a third of the schools for
the DHH in Germany. All but two of the participants were
university students. The following table shows the composition of
the interview study sample in alphabetical order of the pseudonyms
(Table 1).

3.3 Data collection

In the process of data collection, semi-structured interviews were
chosen (Supplementary material). Due to pragmatic reasons (the
interviewees came from different places in Germany) the interviews
were conducted and recorded via the software Zoom. The interviews
took place in DGS and were led by one of the authors, a native German
signer with expertise in empirical interviewing. This person attended
schools for the DHH in Germany herself, where she also learned
English, following “DEAF-SAME” (Kusters and Friedner, 2015, x).
DEAF SAME “emphasizes at the feeling of deaf similitude and [...] is
grounded in experiential ways of being in the world as deaf people
with (what are assumed) to be shared [...] experiences” (Kusters and
Friedner, 2015). The basis of the interviews was an interview guideline
that had been tested in a preliminary pilot study. This interview
guideline can be viewed in the Supplementary material of this article.
After a greeting, informed consent and the collection of some
contextual data about the interviewee, the interview developed along
the following three blocks of questions, among others: communication
in the EFL classroom, criticism of the EFL classroom practices, the
meaning of English and a sign language from an English speaking
country to the former students. These blocks were assigned to the
three research questions. All DGS interviews were translated into
German by a professional sign language interpreter. The German
translations were subsequently transcribed and cross-verified with the
signed originals by two researchers of the team, both fluent in DGS
and German, one of whom was the interviewer herself, to ensure
accuracy and prevent translation errors.
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TABLE 1 Characteristics of Participants

interview no. age in years pseudonym occupation no. of schools visited  graduation year
1 22 Alex trainee 1 2019
2 24 Bo university student 2 2019
3 20 Charly university student 3 2022
4 26 Dani employee 2 2017
5 22 Eike university student 2 2018
6 25 Elis university student 4 2018
7 27 Jona employee and university student 3 2017
8 22 Kim university student 2 2022
9 24 Lian employee 2 2019
10 22 Lou university student 3 2022
11 25 Luca university student 2 2014
12 23 Noa university student 3 2022
13 27 Rani university student 2 2016
14 23 Robin university student 3 2021
15 21 Toni university student 2 2020
16 24 Willo university student 3 2021
17 20 Uli university student 2 2022

3.4 Data analysis

The analysis of the collected contextual data about the interviewees
were conducted in tabular form. Before the qualitative analysis of the
material, pseudonyms were assigned, and the names of schools, places,
and teachers were removed from the transcripts to protect the
sensitive data of the participants and shift the focus from the
individuals providing the data to the content of the data itself. After
that all interviews were summarized in preparation for the content
analysis.The qualitative content analysis of the interview transcripts
was carried out using MAXQDA 2022 (VERBI Software, 2021). In
accordance with the analysis approach of Kuckartz and Ridiker
(2022), the category system was initially derived from the research
questions and further refined through an inductive analysis of the data
material. For each category, a definition and coding rules were
recorded in a coding guide, which ensured the uniform assignment of
text passages to the categories within the research team. The original
text excerpts were first reproduced in their own words (paraphrase).
The wealth of statements per category was abstracted by summarizing
them into superordinate statements or partial findings (generalization),
from which the main findings were then derived. The development of
the category system was based on 4 of the 17 interviews, which
corresponds to 23.5% of the data material. The other data sets were
then coded, whereby the category system was constantly checked and
further subcategories were added. The number of subcategories vary
according to the complexity of the main category. For example, the
main category ‘criticism of English lessons” has 16 subcategories,
whereas the main category ‘importance of languages’ has only 3
subcategories. A tabular overview of the main 4 categories and
subcategories can be found in the Supplementary material. Consensual
coding was employed throughout the whole process, involving four
individuals who worked in alternating tandems to ensure reliability
and validity in the coding process. All four researchers are fluent in
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both German Sign Language and German. In cases of divergent
coding within a tandem, the original material was reviewed, and a
consensus was reached among all four researchers.

3.5 Results

The results’ presentation is structured according to the three
research questions. Firstly, how DHH students perceive the
communication in the EFL classroom.

3.5.1 Various language combinations appear,
exclusively depending on the teacher

Overall, the participants described nine different language
combinations that are used in the EFL classroom. Besides written
English, different sign languages were used: British Sign Language,
American Sign Language and German Sign Language. Eike’s
description of the continuous change between languages which
depended mainly on the teacher was exemplary: “But there
we alternated between BSL and ASL, depending on the teacher (...).
The written language also alternated between British English and
American English” Also, the interview partners reported that
German and English were spoken in the EFL classroom. Besides
these two language modalities, mixed forms were also part of the
teaching: Signed Exact English, Sign Supported German and German
Sign Language with English mouthing. This leads to very diverse EFL
teaching practices in which the use of languages depends exclusively
on the teacher. The most common form of communication was a
combination of German signs with English mouthing. The former
students described this combination as highly confusing, for example
Dani: “[...] to have German or the German gesture with English
mouthing I did not get anything together at all. I did not understand
anything” What the former students recalled as positive and
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beneficial throughout was the use of ASL. For example, Bo described
the ASL experience as follows: “[...] and then Ms. X came to our
class. And she signed ASL. And we sat there and could not believe it.
And I just thought to myself: Yes, that’s it” Despite the language and
modality employed by the teacher, the former students naturally
gravitated toward using the sign language that felt most intuitive and
accessible to them for communication amongst themselves, as
elucidated by Rani: “But among ourselves, I think we handled it in
DGS and I think if it [classroom language] had been ASL, we probably
could have used ASL as well. But we did not adopt this language
mix-up among ourselves”

Secondly, the question what DHH students perceive as challenges
in the EFL classroom was addressed.

3.5.2 Insufficient ASL/BSL competences of teachers

In addition to broader criticisms like monotony in the EFL
classroom and the pressure to excel, the interviewees mainly criticized
the missing or inadequate ASL/BSL competences of their teachers. Elis
formulated to the point: “And then, of course, it also requires teachers
who can understand everything and that is the difficulty. So, I had
teachers who of course did not fully understand me. Therefore, I did
not sign fully in ASL, I had to adapt my language level to the teachers’
skills, the language I used had to be limited and these limited language
skills were then assessed. In my opinion, that’s absolutely not okay.
That’s transgressive in my opinion.”

3.5.3 Juxtaposition of DGS signs and spoken English

Moreover, the former DHH students consistently mentioned
concerns about the haphazard and bewildering language mixture
employed by teachers, particularly the juxtaposition of DGS signs and
spoken English. This confusing language mix hindered comprehension
and learning, resulting in demotivation and limited access to foreign
language resources. Consequently, students, such as Willo, struggled
to acquire language skills effectively. “[...] I simply could not
understand everything, that English was spoken and German was
signed and I could not get it all together afterwards. And I just sat
frustrated at school and had to learn somehow.”

3.5.4 Teachers’ lack of ASL grammar competences
Following this point, the former students also critically highlighted
the teachers’ lack of ASL grammar competences, as Lou mentioned in an
exemplary way: “Well, the teachers just used this Sign Supported
German. That's why many of them simply did not know about the
grammar in ASL” Although the students criticized the teachers for their
perceived lack of competences, they also expressed gratitude for the
effort made to learn ASL and incorporate it into their teaching: “And
then a new teacher came to our school as a trainee teacher and took over
our class and she familiarized herself with ASL and also used ASL quite
alot. She had been learning it somehow for three and a half years and
had worked her way into it. It wasn't full-fledged, but at least it was more
than before” Building upon this criticism the interviewees demanded
DHH students to be taught in full-fledged ASL in the EFL classroom.

3.5.5 Lack of Deaf cultural content and awareness

In addition to the absence of foreign sign language skills, the lack
of Deaf cultural content in the lessons and the teachers’ insufficient
Deaf cultural awareness were also critically noted: “And that you do
not just take language and not just hearing culture. I've always had the
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impression that only hearing people were given a closer look at
English-speaking culture and I think as a Deaf person you identify
more with Deaf persons and Deaf culture. And that was
completely missing”

3.5.6 Substituting spoken English

In general, the use of spoken language within the EFL classroom
was perceived as meaningless by the former DHH students. Most
interviewees only considered the use of spoken English of some
importance when it came to the issue of spoken language exams and
how their school and English teacher(s) dealt with this particular
challenge. Some interview partners reported they were sometimes
only offered oral exams or listening comprehension exercises. Besides
oral exams and listening comprehension exercises, some students,
especially the ones with general qualification for university entrance,
had chat exams instead of oral exams in their last years of school and
highly criticized this exam form as well, e. g. Bo: “At X school we had
chat exams. These exams were incredibly criticized. Because the
person sitting opposite us, which means the person we chatted with,
was drawn by lot. [...] So we were given these tasks. We always dealt
with the topics a bit beforehand. We were then allowed to write a text.
So it was just a chat. Then at some point the time was up. Then we sent
it to one person. And I did not know who it was. This person was
sitting in another room and was sent my text. And then I was supposed
to take on a role based on a task. Be it the boss, be it the salesperson.
Be it person XY. So I looked at the text. And my counterpart was also
given a role. And we were supposed to enter into a dialog, but in chat
form. [...] And that’s what the exam looked like. The bad thing about
it was that, on the one hand, the program, so let us say I typed
something and I realized: Oh, no, it's wrong at the beginning. Then
I had to delete everything I had typed so far to correct it. [...] Maybe
you were somehow unlucky with your partner, who either did not feel
like it or could not do it. [...] And that always meant that there was no
other solution. But actually, there probably needs to be a new solution
somehow. But then every student would have to have the privilege of
learning ASL”

3.5.7 Missing interaction

Besides the former students’ descriptions of chat exams, the
missing meaningfulness and frustration was evident within other
instances regarding their EFL classroom experiences, such as missing
interaction, as Bo mentioned: “It was only ever written on the
blackboard or on the worksheet. And if it was wrong, it was explained
to us. So there was never any interaction question, answer, question,
answer. None at all. Zero. Always just tasks that we had to complete.
Then it was explained why that was the case. Why this tense is used.
Why -ed or -ing is used now and so on. This was explained to us in
DGS. There was no interaction.”

The challenges perceived by DHH students regarding their English
classes highlight several key issues. Firstly, there is dissatisfaction with
the insufficient ASL/BSL competencies of teachers, leading to limited
linguistic expression and frustration among students. Additionally,
concerns arise from the haphazard mixing of DGS signs with spoken
English, making comprehension challenging for students. Moreover,
the lack of ASL grammar competences among teachers impedes
effective instruction, although efforts to incorporate ASL are
acknowledged. Furthermore, the absence of Deaf cultural content in
lessons and the inadequate awareness of Deaf culture by teachers are
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noted, leaving students feeling excluded. The use of spoken language
within the EFL classroom is deemed meaningless by former DHH
students, who criticize chat exams and the lack of meaningful
interaction in lessons. These findings underscore the need for improved
teacher training and curriculum development to better support the
linguistic and cultural needs of DHH students in English language
education. Thirdly, the question was addressed how DHH students
relate to English and sign languages from English-speaking countries.

3.5.8 Crucial importance of English and ASL as
foreign languages

Generally speaking, both the acquisition of English and
specifically ASL as a foreign sign language were highly important to
DHH students. English and ASL served as gateways to the world,
facilitating access to communication, education, and society for DHH
students. Bo clarified: “[...] to communicate with people today
without any problems in English [...] that is so pleasant. It’s so valuable
to have this broad access. I had some access to the English language
before. But to have a much broader one now [with ASL] and to be able
to communicate is really nice” Representatively for most of the
interviewed former students, Charly described English as “[...]
beautiful. So my perspective on the English language is simple, it’s a
world language. It's omnipresent in my everyday life. As I said, on my
phone, on my laptop and even now in my studies, I would say half of
it is in English and so it’s just second nature. So I say that I can only
express certain things in English and certain things only in German.”

3.5.9 Rare use of English in daily lives and
predominantly use on social media platforms

Despite the significant importance of ASL and English, it
appears that not all interviewees utilize it regularly in their daily
lives. Nine participants mentioned that they either never or rarely
use English in their everyday activities. Rani explained: “Sure, when
I'm on vacation I have to be able to read English, I have to be able
to write English, but otherwise I do not really use it at all. What did
I learn it for? No, I mean, of course it’s a world language and when
I see my parents who cannot speak it at all, it’s not wrong. But at the
moment, in everyday life, I do not use it at all” One context in
which many interviewees predominantly used written English was
on social media platforms or when communicating with
international friends, as Luca reasoned: “Because I have friends all
over the world where I have to chat in English” The interviewees
not only actively engage in using English on social media platforms
but also passively encounter it when reading posts. Jona stated: “I
follow quite a few accounts that post in English on Instagram.
Some interview partners also highlighted the advantages of written
English for studying at university, reading books, at work, watching
movies, and traveling.

3.5.10 International contacts through
international sign and ASL

International Sign and ASL was mentioned particularly for social
contacts and friendships, but also for participation in cultural events
and social media engagements to stay up to date. As Luca stated: “And
at the moment, when media is distributed around the world, it is also
distributed in ASL or International Sign. And that’s why you actually
see it every day”
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The acquisition of English and ASL was deemed highly important
by DHH students, serving as vital tools for communication, education,
and societal integration. As Uli succinctly stated: “Language means
freedom to me” Participants emphasized the value of English as a
global language, facilitating broad access to information and
communication channels. However, it was noted that not all
interviewees regularly utilize English in their daily lives, with many
primarily encountering it on social media platforms or when
communicating with international friends. Conversely, International
Sign and ASL were highlighted as crucial for social contacts,
friendships, and participation in cultural events, reflecting their
significance in fostering international connections and staying
engaged with global media.

3.6 Discussion

In this section, the findings are contextualized within the existing
body of research and limitations of the present study are revealed. Most
of the studies available to date are general descriptions of English
language teaching in a country or in a school. Thus, only few studies have
collected data to which reference can be made here. Only in the studies
conducted by Kontra (2013) and Kontra et al. (2015b), the perspective of
DHH EFL learners were analyzed. In all three studies the insufficient
training of teachers was criticized and the use of a foreign sign language
in the classroom was positively mentioned. In contrast to findings of the
study by Csizér et al. (2015), the former DHH students in this study
strongly identified as language learners and highlighted the importance
of learning English and ASL as foreign languages in school. They regard
these languages as gateways to the world, providing access to
communication, education, and society, aligning with the aim of EFL
teaching posed by the Berlin Senate Department for Education, Youth,
and Science (2015). However, according to the interviewees in this study,
who described a lack of interaction in their EFL learning experiences,
this objective is not being met.

Other aspects that were emphasized in previous studies are
missing concepts and great diversity in teaching English to DHH
students as described by Bedoin (2011). Bedoin’s findings are
congruent with the experiences of the participants in this study,
who describe a total of nine different language combinations whose
use depends exclusively on the respective teacher and their
respective language skills. The call by Kontra et al. (2015b),
Machova (2019), Nisha and Gill (2020) and Quay (2005) for the
explicit integration of the national sign language in EFL teaching
does not coincide with the experiences of the former students in
this study. They tend to cite the integration of national sign
language, in this case DGS, as a point of criticism, particularly in
combination with spoken English. In alignment with Pritchard
(2004); Bedoin (2011), who highlights the professional quality of
teachers as a crucial factor for success in foreign language teaching,
this study also identifies the insufficient language skills of teachers
in ASL as a major point of criticism.

Given that BANZSL and ASL are two distinct language systems,
the question which sign language should be integrated into English
instruction in (German) schools for the DHH is far more complex
than the debate over the preference for British or American English in
the EFL classroom with hearing students. Within the discussion about
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which sign language should be used, one stated advantage of using
BSL in the EFL classroom with DHH students is the geographical
proximity of Germany and the United Kingdom, which could
theoretically make it easy to establish language contact in face-to-face
encounters. The geographical proximity compared to the United States
also theoretically enables foreign teachers to be trained in BSL, e. g.
with a diploma from the Council for Advancement of Communication
with deaf people (Pritchard, 2004, 2011). In addition, there is a greater
linguistic contrast between BSL and DGS, which can be used
didactically (Poppendieker, 2011), for example, the finger alphabet in
BSL is two-handed, in ASL as in DGS it is one-handed. The similarity
of the finger alphabets of DGS and ASL can also be seen as an
advantage and argument in favor of ASL. Furthermore, ASL dominates
social media and is therefore attractive to DHH students. Like Bartz
and Eitzen (2016), Kremp (2015), and Poppendieker (2011), who
highlight the positive impact of ASL on DHH students’ motivation in
EFL classrooms from a teacher’s perspective, the results of this study
further support this assertion from the perspective of the DHH
students themselves. ASL also shows a high proximity to International
Sign, which is regarded as an argument for its use in the EFL classroom
with DHH students (Landesfachkonferenz Englisch HK NRW, 2019).
Thus, teaching practice in Germany has effectively surpassed the
academic discourse, resulting in only a few schools where BSL is
officially used in the EFL classroom with DHH students.

3.7 Limitations

The study has two main limitations. Firstly, the interview data
were translated from DGS into German and then after analysis
selectively translated into English for this article to incorporate
quotations. Although the translations were conducted by professional
translators and subsequently reviewed by the research team, it cannot
be ruled out that linguistic nuances from the DGS may have been lost
in this two-step translation process. These nuances may be attributed
to the different linguistic modalities of signed and written languages.
Secondly, the predominantly academic background of the participants
limits the diversity of experiences represented in the study. Future
research should strive to include a more diverse range of educational
backgrounds, including vocational and non-traditional learning
environments, to capture a broader spectrum of language learning
experiences (see ‘implications for further research’).

3.8 Implications

The results of the study have implications for both EFL classrooms
with DHH students and future research.

3.8.1 Implications for the EFL classroom with
DHH students

In the EFL classroom, the integration of ASL is paramount for
fostering effective communication and language acquisition among
DHH students. However, to achieve this goal, future teacher training
programs must undergo significant adaptation. Teacher education
programs need to incorporate ASL practices and specific didactics to
equip educators with the necessary skills and knowledge to effectively
teach EFL using sign language. Furthermore, it is essential for all
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schools for the DHH to adopt a standardized EFL concept that
includes ASL. This standardized approach will ensure consistency and
coherence in language instruction across different educational
settings, ultimately benefiting students by providing them with a
cohesive learning experience. Moreover, it is crucial to tailor EFL
instruction to the lived realities of DHH students by actively listening
to and incorporating their desires and needs, for example the need for
a more inclusive approach in EFL classrooms that recognizes and
integrates Deaf culture alongside the hearing English culture
traditionally emphasized. By taking into account students’ preferences
and feedback, educators can create a more inclusive and engaging
learning environment that empowers students to succeed academically
and develop proficiency in English and ASL.

In summary, the integration of ASL in EFL classrooms, coupled
with comprehensive teacher training and the adoption of standardized
EFL concepts, is essential for meeting the linguistic and educational
needs of DHH students. By aligning teaching practices with students’
lived experiences and aspirations, educators can foster a supportive
and empowering learning environment that facilitates language
acquisition and promotes academic success. Ultimately, this would
lead to a transformation of the EFL classroom into an “ASLFL’
classroom. In addition to offering insights for EFL classrooms with
DHH students, this study also suggests directions for future research.

3.8.2 Implications for future research

Future research should address several key areas to enhance
understanding of EFL learning among DHH individuals. Firstly,
including DHH students who communicate preferably in spoken
language is essential, as their experiences and perspectives may differ
significantly from those DHH students who prefer to communicate
in sign language. This inclusion would provide a more comprehensive
view of language learning challenges within the broader DHH
community. Second, incorporating Deaf+ students, who may have
additional disabilities or challenges beyond deafness, is crucial. Their
exclusion overlooks important insights into the intersectionality of
language learning and disability. Including Deaf+ students would
provide valuable perspectives on the unique barriers they face in
acquiring foreign languages. Third, the current focus on students
with DGS as their main language limits the generalizability of the
findings. Future research should include a more diverse range of
language backgrounds to explore potential variations in language
learning experiences and strategies among DHH students from
different linguistic backgrounds, including family education and
early childhood education. Fourth, a longitudinal study is required
to evaluate the outcomes of systematically incorporating ASL into
English instruction. Additionally, while student perspectives are
valuable, understanding practices in EFL classrooms also requires
input from teachers. Interviewing educators and observing their
instructional methods would provide a more holistic view of the
challenges and opportunities in teaching EFL to DHH students.
Future studies should also focus on measuring the objective benefits
of the additional use of ASL in the EFL classroom, for example by
taking into account their academic achievements in EFL classes and/
or co-activation of ASL and English of DHH young language learners.
Addressing these areas in future research will contribute to a more
nuanced understanding of language learning among DHH
individuals and inform the development of more inclusive and
effective educational practices.
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4 Conclusion

Since DHH students learn EFL in many countries around the
world, the issue of EFL teaching to DHH has become a topic of
international discussion. Across various educational systems — within
schools, across regions, and between nations — there exists significant
diversity in how English is taught as a foreign language. This variation
in teaching was also reflected in the present study. The findings of this
study revealed the diverse language combinations used in EFL
classrooms, which are largely dependent on individual teachers’
approaches. While a blend of German signs with English mouthing
emerged as the most prevalent yet bewildering mode of
communication, ASL stood out as the most advantageous form.
Further key issues identified include the limited proficiency of teachers
in foreign sign languages, specifically ASL, and the absence of Deaf
cultural content and awareness in instruction. The lack of interactive
and engaging teaching methods was highlighted as a significant
barrier to effective learning. In light of their described challenges, the
participants elaborated a clear vision of what they perceive as perfect
EFL teaching: ASL should be included to enhance the students’ foreign
language output and interaction within the classroom. Moreover,
participants emphasized the importance of creating a supportive
learning environment that celebrates Deaf culture and values the
unique experiences and perspectives of DHH students in order to
utilize intrinsic learner motivation.

Drawing from the experiences of DHH students, this study
emphasizes the critical importance of professional training for
teachers in ASL, which would lead to the emergence of ASLFL
classes. ASLFL classes would replace the current well-intentioned but
auto-didactical practice of some teachers who have already embarked
on the ASL journey. The former students we interviewed appreciated
teaching in ASL and requested that it be used more frequently
because they regard sign language as a crucial part of themselves, as
Bo stated: “And for me, sign language is the access for everyone. Both
in terms of family bonding, in terms of identity issues, in terms of
education. So, for me, [sign] language is really everything. Without
[sign] language, I probably would not be the person I am today.
I would not have my friends. I would not have been in school the way
I was. I would have faced a lot of barriers in my everyday life and I do
not think I would have the quality of life that I have today.” This quote
highlights the crucial importance of investing in foreign language
acquisition via a high quality EFL and ASLFL teaching for DHH
students. It is not merely an educational endeavor but a fundamental
human right (United Nations, 2006).
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English learners with dyslexia
benefit from English dyslexia
intervention: an observational
study of routine intervention
practices

Anna E. Middleton*, Marcela Davila and Sheryl L. Frierson

Luke Waites Center for Dyslexia and Learning Disorders, Scottish Rite for Children, Dallas, TX,
United States

Introduction: Learning to read when the language of the curriculum differs
from one’s home language can pose unique challenges. For example, compared
to the language spoken at home, the learner may be less familiar with the
sound structure and have relatively limited word knowledge in the language
of instruction. In the United States, English is the primary language of reading
instruction for students who are English Proficient (EP) and for English Learners
(EL). Current evidence indicates that for both EP and EL students, code-based
competencies and meaning-based skills are important for learning to read.
English-language reading interventions have been shown to be beneficial for
EPs and ELs with reading problems, though it is not clear if this is also true when
the reading problem is a reading disorder like dyslexia.

Methods: The current study addresses this question by comparing EL and
EP student's reading profile at baseline and changes over time in response to
evidence-based English Language Dyslexia Instruction (ELDI) in public schools.
One-hundred eighty-six students with dyslexia were followed over the course
of two academic years. Assessments measured code and meaning-based
reading skills. Multivariate profile analysis and linear mixed effects modeling
were conducted to compare baseline reading profiles as well as growth in
targeted skills over time.

Results: Findings reveal similar patterns of reading profiles across EL and EP
groups, with more severe baseline deficits emerging for ELs. Groups performed
equivalently on target reading skills after two years of intensive multi-
componential reading intervention.

Conclusion: Findings confirm and extend previous research, suggesting ELs with

Dyslexia can be identified and successfully served through routine practices,
including ELDI.

KEYWORDS

English learner, dyslexia, dyslexia intervention, second language, reading outcomes

Introduction

A solid foundation in both oral and written language skills is key for the academic and
occupational success of all children. However, not all students begin their academic journey
similarly equipped to learn in the language of the educational curriculum. In the United States,
where the language of the curriculum is typically English, approximately 1 in every 10 public school
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students speaks a language other than English at home and lacks
proficiency in English language skills (English Learners, ELs). Across the
country this proportion continues to rise, and with it the urgency to
discover ways in which to help ELs succeed (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2022). Most ELs in the United States are learning
English sequentially (i.e., some time after learning their native language)
and demonstrate greater proficiency in their native language in one or
more language domains compared to English (Rhodes et al., 2005;
Rodriguez and Rodriguez, 2017). Multilingualism is associated with
various cognitive, social, and linguistic benefits, but these benefits may not
extend to those still developing proficiency in the non-native language
(L2; Quinteros Baumgart and Billick, 2018; Bialystok et al., 2012).
Learning to read in an L2 which is not one’s home language poses unique
challenges, including being less familiar with the sound structure of the
language and limited word knowledge. Students in these situations are
thus tasked with simultaneously developing L2 reading skills while still
acquiring the L2 language itself. Languages can differ in many ways,
including phonological, orthographic, syntactic, and morphological
structure. Learning a new language sequentially requires the adjustment
the phoneme boundaries of oné’s native tongue to accommodate the
phonemic structure of the L2. For example, allophonic variations of the
phoneme /d/ in Spanish (the first and second d in dedo) are distinct
phonemes in English (/d/ in dog and /th/ in mother). Additionally,
orthographic structure can vary greatly across languages. Children from
logographic native orthographies who are learning English will have little
knowledge of alphabetic principle, as logographic languages represent
whole words and word parts using pictorial symbols with minimal
reference to pronunciation. Those from other alphabetic native languages
must learn to apply a new set of phoneme-grapheme correspondences
and spelling rules to the L2. This process can be particularly arduous
when the L2 is a quasiregular “opaque” orthography such as English, with
variable consistency in phoneme-grapheme correspondences and spelling
patterns. The similarities and differences across languages can impact L2
learning, both facilitating and inhibiting L2 performance (e.g., Frances
etal,, 2021; Siegel, 2016). Further complicating the picture, some ELs also
struggle to develop reading skills due to underlying learning disabilities.
Although ELs with learning disabilities are a distinct and identifiable
group of students (e.g., Swanson et al., 2020), current identification
methods are susceptible to various forms of bias in school settings and
may not be well calibrated to identify learning disabilities in a timely and
efficient manner for EL students (Hall et al., 2019; Moore, 2022; Odegard
et al,, 2020). Once identified, however, evidence supports the efficacy of
similar intervention methods for ELs as those provided to their non-EL
peers (see Goldenberg and Cardenas-Hagan, 2023; Hall et al., 2019).
Toward this end, the current study investigated the profiles of a sample of
ELs with dyslexia (EL-DD) students and their English Proficient peers
with dyslexia (EP-DD) identified through routine school procedures and
receiving routine school-based English Language Dyslexia Intervention.

The simple view of reading and reading
instruction

Skilled reading is supported by various underlying component
skills, which often are generalized into distinct and broad linguistic
categories corresponding to the Simple View of Reading: those related
to deciphering a language’s written or spoken code, and those related
to understanding meaning conveyed by the language itself (Gough
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and Tunmer, 1986; Vaughn, 2018). Weaknesses in either of these
domains can create significant disruptions in the reading process
leading to reading failure. Furthermore, subskills exist within each of
these domains which exert both direct and indirect effects on reading
outcomes (e.g., Kim, 2017, 2020). The Simple View provides a
conceptual framework for identifying broad categories of strengths
and weaknesses in component skills across native language status, as
well as typically developing and disordered populations.

Code-based competencies utilized in the process of recoding written
orthographic information into its phonological counterpart are
fundamentally involved in sound-symbol translation (e.g., phonological
awareness, letter-sound knowledge, decoding, encoding) and are
paramount in establishing accurate word-level reading skill (Byrne, 2014;
Hatcher et al., 1994). Foundational to establishing proficiency in reading,
code-based skills are acquired early in the typical progression of reading
development and are highly predictive of later reading outcomes (Al
Otaiba and Fuchs, 2006; Wanzek et al., 2018). Weak code-based skills are
characteristic deficits in developmental dyslexia and are associated with
disruptions in phonological processing, along with other cognitive and
linguistic risk factors (Catts and Petscher, 2022; Ring and Black, 2018).
Indeed, the primary characteristics of dyslexia are code-based, and often
attributed to weaknesses in phonology, though deficits in meaning-based
skills are not uncommon (e.g., Georgiou et al., 2022; Melby-Lervag et al.,
2012; Reis et al., 2020). Weaknesses in phonological processing for ELs
have also been observed and may be due to relatively limited exposure to
phonological properties of the L2 language. However, with instruction
ELs tend to catch up to their peers on phonological processing tasks
within a few years (Lesaux et al., 2007; Morrow et al,, 2014). The extent to
which students from minority language backgrounds tend to demonstrate
deficiencies in other code-based skills is also unclear, and may vary as a
function of L1 and L2 structure. For example, in a meta-analysis
examining effects of native language on various reading skills across first
and second language learners, language learners revealed small deficits for
code-based skills compared to native speakers (Melby-Lervag and Lervag,
2014). Other studies report similar decoding performance across EL and
EP groups, and still others report relative strengths for ELs, attributing
superior performance to meta-linguistic awareness and flexibility in
linguistic code (see August and Shanahan, 2006; Siegel, 2016).

Meaning-based skills leverage competency in oral language skills to
support higher order reading skills such as comprehension. The meaning
construed by a text—both at the individual word and passage levels—
cannot be accessed through code-based skill alone. Rather, meaning is
constructed through the integration of an individuals background
knowledge, vocabulary, ability to analyze and synthesize information
and draw inferences. Relative strengths in these skills can serve protective
or promotive functions, allowing a reader to leverage language-based
competencies to understand text, particularly in the face of code-based
deficits (Haft et al., 2016). Over the course of the developmental timeline,
meaning-based skills account for an increasingly large proportion of
variance in reading, ultimately surpassing code-based skills as the
strongest predictors of ability (Elleman and Oslund, 2019; Fletcher et al.,,
2018; Lervag et al., 2017). In this way, meaning-based skills are critical
facilitators of skilled reading. Unlike the word-level deficits characteristic
of dyslexia, low reading performance in bilingual students was long
understood to lie in meaning-based skills, attributable to oral English
proficiency (August and Shanahan, 2006; Lesaux and Kieffer, 2010;
Spencer and Wagner, 2017). Indeed, meaning-based skills play a larger
role in reading outcomes for ELs in comparison to their EP peers,
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although code-based skills also contribute significantly for both groups
(Cho et al., 2019). Differences related to language acquisition status—
specifically, weaknesses in phonological processing and vocabulary—
may contribute to difficulties establishing high quality lexical
representations for ELs, resulting in poor word reading performance.
Together, proficiency in both code- and meaning-based domains
are critical to orchestrate multiple simultaneous cognitive processes in
a dynamic fashion to ensure accuracy and understanding while
reading. However, less is known about the nature of these subskills and
their relations in EL-DDs relative to their EP-DD peers, and whether
they respond similarly over the course of ELDI. The current study
aims to address this gap in the literature by evaluating similarities and
differences across reading profiles of EL-DDs and EP-DDs.

Reading instruction and intervention for
English learners

Comprehensive, multicomponent reading instruction addresses
deficits in code-based skills such as phonological processing and
orthographic pattern recognition, as well as supports meaning-based
skills through vocabulary instruction, comprehension strategy
instruction, and repeated opportunities for practice and exposure to
written text (Castles et al., 2018). Several recent meta-analyses reveal
significant positive effects of multicomponent interventions on reading
outcomes for elementary students with or at risk for reading disabilities
(e.g., Boucher et al.,, 2024; Gersten et al., 2020; Hall et al., 2023). Given the
intensity and comprehensive nature of these interventions, instructional
programs such as these include the same instructional targets necessary
for supporting the characteristic weaknesses of ELs (i.e., language-based)
within the context of remediating characteristic weaknesses of dyslexia
(see August and Shanahan, 2006). Explicit instruction in English
phonemic awareness can improve knowledge of English phonological
structure, leading to improvements in phonological and orthographic
domains (Yeung et al., 2013). Explicit, systematic instruction in decoding
and encoding can help to elucidate language-specific orthographic
patterns and spelling rules. Morphological knowledge and awareness are
also critical components of instruction in a morphophonemic language
such as English and are addressed through instruction in decoding and
encoding of derivatives using combinations of prefixes, suffixes, and
common word roots. Finally, activities designed to support reading
comprehension may also bolster ELs’ facility with language structure
including grammar and syntax, inference, non-literal language use, as well
as provide repeated opportunities for application and consolidation of
learning. Although significant improvements in reading skills are
documented in many intervention studies, ELs may need additional
instruction to reach similar levels of English achievement as their non-EL
peers (see Goldenberg and Cardenas-Hagan, 2023; Hall et al., 2019).

It is of note that many studies investigating intervention outcomes
for ELs with reading difficulties were conducted on early elementary
students who received intervention for up to one academic year. EL
students demonstrated relatively poor reading comprehension and
similar or even superior decoding ability compared to their non-EL
peers (e.g., Vaughn et al., 2011; Wanzek and Roberts, 2012). Given the
variable nature and severity of deficit profiles in EL-DDs, longer and
more extensive instruction may be warranted to address the severity
of deficits and improve retention (see Wanzek et al., 2013 for review
and discussion of extensive reading interventions).
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Reading profiles of students with reading
difficulties

Profiles of performance in struggling readers has drawn increasing
interest from reading researchers in recent years, with the aim of
characterizing specificity and/or severity of deficits for underlying
subgroups. Severity of deficits may warrant increased intervention
intensity whereas specificity can guide focus of instruction to align with
specific weaknesses (Capin et al., 2021; Fuchs et al., 2017). Recent studies
using latent profile analysis support multi-factorial reading profiles of
struggling readers which differ in both severity and specificity of deficits,
depending in part on the characteristics of the sample and the measures
used to quantify performance. For example, several studies report global
impairments (i.e., profiles marked by severity) for a majority of EP
struggling readers, with some studies also reporting subgroups marked
by specificity of deficits (e.g., Brasseur-Hock et al., 2011; Capin et al., 2021;
Capin et al., 2022; Clemens et al., 2017; O’Connor et al., 2019). Similarly,
EL students with reading difficulties are differentiated by both severity
and specificity of deficits relative to unimpaired EL readers, with
consistent reports of weaknesses in meaning-based skills (e.g., Capin et al.,
2024; Li et al., 2022; Miciak et al., 2022; O’Connor et al., 2019). However,
many of these studies also report substantial weaknesses in code-based
skills for a majority of the sample, suggesting that the reading impairments
experienced by ELs is not specific to meaning-based skills, but rather
indicative of globally impaired profiles. Indeed, one study investigating
latent profiles for a mixed sample of EP and EL students reported similar
distributions of the two groups across profiles, suggesting that specificity
of impairments may not be unique according to language background
(Lesaux and Kieffer, 2010). Furthermore, both code- and meaning-based
skills contribute significantly to reading comprehension performance for
both EP and EL students (Cho et al., 2019). Taken together, the results of
these studies confirm substantial deficits in meaning-based skills for ELs,
with mixed results regarding performance on code-based skills,
particularly for samples of struggling readers.

Two studies to date that investigated reading profiles for EL
students also followed students to evaluate changes in performance
over time. The first of these studies differentiated a sample of late
elementary EL students into two groups based on severity of
impairments: a group with global literacy impairments, and a group
of their unimpaired EL peers (Miciak et al., 2022). Authors reported
nearly perfect stability of profiles over the course of an academic year,
with the achievement gap between groups growing over time. Based
on these findings, authors concluded that the global deficit profile of
ELs at risk for dyslexia warrants intensive, comprehensive, and long-
term interventions to remediate deficits across multiple reading
components (i.e., code and meaning-based reading skills). It is
important to note, however, that information regarding the
instructional supports received by the students identified as impaired
readers in this sample were not available in this study.

Heterogeneity in reading profiles of ELs with reading difficulties
is also linked to variability in patterns of intervention growth (Capin
et al,, 2024). In this study, four distinct profiles were reported which
demonstrated similar below-average English vocabulary skills but
were differentiated by code-based (i.e., word reading) performance.
Whereas code-based skill performance suggesting heterogeneity in
the reading profiles of this population which were differentiated
mainly in word reading performance. Students in all profiles improved
in reading comprehension over the course of intervention, but those
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belonging to the most impaired group demonstrated the greatest
growth. This may be attributable to (1) greatest room for improvement
relative to age and grade-level expectancies, and (2) significant deficits
in code-based skills which are more readily remediated.

These findings outline both severity and specificity in reading
impairments for ELs with reading difficulties. It is important to note,
however, that although many students in these samples also
demonstrated weaknesses in word reading, these and many other
studies of reading profiles operationalize reading difficulties using
measures of comprehension. Few studies have explored the differential
performance of EPs and ELs identified by the code-based deficits
characteristic of dyslexia. Therefore, it is not clear whether and to what
extent these findings can be generalized to students identified
with dyslexia.

One study examined English intervention outcomes across
EL-DD and EP-DD students with specific code-based deficits (i.e.,
word reading; Lovett et al., 2008). In this study, both EL-DD and
EP-DD students benefitted more from a phonologically based reading
intervention than from curricular control instruction. Notably,
EL-DDs in this sample demonstrated expected inferior oral language
skills relative to their EP-DD peers at baseline but demonstrated
similar post-intervention performance and similar rates of growth for
most reading outcomes as compared to their EP-DD peers.
Furthermore, differential performance was observed for phonological
processing, such that the EL-DD group demonstrated an accelerated
rate of PA growth and marginally superior post-intervention PA
performance. These findings provide further evidence that reading
impaired students from linguistically diverse backgrounds
demonstrate parallel responses to phonologically based reading
intervention. Notably, however, the research interventions examined
in this study did not address meaning-based skill development, as
their focus was centered around developing basic word-reading skills
and the application of decoding in passage-level contexts for students.
The current study aims to address differences in performance profiles
for EL-DDs and EP-DDs, as well as growth in code-based and
meaning-based skills over the course of an intensive, extensive,
multicomponent English reading intervention delivered to EL-DDs
and EP-DDs as part of routine instruction over the course of two
academic years.

The current study

We are unaware of any research to date which evaluates reading
profiles of elementary-aged EL-DD students who have a school-
based classification of dyslexia. Furthermore, no studies to date have
specifically compared reading profiles and growth in reading skills
for these EL-DD students compared to their EP-DD peers as they
progress through intensive multicomponent ELDI. Given the well-
established achievement gap between ELs and their non-EL peers, a
comparison of intervention growth across these two groups is
warranted to examine whether differences related to language
classification status (EL, non-EL) are associated with differential
patterns of response when dyslexia intervention is provided in
English. These findings are particularly important in consideration
of the risk of delayed referrals and isolated instruction for ELs in
public schools. Understanding any underlying differences in these
groups of students, both in terms of reading profiles and intervention
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response, can provide additional guidance toward determination of
appropriate services for students with dyslexia with diverse language
backgrounds. In short, this study aims to contribute to the evidence
understanding the viability of standard English language dyslexia
instruction for ELs with dyslexia.

Research Question 1: Do EL-DDs demonstrate similar profiles of
code- and meaning-based English reading skills as their EP-DD peers
prior to intervention?

Hypothesis 1: Reading profiles of EL-DD students will be marked
by global weaknesses in component reading skills and will
demonstrate more severe deficits compared to EP-DD peers.

Research Question 2: Do EL-DDs demonstrate similar growth in
English reading skills as their EP-DD peers over the course of
intervention? Specifically, we aimed to investigate comparative
performance between EL-DDs and EP-DDs over time, as well as to
identify potential areas of weakness that may warrant additional
instruction for EL-DDs receiving ELDL

Hypothesis 2a: EL-DD students receiving ELDI will demonstrate
similar growth in reading skills over time in comparison to a

sample of EP-DD students.

Hypothesis 2b: Post-intervention performance will be lower for

the EL-DD group compared to the EP-DD group.

Methods
Participants

Participants were recruited from the pool of students recently
identified by their public school as having developmental dyslexia
(DD) and were scheduled to begin dyslexia instruction in one of four
public school districts located in the Southwestern United States.
Among the group of students newly identified with dyslexia, 19.4%
were also identified by their public school as English learners
(EL-DD); the remainder were proficient in English (EP-DD). This
study targeted intervention outcomes for students in elementary
school; thus, eligible students were entering grades 2-5 at time of
enrollment to qualify.

Participating districts

Four public school districts participated in the research study.
Districts ranged in size from 5,000 to 38,000 students, serving rural,
suburban, and urban areas. Demographic characteristics and
participation rates for each district are presented in Table 1.

Participating educators

Within each school district, elementary school educators assigned
by their school to provide dyslexia instruction to small groups of
elementary students newly identified with dyslexia. Educator
recruitment was initiated through announcement by a school
administrator to eligible educators about the opportunity to participate
in the research study and the invitation to attend an information
session presented by study personnel. Each educator who participated
provided written informed consent. Educators were free to participate
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TABLE 1 Demographic characteristics of participating districts.

10.3389/feduc.2024.1495043

District 1 District 2 District 3 District 4
Participants
Teachers 18 7 10 2
Students 97 50 31 8
NCES locale classification City: Large Town: Distant Suburban: Large Rural: Fringe
District enrollment data
Approximate enrollment 38,000 6,000 16,000 5,000
Elementary (%) 57 41 46 55
Minority (%) 70 76 89 65
Economic disadvantage (%) 56 72 72 57
English learners (%) 28 27 17 17
Dyslexia (%) 9 10 6 5

in the research study or not, without penalty or modification of their
dyslexia instruction assignment.

A total of 37 educators elected to participate and completed the
research study. All educators had fulfilled training and education
requirements outlined by their district and the curriculum publishers.
From the educator cohort, 15 were credentialed dyslexia therapists;
the remaining educators had completed state-mandated dyslexia
training courses. All educators were trained in the implementation of
the curriculum used in their classrooms. Educators ranged in
classroom experience from 5 to 45 years (M = 19.42, SD = 8.91), with
an average of 4 years in their current role (SD = 3.41). Fourteen of the
37 educators had EL-DD students in their classrooms. Of the 14, one
was a certified bilingual educator, 10 were ESL certified, and
certification information was not reported for three educators. Twelve
of these educators provided dyslexia instruction to both EL-DD and
EP-DD students in the current sample.

Participating students

Students were recruited from the pool of students in grade 2-5,
newly identified with dyslexia, and scheduled to receive dyslexia
instruction in a small group assigned to one of the participating
educators. Recruitment communication with students’ families
began with the participating educator who distributed study
information, in written and pre-recorded video formats, to parents/
guardians of eligible students assigned to the educator’s dyslexia
instruction group. Parents/guardians of eligible students in each
participating school district were also invited to attend an
information session. For each enrolled student, parent/guardian
informed consent and student informed assent was obtained.
Recruitment materials and information sessions were presented in
both English and Spanish. Participating students were enrolled in
the study at entry to their dyslexia instruction program and followed
for two academic years.

A total of 200 students enrolled in the study across two cohorts at
the start of two successive academic school years (Cohort 1: n = 151,
Cohort 2: n = 49). Of these, six did not meet study requirements and
were considered screen failures, four were withdrawn by the study
team due to changes in campus participation, and an additional four
students were excluded due to unavailability of district data. The
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aggregate analytic sample was comprised of 186 students with
sufficient data for analysis.

The average age of students in the aggregate sample was 8 years
6 months at baseline (SD =12 months) with most students first
entering dyslexia instruction at the start of third grade. The sample
was 52.2% female, the majority of the sample was white/Caucasian
(72.1%), non-Hispanic (62.4%), and economically disadvantaged (i.e.,
eligible for free/reduced lunch [FRL]; 52.2%). The distribution of
student characteristics did not differ across cohorts (all * < 3.5).

Language learner status

Thirty-six students were reported as having an active EL status at
their school; these students were identified with dyslexia by their
district using a combination of native language and L2 measures as
outlined in their individual education plan and language program
model (Texas Education Agency, 2021) and comprised the English
learner with Developmental Dyslexia (EL-DD) group. English
language proficiency varied within this group based on state
assessment scores collected prior to treatment (Texas Education
Agency, 2021). Three were identified as having Basic Proficiency, 21
with Intermediate Proficiency, and six with Advanced Proficiency
based on a state English language proficiency assessment. Proficiency
score was unavailable for six EL students. Native language varied
across EL-DD students, with the majority speaking transparent
phonemic Indo-European languages (Spanish n =27), two from
Semitic home languages (Arabic n = 1, Amharic n = 1), and the
remaining students had unspecified home languages (other/not
reported n = 7). The remaining 150 students included those without
an active EL status, including monolingual English students and
former ELs. Thus, these students were considered an English-
proficient group (EP-DD). Students in EL-DD and EP-DD groups
received the same instruction from the same educators and were
often intermixed within instructional classes.

Intervention

All students identified with dyslexia in participating districts,
including those enrolled in this study, received high-quality reading
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instruction that is based on scientific best practices (National Institute
of Child Health and Human Development, 2000; Texas Education
Agency, 2021).

Intervention classes were designed to meet daily for 45-60 min
depending on campus scheduling structure. All interventions are
derived from Orton Gillingham based instruction that provides
explicit, systematic, and intensive reading instruction for students
with dyslexia. All instruction provided met state standards for dyslexia
intervention, including activities to support phonological awareness,
sound-symbol association, syllabication, orthography, morphology,
reading fluency, reading comprehension, and other aspects of
language processing (Texas Education Agency, 2021). Interventions
used in the classes included Take Flight: A Comprehensive Intervention
for Students with Dyslexia (Ring et al., 2017), Bridges: A Dyslexia
Intervention Connecting Teacher, Student and Avatar, Multisensory
Teaching Approach (Vickery et al., 1987), Neuhaus Basic Language
Skills, Language Enrichment (Carreker et al., 2005), and others. Most
students in the sample received instruction in the first two programs;
the remaining students received instruction in one or more of the
other programs. Growth in reading skills did not differ across
instructional methods (all ps>0.45); thus, students from all
instructional groups were collapsed into a single sample for analysis.

Classroom observation

Due to the variability in intervention programming across
districts, classroom observations were conducted with each
participating educator once per semester to document the types of
instructional activities completed during intervention sessions,
session duration and class size, as well as evidence of teacher
knowledge and skill (Varghese et al., 2021). All classroom observations
were conducted by a member of the study team who was experienced
in the implementation of dyslexia intervention and the nature and
types of activities which address various component reading skills.
Observations did not include feedback to educators but were intended
to provide objective information regarding the structure and scope of
instruction provided across classrooms. Observed classes ranged from
25 to 75 min each (M = 53, SD = 8), with a median class size of four
students (SD = 1.54). Measured instructional activities included PA,
word and sentence level reading, connected text reading, spelling,
dictation, and reading comprehension. Any deviations from lesson
sequence were noted including omissions, substitutions, or other
structural deviations. Of the observations conducted for the study,
97.9% included measured instructional activities. Deviations from
intended lesson structure were generally due to time constraints.
Measures of instructional quality included whether the educator
demonstrated appropriate pacing of the lesson, use of direct and
immediate feedback, and educator knowledge; 98.1% of observed
lessons were judged as demonstrating appropriate instructional quality.

Outcome measures

Experienced diagnosticians who were blinded to student
intervention assignment and EL status completed a comprehensive
battery of English language assessments with each participating
student. Assessments occurred at each student’s home campus at the
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start of the intervention year (baseline), at the end of the first
intervention year (mid-test), and at the end of the second intervention
year (post-test). Measures used included standardized, norm-
referenced measures of key component reading skills; standard scores
were used for analysis to contextualize skill levels relative to
developmental norms. Baseline measures of code- and meaning-based
language skills included: PA, word reading, spelling, passage
comprehension, listening comprehension, and vocabulary. As primary
instructional targets, PA, word reading, and passage comprehension
were evaluated as outcomes of interest in the examination of growth.

Phonological awareness

Phonological processing was measured using the Phonological
Awareness composite from the Comprehensive Test of Phonological
Processing 2nd Edition (CTOPP-2; Wagner et al., 2013). The PA
composite score is derived from three subtests. The Elision subtest
requires participants to elide individual phonemes from verbally
presented words to form real word responses. The Blending Words
subtest requires participants to combine verbally presented phonemes
to form real word responses. The Phoneme Isolation subtest requires
participants to provide the first, last, or middle sound from verbally
presented real words. The composite measure has reported internal
consistency of a = 0.92.

Word identification

Single-word reading was measured using the Woodcock Reading
Mastery Test 3rd Edition (WRMT-3; Woodcock, 2011). This test
requires participants to read isolated real words with no time
constraint. This subtest has an average split-half reliability of 0.98.

Spelling

Spelling was assessed using the Word Identification and Spelling Test
(WIST; Wilson and Felton, 2004). The WIST is a nationally standardized
assessment designed specifically for students who are struggling with
reading and spelling. The Spelling subtest of the WIST includes stimuli
sets of both regular and irregular words, allowing for a more granular
assessment of spelling ability through error analysis. The Spelling subtest
measure has a reported internal consistency of @ =0.98, and strong
convergent validity with other common and reliable measures of reading
and spelling (i.e., WIAT-II, WRMT-R/NU, TWS; all s > 0.8).

Reading comprehension

Reading comprehension was measured using the Passage
Comprehension subtest of the WRMT-3 (Woodcock, 2011). This test
utilizes a cloze-type procedure to measure comprehension of narrative
and expository passages and has an average split-half reliability
of 0.86.

Listening comprehension

Receptive language was measured using the Listening
Comprehension subtest of the WRMT-3 (Woodcock, 2011). This test
requires participants to listen to passages and dialogues and respond
to orally-presented questions and has an average split-half reliability
of 0.88.

Receptive vocabulary

Receptive vocabulary was assessed using the Peabody Picture
Vocabulary Test 5* Edition (PPVT-5; Dunn, 2019). This test is an
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individually administered instrument that assesses receptive
vocabulary in standard American English. The PPVT-5 has reported
internal consistencies of 0.89-0.97 and demonstrates convergent
validity with other common and reliable measures of vocabulary (i.e.,
CELF-4, r = 0.67-0.75; EVT-2; r = 0.80-0.84).

Analyses

Demographic characteristics and intervention eligibility
information was first compared across groups. Demographic variables
included student age, gender, race, ethnicity, SES (as represented by
free/reduced lunch eligibility), and comorbid diagnoses. Continuous
variables were examined using Student’s ¢-tests; categorical variables
were examined using Pearson’s chi-squared analyses. Demographic

characteristics of the subgroups are presented in Table 2.

Missing data and data screening

Out of the 186 students included in the aggregate sample,
approximately 17% were lost to follow up, with all but two attrited cases
occurring within the second academic year after study enrollment (16%).
Two students were unable to be evaluated at the baseline time period due
to scheduling conflicts; mid- and post-test data were collected for both
students. This level of attrition is in line with previous reports estimating
attrition rates between 15 and 20% for longitudinal educational studies
(Enders, 2003). This may further reflect increased student mobility and
transfer rates observed in recent years post-COVID (Schueler and Miller,
2023). Furthermore, attrition rate across groups was similar (EL-DD:
16.7%, EP-DD: 19.4%). Those who completed the two-year study and
those who were lost to follow up did not differ in demographic
constitution except age (all y* < 4.4). Attrited students were older at study
enrollment than those who completed the study #(184) = 2.96, p = 0.002.
All major analyses were conducted with and without the 32 students who
were lost to follow-up, producing similar results. Therefore, to maximize
the analytic sample, students who were lost to follow up were included
for analysis.

TABLE 2 Demographic characteristics of participant subgroups.

EL-DD EP-DD

Demographics

Age (years; months) 8y; 11 m (1y; 1 m) 8y; 6 m (1y; 1 m)

Gender (Female) 50.0% 52.7%
Race

White/Caucasian 86.1% 68.7%
African American 8.3% 20.0%
Other/Multiple 5.6% 11.3%
Ethnicity (Hispanic/Latino) 83.3% 25.3%
Free/reduced lunch eligible 97.20% 41.30%
Comorbidities

ADHD 0.0% 9.3%
Language impairment™ 13.9% 8.7%
Other 0.0% 2.0%

*Rates of students formally identified with a Specific Language Impairment or related
disorder.
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All outcome measures were evaluated for normality and presence
of outliers. Four univariate outliers were identified; these values were
windsorized to 90% prior to analysis. Outcome measures were
normally distributed except for baseline PA and spelling, which were
slightly positively skewed. However, data transformations did not
impact results of major analyses. Original standard score values were
retained to preserve interpretability of model outcomes.

Additionally, early changes in the assessment battery resulted in
unavailable baseline standard scores on spelling (n = 7) and listening
comprehension (n=34) for a total of 36 students with missing
baseline data in one or both of these measures; missing baseline scores
for these variables were imputed using group means for the analysis
related to Research Question 1 (reading profiles). Imputed means were
not utilized in the analyses pertaining to Research Question 2 (reading
growth), which examined performance in PA, word reading, and
passage comprehension over time.

Reading profiles at baseline

Toward the first research question, we aimed to characterize
differences in reading profiles across groups by examining baseline
scores on code-based and meaning-based outcome measures. To do
this, we employed a multivariate profile analysis using GLM repeated
measures in SPSS as described in Tabachnick and Fidell (2019). This
multivariate approach to repeated measures evaluates profiles across
groups in terms of parallelism of profiles (differential performance
across groups qualified by an interaction between level and flatness),
flatness (deviations in one or more dependent variables compared to
the average across measures), and level (group differences in
performance averaged over dependent variables). To characterize the
reading profiles of EL-DD and EP-DD, multivariate profile analysis
was performed on tests of code-based (PA, word reading, spelling)
(passage
comprehension, vocabulary) reading skills at baseline, using EL status

and  meaning-based comprehension,  listening
as the grouping variable. Mean-centered age and FRL status were
entered as covariates. Intercorrelations across baseline reading skills

are presented in Table 3.

Growth in reading skills

To address the question of comparative growth across groups in
reading scores over time, linear mixed effects modeling was used to
account for nesting within the data (i.e., time within students).
Models were fit using maximum likelihood estimation in the nlme
package in R (Pinheiro and Bates, 2000; Pinheiro et al., 2023).
Initial null models were built to assess variance accounted for at the
student level; the intraclass correlation for each of the outcomes was
large, ranging from 0.67 to 0.78. Separate linear mixed-effects
models were then conducted to estimate growth for each outcome
using the following terms: time, group, grand mean-centered age,
FRL status, and time*group interaction. Significant interactions
between Group and Time on were probed by running separate
mixed effects models for each group independently. The models
specified were the same as the full model described above, excluding
the main effect of group and group*time interaction. Dichotomous
variables were sum coded to aid in the interpretation of fixed effects
(i.e., Group: EP-DD = —1, EL-DD = 1; FRL: No = —1, Yes = 1).
Random intercepts and slopes were included in each model. For all
models, normality of residuals and random effects were evaluated
using histograms and Q-Q plots. Residuals for all models were

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1495043
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org

Middleton et al.

TABLE 3 Bivariate correlations among outcome variables at baseline.

10.3389/feduc.2024.1495043

1. Phonological awareness -

2. Word identification 0.45%#% -

3. Spelling 0.55%#%* 0.65%#* -

4. Passage comprehension 0.48%++%* 0.75%*% 0.56%%* -

5. Listening comprehension 0.26%* 0.16%* 0.19% 0.32%%% -

6. Vocabulary 0.40°%#* 0.34%% 0.33%%* 0.44%%% 0.54%%% -

*p <0.05, ¥*p < 0.01, *¥*p < 0.001.

normally distributed with a mean of approximately zero. Subgroup
performance across time is presented in Table 4.

Results

Descriptive statistics for the demographic characteristics of
subgroups are presented in Table 2. The EL-DD and EP-DD groups
did not differ on gender, race, or comorbidities. However, groups did
differ in age, ethnicity, and SES. Students in the EL-DD group were
approximately 6 months older compared to the EP-DD group at
baseline, #(184) = 2.30, p = 0.01. Furthermore, the grade distribution
across groups was weighted more heavily in earlier grades for the
EP-DD group compared to later grades for the EL-DD group
(x*(3) =13.36, p=0.004). Although the two groups had similar
proportions of 3rd and 4th grade students, the EP-DD group was
comprised of more 2nd grade students (approximately 38%) than 5th
grade students (11%), whereas the opposite pattern was true for the
EL-DD group (11% in 2nd grade, 28% in 5th grade). The EL-DD
group also represented a greater proportion of Hispanic/Latino
students and those from economically disadvantaged households
(ps < 0.001). Grand mean centered age and FRL status were included
in subsequent analyses as covariates.

Reading profiles at baseline

As shown in Figure 1, the profiles across groups were parallel after
adjusting for covariates, F(4,177) = 0.61, p = 0.66, partial 7> = 0.01,
with 90% confidence limits 0.00-0.03.

When averaged over groups, performance profiles deviated
significantly from flatness, suggesting differential performance across
code- and meaning-based skills, F(4,177) = 22.77, p < 0.001, partial
n* = 0.34, with confidence limits from 0.24 to 0.41. Relative strengths
were found for the combined sample on meaning-based skills relative
to code-based skills. Significant heterogeneity was also found across
individual measures for code- and meaning-based skills. For the
combined sample, students demonstrated significant weaknesses in
spelling (M = 72.81, SE = 0.85) relative to other code-based reading
skills (PA: M = 86.87, SE = 1.35; word reading: M = 79.68, SE = 1.15;
all ps <0.001). Word reading was also a weakness relative to PA
(p < 0.001). For meaning-based skills, passage comprehension was a
(passage
comprehension: M =85.17, SE =1.31; listening comprehension:
M =94.86, SE = 1.10; vocabulary: M = 93.50, SE = 1.08; all ps < 0.001).
Vocabulary and listening comprehension did not differ at baseline.

significant weakness relative to other measures

Frontiers in Education

For the levels test, groups differed significantly in overall
performance when averaged over measures, F(2,179) = 8.11, p < 0.001,
partial »* = 0.08, with confidence limits from 0.03 to 0.15. The EP-DD
group outperformed the EL-DD group on the combined dependent
variables. EL-DDs demonstrated greater weaknesses relative to
EP-DDs in meaning-based skills (partial 7” = 0.08) than code-based
skills (partial 7 = 0.03). The EP-DD group outperformed the EL-DD
group on all measures, though these effects were small and did not
reach significance after setting alpha to 0.008 to reflect a familywise
error rate of 0.05 (see Table 5). The only skills which reliably
differentiated groups at this level were passage comprehension
(p =0.003) and listening comprehension (p = 0.001).

Growth in reading skills

Phonological awareness

Parameter estimates and model fit indices for each of the pull
models estimating growth in reading skills are presented in Table 6
and depicted in Figure 2. Results of the full model estimating growth
in PA skills revealed significant variability in intercepts across
participants, SD = 9.72, ¥*(1) = 252.11, p < 0.001. Slopes did not vary
across participants, SD = 0.58, x*(2) = 0.20, p = 0.90. There was a small
positive correlation between random slopes and intercepts, r = 0.12.
Results revealed significant fixed effects of group, b=-4.02,
#(182) = —2.50, p = 0.01, and time, b = 4.04, £(333) = 7.66, p < 0.001,
qualified by a significant interaction between group and time, b = 1.52,
#(333) = 2.88, p = 0.004. The performance gap between EL-DDs and
EP-DDs narrowed over time, as the rate of change for EL-DDs was
more than double that of EP-DDs (see Figure 2). There was also a
significant effect of SES on PA performance; students eligible for free/
reduced-price lunches performed significantly below their FRL
ineligible peers on PA, b = —3.41, #(182) = —3.32, p = 0.001. There was
not a reliable effect of age on PA, b = —0.002, #(182) = —0.04, p = 0.97.

The interaction between group and time on PA was probed by
running separate mixed effects models for each group independently.
For the EL-DD group, there was a significant effect of time, with
standard scores increasing nearly six points per time period on
average, b = 5.58, SE = 0.99, #(64) = 5.64, p < 0.001. Age and SES did
not reliably predict PA for the EL-DD group. For the EP-DD group,
the effect of time was also significant and positive, but smaller,
b =12.52,1(268) = 5.54, p < 0.001. The interaction between group and
time for PA reflects a difference in slopes across groups, with the
EL-DD group improving at over twice the rate estimated for their
EP-DD peers. SES was associated with PA performance for the EP-DD
group, b = —3.76, SE = 1.06, {(147) = —3.54, p < 0.001.
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TABLE 4 Average student performance per subgroup on outcome measures across timepoints.
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PA, Phonological Awareness; WID, Word Identification; PC, Passage Comprehension. The number of missing cases at each timepoint for each measure are reported.
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Word reading

The relationship between language status and word reading varied
significantly across participants, SD = 11.54, ¥*(1) = 342.18, p < 0.001.
Slopes also significantly varied across participants, SD =2.95,
x*(2) = 12.93, p = 0.002. Random intercepts and slopes were negatively
correlated, r=—0.32. Results revealed significant fixed effects of
group, b=-3.00, #(182) =—2.11, p=0.04, and Time, b=3.16,
#(334) = 6.83, p < 0.001. The EP-DD group significantly outperformed
the EL-DD on word reading. However, word reading increased over
time for the sample as a whole. The interaction between group and
time trended toward significance, b = 0.80, #(334) = 1.72, p = 0.09.
There was also a significant effect of SES on word reading performance;
students eligible for free/reduced-price lunches performed
significantly below their FRL ineligible peers on word reading,
b=-3.51,(182) = —3.65, p < 0.001. A reliable effect of age was found
on word reading, b = —0.20, #(182) = —2.90, p = 0.004. Students who
were older than the sample mean at baseline tend to score more poorly
on word reading, whereas those younger than the sample mean had
higher scores.

Passage comprehension

The relationship between language status and passage
comprehension varied significantly across participants, SD = 12.59,
x’(1) = 173.40, p <0.001. There was a trend toward significant
variability across participants in slope, SD=3.06, y*(2)=5.14,
p =0.08. Random intercepts and slopes were negatively correlated,
r=—0.65. Results of fixed effects revealed a main effect of group,
b=—-6.05, #(182) = —3.62, p < 0.001, as well as a significant effect of
time, b = 2.75, #(334) = 4.61, p < 0.001. The interaction between Group
and Time was also significant, b = —1.85, #(334) = 3.10, p = 0.002. A
main effect of age was found, b = —0.23, #(182) = —3.51, p < 0.001,
such that standard score performance decreased as age increased.
Lastly, a significant main effect of FRL status, b=—4.09,
1(182) = —4.52, p < 0.001, indicated that students from lower SES
homes performed more poorly than their peers from higher SES
homes on passage comprehension.

The interaction between group and time on passage
comprehension was probed by running separate mixed effects models
for each group independently. For the EL-DD group, there was a
significant effect of time on passage comprehension ability, with
standard scores increasing approximately 4.5 standard score points
per time period on average, b = 4.64, SE = 1.03, #(64) = 4.49, p < 0.001.
There was not a reliable effect of age or SES on passage comprehension
for the EL-DD group. For the EP-DD group, the effect of time was also
positive and trended toward significance but was smaller, b = 0.90,
SE =0.53, #(270) = 1.70, p = 0.09. Thus, the interaction between group
and time for passage comprehension reflects a difference in slopes
across groups, with the EL-DD group demonstrating a much steeper
slope than the EP-DD group.

Discussion

The current study employed an observational comparison of
reading achievement across EL and EP students with dyslexia who
were receiving routine, evidence-based dyslexia instruction in
English. The first goal of the study was to determine whether
baseline differences in code- and meaning-based reading skills
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FIGURE 1

Baseline reading profiles of EL-DD and EP-DD subgroups. Values represent adjusted group means. The shaded region represents standard error. PA,
phonological awareness; WID, word identification; SP, spelling; PC, passage comprehension; LC, listening comprehension; VOC, receptive vocabulary.

PC LC vVOC

TABLE 5 Results from the multivariate profile analysis, univariate effects of level.

dfl, df2 F partial ?
Phonological awareness 1,180 3.43 0.02
‘Word identification 1,180 2.70 0.02
Spelling 1,180 3.16 0.02
Passage comprehension 1,180 8.89%* 0.05
Listening comprehension 1,180 10.75%%* 0.06
Vocabulary 1,180 4.76% 0.03

#p <0.05, *p < 0.01.

were evident at the onset of intervention. Toward this end,
multivariate profile analysis was used to compare performance
across EL-DD and EP-DD groups in terms of profile parallelism
(similar patterns of scores), levels (between-groups differences in
performance), and flatness (differential performance across skills).
As expected, and consistent with the literature reporting
heterogeneous reading profiles for both EL and EP struggling
readers, profiles differed with respect to level, and to some extent
flatness, though the lack of an interaction between group and skill
indicated parallel profiles. Patterns of relative strengths and
weaknesses across reading skills were similar for both the EL-DD
and EP-DD groups, with the EL-DD group performing reliably
poorer than the EP-DD group on all measures. The second goal of
the study was to examine growth in targeted reading skills for the
two groups over the course of extensive dyslexia intervention
lasting two academic years. A series of linear mixed models
revealed significant improvements in standard scores for all
outcomes and a trend of differential growth rates favoring the
EL-DD group. This study builds upon the extant literature
examining reading profiles in samples of ELs with and without risk
of reading failure, as well as in comparison to non-EL samples.

Frontiers in Education

Unlike previous research, the current study examines both code-
and meaning-based skills in a sample of ELs identified with dyslexia.
Additionally, the current study evaluates growth in target reading
skills in these EL-DD students relative to their EP-DD peers over the
course of an extensive intervention.

Several constitutional differences emerged between the EL-DD
and EP-DD groups which are in line with previously documented
patterns in the EL literature. First, EL-DD students were approximately
6 months older at the start of intervention start in comparison to their
English proficient peers. Although baseline age in this study reflects
student age at the start of the first intervention year, rather than age at
identification, this finding suggests that ELs may be delayed in
receiving an identification of dyslexia and, in turn, are beginning
services at an older age than EP peers. This difference in age across
groups coincides with a differential distribution across grades for
EL-DD and EP-DD groups: although similar rates of 3rd and 4th
grade students were enrolled in the study across groups, the EL-DD
group had fewer 2nd grade students and more 5th grade students than
the EP-DD groups. These findings are in line with previous reports of
underidentification of EL-DD in early elementary grades due to a
tendency for schools to delay identification for ELs in hopes oral
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TABLE 6 Parameter estimates for longitudinal models of code-based and meaning-based skills.

10.3389/feduc.2024.1495043

Parameters Phonological awareness Word identification Passage comprehension
B (SE) B (SE) B (SE)
Fixed effects
Intercept 83.47 (1.56)%*%*:* 76.21 (1.37)%%%* 82.30 (1.63)%*:k*
Age —0.003 (0.07) —0.20 (0.07)%* —0.23 (0.06)*#*
FRL —3.41 (1.03)%* —3.51 (0.96)%%+* —4.09 (0.91)#%
Group —4.02 (1.61)* —3.00 (1.42)* —6.05 (1.67)%%*
Time 4.04 (0.53)#%5 3.16 (0.46)%** 2.75 (0.60) %
Time*Group 1.52 (0.53)%** 0.80 (0.46)+ 1.85 (0.60)**
Random effects variance
Intercept 125.6 137.3 158.55
Time 0.33 9.62 9.37
Residual 5438 24 53.45
Model Fit
AIC 3,959.74 3,760.1 3,960.16
BIC 4,002.3 3,802.68 4,002.73
Conditional R? 0.74 0.87 0.74
Marginal R* 0.11 0.19 0.23

AIC, Akaike information criterion; BIC, Bayesian information criterion. +p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, *¥p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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Estimated growth in targeted reading skills. Values represent adjusted group means. The shaded region represents standard error.
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language skills will improve over time (Limbos and Geva, 2001;
Samson and Lesaux, 2009). Despite the later identification of EL-DD
students in the current sample, however, both oral and written
language skills remained weak relative to EP-DD students.

Multivariate profile analysis of code- and
meaning-based reading skills

The pre-intervention reading profiles reported in the current
study are consistent with findings suggesting reading profiles of ELs
differ in deficit severity rather than specificity in comparison to
their EP peers (e.g., Miciak et al., 2022; O’Connor et al., 2019;
Vargas et al., 2023). Global reading deficits found for EL-DDs were
skills.
Furthermore, reading deficits for EL-DDs were apparent relative to

evident across code- and meaning-based reading
not only population norms, but also in comparison their proficient
English-speaking peers with dyslexia. The effects of native language
status on reading outcomes can be difficult to disentangle from
effects other risk factors such as SES (see Solari et al., 2014). The
current findings revealed a moderate effect of group after controlling
for age and SES, indicating additional variability in reading skills is
attributable to language status. When examined at the level of
individual outcomes, group performance differed only on a measure
of passage comprehension, and to a lesser extent, listening
comprehension. Future study is warranted to evaluate the relative
contribution of these risk factors in larger samples.

Although groups differed in overall skill level, their reading
profiles were remarkably similar. Interestingly, PA was a relative
strength among code-based skills for both groups. Although PA is
often a weakness in students with dyslexia, it is neither necessary nor
sufficient to determine the presence of a reading disability (Fletcher
et al.,, 2018; Miciak and Fletcher, 2020). It is not possible to examine
whether and to what extent PA and related instructional supports were
provided to these students prior to the start of the study which may
have influenced PA performance. What is clear, however, is that
despite relative strengths in PA, profiles for both groups reflected
characteristic code-based weaknesses of dyslexia, including notable
weaknesses in word-level reading and spelling skills. These weaknesses
exist despite relative strengths in PA and oral language measures
(vocabulary and listening comprehension).

Whereas both groups exhibited significant discrepancies between
oral language measures and passage comprehension, the EL-DD
group demonstrated similar deficit magnitudes for both word-level
and passage-level written language measures. The average-level oral
language skills of EP-DD may have served as a protective or
compensatory mechanism, bolstering reading comprehension for this
group (Haft et al., 2016). Conversely, the EL-DD group had globally
weaker reading profiles with which to support comprehension. This is
in line with previous findings suggesting that both code- and meaning-
based skills are associated with comprehension deficits in ELs (Cho
et al, 2019; Capin et al,, 2024). In line with the Simple View of
Reading, however, greater deficit levels for code- and meaning-based
skills in the EL-DD group may have led to greater achievement gaps
on passage comprehension between the two groups prior to
receiving ELDI.

The relative contributions of code- and meaning-based skills to
reading comprehension ability varies across ages, skill levels, and
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language background. Meaning-based skills play a larger role in
comprehension for children in later grades as children solidify code-
based skills and the focus of instruction shifts to content knowledge
(Chall, 1986). Oral language may also play a larger role in reading
difficulties for ELs compared to their non-EL peers (Cho et al., 2019).
Interestingly, in the current sample word identification predicted reading
comprehension over and above vocabulary and listening comprehension
for both EP-DD and EL-DD groups, suggesting that code-based deficits
contribute more to comprehension weaknesses than oral language skills
for these students (cf,, Kim, 2017, 2020). It is important to note that
because students in the current sample demonstrated relative strengths
in meaning-based skills, these data may not be generalizable to EL-DDs
with more pronounced oral language deficits.

Parallel patterns of global deficits across EL-DD and EP-DD
profiles further support the differentiation of performance as a
function of severity rather than specificity. The global impairments
seen in EL-DD students’ code- and meaning-based skills support their
need for intensive multicomponent intervention toward remediation
of various reading skills, including explicit and systematic instruction
in phonological awareness, word study, reading comprehension, and
oral language. Furthermore, the parallel profiles across groups suggest
that these students will require multicomponent interventions to
remediate a wide and varied range of reading skills.

Longitudinal evaluation of performance

The second aim of the current study was to examine growth in
targeted reading skills across the two groups over the course of
intensive ELDI delivered daily for two academic years. Findings
support the use of evidence-based ELDI in an instructional setting
which includes both EL-DD and EP-DD students without requiring
substantial modifications to intervention content or implementation.
Students in the current sample significantly improved in standard
score performance for code- and meaning-based reading skills,
reaching or approaching age-level proficiencies in these skills over the
course of intervention. The results of the mixed models estimating
growth in PA, word identification, and passage comprehension
indicated significant growth in age-based rank status over a two-year
intervention period. Importantly, this growth represents a reliable
trend in the data reflecting an improvement in targeted skills which
reduces deficit magnitude relative to age-based developmental norms.
Students in the current sample were below the average range (<90 SS)
at baseline across all three targeted reading measures. However, by the
end of treatment, mean student performance was within the average
range for both PA and passage comprehension, and just below the
average range for word identification, narrowing the gap on these
measures with their age-equivalent peers with dyslexia. Despite
significant growth, however, many students in both groups remained
below average at post-test on key reading measures and may require
additional intervention supports to achieve age- or grade-
level expectations.

Growth in targeted reading skills was qualified by interactions
between groups and time. In general, the growth exhibited by the
EL-DD group was greater than that of the EP-DD group, with slopes
ranging between 1.5 and 5 times steeper for EL-DDs. At the beginning
of the intervention, the EL-DD group was well below average in PA
whereas the EP-DD group had average baseline scores. Despite these
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differences in baseline ability, both groups achieved significant
improvements over time, performing within the average range (>90
SS) at the end of the intervention. Additionally, most of the growth
exhibited in PA occurred within the first year of intervention, with
continued standard score improvements found the second year. This
was true for the combined sample and for each group independently,
with EL-DDs catching up to EP-DDs by the mid-intervention testing
period. Relative weaknesses in PA for ELs is often attributed to reduced
familiarity with the phonological structure of the non-native language.
However, PA skills are highly malleable and improve rapidly with
explicit instruction, even for non-native language learners (e.g., Cirino
etal, 2013; for review see Hall et al., 2019). The explicit, systematic PA
integrated into the interventions delivered in this study may have
contributed to closing this gap by increasing knowledge of phonological
structure for EL-DDs. Previous studies report similar findings, with
explicit L2 PA instruction leading to significant growth in L2 PA as well
as positive reading and spelling outcomes (Yeung et al., 2013).

Consistent with current identification methods for identifying
dyslexia, word reading was a significant weakness for both the EL-DD
and EP-DD groups prior to intervention. Although the growth rate of
the EL-DD group was approximately 1.5 times faster than EP-DDs on
word-level reading, this interaction did not reach a level of statistical
significance. The severe word-reading deficits experienced by EL-DD
and EP-DD students in this sample appear to be malleable and improve
over the course of treatment Like the intervention implemented by
Lovett et al. (2008), the interventions utilized in the current study
targeted phonemic awareness at various levels of manipulation and
integrated phonemic awareness and decoding/encoding activities to
improve orthographic knowledge. Thus, the structured approach to
decoding instruction integrated within the interventions utilized in this
study may have contributed to the greater growth in word reading for
EL-DDs by increasing familiarity with the phonological structure of
the English language while simultaneously bolstering orthographic
knowledge. These effects appear to be cumulative, with greater growth
for both groups occurring within the second intervention year.
However, students in both groups remained below average in word
reading skill at the end of the intervention period and will require
additional support to continue to improve these skills and achieve
age-appropriate word reading performance.

Growth in meaning-based reading skills, as measured by
passage comprehension, revealed a similar pattern of effects. The
EP-DD group outperformed the EL-DD group on passage
comprehension, but the magnitude of differences across groups
narrowed over time as the EL-DD group improved their
comprehension skills at a faster rate than the EP-DD group. This is
in line with the findings reported by Capin et al. (2024), who
reported greatest growth in passage comprehension for the group
with the most severe global deficits. The explicit, systematic
comprehension instruction provided through the interventions in
this study is in line with empirically supported best practices for
improving reading comprehension in both EP and EL students,
including vocabulary instruction, comprehension monitoring,
discourse, grammar, and morphology (August and Shanahan,
2006).
opportunities embedded in comprehension instruction allow for

Moreover, the structured and repeated practice
consolidation of learned skills which may further support the
development of language proficiency in non-native speakers (Hall

et al,, 2019). Importantly, although the passage comprehension
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skills of the EL-DD group improved significantly at each timepoint,
the severe deficits experienced by this group did not reach the
average range until the end of the second year of treatment. The
current study extends previous findings by (1) demonstrating
significant growth in comprehension skills is evident for ELs with
dyslexia over the course of ELDI, and (2) reading comprehension
may follow a protracted growth pattern supported directly by
explicit instruction in comprehension skills as well as indirectly
through the remediation of foundational code-based skills.

Together, the findings of the current study confirm global reading
deficiencies for ELs with dyslexia in comparison to their English-
proficient peers prior to receiving ELDI. Overall, EL-DDs performed
significantly below their EP-DD peers in both code- and meaning-
based reading skills prior to intervention, though the achievement gap
between groups significantly narrowed by the end of treatment.
Whereas phonological skills improved early within the intervention
period, growth in word reading and comprehension was more
consistent during the second year of instruction, suggesting that both
EP-DD and EL-DD students benefit from intensive and extensive
multicomponent reading instruction (daily sessions for at least two
academic years) to provide opportunity for practice and consolidation
of higher order skills such as word reading, spelling, and
comprehension. These findings provide additional evidence to suggest
that ELs should not be excluded from ELDI on the basis of language
status alone. As suggested by Siegel (2016), EL status is not a barrier to
achieving proficient literacy skills, even for students with dyslexia. In
the current study, EL-DDs benefitted as much or more from English-
language instruction in comparison to their EP-DD peers. Although
these findings provide encouraging evidence to support ELDI as a
practicable approach to remediating the severe reading deficits
observed in ELs identified with dyslexia, the generalization of these
findings is cautioned given the limitations discussed below.

Limitations

The findings presented should be considered in context of several
important caveats and limitations. Primarily, the observational design of
this study has inherent experimental limitations that limit what questions
the study can inform. It was not possible to standardize the diagnostic
criteria and procedures for dyslexia identification and EL status
determination across districts. There was limited information available
about prior instruction and the length of time from identification to
beginning intervention was variable. Educator assignment to curriculum
and student assignment to educator was pre-determined by the school
and, appropriately, not done so randomly or with any influence from the
research team; for example, all the EL-DD students were assigned to
educators with appropriate ESL certification.

A significant scientific limitation to the evaluation of intervention
outcomes is the lack of a control group that did not receive instruction.
This limits generalizability of our findings to some extent. It is not possible
to determine from this study how much of the growth in this sample is
attributable to the intervention as opposed to maturational effects.
Similarly, we are unable to parse the amount of growth demonstrated by
the EL-DD group which due to increasing English language proficiency
or other factors, such as potential other native language instruction as
opposed to the dyslexia intervention. Therefore, the current study cannot
answer questions about whether native language instruction would
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produce different results, or whether similar patterns of growth would
be reflected in the students’ native language. Furthermore, the current
study does not address how variability in the native language may impact
L2 outcomes. However, the naturalistic observation model across school
districts of varying sizes does suggest that dyslexia intervention can
be beneficial for students of various levels of English language proficiency
in routine school functioning where bias cannot, and likely should not,
be scientifically managed.

Finally, constitutional differences across groups in age and SES
were found across groups in this study, and though they were
statistically controlled, these factors may conflate findings of group
differences in standard scores in several ways. First, although
standardized assessments of achievement are becoming increasingly
sensitive to diverse populations, a well-documented bias for higher SES
and non-minority backgrounds persists (Mancilla-Martinez et al.,
2021; Rhodes et al,, 2005). Second, ELs in the US are disproportionately
from economically disadvantaged households, a factor which is
negatively associated with reading achievement (Hoff, 2006; National
Center for Education Statistics, 2022; Samson and Lesaux, 2015; Solari
etal., 2014). In the current sample, all but one student in the EL-DD
group were from economically disadvantaged homes (96.6%), whereas
less than half of the EP-DD group fell in this same category. Despite
this difference, the EL-DD group demonstrated accelerated growth
relative to their EP-DD peers over course of treatment. Lastly, students
in the EL-DD group were older than their EP-DD peers at baseline by
approximately 6 months. It is of note that the same level of raw
performance on a given test will result in a lower age-based standard
score as age-level expectations increase. However, the amount of
growth achieved by the EL-DD group was greater than that of the
EP-DD group, indicating that the EL-DD group was (1) further behind
their age-equivalent peers prior to intervention and (2) vastly improved
in their rank status relative to age-based norms over two academic years.

Conclusion

The findings of the current study suggest that EL-DDs with at least
intermediate proficiency of the English language demonstrate similar
patterns of reading performance as their EP-DD peers: significant and
substantial deficits in code-based skills with relative strengths in
meaning-based skills. Despite similar patterns across reading skills, the
EP-DD group consistently outperformed the EL-DD group; these effects
persisted after controlling for demographic differences across groups.
Whereas the EP-DD group demonstrated average meaning-based skills
in comparison to below average code-based skills, both code-and
meaning-based skills were below average for the EL-DD group.

Despite significant underperformance relative to their EP-DD
peers at the start of the intervention, EL-DDs demonstrated greater
rates of growth in code- and meaning-based reading skills over the
course of intervention. These findings suggest that EL-DDs can benefit
from ELDI, as demonstrated by the current sample achieving similar
levels of reading mastery as their EP-DD peers by the end of the
intervention across targeted reading skills. This is in line with previous
studies reporting significant and large effects of reading interventions
for ELs with reading difficulties. Furthermore, the current study
demonstrates that these effects were found even in areas of significant
pre-intervention weakness for EL-DDs which revealed the greatest
amount of growth (i.e., PA and reading comprehension). Weaknesses
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in these areas are well documented for ELs, who can experience
pronounced difficulties in acquiring phonological and semantic
aspects of their non-native language (Melby-Lervag and Lervag,
2014). The intensive, multicomponent, and extensive nature of the
reading interventions provided in this study may have helped to
support the additional instructional needs of the EL-DD group related
to language status in addition to characteristic weaknesses of dyslexia.
Future studies are warranted which utilize data-based approaches to
identifying underlying profiles for EL-DD and EP-DD students, as
well as experimental approaches to further understanding the effects
of ELDI on the global deficit profiles of EL-DDs.

Finally, disproportionality across groups in terms of grade and age
suggests that routine procedures for the identification of dyslexia in
ELs may not allow for early identification of students from varied
language backgrounds. Earlier identification may help to lessen the
severity of deficits prior to intervention, thereby narrowing the
magnitude of the differences across groups and giving EL-DDs greater
chances for academic success.
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Teaching a second language to
learners with mild intellectual
disabilities — a Hungarian case
study

Magdolna Nemes*

Institute of Special Education, University of Debrecen, Hajdub&szérmény, Hungary

The present paper deals with the issues of teaching a second language to school-
aged children in Hungary with mild intellectual disabilities. The frameworks for
language teaching are described in the National Core Curriculum and the Frame
Curriculum. In our research we conducted semi-structured interviews with open-
ended questions featuring 11 language teachers, and asked for their experience in
teaching a second language to children with mild intellectual disabilities. Moreover,
our research involves a focus group discussion in spring 2023 featuring 8 children in
Grade 7 with mild intellectual disabilities. We came to the conclusion that teachers pay
attention to individual development and playful, communicative language teaching,
even though it is challenging to teach English to children with such disabilities,
as they often have difficulties in their mother tongue. The research has revealed
there is a need for teachers to display creativity because these children require a
lot of revision. The children asked do not encounter English at home and only a
few of them listen to music in English. However, they all think learning English is
important for their future, especially in the areas of work and travel. Our experience
underlines that it is beneficial for learners with mild intellectual disabilities to get to
know a foreign language, even though they will not be independent users of the
language and might not use this knowledge in the future.

KEYWORDS

English, individual abilities, teachers’ perspectives, methodological approach, learning
experiences of students with mild intellectual disabilities, motivation, personal factors,
creativity

1 Introduction

Nowadays, thanks to the acceleration of technological progress and the constant flow of
information from many directions, a basic knowledge of at least one foreign language is essential.
This is why foreign language teaching in schools has become a priority worldwide, and why it must
be made available to all, in the framework of equal opportunities. English is not only the lingua
franca but is also the modern means to communicate, opening up job and career opportunities.

Teaching English is now inclusive in nature, which means everyone is involved and
nobody is left behind. In addition to education, it is also vitally important that students learn
the content effectively so that they can apply it in the future.

The European Commission has made foreign language education a priority and has made
a commitment to foreign language teaching for children with disabilities. It believes that all
children, regardless of the type of educational institution which they attend, have the right to
learn a foreign language (European Commission, 2005). This field is really new in language
pedagogy and, due to the students’ different abilities, an accepted, overarching methodology has
yet to be developed (Coskun, 2013; Pokrivcakova, 2015). However, not every strategy works with
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pupils with mild intellectual disabilities (MID), which is the main
emphasis of this research. Due to the particular characteristics of pupils
with MID, they are not as effective in learning as their peers in
mainstream schools. In England, pupils aged 11-14 with MID have had
the opportunity to learn a modern foreign language for over 20 years
(Wilson, 2014 as cited in Meggyesné Hosszu, 2019). Nemes and Rdzsa
(2021) provides information about teaching German to students with
MID within the Hungarian system and in an international context. The
research involves an overview of several European countries (Germany;,
Austria, Switzerland, Romania, Poland, Russia, Estonia, and Italy). The
authors contacted specific institutions in those countries and asked for
their experiences of teaching a second language to children with
MID. Also, English lessons are mandatory in the curriculum of
Indonesian children with MID (Lestari et al., 2022).

The present paper deals with the issues of teaching a second
language to school-aged children with MID, focusing on Hungary.
Since Hungary’s accession to the European Union in 2004, foreign
language teaching has assumed a prominent role in education.
Aligning with the European Commission’s 2005 declaration of
every child’s right to language learning, the European Union
identified key competences, including foreign languages, as
essential for the 21Ist century. The overarching aim of foreign
language instruction is to equip children with age-appropriate and
practical language skills. Act CXC of 2011 on Public Education
mandates twice-weekly foreign language lessons for students with
learning difficulties, commencing in Grade 7. English as a Foreign
Language (EFL) generally means teaching English to non-native
speakers in an environment where English is not the primary
language. Teaching English involves the 4 basic language skills:
speaking, listening, reading and writing. As for teaching English,
there have been new and innovative methods and approaches to
enhance overall language competence among students. Meggyesné
Hosszu (2019) defines foreign languages as those not central to
learners’ immediate lives but taught in guided settings such
as schools.
based on the
recommendation, from the 2015/2016 school year foreign language

In Hungary, European Commission’s
teaching has been compulsory for children with MID in segregated
schools from the seventh grade onwards for 2 hours per week (144 h
per year) (Meggyesné Hosszu, 2015). The segregated schools have
been designed for learners with MID. Special Educators teach in the
classes of which the size is small (maximum 10 children) to provide
individual attention to each learners. The teaching process is usually
supported by the help of a Teacher Assistant. Since the subject
“Foreign Language” is not performance-oriented, the appropriate
stress-free learning environment plays an important role in the success
of language learning. For this purpose, visual reinforcement/support,
repetition, breaking down the learning material into small parts and
continuous praise and reward are important working methods.

The current research aims to explore the experience of Hungarian
teachers concerning compulsory language teaching for children with
MID. However, there has been no consensus among professionals,
parents and language teachers on the teaching of languages to learners
with MID.

Some stakeholders (local authorities, language teachers, Special
Educators) express concerns that language learning may pose an
unnecessary burden for students with MID, as their first language (L1)
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skills are limited and foreign language lessons are not necessary.
Students quickly forget what they have learned in class, so there is little
measurable progress, their vocabulary and grammar do not expand,
and students do not become independent language users or real
conversational partners. Others argue that success can also be achieved
with this population. Some learners will be able to communicate at a
basic level (Al), using simple language tools to make themselves
understood on familiar topics. For learners with MID, the aim is not
to pass language and school-leaving exams, but to build up a basic
everyday vocabulary, to raise interest in the target language and to
develop and maintain a positive attitude towards language learning
(Meggyesné Hosszu, 2018a,b).

2 The threads in my head are tangled
— characteristics of pupils with
learning disabilities

In Hungary, the assessment of Special Educational Needs
adheres to a multi-level expert examination process as mandated by
Act CXC of 2011 on Public Education.! The assessment of Special
Educational Needs (SEN) necessitates a comprehensive evaluation
conducted by a multidisciplinary team comprising medical
professionals, psychologists, and educators. Students identified as
having SEN are legally entitled to additional rights and support
within public educational institutions. The legislation defines SEN
broadly, encompassing a range of disabilities, including motor,
sensory (visual and auditory), intellectual, speech, cumulative
disabilities, autism spectrum disorder, and other mental
development disorders such as severe learning, attention, or
behavioral difficulties. This process incorporates a mechanism for
parental appeal and potential referral to specialized services if
disagreements arise concerning the diagnosis or procedural aspects.
In the case of intellectual disability, the assessment unfolds at both
the county and national levels. While parental cooperation is
integral throughout the procedure, parents retain the right of appeal
to the local Government Office should they disagree with the expert
opinion or any procedural elements. Upon such an appeal, the
assessment may be repeated, or the case may be referred to the
ELTE National Pedagogical Service for further evaluation
and adjudication.

According to the following important definition by Mesterhazi
(1997): “The group of children defined as educationally challenged
includes those whose reduced functionality can be traced back to
biological and/or genetic deficiencies in their nervous systems, or to
the impact of environmental disadvantages leading to ongoing and
persistent learning difficulties, expressed through inconsistent abilities
in the processing and application of skills” It is important to note that
the Hungarian term “tanuldsban akadalyozott” (educationally
challenged) is the equivalent of “mild educational disabilities”, as used
in an international context. It is believed that 3-6% of the school-ages

1 2011. évi CXC. torvény a nemzeti kdznevelésrél https://netjogtar.hu/
jogszabaly?docid=a1100190.tv (2023. februar 4).
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population in Hungary falls into the category of “tanuldsban
akadalyozott” (educationally challenged).

A diagnosis of intellectual disability requires the existence of
significant limitations in the areas of intellectual functioning and
in adaptive behaviour (conceptual, social, practical adaptive skills)
and a verification that the disability started in the early years,
during the developmental period. The severity is classified as mild
(with IQ range of 55 to 69), moderate (IQ range of 35 to 51),
severe (IQ range of 20 to 35) and profound (IQ range <20) based
on several indicators of functioning and clinical judgement. There
are several characteristics of intellectual disability which affect
learners’ academic and non-academic lives. For children with
MID, it takes longer to learn to talk, but communicate well once
they know how. It has an impact on the child’s ability to
communicate at school and outside the classroom. A deficit in
language skills can be seen as a characteristic that distinguishes
children with intellectual disabilities (Lestari et al., 2022).
According to the American Psychiatric Association, DSM-5 Task
Force (2013), for children with MID, it can be seen that the social
domains in the form of communication, conversation, and
language are not in accordance with their actual age and there are
difficulties in abstract thinking skills. They have memory and
attention problems due to the delayed intellectual development.
As for self-regulation, they may have symptoms such as self-
harming behaviour, aggression and difficulty with sleep. Also,
children find it difficult to control their emotions, which may
cause problems in the classroom. However, they can be fully
independent in self-care and home activities when they get older,
though they show social immaturity. In later life, they experience
increased difficulty with the responsibilities of marriage or
parenting. People with MID are able to learn simple skills and
enter the world of work where they usually get unskilled jobs.
Their participation in education is highly important because if
they get a job, they can become independent adults and can live
without depending on others.

However, education must be based on their individual abilities
and characteristics in order to develop. It is vital to develop
language and social skills to be able to carry out social interactions,
have self-confidence to interact and express opinions in their
everyday lives. The learning process itself is impacted across
multiple dimensions: perception, executive functions, and
emotional well-being. Learners with MID have problems with
reading and writing affecting academic achievements. Perceptual
disturbances can affect visual, auditory, tactile-kinesthetic, and
balance perception, as well as memory functions. Difficulties in
shape-background discrimination, shape and space perception,
tactile sensitivities (either heightened or diminished), and balance
are common. Memory impairments may affect attention, working
memory, and long-term recall. Executive function challenges are
manifest in muscle weakness or stiffness, hindering both fine and
gross motor skills. Additionally, emotional and social factors, such
as shyness, anxiety, hyperactivity, lack of self-confidence and
motivation, further impede the learning process (Czibere and
Kisvari, 2006). Low learning motivation can be in connection with
past experiences of failure and anxiety (Shree and Shukla, 2016).
As a result, such children pay less attention during the learning
and teaching activities.
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3 The introduction of foreigan _
language teaching for pupils with MID
in Hungary

3.1 The principles of language teaching in
the National curricula and the framework
curricula

The National Core Curriculum (NAT)? in Hungary serves as the
foundational document governing the educational process, outlining
the knowledge, skills, abilities, and objectives to be attained in various
subjects. The National Core Curriculum forms the basis for the
Framework Curriculum®, which acts as an intermediary between the
National Core Curriculum and local curricula. The National Core
Curriculum and Framework Curriculum establish the principles for
teaching foreign languages to students with Special Educational Needs
(SEN). Foreign language learning is mandatory from the seventh
grade in segregated schools but can commence earlier for interested
students, though participation cannot be enforced. The overarching
goal is to tailor language learning to individual needs, reinforcing
existing skills and fostering self-awareness and confidence. The
Framework Curriculum emphasizes practical communication
through playful, action-based learning activities such as dialogues,
role-plays, and movement exercises. It prioritizes listening
comprehension and speaking skills, building upon first language (L1)
competence. The focus is on everyday topics and situations, utilizing
simple vocabulary and structures.

The curriculum recommends developing auditory perception,
speaking skills, attention, and verbal memory. This involves repetition
and practice, leading to understanding and responding to simple
questions in open dialogues. Reading and writing are less emphasized,
and grammar is taught implicitly through contextualized usage rather
than explicit rules. Hungarian language support is permitted
throughout the teaching-learning process.

Group and cooperative learning activities are encouraged to
enhance social competence alongside knowledge and intellectual
skills. The primary aim is to facilitate the automatic use of essential
vocabulary through engaging activities like movement and sorting
tasks, word cards, and games. Assessment focuses on students’
willingness and motivation to communicate.

The curriculum does not prescribe specific language levels or
output requirements, allowing for individualized pacing and
adaptation to diverse learning abilities. It recommends six core
thematic areas: human relations, family and social environment, the
target country, the natural environment, shopping, and a
healthy lifestyle.

2 https://www.oktatas2030.hu/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/nat2020-5-
2020.-korm.-rendelet.pdf

3 51/2012. (XI.21.) szamu EMMI rendelet 11. melléklete Kerettantervek a sajatos
nevelési igényl tanuldkat oktatd nevelési-oktatasi intézmények szamara-
Kerettantervek az enyhén értelmi fogyatékos gyermekek szamara (1-8.
évfolyam)- Idegen nyelv. Web. http://kerettan terv.ofi.hu/11_melleklet_sni/
enyhe/index_sni_ enyhe.html Downloaded: 2019.10.15.
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Student motivation is influenced by various factors, including
family environment, attitudes towards education, socio-economic
status, school resources, and teacher qualities. Teachers play a crucial
role in stimulating interest and providing a sense of achievement
through differentiation and engaging activities. Additionally, learning
about the target language culture and fostering intercultural
competence  contribute  to  motivation and  overall
language development.

Foreign language lessons can complement other subjects by
providing opportunities for cross-curricular integration and
expanding students’ knowledge in various domains. The use of
technology, such as interactive whiteboards, tablets, and smartphones,

further enriches the learning experience and promotes engagement.

3.2 The issue of which language to teach

In Hungary during the 1990s, Western languages, particularly
English and German, gained prominence. Data from the Central
Statistical Office (KSH) indicates English as the most studied foreign
language across all school types, while German’s popularity has
declined.* The framework curriculum for students with mild
intellectual disabilities does not stipulate a specific language, granting
institutions autonomy in selecting among English, German, or
Romani, contingent upon the availability of qualified staff.

English enjoys widespread appeal among young people due to its
prevalence in popular culture, international communication, and the
online sphere. Its vocabulary frequently infiltrates everyday language
and appears in online platforms (e.g., play, join, error, accept, volume,
download, power, leave, (dis)connect, close), brand names (e.g., Nivea
Men, Magnum Almond), and even food or other packaging (e.g.,
salted, pepper, shampoo, body milk, shower gel, cream, invisible, strong,
body, hair, face).

German, on the other hand, offers advantages such as easier letter-
sound correspondence (e.g., Mutter, Kind, Vase), pronunciation-
aligned spelling, and a phoneme system similar to Hungarian.
Additionally, shared cultural elements and the presence of German
companies (e.g., BMW, Einhell) in Hungary contribute to its relevance.
However, challenges for learners include complex sentence structures,
intricate grammar, and word order differences from Hungarian.

A Hungarian study on foreign language motivation among eighth-
graders in mainstream schools revealed a preference for English as the
first foreign language, driven by its use in music, social media,
entertainment, and video games (Nikolov, 2011). Nevertheless, the
question remains as to which foreign language best suits the specific
needs of learners with MID.

3.3 The issue of learning materials for
pupils with learning disabilities

English lessons are provided for children with MID is many
countries. However, based on the cognitive characteristics, the
material is different from children at the same age attending

4 https://www.ksh.hu/stadat_files/okt/hu/okt0009.html
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mainstream schools (also Nemes and Rozsa, 2021). In Indonesia, for
students with MID in senior high school, the teaching and learning
material is equivalent to 6th grade elementary school English material.
The adaptation of the material to the students’ needs and abilities is
crucial. Furthermore, to promote academic achievement providing
appropriate, sensory, hands-on experience is essential. Based on their
observations, field notes and interviews, Lestari et al. (2022) states that
children with MID in Indonesia are taught simple English nouns,
verbs, adjectives and adverbs in daily use. Children are trained to
combine 2-3 words to form sentences, take turns in a conversation
and respond appropriately to simple questions. However, sometimes
they face difficulty finding the English word they want to say.
Meggyesné Hosszu (2015) research in Hungary identified a
prevalent use of self-created materials in language instruction for
learners with MID, attributed to the scarcity of textbooks catering to
their specific needs. However, a significant advancement was realized
between 2018 and 2021 with the publication of the “Let us do it”
foreign language textbook series, designed for grades 7-12 (e.g.,
Meggyesné Hosszu, 2018a,b; Sari, 2019). This comprehensive series
encompasses textbooks, audio materials, workbooks, syllabi, and
methodological manuals, all readily accessible online. An
accompanying online smart book with interactive exercises further
enriches the learning experience’ The series comprehensively
addresses the topics outlined in the framework curriculum, adopting
a competence-based pedagogical approach that acknowledges the
unique cognitive characteristics of the target student population. The
“Let us do it” series incorporates age-appropriate illustrations,
photographs, diagrams, maps, word and picture cards, and a sticker
booklet to enhance engagement and facilitate learning. While the “Let
us do it” series effectively addresses the demand for English language
materials, there remains a notable gap in the availability of comparable
high-quality, engaging, and accessible resources for German language
instruction for adolescent learners with learning difficulties.

3.4 The issue of the teacher

Ideally, a teacher must have teaching qualifications that match the
subject being taught as well as appropriate knowledge about children
with Special Needs. In Indonesia the Decree of Minister of National
Education Number 16 (2007) declared that teachers need to have a BA
degree in English Language Teaching in order to teach in a school.
However, when working with children with SEN, communication is
an essential skill in terms of academic performance, psychological and
physical development of the students (Sabna et al., 2024). Moreover,
strategies used in the classroom are very important. However, many
teachers do not pay attention to the conditions of the learners. The
authors underline that teachers who teach English to children with
SEN need various and relevant training to know how to handle
challenges during the teaching process.

In Hungary, the provision of this specialized instruction can
be undertaken by either Special Educational Needs (SEN) teachers
possessing advanced language certifications (C1 level) or language
teachers, preferably with additional SEN qualifications to address the

5 https://www.nkp.hu/tankonyv/angol_nyelv_7_tanak/
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unique learning needs of this population. Language teachers must
adapt their pedagogical approaches, prioritizing oral communication
and positive reinforcement while minimizing reliance on written
language instruction.

A pilot study in 2014 conducted by Meggyesné et al. revealed a
discrepancy between the legal requirements for teacher qualifications
and the actual qualifications of those providing foreign language
instruction to students with learning difficulties (UNICEF, 2000). Of
the 17 respondents, only five met the stipulated qualifications,
highlighting a potential area for improvement in teacher training and
professional development to ensure compliance with educational
standards (Meggyesné Hosszu and Lesznydk, 2017).

4 Research methodology

The aim of this research study was to investigate the conditions
under which students with MID acquire foreign language skills, as
well as the teaching methods and tools employed in educational
settings. We had the following research questions:

What specific, practical tasks work in the language lessons of
MID learners?

What seems to retain and how to test MID learners’ language
competence in class?

To achieve this aim, semi-structured in-depth interviews were
conducted with eleven SEN teachers and language teachers who
instruct foreign languages to this specific student population. The
eleven interviewed teachers represented a range of ages and
geographical locations. Two teachers were between 20 and 30 years
old, two between 30 and 40, five between 40 and 50, and two over
50. Regarding location, three resided in the capital city, four in
other cities, and four in smaller towns. In terms of qualifications,
four held degrees in special needs education, three of whom
possessed Cl-level foreign language certifications. The remaining
four were language teachers, with one currently pursuing additional
studies in special education specializing in MID and psycho-
pedagogy (Table 1).

Data collection took place between January and March 2022,
utilizing both online platforms (e.g., Google Meet, Facebook
Messenger) and in-person meetings (face-to face interviews were
conducted, usually in a school). A set of 25 questions, with minor
variations as needed, guided the interviews. The first topics of the
interview were qualifications and teaching experiences, teaching
methods, strategies and dimensions of teaching. The researcher
prepared the questions for the interview based on the specific
information the researcher wanted to know: the challenges and
solutions that occur during the English teaching process of
children with
interviewees in the process whenever they strayed from the main

learning disabilities. Researchers guided
topic and enquiries were made to enrich the data. To analyze the
data, the researcher used the six-step thematic analysis of Braun
and Clarke (2006): familiarizing with the data, generating initial
codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining themes,
writing the report. As the first step, we have read the transcript of
the interviews and then coded them manually (e.g., learning
games; retaining new material). Later on, we organised the codes
into themes (e.g., traditional games, online games; spelling,
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TABLE 1 Age, qualification, and place of living of the participant.

Interview Age Quialification Place of
living

1 52 SEN Educator BA Town
English C1

2 29 SEN Educator BA Capital
English and Slovak C1

3 44 English Teacher BA Capital

4. 39 SEN Educator BA Town

5. 28 SEN Educator BA Capital
English C1

6 50 English Teacher BA City

7 44 English Teacher BA (a Town
student of Special
Education BA, psycho-
pedagogy)

8 48 German Teacher BA City
English Teacher BA

9 56 German Teacher MA Town

10. 35 German Teacher BA (a City
student of Special
Education BA)

11 45 German Teacher BA City

listening, pronunciation, motivation; course material). After that
we did some fine-tuning such as vocabulary based games, tactile
games; influence of L1, classroom management. Later on, we did
some more coding and refined our codes with the help of
mindmaps looking for interesting and meaningful information.
Finally, we started working on the text itself embedding vivid
examples from the interviews.

A qualitative approach was considered to be useful to achieve the
objectives of the study as it helps to explore data in-depth, analyze
emerging phenomena and find meaningful values by understanding
variables that arise in the process of research activities. When writing
about our results, we have decided to add extracts from the interviews
to illustrate the analytic claims.

In order to give a more complex picture about teaching English to
MID learners, we carried out interviews in a focus group discussion in
2023 with 8 seventh-grade students, aged 13-15 in a segregated
primary school in Eastern Hungary. We strongly believe the learners’
perspectives and attitudes provide important information about the
learning process. In this particular case, we also had a research question:

According to the children, what is the practical usefulness of
learning a foreign language?

When analyzing the transcript of the focus group interviews,
we used the same flexible method that has been described earlier
(codes, themes, and definitions).

The research adhered to ethical guidelines, with participants fully
informed about the purpose of the study and their rights as
participants. Before doing our research with underaged children,
we asked and received parental consents as well as the approval from
the head teacher of the school.
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5 Results

5.1 Start and focus of foreign language
instruction

While the 2011 National Act CXC mandates foreign language
instruction for students with MID from the seventh grade onwards,
this research explored the possibility of earlier initiation. Findings
indicated that in integrated settings, nearly all students began foreign
language learning before the legally required age, often as early as first
or third grade. However, in segregated institutions, adherence to the
legal mandate was the norm, with limited exceptions for students with
autism or psychiatric developmental disorders. Barriers to earlier
language instruction in segregated settings included insufficient
teacher availability and lack of student interest.

Regarding the prioritization of language skills, all teachers
emphasized the importance of developing communication skills and
fostering the confidence to speak the foreign language. Listening
comprehension was also highlighted, while reading and writing were
generally viewed as secondary, reinforcing the primary oral skills.
Some teachers emphasized vocabulary development and the role of
language learning in enhancing cognitive skills like attention, memory,
and logic.

5.2 Methods used for language teaching

The investigation into teachers’ approaches to introducing new
content and transferring knowledge revealed a consistent emphasis on
reviewing previously learned material before introducing new
concepts. Vocabulary acquisition involves learning and storing words,
including their meanings and usage in different context. Indonesian
research also revealed the importance of repetition to ensure all
students understand the material. The teacher involved in the research
project used the drill method for repetition. Moreover, she mentioned
the grill method which means repeating several times the most
frequently used words such as the days of the week, greetings and
numbers, either orally or in writing in every class (Sabna et al., 2024;
Bawa and Osei, 2018). Learning English vocabulary can be challenging
for every learner. Some learners in Hungarian mainstream and
segregated schools also have a vocabulary notebook where they write
the new words in every class.

Furthermore, a near-unanimous preference for utilizing visual
aids, playful exercises, and objects (e.g., word cards, realia, flashcards)
emerged as a strategy to engage students and facilitate comprehension.
According to Irfan et al. (2021), tangible, real objects or artifacts, serve
as a bridge between abstract language concepts and everyday items,
making the learning experience more engaging and effective for young
learners (cited in Cando Yanez et al., 2024: p. 93). However, realia can
be employed to teach vocabulary to learners with MID too. The
Indonesian teacher participating in the research used fun methods to
attract students’ attention and tried to connect the material to the
students’ lives (Sabna et al., 2024).

Many foreign language teachers use the Total Physical
Response (TPR) method, e.g., in Ecuador (Cando Yanez et al,
2024) and in Hungary too. Total Physical Response (TPR) is a
method or strategy which uses the connection between brain and
muscle memory, combines physical movement with language
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acquisition. Also, the combination of TPR and using realia’s is
beneficial as real-like objects enhance the learning process and
provide better understanding. However, realia can take up too
much space in the classroom, can be expensive and may get
damaged over time.

Online resources such as videos and games were also incorporated
into instruction in Hungary and Indonesia (Sabna et al., 2024).

One Hungarian participant highlighted the importance of
engaging multiple sensory modalities and experiences concurrently,
stating, “It is very important to “attack” through as many sensory
channels as possible, preferably at the same time! Let the child see,
hear, say, and move throughout the entire lesson, if possible, in
addition to writing it down” (Interview 7). It is interesting to note, that
the four teachers involved in a research project in Ghana had
knowledge about multiple intelligence theory, though did not use it
due to the lack of resources and time (Bawa and Osei, 2018).

Another Hungarian teacher emphasized that methodological
choices should be tailored to individual learners’ needs, often drawing
insights from colleagues who teach core subjects to ascertain effective
learning strategies. This teacher specifically highlighted the efficacy of
the MIM-MEM (Mimicry-Memorization) method (Interview 9). The
MIM-MEM method, originally developed for language acquisition by
soldiers during World War II, involves mimicking and memorizing
phrases and sentences in the target language (Tulus and Rihanatul,
2021). The teacher provides a model, and students practice through
repetition, initially in small groups or pairs to minimize errors
(Ahyatul, 2021). The method focuses on oral communication,
emphasizing listening comprehension, speaking skills, and
memorization. Grammar instruction is embedded within pre-selected
example sentences, and activities often involve discussion
or dramatization.

5.3 Motivating learners

When questioned about strategies and tools for motivating
students with MID in foreign language learning situations, teachers
frequently cited the use of information and communication
technology (ICT) tools and online games and exercises. Specific
Wordwall, Quizlet,
PurposeGames, and LearningApps. One participant emphasized that

platforms mentioned included Kahoot,

Kahoot games were an indispensable component of every lesson
(Interview 2), while another highlighted the effectiveness of online
memory games across age groups (Interview 5). Students with MID
tend to forget easily the previous material due to their low
concentration and memory span as a result they need a lot of
repetition in varied forms. Activities involving the use of realia can
be fun and engaging resulting in a more positive learning environment
and reduced anxiety level (Cando Yanez et al, 2024). Videos
embedded within the curriculum were also noted as motivational
tools (Interview 6).

identified
non-technological motivators. In one classroom, earning a top grade

Beyond digital resources, teachers several
through the accumulation of points was found to be effective
(Interview 1). Positive feedback, praise, and the sharing of experiences
were also cited as key factors. One teacher elaborated, stating, “They
do not care about marks. [Motivation comes] with praise, with

immediate feedback. Little sweets if you are very clever. With giving
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an experience. If something is going well, they go down to the canteen
and cook” (Interview 4).

5.4 Games and toys in the language
classroom

Teachers employed a variety of games and toys to enhance student
engagement and learning. These ranged from traditional activities like
crossword puzzles, word searches and quizzes, to digital platforms like
Baamboozle, an online platform offering a range of customizable
games for language learning. Teachers also designed unique
vocabulary-based activities, such as letter-search exercises, and
incorporated movement through games like “pacing” and “Simon says”.

Tactile learning was facilitated through activities involving objects
hidden in a bag, which students had to identify through touch. The
use of sensory experiences, realia and instructional materials is crucial
as they help to attract and sustain pupils’ attention and facilitate their
active participation in the class (Cando Yanez et al., 2024). Children
with MID may have attention deficit disorder, hyperactivity, mood
swings or temper tantrums (American Psychiatric Association,
DSM-5 Task Force, 2013) which are reflected in low attention span,
an inability to sit still and unpredictable outbursts during the class. To
sum up, teachers have to deal with mental and/or emotional challenges
as well during their English lessons. Nonetheless, interesting, engaging
and appealing teaching materials may ease the situation for
both parties.

Some teachers tailored games to students’ specific interests, such
as using pictures of Roma musicians to introduce new vocabulary.
Memory games, BINGO, LOTTO, pairing games, true/false games,
torpedo, solo dancing, object identification, ball throwing, and role-
playing were also commonly utilized. One teacher even incorporated
the classic arcade game Pac-Man into the classroom environment.

5.5 Grading and evaluation of assessment

Teachers' approaches to assessing student knowledge and
assigning grades varied. Some preferred oral assessments (Interviews
1, 4), with one teacher emphasizing the use of alternative tasks for
written assessments, such as matching exercises or drawing/coloring
activities (Interview 4).

Many teachers aimed to provide students with equal opportunities
to demonstrate their knowledge through both oral and written
assessments, while also considering their classroom performance.
However, one teacher expressed a preference for written assessment,
reserving oral evaluations for infrequent occasions (Interview 5).

The assessment of classroom activity was highlighted by several
teachers as a means of encouraging active participation. One teacher
described using the electronic record system (KRETA) to assign
grades for classroom work, believing this fostered discipline and
motivation due to perceived fairness (Interview 6). Conversely,
another teacher reported that students were not motivated by grades
for classwork but were deterred by penalties for missed homework
(Interview 4).

A different approach involved awarding “small marks” for
completed homework assignments or sub-tasks, with five such
marks accumulating to a “big mark” in KRETA (Interview 8).
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Similarly, oral vocabulary test scores were averaged across three
word lists to produce a single grade. Several teachers also emphasized
the importance of positive feedback and a sense of achievement,
allowing students to revisit previously mastered worksheets
(Interview 3).

5.6 Perceived importance of language
learning for students with mild intellectual
disability

The majority of interviewed teachers affirmed the importance of
foreign language learning for students with mild intellectual disability,
citing a variety of justifications. Two teachers emphasized the potential
for future travel or work opportunities abroad, arguing that even basic
foreign language proficiency could prove invaluable in such situations
(Interviews 1, 2). Others highlighted the potential for foreign language
learning to foster development in other areas, such as time
management and social skills (Interviews 4, 7, 8). Learning a foreign
language, even at a basic level, can help students with mild intellectual
disabilities navigate an increasingly interconnected world, especially
with additional support during their secondary education.

The interview findings highlight the potential benefits of
introducing foreign language learning to students with MID. Teachers
predominantly expressed a positive outlook, citing advantages such as
enhanced self-confidence, increased ability to navigate a globalized
world, and the acquisition of practical vocabulary applicable to
everyday situations.

The benefits extend beyond immediate academic applications.
Early exposure to foreign language learning can foster a sense of
accomplishment and self-efficacy in students, promoting personal
development and potentially sparking future interests or pursuits.
While some teachers believed that students with MID might not
pursue careers requiring foreign language skills, others emphasized
that early exposure could be beneficial for future learning or personal
interests. The process of learning a new language can boost learners’
self-confidence and sense of accomplishment.

Additionally,
understanding foreign terms encountered in various contexts, such as

basic vocabulary acquisition can aid in
online gaming or travel, thus enriching their engagement with the
wider world. However, it might be difficult to find new and inviting
material for the learners who are 13-16 years old since the materials
focusing on the basics and simple sentences (e.g., numbers 1-100,
food and drinks, means of transport, colours, clothes; I like/I dislike)
are generally for young learners. The teenage learners find the
materials and worksheets designed for pre-teens childish and do not
take them seriously.

While some teachers acknowledged the potential challenges
associated with language acquisition for students with MID, the
overall consensus emphasized the importance of providing
individualized support and adapting instruction to meet the specific
needs of each learner. Collaboration with special education
professionals can ensure that these students receive the necessary
scaffolding to participate fully and reap the rewards of foreign
language learning. Additional support from special education
professionals may be necessary to ensure that students with MID are
able to successfully participate in and benefit from foreign
language learning.
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Overall, the findings suggest that introducing foreign language
learning to students with MID can have a positive impact on their
personal development, self-confidence, and ability to engage with the
wider world. Also, learning English can help to widen the world for
MID learners as they hear about different and new sports, hobbies
(such as darts), customs (e.g., drinking tea with milk), school life and
way of living in general.

In terms of teaching strategies, the instructional approach has to
move from a teacher-centred to a learner-centred one because this
facilitates easy understanding of concepts as pupils construct
meanings on their own by participating fully in the lesson (Bawa and
Osei, 2018). UNICEF also underlines that a teacher has to be skillful
enough to control any class using different methods in order to
facilitate quality education of the child (UNICEF, 2000). According to
Hungarian respondents, by tailoring instruction and providing
appropriate support, educators can unlock the potential of these
learners and equip them with valuable skills for navigating an
increasingly interconnected world. The specific needs and abilities of
individual students should be taken into account when designing
foreign language instruction for learners with MID.

In conclusion, the introduction of foreign language learning to
students with MID holds promise for fostering personal growth,
enhancing self-confidence, and promoting engagement with a
globalized society.

5.7 Teachers’ experiences of joy and
success

The majority of teachers derived a sense of professional fulfillment
and accomplishment from witnessing the tangible impact of their
instruction on students’ language development and overall well-being.
For some, this manifested as the superior performance of their former
students in higher grades compared to peers from other schools
(Interview 1). Others found gratification in observing students
spontaneously applying their language skills in real-world contexts
(Interview 4). Success was also perceived in smaller, everyday
victories, such as unexpected recall of previously learned material or
active participation in classroom activities (Interview 5).

A recurring theme among the teachers was the profound
satisfaction gained from witnessing students’ enjoyment of language
lessons, their enthusiasm for participation, and their active
engagement in the learning process. This was exemplified by one
teacher’s account of a collaborative effort between the language and
music teachers, culminating in a successful student performance of a
song in English at a school event. This anecdote underscores the
power of language learning to foster not only linguistic competence
but also a sense of community and shared accomplishment.

5.8 Difficulties in teaching languages to
students with learning difficulties

Teachers identify several challenges in teaching foreign languages
to students with learning difficulties. Utami et al. (2021) conducted
some research about teachers’ problems and solutions in teaching
English to students with ID involving interviews with five teachers in
Indonesia. The teachers were uncertain about what methods to use
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and lack of memory and lack of confidence to speak of the students
were also problems. The teachers came up with different solutions to
overcome the problems. First, they explained the material in details
and used videos and smartphones to provide examples of the right
pronunciation. Also, they used drills, handmade posters and
smartphone applications to explain the material and to help students
remember the vocabulary. Moreover, songs and realia were used for
better understanding (cited in Sabna et al., 2024).

Another piece of research undertaken by Fazira in Indonesia in
2023 found problems in four different areas: curriculum, attitudes and
behaviour of students, material and learning models and media. The
teachers did not have the necessary experience and found it difficult
to attract the focus of their students. Also, the teachers had difficulties
when teaching reading and writing. Finally, they experienced the lack
of learning support media. According to the author, to overcome these
problems, the government needs to provide the right training for the
teachers. Also, teachers must be very patient and understand the
characteristics of their students. Teachers must reduce the material
and modify their teaching techniques (cited in Sabna et al., 2024).

As for student-related challenges in Hungary, teachers mentioned
the difficulty in retaining new material, necessitating frequent
repetition (Interviews 1, 2, 4, 5). Sabna et al. (2024) asked an English
teacher in an Indonesian middle school asking about differences
experienced when teaching English to students with MID. After
conducting the interview and the observation, they found five
challenges: classroom management, students’ lack of general
cognition, lack of focus, students’ short memory and English
pronunciation, e.g., the learners pronounced the same English word
several times in an inaccurate way. The teacher decided to provide
pronunciation of words very slowly or per syllable, later repeating
them or using the grill method. Hungarian teachers also experience
challenges with pronunciation and spelling, particularly in English,
often attributed to difficulties with the native language (Interviews 1,
2,7). As Shree and Shukla (2016) points out, this is in connection with
delayed language development and comprehension difficulties.

Students have difficulties interpreting foreign language texts,
despite understanding individual words (Interview 5) and they have
difficulties transferring language structures to new contexts (Interview
9) due to an inability or problems with abstract thinking. Absenteeism,
hindering progress and classroom integration were also mentioned
(Interviews 2, 4, 5) as well as the lack of motivation or negative self-
beliefs about language learning ability (Interview 11). The issue of
truancy on the part of pupils and general discipline problems affecting
learning English were raised in research in Ghana too (Bawa and Osei,
2018). The researchers observed that pupils’ participation in English
lessons was very poor: they did not pay attention or participate
actively in the lessons.

The influence of native language skills on foreign language
acquisition was a point of contention among Hungarian teachers.
While the majority acknowledged a negative impact, citing issues with
speech understanding, listening, inductive reasoning, vocabulary, and
mental lexicon stability, two teachers argued for the independence of
the two processes (Interviews 6, 7). One attributed potential difficulties
to heightened expectations for students proficient in their first
language (L1), while the other emphasized fundamental differences
between first and second language acquisition processes.

We could also observe teacher-related challenges such as
frustration due to the perceived mechanical nature of student learning
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and lack of visible progress (Interview 2). Our respondents also
mentioned challenges in differentiating instruction to address varying
student needs and absences (Interview 4). Another issue was the lack
of preparation time and prior knowledge about students, particularly
in new teaching situations (Interview 5). The results of Sabna et al.
(2024) raise the issue of classroom management, since some students
can be very active, while others are passive, or else students disturb
each other, which can lead to disruption of the class. Sometimes the
English teacher needs to deal with conflicts occurring between the
students in the class. The solution of the teacher in question was to
diagnose the abilities of each student in order to choose the appropriate
learning model for the student. One of the Hungarian participants also
mentioned initial difficulties with classroom management and adapting
teaching methods (Interview 6). A respondent added the limited time
to build rapport with challenging students (Interview 7). Also, socio-
cultural disparities among students and a limited support from
teaching assistants who may not understand the target language
(Interview 1) is a challenge in the classroom.

When analyzing our data, we could find resource and systemic
challenges too. One German language teacher cited the lack of
appropriate teaching materials, digital resources, and a foreign
language curriculum specific to students with MID as hindrances to
effective instruction. This sentiment was echoed by other German
language teachers who relied on supplementary materials from
various sources to differentiate instruction. However, the collection
and adaptation of these materials were time-consuming and
highlighted the need for specialized textbooks with accompanying
workbooks and audio resources. Both German teachers added the
increased workload due to the need to collect and adapt materials
(e.g., Kotzné Havas and Szendy, 2009; Krulak-Kempisty et al., 2014;
Angeli et al., 2017) to address diverse student abilities and interests
(Interviews 10, 11).

Overall, these findings align with previous research by Meggyesné
Hosszu (2015), indicating that existing German language textbooks
for special schools are often misaligned with the interests and
developmental needs of older students with learning difficulties.

6 Opinion of learners with MID about
learning a foreign language

In terms of implementing a case study design, a focus group
discussion took place in 2023 with 8 seventh-grade Hungarian
students with MID. This specific case study offered an opportunity to
reveal a nuanced and more complex picture of the situation,
specifically from the English learners’ perspectives. The research was
conducted in a segregated primary school in Eastern Hungary because
the school provides learning services for children with MID. The
group consisted of four boys and four girls with MID, aged between
13 and 15. The conversations were audio-recorded with the written
consent of the head teacher and parents. The instrument used in this
part of the study provided learners’” actual words, offering new views
on the study topic. The next step after collecting the data from the
learners was to analyze it. In this research, the data were analyzed
qualitatively consisting of data reduction, data display and concluding.

During the conversation, students mentioned several foreign
languages: English, German, Romanian, Russian, Ukrainian, Japanese
and Chinese. The students acknowledged the potential benefits of
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English for future employment and travel, recognizing its practical
applications in daily life: ‘If we go to work somewhere else, we should
understand that language. You can make friends. If we go on a trip,
we can understand what they say; we can ask about jobs, like delivery
or whatever’ Referring to computers and everyday language, one
student mentioned English terms such as Welcome, support, pink,
telephone, dislike, and then added I can always see “milk” on milk.
However, they also identified challenges related to vocabulary
acquisition, grammar, and pronunciation because “you have to learn
the words and how to write and count in another language” and “you
have to learn to speak, read, write and count in English”.

Opinions regarding the frequency and timing of English lessons
were mixed, with some students expressing a desire for more frequent
or earlier instruction. Some children say it would be good to start
learning languages earlier, even in fifth grade. Another student said
that it would be better to have English lessons in the morning rather
than in the afternoon, because they would not be tired.

Engagement with English outside of school was limited, primarily
consisting of listening to English music for a few students. Unlike the
majority of children, they do not watch English language videos, films
and TV series. Only one pupil mentioned that he watches films in
Hungarian with English subtitles. This student says “Good morning”
to his family in the morning, or when I go to shower in the morning,
I say “go to shower”.

The findings suggest a complex interplay between the perceived
value of English and the challenges inherent in language learning for
students with MID. While these students recognize the potential
advantages of acquiring English proficiency, their learning needs and
preferences may not be fully met by current instructional practices.

7 Summary

Teachers in Hungary perceive foreign language learning as an
avenue for students with learning disabilities to develop holistically,
fostering personal growth, social skills, and self-confidence. They
emphasize cross-curricular connections and the cultivation of
intercultural competence. However, the diverse range of abilities and
interests among students necessitates differentiated instruction,
prompting teachers to focus on positive reinforcement and
encouragement. The integration of technology, such as interactive
whiteboards and mobile devices, allows for the incorporation of varied
and engaging activities into lessons.

In Hungary, foreign language instruction for students with MID
is characterized by institutional autonomy and a nascent pedagogical
approach. Educators adapt teaching the English content to align with
societal expectations and individual student needs, often employing
playful and engaging activities to enhance motivation. One of the
most important challenges is that learners with MID not only require
extra time and patience, but also, they demand specific educational
strategies in a well-structured, specific learning environment and
strategies that increase their motivation for learning. Sometimes
teachers feel it is a boring and unpromising job. However, it is
important to note that these learners are also able to learn, though
need different instructions and methods.

The limited availability of specialized teaching materials
necessitates teacher creativity and resourcefulness, often leading to the
adaptation of materials designed for mainstream education.
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Experiential learning and playful exercises are employed to maintain
student engagement, with board games being particularly effective for
promoting cooperation and tolerance.

The primary objective of foreign language instruction for students
with MID is not solely linguistic proficiency, but also the enhancement
of motivation, self-awareness, and self-esteem. Learning a language
can help learners with MID to navigate in a globalized world.
Moreover, basic vocabulary can aid students in understanding foreign
terms encountered in everyday life, such as those found in internet
games or while traveling.

Teaching foreign languages to students with learning disabilities
presents both challenges and opportunities for educators. Teachers
identified a range of challenges in their practice, including.

student-related challenges, teacher-related challenges, resource
and systemic challenges as well as linguistic challenges. However,
teachers involved in the research strive to create enjoyable and
stimulating lessons that foster personal growth and push students
beyond their perceived limitations. Teachers prioritize repetition and
practice over error correction, recognizing that language learning
contributes to overall cognitive development and increased self-
confidence. Therefore, multiple sensory experiences must be used to
support encoding information with vision, hearing and/or movement
as we remember best when multiple brains functions are stimulated.
Using real objects can increase motivation, reduce anxiety and
facilitate a more effective and meaningful learning environment.

By focusing on positive reinforcement and individualized
instruction, teachers can empower students with learning disabilities
to overcome challenges and develop valuable language skills.

This study highlights the importance of tailoring foreign language
instruction to the specific needs of students with MID. Incorporating
engaging activities, leveraging their interests, and providing
opportunities for real-world application could enhance motivation
and facilitate language acquisition. However, as intellectual disability
has an impact on communication and social behaviour, sincere
support from the family and the wider community, including
employers, are still needed. Additionally, fostering exposure to English
through music, media, or other extracurricular activities may cultivate
a more positive attitude towards language learning, thereby increasing
the likelihood of long-term success.

It has become clear to us from a focus group discussion that
students acknowledge the importance of language learning and
generally enjoy the lessons, they encounter difficulties due to linguistic
differences between their native and target languages. In language
lessons, children enjoy talking, playing games and listening to songs.
Children want to learn English because it can be useful for working
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and traveling (e.g., shopping) in the future: “I want to go to Russia
because it’s good there” They enjoy movement activities (e.g., Simon
says) rather less.

Our research has its limits in terms of the number of teachers and
learners involved in the research. Further research is still required to
explore effective pedagogical approaches and strategies for teaching
foreign languages to students with learning disabilities. Only by
understanding their unique learning profiles and addressing their
specific challenges, educators can unlock their potential and empower
them to become functioning foreign language users.

Ethics statement

Ethical review and approval was not required for the study on
human participants in accordance with the local legislation and
institutional requirements. The patients/participants legal guardian/next
of kin provided written informed consent to participate in this study.

Author contributions

MN: Writing - original draft, Writing - review & editing.

Funding

The author(s) declare that no financial support was received for
the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.

Conflict of interest

The author declares that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’'s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors
and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations,
or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product
that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its
manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.

Bawa, A., and Osei, M. (2018). English language education and children with
intellectual disabilities. Int. J. Dev. Sustain. 7, 2704-2715.

Braun, V,, and Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qual. Res. Psychol.
3,77-101. doi: 10.1191/1478088706qp0630a

Cando Yénez, R. E., Andrade Mordn, J. I, and Cando Guanoluisa, E. S. (2024). Using
realia in teaching English vocabulary to a mildly intellectually disabled student. Revista
Cientifica De Innovacién Educativa Y Sociedad Actual "ALCON" 4, 91-104. doi:
10.62305/alcon.v4i4.210

Coskun, A. (2013). Teaching English to non-native learners of English with mild
cognitive impairment. Mod. J. Lang. Teach. Methods 3, 8-16.

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1450095
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
http://repository.radenintan.ac.id/14899/2/PUSAT BAB 1 2.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.62305/alcon.v4i4.210

Nemes

Czibere, C., and Kisvari, A. (2006). Inkluziv nevelés. Ajanlésok tanuldsban akaddlyozott
gyermekek, tanulék kompetencia alapii fejlesztéséhez. Budapest: SuliNova Kozoktatds-
fejlesztési és Pedagogus-tovabbképzési Kht.

European Commission (2005). Special educational needs in Europe. The teaching and
learning of languages. Insights and innovation. Teaching languages to learners with special
needs. Available at: https://incpill.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/eudxamfl.pdf

Irfan, E, Awan, T. H., Bashir, T., and Ahmed, H. R. (2021). Using realia to improve
English vocabulary at primary level. Multicult. Educ. 7, 340-354. doi: 10.5281/
ZENODO.4647933

Kotzné Havas, E., and Szendy, J. (2009). Konfetti. Budapest: Nemzedékek Tudasa
Tankényvkiado.

Krulak-Kempisty, E., Reitzig, L., Erndt, E., Sarvari, T, and Gyuris, E. (2014). Hallo,
Max 1. Budapest: Klett. Kiado.

Lestari, Z. W,, Koeriah, N., and Nur’aeni, N. (2022). English language learning for mild
intellectual disability students during pandemic. J. Engl. Educ. Teach. 6, 89-102. doi:
10.33369/jeet.6.1.89-102

Meggyesné Hosszu, T. (2015). A tanuldsban akaddlyozott gyermekek idegen nyelv
tanitdsdnak kérdései. Szeged: Szegedi Tudomany Egyetem JGYPK Gyogypedagogus-
képz6 Intézet.

Meggyesné Hosszu, T. (2018b). Let’s do it. Angol nyelvkonyv 7. Eger: Eszerhdzy Karoly
Egyetem.

Meggyesné Hosszu, T. (2019): Enyhén értelmi fogyatékos tanulék idegennyelv-tanuldsi
motivicija az eltéré tantervii dltaldnos iskoldk 8. osztdlydban (PhD dissertation).
Manuscript. Available at: https://pea.lib.pte.hu/bitstream/handle/pea/23486/meggyesne-
hosszu-timea-phd-2020.pdf.

Meggyesné Hosszu, T. (2018a). Esélyt nydjtunk vagy tulterheljiik az enyhén értelmi
fogyatékos a kotelezé idegennyelv-tanulassal? in Gydgypedagégia - dialégusban
Fogyatékossdggal él6 gyermekek, fiatalok és felnittek egyéni megsegitésének lehetdségei. ed.
B. Rita, 357-366. Available at:  https://www.academia.edu/121259598/
Gy%C3%B3gypedag%C3%B3gia_dial%C3%B3gusban_Fogyat%C3%A9koss%C3%A1
ggal_%C3%A91%C5%91_gyermekek_fiatalok_%C3%A9s_feln%C5%91ttek_
egy%C3%A9ni_megseg%C3%ADt%C3%A95%C3%AInek_lehet%C5%91s%C3%A9gei
(accessed April 22, 2023)

Frontiers in Education

43

10.3389/feduc.2024.1450095

Meggyesné Hosszu, T., and Lesznydk, M. (2017). Az idegen nyelvet tanité pedagogusok
modszertani repertodrja a tanulasban akadalyozott gyermekek iskoldiban. Modern
Nyelvoktatds 23, 22-42.

Mesterhazi, Zs. (1997). “Tanulasi akadélyozottsag” in Pedagégiai Lexikon III. eds. Z.
Béthory and I. Falus (Budapest: Keraban Konyvkiadd), 17-20.

Nemes, M., and Roézsa, H. (2021). A tanuldsban akadalyozott tanulok német
nyelvoktatdsédnak helyzete — hazai és nemzetkozi kitekintés. Kiilonleges Bandsmod 7,
55-67. doi: 10.18458/KB.2021.4.55

Nikolov, M. (2011). Az idegen nyelv tanulasa és a nyelvtudas. Magy. Tud. 2011,
1048-1057.

Pokriv¢akova, S. (2015). Foreign language education of learners with special
educational needs in Slovakia. Int. J. Arts Commer. 2, 115-126. doi: 10.17846/
SEN.2015.7-28

Sabna, S., Nasrullah, N., and Rosalina, E. (2024). English Teacher’s challenges and
solutions in teaching intellectual disability students: case study. Interaction 11, 116-128.
doi: 10.36232/jurnalpendidikanbahasa.v11i1.6130

Sari, E. (2019). Let’ do it. Angol nyelvkonyv 8. Eger: Eszerhazy Kéroly Egyetem.

Shree, A., and Shukla, P. C. (2016). Intellectual disability: definition, classification,
causes and characteristics. Learn. Community Int. J. Educ. Soc. Dev. 7, 9-20. doi:
10.5958/2231-458X.2016.00002.6

Tulus, M., and Rihanatul, E (2021). Arabic phonological interventions with mimicry-
memorization learning method: a review on evidence-based treatment. J. Pendidikan 6,
96-102. doi: 10.17977/jptpp.v6il.14396

UNICEEF (2000). Quality in education: A paper presented by UNICEF at the meeting of
the. Italy: International Working Group on Education Florence.

Utami, R. P, Suhardi, K. P, and Astuti, U. P. (2021). EFL teachers’ problems and
solutions in teaching English to students with intellectual and developmental disability.
Indones. J. Appl. Linguist. 6, 173-188. doi: 10.21093/ijeltal.v6il.912

Wilson, D. (2014). Language learning and students with special educational needs.
Responses to questions for publication in Marianne Smedley’s article ‘Focus on: How
language learning can help students with special educational needs’, Languages Today,
Spring 2014, 14-16.

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1450095
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://incpill.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/eudxamfl.pdf
https://doi.org/10.5281/ZENODO.4647933
https://doi.org/10.5281/ZENODO.4647933
https://doi.org/10.33369/jeet.6.1.89-102
https://pea.lib.pte.hu/bitstream/handle/pea/23486/meggyesne-hosszu-timea-phd-2020.pdf
https://pea.lib.pte.hu/bitstream/handle/pea/23486/meggyesne-hosszu-timea-phd-2020.pdf
https://www.academia.edu/121259598/Gy%C3%B3gypedag%C3%B3gia_dial%C3%B3gusban_Fogyat%C3%A9koss%C3%A1ggal_%C3%A9l%C5%91_gyermekek_fiatalok_%C3%A9s_feln%C5%91ttek_egy%C3%A9ni_megseg%C3%ADt%C3%A9s%C3%A9nek_lehet%C5%91s%C3%A9gei
https://www.academia.edu/121259598/Gy%C3%B3gypedag%C3%B3gia_dial%C3%B3gusban_Fogyat%C3%A9koss%C3%A1ggal_%C3%A9l%C5%91_gyermekek_fiatalok_%C3%A9s_feln%C5%91ttek_egy%C3%A9ni_megseg%C3%ADt%C3%A9s%C3%A9nek_lehet%C5%91s%C3%A9gei
https://www.academia.edu/121259598/Gy%C3%B3gypedag%C3%B3gia_dial%C3%B3gusban_Fogyat%C3%A9koss%C3%A1ggal_%C3%A9l%C5%91_gyermekek_fiatalok_%C3%A9s_feln%C5%91ttek_egy%C3%A9ni_megseg%C3%ADt%C3%A9s%C3%A9nek_lehet%C5%91s%C3%A9gei
https://www.academia.edu/121259598/Gy%C3%B3gypedag%C3%B3gia_dial%C3%B3gusban_Fogyat%C3%A9koss%C3%A1ggal_%C3%A9l%C5%91_gyermekek_fiatalok_%C3%A9s_feln%C5%91ttek_egy%C3%A9ni_megseg%C3%ADt%C3%A9s%C3%A9nek_lehet%C5%91s%C3%A9gei
https://doi.org/10.18458/KB.2021.4.55
https://doi.org/10.17846/SEN.2015.7-28
https://doi.org/10.17846/SEN.2015.7-28
https://doi.org/10.36232/jurnalpendidikanbahasa.v11i1.6130
https://doi.org/10.5958/2231-458X.2016.00002.6
https://doi.org/10.17977/jptpp.v6i1.14396
https://doi.org/10.21093/ijeltal.v6i1.912

& frontiers

@ Check for updates

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY

Ewa Domagala-Zysk,

The John Paul Il Catholic University of Lublin,
Poland

REVIEWED BY

Elana Ochse,

University of Turin, Italy

Agnieszka Kossowska,

Opole University of Technology, Poland

*CORRESPONDENCE

Karolina Ruta-Korytowska
karuta@amu.edu.pl

Marta Wrzesniewska-Pietrzak
martaw-p@amu.edu.pl

RECEIVED 24 September 2024
ACCEPTED 26 November 2024
PUBLISHED 30 December 2024

CITATION

Ruta-Korytowska K and
Wrzesniewska-Pietrzak M (2024) Literature for
all in Poland? Opportunities and challenges of
easy to read standard in special education for
the d/Deaf students in primary

school - preliminary remarks.

Front. Educ. 9:1501191.

doi: 10.3389/feduc.2024.1501191

COPYRIGHT

© 2024 Ruta-Korytowska and
Wrzesniewska-Pietrzak. This is an
open-access article distributed under the
terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
License (CC BY). The use, distribution or
reproduction in other forums is permitted,
provided the original author(s) and the
copyright owner(s) are credited and that the
original publication in this journal is cited, in
accordance with accepted academic
practice. No use, distribution or reproduction
is permitted which does not comply with
these terms.

Frontiers in Education

Frontiers in Education

TYPE Original Research
PUBLISHED 30 December 2024
pol 10.3389/feduc.2024.1501191

Literature for all in Poland?
Opportunities and challenges of
easy to read standard in special
education for the d/Deaf students
in primary school - preliminary
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Karolina Ruta-Korytowska* and Marta Wrzesniewska-Pietrzak*

Faculty of Polish and Classical Philology, Adam Mickiewicz University, Poznan, Poland

The article discusses the development and challenges of the easy to read (EtR)
standard in Poland. The research described in the article aims to evaluate the
effectiveness of EtR texts for students with special communication needs,
particularly those who are deaf or have aphasia. Conducted as a pilot study,
it focuses on whether selected literary texts from the Integrated Educational
Platform are understandable for these students and examines the features that may
hinder comprehension. The study, carried out during the 2023/2024 school year,
involved analyzing selected texts and conducting comprehension assessments
with students. The authors chose “The Nightingale” by Hans Christian Andersen
and "“The Barrel Organ” by Bolestaw Prus to gauge understanding among fourth
and sixth graders, respectively. The research highlighted that comprehension varies
widely within heterogeneous student groups, necessitating further differentiation
in text adaptation to meet diverse communication needs. Key findings indicate
that vocabulary selection plays a critical role in comprehension, with many terms
being unfamiliar or outdated for students. Additionally, low social awareness of
EtR’s purpose can lead to stigmatization of easy language, particularly as it is
often associated with individuals with intellectual disabilities. The article suggests
that more inclusive approaches, such as involving target groups in adapting texts
and creating materials suited to different levels of proficiency, could enhance
the educational effectiveness of EtR texts. It emphasizes the need for unified
guidelines to address the specific needs of various audiences, ensuring better
communication and understanding in educational settings.

KEYWORDS

special education, communication needs, d/Deaf, literature, easy to read

1 Standard easy to read—what it is and for whom?
In the context of access to literature and education

In Poland, the first easy to read and understand text was published in 2002 in the journal
“Spoleczenstwo dla Wszystkich,” issued by the Polish Association for Persons with Intellectual
Disabilities (PSOUU).! This association is the most active organization in Poland utilizing the
easy to read (EtR) standard for communication with audiences and has been preparing
publications in the “Biblioteka self-adwokata” series. In 2010, PSONI, a member of Inclusion

1 Today, it is known as the Polish Association for Persons with Intellectual Disabilities—PSONI.
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Europe, translated the European standards for preparing easy to read
texts (Information for All)* into Polish. Currently, plain language
appears more frequently in the public communication than easy
language. Many public administration units are changing their
communication models with audiences.” However, despite the existence
of relevant legal regulations,” few of them implement the easy to read
standard. There are still no widely available and commonly used
standards in Poland that have been tailored to the specifics of the Polish
language (including its syntax, inflection, etc.). Easy to read and
understand texts that have been produced in Poland to date most often
adhere to the guidelines set forth by Inclusion Europe. However, it is
important to note that these are merely recommendations and authors
of easy texts are not obligated to follow them. Furthermore, there are
currently no studies that confirm the effectiveness of applying these
guidelines in enhancing comprehension of the content.

Therefore, as noted by Agnieszka Przybyla-Wilkin, when easy to
read information is produced, it is often of poor quality. This is
primarily a consequence of the lack of training for those creating these
texts, as well as the aforementioned absence of coherent guidelines
suitable for the Polish language (Przybyla-Wilkin, 2021, p. 406).

The differences between Standard Polish and Easy Polish are
illustrated in the following example (Przybyta-Wilkin, 2021,
pp- 411-412) (see Table 1).

The below examples illustrate the differences between the two
standards: plain language and easy to read text. These differences are
evident at every level: lexical, syntactic, as well as graphic and editorial.
The following example® illustrates these differences.

Plain language

Koronawirus zaczal si¢ w Chinach, ale zarazily si¢ nim juz
miliony 0s6b na catym $wiecie. Najczestszymi objawami tego
wirusa s3: goraczka, kaszel i problemy z oddychaniem. Jeéli od
jakiego$ czasu odczuwasz te dolegliwoéci, zadzwon do lekarza
lub sanepidu.

2 Information for All. European Standards for Preparing easy to read and
Understand Texts, translated by Boruc (2010). Additionally, there is a publication
titled Easy to Read and Understand Text: Guidelines for Creating and Using
Educational and Exercise Materials, prepared by PSONI in 2021 as part of the
initiative “l read and | know — Easy to Read Texts in Schools.” This document
includes the development and dissemination of educational and exercise
materials in an easy to read format, guidelines for their creation and use with
students, and recommendations for implementing these solutions into school
practice. Available at: https://zpe.gov.pl/b/tekst-latwy-do-czytania-i-
zrozumienia-instrukcja/P171b7LYC (accessed September 1, 2024). See also:
Abramowska (2015). More on this topic is written by Abramowska et al. (2021).
3 These changes pertain to the lexical and syntactic layers, as well as text
composition, sender-receiver relationships, language etiquette, and polite
expressions.

4 The respect for human rights and equal treatment is established in the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, proclaimed on December 10, 1948. It
is also worth mentioning other legal instruments addressing accessibility, such
as the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, the European
Accessibility Act, and in Polish legislation, aside from the Constitution, the
Accessibility Act of July 19, 2019.

5 https://psoni.org.pl/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/ETR_o-
epidemii_17.06.2020.pdf (accessed October 25, 2024).
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Adres najblizszego sanepidu znajdziesz w internecie pod
adresem: https://gis.gov.pl/mapa/. Aby chroni¢ si¢ przed
zachorowaniem, myj czesto rece woda i mydlem. Jesli
kichasz i kaszlesz, to zaston usta chusteczka higieniczng lub w
zgiete ramie.

Przestrzegaj tez kilku zasad:

1 unikaj duzych grup ludzi. W miejscach, w ktorych sg inni
ludzie, musisz zaktada¢ maseczke albo przytbice.

2 na ulicy zachowaj dwumetrowy odstep od innej osoby. Obecnie
sytuacja pandemiczna w kraju jest dynamiczna. Warto stuchaé
aktualnych ogloszen w radiu lub telewizji i stosowaé si¢
do zalecen.

Easy to read text

)
=)
Koronawirus zaczat sie w Chinach.
Z powodu tego wirusa zachorowato
juz bardzo duzo os6b na catym $wiecie.
To sie nazywa epidemia.

Osoby z koronawirusem maja:
~ goraczke
- kaszel
- problemy z oddychaniem.

Jedli tak sie czujesz, zadzwon do lekarza
lub sanepidu.

Najblizszy sanepid znajdziesz w internecie
pod : https://qis.qov.pl/mapa/

Zeby nie zachorowaé:
~ czesto myj rece wodq i mydiem przez
co najmniej pét minuty
- nie dotykaj twarzy
~  jesli kichasz i kaszlesz to w chusteczke
higieniczng lub w zgiete ramie.

Przestrzegaj kilku zasad:
- unikaj duzych grup ludzi
- w miejscach, w ktérych s3 inni ludzie

Przyibica to przezroczysta ochrona
na calg twarz.

- na ulicy zachowaj duzy odstep od innej
osoby - 2 metry.

Sytuacja w kraju si¢ zmienia.
Stuchaj aktualnych ogloszen w radiu
lub telewizji. Wykonuj zalecenia!

There is still no single term to describe this language standard. In
Polish, one may encounter phrases such as “easy to read and
understand language” or the borrowed term from English “easy to
read” (also used as “EtR”).° Furthermore, there is no unified
definition, and the challenges in creating one are evident not only in
the Polish context.”

6 In German, the term Leichte Sprache is used, which translates to easy
language. In Croatia, the dominant term is lako Citljivi tekstovi (easy to read
texts), while in the Czech Republic, it is referred to as snadno citelné a
srozumitelné formy (forms that are easy to read and understand). In Sweden,
the term used is Lattldst (easy to read).

7 In some countries, such as Belgium, the definitions of the two terms plain
language and easy to read text do not differ from one another. See: Vandehinste
etal. (2021, p. 60).
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TABLE 1 Comparison of the standard Polish with Easy Polish, developed by Agnieszka Przybyta-Wilkin.

Standard Polish Easy Polish

W ciggu ostatnich czterech lat Polskie Stowarzyszenie na rzecz Oséb z
Niepetnosprawnoscig Intelektualng przeobrazito sie (...).

Po pierwsze, w kazdym Kole PSONI unoszg si¢ stowa o ,,niezaleznym zyciu
0s0b z niepelnosprawnoécia intelektualng,” ,,samostanowienia”

i ,podmiotowosci.”

Po drugie, w kazdym Kole PSONI dziata grupa self-adwokatéw i self-
adwokatek, wspierajaca Zarzady Kot w dzialaniach, reprezentujaca swoje
stanowisko w kazdej sprawie dotyczacej os6b z niepelnosprawnoscia
intelektualna (...)

Tak powinno brzmie¢ podsumowanie kadencji Zarzadu Gléwnego PSONI

2020-2024 (...).

Co chce robi¢ Zarzad Gléwny?

Zarzad Gtéwny pracuje dla Stowarzyszenia. W Zarzadzie Gléwnym sg ludzie z réznych miast w Polsce.
Beda razem pracowa¢ przez 4 lata.

W naszym Stowarzyszeniu najwazniejsze s3 osoby z niepelnosprawnoscig intelektualng. Zarzad Gtéwny
chce, zeby kazda osoba z niepetnosprawnoscig intelektualng mogta niezaleznie zy¢. To znaczy mieé
mieszkanie, prace i znajomych, decydowac o sobie.

Osoby z niepelnosprawnoscig intelektualng mogg decydowa¢ o Stowarzyszeniu. Na przyktad bra¢ udziat
w waznych spotkaniach, méwi¢ co dla nich jest wazne. Mowi¢ czego im najbardziej potrzeba.

Source: Zima-Parjaszewska, Monika. ,,Jak dziata¢ ‘na rzecz’? Co chce robi¢ Zarzad Gtéwny?” [How to
work ,,for” [people with intellectual disabilities]? What does the National Board want to do?].
Spoteczeristwo dla wszystkich [Society for all] September 2020: 2. Web. 22 February 2021.

[Over the last four years, the Polish Society for People with Intellectual
Disability (PSONI) has been transformed (...).

First, every PSONI branch has the terms ‘independent life of people with
intellectual disabilities, ‘self-determination’ and ‘subjectivity’

Second, in every PSONI branch, a group of self-advocates is at work,
supporting the Branch Boards in their actions, presenting their position on
every matter concerning people with intellectual disability (...)

This is what the summary of the PSONI National Board term 2020-2024
should sound like (...).

What does the National Board want to do?

The National Board works for the Society. In the National Board there are people from different cities in
Poland. They will work together for 4 years.

In our Society, people with intellectual disabilities are the most important. The National Board wants
every person with intellectual disabilities to be able to live independently. This means: to have a home, a
job and friends, and to decide for themselves.

People with intellectual disabilities can make decisions about their Society. For example [they can] take

part in important meetings, say what is important to them. [They can] say what they need most.]

The most significant distinguishing factor between plain language
text and easy language text is that easy language texts must always
be co-created with individuals with intellectual disabilities or
representatives from other target groups to whom the text is addressed.
Easy language text involves not only increasing font size, using simpler
words and sentences, and incorporating graphics, but also consulting
with the individual for whom the text is being adapted to ensure that
the content is accessible to them.

Easy to read texts are primarily intended for individuals with complex
communication needs. Functionally describing this group, it is essential
to distinguish between those who have experienced communication
difficulties from birth and those who have developed such difficulties later
in life due to accidents or illnesses. Thus, the group includes:

1 persons with disabilities who require easy to read texts on a
continuous basis,

2 readers with limited language or reading skills who may need
easy to read texts for a period of time, such as foreigners
learning the language of the country they are in.

Representatives from various European countries in the
Handbook of Easy Languages in Europe indicate that individuals who
can particularly benefit from texts developed in the easy to read and
understand standard include individuals with clear cognitive
impairments (e.g., developmental disabilities, memory disorders),
people with various learning disabilities, neurocognitive disorders
(e.g., ADHD, autism spectrum disorders) or functional illiteracy.

However, it is important to note that the target group for easy texts
is, in fact, a very extensive and open collection. As stated in the
introduction to the Handbook of Easy Languages in Europe:

In some cases, Easy Language has also supplanted the standard
language as a language format for the general public. When the
Satakunta Hospital District in Finland introduced Easy Language
patient instructions, no one wanted to use the standard language
patient instructions anymore. One answer to the question of who
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the Easy Language target groups are is: everyone. Each individual
should have the right to choose whether they want information in
Easy Language or in standard language. It is important to ensure
that Easy Language is a publicly available, neutral and
non-stigmatized option for all public communication in society
(Lindholm and Vanhatalo, 2021, p. 60).

2 Easy to read in literature and
education

When discussing easy to read texts in education, it is essential to
mention the concept of universal literature,® which appears to be realized
by organizations as Leser sgker bok in Norway (Books for Everyone)
(Bovim Bugge et al., 2021, p. 373). This term refers to a type of literary
text that can be read and understood by individuals for whom the
standard version is not accessible for various reasons. Universal literature
can be seen as a specific adaptation of the original text, but it can also
arise when an author creates such a text as an original work, with the
intention that the reader may have special communication needs.

In the previously mentioned publications, that outline European
standards for creating easy to read and understand texts, there are no
guidelines specifically addressing the creation of literature (both
poetry and prose). This is significant, as one of the rules states that
metaphors should not appear in easy to read texts. This requirement
is particularly challenging to apply in literature, considering the
essential role that stylistic devices, such as figures of speech and
allusions, play in the meaning and interpretation of a text. It should
also be noted that the literary texts included in the canon obligatory

8 This concept has not yet been defined in the relevant literature. We propose
to introduce it as a synonymous term to the descriptive concept of “books in
easy language,” which is used, among others, in Finland, Sweden, and Norway.
See: Handbook of Easy Languages in Europe, op. Cit.
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at school come from different eras. Therefore, we are not always
dealing with texts written in contemporary language.

Moreover, when creating universal literature in an easy to read
format, the sender typically addresses the recipient using the informal
“you?” In poetry, the author does not necessarily need to be identical
to the lyrical subject or the protagonist. Additionally, the guideline to
avoid repeating information and including unnecessary content is
complex; what constitutes unnecessary content in informational texts
differs from that in literary texts. In the case of adapting existing
literary texts into an easy to read format, there remains the question
of how to express levels of semantic depth.

Adapting original texts to the easy to read (EtR) guidelines carry
the risk of oversimplifying the message and potentially failing to engage
readers with the content. It is crucial, as highlighted by Maaf? (2020) in
her book, that EtR texts are inclusive while also avoiding the basis for
stigmatization in the pursuit of a high level of reader comprehension.

The development of universal literature varies significantly from
country to country. In the Scandinavian countries, the first literary
publication in EtR was produced in the 1960s.’

In Poland, adaptations of literary texts have emerged through
various projects implemented by different organizations. One such
initiative is the project “I read and I know — Easy to Read Texts in
Schools”! This project, carried out by the Polish Association for
Persons with Intellectual Disabilities (PSONI) on behalf of the
Ministry of Education and Science, resulted in the creation of 35 sets
of educational and exercise materials in an easy to read format, as well
as guidelines for creating and using these texts in teaching.

Additionally, it is worth mentioning the efforts of the Sign Language
Linguistics Laboratory at the University of Warsaw, which, since 2014,
funded by the Ministry of National Education, has been working on the
Integrated Educational Platform, which features educational materials
from various school subjects developed in accordance with EtR
standards, as well as a series called “Accessible Readings”"
Approximately 60 literary works have been adapted as part of the
project. Among the selected works are pieces by both Polish authors,
such as Adam Mickiewicz, Bolestaw Le$mian, and Jan Kochanowski, as
well as international authors™ like Mark Twain and others. It is
important to note that these readings were created in different eras,
making the original text an example of the language of its time, which

9 The title of this book is Summer with Monika. It was published in 1968, and
the original author is Per Anders Fogelstrom, who wrote it in 1951.
10

standards were applied to the development of educational and practice

In this project, for the first time, easy to read and easy to understand

materials for educational stages involving students with special educational
needs, specifically the first and second stages of primary school. This includes
materials for students with moderate and severe intellectual disabilities, as well
as for vocational preparation schools and first level vocational schools. As part
of the project, materials were developed for subjects including Polish language,
mathematics, physics, biology, chemistry, and computer science, as well as
for courses on personal and social functioning, ethics, entrepreneurship,
communication, and creativity. See: https://psoni.org.pl/czytam_i_wiem/
(accessed September 21, 2024).

11 The materials are available in the section "Accessible Readings” at the
following link: https://www.gov.pl/web/edukacja/lektury-dostepne (accessed
September 21, 2024).

12 It is important to note that the emerging easy to read text is prepared

based on a translated version of the original
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can pose a barrier to understanding even for Polish-speaking students
who do not require communication adaptations.” These materials are
presented in the form of multimedia books available online. For each
reading, a package of materials has been prepared, including: a video
recording translating the text into Polish Sign Language (PJM), the
reading content presented in the easy to read standard, graphic materials
where the reading content is presented in comic form and worksheets
for students, worksheets with PCS symbols, and communication boards
featuring PCS symbols. The authors aim for these educational aids was
to support the consolidation of knowledge and skills outlined in the
general curriculum for primary schools.

3 Description of the research
procedure

The aim of the research, the results of which are described in the
following sections of the article, was to open a discussion on the
effectiveness (or lack thereof) and the legitimacy of using easy to read
texts in the education of students with special communication needs.
It is important to emphasize that the research was designed as a pilot
study. Therefore, the conclusions drawn are not meant to
be generalized; rather, they serve to initiate further steps necessary for
a thorough verification of the hypotheses posed.

The subsequent part of the article will present the research
findings aimed at addressing the following research questions:

1 Are the literary texts available on the Integrated Educational
Platform understandable for deaf and hard-of-hearing
students, as well as students with aphasia?

2 What features of the analysed texts developed according to the
EtR standard may make them difficult for these groups of
primary school students to understand?

3 What are the risks and opportunities of using literary texts

developed according to the EtR standard in education?
The research procedure was carried out in stages, including:
a) selection of material from the educational platform and its
critical analysis;
b) conducting the study with a group of students from a school for
the deaf and characterizing the research group and the results;
c) presentation of research results and discussion of conclusions
from the conducted study.

4 Characteristics and analysis of the
research material

To address the research questions, the authors designed an
experimental study conducted during the 2023/2024 school year at
the School and Education Center in Poznan. The study aimed to

13

language teachers are increasingly turning to the comics developed as part of

It is noteworthy that, within the context of school education, Polish

the "Accessible Readings” project to help students understand the meaning of
texts where the language presents significant barriers to comprehension (cf
Rybka and Wrzesniewska-Pietrzak, 2022).
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assess the level of comprehension of easy to read (EtR) materials
available on the Integrated Educational Platform. After consulting
with teachers, two texts were selected for the study: the fairy tale
“The Nightingale” by Hans Christian Andersen and the positivist
novella “The Barrel Organ” by Bolestaw Prus. Although these texts
belong to different literary genres, both are written in prose. Despite
the differences between a fairy tale and a positivist short story, it is
important to note that both works feature a clear structure, with a
single main plot presented in a coherent, chronological narrative,
which also carries a didactic message. In the school curriculum, fairy
tales are typically introduced to students at the beginning of the
second stage of education, while short stories are usually discussed
in higher grades. Following further consultation with teachers, the
authors have decided to assess the comprehension of the fairy tale
among fourth-grade students, and the comprehension of the short
story among sixth-grade students.

Due to the fact that our analysis aims were focused both on the
adaptation of the literary text to EtR standards and its functionality in
education, as well as on the comprehensibility of the prepared
materials, it is necessary to begin by presenting and characterizing the
materials selected for the study. Both texts and the exercises designed
to assess reading comprehension were prepared by the same team. The
EtR texts were authored by Piotr Mostowski, while the worksheets
were developed by Malgorzata Skuza and Agnieszka Bajewska-
Kolodziejek. As the authors of the materials indicate:

The easy to read text (EtR) was developed in accordance with the
IFLA Guidelines for Easy-to-Read Materials and the publication
‘Information for All: European Standards for the Preparation of
Easy-to-Read and Understand Texts. Its purpose is to make the
content of the reading accessible to readers who, for various
reasons, are unable to comprehend the original text. These are
primarily students with aphasia or intellectual disabilities,
although an easy to read text can be helpful for any child who
faces a language barrier or an overload of content. The changes
made in the EtR version affect two layers: language and content.
The linguistic layer was modified in terms of vocabulary and
syntax — frequently used words that are easy to understand were
applied, and information was presented mainly in simple
sentences, following the principle: 1 line of text =1 sentence.
Subplots were removed from the original text, and subheadings
were added in longer texts. (Information from the introduction to

the exercise materials available in each set of educational materials).

It should be noted that the authors only adapted the texts
linguistically; they were not accompanied by illustrative material,
which is a necessary element in the EtR standard. Although the
authors do not explicitly state this, it is likely that illustrations
facilitating text comprehension were replaced by comic strips that
visually depict the content in accordance with the conventions of the
comic genre. According to the authors, these illustrations aim to make
the text content more accessible to students. They note that:

Teachers can refer to the proposed illustrations while working
with the text — using either the entire comic strip or selected
elements. For students, this aids in visually reconstructing the plot
of the work and in memorizing it. For some, the short texts in the
frames are the only form of engagement with the reading.
(Information from the introduction).
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Nevertheless, the authors of these materials assume that working
with the reading text can also be done without referring to illustrations.
Thus, it can be observed that in the series of available readings, the EtR
standard is primarily perceived as an adaptation of the linguistic layer,
with visual elements being considered redundant.

A semantic analysis of both works evokes several questions
that are crucial when adapting literary texts to the needs of
students and the educational context. One such question concerns
the criteria for omitting content and limiting the semantic layer to
the main plot. Both texts have a didactic nature. The structure of
the fairy tale, for instance, is based on contrast (axiologically
marked opposition, fitting into the framework of good versus evil).
In the case of “The Nightingale” this contrast has been reduced to
the juxtaposition of the real and mechanical birds. However, a
crucial element concerning life in captivity (imprisonment) versus
freedom, as well as the idea that something perceived as a reward
(a golden cage) by one might signify captivity and suffering for
another, has been omitted. This omission is evident when
comparing the content of the EtR version of the work with the
questions related to the text, which include interrogative sentences
such as “What was the highest reward for the nightingale?” and
“Where did the mechanical nightingale come from?” The reader,
however, will not find answers to these questions in the text.

Similar issues can be observed in the relationship between the
content of B. Prus’s “The Barrel Organ” and the questions related to
it. One of the questions testing text comprehension requires students
to eliminate a false statement from two options given in the sentence.
This question makes students identify the amount of money Mr.
Tomasz gave to the caretaker to prevent the organ-grinder from
entering the yard. However, the developed text contains no
information about the transfer of money to the custodian. Due to
this, the authors of this article decided to remove this question from
the questionnaire addressed to the sixth-grade students in this study.

It can thus be observed that the developed materials were not
reviewed, and the division of tasks among different authors, in the case
of the relationship between the text and comprehension questions,
may have contributed to the identified shortcomings. Based on this
observation, one can conclude that a good practice in the process of
preparing educational materials correlated with a literary work should
involve the principle of having the same authors or team of authors
develop these interrelated texts.

Given that the target audience assumed by the authors of the
developed materials were students with disabilities who have learning
and/or communication difficulties, including those who are deaf, hard
of hearing, intellectually disabled, or have autism or aphasia, and who
attend elementary school,” it must be assumed that the content
adaptation should also consider the cognitive and communicative
abilities of this age group. Both texts included lexemes such as cesarz
['emperor’], stowik [‘nightingal€’], kataryniarz [‘organ grinder’], and
katarynka [‘barrel organ’], whose familiarity among students, particularly
within this target group, may be questionable. These are low-frequency
lexemes, as evidenced by the results obtained from entering these
into stowik

lexemes Google  (cesarz

/‘nightingale —62,200, kataryniarz /‘organ grinder'—17,100, katarynka

/‘emperor—63,100,

14

define the target group, even though the indicated recipient groups are mostly

It should be emphasized that the authors of the materials did not precisely

internally diverse, also in terms of communication methods.
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/‘barrel organ’—19,900, adwokat/ ‘lawyer—58,800, ptak/ ‘bird—
210,000, instrument /‘instrument —2,270,000, wladca/ ‘ruler —76,200,
krol/ *king'—246,000, prawnik /lawyer'—149,000).” It should be added
at this point that the keywords for the literary text are absent from the
Minimum Vocabulary Dictionary of the Polish Language, which lists
2,144 entries that should be known to individuals learning Polish at levels
Al and A2 (Zgotka, 2013). An easy to read text devoid of explanations
(and illustrations) of key words crucial to the literary text will
be with
communicative competencies.

significantly more challenging for readers lower

At this point, it is also worth noting that in the comprehension
materials developed for Bolestaw Pruss short story, the word stréz
(‘caretaker’) was used, which is a synonym for dozorca (‘custodiar’). Both
lexemes are infrequently used, and their occurrence in Polish is limited.
A child in school may encounter someone performing similar duties who
is referred to as a portier /‘porter;, while those responsible for maintaining
order or enforcing rules in places like supermarkets or other public spaces
are usually called ochroniarz or ochronal ‘security guards. Due to this, the
authors decided to remove this task from the questionnaire. Furthermore,

since the developed text did not include information about the activities

15 Data from 3rd September 2024.
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performed by the blind protagonists mother, the sentence: The girls
mother made stockings/socks. Was also removed.

The analysis of the tasks accompanying the developed texts
demonstrates how crucial the correspondence between the text and
its associated tasks is, as well as the importance of lexical choices that
align with the cognitive abilities of today’s elementary school
students. To verify the authors” observations, an additional task was
included in the sixth-grade task set, focusing on understanding key
words for comprehending the short story: by¢ skoncentrowanym (‘to
be focused’), dozorca (‘custodian’), obserwowaé (‘to observe),
nienawidzi¢ (‘to hate’), katarynka (‘barrel orgarn’) and adwokat
(lawyer’). Meanwhile, the test checking comprehension of Hans
Christian Andersens “The Nightingale” involved a task in which
fourth-grade students were asked to compare the real nightingale
with the mechanical one. This task was proposed by the authors of
the materials published on an online platform. However, the article’s
authors made one modification—removing the illustrations of the
two birds from the table, as the EtR-adapted fairy tale text did not
include illustrations. Both worksheets were similar in length. Each
consisted of three pages, with the first one and a half pages containing
the reading text, followed by printed questions.

The detailed questions for the sixth-grade students, translated into
English, were as follows (see Figure 1).

Task 1. Answer the questions:

a) What is the title of the work?

b) Who wrote this work?

c) Where is the action of the work set? |
d) Who are the characters in the work?

Task 2. Answer the questions:

f) Why did people love the real nightingale?

Task 3.

from each other?

a) How did the emperor learn about the nightingale's beautiful singing?
b) How did the emperor want to reward the nightingale?

c) What was the greatest reward for the nightingale?

d) Where did the mechanical nightingale come from?

e) For whom did the mechanical nightingale sing?

g) Who turned out to be the emperor's true friend during his illness?

Based on the text, compare the nightingale and the artificial nightingale. How do they differ

the nightingale

the artificial nightingale

FIGURE 1

Questions referring to the fairy tale Stowik by H.Ch. Andersen translated into English.
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Task 1. Fill in the blanks

The author of the novella "The Barrel Organ” is
The main character of the novellais ............
He was a lawyer, lived alone, and most of all, he disliked

Nearby, ......

The girlwas ...

She often looked out the ....................ccoe and was sad.
One day, an entered the courtyard.

Mr. Tomasz wanted to chase him away, but he saw that the girflwas ........................
and dancing.

From that time on, the ......................... was allowed to come to the courtyard and play
for .ol .

Mr. Tomasz decided to helpand find ....................... for the girl.

Task 2. Cross out the unnecessary words

a) Mr. Tomasz was a lawyer / salesman.

b) He lived in Krakow / Warsaw.

c) Mr. Tomasz really liked organ grinders / disliked organ grinders.

d) Near Mr. Tomasz, two / four women and a girl moved in.

e) The girl was deaf / blind.

) The girl was often happy / sad.

g) When the girl heard the organ grinder, she laughed and danced / cried and was sad.
h) Mr. Tomasz chased away / did not chase away the organ grinder because he saw the
happy girl.

i) Mr. Tomasz wanted / did not want to help the girl.

Task 3. Answer the questions:

1. Where did Mr. Tomasz live?

2. What was Mr. Tomasz interested in?

3. What did Mr. Tomasz dislike?

4. Who did not let the organ grinder into the yard?

5. Who lived across from Mr. Tomasz?

6.  Since when had the girl been blind?

Task 4. Explain the meanings of these words:

be concentrated —...........ccooiiiiii s
CAMEEAKET ...
B0 ODSEIVE =i
B0 NALE —.. o

LT LN g T=T

LAWY .o

Task 5. How do you think the story of the blind girl could have ended? Write your
own ending.

FIGURE 2
Questions referring to “The Barrel Organ” by B. Prus translated into
English

The English translation of the questions developed for the short
story “The Barrel Organ” is displayed in Figure 2.

5 How did the students cope with the
literary texts in the EtR standard?

The authors of the analyzed materials identified individuals with
aphasia and d/Deaf individuals as the target audience. Therefore, the
authors of the article decided to examine how students from a school
for the Deaf in Poznan would cope with the materials described above.
It is worth noting here that, since the subject of this article is literary
texts prepared in the easy to read format, the students worked only
with written texts. They were not previously introduced to any version
of the text in sign language, nor did they work with visual materials
(illustrations, comics).
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The described study was conducted in two classes — fourth and
sixth grade. A detailed characterization of the research group is
presented in Table 2.

In each group there were students who were deaf or hard of
hearing'® (4 students in the fourth grade and 6 students in the
sixth grade), who typically communicated using both spoken
language (Polish) and sign language (2 students from the fourth
grade and 5 students from the sixth grade); however, all of them
communicate orally in Polish. The analyzed groups also included
students with aphasia (6 in the fourth grade and 3 in the sixth
grade). Additionally, 3 students with aphasia from the fourth
grade have diagnoses indicating hearing impairment. This
diversity within the research group suggests that the analyses
should be regarded as examples of specific case studies, allowing
for conclusions about the communicative abilities of the students.
Although the students were in different grades, their ages were
comparable, as individuals with disabilities often start their
education later or follow a longer educational path than their
peers. It is worth noting, however, that in each class group, there
were students whose shared characteristic was their stage of
education. It should be noted that the students had not previously
been tested for their reading comprehension skills. The authors
assumed that their level of proficiency should meet the
requirements set in the educational programs for grades 4 and 6
of primary school. It must also be emphasized that each of the
students communicated using Polish language (which was
sometimes indicated as their only form of communication).
According to the curriculum, by grade 4, students should have
mastered basic reading and writing skills, especially since Polish
is the dominant language of education in Poland (Raport,
2020: 32).

Given the topic of this article, the authors focused not on the
characteristics of individual students but on attempting to answer the
question of whether the adaptation of materials in the form of a text
developed according to the EtR standard enabled the correct
completion of tasks related to text comprehension by students with
aphasia and those with hearing impairments. At this point, it is
important to emphasize that the students who read the developed
texts and completed the tasks prepared by the authors of “Lektury
dostepne” (‘Accessible literature’) were the intended target audience
for these educational materials. Thus, assessing how they performed
in reading comprehension of the selected texts can be considered a
means of evaluating the effectiveness of these materials in educational
practice. It should be emphasized that the authors of the materials did
not indicate that they worked with individuals from the intended
target group when developing the literary texts in the easy to read
(EtR) format.

For the purposes of this study, the authors present the results
obtained by the students. The number of correct answers will serve
as an indicator of the comprehensibility of the literary text adapted
to the EtR standard and the comprehension-checking tasks
prepared for it.

General results for each class are as follows (see Tables 3, 4).

16 This information was pointed out by teachers who described the students

as hard of hearing or deaf according to their diagnoses.
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TABLE 2 Characterization of the research group.

10.3389/feduc.2024.1501191

4th grade students 6th grade students

communication and sign language and orally)

characteristic of the 3 students: 11 years old (2 with aphasia, 1 deaf,
communication they communicate using sign language and orally)
4 students: 12 years old (3 with aphasia and
communicate orally, 1 deaf—communicate orally)
2 students: 13 years old (1 with aphasia, 1 hard-of-

hearing—both communicate orally)

Number of students 10 9
Gender 8 boys 6 boys
2 girls 3 girls
Age, ways of 1 student: 10 years old (deaf, communicates using | 2 students: 14 years old, deaf, communicate using sign language and orally

1 student: 13 years old, deaf, communicates using sign language and orally

2 students: 14 years old, hard-of-hearing, communicate using sign language and orally
1 student: 14 years old, with aphasia, communicates orally, answers to the questions are
written by a teacher

1 student: 12 years old, with aphasia, communicates orally

1 student: 13 years old, hard-of-hearing, communicates orally

1 student: 13 years old, with aphasia, communicates orally

TABLE 3 Results obtained by the fourth-grade students.

Fourth-grade students max. Number of Language of

number of points—13 students communication

0 1 11 Boy P A
1 10 Boy P+S D
1 13 Boy P HoH

2,5 1 12 Boy P A

3,5 1 12 Boy P A

55 1 12 Girl P D

6 1 11 Boy P A

9 1 11 Boy P+S D

10 1 12 Boy P A
1 13 Girl P A

P—Polish; S—sign language; A—aphasia; HoH—hard of hearing; D—deaf.

TABLE 4 Results obtained by the sixth-grade students.

Sixth-grade students max. Number of Age Gender Language of

number of points—31 students communication

3 1 14 Boy P+S D
1 14 Boy P+S

6 1 13 Girl P+S D

9 1 14 Girl P+S HoH

14 1 14 Boy P+S HoH

24 1 14 Boy P (answers are noted by a teacher) A

27 1 12 Girl P A
1 13 Girl P HoH

28 1 13 Boy P A

P—Polish; S—sign language; A—aphasia; HoH—hard of hearing; D—deaf.

As the data shows, the highest scores (indicating over 50%
correct answers) in both classes were achieved by students with
aphasia, while the results of deaf and hard-of-hearing students,
particularly in the sixth grade, were significantly lower. In the
fourth grade, this difference is not as visible, as the weakest results
were obtained by both students with aphasia and those who were
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hard-of-hearing or deaf. This may be related to the varied
language acquisition processes in the group of students with
aphasia and hearing impairments. The writing style and responses
of deaf students clearly demonstrate difficulties characteristic of
this group of Polish language learners. In the responses from both
fourth- and sixth-grade students, there were instances of copied
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text fragments that did not correspond to the question, incorrectly
written words (phonetically distorted, inflected improperly), or
word forms inappropriate for the question, such as confusing the
words stowik (‘nightingale’) and sfownik (‘dictionary’), or
kataryniarz (‘organ grinder’) and katarynka (‘barrel organ’). Sixth-
grade students performed much better on the task that required
choosing the correct answer from two contrasting options. The
solution to this task involved finding the specific answer in the
text (sometimes simply locating the appropriate text fragment),
allowing five students to answer these questions correctly. A
detailed analysis of the provided answers will be the subject of a
separate study; here, the authors focus on elements related to the
comprehension of the adapted text and an evaluation of the
choices made by the authors of the materials.

The concerns raised earlier in this article regarding the selection
of words that, according to the authors, may have been unclear to the
students, are confirmed by the results of the task comparing the real
and mechanical nightingale in the fourth grade, as well as the sixth-
grade students’ definitions of selected key words necessary for
understanding the short story. In the fourth-grade group, three
students did not complete this task, leaving the answer blank. One
student wrote only the word stowik (‘nightingale’). Of the remaining
seven responses, five were correct. Three students fully distinguished
between the real and mechanical nightingale, noting not only the
difference in color and the number of songs sung by both birds but
also recognizing other characteristics of the two characters (living/
mechanical bird, true friend of the emperor).

The results obtained by the sixth-grade students, whose task was
to explain the meaning of six lexical items, are presented in the table
below. Incorrect or ambiguous answers indicating unclear definitions
are marked with an asterisk (*) (see Table 5).

The presented results show that the word from the title (katarynka
/‘barrel organ’) was understood by only one person, while the remaining
students provided incorrect answers or none at all. Three of the responses
suggest a correlation between the barrel organ and sounds (music, noise,
singing), indicating that these students likely tried to infer the word’s
meaning from the context of the text they were reading. However, the
information and explanations provided in the text were insufficient.

A simplistic interpretation of these results might lead to the
conclusion that the texts, as developed, are not effective for the group
of students under study. However, this conclusion would be an
oversimplification, as various factors may have influenced the
students’ performance. The variation in students’ results suggests that
a single way of adapting the text in the EtR standard may meet the
communication needs of different subsets of even a narrowly defined
group of recipients at varying levels. In this situation, the preparation
of a single EtR text for such a diverse group requires teachers to use
additional educational materials or strategies to prepare students for
working with this type of literary text. Otherwise, the adapted EtR text
is accessible and comprehensible only to those whose communication
proficiency is higher.

6 Is EtR the solution?

In light of the conducted research, the titular question about the
challenges and opportunities associated with using the EtR standard
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TABLE 5 The results of sixth-grade students indicating the understanding
of key words for the short story Barrel Organ by B. Prus—own
elaboration.

Word to
be explained

Number of
students
who did not
provide any
answer

Definitions provided by
students

by¢ skoncentrowanym | - skupi¢ si¢ [to be concentrated/focused], 4

[to be concentrated/ - skupionym [concentrated/ focused],
focused] - by¢ skupionym na jednej zeczy® [to

be concentrated/focused on one thing],
- by¢ skupiony [be concentrated/focused],
- *nie wiedzial, jak to zrodzi¢® [he did not

know how to do it],

dozorca [caretaker / - ochroniarz [security guard] 8

janitor]

obserwowac [to - patrze¢ [to look at’], 3 + 1 unreadable

observe] - patrzy¢ na jedng zecz/kogo$ i no [to look at answer
one thing/person],
- *Pan Tomasz mieszkal naprzeciwko [Mr

Tomasz has lived across the street],

- nie lubi¢ [to not like/ dislike], 4

- ‘**katarynka grafa glosna [a barrel organ has

nienawidzi¢ [to hate]

played loud],

- bardzo nie lubi¢ [to dislike very much/ to
really not like],

- nie lubi¢ kogos [to dislike/ not like

someone]

katarynka [organ - *do $piewania [something to sing], 4

grinder (or barrel - *robi hatas [it makes noise],

organ] - *glo$na muzyka [loud music],

- instrumet* na ktorym sie gra [instrument
that one plays],

- “*kupowa¢ piekne meble [to buy
beautiful furniture],

- *ludzie $piewajg [people are singing]

adwokat [lawyer] - ‘*pracownik [employee], 6

- chroni w sadzie [protects in court],

- pomaga w sadzie [helps in court]

*Spelling mistake: proper form in Polish is: rzeczy.
"A student made a spelling mistake. It should be zrobi¢ [‘to do] instead of zrodzi¢ [‘give birth to’].
“Spelling mistake, proper form in Polish is: instrument [instrument].

to adapt literary texts for educational use in schools requires
addressing several key issues. The first is recognizing that the group
of students participating in the study would not have been able to
work independently with the original literary text, which—in the
case of both “The Nightingale” and “The Barrel Organ”—is
significantly longer and written in a language that is distant from
contemporary Polish. The analysis of both the texts and the tasks
selected for the study revealed several key difficulties, the most
important being the heterogeneity of the target groups and their
differing communication needs, which should be reflected in the
text. When creating materials for younger recipients, it is crucial to
understand the cognitive and communicative functioning of the
target group and to adapt the vocabulary to their perceptual
capabilities and life experiences.

Moreover, the analysis of the educational materials used also
revealed difficulties in establishing criteria for determining which
content elements of the original text to omit and how these
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omissions might affect the reception of the author’s intended
message. Since the Accessible Readers initiative aims to enable the
realization of curriculum content, it should be noted that this
function may influence how the literary text is adapted to the EtR
standard. Additionally, a best practice would be to promote close
collaboration among the team preparing the various materials
related to the EtR-adapted
content verification.

text, ensuring thorough

The analysis of literary texts in the easy to read (EtR) standard
highlighted the necessity of establishing unified guidelines that
address the needs of the intended audience. The absence of such
criteria may lead to inconsistencies in the material set and contribute
to errors within them.

The conducted analysis on a diverse target group confirmed
that a group with heterogeneous communication needs will achieve
varying results when using the tested materials. These differences,
however, are primarily associated with the type of disability and
the accompanying level of linguistic proficiency of the student. The
results obtained suggest that the adapted texts are significantly
better understood by students with more advanced communication
skills. The lower scores of Deaf students indicate that these
materials should be subject to further research to develop even
simpler texts that meet the communication needs of
Deaf individuals.

Considering the characteristics of the analyzed texts that may have
hindered comprehension of the content and tasks, particular attention
should be paid to vocabulary selection. The choice of words, often
unfamiliar to students, is due to their low frequency in the Polish
language or their characterization as outdated or archaic. Vocabulary
selection appears to be one of the key elements determining the level
of text comprehension.

In attempting to address questions about the challenges and
possibilities of using EtR-standard texts in education, it is worth
noting one of the major difficulties: the low level of social
awareness regarding the function of this standard. The low level
of social awareness may lead to the stigmatization of easy
language. When asked what features of easy language might lead
to stigmatization, the primary response would be that it is often
with
Consideration should also be given to how to write and what to

directed toward individuals intellectual disabilities.
write (content and form) in a way that does not stigmatize or
discriminate. Solutions to these issues can be found in HiLo
books, which maintain content that is interesting for the reader
while presenting complex information (high-content/low-skills)
in a manner accessible to those with low reading proficiency. A
potential threat in developing EtR-standard books is the
infantilization of content and form, which may be inappropriate
for teenage or adult readers. A remedy to this problem could
involve including the target groups in the process of adapting
original literary works.

A potential solution to the issue of text differentiation,
depending on the communicative proficiency of the readers, is to
attempt to differentiate levels of easy texts based on the target
group. While the current approach covers a very broad audience,
special education increasingly requires the individualization of
the teaching process, which also entails the need to adapt
educational materials to the needs and capabilities of each student.
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For example, Slovenia has developed such levels based on the
CEFR (Common European Framework of Reference for
Languages)'”:

Poziom Symbol

Poziom | gl *  Brak sléw pisanych

e Slowa méwione uzywane

0 przy opowiadaniu

e Uzywanie zdje¢ jest mozliwe

Wskazniki poziomu

(ale nieczgste)
e Uzywanie obiektow
rzeczywistych

e Stymulacja multisensoryczna
!] -J e Niewiele lub bez tekstu
— e Wielkie lub mate litery (A a)

N o e Zdania proste
o9

e Kaizde zdanie rozpoczynane

Poziom 2

od nowej linii

e Do pigciu stéw w zdaniu
(linii)

*  Wiele ilustracji

e Bardzo uproszczona tres¢

e Bardzo latwy do zrozumienia

e Bardzo prosty tekst

e Wielkie lub mate litery (A.a)

e Zdania mogy by¢ zlozone, ale
kazde zdanie sktadowe musi
rozpoczyna¢ si¢ od nowego
wersu

® 0Od5-7 stéw w zdaniu, wersie

e Odpowiednia znaki
interpunkcyjne  mogyg  by¢
uzywane: kropka,

wykrzyknik, znak zapytania,

Ale nalezy raczej unikaé

innych znakow niz kropka
(preferowana)

o Dialogi moga by¢ uzywane
!] !l !| !l o Male litery jako reguta (a)
=) =] =) = e Dluzsze, ale jasne i

zrozumiale zdania sy
dozwolone

® Zdanie pojedyncze moze si¢
skladaé z 10 i wigeej stow

e Zdania (w tym zlozone) nie
powinny przekraczaé 20 stéw

*  Znaki interpunkcyjne

dozwolone

In the German-speaking context, the Capito'® model operates
within the framework of Leicht Lesen (Easy/Light Reading), which
offers three levels of text preparation. Readers can choose the level
that is most appropriate for them. These levels are based on the
diversity of cognitive abilities but also take into account the
reader’s prior knowledge and experience. Based on 90 different
criteria, three levels of ‘easy reading’ have been distinguished.
Similarly, Easy Finnish includes three levels, defined as:

17 An example of good practice in this area might be Slovenia: http://www.
blizjiknjigi.si/Knjige/Ogled/13559-cvetje-in-ogenj (accessed September 1,
2024). The analysis based on the Handbook of Easy Languages in Europe
comes from an unpublished thesis by Elzbieta Gradziel titled Literature in the
easy to read and Understand Standard in Poland and Other European Countries:
Current Research and Practical Experience.

18 https://www.capito.eu/en/easy-language/ (accessed September 01, 2024).
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Easiest Easy Finnish, Basic Easy Finnish, and Advanced
Easy Finnish.

The main challenges for creators adapting educational
materials according to the EtR standard are primarily the costs of
preparation and profitability. Despite the high costs, it is worth
noting that preparing literature accessible to all may, at some
stage, contribute to it gaining the same status as, for example,
children’s literature today. It is also important to note that in some
countries, a method for publishing EtR books has been
developed - sometimes these are commercial publishers, and in
other cases, organizations are created to handle these activities,
funded by national governments."”

Data availability statement

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will
be made available by the authors, without undue reservation.

19 As good practices, one can point to the activities of the Swedish
organization Easy Language Group, the British organization Beyond Words,
which publishes books using only images, and the Norwegian organization

Books for Everyone.
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The paper examines how Deaf and hard of hearing (D/HH) learners use
information technology to develop English as a Foreign Language (EFL) writing
skills. Conducted during two EU-funded summer schools, one in ltaly and
one in Poland, the research explores how internet tools like Google Translate,
ChatGPT, and online dictionaries affect writing quality and confidence among 18
adult D/HH participants. The findings indicate that participants perceived these
tools as improving vocabulary, grammar, coherence, and writing confidence.
Moreover, the study highlights the creative strategies D/HH learners use to
overcome linguistic challenges, such as employing simple and direct language,
imaginative storytelling, and using visual imagery. Participants demonstrated
resourcefulness in conveying complex ideas despit