ECHA NEWS

volume 35 · no 2 · AUTUMN 2021

Creating equal opportunities at school: Empowering
students from less-advantaged backgrounds through teaching
academic language.
LINEKE VAN TRICHT & LIANNE
HOOGEVEEN, NETHERLANDS

Students from a less advantaged
background, for example because of a
low socio-economic status or a native
language other than the language
spoken in school, do not always fulfil their
potential in terms of academic success.
The project ‘Creating Equal Opportunities
at School: Empowering students from
less-advantaged backgrounds through
teaching academic language’, co-funded
by Erasmus+, contributes to bridging
the gap between these students’ current
academic success and their cognitive
talent by means of teaching the Dutch
academic language in schools in the
Netherlands and Belgium (Flanders).
In this article we share our experiences
with setting up and carrying out a project
such as this. All through our process we
have been so fortunate to being inspired
and advised by Ian Warwick of London
Gifted & Talented, who set up the REAL1
project in the UK. Because of this good
practice we didn’t have to re-invent the
wheel, but we could build on available
knowledge and expertise. We would like
to give you a similar head start by using
this article in your process to creating
equal opportunities at your school(s).
Why
Inequality in education is a problem in
many countries. Prosperous countries like
the Netherlands and Belgium belong to
the 10 countries in the world where the
socio-economic status has the largest
impact on school success2. The socioeconomic status is the position people
have in society. Examples of indicators that
are used to measure the socio-economic
status are: the language spoken at home
and the income, professional status and
the educational level of their parents3.
Inequality in opportunities means that
background and socio-economic status,
instead of cognitive or academic abilities,
can determine academic success4 to the
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detriment of the learner. Language seems
to play an important role in this5.
It is essential that schools, students and
parents become aware of this problem. It
is also important that they should know
where to find and how to make use of
the learning materials that are available
to teach students ‘school language’, also
called academic language. Many students
have an apparent fluency in a language
which masks severe gaps in their actual
(especially academic) vocabulary. The
purpose of this project is to improve the
academic language skills of cognitively
talented students from less advantaged
backgrounds. It aims at increasing the
chance that these students’ academic
success is in line with their potential
because language is no longer a barrier,
leading to growth in their motivation and
self-confidence.
Our mission statement:
This project will uncover and develop
unseen cognitive talents of students from
disadvantaged social groups by improving
their academic linguistic strategies.
From a broad perspective, the end goal
should be that the influence of socioeconomic status on talent development,
school results and school success will be
diminished. This fundamental change will
ultimately lead to a more diverse and
equal society.
How
A team was formed of various schools and
experts from the Netherlands, Belgium and
the United Kingdom, working together in

this project, benefitting from each other’s
experience and expertise. The schools,
Rijswijks Lyceum / Van Vredenburch
College and Zuider Gymnasium in the
Netherlands, and Lucerna College and
Stedelijk Lyceum Pestalozzi in Belgium,
are experts on working with a very
diverse population. LondonG&T advised
and inspired us with their REAL project,
aimed at learners of English as a foreign
language as well as native born students
for whom ‘academic’ English is essentially
also a foreign language. Thomas More
University of Applied Sciences developed
an intelligence test that is less culturally
biased and therefore suitable for our
target group. The Radboud University has
expertise on giftedness and Bureau Talent
is expert on giftedness in secondary
education.
As a team, we formulated two questions:
1. How can we identify gifted students
from disadvantaged backgrounds?
2. How can we improve their language
skills in order to improve their
opportunities for success at higher
education levels?
What
1. How can we identify gifted students
from disadvantaged backgrounds?
The first step in the Erasmus+ project is to
select cognitively talented students from
less-advantaged backgrounds through a
culturally less biased test. The 10% to 20%
best scoring students per school were
invited to participate in the language
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programme. There were two cohorts: the
first one from November 2019 until March
2020; the second one from March until
July 2021.
In our project we used the CoVaT-CHC6, an
intelligence test that can be administered
as a group screening and consists of
verbal and non-verbal subtests. The nonverbal subtests were used to select the
cognitively most able students. The verbal
subtests were used to measure progress in
language abilities.
2. How can we improve their language
skills in order to improve their
opportunities for success in higher
education levels?
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for newcomers in the Netherlands or
Belgium who want to study at a university.
The online programme allows students
to study and use the words on their own.
The small-group learning sessions with
the teacher are aimed at discussing and
using the words. Playing with the new
words and looking for the words in new
contexts are also part of these lessons. The
aim of the programme is that students will
be able to recognize and use academic
language in formal school settings as well
as in their everyday lives so that a lack of
language skills no longer forms a barrier
when it comes to academic success.

The selected students were invited to
participate in the programme, consisting
of an online programme to help them
learn academic Dutch and small-group
learning sessions with a teacher.

The project will be finalized in the autumn
of 2021. In the next issue of ECHA News
we hope to bring the results of the
research. In meantime we are working
on continuation of the project. Are you
interested in participating? Please contact
Lineke van Tricht: lineke@bureautalent.nl.

Teachers and experts worked together to
compile a list of academic words, based
on previously developed lists78, amongst
others an academic wordlist developed
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