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IDENTIFIACATION OF SPECIFIC RESEARCH-BASED INSTRUCTION
METHODS TO TEACH PRE-LITERATE ESOL STUDENTS

Edwidge Crevecoeur, University of Central Florida

Abstract

Much of the literacy research provides evidence regarding the instructional practices
and methodology used when teaching narive English speakers or mainstream English
as 2 Second Langnage (ESL) classes. However, it has now become imperative to
identify effectve instructional practices that can be used with adult English literacy
learners (AELLs). AFELLs originate from backgtounds where literacy has been
unavailable, denied or recently codified. Therefore, a descriptive study was conducted
to identify nstructional practices and tools used to teach adult English literacy learners
in Florida. Surveys and a focus group wete utilized to capture these practices. A small
sample of 17 literacy instructors responded to the sutvey on literacy instruction, and
five literacy instructors attended a focus group discussion meeting to elaborate on the
survey answers. The results indicated that the instructors ate utilizing the following
tesearch-based instructional practices and tools when teaching AELLs: language
expetience approach, use of the native language during instruction, active learning, and
Environmental Print.

T Introduction

In 2008, over one million adults were enrolled in federally funded adult education
programs ESL classes (National Center for Education Statistics, 2010). As stated by
Burt & Peyton (2003), many adults who participate in educational programs have
differing educational and literacy experiences. Many students have backprounds where
literacy is not widespread in their communities not is it deemed necessary for survival.
The background and stages of every student must be taken into account in order
to offer an optimal learning environment that will enable the learner to become
literate. Before literacy can be taught in a second language, the role that literacy played
in the first language must be explored, According to Hundey (cited in Butt & Peyton,
2003}, several stages or categories of literacy can be defined in the context of the first

language (L.1).
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Recognizing the stages of literacy can help teachers to develop and use successful
instroctional practices. The stages discussed by Burt & Peyton (2003) are: pre-fiterate,
won-literate and seiliterate. The preliterate leamner otiginates from a way of life that does
not revolve around literacy. The stage is characterized by language in the process of
codification. More specifically, the written code is being developed and has not yet
been standatdized for wide spread use. The won-fiterate learner has resided in an
environment where literacy was available, but literacy instruction had been denied,
many tmes due to socioeconomic status, Warfare and destitution can also lead to
limited schooling and the corresponding difficulties with reading and writing in the
native language. Those learners who often have a lower socioeconomic status and
some level {(1-6 years) of education ate considered semsliterate learners. Some type of
contact with literacy has occutted in theit home language but only at a minimal level
This article will only focus on the pre-fiferate learner.

2 Iwstructional practices

Whether an AELL is considered preliterate, nonliterate, or semiliterate, it is important
for teachers to have a vatying number of approaches, methods, and techniques that
can best meet the specific needs of their literacy students. The terms nstructional practices
and #e/s have been selected and will be used throughout this article to encapsulate the
apptoaches, methods, and techniques of teachers. Below are research based
instructional practices and tools used when teaching AELLs, Four were selected for
inclusion in the study.

2.1 Langnage Experience Approach

Holt (1995) stated that the language experience approach (LEA) can be successfully
used to instruct low-level literacy learners. The lesson would commence with a class
discussion on a shared experience, such as a feld trip. The learners provide sentences
and the teacher writes the sentences on the board. The instructor proceeds to read the
sentences cleatly, pointing to each wotd as it is pronounced and confirming that what
is written is what the student stated, however simple the sentences are. After the story
is finished, the instructor recites it aloud with the students being encouraged to join in
the reading if possible. According to LEA, various activities can evolve from the
reading, For the preliterate learner, they can copy the narrative and undetline the
portions of the story that can be read or circle certain words that have a selected
sound. This will assist them with simple word recognition. Pre-literate learners, who
have leamed to hold a pen or pencil and have been taught letter formation, are able to
copy letters with some success, although many are unable to pronounce the letters ot
decode the words they are copying.

2.2 Native language
The LEA did not mention the role of the native language in literacy instruction. A

study by Burtoff in New York City compared techniques and results of two groups of
adult Haitian Creole speakers with one group receiving English-only (L2) literacy
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instruction and the other receiving home-language (L1} literacy instruction while
learning English (as cited in Roberts, 1994). Both groups received the same number of
instructional hours. The results of the study showed that the leamners who received 1.1
instruction demonstrated stronger literacy skills than those who received instruction in
L2.

Wrigley (2005) noted that the use of the native language is helpful because the
learners’ brains are always trying to create verbal responses, understand print, and
interpret what the teacher is asking while at the same time handling a new language
and culture. Many leatners who struggle with literacy have not attended any type of
foymal schooling since they were children; therefore, becoming accustomed to new
tasks is an additional adjustment. The learning process can be enhanced through
explanations in L1 and once the instructions are clear, the assignment can become
even more feasible. For example, asking students to open their books to a certain page,
underline, or circle are academic activities. Pre-literate leamners with little to no
classroom experience may not understand these instruction if stated in the L2. The
instructor may demonstrate the actions of opening a book, underlining a word, or
circling a letter; however, if these actions are demonstrated and explained in the native
language the learners will begin to understand that certain instructions pertain to
classtoom related activities. Although obvious to those accustomed to formal
education settings, pre-literate learners must be taught classroom instructions and
expected reactions to those instructions.

2.3 Active learning

Research states that it s important to have the adult leamer play an active role in
selecting topics, language, and matedals. “AAcive farning is generally defined as any
instructonal method that enpages students in the learning process. The core elements
of active learning are student activity and engagement in the leaming process” {Prince,
2004).

In a pre-literate classroom, engaping students in the learning process may include
requiting students to bring outside experiences into the classroom (Wrigley, 2005).
Some examples observed by Wrigley were field trips where leamers were encouraged
to use English, or having students bring in fliers, catalogues, soup labels, and basically
anything that reflected the literacy that they encountered on a regular basis. Class
lessons should evolve from the expetiences and languages of the adult learner (Holt,
1995) and the learners’ wisdom and experiences should be shared with the other
learners and viewed as a resource, This technique differs from LEA insofar that the
learners are simply sharing items or words learned from their environment at different
points in time. LEA on the other hand, mainly focuses on shared experiences
occurdng at the same time for the purpose of writing down this experience as a class
activity.

2.4 Four keys for successful instructors
According to Freeman, Freeman & Mercur (2001), there are four research-based keys

that should be applied to older, limited formal-schooling learners with literacy needs.
The first key is to dwwolve students in a challenging, theme-based ecurvicninm to increase



24 Edwidge Crevecvesr

academic concepts. This can be achieved by udlizing the previous experiences of the
students and by valuing their languape and cultural backgrounds when assessing them.
Hamayan & Pfleger (1987) believes that literacy can develop easily in the classroom by
providing meaningful environmental print, establishing lessons that motivate literacy
and create meaning, establishing a non-threatening environment, combining
instruction about forms and structures in meaningful activities, and incorporating
litetacy instruction with scholastic content. The second key is to utilize #he sindents’
expertences, aiftires and langrages. The third is to arramge wllzborative projects and scaffold
dnstruction to strengthen students’ academic English aptitude. The final key is to generate
confident students who appteciate school and appreciate themselves as learners.

2.5 Eunvironmental print-instrucional toof

Hudelson (as cited in Roberts, 1994) believes that in a literate environment, literacy can
develop in the learner. Instructots can inform students about road signs, advertising,
print media, and descriptions in their sutroundings. In turn, the students can bring
examples of print they come across en a daily basis (Condelli & Wrigley, 2006;
Kutvers, van Hout, & Vallen, 2006; Pérez & Torres-Guzman, 2002; van de Craats,
Kurvers, & Young Scholten, 2006). Meanings, sounds, and graphic symbols should be
instructed concurrently because learners often are conscious of the fact that graphic
symbols can demonstrate verbal meaning, If the instructor can begin by being aware of
what the learners alteady understand, then instruction can commence in a positive
mannet. Wrigley (2005) strongly stresses that literacy learners have valuable skills that
the instructor can utilize to build the curdculum. Adult learners navigate in an
environment that is filled with both spoken English and print resources. That
combination leads to a list of sight words that the learners begin to depend on, thereby
expanding their background knowledge and life experiences to assist in their literacy
acquisiion process.

2.6 Role gf metacognition

Metacognitionn basically means knowing about knowing and being able to choose
different strategies to learn something, Both practitionets and researchers who work in
the field of ESL literacy stress the relationship between a learner’s ability to utilize
metacognitive apptoaches and his or her confidence in learning, Angst, et al. (2002)
state that literacy leatners need to know how to examine their own learning and should
be encouraged to think about how they learn. Additionally, the instructor can wotk
towards identifying which instructional practices the learner has already obtained and
work with him or her in order to transfer the skills for classroom use.

3 Research method and design

AFLL teachers struggle to address the needs of learners who lack literacy in their
native languages and need technical assistance to effectively otganize instructon to
meet the educational and linguistic needs of pre-literate adult ESOL students. The
purpose of this study was to determine which of the proven tesearched-based
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instructional practices and tools of AELL teachers are currently being used and to
identify addidonal instructional practices employed by teachers.

A1 Research questions and design

1. Are instructors of AELLs currently using four of the research-based instructional
practices?

2. What additonal instructional practices are instructors using when teaching
AELLs?

A descriptive research design was employed to explote the research questons. The
descriptive research design is used to *provide an accurate description or picture of the
status or charactetistics of a situation or phenomenon’ {Johnson & Christensen, 2000:
302).

3.2 Methods of data colfection and tnstramenis nsed

Swrveys and a focus group were utilized to capture the instructional practices being
used to teach pre-literate AELLs. Swrveps recorded teachers’ self-reported instructional
practices in their classtooms. A foans gromp was established to fucther elaborate on the
answers included in the instructor surveys. It also allowed teachers to exchange ideas
and information on best instructional practices.

3.2.1 Instructor surveys

The desipn and method of the research project developed from research studies that
have identified specific instructional practices that are considered successful in AELL
classrooms. These methods were then incorporated into surveys. The administrators
of the literacy programs distributed the surveys to the adult ESOL teachets
participating in the study. They also collected and returned them to the researchets.
Among the topics included were: the Language Expedence Approach (LEA) evidences
of literacy, oral repetition, visual discrimination of letters and words, auditory
discrimination of sounds and the use of the learners’ native language in the classtoom.

3.2.2 Docws groups

After the instructor surveys were returned, a focus proup discussion was organized.
Ten pre-literacy adult ESOL teachers were invited but five chose to participate: two
from Miami-Dade County, and one each from Duval, St. Lucie, and Orange Counties.
Sampling-The researchers drew a geographically stratified sample of adult ESOL
literacy programs throughout Florida to ensure representation from ateas with diverse
pepulations and to keep within financial resources. Random sampling was also used to
disserninate the Instructor Methodology Surveys to the AELL instructors throughout
Florida. The focus group discussion questions were penerated directly from the group
and the responses obtained from the teacher surveys, The information obtained was
recorded and documented for further analysis and future tesearch. Some questions
included:



26 Edwidge Crevecoenr

Strategies

- What are the most successful straregies you have implemented in your classtoom?

- Are manipulatives used in your classroom, such as pennies, bingo chips, clay etc.?

- Do students bring in any evidences of literacy to yout class, such as medication
bottles, bills, doctots’ appointment slips, etc.?

- What do you think is the role of the native language in the classroom?

- What are the challenges you most often see in your classroom? What challenges
do you face?

Methodologies

- Do you teach the visual/auditory discrimination of letters and words duting your
lessons? Such as explaining /p/ and/b/

- Do you use the Language Experience Approach (LEA) in your classtoom?

4 Survey results

Instructional practice surveys were disserninated to literacy instructors throughout
Flotida. Seventeen instructors responded to the survey. Although a small sample, the
tesponses provided insight into the instructonal practices they are currently utilizing,
The table below demonstrates the percentage of instructors who reported using the
research-based instructional practices included in the survey when teaching AELLs
{Idensified). The instructors’ responses indicating #of using the practices were recorded
in Net idenfified category. Note: Information was not collected on how the strategies
were implemented and how effective they were. This preliminary research was
conducted to first identify the practices being used. Future papers will address the
effectives of these practices, The following is the compilation of survey results.

Table 1: Research-based instractional practices survey resmits (N=17)

Instructonal Practces/tools Identified Not identified
Language expetience approach 82.35% 17.65%
Native language 88.23% 11.77%
Active learning (field trips) 19.04% 80.96%
Manipulatives 30.95% 69.05%
Discussions 30.95% 69.05%
Environmental print (tool) 82.23% 17.77%

Langnage experience approach - The Lanpgnage experience approach (LEA) was utilized by
82.35% of the instructots but 17.65% stated that they do not use LEA.

Naiive langnage- When the instructors were asked whether they utilized the students’
home language to explain concepts 88.23% said “yes” and 11.77% said “no.” Aafve
Role of fearners -The principal activides that were used in the classroom were student
discussions {30.95%), manipulatives (30.95%), and field trips such as going shopping
ot to the bank remained at (19.04%).
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Environmental print - When the instructors were asked if their students brought in
evidence of literacy from the outside to the classroom, 82.23% of the instructors said
“ves” while 17.77% said, “no.”

5 Additional practices reported on stirveys

Oraf repetition -The instructors were asked if oral repetiion was udlized in the
classroom and 100% stated “yes.” The majotity of instructors (52.95%) use oral
repetition in all of their classes where 47.05% use it in most of their classes. [/Zswal and
Awnditory Diserimination of Letters-All of the instructors {100%) stated that they use visual
disctimination to teach the sounds of letters. While 94.11% use auditory
disctimination,-5.89% did not. Listening, Speaking, Reading and Writing The instructors
stated that they devote 25% of their time to listening skills, 20% to speaking skills, 25-
30% to reading skills and 25% to writing skills.

6 Individwal Practices Reported Dy the Instructors

Use of phonics
- “The most effective teaching method is the phonological one which consists in
helping students to recognize short and long vowels; spell words with real
sound letter, read make sentences, etc....”
- Hooked on phaonics —~ phonics strategy programs
Reading strategies
- Cloze activities
- Story-telling and translation into student languages
- A review at the end of each topic
Visual activities
- Visuals (“They can see the pictutes.”)
- “I write almost everything I say on the board, The students can see the words
as they listen and attempt to tepeat the sounds.”
- Organizational charts that focus on wotds or topics (students listen and check
off information)
Body language techniques
- “Reading” and using body language to reduce anxiety
- Total Physical Response
Acquiting basic information
- Use basic information through modeling and questioning
- Identifying important informaton (name, social security, etc.)
- Lessons focus on acquiring and using basic information
Electronic devices
- Listening to tapes
- Use of video, music, graphics, (such as the news cartoons), audio
Positive learning environment
- “I have the students interact with each other almost every class. We try to
incorporate the lesson of the day into conversations.”
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- Group or cooperative learning

- Partneting strategies

- “The most effective teaching is to motivate and transmit confidence to the
students by questions and answers.”

- Create an atmosphere of learning

6.1 Analysis and discrssion

The purpose of this study was to determine if instructors were using four research-
based instructional practices when teaching AELLs. Additionally, it sought to identify
other instmictional practices and tools teacbers used.

The language experience approach (LEA) was utilized by 82.35% of the instructots
but 17.65% stated that they do not use LEA, as they were unfamiliar with the
approach. Survey results showed that the majotity of instructors used LEA in the
classroom. These results stress the use of meaning in the classtoom and allow the
students to leatn from a shated experience. During the focus group discussions, one
instructor explained not using the approach because she reserved it for children. The
use of a shared expetience, such as field trips, can be more easily accomplisbed in the
primary and elementary grades making it easier for instructors to use LEA. As for the
adults, instructors must be more creative otganizing a shared experience, as field trips
are often difficult to otganize for adult learners with limited fime and funds. Once a
shared expetience has been established, children and adults can truly benefit from this
apptoach because both groups ate able to observe the connection between the spoken
and written wotd. According to Taylor (cited in Holt, 1995), the LEA can be used with
low-level pre-literate learners to encourage listening and to observe the manner in

which speech/language is related to print.
6.2 Native langeage

When asked whether they utilized the students” native language to explain concepts,
88.23% said “yes” and 11.77% said “no.”” According to the surveys, the instructors are
indeed using the native Ianguage to instruct their students when homogeneous
linguistic groups are present, However, during the focus group session, thete were
differences in opinions about the use of the native language in the classtoom. Several
instructors avoided using the native language in the classroom and separated learners
who spoke the same language in order to promote only speaking in English. Others
used the native language as a tool and paired like-language leamets together in otder to
encourage student participation, or they used the native language in the lessons to
exphin concepts. According to the instructors, both strategies were successful. The
instructors who use the native language in the classroom believe it to be quite
advantageous. They, were able to explain certain concepts to the students until total
understanding of the concept was achieved.

Wrigley (2005) states that despite a class not being a native literacy class, a bilingual
instructor can utilize the native langnage to give instructions ot shott translations in
which positive results can occur. A review of school guidelines in the native language
can introduce a nonthreatening enviroriment and help prevent student absences. This
is especially important with literacy learners who might not have had priot schooling
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or might not understand how school procedures work. Concurrent acquisiion of the
native language can have satisfactory effects on the progression of English literacy
among pre-literate, nonliterate and semiliterate adult learners (Burt & Peyton, 2003).
Research indicates that the use of the learner’s native language can greatly assist in the
comprehension of classroom concepts or lower anxiety levels in the classtoom.

6.3 Active laruing

The principal activides that were used in the classroom were student discussions
(30.95%), manipulatives (30.95%), and cultural experiences such as going shopping or
to the bank (19.04%). The results show that the majority of instructors are utilizing
manipulatives and the learners’ cultural experiences during instruction. In the focus
groups, one instructor stated that trays of sand are used in the classroom for the
learners to write and feel the letters and words they are creating. They also used flash
cards, alphabet sets, bingo games, and Cuisenaire rods to assist with word ordet in
sentences to add dimension to instruction, From the survey results it was appatent that
events such as field trips were used only by a small nnmber of instructors. They
reported not having enough funds or time to take the leamets on trips ot events.
Liability issues also contrbuted to the exclusion of trips in the curriculum.

The activides that the instructors focused on were student centered and, depending
on the manipulatives, quite meaningful as past literacy research has stressed. When
using manipulatives and realia in the classtoom it is impottant that they are authente,
but hand-made materials from the instructors are also effective. Instructors are also
encouraged to create their own manipulatives that are meaningful to the students’ lives
and reflect their experiences (Angst et al., 2000).

6.4 Environmental print

When the instructors were asked if their students brought in evidence of literacy (any
itemn with written word found in the students’ homes or envitonment) encountered on
a daily basis to the classroom, 82.23% of the instructors reported “yes™ and 17.77%
responded “no.” The instructors provided examples of literacy that the students have
brought to the classroom, which included: insurance forms, school papets for their
children, unemployment letters, medication botles, and electric bills. When asked if
they requested their students to brng in evidence of literacy as an assignment, 23.52%
of the instructors said “yes” and 76.48% said “no.” Of those who said yes, they
requested that the students bring clothing labels, ethnic drinks, family pictures, and
restaurant receipts. OF those who reported in the negative, they repotted simply not
thinking about incorporating these itemns in their lesson, but chose to remain focus on
the curriculum and lesson of the day.

Research has stressed the importance of bringing meaning into the classroom,
especially when trying to reach the adult ESOL literacy leamet. According to the
survey results, the learners are voluntarily bringing evidences of litetacy into the
classtoom which is a clear sign that meaning must be integrated into the classtoom
lessons. Howevet, the results also indicated that the instructots are not requesting their
students to bring in examples of literacy. The instructors welcomed the opportunity to
explain or to read any items brought in by the students but this was done on an
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individual basis. Tt is recommended that learners share anything that represents the
literacy that they come across frequently (Wrigley, 2005).

7 Additional insiructional practices

Oral repetition - The instructors were asked if oral repetiion was utilized in the
classtroom and 100% stated “ves.” The majority of instruzctors {52.94%) use oral
repetition in all of their classes where 47.05% use it in most of their classes. However,
Wrigley (2005) has cautioned against repetitive and tedious instruction because if used
excessively it can impede the leatning process. Thete should be a balance between the
repetitions of course material and the introduction of new concepts.

Visiwal disrimmination - All of the instructors (100%) stated that they use visual
discrimination to teach the sounds of letters. While 94.11% use auditory
disctiminaton, 5.89% did not. The sutvey tesults concur with tesearch that
demonstrates that a balance between the use of visual and auditory discrimination has
a positive effect on learners’ acquisiion. Holt (1993) recommends that the visual
recogniton of letters and words, auditory discomination of sounds and words,
phonics, written conventions, and sight words merged with whole language
approaches creates a successful research based strategy.

Listening, speaking, reading, and writing Skills - The instructors stated that they devote
25% of their time to listening skills, 20% to speaking skills, 25-30% to treading skills
and 25% to writing skills. Although teaching techniques combine the skills, instructors
still discussed them separately. For example, when the focus of the lesson was on a
listening skill activity, the instructors only focused on that activity to enable the
leamers to fully concentrate on the listening skill being taught. The same was stated for
speaking, reading, and writing. When instructing literacy learners, class activities should
develop along a continuum from less challenging to more challenging, while stll
teaching all four skills simultaneously.

8 Conclusion and recommendations
8.1 Conclusions

Adult English-language literacy learners (AELLs) bring their diverse and inspiring
backgrounds to the literacy classroom, which must not be ignoted by the insttuctor.
Howevet, this is not to say that instruction is easy and straightforward. Each leamer is
distinct and requires instruction that differs from mainsteeam ESL classes. The
theoretical and research basis for AELLs emphasizes how utilizing the individual
background and experiences of the students in classroom lessons can enhance learning
and that teachers can develop teaching methods and materials to help these learners
become literate. Awareness of the leamer’s pre-literate background establishes essential
information for the instrictor to develop appropriate instructional methods. However,
regardless of the backpround, the literacy research conducted demonstrates that
effective literacy instruction incorporates the lives of the literacy learners and
capitalizes on what the leatners can bring to the classroom. Instructors can also help
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with instructional practices that utlize expetimentation, theodzation, construction of
meaning, and, most importantly, the creation of confidence in the student reader and
writer.

8.2 Recommendations

Many literacy instructors are former ESOL instructors who are utilizing their old
ESOL methods and are not aware that they are not effective when teaching pre-
literate, non-literate or semi-literate learners. Recently instructors have been voicing
their concerns and say they truly want to be on the “same page” when instructing
literacy leamers. Training that specifically meets the needs of teachers of pre-literate
leattiers is highly recommended. The teachers also stressed the importance of being
able to provide input and have a voice in the development of literacy curricula.

Futther research in this area should be dedicated to the development of training along
with the creation of a manual that focuses on the needs of pre-literate learners. The
AELL classes should utilize reading books that use simple, decodable, high frequency,
and environmental sight words (stop, push, pull, etc.) that would help leatners progress
most effectively.
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