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Abstract

This study investigated the influence of language barriers on classroom engage-
ment among Spanish-speaking migrant students at Grove Primary School. The
study examined how limited English proficiency affected students’ participa-
tion, interaction with teachers and peers, and overall classroom involvement.
Data were collected from teachers and Spanish-speaking migrant students us-
ing semi-structured interviews, student questionnaires and classroom observa-
tions. The findings revealed that language barriers affected students” under-
standing of instructions, confidence, class discussion, peer interaction, and
participation. Teachers identified visual aids, simplified language, translation,
peer support, and repeated instructions as useful strategies. The study recom-
mends greater language support to improve migrant students’ classroom en-
gagement.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Research Background

Language is central to the process of teaching, learning and communicating in the
primary school setting. For many students who are required to learn in a language
that is different from their home language, this will affect their understanding of
the instructional input and their ability to engage fully with all classroom-based
activities [1]. Global migration has led to an increase in the linguistic diversity
within primary schools. As such, it is common for many students to be instructed
in a language that is different from their first language. It is documented by re-
search that learning through a second language impacts students’ ability to com-
prehend, communicate and participate in classroom-based activities [2]. The OECD
[3] also reports that language proficiency is closely related to both students’ en-
gagement and academic outcomes throughout the early years.

There has been an increase in migrants entering the Caribbean, predominantly
from Spanish-speaking countries into English-speaking territories. UNESCO [4]
found that migrant students in the Caribbean encounter issues with participation
due to classes being taught in English alone. Okoli and Nweke [5] further reported
that the language barrier issues in migrant students affected both the level of social
interactions within the classroom and levels of socialisation for these students
within the primary school settings of the Caribbean.

Guyana has also seen a considerable increase in Spanish-speaking migrants,
particularly from Venezuela. According to local newspapers, many educational sys-
tems have begun to enrol a growing number of Spanish-speaking students, causing

language-related challenges for schools and teachers [6] [7].

1.2. Statement of the Problem

Spanish-speaking migrant students at Grove Primary School will be expected to
participate in an English-language instructional classroom. The limitations on the
English language proficiency of these students may limit their ability to compre-
hend lessons, respond to the teacher, and participate in class-based activities, which
can impact student learning and social interactions.

According to Amina et al. [8], teachers may find it difficult to assess the extent
of student understanding and provide adequate support to migrant students be-
cause of communication difficulties. There has been an increase in the number of
Spanish-speaking migrant students within Guyana’s education system, and a need
for studies that examine the influence of language barriers on primary-level stu-

dents’ participation within the classroom; hence, this study aimed to fill this gap.

1.3. Purpose of the Study

This study aimed to investigate the influence of language barriers on the class-
room engagement of Spanish-speaking migrant students at Grove Primary
School.
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1.4. Research Questions

How do language barriers affect the participation of Spanish-speaking migrant
students during daily classroom instruction?
How do language barriers influence interaction between Spanish-speaking mi-

grant students, teachers and peers?

2. Literature Review

Hidayat et al. [9] noted that during classroom sessions, teacher-student and stu-
dent-student interaction among peers is essential to facilitate learning. Nonethe-
less, in the case of Spanish-speaking migrant students who are taught in English,
insufficient language proficiency might pose a barrier to their potential to ask
questions, provide answers to instructions, discuss, and collaborate with other stu-
dents. This is consistent with the findings of Egert et al. [1], who reported that
students taught through a second language may experience difficulties with un-

derstanding and classroom engagement.

2.1. Language Barriers and Classroom Engagement

A language barrier in an educational setting occurs when students cannot effec-
tively communicate through the instructional language. Al-Mutairi [10] stated
that a language barrier is an obstacle that interferes with communication between
people using their native language(s). A student’s ability to comprehend class-
room material and their ability to understand teacher instructions, and to com-
municate his or her thoughts clearly may be affected by the presence of alanguage
barrier.

Student engagement refers to the extent to which students participate actively
and meaningfully in the learning process. Student engagement involves behav-
ioural, emotional and cognitive elements of the student’s participation in the
learning activity [11]. This may include active listening, participating in classroom
discussions, completing classroom work and cooperating with teachers and peers.

Primary school engagement is especially significant for fostering a student’s ac-
ademic growth, social growth, and attitudes toward learning. Migrant students
who face a language barrier in their new country will likely be less engaged than
non-migrant students. Egert e al. [1] found that when a student does not know
what is being said in class, they are less likely to participate and often become
disengaged from other classroom learning opportunities.

Effective teacher-student interaction is an essential element of good teaching
and learning. Where there is little or no interaction between teachers and students,
the potential for instructional support and student feedback will be limited; and
where the use of the English language in classroom interactions creates a barrier
for either party, the ability of teachers to provide accurate assessments of their
students’ understanding will be reduced.

Okoli and Nweke [5] also noted that teachers of migrant students typically en-

counter significant barriers when communicating ideas and/or providing direc-
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tions to their migrant students due to communication obstacles. Okoli and Nweke
[5] also noted that teachers in linguistically diverse classrooms frequently struggle
to manage classroom interactions as well. Additionally, UNESCO [4] stated that
teachers within a linguistically diverse classroom may need additional teaching
strategies and teacher professional development to accommodate the needs of

those migrant students who have lower levels of linguistic proficiency.

2.2. Theoretical Framework

This study is grounded in Sociocultural Theory, which emphasises the importance
of language and social interaction in the learning process. The theory is relevant
to this study because language barriers can disrupt communication between stu-
dents, teachers, and peers. As a result, Spanish-speaking migrant students at Grove
Primary School may experience reduced participation, limited classroom interac-
tion, and lower overall classroom engagement. The framework is informed by

Vygotsky’s account of socially mediated learning [12].

3. Methodology
3.1. Research Design

This study used a mixed-methods descriptive case study design. The case study
component allowed the researcher to examine the experiences of Spanish-speak-
ing migrant students and their teachers within the natural setting of Grove Pri-
mary School. The qualitative component consisted of semi-structured teacher in-
terviews and classroom observations, while the quantitative descriptive compo-
nent consisted of closed-ended student questionnaire responses that were sum-
marised using frequencies and percentages. This design was suitable because it
enabled the researcher to capture participants’ explanations, observed behaviours
and simple numerical summaries to gain a better understanding of how language
barriers affected classroom engagement [13] [14].

3.2. Population, Sample and Sampling

The target population included the Spanish-speaking migrant students attending
Grove Primary School and teachers teaching Grades 4 - 6. The sample consisted
of 20 participants: 15 migrant Spanish-speaking students in Grades 4 - 6 and five
teachers who directly taught one or more Spanish-speaking students. The students
came from different age groups, grade levels, and years of enrolment; however,
they were all taught using English as an additional language.

Participants were selected based on characteristics directly relevant to the study;
therefore, purposive sampling was used [15]. The inclusion criteria for the stu-
dents were: 1) enrolled at Grove Primary School, 2) migrated from a Spanish-
speaking country or Spanish was the main language in the home, 3) had limited
English proficiency as indicated by the class teacher, and 4) parents/guardians
consented to their participation. Criteria for inclusion as a teacher were: 1) the

teacher worked at Grove Primary School, 2) taught at least one of the migrant
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Spanish-speaking children, and 3) agreed to participate. Students and teachers
who did not meet these criteria were excluded from the study. The purposive sam-
ple thus represented participants who personally experienced the language and

engagement issues under investigation.

3.3. Instruments and Data Collection Procedures

Data were collected using semi-structured teacher interviews, a student question-
naire, and a classroom observation checklist. The teacher interviews provided de-
tailed information about language challenges, student understanding of instruc-
tions, participation in class, interaction with teachers and peers, and support strat-
egies. The questionnaire included primarily closed-ended questions that provided
descriptive counts of responses and also spaces to allow students to note the types
of supports that helped them. An observation checklist for the classroom was used
to document observable engagement behaviours in lessons. These three instru-
ments helped to triangulate questionnaire responses, teacher explanations, and
observed classroom behaviours [13] [14].

The semi-structured interview combined with the student questionnaire and
classroom observation checklist enabled the researcher to obtain relevant data re-
garding the classroom participation, communication, and overall engagement
that was affected by language barriers. The researcher also used more than one
instrument to enhance the study by comparing information from various instru-
ments to ensure triangulation and credibility of the study findings [13] [14].

Data collection procedures were structured to ensure consistency throughout
the study. Before data collection, the necessary institutional approval and partici-
pant consent were obtained. Consent from teachers was obtained, and consent
from parents of children who were involved in the study was obtained.

The student questionnaire was presented in a language-friendly way as the par-
ticipants were not very proficient in English. The questionnaire was provided in
English and Spanish. A bilingual assistant was used to explain the questions orally
in Spanish whenever clarification was needed. Students were allowed to record
responses without being rushed, and the administrator avoided leading them to-
wards a particular answer. These procedures minimised the chance that the stu-
dents’ responses were due to difficulty in interpreting the instrument as opposed
to their actual classroom experiences. Completed responses were sorted and tab-

ulated for analysis in terms of frequencies and percentages.

3.4. Operational Definition of Classroom Engagement

For this study, classroom engagement was operationalised as students’ observable
and reported involvement in learning across three dimensions. Behavioural en-
gagement encompassed: listening to the teacher, obeying instructions, answering
or asking questions, completing assigned tasks, participating in discussions, group
activities and interacting with peers. Emotional engagement included confidence,

willingness to participate, comfort communicating in English, interest in lessons
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and reluctance or fear when responding. Cognitive engagement included under-
standing instructions and vocabulary, concentrating on lesson content, attempt-
ing tasks independently, seeking clarification and using strategies or support to
understand. The observation checklist was aligned with these dimensions: partic-
ipation, task completion and peer interaction represented behavioural engage-
ment; confidence, willingness and signs of withdrawal represented emotional en-
gagement; and comprehension, sustained attention, help-seeking and persistence

represented cognitive engagement.

3.5. Data Analysis

Questionnaire responses were coded by response category and entered into a sim-
ple frequency table. Frequencies and percentages were calculated by dividing the
number of responses in each category by the total number of participants in the
relevant group and multiplying by 100. Teacher interview responses and observa-
tion notes were analysed thematically. First, the researcher read the interview
notes or transcripts and observation records several times to become familiar with
the data. Secondly, meaningful statements were given initial codes, for instance,
difficulty understanding instructions, fear of speaking, limited peer interaction,
visual support and translation. Third, codes that were related were compiled into
larger categories. Fourth, themes emerged from a review of the recurring catego-
ries during the interviews and observations and were grouped under the research
questions, such as barriers to participation, barriers to interaction and supportive
teaching strategies. Finally, the qualitative themes were compared with the ques-
tionnaire frequencies and percentages see if there were areas of agreement, differ-

ence and convergence.

3.6. Validity and Reliability

The researcher employed standardised procedures in conducting interviews, stu-
dent questionnaires, and classroom observations to enhance reliability. Triangu-
lation of data was also done through the comparison of the data obtained from
the interview, the questionnaire and the classroom observation checklist. This
helped to identify common patterns in findings and enhanced the validity of find-

ings.

3.7. Ethical Considerations

Informed Consent: Participation in this study was voluntary. Before data collec-
tion, approval was obtained from the Ministry of Education, Guyana. Informed
consent was obtained from the participating teachers, and parental or guardian
consent was obtained for all participating students.

Confidentiality and Anonymity: The identity of each participant was kept con-
fidential during the study. No personal information was given, and reports were
anonymous. Data were stored securely and only accessible by the researcher.

Minimisation of Harm: The study posed no significant risk or harm to partici-
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pants. Observations were done during regular teaching and learning hours to
minimise disruption. Questionnaires were administered at an appropriate time to
avoid stress and inconvenience to the participants. Participants also had the right
to withdraw from the study at any time without consequence.

Respect and Cultural Sensitivity: Special efforts were made to address the cul-
tural and linguistic context of the Spanish-speaking migrant students. The re-
searcher treated all interactions with respect, sensitivity and awareness of lan-
guage differences. This helped to create an atmosphere of trust and comfort for

the participants.

4. Results

4.1. Language Barriers and Participation

To answer Research Question One, analysis was done in the form of descriptive
analysis using teachers” and students’ responses. The analysis was conducted on
the following aspects: language problems that teachers observed, language prob-
lems that were reported by the students, understanding of the classroom instruc-
tions, types of support that helped the students understand lessons, students’
level of participation in the classroom, and students’ participation in classroom
discussions. The effect of the language barrier on the students’ ability to under-
stand, express, write and follow instructions and actively participate in their
daily classroom learning was presented in the form of frequencies and percent-
ages.

The language challenges reported by the Spanish-speaking migrant students are
presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Language challenges faced by students.

Language Challenges Faced by Students Number of Students  Percentage

I do not understand instructions 3 20.0%

I find it hard to speak English 4 26.7%

I am afraid to participate 2 13.3%

I cannot understand some words 4 26.7%

I have difficulty writing in English 2 13.3%
Total 15 100%

As shown in Table 1, difficulty speaking English and understanding unfamiliar
words were the most frequently reported language challenges. The most fre-
quently selected challenges were “I find it hard to speak English” and “I cannot
understand some words,” with four students (26.7%) selecting each response.
Three students (20.0%) reported difficulty understanding instructions. Two stu-
dents (13.3%) reported being afraid to participate, and two students (13.3%) re-
ported difficulty writing in English.

The results show that speaking English and understanding unfamiliar vocabu-
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lary were the most common difficulties. These challenges may reduce students’
confidence, limit their ability to respond orally and make it harder to follow lesson
content. Difficulties with instructions, writing and fear of participation further
indicate that the language barrier affected behavioural, emotional and cognitive
engagement.

Teachers’ perceptions of the students’ ability to understand classroom instruc-

tions are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Students’ understanding of instructions.

Understanding of Instructions Number of Teachers Percentage
Fairly well 1 20%
Limited 3 60%
Very limited 1 20%
Total 5 100%

As shown in Table 2, most teachers indicated that the students had a limited
understanding of classroom instructions. This result indicates that the majority of
teachers who responded to this question stated that students struggled with in-
structions. This may affect participation because students who are unsure of what
to do may remain silent, avoid tasks or rely on others for support.

Teachers’ perceptions of the students’ level of classroom participation are pre-
sented in Table 3.

Table 3. Level of participation.

Level of Participation Number of Teachers Percentage
Moderately active 1 20%
Mostly passive 3 60%
Very passive 1 20%
Total 5 100%

As indicated in Table 3, most teachers described the Spanish-speaking migrant
students as mostly passive during classroom activities. The results indicate that a
low level of active class participation was attributed to language barriers. The ma-
jority of teachers reported that students were passive. The passivity may have
stemmed from students’ inability to comprehend instructions, limited vocabulary

in English, and the fear of speaking English incorrectly.

4.2. Language Barriers and Interaction

To answer Research Question Two, analysis was done in the form of descriptive
analysis using teacher and student response data. The analysis focused on how

language barriers affected teacher-student interaction, peer interaction, and the
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strategies used to support classroom communication. The students’ responses
were also analysed to identify the types of support they believed would improve
their interaction and understanding in class. Frequencies and percentages were
used to show how language barriers limited communication with teachers and
classmates, as well as how strategies such as visuals, translation, peer support, sim-
plified language, slow speech, and extra time helped to reduce interaction difficul-
ties.

Teachers’ perceptions of the influence of language barriers on teacher-student

interaction are presented in Table 4.

Table 4. Teacher-student interaction.

Teacher Interaction Number of Teachers Percentage
Slightly 1 20%
Moderately 4 80%
Total 5 100%

As shown in Table 4, four of the five teachers reported that language barriers
moderately affected their interactions with students. This suggests that teachers
experienced difficulty giving instructions, explaining lessons, checking under-
standing and encouraging students to respond when communication depended
mainly on English.

Teachers’ perceptions of the students’ interactions with their classmates are

presented in Table 5.

Table 5. Peer interaction.

Peer Interaction Number of Teachers Percentage
Somewhat easy 1 20%
Limited 3 60%
Very little 1 20%
Total 5 100%

Asindicated in Table 5, most teachers reported that peer interaction among the
Spanish-speaking migrant students was limited. This indicates that language bar-
riers affected the students’ ability to communicate freely with their peers. Peer
interaction involves speaking, listening, and comprehending English; Spanish-
speaking migrant students may have struggled with participation in group work,
seeking assistance from their classmates, and/or participating in informal class-
room discussion.

The forms of classroom support preferred by the students are presented in Ta-
ble 6.
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Table 6. How teachers can better support students.

How Teachers Can Better Support Students = Number of Students  Percentage

Speak more slowly 4 26.7%

Use simpler words 3 20.0%

Use more pictures and visual aids 3 20.0%
Allow classmates to help me 2 13.3%
Give more time to complete work 3 20.0%
Total 15 100%

As shown in Table 6, the students identified slower speech, simpler words, vis-
ual aids, peer support and additional time as helpful classroom strategies. The re-
sults indicated that students required assistance to enhance their interactions and
understanding in the classroom. The findings indicate that students believed their
classroom understanding and interaction could be improved if teachers spoke
more slowly, used simpler language, provided visual aids, allowed peer support
and gave additional time to complete tasks. This indicates that student interaction
was greater when teachers adapted their communication style to the students’ lan-

guage needs.

5. Discussion

5.1. Participation during Classroom Instruction

For Research Question 1, the results indicated that language barriers negatively
affected the participation of Spanish-speaking migrant students in daily classroom
instruction. Difficulty with speaking, reading, writing, and listening was reported
by teachers, with speaking as the primary difficulty. This was also reflected in the
student responses, with students stating that they found it hard to speak English,
understand some English words, follow instructions, and write in English. These
findings are supported by the literature reviewed in this study, which indicated
that learning through a second language can affect students’ ability to compre-
hend, communicate and participate in classroom activities [1] [2]. The literature
also established that language is central to teaching, learning and communication
in the primary school setting.

The findings can also be explained in the context of Vygotsky’s Sociocultural
Theory [12]. The theory focuses on the significance of language in learning and
socialisation. Thus, when Spanish-speaking migrant students experience difficulty
comprehending and/or using English, they are less able to ask questions, respond
to teachers, and participate in classroom activities. This indicates that language
barriers impacted opportunities for students to participate in meaningful instruc-
tion throughout the day.

5.2. Interaction with Teachers and Peers

The student responses further supported this finding. Some students stated that
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classmates helped them understand lessons, while others suggested that teachers
should allow classmates to help them. This indicates that even some peer interac-
tion can help mitigate some of the effects of language barriers. This is related to
Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory [12], which states that learning occurs through
social interaction with others, such as a teacher or peers. The theory also empha-
sises the role of more knowledgeable persons in supporting students in developing
within the Zone of Proximal Development.

The results are also connected to the theoretical framework outlined in this
study. The framework explained that language barriers can prevent students from
answering questions properly and communicating effectively with teachers and
peers. The findings confirmed this, as students needed support such as slow ex-
planations, simple English, visual aids, translation, peer support, and more time
to complete tasks. Hence, language barriers affected academic interactions and
social interactions within the classroom.

The findings also align with UNESCO’s [4] position that schools with linguis-
tically diverse students need teaching strategies and teacher support to meet mi-
grant students’ needs. The teachers in this study considered visuals, translation,
peer support and simplified language to be useful strategies. Students also con-
firmed the need for support, stating that teachers should speak more slowly, use
simpler words, use more pictures and visual aids, allow classmates to help, and
give more time to complete work. This demonstrates that both teachers and stu-
dents were aware of the need to tailor teaching to minimise language barriers.

The findings are also supported by Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory [12]. The
theory suggests that students learn through social interaction and teacher and peer
support. Teachers in this study indicated the need for scaffolding by using visual
aids, simplified language, translation, repeated explanations, and peer support.
These strategies supported students in making sense of lessons and becoming
more involved in classroom activities. As such, teachers identified language bar-
riers as a significant barrier to the participation of Spanish-speaking migrant stu-
dents in the classroom and were aware that the use of appropriate support strate-
gies could enhance the classroom participation of Spanish-speaking migrant stu-

dents.

6. Conclusions

Based on the findings, it can be concluded that language barriers had a negative
impact on the classroom engagement of Spanish-speaking migrant students at
Grove Primary School. The results indicated that limited English proficiency
(LEP) hindered students’ understanding of instructions, involvement in lessons,
communication with teachers, peer interaction, and the ability to engage in class
discussions.

The study also found that language barriers affected the different dimensions
of classroom engagement. Behavioural engagement was affected because students

were mostly passive, participated less in class activities, and rarely joined class dis-
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cussions. Emotional engagement was affected because some students were reluc-
tant to participate and lacked confidence when communicating in English. Cog-
nitive engagement was affected since students struggled to interpret instructions,
vocabulary, and lesson content.

It can also be concluded that support strategies play an important role in min-
imising the negative impact of language barriers. Strategies such as speaking
slowly, using simple English, using pictures and visual aids, repeating instructions,
allowing peer support, using translation when necessary, and giving extra time
can help Spanish-speaking migrant students understand lessons and participate
more actively.

Finally, this study addressed the research questions by demonstrating that stu-
dents’ participation and interaction were negatively affected by language barriers,
as reflected in teacher perceptions and student responses by language barriers.
The results validated the notion that language is crucial to learning, communica-

tion, and classroom participation.

7. Limitations of the Study

This study was limited to one primary school and a small purposively selected
sample of 15 Spanish-speaking migrant students and five teachers. The conclu-
sions are thus limited to issues experienced at Grove Primary School and are not
necessarily representative of all migrant learners or schools in Guyana. Addition-
ally, teacher perceptions and student self-reports were included, which could have
been affected by memory, interpretation, or the need for socially appropriate re-
sponses. Credibility was further developed through classroom observations and
triangulation, but the observations were done during a short period, and this does
not necessarily indicate the attitudes of the students towards engagement in all
subjects, with all teachers or during the school term. Oral explanation minimised
language-related misunderstanding, but it did not remove all the differences in

understanding the items on the questionnaire.

8. Recommendations

Teachers should use simple English when giving instructions and explaining
lessons to Spanish-speaking migrant students.

Teachers should speak slowly and repeat important instructions to ensure that
students understand what they are expected to do.

Teachers should use more visual aids, such as pictures, charts, diagrams, flash-
cards, videos, and real objects, to support students’ understanding of lesson con-
tent.

Teachers should allow peer support in the classroom by pairing Spanish-speak-
ing migrant students with helpful classmates who can assist them during activities.

Teachers should use translation support where possible, such as bilingual word
lists, translated instructions, or simple Spanish-English classroom vocabulary

charts.
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Schools should provide professional development for teachers on how to sup-

port migrant students and students with limited English proficiency.

Teachers should create a classroom environment where students feel comfort-

able asking questions, participating in discussions, and making mistakes while

learning English.
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