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Abstract

Non-profit organizations are frequently safe havens in the community
where immigrants can find support during their transitional period of
adaptation and adjustment to their new environment in the United
States (Hung, 2007; Wilson, 2013). Many of these organizations have
educational programs that focus on teaching English as a second
language and on preparing immigrants to take the citizenship exam.
However, offering literacy classes in the adult learners’ native
languages occurs with less frequency (Tamassia, Lennon, Yamamoto,
& Kirsch, 2007). This qualitative case study explored the effectiveness
of a U.S.-based pilot Spanish literacy program from the participants’
experiences while developing first language (Spanish) literacy and
learning some English, their second language. In addition, the
implications for this program’s continuance are shared and analyzed.
Findings shed light on potential challenges and opportunities
associated with incorporating first language literacy programs at non-
profit organizations for adult learners who have experienced
interruptions in formal school-based learning.

The Sunshine Center (pseudonym) is a comprehensive immigrant
resource center offering hope and essential services to people who are
new to the United States. As such, this Center is dedicated to providing
immigrant families with support in immigration services, healthcare,
and education. Currently, the Sunshine Center offers English as a
second language (ESL) classes, citizenship preparation courses, and
Spanish classes to non-Spanish speaking adults learning Spanish as a
new language. The majority of the population served at the Sunshine
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Center is Latinx' and, although they are learning to speak and
understand spoken English, many of them do not know how to read
or write in their native language (Spanish). The ESL classes taught at
the Center focus on spoken literacy and oral communication. During
the ESL classes, writing is only used to support pronunciation and
provide a visual representation of challenging sounds. Volunteers
teach some of the ESL classes and, because the target is for students
to understand spoken English and communicate orally, first language
(L1) literacy is rarely addressed in their sessions.

For this study, a Spanish literacy program was created specifically
for the Sunshine Center’s Latinx adult learners and implemented as a
pilot L1 literacy program. This pilot program invited all native Spanish
speakers at the Center who had received six years or less of formal
schooling back in their native countries. It is important to note that
some of the adult learners being served at the Center had never
participated in formal schooling during their formative years in their
countries of origin. The purpose of creating and incorporating a
Spanish reading and writing literacy program into the Sunshine
Centet’s services was to provide adult Latinx learners who experienced
interruptions in formal school-based learning with the basic skills they
need in their L1 to successfully build English literacy (Jiang & Kuehn,
2001; Ortega, 2009). The Spanish literacy program’s curriculum was
designed to be sensitive to the adult learners’ social and personal needs
in the United States and to provide relevant information they could
use when learning English (see Appendix). The idea behind
incorporating such an interdisciplinary literacy program was to
promote L1 literacy while cultivating literacy in English and developing
content knowledge that impacted the adult learners’ lives. The Spanish
literacy program was created to empower adult learners and expedite
English language learning.

"'In this manuscript, I use the term Latinx over Latino or Latina to “be inclusive of
all genders and sexual orientation as well as to embrace a term generated and
deployed by new generations of Latinx in the US” (Aldama, & Gonzalez, 2019, p.
viii)
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Literature Review

Extensive research and publications on second language acquisition
agree on the importance of strengthening L1 literacy to be successful
in learning and acquiring a new language (Fitzgerald, 2006; Guo, 2018;
Robinson & Altarriba, 2018). When learning a new language,
individuals—consciously ~ or  unconsciously—compare  second
language (L.2) content with information from their L1 in an attempt to
find similarities and making learning easier. It is natural for English
learners (ELs) to make mistakes when learning English, but,
oftentimes, these mistakes can be clarified when similar concepts or
ideologies are explained in the L1 (Rebuck, 2011). However, when
students have not received formal schooling in their L1, it is difficult
for them to make connections between the two languages, and learning
English becomes an even more difficult process (Wojtowicz, 2000).
Furthermore, learners who have emerging literacy in their L1 are likely
to mainly learn English that is necessary for social communication.

The Latinx adult population served at the Sunshine Center mostly
fall under the literacy education and second language learning for
adults (LESLLA) umbrella. As such, these students are emergent
readers and writers in both English and Spanish due to experiencing
interruptions in formal school-based learning. Such interruptions can,
in many instances, shape their access to 21st-century literacy skills,
such as technology for educational and professional purposes
specifically. Research by Campos Moran and Orantes (2010) explains
the impact technology and other social factors are having on
adolescent and adult learners in developing countries. As technology
becomes more advanced globally, individuals in developing countries
experience growing challenges to fully participate in highly print-
literate societies because they have to learn (alphabetic) print literacy,
numeracy, and also technology.

A consequence of increasing inequality surrounding access to
education in developing countries is that adult learners do not have
many choices of employment and cannot afford the increasingly higher
demands of accessing reading and writing instruction in the 21st
century. In a sense, Campos Moran and Orantes’ (2010) idea of
educational inequality aligns with what Freire (2014) calls oppression.
For the majority of these LESLLA learners, technology, print-
dependent societies, and learning the host country’s language(s) as
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adults are obstacles that can result in permanent exclusion from full
participation in their new communities. For this reason, the Spanish
literacy program was created in an initial attempt to prevent permanent
social exclusion (due to inequitable access to literacy instruction) in this
community.

The benefits associated with the program align with the extensive
publications and seminal work on L2 acquisition that agree on the
importance of strengthening L1 literacy to be successful in learning a
new language (i.e., Fitzgerald, 2006; Guo, 2018; Krashen, 1984).
Although oral English proficiency is critical for newcomers in the U.S.,
the demands placed by the text-driven American society requires these
learners to also develop print literacy skills. For this reason, the Spanish
literacy program focuses on developing and improving writing and
reading abilities in the learners’ I.1 while promoting language skills
transference in English. Importantly, this inquiry’s primary concern
was to explore the effectiveness of the Spanish literacy program from
the participants’ experiences while developing L1 literacy and learning
some English, as well as the opportunities of this program in the
future. Thus, two research questions guided this inquiry:

1. How do participants describe their L1 development and L2
language acquisition in the Spanish literacy program?

2. How does the learning community (students and facilitator)
describe their experiences in the Spanish literacy program?

Methods

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore the
effectiveness of the Spanish literacy program implemented at the
Sunshine Center from the participants’ perspectives and identify
opportunities for the future. In this study, the literacy teaching
practices were defined as the didactic approaches focused on providing
this population of students with the ability to read and write in their
L1 (Spanish) with the vision of better preparing them with the skills
needed to learn English as a second language. The creation and
implementation of this program sought to improve Spanish literacy
and enhance English language learning among this vulnerable
population of adult learners. In addition, this program and study had
the vision of allowing interdisciplinary efforts among the Spanish and
ESL instructors teaching Latinx LESLLA learners.
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Design

According to Baxter and Jack (2008), the qualitative case study
approach facilitates the examination of a phenomenon within its
context using a variety of data sources. In this inquiry, a variety of data
sources included the triangulation of three data sources: face-to-face
interviews, observations, and a focus group, which also increases the
validity of the findings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This contextually-
based, diverse design and data collection process maximize the chances
of exploring the issue through a variety of lenses allowing for multiple
facets of the phenomenon to be revealed and understood. Thus, the
goal of case study inquiries is to conduct “an in-depth exploration of a
bounded system (e.g., the activity or event, the process, amount of
time, and/or individuals) based on extensive data collection”
(Creswell, 2015, p. 469). In this specific research inquiry, a case study
was used to conduct an in-depth exploration of the implementation of
the Spanish literacy program (event and process) as well as its impact
on participants and the organization.

Researcher’s Positionality

In this inquiry, my roles shifted between researcher and class
instructor/volunteer. As a qualitative researcher, doctoral candidate,
and volunteer at this organization, I understood the potential ethical
concerns these roles could raise. As such, I took three steps to
minimize those ethical concerns as much as possible. First, I met with
all the participants before the study began and explained to them that
their participation or withdrawal would not affect them in any way.
Second, while grappling with the hopes of wanting this program to be
helpful and successful for the organization and the participants, 1
decided to keep a researcher’s journal to reflect on my experiences.
Last, I also maintained continuous communication and debriefings
with the Sunshine Center’s Director of Education and my university
professor to ensure my interpretations and actions remained as
unbiased as possible throughout the study. All of the steps I took to
minimize bias in the study complied with Creswell and Creswell (2018)
and Merriam and Tisdell (2016)° recommendations to minimize
potential ethical conflicts or concerns in qualitative research.

This research project received ethical approval by the Sunshine
Center’s ethics review board, and the agency approved, in its totality,
the implementation of this study. In addition, all the participants in this
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study signed a consent form (in Spanish) stating they understood the
study, acknowledging they had the option to withdraw at any time
without repercussions, and that it was their choice to participate. I
provided a copy of the findings to the agency for future use and to be
shared, at the agency’s discretion, with the participants. Furthermore,
this study was conducted as part of one of my courses in my doctoral
studies. My university institutional review board (IRB) also approved
of this research project.

Context

This inquiry was conducted in a non-profit organization in the state
of Maryland. The Sunshine Center is located in a highly populated
urban setting in Baltimore. The Sunshine Center serves a large number
of immigrants, refugees, and asylum seekers—mainly from Spanish-
speaking countries—in the Baltimore area and its surroundings.
During weekdays, the first floor of its three-story building is divided
into two spaces for teaching. The smallest space is an enclosed
classroom used by a paid instructor who teaches advanced ESL
students. The largest space is an open area for newcomers and
beginners, where volunteers are assigned to different learners to
primarily teach them conversational English. For this study, the
cafeteria was offered as a space for implementing the Spanish literacy
program and gathering data from the participants. The cafeteria, a
small space located next to the open area, had a table, six chairs, and a
standard-size whiteboard.

The Spanish literacy program’s curriculum follows the principles
and linguistics foundations of an adult literacy program named Yo, sf
puedo! (Yes, I canl). The Yo, si puedo! methodology teaches
knowledge about Spanish linguistics and print literacy according to the
students’ learning needs using visual support and sound systems that
promote self-discovery (Relys Diaz, 2005). Theoretical concepts are
introduced in practical and meaningful ways to ensure that learners can
access the information through their L1 and apply them in English. At
this level, it is important to pay attention to common
misunderstandings and misuses in the learners’ L1 through interactive
activities that present real challenges where students can use that
knowledge in a real-life context. In addition, each class introduces new
topics of interest that motivate students and raise expectations about
new relevant topics to come in future classes (Relys Diaz, 2005). The
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continuous goal of the Spanish literacy curriculum, which aligns with
the [Yo, si puedo! program is to promote literacy through motivation,
active engagement, and self-realization.

The Spanish literacy program was designed to meet the literacy
demands of this population using cultural elements with the vision of
making learning a relevant process. Parlakian and Sanchez (2000)
explain in their study the importance of using culture in programs
promoting early language and literacy learning and acquisition.
According to them, teaching strategies for introducing language and
literacy skills must “take into account issues of culture” (Parlakian &
Sanchez, 2000, p. 55). As such, the components of this program are
tailored-made for Latinx LESLLA learners and incorporate different
activities focusing on proficiency demands as these pertains to reading
and writing in the L1. At the same time, this program was also designed
with the vision of teaching necessary skills required to be successful in
the American society that go beyond language learning. Thus, materials
were created to integrate topics such as American customs and
traditions, politeness norms, the educational system in the United
States, and content related to government and geography, to give
learners necessary information they will need in the United States. The

ideas of cultural and linguistic literacy are present in this program and
align with the UNESCO’s vision of educating literate and global adults
and societies (UNESCO, 2019) around the world.

Participants

The number of students in the Spanish literacy program fluctuated
throughout the eight weeks because the tutoring services offered in
The Sunshine Center are cataloged as “drop-in” services where
students attend whenever they have time throughout the week.
Although different students participated in the Spanish class at
different times, only four adult learners (two females and two males),
who attended consistently, agreed to participate in the study. All
participants were adults who spoke Spanish as their L1 and were also
ELs from El Salvador or Honduras. All names used in this study are
pseudonyms; see Table 1 for more information about the participants,
the levels of proficiency in their 1.1 and English, and their formal
schooling background.

Table 1

Participants’ Information
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Name | Age

Country
of Origin

Proficiency in
Spanish

Proficiency
in English

Formal
schooling
background

30

El
Salvador

Proficient in
listening and
speaking.
Emergent
proficiency in
reading and

writing.

Emergent
proficiency
in listening,
speaking,
reading, and

writing.

Six years of
formal
school in
native
country.

El
Salvador

Proficient in
listening and
speaking.
Cannot read
or write.

Newcomer,
little to no
proficiency
in listening,
speaking,
reading, and

writing.

Did not
attend
formal
school in
native
country.

Honduras

Proficient in
listening and
speaking.
Emergent
proficiency in
reading and

writing.

Emergent
proficiency
in listening,
speaking.
Cannot read
or write.

Three years
of formal
school in
native
country.

Honduras

Proficient in
listening and
speaking.
Emergent
proficiency in
reading and

writing.

Newcomer,
little to no
proficiency
in listening,
speaking,
reading, and

writing.

Six years of
formal
school in
native
country.

Data Collection

The data were collected through one face-to-face interview (30-40
minutes), classroom observations (two hours each week for eight
weeks, which equals to a total of 16 hours), and a focus group activity
(two hours). All interactions and data-gathering processes in this study
were conducted in Spanish. Observations took place throughout the
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course and were guided by Levine, Gallimore, Weisner, and Turner’s
(1980) strategies for participant-observers, which will be further
discussed in the observations section below. Questions for the
interviews and the focus group activity focused on how relevant
participants found this program and how they are going to use these
skills in their future personal and professional lives. During the
interviews and the focus group activity, data (audio) were recorded in
the researcher’s cellphone, and additional information, including
observations, was written down in the researcher’s journal.

Interviews

For this inquiry, face-to-face semi-structured interviews were
conducted consisting of five open-ended questions in Spanish. Semi-
structured interview questions were used because they offered more
flexibility and provided the researcher opportunities to explore the
topic at a greater depth (Merriam & Tisdell, 20106). Each participant
was interviewed individually for a duration of 30-40 minutes with the
vision of exploring their views, experiences, and motivations while
participating in the Spanish literacy program. In addition, these five
questions sought to gain knowledge of how meaningful this program

was for students and their personal perception of the impact this
program had on their lives.

Observations

As my roles in the study include both researcher and instructor, I
conducted participant observations in this study. According to Levine,
Gallimore, Weisner, and Turner (1980), the term participant
observation “refers to naturalistic, qualitative research in which the
investigator obtains information through relatively intense, prolonged
interaction with those being studied and firsthand involvement in the
relevant activities of their lives” (p. 38). In this research, participant
observations allowed me to be the researcher while also participating
and volunteering at the Sunshine Center during registration week and
as an instructor in the Spanish literacy program project.

Focus Group Activity

In this research study, the final class (two hours) for the Spanish
literacy program took the form of a final activity consisting of an open
discussion where participants shared their comments to five questions
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(different from the interview questions). The focus group activity was
audio-recorded using the researcher’s cellphone. The focus group
activity generated information on collective views of the participants’
experiences and beliefs about the Spanish literacy program. Thus, the
focus group was used as a supplementary source of data maximizing
information gathered during observations and individual interviews
(Morgan, 1997).

Data Analysis

Inductive analysis was used to identify frequent patterns across
participants’ responses (Mitton-Kukner, 2015) from observations,
interviews, and the focus group to extrapolate unknown concepts from
the phenomenon studied. These patterns provided an insight into the
participants’ realities as they pertain to how important they consider
literacy in their L1, the applicability of skills learned in this course to
L2 acquisition, and the information they found to be the most relevant
in the entire program. The steps used in the analysis followed Yin’s
(2018) construct validity approach where multiple sources of evidence
are used, chain of evidence is established, specific key concepts about
the research are defined, and operational measures that match the
concepts were identified. Following this logic, multiple sources of
evidence took the form of interviews, participant observations, and
focus group activity. Chain of evidence was established and defined by
connecting the findings or themes identified to valid sources of data
acquired from the study. Lastly, emerging concepts from the data were
identified by citing published works with similar findings to maximize
the chances of validity, measurability, and trustworthiness (Yin, 2018).

During the data analysis, the three steps for conducting inductive
analysis were followed: (1) data reduction, (2) establishing clear links,
(3) share findings (Creswell & Poth, 2018). As such, on the first step
raw data was examined individually to identify relevant patterns,
themes, or trends and condense text into brief, summary formats.
During the second step, links were established in the data by following
the five features guiding the categorization of inductive coding: (a)
category label, (b) category description, (c) text or data associated with
the category, (d) links found among categories, and (d) type of model
in which the category is embedded (Thomas, 2006). The three
categories of interest, impact, and sustainability described in the
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findings section, emerged during the second step of the inductive
coding. Lastly, on the third step, findings are shared.

Findings

For the purpose of this study, findings were divided into three
sections: (1) interest, (2) impact, and (3) sustainability. These three
emerging themes were identified through inductive analysis from the
data collected and also answer the study’s research questions.

Interest

During this study, participants did not want to initially participate
or be part of the Spanish literacy program because they did not
understand the implications of L1 literacy when learning an L.2. The
majority of the students felt initially apprehensive about being part of
the Spanish literacy program because they did not think print literacy
in Spanish was important or necessary for their immediate lives in the
United States. However, I took the time to explain that learning to read
and write in Spanish could impact their abilities to learn English, and
that part of our classes would have a Spanish-English component.
After listening to my explanation, students became interested in the
program. In my explanation, I purposefully placed the biggest
emphasis on the Spanish-English component of our program and on
how print literacy in Spanish would help them learn English and in
their lives in the United States. To appeal to the participants’ interest,
I found that it was important to incorporate in this L1 literacy program
opportunities where they could connect the knowledge learned in
Spanish to concepts in the English language. For example, in one of
our classes, we went over the difference between a/ [wing] and « /a [to
the]. I explained this concept in Spanish, and I gave examples in
English: (1) E/ pdjaro tiene dos alas [The bird has two wings] and (2) Yo
voy a la tienda |1 go to the store]. Activities and examples like the one
shared above—explained in Spanish, but integrating English—kept
participants engaged and motivated to continue learning reading and
writing in Spanish.

Tomas, one of the participants, explained in his response during our
interview the reason why he decided to join this program after learning
how it could also benefit English language learning:
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Yo he tratado de aprender inglés en diferentes programas pero es dificil.
Cuando me dijo que el programa de espasiol podria ayndarme a aprender inglés
empecé a ventr porque yo nunca pude ir a la escuela en I/ Salvador. Me da
tristeza que no puedo escribir ni leer mi idioma. Aqui [en Estados Unidos]
mchas veces trato de escribir cosas, pero me doy cuenta que no puedo, pero no
mee interesa mucho porque es que tengo que aprender inglés para trabajar.”

[I have tried to learn English in different programs (institutions),
but it is difficult. When you told me that the Spanish program
could help me learn English I started coming because I could never
go to school in El Salvador. I feel sad that I cannot write or read
in my language. Here (in the United States) I often try to write
things but I realize that I am not able to, but I do not care very
much about it (learning how to read or write in Spanish) because 1
have to learn English to (be able to) work].

Tomas was a very quiet participant for most of the program; he was
always observant and smiling. He came to the program not knowing
how to write his own name but, throughout the weeks, he became
more confident and would participate when asked to. For Tomas,
learning Spanish was important at a personal level because he wanted
to be able to read and write in his L1. When sharing his reflections and
comments, Tomas showed sadness in his eyes when he talked about
not being able to read nor write in Spanish. However, due to life
circumstances, since he arrived in the United States, he had to focus
on working and keeping his family in the United States and in El
Salvador financially stable. In addition, as shared above, he has tried
several times to learn English at other institutions, but not knowing
how to read or write has become a batrier to understanding/learning.
As a result, Tomas keeps dropping from ESL programs and keeps
enrolling in new ones hoping one of these programs will help him learn
English. Tomas felt the Spanish literacy program was important
because it helped him read and write in his L1, but also because it gave
him the opportunity to learn English while learning Spanish.

Another participant, Miguel, felt that Spanish reading and writing
was not important to his immediate reality in the United States and
only chose to join our study after his mother shared with him that he
would also be learning some English while learning Spanish. In
Miguel’s words:
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“Bueno, yo empecé a venir a las clases de espasiol porgue mi mama (Elena) me
dijo que viniera; que era bueno para aprender cosas de Estados Unidos y un
poco de inglés. Leer y escribir es un poco dificil para i y entonces pensé que
era bueno aprender un poco mids de espaiiol. Yo estoy trabajando en la
construccion y de verdad que no necesito leer y escribir en espaiiol alla porgue
$6lo hablamos en espariol, pero si me gustaria aprender inglés porgue aqui en
Estados Unidos el inglés es mas importante que el espariol”.

[Well, I started coming to the Spanish classes because my mom
(Elena) told me to come here; that it was a good opportunity for
me to learn things about the United States and a little English.
Reading and writing (in Spanish) is a bit difficult for me [so] I
thought it was good to learn a little more Spanish. I am working in
construction, and I really do not need to read and write in Spanish
there because we only speak in Spanish there, but I would like to
learn English because here in the United States English is more
important than Spanish].

Elena is another participant in the study and Miguel is her son.
Initially, Miguel was skeptical about the Spanish literacy program
because he did not think it would help him meaningfully or be
impactful for his immediate life in the United States. However, because
of Elena’s advice, Miguel joined our group during our second week
and completed the program with perfect attendance. In class, Miguel
was enthusiastic and active in answering questions and participating.
He was the youngest amongst the four participants, but that fact did
not seem to matter when working together in the class. His mother,
Elena, would often correct his writing before he showed it to me and
would also correct his oral projection when we were practicing
presentations/speeches. Similarly, Elena would also make side notes
for Miguel when we were talking about English and how they could
use their proficiency in Spanish to learn English. Elena and Miguel’s
interaction throughout the class evidenced that mothers’ educational
self-improvement and involvement in their children’s educational
career—regardless of age—have an impact on the overall literacy
development of both (Pentén Herrera & Toledo-Lopez, 2017).

Similar to Miguel, Elena was not interested in joining the program
initially. Elena shared:

“Le voy a ser sincera profesor, yo no estaba interesada en la clase de espasiol
porgue para trabajar aqui lo gue necesito es aprender inglés, pero cuando usted
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mee dijo que podia aprender algo de inglés en esta clase entonces vine. Yo sé que
mit espariol no es muy bueno porque solo recibi 6 asnos en mi pais, pero me
puedo comunicar en espariol, pero en inglés no puedo comunicarme y me hace
Jalta. Cuando vi que estibamos aprendiendo también informacion de aqui de
Estados Unidos me gustd mucho porque habia cosas que no sabia. También
me gustd que mi hijo Miguel pudo aprender mas espasiol. Alld en Honduras
¢l nada mas pudo ir a la escuela hasta el grado 3 y pienso que es importante
que aprenda a leer y a escribir, pero es que no hemos tenido oportunidad de
aprender mds espaiiol”.

[I am going to be truthful to you, teacher. I was not interested in
the Spanish class because to work here (in the United States) what
I need is to learn English, but when you told me that I could learn
some English in this class I decided to come. I know my Spanish
is not very good because I only received (went to school for) 6
years in my country but I can communicate in Spanish, but in
English I cannot communicate and I need it. When I saw that we
were also learning information about here (the United States), I
liked it a lot because there were things that I did not know. I also
liked that my son Miguel could learn more Spanish. In Honduras,
he was only able to go to school until 3" grade, and I think it is
important that he learns to read and write (better in Spanish), but
(the problem is that) we have not had the opportunity to learn
more Spanish].

Elena’s confessions were insightful and heartbreaking. During our
conversations and classes, it became apparent she has had to endure
many hardships throughout her life in Honduras and here in the
United States. Although she was thankful to attend the Spanish
program, mostly because she had the opportunity to learn different
topics relevant to her life in the United States (i.e., traditions in the
United States, states and capitals, hobbies in the United States), she
confessed she would not attend another Spanish class in the future
because ‘Yo necesito aprender inglés, es muy importante para mi trabajo” |1 need
to learn English, it is very important (that I learn English) for my job].
Since her arrival in the United States, English has become a form of
currency for Elena, one that provides job security and ensures
economic income. As such, Spanish reading and writing are not
immediately relevant for Elena because her L1 does not offer many
opportunities for her or her son Miguel beyond being able to use it
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orally on their daily activities within the Spanish-speaking community
and in their household.

After further analyzing the data, it became apparent other
participants were also primarily interested in the Spanish literacy
program because they were learning relevant information about the
United States (i.e., states in the United States, places around Baltimore,
among others) as well as some English (as explained in the activity for
“ald” and “a ld” above). However, beyond learning English and
information about the United States, participants identified being
interested in learning Spanish as a personal goal but did not think of it
as an immediate need for their lives. Instead, students explained the
urgency to learn English and associated the English language with
more (and better) professional opportunities and economic stability.
In a way, participants experienced native language nostalgia—although
spoken Spanish remains a vital entity for their daily lives within their
families and communities, knowing how to read or write in Spanish
has more of a sentimental and nostalgic, rather than practical, value.
For participants, being fully literate in Spanish represents, above all, a
nostalgic, sentimental connection to their native country and culture.

According to Akhter (2017), for immigrants, feelings of nostalgia
are thought of as “a debilitating form of escapism and as an inability
to adapt to change and mobility” (p. 23). In other published works,
immigrants’ feelings of nostalgia are associated with “immigrant
memories and imagined returns to the ‘homeland™ (Mannur, 2007, p.
11) or with past-present negotiations and the “loss of something
meaningful in another time and, possibly, another place” (Hadzibuli¢
& Manié, 2016, p. 99). In this particular study, the participants’ feelings
of native language nostalgia were directly connected with feelings of
loss, exchange, and survival. Participants understood that, due to life
situations beyond their control, they lost the opportunity to develop
L1 literacy during their developmental years. Although L1 literacy may
have been vital in their native countries, participants are now faced
with the decision of having to shift, or exchange, priorities in which
language to learn. In their present reality, the English language is
essential for work opportunities, economic security, and survival in the
United States. On the other hand, Spanish is only used as medium of
communication within their family and friends, which represents
sentimental wealth, but does not produce income.
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An additional finding emerging under the theme of interest from
this study was that participants unconsciously participated in native
language depreciation practices. In the United States, Spanish is a
language with little cultural and intellectual legitimacy because of its
link to immigration and poverty (Bruzos Moro, 2016; Penton Herrera,
2019). As such, Spanish speakers—especially Spanish-speaking
immigrants—are commonly depicted as illiterate, poor, and
uneducated (Pentén Herrera, 2020). Through observations and
classroom interactions, it became apparent participants believed
Spanish to be an inferior language (in comparison to English), and this
was one of the elements contributing to prioritizing English over
Spanish. Similarly, acquiring reading and writing skills in English was
considered more important over acquiring reading and writing
competencies in Spanish because of professional opportunities
connected with English in their community. One last point is that, data
was not sufficient to determine the relationship, if any, between native
language nostalgia and native language depreciation.

Impact

In this program, participants had the opportunity to reflect and
come to the realization that as their knowledge in Spanish grammar
increased, they started to understand better some elements of the
English grammar. Furthermore, participants found the Spanish-
English grammar activities useful and stated they felt there was a
connection between their improvement in their L1 print skills and how
they understood and learned English. Tomas stated, “conociendo mejor la
escritura aprendo mejor inglés. Si sé como se escribe correctamente en espasiol se me
hace mas fdctl entender y escribir en inglés”. [Knowing how to write better (in
Spanish) allows me to learn English better. If I know how to write
correctly in Spanish, it will be easier to understand and write in
English]. Tomas made a follow-up comment stating the importance of
knowing how to correctly spell words in Spanish when using Google
translations to get the correct English translation words.

Other participants had similar responses making reference to the
importance learning how to read and write in Spanish impacts their
English language learning experience as well as their personal lives. For
example, as shared by Telma:

“Esta clase es importante para mi porque no tomé mis estudios en mi pais. Yo
ahora tengo una nina y necesito aprender inglés para poder comunicarme en la
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escuela y poder ayndarla a mi ninia con sus tareas; el inglés es nny importante.
Pero también el programa de espaiol me ayndi mucho porgue aprendi
diferentes cosas que también puedo enseniarle a mi nifia y para mi también. Por
¢gjemplo, aprendi del sistema de educacion de Estados Unidos, los diferentes
estados de Estados Unidos, y las comparaciones entre inglés y espariol, eso es
importante también.”

[This class is important for me because I did not study in my
country. I now have a daughter and I need to learn English to be
able to communicate at school and be able to help my child with
her homework; English is very important. But also, the Spanish
program helped me a lot because I learned different things that I
can also teach my daughter and for me too. For example, I learned
about the education system of the United States, the different
states in the United States, and comparing English and Spanish,
that is important too].

Telma’s excerpt above makes a direct reference to the impact
language education (both in English and Spanish) has for Latinx
immigrant women in the United States. Telma is a single mother who
is attending The Sunshine Center to learn English with the purpose of
helping her daughter in school and communicating with her daughter’s
teachers. Telma’s comments and reality agree with Toledo-Lépez and
Pentén Herrera’s (2016) conclusion that Latinx immigrant women find
in bilingualism (English-Spanish) an empowering tool for social and
cultural integration in the United States, as well as a bridge for more
opportunities. “This integration formally occurs through education
and acquisition of language skills. Communication, thus, becomes a
valued tool without which integration will not occur. It is a source of
empowerment that creates new spaces for women to participate”
(Toledo-Lopez & Pentén Herrera, 2016, p. 45). Hence, for Telma, the
Spanish literacy program became an opportunity to learn information
in her L1 that she can teach her daughter. Furthermore, learning
Spanish literacy gave Telma the opportunity to use her L1 to learn
information about the United States’ educational system and also using
Spanish as a bridge to learning English.

Telma’s response also refers to the impact the topics included in the
Spanish literacy program had for her and fellow classmates, which
motivated them to continue coming every week. One of the most well-
received aspects of the Spanish literacy program was the topics
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discussed every week. As discussed above, the Spanish literacy
program was divided into eight relevant topics where students learned
Spanish (and some English) while also learning about other important
topics such as civics, community, geography, politics, and education.
Students shared they did not have many opportunities to learn about
these important topics in their daily lives and were thankful the Spanish
literacy program included this type of information. The information
shared under this category speaks to the importance of including
relevant topics for the adult learners’ lives in the curriculum. The
relevant, readily-applicable information participants learned in our
program is what kept them engaged, motivated, and using language as
a vehicle to learn social, cultural, political, geographical (among others)
information about the United States and their community.

Sustainability

Encouraging participation from students to initially join the Spanish
literacy program was difficult in the beginning and, although
participants enjoyed the experience, they shared they would not be
returning for future offerings. In our focus group activity, Elena
candidly shared, “Profesor yo le voy a decir la verdad, yo y mi hijo (Miguel) no
regresarenos a otras clases de espariol en el futuro porque tenemos que enfocarnos
en aprender inglés.” [Teacher, I will tell you the truth, my son (Miguel)
and I will not return to future Spanish classes because we have to focus
on learning English.] When Elena shared this message with the group,
the other students nodded in agreement, “El inglés es muy importante”
(English is very important), stated Miguel as a follow up to Elena’s
comment. In response to Elena’s comment, Telma shared, “Lo #nico
que guisiera es no tener que haber escogido entre la clase de inglés y la de espariol.
Me gustaria que las ofrecieran en horas o dias diferentes.” [ The only thing that
I would not want to do (in the future) is to have to choose between
the English and Spanish classes. I would like for these classes to be
offered at different times or days.]

After sharing Elena’s and Telma’s comments with the Center’s
Director of Education, she explained the only available days and times
in the future for the Spanish literacy program would be the same times
and days they offer their ESL classes as space is an issue. In other
words, future students would have to choose between the Spanish
literacy program and ESL classes, as the Center could only offer them
at the same time and place; this was conflicting for many students, and
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most would gravitate towards ESL classes. The Director shared she
had talked to the participants to learn about their experience, and they
shared they enjoyed the program, but they will like to focus on
attending ESL classes in the future instead.

Another challenge to program sustainability the Director of
Education shared was recruiting volunteers to teach in the Spanish
program. The Director of Education and I had reached out to different
organizations and universities around the area, but it was difficult to
find anyone interested in volunteering to teach Spanish literacy. As a
result, the Director of Education made the decision to add the Spanish
literacy program as remedial support ESL volunteers could use with
their adult learners who had experienced interruptions in formal,
school-based learning, but not as an individual program offered at their
Center. In other words, the Spanish literacy program was consolidated
into a folder, and the volunteers and students had the option of using
it in their practices as desired.

Discussion

The findings of this study suggest L1 literacy programs at non-profit
organizations have the potential to empower adult Latinx LESLLA
learners—and potentially other immigrant populations in similar
positions—and support them in learning English. There are some L1
literacy programs already in place throughout the United States with a
solid and growing population of literate-emergent Latinx immigrants
like California (Masatani, 2013) and Boston, Massachusetts (Smoke,
1998). Although limited data exist about how these or similar programs
are designed to be successful, some of the common components that
can be found in the literature are the focus on teaching L1 literacy while
focusing on the development of life skills. In other words, some of the
similarities addressed in the programs shared by Masatani (2013) and
Smoke (1998) lie on the need to approach L1 literacy instruction
through a lens of equipping adult learners with functional skills they
can use in their daily lives by introducing relevant topics such as
financial literacy, communicating with teachers in school (for parents),
and using technology.

For this reason, it is important for non-profit organizations offering
ESL classes to consider the impact L1 literacy programs can have for
their adult learners and those learners’ family members. Importantly,
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as seen in this study’s findings, to successfully implement and maintain
an L1 literacy program, learners’ interest is of utmost importance. To
increase participant motivation in this type of program, organizations
should educate learners about the benefits associated with learning to
read and write in their L1 and also incorporate relevant topics in the
L1 literacy program that LESLLA learners can use in their daily lives.
At the same time, L1 literacy programs should consider an
instructional approach where the focus is to teach L1 literacy by
incorporating meaningful, pressing topics learners deal with on a daily
basis instead of focusing on teaching L1 literacy by solely focusing on
grammar. Similarly, keeping in mind the adult learners’ strong desire
and necessity to learn English, L1 literacy programs should also
dedicate a portion of their classes to explain how the skills learned in
the L1 can be used or transferred to English.

As a final note, findings revealed sustaining L1 literacy programs
might be a challenge for non-profit organizations with limited
resources. In this study, participants were not interested in joining a
similar L1 literacy program in the future as their priority is to acquire
English as fast as possible. Similarly, because the Sunshine Center relies
on volunteers to teach most of their classes, finding a volunteer to
teach Spanish literacy classes was an additional obstacle. Thus,
organizations considering the implementation of similar programs
must take into consideration learners’ participation, having a consistent
volunteet/instructor for the program, as well as offering L1 literacy
programs on times and days where ESL classes are not offered to avoid
schedule conflicts.

References

Akhter, F. (2017). The net of nostalgia: Class, culture, and political alienation and
nostalgia in contemporary Latino and South Asian American literature [Doctoral
dissertation, University of Arkansas|. ScholarWorks.
https://scholarworks.uark.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3485&cont
ext=etd

Aldama, F. L., & Gonzilez, C. (2019). Latinx studies: The key concepts.
Routledge.

Baxter, P., & Jack, S. (2008). Qualitative case study methodology: Study
design and implementation for novice researchers. The Qualitative Report,
13(4), 544-559. https:/ /nsuworks.nova.edu/tqr/vol13/iss4/2/

Bigelow, M., & Schwarz, R. L. (2010). Adult English langnage learners with
limited literacy. National Institute for Literacy.




LESLI.A: Bridging Theory and Practice

Bruzos Moro, A. (20106). El capital cultural del espafiol y su ensefianza
como lengua extranjera en Estados Unidos. Hispania, 99(1), 5-16.
https://doi.org/10.1353 /HPN.2016.0007

Campos Moran, S., & Orantes, B. R. (2010). Impacto del nuevo analfabetismo en
la poblacion universitaria salvadoreiia. Universidad Tecnoldgica de El
Salvador.

Creswell, J. W., & Creswell, J. D. (2018). Research design: Qualitative,
quantitative, and mixed methods approaches (5th ed.). SAGE.

Creswell, J. W. (2015). Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating
quantitative and gualitative research (Sth ed.). Pearson.

Creswell, J. W. & Poth, C. N. (2018). Qualitative inguiry and research design:
Choosing anong five approaches (4th ed.). SAGE.

Fitzgerald, J. (2000). Multilingual writing in preschool through 12 grade:
The last 15 years. In C. A. MacArthur, S. Graham, & J. Fitzgerald
(Eds.), Handbook of writing research (pp. 337-356). The Guilford Press.

Freire, P. (2014). Pedagogy of the oppressed. Bloomsbury Academic.

Gonzalves, L. (2020). Development and demonstration of metalinguistic
awareness in adult ESL learners with emergent literacy. Langnage
Awareness, 1-18. https://doi.org/10.1080/09658416.2020.1776721

Guo, L. (2018). Modeling the relationship of metacognitive knowledge, I.1
reading ability, .2 language proficiency and 1.2 reading. Reading in a
Foreion Langnage, 30(2), 209-231.
https://nflrc.hawaii.edu/tfl/October2018 /October2018/atticles /guo.p
df

Hadzibuli¢, S., & Mani¢, Z. (20106). My life abroad: The nostalgia of Serbian
immigrants in the Nordic countries. Crossings: Journal of Migration &
Culture, 7(1), 97-114. https:/ /doi.org/10.1386/cjmc.7.1.97_1

Hung, C. R. (2007). Immigrant nonprofit organizations in U.S.
Metropolitan Areas. Nonprofit & 1 oluntary Sector Quarterly, 36(4), 707—
729. https://doi.org/10.1177/0899764006298962

Jiang, B., & Kuehn, P. (2001). Transfer in the academic language
development of post-secondary ESL students. Bilingunal Research Jounrnal,
25(4), 653—672. https://doi.org/10.1080/15235882.2001.11074471

Krashen, S. D. (1984). Bilingual education and second language acquisition
theory. In California State Department of Education (Ed.), Schooking and
language minority students: A theoretical framework, pp. 51-82. Evaluation,
Dissemination, and Assessment Center, California State University.
https://files.etic.ed.gov/ fulltext/ ED249773.pdf

Levine, H. G., Gallimore, R., Weisner, T. S., & Turner, J. L. (1980).
Teaching participant- observation research methods: A skills-building
approach. Anthropology & Education Quarterly, 11(1), 38—54.
https://doi.org/10.1525/2eq.1980.11.1.05x1849¢

LESLIA: Bridging Theory and Practice

Mannur, A. (2007). Culinary nostalgia: Authenticity, nationalism, and
diaspora. MELUS, 32(4), 11-31.
https://www.jstotr.org/stable/30029829

Masatani, M. (2013, September 14). Nonprofit looking to expand Spanish
literacy programs. San Gabriel 1V alley Tribune.
http:/ /www.sgvtribune.com/general-news /20130914 /nonprofit-
looking-to-expand-spanish-literacy-programs

Metrtiam, S. B., & Tisdell, E. J. (2016). Qualitative research: A guide to design and
implementation (4th ed.). Jossey-Bass.

Mitton-Kukner, J. (2015). Burrowing into female teachers’ temporal
constraints experienced in the midst of the research process.
LEARN:ng Landscapes, 8(2), p. 261-283.
https://doi.org/10.36510/learnland.v8i2.708

Motgan, D. L. (1997). Focus groups as qualitative research (2nd ed.). Sage
Publications.

Ortega, L. (2009). Understanding second langnage acquisition. Taylor & Francis.

Parlakian, R., & Sanchez, S. Y. (2006). Cultural influences on early language
and literacy teaching practices. Zero to Three, 27(1), 52-57.

Pentén Herrera, L. J. (2019). Explorando el spanglish: Abstrusa tesela del
mosaico lingtistico estadounidense. Hispania, 102(4), 467-472.

Pent6n Herrera, L. ]. (2020). Diversificando la representacion de la mujer
latina en los Estados Unidos: Una introduccion. Camino Real. Estudios de
las Hispanidades Norteamericanas, 12(15), 11-16.

Pentén Herrera, L. J., & Toledo-Lépez, A. A. (2017). Alfabetizando al
alfabetizador: Mujeres hispanas en un nuevo contexto social. A/teridad:
Revista de Educacion, 12(1), 68-78.

Rebuck, M. (2011). Using the L1 “etrors” of native speakers in the EFL
classroom. ELT Journal, 65(1), 33—41.
https://doi.org/10.1093/elt/ccq018

Relys Diaz, L. 1. (2005). Yo, 57 puedo: Un programa para poner fin al analfabetismo.
Casa Editora Abril.

Robinson, C. J., & Altarriba, J. (2018). The psycholinguistics of
bilingualism. In J. Altarriba, & R. R. Heredia (Eds.), A# introduction to
bilingnalism: Principles and processes (2nd ed.) (pp. 69-92). Routledge.

Smoke, T. (Ed.). (1998). Adult ESL: Politics, pedagogy, and participation in
classroom and commmunity programs. Routledge.

Tamassia, C., Lennon, M., Yamamoto, K., & Kirsch, 1. (2007). .Adult
education in America: A first look at results from the adult education program and
learner surveys. Educational Testing Service.

Thomas, D. R. (2000). A general inductive approach for analyzing
qualitative evaluation data. American Journal of Evaluation, 27(2), 237-240.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1098214005283748




LESLI.A: Bridging Theory and Practice

Toledo-Lopez, A. A., & Pentén Herrera, L. ]. (2016). The impact of
bilingual education in the professional development of Latinx
women. Awmbito de Encuentros, 9(2), 25—49.

UNESCO (2019). 4% Global report on adult learning and education. 1 _eave no one
bebind: Participation, equity and inclusion. UNESCO Institute for Lifelong
Learning. https://uil.unesco.org/system/files/grale_4_final.pdf

Wilson, C. E. (2013). Collaboration of nonprofit organizations with local
government for immigrant language acquisition. Nomprofit & 1 oluntary
Sector Quarterly, 42(5), 963-984.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0899764012461400

Wojtowicz, S. (2000). The role of literacy in second and third language
acquisition. In M. Kline, & G. Anderson (Eds.), Proceedings of the
CATESOL State Conference (pp. 1-10).

Yin, R. K. (2018). Case study research: Design and methods (6th ed.). Sage.

Young, S. C. (20106). Reframing metalinguistic awareness for low-literate 1.2 learners:
Four case studies [Doctoral dissertation, Georgetown University].
Georgetown University Library Repository.
https://tepository library.georgetown.edu/bitstream /handle/10822/10
40754/Young_georgetown_0076D_13308.pdf*sequence=1&isAllowed

=y

LESLIA: Bridging Theory and Practice

Appendix

Spanish Literacy Program

Program Objective: To help Latinxk LESLLA learners achieve
intermediate reading and writing literacy skills in their L1 (Spanish) so
they can use that knowledge to learn English.

Topics: The program is divided into eight different sessions and each
session introduces new information using diverse topics.

1. Week #1: Introduction to the alphabet. Basic grammatical
rules and personal identification.

2. Week #2: Daily life and community. Introduction to diptongos
(diphthongs), Aiatos (hiatus), sujeto (subject), and predicado
(predicate).

Week #3: Free time and hobbies. Introduction to regular
hobbies in the United States. Review of present tense verb
conjugations in Spanish.

Week #4: Travel. Introduction to all the states in the United
States. Review of past tense (preterit and imperfect) verb
conjugations in Spanish.

Week #5: Education. Introduction to the education system in
the United States.

Week #6: Foods and drinks. Introduction to American food
and drinks traditions.

Week #7: The English language. Compare and contrast
English and Spanish languages.

Week #8: Future plans. Review future tense verbs in Spanish.
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