Schools and families pull together for best results
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	When families are sent on an overseas posting, one of their prime considerations is a choice of school.

This can be a bewildering experience for those families for whom English is a second, often third, language and who are unfamiliar with the English-American system, the curriculum most widely used by international schools.

Therefore it is important when choosing a school that parents pay careful attention to the provision and strength of TEFL support both within the school curriculum and the general life of the school.


One dilemma often reported by expatriates is that not only do they have to familiarise themselves with a new culture and school curriculum but that understanding the plethora of acronyms which denote TEFL training and qualification is a foreign language of its own.

The two most widely recognised TEFL qualifications are Trinity College London (www. trinitycollege.co.uk) and Cambridge (www.cambridge-efl. org.uk).

Basic TEFL courses are offered by both. The Cambridge-RSA Certificate in English Language Teaching to Adults (Celta) and Certificate in English Language Teaching to Young Learners (Celtyl), can be studied intensively over a four-week period or more leisurely over four to 12 months.

The cost is approximately £1,000 depending on location and length of course.

The certificate offered by Trinity, Certificate in Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (Tesol), can also be studied, either full-time over four to six weeks or part-time over four to nine months.

Costs of this course vary between £400 to £1,000. There is also the option of obtaining a TEFL qualification by distance learning.

If you want to go further up the ladder the next step is to study the Diploma in TEFL. The Celta course is mostly part-time over one academic year but may be full time lasting eight to 10 weeks.

Trinity also operates a diploma course which can be taken part-time over one academic year or full-time over three months.

A requirement of the diploma in TEFL is two years' experience teaching English as a foreign language and, usually, a TEFL certificate.

A diploma in TEFL is usually required to teach in a British Council (www.britishcouncil. org) teaching centre overseas. It also paves the way for teaching at a more responsible level in private language schools.

For teachers on the international school circuit, for whom time is limited, TEFL update training courses are operated during school holidays.

Funding for these update courses is sometimes met by the respective international schools, dependent on their budget and policy, or personally by individual TEFL teachers, keenly aware of the need to keep updating their skills in a continually changing world.

International House in London (www.ihlondon.com) offers a wide range of innovative and practical TEFL courses designed for the training and development of language teachers. It is also the headquarters of the International Organisation, a network of more than 120 schools in 38 countries.

There are many reasons for the success of a "third culture" child in an English-based international school.

Teachers and teaching assistants who are intuitive and experienced in dealing with children who, initially, have very limited or no English, will have a heightened awareness of the potential difficulties and the need to present a variety of linguistic approaches to tasks and explanations.

The best international schools are well aware that the development of English is a holistic experience not confined to the classroom.
They will encourage children and families to value their home cultures and traditions in a variety of ways - national dress days, annual food fairs and so on.

This increases appreciation of these cultures by other members of the staff.

It is important that this intuitive ethos and approach is instilled and fostered not only within the school curriculum but also through the wider school life.

A warm welcome, patience and appreciation by staff and students of difficulties being encountered by both student and family encourages a sense of belonging.

The vast majority of children in an international environment are keenly aware of their transitory nature in any one place and take the chance to develop the skills and knowledge more eagerly than many of their British counterparts

Indeed, having well motivated, eager pupils who realise, through themselves, peers or parents, that they need English to function fully in their new environment can often act as a spur to native English-speakers, astonished at the progress made by someone who could hardly speak a word three terms before.

Although many experts promote the idea that acquisition of language to native speaker standard is a five- to six-year process, Phil Brisley, head of the International Community School in Amman, Jordan, says: "We have witnessed many occasions when pupils have reached the same level or overtaken their peers within a year".

However, it is only school and parent working in co-operation and integration, mutually fostering and encouraging the child's language development. which makes it an enjoyable and empowering experience for the student.

Another point to consider when researching international schools, especially for families for whom English is a second or third language, is to scrutinise the diversity of cultural trips offered.

Non-native English-speaking students, in particular, will benefit from a variety of different experiences and, away from the confines of the classroom, will greatly extend their expertise and vocabulary.

The idea that English children are held behind when there are a number of non-English speakers in the class has not been shown to be accurate, although it is true that much depends on the skill and talent of the teacher.

Mr Brisley says: "During our first Ofsted inspection the team were specifically asked to look at this point and their findings were that, through the need for staff and peers to present situations, explanations and tasks using a richer variety of vocabulary, all in this class benefited as all were exposed to a wider, richer linguistic stimulus."

This point is reiterated by 16-year-old James, a recent repatriate who had spent 10 years in the international school system.

He says: "We quickly devised ways of helping the non-English speakers, especially in their early days. You unconsciously slowed your speech and explored the use of different, sometimes simpler vocabulary. And if you got really stuck you pointed or mimed.

"I really enjoyed this experience, it made me more thoughtful and appreciative of different cultures and also served as a prompt, ensuring that I did not become complacent in my studies because I had the advantage of being a native English speaker."

Children for whom English is not a first language also benefit from their parents' experiences. Often the parents will have had to master new languages and therefore understand some of the problems their child will undergo.
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International schools by their very nature have a wider perspective, understanding that teaching English as a foreign language is a double-edged sword and should not be confined to the classroom.
Indeed, many families for whom English is a second or third language are reliant on the school in the very early days of their posting as a provider of generic information and support.

Schools encourage regular update and feedback from all teaching staff of the particular difficulties non-native English speaking children may have encountered and solutions which have proved effective.

This collective updated information then serves as a practical database, enabling schools to provide families with immediate tangible support, ensuring that the child's educational transition is as smooth as possible.

One highly successful practice used by the International Community School is the recommendation that families whose parents have poor English language skills have an English meal or an English special time of day where the whole family interact in English

The introduction of this light-hearted approach to "home life English" allows the child to make those first tentative steps conversing in English in a secure society.

International schools are rich microcosms of internationalism and give students a positive foundation and a learning experience. Within this micro-culture TEFL is one of the most significant elements.

There is nothing more rewarding for a teacher than to observe international schoolchildren, often representating 20 or more nationalities in a playground, integrating, imagining, laughing, talking, playing and improvising, vibrantly carefree without adult inhibitions, sharing the common language of understanding.
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