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ABSTRACT

An adult education program designed to help
limited~English-proficient students through the transition from basic
English-as-a-Second-Language (ESL) instruction to more comprehensive
adult basic education (ABE) is described. This transition is often
difficult because of a mix of student needs, literacy backgrounds,
and language proficiency levels and because the step from basic ESL
grammar to higher-level language use and comprehension can be
difficult. In addition, instructional materials for ESL and ABE have
very different emphases. The program described here used a curriculum
that promotes holistic use of English, emphasizes higher-order
thinking skills, encourages students to move from a passive to an
active learning role, emphasizes the reading/writing/speaking
connection, uses a whole language approach, and provides cultural
information as a basis for future work. A pilct class of 12 tested
the curriculum. Student response to the curriculum was positive, and
achievement gains were significant. It is concluded that the kind of
curriculum designed for the program is effective in supporting the
transition from ESL to ABE. (MSE) (Adjunct ERIC Clearinghouse on
Literacy Education)
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The stereotyplcal Image that many Americans hold of
ESL students Is refuted by fact: It is Impossible to
general lze about these peop!e who are as Individual as
the countrlies and cultures from which they originate.
They are young and old, poor and affluent. They come
seeking freedom, educatlion, adventure, self-Improvement
or economlic gain. They come to escape tyranny, to be
reunited wlith lost famlly members, to expand thelr
cultural horlzons. The one common bond that they share
brings them together In our c}assroom: thelr deslre to
learn Engllish.

The pllot class to try out the currlicuium was as
dlverse as the populatlon Itselif. Students from China,
Vietnam, Peru, Puertc Rico, Korea, Poland, and from cther
locales joined together in the quest for ianguage. The
youngest particlpant was 18 and the oldest was 65. Most
students had some hlgh school education and the class was

predomlinantly female. (See PARTICIPANT STATISTICS)

Background

It Is estimated that 12 - 15% of the populatlion of
the Lehigh Vailey |Is non-native English-speaking. Of the
500 or more students In Northampton Communlity College’'s
varlous |lteracy programs, almost 50% are non-natlive-
speaking.

For many of these students, materlals exlst which

will Instruct them In basic speaking, In grammar and In
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vocabulary. A very few willl also assist them In thelr
readling. But by and large, thelr exists a heavy grammar
concentratlion In ail the materials. Thls language of
grammar deals wlith verb tenses, with use of articles,
with the order of adjectives In a sentence, etc. As
phonics |s touted as the key to reading In many basic

I lteracy texts (such as Laubach materials) », SO grammar
seems to be the basls for all ESL learnling.

Literacy/low-level ABE texts contrast starkly In
thelir content. These materla]s begin with a phonlcs base
(inapproprilate for ESL students because of dlffering
pronunciation patterns) and move through to comprehenslon
of paragraphs. Recognltion of word parts, “--ship" and "-
-ly" endings, recognlzing hard and soft "g" and “c", and
a discusslion of syllables are just many of the toplcs
Introduced for |low-level ABE students.

There Is a polnt In |Iliteracy programs when both
types of students must merge Into a higher-level ABE
curriculum. This Is a polnt at which iearning seems to
stop for the ESL students. The crutch of a grammar bpase
no longer exlsts. The controlled vocabulary of the ESL
reader Is gone. ESL students are no longer asked to
recognize the grammatlical structure of a sentence, but
are asked to read entlire storles and summarlze maln
polnts and nuances. This |Is surely a task for which they
have not been prepared, elther by thelr teachers nor

thelr textbooks.




Goals of the ESL Learner

It is natural, and In most cases correct to assume,
that an ESL learner attempts to decode written and oral
language for the purpose of comprehending a message that
the author Is trylng to convey. Yet, Interestingly
enough, this does not seem to be the primary motlvating
factor that we have found to be present In the ESL
student. Untll they develop fluency and confldence that
Is only reallzed through long-term resldence In the U.S.,
thelr purpose for reacling and writing Is primarily to
Incorporate new |llnguistic data (more grammar) and to
expand thelr vocabulary base. They seek to acqulre ' ¥ \
syntactlic and semantic Information which will help them A
to be more effectlve decoders of English. Often these
students willl approach a readlng passage or a wrltling
assignment armed with a dictlionary for translation,
prepared to |look up every unfaml!iar word and also with a
grammar book as a gulde to the syntactlic dlissection of
every sentence.

The higher order of comprehenslion, maln |deas and
Inferentlal skills are sacrifliced for linguistic
knowledge. When reguested by Instructors to bypass thls
letter-by—-letter and word-by-word approach and attempt to
read more qulickly to acqulre a hollstic concept of what
the author Is sayling, these students often protest for
fear of missing cruclal lIlngulstic Information. They do

not feel sufficlently secure In thelr English knowledge




to make the subjectlve judgements necessary to separate
the essentlial from extraneous material. ¢

As the materlal becomes longer (as In the ABE level)
thils rellance on the dic*:lonary and grammar book as a
gulde to comprehenslon means that they cannot become
truly involved In the story In an Interactlve sense;
rather they are manlpulated and controlled by the
material.

In writing, the method they have relied on for the
construction of sentences, gfammatlcal plece by
grammatical plece, no longer seems effectlve. The
constructlion of pages of composlitlon becomes a tedlous
exerclse In grammar reproductlion; all meanlng |s lost.
The writing Is stilted, overly controlled, and non-
personal .

in reading and writing, they miss the l|dentiflcatlon
and Invoivement wlth story and character. They miss the
humor, the emotlon, and the nuances of meaning so
essentlal to the comprehension and enjoyment of language.
The language task evolves Into a tedious an
psycholioglcally-dralning chore, the opposite effect we,
as Instructors, try to achleve.

It appears that In many cases, there Is a dlfference
In purpose between the ESL l|earner and natlve-speakling
learners |n our programs. Further, low-level ABE
students appear to be somewhat »repared by thelr later

literacy Instructlion In advanced .BE. But clearly,




entrance of an ESL student In an ABE class which

emphasizes whole language and passage comprehension |ls a

rather rude awakening.

The Project

As Project Coordlnator and author of the curriculum,
Michael Benware |ead the path through var lous stages.
Stage one, the research phase consisted of dlscusslons
with and Interviews with a varlety of ABE and ESL
Instructors. Mlichael concenfrated on the differences In
Instructlional goals. He found that not only does the
materlal differ In the ABE and ESL classroom., but that
the Instructors themselves had dlametricaliy-oppposed
views of the language-learning process.

HIis next step In research was the analysls of
var lous assessments recommended for use wlth each type of
student. Agaln, the ESL students were tested for
grammatical competence, ilteral !Istening skllls, and
word comprehenslion., Even when longer passages were used
to test reading abliity, comprehenslon tasks centered
almost excluslively on the |lteral, not on author purpose,
tone or mood.

ABE assessment seemed to be more real. Academlic
content appeared more often In the assessments as dld
functlonal readlng tasks. Comprehenslion was |ess |iteral
and more Iinferentlal. Grammar-focussed assessment

centered less on the recognitlion of correct paits of




speech and more on punctuation regularity, and error
recognlition which distorts the meaning or the sentence.

Next, Michael analyzed the common textbooks and
suppliemental materiais In the field. He compared
teachers’ manuais for each type of program and dlssected
the Instructlional phllosophy behind the material. The
text philosophy seemed to match the Instructors’
phllosophles. The research found that, Indeed, there did
exlst significant differences In the (nstructional
programs for ABE students and ESL students.

The seccnd step consisted of the designing of the
curriculum based on these findings. The tenets behind
the curricuium were that ESL students could best be
prepared foi ABE prcgrams by:

1. an emphasls on a currilculum which promoted analysls
of language hollstlicaliy and at a passage level.

2. direct Instructlion In higher-order thinkling sklillls.
3. a teachling style which was supportive, yet included
some confrontational elements to promote student
assertiveness and to move the ESL student from a

passive student role to an actlve, questlioning one.
4. a curriculum which emphasized the reading/writing/
speakling connectlon.
§. a curriculum which used real language and ilterature

In a whole |anguage approach.

6. a curriculum which built up the students’ knowledge

of culture, American geography, and American history
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to provide the necessary schema for future readling

and writing.
7. an emphasl|s on the creatlon of real and concrete

language which effectlvely conveys meaning.

The Pllot Class

The target number of participants In the pilot was
12. We had little problem fllling the class and actually
enrolled several students beyond that amount. The ciass
could easlly have exceeded 20 or 25. The demand for thls
type of curriculum was acute.

Students were recruited from various sources.
Graduates of the ESL credlt programming at Northampton
Communlty College who had falled In the Developmental
Readlng program or on the Developmental Reading
Assessment were Included. Students were also recrulted
from JTPA-funded programs. These students retalned
concurrent enroliment In both the JTPA and Transltlional
programs because the case workers reallzed the beneflt of
this curricuium. Other students were chosen for

particlpation from the pool of |lteracy appllcants who

seek to enroll In our communlty programs. Two students
were also referred by a learning disabllitles speciallst
who saw this program as a last chance effort to engage

her students In learning.




Measures of Success

The final rating of the Instructor and curriculum
was high. in fcllow-up Interviews, the¢ membnrs of the
class noted that they had changed Iin thelr approach to
fearning and thav they “felt stronger" In class. They
noted that thelr vocabularlies had Increased and that they
could now read significantly faster. The Journal entrles
required In class Increased from an average of two
paragraphs to an average of three pages. (Putting qulite a
burden on the teacher!) They pralsed Michael as a "kind"
but tough teacher. Several students thought that he
asked more of them than &any other teacher in thelr
exper ience. A critical Inclident remembered by many
members of the ciass was the successful completion of

their first Engllish language novel (Tortilla Fiat).

Another critical Incldent in student memory was the

second day of class when Michael badgered them wlth
clarlfylng questlions (ex. What do you mean when you say
you had a good time? Speclfically...what gave you the
good time? Who was there? Where was it? Be speciflc
and concrete!)

Of the four students who contlinued Into
Developmental Reading courses after takling the
Transitlonal class, ALL passed Fundamentals |. Although
this Is a small sample, fallure rates of these students
Is traditlionally very high. Few ESL students pass the

course on the filrst try. In addltlon, two of the four
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were exempted from Fundamentals || and were advised to
Jump into Col lege-level English courses.
More measures of success are Included |In the

prolect.

Summary and Recommendatlions

The premise upon which the curriculum was based,
that traditionaliy-educated ESL students are unprepared
for integration In ABE programs, was val ldated.

The approaches Introduced In thils currliculum were
effective and changed the students’ approach to language
learning and to classroom learning In general.

The teachling style used by Michael Benware promoted

language Integration, student Independence, and positlve

attltudes towards language learning.

Students percelved that the curricuium was very
siiccessful and there |s some quantifiable data that
supports thls assumpticn.

It Is recommended that further curricuta be
developed in the area of student classroom behavior; a
curriculum which teaches assertlveness and actlve
participatlion. It Is aiso recommended that a textbook be
developed to asslist Instructors who are Iinstructing
students In thils transitlional period. The currliculum as
written explores dlfferent approaches and pulls materlals
from many sources. The on~-the-||ne teacher does not

always have the time to develop a program such as this
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speclifically geared to the Immediate goals of that
particular group of students.
Finally, | would Ilke to thank the Pennsylvanla
Department of Education, Divislion of Adult Literacy and
Baslc Educatlon, for thelr willingness to fund thls

important prolect, and for thelr acknowledgment that such

a problem exlsts.
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PARTICIPANT STATISTICS - TRANSITIONAL ESL/ABE

1. NUMBER OF PEOPLE IN CLASS = 23 students

2. SEX : MALE = 4 .................. Lo 17%
]
]
FEMALE = 19 ............c.un.. .. 83%
3. AGE
18 = 25 = 11 ..iuiinnnnnnn... L., 48%
26 - 30 = 0 .......iiiaiia... L. 0%
31 ~ 35 = 4 ..., L. 17%
36 - 4D = 2 ................. b.. 9%
41 - 45 = 2 .........iie..... L. 9%
46 — B0 = 1 ..., Lo 4%
51 - < b.. 13%

4. YEARS OF ENGLISH TRAINING

- IN ELEMENTARY SCHOOL = 5 ......... .. 22%
]
]

- IN HIGH SCHOOL = 14 ,,....... .. 61%
]
]

- AFTER HIGH SCHOOL = 4 ,........ Tee  17%

5. NATIVE LANGUAGE

—~ SPANISH T - i.. 35%
- CHINESE = 5 ... i .. 22%
- KOREAN = 3 L e f.. 13%
- FRENCH 2 e it i i e P 9%
- JAPANESE o HEP 9%
- ARABIC T HEN 4%
- POLISH T g 4%
- VIETNAMESE = 1 ... ... ..., .. 4%

6. EDUCATIONAL LEVEL IN NATIVE LANGUAGE
-0 -238 ..
S - 12+ = 21 L e e i .. 91%

-
o)




7. ATTENDANCE DAYS

DAILY ATTENDANCE

- 0 - 10% -
- 11 - 25% -
- 26 - 50% -
- 51 - 75% =
- 76 ~ 100% =

NUMBER OF CLASSES = 55 classes (As of Aprii

100 % = 23 students

oD WWwoh

IN TRANSITIONAL ESL CLASSES

% OF PARTICIPANTS

---------
--------
........
--------

oooooooo

1988)

7 students = 30% dropped the course.

}—-
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SEX

PEOPLE

15

10

~ MALE

~ FEMALE

- TOTAL

- 4 people

= 19 people

R A AR K T I T T S S A

FEMALE

17%

83%

= 23 people

...100%

-
e

————————— e — — - — - — —
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3. AGE

—+ F A+ o+

25

30

35

40

45

50

PEOPLE
]
]
15 | —-
'.—
)
'-—
]
-
I-‘ —-—
]
10 {--
[
]
.
-
-
5 |—-
[
I— —-—
]
[P
TP
e ——
AGE
. 18 -
I 26 -
Iy, 31 -
lv. 36 -
V. 41 -
Vi. 46 -
vVil. 81 -
TOTAL ......

-+
-+
+ +
+ +
-------- e e e e
| (] v
11 people 48%
................ 0%
4 people..... 17%
2 people..... 9%
2 people 9%
1 person 4%
3 people 13%
23 people‘.... 100%

< 4+ + +




4. YEARS OF ENGLiSH TRAINING

PEOPLE
]
]
16 | --
- - +
HE +
{ - +
HE +
10 | —- +
i = +
t= +
1= +
i- +
5§ (-- - + +
- - + + +
e + + +
e + + +
- + + +
e St P ————————— tm—————
| | 1
YEARS OF ENGLISH TRAINING
I. IN ELEMENTARY SCHOOL = 5 people .... 22%
1. IN HIGH SCHOOL = 14 people .... 61%
111, AFTER HIGH SCHOOL = 4 people .... 17%
TOTAL .. ittt e = 23 people ... 100%




5.

NATIVE LANGUAGE

PEOPLE
:
10 !
]
]
]
-
i
- - +
: +
1- +
H +
HES +
H +
5 | ——= + +
' + +
- + +
i + +
- - + + +
H + + +
- - + + + + +
H + + + + + + +
1= = + + + + + + +
H + + + + + + +
R kRt et LT Ty S S
| | (N v \ Vi Vil \
NATIVE LANGUAGE
1. SPANISH = 8 people 35%
I'l. CHINESE = 5 people 22%
I11. KOREAN = 3 people 13%
IV. FRENCH = 2 people 9%
V. JAPANESE = 2 peopie . 9%
VIi. ARABIC = 1 person 4%
VIil. POLISH = 1 person ..... 4%
VIill. VIETNAMESE = { person ..... 4%
TOTAL........... = 23 people ..... 100%

— 4+ + + +




6.

EDUCAT IONAL LEVEL

IN NATIVE LANGUAGE

PEOPLE

20

15

10

1+ 4+ + +

EDUCAT IONAL LEVEL IN NATIVE LANGUAGE

- 0 - 8 = 2 peopie ..... 9%
- 9 - 12+ = 21 people 91%
TOTAL = 23 people 100%

I + 4+ 4+ +++++++++++++++++++




7.

ATTENDANCE

DAYS IN TRANSITIONAL ESL CLASS

+ ++ o+

PEOPLE
]
]

10 +-—-
{
.
]
]
[ -
]
]
]
-
]
]
I— —
]
i

5 |--—- +
! +
e +
H +
HEE + + +
{ + + +
HE + + +
: + + +
e + + +
! + + +
e ———— P ————— e e

O0-10% 11-25% 26-50% 51-75

ATTENDANCE DAYS IN TRANSITIONAL ESL CLASSES
- 0 - 10% = 5 people ..... 22%
- 11 - 26% = 3 people ..... 13%
- 26 - 50% = 3 people ..... 13%
- 51 - 75% = 6 people ..... 28%
- 76 - 100% = 6 people ..... 26%
TOTAL = 23 people 100%




