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EAL vs SLCN checklist
It can sometimes be difficult to determine whether a pupil’s language difficulties stem from learning English as an Additional Language (EAL) or from underlying Speech, Language and Communication Needs (SLCN). This checklist provides a starting point for reflection. Use the questions below to explore responses in more depth.
Children who are learning English as an Additional Language (EAL) are just as likely as their monolingual peers to experience speech, language, or communication difficulties. It is essential to distinguish between:

• Children with EAL who demonstrate age-appropriate speech, language, and communication development.
• Children with EAL who present with genuine speech, language, and communication needs.
	Assessment name
	What is it?
	How it works
	What it can tell you

	EAL vs SLCN
Checklist


	A structured tool to help distinguish between English as an Additional Language (EAL) needs and Speech, Language and Communication Needs (SLCN).
	Staff use the checklist to reflect on a child’s language background and communication development: they consider the key questions and the EAL/SLCN indicators to identify if any support/intervention is required.  The checklist should be completed collaboratively with parents/carers and, where possible, bilingual staff as needed. 
	It indicates whether a child’s communication challenges are due to limited English language exposure or underlying language difficulties; and identifies next steps.  



	Child:  
	


	Date completed: 
	

	School:
	
	Completed by (staff name): 
In collaboration with Parent/Carer:
 
	






	1. Language Background and Exposure


	Key Question
	EAL Indicators
	SLCN Indicators
	Notes

	What is the child’s strongest or most used language?
	Child communicates confidently in home language






	Difficulties are present in both English and home language
	

	How long has the child been exposed to the English language?
	Less than 2 years of consistent 
Exposure





	Long-term exposure with persistent difficulties






	

	Who speaks with the child at home and in what language(s)?
	Family members use home language regularly






	Concerns raised about communication in home language







	






	2. Communication Milestones and Understanding


	Key Question
	EAL Indicators
	SLCN Indicators
	Notes

	Are there concerns about the child’s communication in their first language?






	No concerns from family; child communicates well at home
	Delayed speech or unclear language in home language
	

	Has the child met typical language milestones (e.g., first words, combining words)?






	Yes, in home language
	Delays or irregularities in language skills in both their home language and English.
	

	Can the child follow instructions in their home language?





	Yes, with familiar adults
	Difficulty following even simple instructions
	





	3. Social Interaction and Play


	Key Question
	EAL Indicators
	SLCN Indicators
	Notes

	Does the child engage in age-appropriate play?




	Yes, especially with familiar peers or toys
	Limited or repetitive play, struggles with turn-taking
	

	How does the child interact with adults and peers?




	May be quiet or hesitant due to language barrier
	Limited eye contact, difficulty initiating or maintaining interaction
	












	4. Progress and Response to Support


	Key Question
	EAL Indicators
	SLCN Indicators
	Notes

	Has the child made progress with targeted language support?





	Yes, noticeable improvement over time
	Little or no progress despite intervention
	

	Does the child respond to visual aids or modelling?





	Yes, especially when linked to routines
	Limited response or understanding
	

	Are difficulties consistent across settings (home/school)?





	No, difficulties mainly in English-speaking environments
	Yes, difficulties observed in all contexts
	








	5. Understanding Cultural Context


	Key Question
	EAL Indicators
	SLCN Indicators
	Notes

	Are there cultural factors influencing interaction style?






	Yes-including culturally typical behaviours like avoiding eye contact or being reserved with adults.

	Behaviour inconsistent with cultural norms
	



Understanding Cultural Context
It is crucial to understand the cultural context when interpreting a child's communication behaviors. Sometimes, perceived difficulties with interaction can be explained by cultural differences. We must demonstrate knowledge and awareness of these cultural differences to get a full picture of the child's communication abilities.

The examples below are cultural generalisations and do NOT apply to individual families. Use common sense and sensitive information -gathering skills to determine whether an individual's culture is impacting perceived communicative behaviour.
	Cultural Consideration
	Possible Impact on Communication

	Islamic children may demonstrate passivity in the presence of an authority figure.
	This could be interpreted as a communication difficulty by Western standards.

	In countries such as China and Japan, eye contact is not a marker of social communication as it is in Western cultures.
	Reduced eye contact can often be considered appropriate in these countries yet would present as a red flag for social difficulties in the West.

	In some African cultures, intense eye contact is seen as aggressive, confrontational, and extremely disrespectful.
	This would prove important not only when observing and assessing the child’s communicative ability, but also when communicating with family members.




Next Steps Following the Checklist
Once the EAL vs SLCN checklist has been completed:
· If the indicators suggest the child’s needs are primarily related to English as an Additional Language (EAL):
Proceed with the school’s existing EAL support strategies and resources. Continue to monitor progress and adapt support as the child’s English proficiency develops.
· If the indicators suggest the child may have Speech, Language and Communication Needs (SLCN):
Continue with the R2i SLCN domain to explore these needs in more depth. This will help inform targeted interventions and appropriate referrals where necessary.
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