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There are 130 languages spoken at 
schools in Suffolk and more than 
6,000 pupils who do not use English 
as a first language, new figures 
reveal.

The challenges posed by the 
linguistic diversity have been spelled 

out by education chiefs – but they say 
the issue is being managed carefully, 
doesn’t impact on the quality of  

education on offer, and can even be a 
positive for schools.

The figures, obtained through a 
Freedom of  Information request, 
show that Ipswich is the most diverse 
borough with almost 3,000 students 
not using English as a first language.

A teaching union has acknowl-
edged teachers often have difficulty 
communicating with some pupils, 
but school bosses say measures are in 
place to help.

130 mother tongues
in Suffolk’s schools
English is not the first language for 6,325 of the county’s pupils

Matthew Symington

matthew.symington@archant.co.uk

 � Full story –  Pages 10 & 11

Education correspondent

Happy birthday 
Doris, aged 110

 � Full story: Page 5

The oldest person in Suffolk has 
celebrated her 110th birthday with a 
party thrown by friends.

Doris Punchard, from Ipswich, is 
thought to be the 16th oldest person 
in Britain.

Teenager dies in 
festival tragedy

 � Full story: Page 3

A 17-year-old who died after falling 
ill at the Latitude music festival 
near Southwold had suffered an 
“isolated medical condition”. He 
was airlifted to hospital on Saturday.
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Acholi
Afrikaans
Akan (Fante)
Akan (Twi/Asante)
Akan/Twi-Fante
Albanian/Shqip
Amharic
Arabic
Arabic (Algeria)
Arabic (any other)
Arabic (Iraq)
Arabic (Morocco)
Arabic (Sudan)
Assamese
Bemba
Bengali
Bengali (any oth.)
Bengali (Sylheti)
Bosnian
British Sign 
Language
Bulgarian
Burmese/Myanma

Catalan
Cebuano/Sugbuanon
Chichewa/Nyanja
Chinese
Chinese (Cantonese)
Chinese (Hakka)
Chinese (Mandarin/
Putonghua)
Croatian
Czech
Danish
Dari Persian
Dutch/Flemish
Ebira
Edo/Bini
Esan/Ishan
Estonian
Ewe
Farsi/Persian (any 0th.)
Fijian
Filipino
Finnish
French

Ga
Georgian
German
Greek
Greek (any oth.)
Greek (Cyprus)
Guarani
Gujarati
Hausa
Herero
Hiligaynon
Hindi
Hungarian
Iban
Igbo
Italian
Italian (any oth.)
Japanese
Kannada
Konkani
Korean
Kurdish
Kurdish (any oth.)

Kurdish (Sorani)
Latvian
Lingala
Lithuanian
Luganda
Macedonian
Malay (any oth.)
Malay/Indonesian
Malayalam
Maltese
Manding/Malinke
Manding/Malinke 
(any oth.)
Marathi
Mauritian/Seychelles 
Creole
Ndebele
Nepali
Norwegian
Oriya
Pahari (Pakistan)
Panjabi
Panjabi (any oth.)

Panjabi (Gurmukhi)
Pashto/Pakhto
Persian/Farsi
Polish
Portuguese
Portuguese (any oth.)
Portuguese (Brazil)
Romani 
(International)
Romanian
Romanian (Moldova)
Romanian (Romania)
Romany/English 
Romanes
Russian
Serbian
Serbian/Croatian/
Bosnian
Shona
Sindhi
Sinhala
Slovak
Slovenian

Sotho/Sesotho
Spanish
Swahili (any oth.)
Swahili/Kiswahili
Swedish
Tagalog
Tagalog/Filipino
Tamil
Telugu
Thai
Tigrinya
Turkish
Turkmen
Ukrainian
Urdu
Uzbek
Vietnamese
Visayan/Bisaya
Wa-Paraok (South-
East Asia)
Welsh/Cymraeg
Yoruba
Zulu

A-Z of languages spoken in Suffolk schools

 But say you have got 
30 pupils and 10 don’t 
speak English obviously 
you are going to spend a 
disproportionate 
amount of time on those 
children because it 
takes longer to explain 
things to them

Graham White. NUT 

How teachers are tackling linguistic 
There are 130 languages spoken at 
schools in Suffolk, new figures 
reveal.

Macedonian, Kurdish, and Igbo are 
among the languages spoken by 
pupils at primary and secondary 
schools in the county, but the most 
common languages other than 
English are Polish, Portuguese and 
Lithuanian.

Altogether 6,325 pupils out of  a 
total of  97,000 do not use English as a 
first language. Some 2,965 of  those 
are in Ipswich, which is the most 
linguistically diverse borough in the 
county.

Education chiefs insist the large 
numbers of  pupils for whom English 
is not their native tongue doesn’t 
affect the quality of  education on 
offer, provided it is managed 
correctly.

Suffolk County Council (SCC) said 
that in areas with long established 
minority communities such as 
Ipswich and Forest Heath schools had 
become accustomed to meeting the 
needs of  pupils who didn’t speak 
English while other schools were still 
getting used to it.

The figures, obtained through a 
Freedom of  Information request, also 
show that lower year groups have 
higher numbers of  pupils for whom 
English is not a first language.

In Year 1 there are 679 pupils who 
speak English as an additional 

“In my own school we had some 
Polish children come and we had 
someone who came in as an inter-
preter for a while,” he said.

He also said it was possible that 
pupils who didn’t speak English 
would receive a disproportionate 
level of  attention from teachers.

“That’s always going to be a poten-
tial danger but teachers are going to 
make sure they devote attention to all 
the pupils. But say you have got 30 
pupils and 10 don’t speak English 

obviously you are going to spend a 
disproportionate amount of  time on 
those children because it takes longer 
to explain things to them.”

However, many education chiefs say 
bi-lingual pupils achieve more highly 
than native speakers. Chris Harrison, 
who represents the National 
Association of  Head Teachers in 
Suffolk, said: “Any child who is 
bi-lingual usually will be seen as 
having an advantage in life, not least 
because it usually gives a sense of  
understanding of  more than one 
culture.”

A spokesman at Suffolk County 
Council added: “Some pupils come 
from countries where the level of  
expectation for their age in particu-
lar subjects is higher than in 
England, for example in maths, so in 
fact pupils can often raise the results 
in particular subjects.

“Additionally, most secondary 
schools and academies are entering 
their ‘English as an Additional 
Language’ pupils for GCSEs in their 
other languages… this is used to 
increase the number of  GCSEs the 
school gains”.

The local authority provides addi-
tional funds to schools for every pupil 
who doesn’t speak English as a first 
language.

The council’s Equalities and 
Minority Ethnic Attainment team 
also supports schools with pupils 
who don’t speak English with train-
ing and guidance.

 � Editorial comment – Page 28

 � Critics say the large number of pupils who don’t speak English is disruptive, but teachers say they are coping with the challenge.            Photo: PRESS ASSOCIATION

Matthew Symington
Education correspondent
matthew.symington@archant.co.uk

level of  subject knowledge for some 
curriculum areas as their English 
speaking peers.”

He added: “A challenge for schools 
is often that of  communicating with 
parents if  the parents’ English is 
limited.”

Graham White, Suffolk secretary 
of  the National Union of  Teachers, 
acknowledged that teachers often 
had “difficulty” communicating 
with pupils who didn’t speak 
English.

language in Suffolk, that’s compared 
to just five in Year 14.

Critics say taking on large 
numbers of  pupils who don’t speak 
English is disruptive and hampers 
lessons due to lack of  
communication.

A spokesman for SCC said: “If  
children have been educated in 
another education system with 
different curriculum content, it will 
obviously take a bit of  time to learn 
the new language and have the same 
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At Hillside Community Primary 
School in Ipswich there are 471 
pupils speaking 58 different 
languages.

The main minority languages 
spoken at the Belstead Road 
school are Portuguese, Polish 
and Lithuanian, representing 
respectively 4%, 4% and 3% of  
the total.

However the head teacher, Lee 
Abbott, said one of  the most 
difficult things to deal with  
is the misunderstanding  
about what it means to have 
pupils at his school for  
whom English isn’t their first 
language.

“One of  the challenges is the 
misconception that these chil-
dren have no English and there 
is a great deal of  time and 
money spent on these families 
and that simply isn’t the case,” 
he said.

Mr Abbott said pupils whose 
native tongue was not English 
are often not much further 
behind other pupils.

“Our English speaking  
children can come with very 
poor communication skills 

anyway when they first come in.
“At that point at reception age 

whether they have got English 
as an additional language or as a 
first language the language 
development is a priority, the 
process is the same, and 
language acquisition is about 
the same rate.”

Similarly, when conversing 
with parents there are numer-
ous obstacles to overcome other 
than simply language barriers, 
and many different ways of  
approaching parents.

“There are parents we would 
need to write to but we can’t 
because they don’t have literacy 
skills,” he said.

Pupils who arrive at the school 
without a good grasp of  English 
do not sit in regular English 
classes but receive six to eight 
weeks of  intensive instruction 
in ‘English as an Additional 
Language’ from a qualified 
teacher.

For other classes they are 
taught the vocabulary that they 
will need the week before it 
comes up in class.

The school also employs  

teachers who speak a variety  
of  languages, including  
Polish, French, Swedish and 
Punjabi.

Progress for pupils whose first 
language isn’t English is, just 
like native speakers, variable on 
factors such as their home  
life and dedication to education. 
However he added that  
immigrant families are  
“generally aspirational,  
they want their children to  
do well”.

He also rejected the idea that 
large numbers of  non-English 
speaking pupils diverted atten-
tion from others.

“We track the progress of  all 
of  the children to make sure the 
resources are targeted at  
children who aren’t progressing 
at the right rate,” he said.  
“That’s regardless of  
background.

“Our resources go on children 
who require the pupil premium. 
Because lots of  these children 
progress well they don’t need  
to have additional time  
and resources within the 
school.”

Primary head must cater for 58 languages

diversity in the county’s schools

 � Lee Abbott, headteacher of Hillside Community Primary School, said immigrant families are ‘generally aspirational’.                                                                       Photo: SU ANDERSON

 We track the 
progress of all of the 
children to make sure 
the resources are 
targeted at children 
who aren’t progressing 
at the right rate.  
That’s regardless  
of background 

Lee Abbott, headteacher Hillside 
Community Primary School

 � Graham White, Suffolk secretary of 
the National Union of Teachers


