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The first conference in a series

organised by the British Council and the

Instituto Cervantes on the theme ‘Four
challenges in foreign language
teaching’ took place on 28 February
2023. The opening event was titled
‘Inclusion and the right to learn a
foreign language’. It highlighted the

cognitive benefits of learning a second

language and the barriers people with

disabilities or learning difficulties face in

doing so.

The session opened with a presentation
by Raquel Munoz Rodriguez, English

teacher at the ONCE organisation for the

visually impaired. She emphasised the
importance of learning a second
language in as similar a way as possible

to acquiring the first. She likewise
highlighted the keys to inclusive
education.

The ensuing panel discussion,
moderated by Mark Levy, Director of
English Programmes at the British
Council, featured representatives from
three different educational spheres: Dr
Amaya Puertas, lecturer at the
Universidad de Nebrija and expert in
secondary education; Antonia Liberal,
Advisor in Accreditation and
Certification at the Instituto Cervantes;
and Sonja Uhlmann, Safeguarding
Manager and Equality, Diversity and
Inclusion Country Lead at the British
Council.



Inclusive foreign
language learning

Our ability to learn a first language is one of the main
drivers of our ability to learn a second and
subsequent languages. In this line of reasoning, how
this learning takes place gains particular
importance. The ways first and second languages
are learned often differ greatly in terms of degree of
exposure and the order in which learners acquire
the four main skills.

When pupils with disabilities want to learn a foreign
language in an academic setting, they first have to
overcome the barriers they encounter in every other
educational experience. Given this situation, making
the acquisition context as natural as possible
becomes vitally important as it allows pupils to use
the same cognitive resources they employ when
learning their native language.

In this regard, receiving quality input and
navigating real-world communication scenarios
are crucial to achieving inclusive learning.

Foreign languages as
a right

In its Resolution of 11 November 2021 (The
European Education Area: a shared holistic
approach), the European Parliament underlined the
importance of learning foreign languages, in
particular English. It underscored the need for
Member States to take action to support the
development of linguistic competences at all levels,
especially in primary and secondary education, to
embrace the Council of Europe’s goal of
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‘plurilingualism’ and to achieve the benchmark of all
pupils having a sufficient knowledge of at least two
other official languages of the EU and its Member
States by the end of lower secondary education.

Accordingly, when a pupil with learning difficulties
is denied the opportunity to learn a second
language, that pupil is being denied a
fundamental right. The European Parliament’s
resolution thus highlights the importance of
language learning in the current context, especially
given the numerous educational, employment and
socio-cultural benefits bilingualism provides.

Not only should we acknowledge the importance of
removing barriers to learning, but also the risk of
creating new ones when we deny people with
disabilities the opportunity to learn a second
language.

When in an attempt to protect a person with
disabilities that person is not given the opportunity
to learn a second language, we run the risk of
preventing them developing compensatory
strategies that can be extrapolated to other areas of
their lives.

Cognitive benefits of
bilingualism

Although research on this subject is still scarce,
learning a second and subsequent languages is
increasingly associated with significant cognitive
benefits. Ellen Bialystok, a leading researcher in the
field of bilingualism and executive brain functions
(focused attention, working memory and selective
attention, among others), has repeatedly highlighted
the impact that learning a second language has
on these functions.

Executive functions are of vital importance in early
childhood academic performance. People with the
most common learning difficulties, such as dyslexia,
ADHD and autism spectrum disorder, often take
longer to develop these functions. This delay is one
of the reasons why learning in a formal setting can
be more difficult for them. Consequently,
developing executive brain functions through
language learning can be especially beneficial
for these pupils. Developing these skills can also
help achieve high occupational effectiveness.

Assessment of foreign
language skills

Acquiring an additional language opens up
educational opportunities, such as options to
participate in exchange programmes or study in
another language, as well as allowing people to take
advantage of overseas job opportunities. Access to
many of these opportunities depends on
possessing certified language skills. This means
that certification exams must also be accessible
to pupils with disabilities and adapted to those with
learning difficulties.

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) plays a key role
in both language acquisition and assessment by
placing the learner at the centre of the process. This
theoretical framework proposes starting by
acknowledging the degree of variability between
learners. This requires teaching approaches that
consider the entire range [...] and not just those
learners in the middle of an imaginary normal
Gaussian distribution (Meyer, Rose and Gordon,
2016; Alba Pastor, 2018b).

Contrary to what may be assumed, applying UDL to
language tests does not make them easier but
rather makes them more accessible to pupils who,
although having an average, or above average, 1Q,
also have learning difficulties such as dyslexia.

Designing exams and materials based on UDL
principles minimises the amount of later

adaptation required. This significantly increases
the inclusiveness of learning and its assessment.

Teacher training

Another area in which UDL has a positive impact is
in reducing the workload of teachers, who are the
ones ultimately responsible for meeting their pupils’
diverse learning needs.

The teacher’s role is key to inclusion: educators have
a moral and professional duty to acknowledge
pupil diversity when supporting attainment of their
learning objectives.

The decisive impact of training becomes evident
when teachers are equipped with practical tools
they can apply on a day-to-day basis.
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The future of inclusive
language learning

Information also plays a vitally important part in
dispelling preconceptions in educational and
domestic settings. Teacher expectations have a
direct impact on pupil performance. In this regard, it
is essential to raise awareness and publicise the
benefits of bilingualism for people with disabilities
and learning difficulties.

Families have it within their power to give pupils with
special needs the opportunity to learn a second
language. It is absolutely essential to present
bilingualism in terms of its cognitive benefits, not
as another hurdle to overcome. Emphasis should
be placed on all the educational, employment and
socio-cultural opportunities opened up by learning a
foreign language.

Despite the enormous progress made, there remains
a pressing need to dispel the prejudices that
frequently constitute the first obstacle faced by
people with disabilities and learning difficulties.

Both moral duty and legal pressure in today’s
global context mean teaching staff bear part of the
responsibility for making education more inclusive.
Training and collaboration will be vitally important
on this journey towards making language learning
accessible to all.
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Leadership of learning

In line with the values set out in the
British Council’s Self-Assessment Toolkit
for schools under its Bilingual Education
Programme, the institution encourages
education leaders to include the
following proposals in future discussions
and self-assessments:

Draw attention to the moral and legal
obligation to facilitate language
learning for all.

Promote the values of diversity and
inclusion in education.

Highlight the essential role of teachers
in removing barriers to learning.

Plan resource acquisition so as to ensure
equality and adequately support the
learning needs of all pupils.

Provide educators with training in
inclusive practices and technologies
that favour equity.

Promote collaboration between
teachers and other teaching staff.
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