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Language in Education:
Theory and Practice
ERIC (Educational Resources Information Center) is a nationwide network
of information centers, each res- nsible Mr a given educational level or field of
study. ERIC is supported by tit. office of Educational Research and Improve-

ment of the U.S. Department of Education. The basic objective of ERIC is to
makecurrentcievelopments in educational research, instruction,and personnel
preparation readilyaccessible to educators and membersof related professions.
The ERIC Clearinghouse on Languages and Linguistics (ERIC/CLL), one of
the specialized clearinghouses in the ERIC system, is operated by the Center for

Applied Linguistics (CAL). ERT.C/CLL is specifically responsible for the
collection and dissemination of information on research in languages and
linguistics and on the application of research to language teaching and learning.
ERIC/CLL commissions recognized authorities in languagesand linguistics to
write abou t current issues in the field. The resul tans monographs, intended for use

by educators, researchers, and others interested in language education, are published under the series title, Language in Education: Theory and Practice. The series
includes practical guides for classroom teachers, state-of-the-art papers, research
reviews, and collected reports.

For further information on the ERIC system and ERIC/CLL, write to the
ERIC Clearinghouse on Languages and Linguistics, Center for Applied Linguistics, 1118 22nd Street, NW, Washington, DC 20037.
Vickie Limiting
ERIC ICLL Publications Coordinator
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National Clearinghouse on
Literacy Education
An Adjunct ERIC Clearinghouse
In September 1989, the Center for Applied Linguistics (CAL) was awarded
a contract to expand the activities of the ERIC Clearinghouse on Languages and
Linguistics (ERIC/CLL) through the establishment of an Adjunct ERIC Clear-

inghouse, the National Clearinghouse on Literacy Education (NCLE). The
specific focus of NCLE is literacy education for limited-English proficient adults

and out-of-school youth.
The creation of NCLE has enabled ERIC/ CLL to expand the Language in
Education: Theur y and Practice series to include monographs targeted specifically

to literacy educators working with language minority adults and youth. The
purpose of the monographs is to help practitioners assist these individuals to
achieve full literacy in English and, whenever possible, in their native language.

Monographs commissioned by NCLE are written by recognized authorities
in adult literacy education and ESL (English as a second language). They are
edited and prepared for publication by NCLE staff members. The editing and
production of Making Meaning, Making Change: Participatory Curriculum Development for Adult ESL Literacy were coordinated by Fran Keenan.

For further information on NCLE publications and services, contact the
National Clearinghouse on Literacy Education, Center for Applied Linguistics,
1118 22nd Street, NW, Washington, DC 20037.
Fran Keenan and Joy Kreeft Peyton, NCLE Publications Coordinators
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This is a book that looks backward and looks forward; it is written both as a
retroactive documentation of one participatory adult ESL literacy project (the
University of Massachusetts (UMass) Family Literacy Project) and as a guide for
others undertaking similar projects. If there's one thing that we learned during
the course of our work, it's that every b. oup of students is different; what
happens with any given class depends on who the participants are, what their
concerns am, and the contexts of their lives. Each group brings its own set of
family situations, language and literacy backgrounds, community problems,
employment circumstances, and cultural strengths to the learning situation,
and each of these factors must be taken into account in curriculum development.
The most effective curricula are those tailored to and developed with participating learners. The key in a participatory approach is centering instruction on the
real (rather than imagined) issues of each group; the only way to do this is
through collaborative investigation and decision-making.
It is for this reason that we have written a curriculum guide rather than a
curriculum: We don't believe that a single generic, prepackaged sequence of
themes, language items, or activities can possibly fit all sets of circumstances or
students. Instead of trying to cover content that has been predetermined, teachers need to discover content that's important to their own students. To do this,
they need a conceptual framework, a set of procedures for creating contextspecific curricula emerging out of particular conditions, and concrete examples
of the process in practice.
In accordance with this perspective, Making Meaning, Making Change is intended as a description rather than a prescription: We aren't trying to tell anyone
what to do or what content to cover tomorrow. Rather we are describing what
we did, why we did it, and how others can follow similar processes to discover
what's relevant for their students and to involve them in building curriculum
around this relevant material. Thus, unlike traditional curriculum guides which
specify the structure, sequence, and content for instruction, this book raises
issues about teaching and curriculum development, inviting readers to share
experiences, make their assumptions about literacy explicit, and work together
in investigating al tematives.The form of the book itself is interactive, challenging
the readers as teachers, researchers, and administrators to use i t as a framework

for questioning beliefs, reexamining taken-for-granted assumptions and guiding inquiry in regard to practice.

Our Context:
The UMass Family
Literacy Project

Since the central tenet of a participatory approach is that curricula must
emerge from and be responsive to the particular context of each group of
participants, it is important to start by describing our own context in undertaking this project. The UMass Family Literacy Project was one of many projects
funded by the U.S. Department of Education's Office of Bilingual Education and
Minority Language Affairs (OBEMLA) through Title VII, the Bilingal Education
Act, for the purpose of providing English literacy instruction to the parents of

children in bilingual education programs. Our project was a collaboration
between the Bilingual/ESL Graduate Studies Program at UMass /Boston and
three Boston area community-based adult literacy centers: the Jackson-Mann
Community School, The Cardinal Cushing Center for the Spanish-Speaking/El
Centro del Cardenal, and the Community Learning Center.
Each of the sites is a well-established I iteracy center with deep, long-standing
ties to the community where it is located; the family literacy work was thus an
additional component to ongoing programs, sharing certain features of these

progr ins but differing in other ways. We workad primarily with adults,
serving a total of approximately 150 students per year. Students came from
many language groups (up to 26 at one time); only one site, the Cardinal
Cushing Center, serves a single language group (Spanish speakers).
Staff of the project at any given time included three full-time teachers, a halfMaking Meaning, Making Change
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time curriculum specialist, and a coordinator. Ann Cason, Rosario (Charo)
Gomez-Sanford, Loren McGrail, and Madeline Rhum were the teachers, ((Caro
replaced Loren at the end of the second year); Andy Nash was the curriculum
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specialist (in addition to teaching half-time through other funding), and Elsa
Auerbach was the coordinator. All of us are women, three are mothers, four
speak English as a first language, and one (Charo) is a Bolivian who speaks
Quechua as her first language, Spanish as her second, and English as her fifth!
While we had different job titles, we tried to function in a participatory way with

each other, sharing decision-making, curriculum development, classroom

443

concerns, and dissemination tasks. None of this was without struggle: We had
to work at redefining roles and relationships along the way in our attempt to
"practice what we preach."
Behind every sentence of this introduction, there's a story. The fact that the

project was a university-community collaboration, that it was tied to but
separate from existing programs, that students spoke many languages, that
teachers were similar in some ways but different in othersall of these aspects
of our own context shaped the direction of our project and the issues we had to
address along the way. I'll save the stories for later,but it's important to note that
our work, like work with students, was the result of a particular set of choices
and conditions.
The one aspect of our context that is important to explore at this point is that

our project was funded as a family literacy project. From the outset this

presented us with particular issues and questions: Should we work with parents
and children together? Should we link the project with the public school system?

Should we focus exclusively on content relating to parenting? What if issues
arose in class that seemed unrelated to family literacy as it is traditionally
definedissues such as work or housing or immigration? Did they still count
as family literacy work?
As we struggled to implement our approach, we realized that while many of
these issues were particular to our project, the general approach that we were
developing applied equally to any adult literacy program; that is to say, effective
programs must always take into account the social context of participants' lives,
including family situations, concerns about children, work, and whatever else

arises from the conditions of students' lives. Moreover, we realized that any
participa tory approach will,by definition, have i ts own set of issuesa workplace
program will have to deal with questions about whose agenda to follow, how

to deal with conflicts between workers' and management's needs, and so on
and that this particularity is precisely what is common to curricula that start with
participants' lived experience.

Similar issues arose in conceptualizing this book: Should the book be framed
as a guide to developing family literacy programs or more broadly as a guide to

participatory curriculum development for any adult ESL/literacy program?
The original version of this book, published by UMass, started with a chapter
explaining the rationale for applying a participatory approach to family literacy,
namely that family literacy development depends in large part on the extent to
which literacy is socially significant in family life, and as such, family literacy
programs must focus on using literacy as a tool to deal with concerns that arise
from participants' daily reality. The remainder of the original guide elaborated
a model and tools for finding out and developing curricula around participants'
issues, whatever they may be. Thus, its relevance went beyond family literacy
programs. In preparing this version of the book for a broader audience, its focus

has been revised to reflect this duality: It describes a general approach for
building curricula out of specific contexts and uses the particular experiences of
one project (in thi s case a family literacy project) to illustrate its implementation.

How This Book
Was Written

2 0 Introduction

Although our goal in the UMass Family Literacy Project was to be fully
participatory in all aspects of our work, we of ten divided tasks according to
differing roles. An example of this is the way that this book came to be written.
As we discussed producing our final report, a variety of perspectives emerged
on what it should look like. The teachers felt strongly about maintaining an
independent voice to represent their experiences in the classroom; they wanted
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to ensure that accunts of practice were prese .ted from practitioners' perspective. Thus, they formed their own writing group, producing Talking Shop: A
Curriculum Sourcebook for Participatory Adult ESL, a collection of "windows on
the classroom" (Nash, Cason, Comez-Sanford, McGrail & Rhum, in press). At
the same time, however, we felt a need for a different kind of piece that would
generalize from ourcollective experience, weaving it together into an overview

of the curriculum development process as a whole; this ultimately was to
become Making Meaning, Making Change.
Thus, we ended up with two volumescompanion pieces each representing a different focus and a different perspective. Where one analyzes theoretical
and methodological aspects of the components of curriculum development, the

J

other focuses on particular accounts of curriculum cycles as they played
themselvesout in the classroom. WhereMaking Meaning,Making Change is written
primarily from the perspective o f the pmject coordina tor, Talking Shop is written
fully from the teachers perspective.

In each case, we started with group discussions of content, format, and
organization; however, the teachers' writing was much more collaborative in
the revising stages. They met regularly to share drafts and give feedback; in the
early stages, I got feedback to the extent teachers had the time to provide it, but
as the funding ran out, the process became increasingly individual. Although
the process was relatively individual, the content comes from extensive documentation of group work collected throughout the project: minutes of meetings
and workshops, teaching materials, examples of student work, and teachers'
journals. Thus, the "we" in this guide means different things at different points:

Sometimes it reflects direct reporting of group discussions, paraphrasing or
quoting teachers as they share insights and experiences; at other times, it
represents the coordinator's interpretation /extension of analyses ret=thed
through a group process.

Our Audience

One of the first questions we grappled with in writing this guide was "Who
is it for?" if it is for program administrators, academics, funders, or policy
makers, shouldn't it be written in a somewhat formal, academic style? If its for
teachers and practitioners, shouldn't it be written in a more popular style, with
greater focus on method and practice?
We concluded that the book should be intentionally and explicitly for both.
It's important for teachers to have an understai ling of where their work fin in
the bigger picture of educational policy and to have a conceptual framework to
guide practice. It's also important for policy makers and program administra-

tors to have a concrete sense of day-to-day classroom life. All too often,
administrators, academics, and practitioners travel in separate circles, meeting
only over proposals, budgets, and test scores. This book is intended to help

bridge that gap by integrating research findings and accounts of teachers'
experiences, theoretical developments and practical issues.

The Book's Structure

The structure of the book mirrors the curriculum development process.
Chapter 1 starts by elaborating the conceptual frameworkfor a participatory ap-

proach, with an explanation of the principles and rationale for participatory
literacy education. Chapter 2 examines structural issues in setting up programs
in terms of their implications for curriculum development and classroom
dynamics. Moving into the classroom, Chapters 3 and 4 present an overview of
the curriculum development process and ways of findingsttdertt issues; Chapter
5 discusses participatory tools fin developing language, literacy, and critical
thinking around themes, and Chapter 6 addresses issuesthat arise in putting the
model into practice. Chapter 7 explores ways of using literacy to take action for
changebothinsideand outside theclassroom. Ananalysis of different perspectives
on evaluation and options for alternative, participatory evaluation are presen ted
in Chapter 8. The book concludes with implications for the field of adult ESL/
literacy as a whole based on our work. The list of Resources at the end includes
books, curriculum guides, articles, and newsletters for teachers interested in
pursuing a participatory approach to adult ESL/ literacy and materials that can
be used in the classroom (both traditional ESL texts and alternative resources).
Making Meaning, Making Change 13
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Whatever conclusions we came to in our own work were the result of a group
process, and our sense is that this book can best be utilized by a group of people reading

and reacting to it together. This means that teachers need time to meet together
regularly; an essential component of any participatory adult literacy program
is ongoing staff development. We hope that this guide will be used in that kind
of a setting, as a catalyst for groups implementing their own programs. The
group exercises included in it serve two functions: first, to facilitate the development of your own group process, examiningyour assumptions abou t literacy,

sharing experience, and adapting the model to your own conditions; and
second, to model the kind of exercises you might want to do with students.
We don't expect that attynne will read Making Meaning, Making Change
linearly, from beginning to end, but rather that readers will use it as a resource,
going back and forth between the ideas presented here and practice, selecting
and experimenting with sections as they become relevant in particular contexts.
Our hope is that you will adapt Making Meaning, Making Change to your own

realities by using it interactively, evaluating what we say in light of your
experiences, settings, and values, and taking from it what is relevant to your
context. The principles of participatory learningsharing ideas and working
out ways of putting them into practice collaborativelyapply as much to
educators as to students. There are structured exercises throughout the guide to
facilitate this kind of interaction, so that you can draw out your own experience
and ideas as a reference point for what you read.

4

Introduction
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What Is a Participatory Approach
to Curriculum Development?

In order to frame your thinking about approaches to curriculum before
ILL
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reading this chapter, take fifteen minutes to write about a positive memory you
have of a school experience. Then do the same for a negative school experience.
If you are working in a group, compare the experiences you wrote about:
+What do the positive experiences have in common?
+What do the negative experiences have in common?
* What elements seem to characterize the positive /negative learning experiences?

*What generalizations can you make about positive and negative learning
experiences, environments, and processes?
What implications do these observations have for teaching?

Now take some time to answer the questions about curriculum development
below. The purpose here is to articulate your past or current practice in order to

begin thinking and talking about the spectrum of approaches to developing
curriculum that you are already familiar with. If you are working with a group,
discuss your answers together: First describe what you do and then talk about
how you feel about it (what you like or don't like about the process, advantages
or disadvantages of doing things that way, and any concerns that have arisen
out of this experience).

Your Practice...

1. What are the goals of the program?
What would count as success?
0 What are the hinders' and administrators' hopes for the students?
0 What are the teachers' hopes for the students?
What are the students' hopes for themselves?

2. How is a needs assessment done?
Who does it? When is it done?
If teachers are not involved, what information do they get ?
On what basis are students placed in classes?
3. How is the content of your curriculum determined?
Who decides what is to be covered?
What is the organizing principle of the curriculum (grammar?
competencies? survival topics? situations?)
On what basis are topics/grammar points/competencies chosen?
When is curriculum content determined?
What is the role of each of the following in deciding content and
shaping the syllabus: hinders, administrators, teachers, students?

4. How are dassroom processes, activities, and materials determined?
Who decides what students will do and how they will do it?
What kinds of materials and activities are used?
How are they selected or designed? When are they chosen?
How are lessons planned?
Is instruction mainly irr-widual, small group, or whole group?
What does the teacher do if the class gets side-tracked from the plan?
5. What is the teacher's role in the classroom?
What does the teacher do before, during, and after class?
How do the students view the teacher's role?
What does the teacher do about problems in class?

Making Meaning, Making Change
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6. What is the students' role in the classroom?
To what extent do students decide how and what the class will study?
To what extent do they select or create materials?
What is their rule in evaluation of their learning?
7. How are the outcomes determined?
What kinds of outcomes are considered important?
Who decides what possible/acceptable outcomes are?
How is evaluation (individual, class, mid program) done?

ERE Si Rgoduill
Cm

11

Our Practice...

As curriculum theorists point out, every approach to curriculum development
reflects a certain view of learners and learning. Very often, these views are implicit
in the way curriculum isdeveloped and structured, in the choices about curriculum
content and goals, and in the patterning of social relations in the classroom.

We started our own work in the Family Literacy Project by trying to get a
sense of the range of approaches and models that others had developed for
similar programs. While we brought a wealth of experience teaching adult ESL

and literacy in a variety of contexts (from refugee camps to workplace and
community-based programs), none of us had worked in a family literacy
program before. Thus, we felt that it would be important to situate our work
within the broader framework of existing research and conceptualizations of
family literacy, to understand on the one hand what the research had to say
about how families contribute to literacy development and, on the other, how
programs were designed to promote this development. We wanted to examine
the range of answers to questions like those posed above, looking not just at
program designs but at the assumptions they were based on and the rationale
that informed them. This led us to step back and ask a set of questions about
the social context of family literacy programming itself:
Why is family literacy becoming such a popular trend now?
What models are now being used to involve English and language minority
families in children's literacy development?
What assumptions are these models based on?
What does the research say about how families contribute to the literacy
development of children?
How do the families' contributions vary according to class and culture?
What alternatives are there to the predominant models?

We embarked on this investigation process by doing three things:
1. reviewing studies of home literacy contexts and family contributions to

literacy development of children from different classes and cultures
(ethnographic research);
2. looking at existing family literacy program models; and, perhaps most
importantly,
3. learning from our students, investigating with them their own family
literacycontexts.

While this is not the place to present an in-depth analysis of our findings,
there are several points that are critical for understanding our rationale in
pursuing a participatory approach to curriculum development. (See Auerbach,
1989b, for a fuller analysis of these questions).
Most importantly, what we found was that existing programs were of ten not
informed by research findings. The evidence about family contributions to
literacy acquisition and implications for practice pointed in one direction while
the predominant approach to program design pointed in another.
On the one hand, programs are of ten based on the assumption that the homes
of low-income, minority, and ESL students are "literacy impoverished," with
limited reading material, parents who don't read, don't value literacy, and don't
provide support for their children's literacy development. Based on this notion
of family deficit, program goals are often framed in terms of transforming home
contexts into sites for mainstream literacy interactions; parents are taught to do
6

What Is a Participatory Approach?
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specific school-like literacy tasks with their children and to interact with the
schools on the schools' terms. Curricula focus on giving parents instruction in
becoming home tutors, training in "effective parenting," and information on the
culture of American schooling. In this "transmission of school practices" model,
the direction is from the schools to the families.
On the other hand, studies of low-income, minority, and immigrant families
show that they often use literacy for a wide variety of purposes, have homes
filled with print, and not only value literacy, but see it as the key to mobility.
Even parents with little education and limited literacy support their children's
literacy development in a variety of ways (Chall & Snow,1982; Delgado-Gai tan,
1987; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines,1988). When we investigated family interactions
around literacy
t our students, we found a picture of mutual support and
sharing of stren
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Interestingly, the way the second piece was written itself exemplifies the
"you scratch my back, I'll scratch yours" dynamic in this family: The mother is
herself a beginning ESL student with minimal first language literacy skills. She
collaborated with her daughter in a language experience process to produce this
piece. The mother told the daughter what she wanted to say and the daughter
helped the mother to write it.
Further, studies of the homes of successful readers found that interactions
around print varied greatly. No specific school-like instructional practices
accounted for literacy acquisition; rather, literacy was integrated in a socially
significant way into many aspects of family life and developed to the extent that
it was a tool for addressing needs and issues of importance for the family. Thus,
Taylor (1983) concludes:
The approach tha t has been taken in recent years has been to develop

parent education programmes which very often provide parents
with a battery of specific activities which are designed to teach
reading, and yet very little available evidence suggests that parents
with children who read without difficulty actually undertake such
'teaching' on a regular basis. The present study suggests that there
Making Meaning. Making Change
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are great variations in approaches the parents have evolved in
working with their children and that the thread that unites the
families is the recognition that learning to read takes place on a daily
basis as part of everyday life. (p. 101)
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The following piece, written by a student, Rosa, while she was in a primarily

grammar-based classroom, is a response to the teacher's exasperated query
about why no one had done their homework exercises:
Why I Didn't Do the Homework
Because the phone is ringing
the door is noking
the kid is yumping
the food is burning
time runs fast.

Implicit in this response is a plea for the teacher to understand the complex
context of the student's life: She is more than a studentshe is a parent, wife,
cook, neighbor, and community member, trying to balance the demands of
these many roles. Formal decontextualized homework becomes one more
burden that seems in confl ict with the demands of daily living. It doesn't always
fit in or make sense. The following piece, written by the same student when she
was in a family literacy class where the teacher invited students to explore and

write about the dynamics of language choice in their families, uses the home
context as content for writing, focusing on the issues that the student is involved
with in her daily life.
At Home
I talk to my kids about school
I ask...LComo se portaron?
They say very good.
I continue in ask
about the food..and the homework.
they speak to me in english....
I say I am sorry....
Yo no entendl nada; por favor hablame
en espahol... The older boy says OK..OK.
You study english you are supposed to
understand. They repeat again to me
slowly and more clearly. Yo les digo...
Muchas gracias.... I love you.
They are 4, 6 and 10 years old.

Here literacy no longer seems in opposition to the student's concerns but is
a tool for reflecting and acting on them. With these two pieces, Rosa's message
here is clear: It is important to connect what happens inside the classroom with

what happens outside the classroom so that literacy can become a tool for
making changes in students' lives.
Taken together, this evidence suggested to us a very different model from the
predominant transmission of school practices model: a model that acknowledges
family strengths; investigates with students family contexts for literacy usage,
attitudes and practices; and explores with students possibilities for change.
Rather than proceeding from the schools to the families, the direction of this
model is from the families and communities to the schools. Parents' roles, thus,
are no longer defined in terms of implementing school goals or practices, but
rather in terms of using literacy as a tool to deal with issues in their own daily
reality. The premise here is that literacy will become socially significant in
family life (and thus provide a context conducive to children's literacy acquisition) when participants in family literacy programs become critical readers of
their own social contexts and authors of the changes they hope to make. The
approach to curriculum development, thus, must be context-specific, grounded
in the particular realities of each group of participants, and based on a collabe8
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rative investigation of critical issues in family and community life. As these
issues emerge, they are explored and transformed into content-based literacy
work so that literacy can, in turn, become a tool for making change in the
conditions of students' lives. The two pieces on the previous page by Rosa
illustrate the impact on student literacy development of these two differing
approaches to literacy curriculum development.
While we arrived at our analysis within the context of a family literacy
project, there are two lessons that are generalizable to other adult literacy
contexts:
1. In order to develop a conceptual basis for any project, it is important to understand the social context in which the project itself takes place: why the project is

being funded, what assumptions it rests on, whose interests it serves, whose
agenda is driving it, how it views learners, etc.
2. The key to successful literacy acquisition is the extent to which literacy is
rooted in and integrally related to issues of importance in learners' lives. It is this
second claim that we will explore further in the rest of this chapter. We will start

by stepping back to get a broad picture of traditional and participatory approaches to curriculum development, going on to examine in more detail some
of the characteristics of a traditional approach and the rationale for and characteristics of a participatory approach, and concluding with general principles of
participatory curriculum development.

Two Approaches to
Curriculum Development:
The Big Picture

to with the people.
Live with them.
Learn from them.
Love them.

Start with what they Mow
Build with what they have.
But of the best leaders
When the job is done, the lash accomplished,

The people will all say,
"We have done this ourselves'
Lao Tsu. China TOO B

Reprinted by permission of SWAPO Literacy Campaign.

This graphic comes from the Literacy Promoter's Handbook (SWAPO Literacy

Campaign, 1986, p. 6), a guide for Namibian literacy workers. Although the
quote was originally written almost three thousand years ago, and is taken here
from materials being used in a third world setting, the message is a universal

one, fully relevant to our work with immigrants and refugees in a North
American context. The message is a simple one: that people learn best when
learning starts with what they already know, builds on their strengths, engages
them in the learning process, and enables them to accomplish something they
want to accomplish. This is the essence of a participator), approach. The only
thing astounding about this approach is that it is not the norm; in fact, it is
diametrically opposed to the way that many of us have been taught, and, as the
following pages (excerpted from the same manual, pp. 3-4) indicate, differs
from the "old" methods used in many adult literacy settings.
Making Meaning, Making Change
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As you read the next few pages, think about how each of the methods
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presented relates to your own learning and teaching experiences.Which method
is closest to the way you learned (what you wrote about at the beginning of this
chapter)? Which is closest to teaching approaches you're familiar with?

4

In the old method of
teaching literacy, the teacher
did all the talking. The learners
listened and were not expected toy
participate- very much, so often
became bored.

the teacher was seen
as superior and the source of
all Knowledle Learners were treated

as schoolchildren, merely repeating
knowledge that was giver. '1 them
they were passive learners They had
no opportunity to make use of their
own experience by Participatn191,

creatively in the. le ning process

----cLiteracy was basically
oncerned with learning the
alpha bet.

Adult learners are more interested
in problems relating to tneir daily
iives and therefore often saw
relevance in ,lust
chanting ha b c d e:

abed
efa
hb

Reprinted by permission of SWAPO Literacy Campaign.
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3y looking into the

new

causes of 4hgir problems
and how to solve them
participants are encourag&I to
realise thpt they them selves
can do something to
improve their lives.

/ method people learn to
/ read and write while.
parcucspans in d

rohuep

ir

"'a bin o utd'

problems

But why
is our
water supply
always breaking
down

People learn initially to
read and write those. words
That tap is.
always running

drysuff

I

it is fixed.

which are most important
to Them. By taking time 10
understand their own lives,
They are motivated to learn

This new method,
then, involves both
literacy andcomrnunity
development skills

ant eStape from the feeling
mat nothing can he done.

I 11111,..._

Reprinted by permission of SWAPO Literacy Campaign.

What Characterizes a More Traditional, Ends-Means Approach?
One way to explain a participatory approach to ESL literacy is to contrast it
with the more familiar ends-means approach in which experts identify a body
of knowledge to be covered during a specified time period (ends) and provide
a plan (means) for meeting predetermined objectives before instruction begins.
Of course, the danger of setting up such a contrast is that it creates a kind of
polarization that may not correspond to the lived experience of practitioners.

Most programs are neither purely traditional nor purely participatory, but
draw on elements of each and lie somewhere on a continuum between the two
extremes. As such, the contrast oversimplifies reality. Nevertheless, it serves a
function: It should be seen not so much as a system for categorizing or labeling

programs, but rather as a tool for framing thinking about possibilities and
situating programs along a continuum. Having said this, I now proceed with the
oversimplified description of an ends-means approach!

Making Meaning, Making Change

2u

ii

he curriculum development process starts with experts identifying and
describing a body of knowledge to be covered (as in the case of the Texas Adult

Performance Level Study (APLI in which university-based researchers sur-
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veyed literacy usage in a wide variety of contexts, identifying 65 competencies
that they claimed were necessary for "successful functioning in society"). Often
this is done by consulting those in the mainstream society who will be interacting with the learner (e.g., employers or school personnel) in order to determine
their expectations: what they need, hope, or expect the learner to be able to do
as a resul t f instruction. The results of the investigation process then determine
what gets taught (thus, the APL Study became the basis for competency-based
ESL texts and curricula).

Content, in this view, derives from this.externally defined body of knowledge (whether it be in the form of grammar, language use, cultural information,
life skills, or competencies). This received content is broken down into parts

according to topic, function, or form, with the resulting syllabus becoming a
kind of blueprint or roadmap for instruction. The recent concern with accountability has led to very detailed specification of content, linguistic/behavioral
tasks, outcomes, and performance standards.

Needs assessment very often follows the formulation of the syllabus. Thus, it
is done a priori, as a precondition to instruction, to determine for the purposes
of placement which skills students lack. In many cases, assessment is done by
someone other than the teacher and results are presented to the teacher in
quantifit:d form, with no account of the assessment interaction itself. Often,
assessment data inform instruction only to the extent that they serve as a baseline against which progress is measured. Sometimes (e.g., incompetency-based

ESL), teaching specifically targets weaknesses identified in pretesting and
considers any teaching not related to these points to be deviations that don't
count.

The teachers' role in this process is to transmit skills and knowledge; the
students' role is to receive knowledge. Thus, the teacher is the knower and the
student is the knowee. Because learning is defined as the acquisition of skills or

knowledge, it is seen to be primarily an individual process, with each learner
proceeding at his/her own pace, accumulating skills /knowledge with assistance from the teacher. Although there may be flexibility in terms of materials
or metii-xls for attaining the prespecified objectives, any classroom activity not
directed at meeting these objectives is considered a deviation.

Outcomes are also measured against these predetermined objectives. Teachers are evaluated in terms of how well they cover the syllabus. Students are
evaluated in terms of gains between pretesting and posttesting. Great stress is
placed on quantification of progress and objectivity of assessment. Further,
outcomes must be correlated with objectives; this means that predictability is
valued. Funding is often contingent on meeting goals that have been specified
before students have been adrni tted. Thus, to the program, projected results shape
recruitment: Only those students who are likely to meet predetermined outcomes are accepted.
Thus, in this approach, the educator/expert does most of the work of naming

the reality, determining the needs and objectives, developing the educational
plan, providing the materials, and evaluating theoutcomes. As a result, according
to Freire (1981), the educator acts as a problem-solver for the student, "curing" the

student by prescribing or transmitting educational medicine (in the form of
skills, behaviors, or competencies), with the result that the student's voice is
silenced.
Quite a literal exampleof this silencing took place in a factory-based ESL class

that I observed several years ago. I arrived early and found the students,
Portuguese women who had been in this country for many years, engaged in an
animated and angry discussion of something that had happened to one of them
that day: After eight years on the job, she had suddenly been shifted from an
hourly rate job to a piece-rate job in violation of the union contract. The teacher,
12

What Is a Participatory Approach?

7 a.

BE Duns Rued Dl Sit
MI,

who herself was Portuguese, joined the discussion. Passionate debate ranged
from why the boss had done this, to what the woman could do and how the
others might help. Suddenly the teacher looked at her watch and said it was time
to start class. She had prepared a lesson on calling in sick, after a careful needs
assessment of the kinds of language the women needed for the workplace. What
followed was a solid hour of silence, with the women alternately looking out the
window, at their shoes, and at the clock.

This episode represents more than just missing a teachable moment; it
_

represents a stance toward education. The teacher felt she had to stick to her

lesson; it was what she was "supposed to do" and if she had allowed the
students to keep talking about what had happened at work, she said she would
have felt guilty. She was a committed person who had spent long hours doing

a needs assessment and preparing detailed lesson plans on the skills her
students needed to fit into the workplace. But by making the decision for her
students, she assumed control of the situation, robbing them of the chance to
participate in directing their own learning.

A Participatory Approach; the Emergent Curriculum
In contrast to the ends-means approach, a curriculum that aims to be centered

on issues of importance to participants must be tailored to each group of
students. It can't be developed before the educator ever comes in contact with
the class, but rather has to be built ,J11 the particular conditions, concerns, and
contributions of specific groups of participants at a particular point in time.
A host of factors must be taken into account: Are participants from the same
language group or different ones? Are they working or on welfare? What are the
ages of their children? Do they live in public housing? The list goes on, but the
point is that educators can't know the specific concerns of any group until they
come in contact with them. There may be a set of generic issuesissues that are
common and predictable for most immigrants and refugees in this country
but it isn't possible to know which of these will be resonant issues for any given
group at a given point in time. The only way to find out what a particular group
is concerned about, how they already use literacy, and how they might use it to
address these concerns, is to investigate the social context of their lives with
them.
Clearly, this approach demands a fundamental reconceptualization of curriculum development. Whereas, in the traditional approach, the teacher walks
into the classroom armed with a predetermined set of objectives or outcomes,

syllabus, lesson plans, and texts, in a participatory approach the

curriculum emerges as a result of an ongoing, collaborative investigation of

critical themes in students' lives. But where does this leave the teacher?
Contrary to some misconceptions, it doesn't mean that the teacher goes into the
classroom empty-handed, waiting for issues to fall from the sky. A participatory
approach provides the teacher with a structured process for developing context-specific
curricula, involving students at every step of the way. To implement this process, the

educator needs four things:
1.a clear conceptualization of the rationale for the approach (what this chapter

hopes to provide);
2. an overview of the process (elaborated in Chapter 3);
3. a set of tools and procedures for finding and developing student themes into

literacy work (Chapters 4 and 5); and
4. a set of resources to draw on in implementing the approach, including
materials and coworkers to talk to about the process as it develops (a list
of resources is included at the end of the book).

9.
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Rationale for a Participatory Approach
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The "why' for participatory literacy comes from adult learning theory,
second language acquisition theory, and literacy theory, each of which is
touched on only briefly here.

Adult Learning Theory. A central concept in adult learning theory is selfdirected learning. As Knowles (1984) and others have pointed out, adult education

is most effective when it is experience-centered, related to learners' real needs,
and directed by learners themselves. Rather than abstract, decontextualized

instruction focusing on isolated skills or generic topics, content must be
contextualized in terms of student-determined interests and goals. It must be
related in a meaningful way to the students' everyday reality and useful in
enabling students to achieve their own purposes. Thus, adult learning theory

supports the view that learners must be involved in determining both the
content and direction of their education.
Second Language Acquisition (SLA) Theory. This concern with context and
meaning are reflected in SLA theory. In the past twenty years, there has been a
paradigm shift away from grammar-based and behavioral approaches (both of
which are form-centered in orientation) toward meaning-centered approaches to
English as a Second Language (ESL). Language is no longer seen only as a
system of rules or behaviors that have an autonomous existence independent of
their usage. The notion of communicative competence implies that it is not enough
to know the grammar of a language; it is necessary also to know appropriate
forms to use as the context changes. According to this view, both grammatical

and sociolinguistic knowledge are acquired in the process of meaningful
interaction in a range of settings, with a range of purposes, and participants.
Real communication, accompanied by appropriate feedback that subordinates
form to the elaboration of meaning, is key for language learning.
It is the teachers' task to create contexts for this type of communicative
activity to take place. One of the means for creating such contexts is through
content-based instruction: Contexts that focus on the exchange and creation of
substantive information provide opportunities to link language acquisition
with cognitive development. Further, cooperative learning through peer interaction

provides students with greater opportunity to use language than teachercentered participant structures; in addition, task -or problem-oriented activities
provide a context for authentic dialogue and purposeful language use.

Literacy Theory. Central to recent developments in literacy theory is the
notion that literacy practices, like language, are variable, context-dependent,
and culture-specific. Until recently, literacy was seen as a monolithic set of
neutral skillsexisting independently of how or where they're used. Literacy was

seen to have certain inherent qualities that inevitably led to higher order
cognitive processing (e.g., logical thinking) and economic advancement (see
Gee, 1986, for a review of these perspectives).
However, studies of the real-world uses of literacy and literacy acquisition in

different settings have revealed that the ways people read and write vary
according to the task, the situation, the purpose, and the relationship between
reader, writer, and setting. Further, the particular practices and beliefs about
literacy for a given society depend on a range of cultural, social, and political
factors. This research refutes claims made for literacy, showing that logical
thinking is a consequence not of literacy per se but of how it is taught; economic
advancement is determined more by race, ethnicity, and class than by literacy
level (see Gee, 1986, for a comprehensive review of recent research supporting
thisanalysis). Heath's (1983) work showed that although different communities
use different literacy practices, those of middle-class communities are most like
those of schools; and because authority is vested in those with mainstream ways
(i.e., the ways of the school), children from middle-class communities had an
advantage. This advantage has more to do with power relationships than with
any inherent qualities of their particular literacy practices.
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Street (1984) argues that it is no accident that literacy has traditionally been
viewed as a unitary phenomenon, with inherent qualifies and consequences.
He argues that this view of literacy is a way of privileging one group's "ways
with words" over others'. Recognizing only one culture-specific set of literacy
practices, r, nely those taught and used in school (what Street calls "western
essay-text literacy"), and elevating it to universal status, serves to maintain the
dominance of those who use it. Its status comes not from its inherent features,
but from its relation to the social order, because of who owns and has access to
it. Street, Heath, and others argue that it must be explicitly acknowledged that
each view of literacy reflects a particular ideological perspective. The traditional
view justifies the sta tus quo by valuing certain literacy practices over others; the
sociocontextual view opens the door to changes in power relations by recognizing the legitimacy of diverse literacy practices.

A number of studies exploring the implications of this perspective for
literacy instruction have appeared recently (again, see Gee, 1986 and Heath,
1983). Ht. ath and Branscombe (1985), for example, suggest teaching students to

become ethnographers of their own literacy communities, involving them in
the process of investigating language and literacy usage. Their work with
middle school students showed that when students become li teracy researchers,
exploring literacy beliefs and practices in their own families and communities,
they make tremendous literacy gains. This study suggests that the process of

observing, collecting, recording, and analyzing data about language and
literacy use in itself facilitates literacy acquisition because literacy is both the
instrument and the object of study. As we embarked on our project, we tried to

identify features that characterized Heath and Branscombe's approach to
literacy instruction, and came up with the following guidelines (implementation of these guidelines is discussed in Chapter 3):

Guidelines for Literacy Instruction
1. Create a literate classroom environment.
Permeate the atmosphere with talk about language and literacy use.
Constantly link reading and writing to students' daily lives.
Treat students as though they are avid readers and writers.

2. Make literacy classroom activities real, student-centered, and
communicative.
Start with personal writing: autobiographical, student-initiated topics.

Use literacy for real purposes and audiences (e.g., set up
letter-writing teams).

3. Connect content inside the the class to the community outside.
Have students investigate language, literacy, and variability of usage.
Identify contexts and purposes for literacy practices.

4. Develop literate practices through research in which students:
*collect data (participant observation, interviews, reading inventories);
record data (field notes, taping, transcribing);
analyze data (finding patterns, comparing);
report on the analysis and present findings; and
establish a community of researchers for responding, criticizing,
refining, and producing a revised analysis.
The recent theoretical developments discussed above suggest that instruction

must include explicit discussion of literacy learning itself. This means (a) involving
learners in the investigation of their own literacy practices; (b) critically analyzing

with learners how the educational system has shaped their development, selfimage, and possibili ties by devaluing their knowledge and promoting one cul turespecific norm at the expense of others; and (c) involving students in determining
their own purposes, rather than prescribing practices for them.

The work of Brazilian educator Paulo Freire is perhaps the most important
inspiration for a participatory approach to ESL. His approach, developed in the
Making Meaning, Making Change
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1950s during a literacy campaign among peasants and slum-dwellers in Brazil,
involved engaging learners in dialogue about key words representing problematic issues in their lives in order to foster critical analysis of the issues. These
dialogues became the basis for literacy development and action for change.
What was significant about Freire's work was his insistence on linking literacy
tosocial change. As he says, "reading the word" and "reading the world" go
hand in hand: Literacy education is meaningful to the extent that it engages
learners in reflecting on their relationship to the world they live in and provides
them a means to shape that world (Freire & Macedo, 1987). Freire claims that
every curriculum reflects a particular view of the world, whether or not it is
explicitly acknowledged. Thus, education is never neutral. It can either serve to
perpetuate existing social relations or to challenge them.

Education either functions as an instrument which is used to facilitate the integration...into the logic of the present system and bring
about conformity to it, or it becomes the "practice of freedom," the
means by which men and women deal critically and creatively with
reality and discover how to participate in the transformation of their
world. (Freire, 1970, p. 15)

Freire argues that both the content and the processes of traditional adult
literacy perpetuate the marginalization of learners. When literacy is taught as a

collection of decontextualized, meaningless skills, starting with letters and
sounds divorced from any significance in learners' lives, they cannot use their
minds or bring anything to the learning process, and therefore become objects
of instruction. Students are seen as lacking the skills and behaviors needed to
function in the society as it exists; the curriculum focuses on transferring
knowledge that will help students fit in. Freire calls this the "banking model" of
education: Learners are seen as empty vessels, devoid of any knowledge, and
the educators' job is to fill the empty accounts by ma king deposits of knowledge.
The learners thus become passive recipients of prepackaged and predetermined
curriculum content. The classroom processes themselves are disempowering
because they rehearse students for submissive roles in the social order outside
the classroom. As Freire (1970) says, this kind of curriculum is domesticating in
that it tames people into uncritical acceptance of things as they are, discouraging
them from actively challenging the forces that keep them marginalized.

From Training for Transformation, Book 1 (p. 103) by A. Hope and S. Timmel, 1984,
Giveru, Zimbabwe: Mambo Press. Reprinted by permission.
16

What Is a Participatory Approach?

Pal

In contrast to this domesticating education, Freire proposes a model whose
goal is to enable learners to become active participants in shaping their own
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realities. Both the content and processes of this model invite learners to become
the subjects of their own education. Content centers on problematic issues from
their lives, so literacy is immediately relevant and engaging. Because this reality
is problematized (presented in all its complexity, without predetermined solutions), participants become the creators rather than the recipients of knowledge.

They engage in a process of reflection and dialogue, developing both an
understanding of the root causes of the problem and generating their own
alternatives for addressing it. Literacy learning becomes a context for thinking
critically about social issues in a process that Freire calls "conscientization."

"Learners enter into the process of learning not by acquiring facts [skills,
competencies] but by constructing their reality in social exchange with others"
(Auerbach & Wallerstein, 1987, p.1). This radically transforms their relation to

education, making them subjects of their own learning; at the same time,
because literacy becomes a tool for addressing problems, it transforms their
relation to the world, making them subjects of their own history. Education thus
is pan of a liberating process rather than a domesticating one. Freire's four-part
process for putting this theory into practice can be characterized as follows:

Overview of Freire's Curriculum Development Process
1. The listening phase. During this time, the educator immerses him or
herself in the community of the students, becoming intimately familiar with
their daily reality. Through this investigation process, the educator identifies critical social issues from students' lives and selects a core group of
shared issues that become the backbone of the literacy curriculum. Issues
are selected onthe basis of their evocative power--the extent to which they

trigger strong emotional responses. The educator then distills these
themes into codes or codificationsabstracted representations in graphic
form of the issues, depicted so that they are depersonalized and objective
but immediately recognizable. Problems are presented in a two-sided way

so that no solution or predetermined interpretation is implied. For each
theme, a generative (key) word is selected that both reflects the loaded
issue and has a regular syllable structure.

2. The dialogue phase. Learners work together in dialogue circles,
reflecting on the codes; the facilitator/teacher guides their dialogue through
steps moving from literal interpretation of the code, to linking it to personal
conditions and situations, to reflecting on its root causes and considering
alternative ways of addressing the problem. Through this conscientization
process, participants deepen their understanding of the conditions shaping their lives. The group nature of this process is critical: Participants each
contribute their interpretations and collectively arrive at an analysis of the
situation; they share experiences and ideas in order to generate their own
alternatives for action.

3. The decoding and recoding phase. Once students have "read the
world" of a generative word, they move on to "reading the word" itself,
grappling with syllable structure. The process moves from analyzing the
word in terms of its meaning in participants' lives, to analyzing it linguistically, breaking it into syllables that are then recombined to make new
words, and new meanings.
4. The action phase. The final phase entails doing something hi the real
world as a result of the reflection and dialogue. In Freire's case, the literacy
campaign led peasants and slum-dwellers to become active participants

in the political process. On a more limited scale, the point of the action
phase is to return to the problem that inspired the literacy work and work
to change the conditions that gave rise to it.
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For the past three decades, educators around the world have been working
to put Freire's vision of "education for transformation" into practice. Early
attempts often focused on struggling to transpose Freire's pedagogy into
different contexts in a literal way; however, because his work grew out of
specific conditions, took place in a third world country, was developed for a
syllabically regular language, and was part of a movement for social change, this
kind of literal translation was often not possible, causing some practitioners to
become discouraged or to question its applicability to their situation. However,

over time, it became clear that this kind of transposition of methodogy was
neither the intention nor the spirit of Freire's approach. Rather, practitioners
realized that they had to constantly reinvent Freire for their own contexts, taking

from his work the underlying outlook but developing tools to implement it
according to their own situations. Thus, over the past twenty years, Freire's
vision has been adapted for second language, workplace, health, and peace
education internationally. The popular education and participatory research
movements have both been influenced by Freire. His ideas have been widely
adapted for ESL with the development of Wallerstein's (1983) problem-posing
approach and the participatory ESL movement in Canada.
The challenge for anyone trying to apply a Freirean perspective is to figure

out what is and what isn't relevant to a given context. The brief summary
outlined here is by no means a prescription for practice. As the body of Freireinspired practice grows, there have been inevitable refinements, reformulations, and challenges to both the form and content of Freire's ideas. Key among
these is expansion of the learners' role in the curriculum development process;
specifically, where Freire suggested that the educator undertake a period of
investigation and identification of themes before instruction begins, others have
moved toward a process of identifying themes through dialogue with participants, as part of the instructional process. In addition, rather than focusing on
a single method (moving from code to dialogue to generative word to syllabification to creating new words and moving toward action), others have ex-

panded the range of tools and processes for exploring issues, with student
involvement in the production of material. Further, many have questioned the
notion that the teacher's role is to facilitate conscientization and analytical
thinking because it implies that the teacher has a more developed understanding than the students. The process of trying to redefine roles in the classroom has
been as much a learning process for teacher-learners as for student - learners. The
following passage is an adult basic education (ABE) teacher's explanation of
how her thinking developed on this issue.
Up to a year and a half ago, I was a teacher because I thought people
needed to think more critically about the social conditioning of their
personal experience, to look underneath the myths that obscure our
vision of what's going on in our lives and the world...

But the problem this notion began to raise for me is that the
women where I worked often did view reality with a critical consciousness; they quite often did see the social conditioning of their
own lives. John Gwaltney, in Drylongso: A Self Portrait of Black
America, said that "principled survival is a preeminently analytical
process." A woman in one class once talked about how you have to
lie to your caseworker to squeeze what you need out of welfare, but
that having to lie M front of your children "takes away your freedom."

Deciding which to trade offyour right to demonstrate your real
integrity to your child, or getting her a decent looking coat so she
doesn't feel humiliated at schoolknowing that freedom is what
hangs in the balance, is a "preeminently analytical process.?
When I first wrote the paragraph above, I wondered if I should
take it out. I shouldn't have to rcr, Ind myself that the women 1 work
with think a nalytically. But I have to painfully admit that soi netimes
my eyes aren't open to it....
18
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I also began to realize that within the framework I'd used, there
wasn't a place for me, as a teacher, with which I was comfortable. The

role it left me was that of a facilitator whose consciousness was
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already raised, helping other people to raise theirs. I was beginning
to see that I couldn't reconcile that role with the reality of who the

women in my classes really were. I also started to see how that
premise didn't fit with the fact that my own awareness of many
things still needed raising, or that even when my awareness of an
issue is high, my actions don't always match it. In sum, I couldn't

I\

reconcile this role with the view I wanted to have of myself as a colearner..." (Martin, 1989, pp. 5-6.)
Reprinted by permission of the author.

It is the accumulated body of practice based on Freire's work that is the real
inspiration for a participatory approach. While Freire's work is a starting point,
the broadened perspective that has emerged through teachers sharing experi-

ences in conferences, in written accounts of their practice, and in informal
networks is the essence of participatory education.

What Characterizes a Participatory Approach?
Going back to our comparison (polarization!) between an ends-means approach and a participatory approach, we can see how they differ in terms of
essential features. Most importantly, in a participatory approach, teachers and
students work together to decide what to focus on in class and how to proceed,
rather than having educators/experts deciding for them.
The curriculum development process involves students at every step of the
way, from needs assessment through evaluation. Students are assumed to be the
experts on their own reality and very much involved in researching that reality
with teachers. This collaborative investigation of what is important to students
is at the heart of the instructional process, the direction of which is from the
students to the curriculum rather than from the curriculum to the students. In place
of a static body of knowledge defined by outside experts, students and teachers
have a set of principles and processes to guide their own selection of content and
production of knowledge. Not only are students involved in deciding what is to
be done, they are involved in deciding how to do it; as they participate increas-

ingly in creating and producing their own forms and materials (drawings,
photos, drama, stories, music), they take more control of the learning process.
Learning is seen to be a collective process, where participants share and
analyze experiences together in order to address concerns, relying on each
others' strengths and resources rather than addressing problems individually
or relying on outside experts to solve them.
Needs assessment is an ongoing process, integrated into classroom interaction rather than preceding instruction. Of course, students are grouped according to certain criteria (which may include literacy level, interests, nati ve language,

age of children, etc.). However, rather than serving as a baseline against which
to assess progress in posttesting, ongoing needs analysis is used as the basis for
curriculum development; analyzing needs, interests, strengths, and concerns is
very much part of the process of acquiring control over one's own learning and
is therefore an important partof the students' work. If, as we said earlier, family
literacy is seen as a social process shaped by a host of factors inside and outside
the family (family roles, housing conditions, work, childcare, etc.), one of the
important functions of the needs analysis is to engage students in examining
their own contexts, identifying factors and dynamics that shape their environment so they can begin to change it.
Content in this approach emerges through the ongoing classroom interaction.
With no received body of knowledge to be covered or transmitted, an important
part of participatory curriculum development is transferring the tools for the
production of knowledge to the students. This means they have to be involved
not only in determining content but in explicitly reflecting on what counts as
Making Meaning. Making Change .19

knowledge, on how learning takes place, and on their own roles in the process. As
Barndt (1986) says, students discover their own knowledge, create new knowledge

and act on this knowledge. The bank from which content is drawn is the social
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reality of students' lives: It may range from the immediate context of the classroom
itself to family or community contexts to broader political issues; it may include
explicit discussion about literacy practices and literacy acquisition. This doesn't
mean, however, that nothing can be prepared in advance. As Chapters 3, 4, 5, and

6 will show, teachers can draw on prior experience in terms of familiarity with
potential issues, catalysts to trigger exploration of issues with each group of
students, tools to develop literacyaround these themes,and resources to deepen the
analysis of issues as they arise. Many centers, for example, compile files, with copies

of all class materials around particular themes that teachers can draw from if and
when those themes arise in class.
Choices about content are made collaboratively through "negotiated selec-

tion from these open-ended banks, guided by the curriculum principles"
(Candlin, 1984). The syllabus, in this view, is more of a retroactive account than

a blueprint or roadmap; it is a syllabus of how rather than a syllabus of what
(Candlin, 1984). Again, this doesn't mean that the teacher walks into the class
with no plan; rather, it means that the actual syllabus is an account of the
interaction between the plan and the reality (what happened when the teacher
tried to implement it). As Candlin (1984) says, "It is only from the tension
between classroom action and curriculum guidelines...that we can expect
innovation. It is this tension which can drive curricula forward, maintaining
their relevance to the society of the classroom and that of the world outside."

The teacher's role is to act as a problem-poser, facilitating the process of
uncovering important issues and reflecting on them. Because students are
experts on their own reality, the teacher is a co-learner. The 'acher's stance is
one of asking questions rather than providing answers or transmitting knowledge or skills; when the teacher does answer questions it is in the spirit of sharing

information as one member of a group, rather than as the expert. Because the
learning process is seen to be a collective, group process, the teacher's job is to
draw out the experience and perspective of participants so that they can use
their collective knowledge to address issues. The teacher does this by creating
a context where students feel comfortable in sharing what's important to them,
by providing structures for getting at their concerns, by re-presenting issues in
a form that will facilitate dialogue, by helping to structure exploration of the

issues, by modeling and presenting choices for learning activities, and by
sharing his or her own experiences, knowledge, ideas, and opinions.
Outcomes cannot be predicted if content and processes are genuinely student-centered. The unpredictability of outcomes is valued in that it indicates
participants have genuinely been involved in determining their objectives for
themselves. As L. Stenhouse (in Candlin, 1984) says, "Education as induction
into knowledge is successful to the extent that it makes the behavioral outcomes
of the students unpredictable." Thus, rather than feeling guilty about deviating
from the plan when unexpected issues surface, the teacher welcomes precisely
this kind of occurrence as the meat of a participatory process and is able to
respond to it.
Further, in a participatory approach, qualitative change is given as much or
more weight as quantitative change because the primary goal is that students
move toward being able to address real life concerns and take action; this means
that being able to describe and analyze changes is more important than being
able to count them. Whereas measurable changes in skill or grade levels are
valued in an ends-means approach, the diversification of uses of literacy and the
ability to make literacy meaningful in everday life are valued in a participatory
approach. These changes are not easily measurable and may have no clearly
observable behavioral manifestations.
This means that subjective as well as objective evidence of progress is valued

in a participatory approach. Since many of the changes are internal and
affective, students' own assessment of accomplishment is important. As a
result, the notion of external objective evaluation is no longer sufficient; it is
20
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critical that students themselves be involved in the evaluation process both
because of the valuable evidence they can provide and because their participation is part of the process of gaining control of their learning and their lives.
Finally, progress is seen to be cumulative and cyclical rather than occurring in

discrete, linear steps. Evidence of learning may not show up within a prespecified time frame or at the moment it is being evaluated. It may take months

after a class ends for its impact to manifest itself. Thus, in a participatory
approach, them is no expectation that students will attain predetermined
objectives within mandated time periods. Rather, both language and literacy
acquisition are allowed to develop at their own pace, without the attempt to
collapse into a short time frame a process that takes first language/literacy
learners years to accomplish.
As in the ends-means approach, both the content and processes of a participatory classroom rehearse people for life roles; however, in this case, classroom
relations prepare people for changing social relations outside the classroom,

rather than for fitting into someone else's agenda. The transformation of
student-teacher roles serves as a model for changes in roles outside the classroom. As participants become involved in directing their own education, they
explore and rehearse active participation in other areas of their lives.

What Do These
Approaches Look Like
in Practice?

In the context of family literacy work, these two approaches to curriculum
development take very different forms. An assimilative, ends-means approach
would instruct parents to conform to school expectations by extending school
practices into the home, teaching about American school culture and modeling

"appropriate" parental behavior. A critical, participatory approach, on the
other hand, would explore existing parental concerns, expectations, and practices, evaluate and challenge school practices if necessary, and use literacy to
influence these realities.
An example from one of Loren's classes illustrates the difference between
how assimilative literacy and critical literacy model and prepare students for
life roles. One day, a student brought to class a flyer from her daughter's school

with a list of ways parents can help their children with homework. In an
assimilative approach, the teacher might have gone over the flyer point by point,

talking about what parents can do to help their kids. Instead, the teacher did
something quite different. The class still read the flyer, but the reading was
followed by questions like this: Which of these things do you already do? Which
would you like to do? Which do you think are ridiculous, impossible, or not useful? and
What do you already do that's not listed in the flyer? This way of framing the reading

led to a discussion of cultural differences in perceptions of teachers' vs. parents'
roles (some critical cultural analysis). In addition, the parents identified both
their own strengths (what they already do to help their children) and new things
that they would like to try. By relating the flyer to their own reality, looking at

it in a broader social context, and exploring possibilities, they maintained a
stance of independence and choice in the learning process. This simpleprescriptive flyer became the basis for shaping some of their own alternatives.

Summing Up:
Principles for Participatory
Curriculum Development

1. Students are engaged in curriculum development at every stage of the
process. Ideally, this means that students participate in identifying issues,
generating content, producing materials, determining outcomes, and evaluating learning. Realizing this ideal is a slow, gradual process that involves moving

back and forth between old and new ways of doing things and making the
approach to curriculum itself explicit. Students' increasing participation fosters
motivation and self-confidence.
2. The classroom is a model; what happens inside the classroom shapes the
possibilities outside the classroom. Both what is learned (content) and how it is
learned (processes) shape students' perceptions of their own possibilities and

prepare them for particular ways of acting in the outside world. Classroom
social relations are a microcosm of social relations beyond the classroom.
Making Meaning, Making Change
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Making changes inside the classroom itself models a way of addressing issues
and redefining roles outside the classroom.
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3. The focus is on strengths, not inadequacies. Students are seen as experts on
their own reality and, as such, are invited to believe in themselves. The content

stresses their capacity to create new knowledge rather than reproduce or
duplicate someone else's knowledge. This means investigating, validating and
extending what participants can (and want to) do rather than stressing what
they can't do or imposing what educators/experts think they should be doing.
4. The teacher's role is one of problem-poser rather than problem - solver. The

teacher is not the one with answers, but the one who facilitates students' discovery' of their own answers. The teacher catalyzes reflection on students'
everyday reality. As concerns are identified, the teacher re-presents them to the
class and guides students through an exploration process, contributing linguistic expertise while learning from the students' about their reality. "Everyone
teaches, everyone learns." (Arnold, Bamdt, & Burke, 1985, p.16). The group
generates its own ways of addressing concerns through collective dialogue.
5.The content comes from the social context. For literacy to be relevant, what
goes on inside the classroom must relate to students' lives outside the classroom;

thus, the starting point is the concrete experience of the learner. Students
develop literacy by reading, writing, and talking about social factors (like
housing, work, or neighborhood safety) in their family and community contexts
and, most importantly, about ways that they can shape these conditions.

6. Language, literacy and culture are explored as part of the content because
they are important aspects of the context. Through investigation of literacy use
and cultural practices, learners develop metacognitive awareness of variations
in form and function while also developing their own proficiency. Looking at

who uses which language for what purposes, how literacy develops, and
attitudes towards bilingualism promotes critical reflection on schooling and
education.
7. Content also comes from the immediate context of the classroom. Because
the students' primary shared context is their learning community, negotiating
classroom dynamics and procedures is an important part of the content. By
transforming these issues into content-based literacy activities, involving students in examining student-teacher roles, making decisions about curriculum
content and processes, and resolving conflict, roles and social relations in the
classroom can be redefined.

8. Ind....aual experience is linked to social analysis. Participants look at their
personal situations in light of each others' experiences and examine the root
causes of problematic conditions. Thus, they talk not only about someone's
difficulties finding an apartment, but about why there is a housing shortage,
about why some landlords prefer to rent to immigrants and others prefer not to,
and about strategies for finding housing. This collective reflection depersonalizes problems, provides support, and is the basis for action.
9. The content goes back to the social context. The goal is action outside the
classroom to address participants' concerns; content is meaningful to the extent
that it enables learners to make changes in their lives. This means that reality is
not seen as static or immutable; learners can do more than adapt to it. Thus,

literacy is not the end in itself, but rather a means for participants to shape
reality, accomplishing their own goals. Skills are taught in service of action for
change rather than as independent, isolated objectives.
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zNow comes the hard partmaking the leap from the ideal to reality. The
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previous chapter examined some of the theoretical underpinnings of a participatory approach, but there's always a tension between the real and the ideal.
This was a tension we struggled with from the very beginning in our project. We
had a clear idea of what we wanted to do in terms of drawing out students'

t,

issues, centering the curriculum around them, and making literacy more
significant in their lives. But the first lesson we learned was that no classroom
exists in a bubble:It's unrealistic to think that the way a participatory curriculum
develops depends entirely on what happens once people have walked in the
door. The issues, the content, and the dynamics inside a classroom are shaped
before anyone ever enters it, by decisions that have been made outside it.

Your Practice...

Again, before proceeding, take some time to explore your own ideas about
the relationship between structural and curricular issues. If you are setting up
a program, respond to the following questions in terms of possible options:
Discuss advantages and disadvantages of choices and their implications. If your
program is already in progress, respond in terms of the existing structure and
reactions you have to it. Why were choices made and what have their consequences been? What problems have arisen as a result of these choices?

1. The institutional context
Who was involved in finding funding, designing the project, and writing
the proposal?
Does the project involve collaboration? If so, with whom?
What are the values and expectations of the institutions involved?
What are the mandates/constraints from funders that have shaped
program design? Are you uncomfortable with any of these?
How have you addressed or might you address these concerns?
2. Staffing
What are the staff positions? Are staff part-time or full-time?
How are staff selected? Who is involved in the selection process?
What qualifications are required? Why?
Are roles and responsibilities differentiated? If so, how?
What is the teaching load? prep time? other?
How/when does staff development take place? Who is involved?
3. Time
How long does each teaching cycle last?
How many hours per week of class time is there?
What time of the day do classes take place?
How many cycles can students participate in?
Is enrollment open or limited to certain times?

4. Site/location
Where is the program housed (e.g., school, library, housing project)?
How does the location impact participation?

5. Learner population and recruitment
*What population has been targeted for participation (e.g., a single language
group or a multilingual group; working people, unemployed people, or
welfare recipients)?
Do participants come from a single community?
How and where does recruitment take place? Who is involved in it?
How is the project presented (what is said about it)?
Making Meaning, Making Change 0 23

6. Intake
Who is involved in placing students?
How is it done? individually/group? interviews? testing? what kind?
How is information from intake used? Who has access to this information?
On what basis are placements made? level of ESL (oral/ literacy)? level of
first language literacy? interest? language group? other?
Do students have any choices about placement?
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7. Orientation
How are students oriented to the program?
What are students told when they enroll?
8. Support services
What support services are availablechildcare? counseling?
job placement? transportation? other?
How do difterent components of the program work together?

9. Other: Are there other structural factors that affect your practice?

Our Practice...

When we started our project, we did not realize the extent to which answers to
the questions above would shape our curriculum development process. It was not

until we were fully underway that we recognized the importance of a priori
decisions about program structure in determining what we could or couldn't do in
classes. Choices about how teachers were hired, how students were recruited,
how the project was presented to students, and, most importantly, how all these

decisions were made, influenced our work. Institutional factorswhat funders
expected, what else was going on at the sites, the norms and assumptions these

institutional practices were embedded inhad a powerful effect on our practice. We quickly came to realize that it's not just the students' context that
influences curriculum development; it's also the conditions that surround our
own work. Often, our meeting time was taken by dealing with these issues
rather than with purely instructional ones. Although at the time this seemed
troublesome, in retrospect, i t seems inevitable: Program struc ture and curriculum

development cannot be separated. In other words, we need to add another
guiding principle to the list at the end of Chapter I: The context of the project shapes
the possibilities.
There are several lessons to be learned from this experience. The first is that,
ideally, the kinds of questions raised here should be addressed
before a proposal
for funding is submitted, because in most cases, the mandates of the proposal

dictate practice; once the project is funded, you're pretty much bound to the
design specified. While there are always conditions over which we have little
control, there are also many points during the process of setting up programs
where choices can be made that will have significant consequences for how the
classes develop.
The second and most critical lesson is that decisions can best be made by those
who will carry them out and be affected by them, namely, practitioners: ft is always

necessary to build in time, money, and a process for collaborative decision-making
among the staff. Paid staff meeting time is the key to effective programming; it is
absolutely essential and worth every penny of funding it takes.
Finally, there are no right or wrong answers to the questions at the beginning
of this chapter. Since the essence of a participatory approach is that it is context -

specific, it doesn't make sense to promote a single program model for any
context here. Structural choices have to fit the circumstances of each program.
What we can do, though, i s examine some of the factors that need to be taken into
account, present our experience in making choices about these factors, and
discuss issues and implications that emerged from these choices. The following
sections cover each of the factors listed in "Your Practice" in this way.
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Project Administration
Before ourproject even began, a number of structural choices were made that
shaped the way the project developed for the next three years. The original idea
came from the university. Once faculty decided to pursue funding, a meeting

was called with existing community-based adult literacy centers to invite
collaboration. Three sites decided to work on the project. UMass faculty wrote
the proposal with input from these groups. While there was dialogue at every
point along the way, UMass served as the umbrella organization, receiving and

distributing the funding, negotiating with funders, and administering the
program. This choice was made because it was logistically simpler than having
several institutions jointly receive funding; we feltit would enhanceour chances

for favorable consideration. The size of the university, its status as an
institution of higher education, its history of administering grants, and the
grant-writing experience and professional qualifications of faculty members
were seen as advantages in terms of securing funding that could be used to
enhance the work of grass roots agencies.
Issue: What is collaboration? Despite the fact that we called ourselves a
collaborative project, we had to figure out what this really meant along the way.
We had to negotiate questions such as the following: How are decisions about
hiring teachers made? Whose agenda are we following? How should budget
decisions be made? The community centers wondered at times if the locus of
power was, in fact, in university hands, despite the university's protestations to
the contrary, and if the university was truly committed to the students or mainly
interested in pursuing research and publication goals. For their part, university
staff wondered if the community centers were collaborating mainly in order to
augment their own resources. Mutual trust had to be built over time because of
the general history of divergent agendas of universities and community groups
and because of the particular history of the project.

Implications. The nature of collaboration is shaped by initial encounters, the
proposal writing process, the funding mechanisms, and administrative structures. if one group initiates the process and is formally identified as the umbrella

organization, contacts with funders and logistical aspects of administration
maybe facilitated. However, if the collaboration is to be genu ine, it is cri tical that
this organization work actively to reflect the needs,build consensus, and ensure
the involvement of each participating group in all decision-making. In any case,

developing true collaboration is always a process that takes time and goes
beyond formal agreements.

Dual Structure
In order to ensure the collaborati ve nature of our project, a dual structure was
set up. The university secured and administered the grant; most of the implementation took place at the three program sites. Staff were selected jointly, but
employed by the university. The teachers were based at the community centers,
the coordinator at the university, and the curriculum specialist somewhere in
between, linking the teachers to each other and to the project as a whole. Weekly
staff meetings rotated among centers so that everyone would become familiar
with each others' workplaces, and so that nonproject teachers from each site
could come to open training sessions held at their site. In addition, project
teachers participated in all the functions of their centers as regular staff members. To facilitate the integration of the project into ongoingcommunityprogram
activities and to ensure that the programs felt ownership of the project, we
followed existing program procedures and structures in termsof hiring, student
recruitment, placement, and scheduling as much as possible. As a result, certain
structural features of the project (e.g., length and schedule of cycles, intake
procedures, and in some cases, course load) varied from site to site.

Issue: Is the project an extension of ongoing work or an independent entity?
The dual structure of the project seemed at times to be an advantage; it meant
that the project was integrated organically into existing community-based
Making Meaning, Making Change
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literacy work. At other times, it was a challenge to balance the needs of the
project and the needs of the sites, which were not always the same. Although we
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wanted to be sure that our work complemented what was already going on in
each center, serving the teal needs of the programs and the students, we also

wanted to be sure that our work was innovative and had an independent
character. Teachers, in particular, felt the brunt of this tension, trying to balance
site and project responsibilities and allegiances and decide how to allocate their
time and energy.

Implications. Communication is the key to integrating a new project with
ongoing work. There must be clear lines of communication between administrators and teachers as well as among teachers. To facilitate this, project teachers
must be recognized as official voices of the project because they are the primary link
between collaborating institutions. They must be involved in staff meetings so that

they understand the constraints and conditions at their sites. Further, site staff
at all levels must be involved in dialogue about the rationale and implications
of the project so that they don't feel that outsiders or administrators are making
decisions that affect their work.

Funders' Constraints
For us, the issue of hinders' constraints came up clearly around the question
of who to enroll in classes and how to define course content in terms of family
literacy issues. Although ESL family literacy programs are designed to target
parents of bilingual children to enable them to support their children's literacy
development, the concept of the nuclear family doesn't always fit the reality of
immigrants' and refugees' living situations. In their own cultures, family units

may include much wider circles of relationships. On the other hand, many
refugee and immigrant families have been torn apart by war and migration.
Children often have been left behind or live with unrelated caregivers. Even
finding out about students' family situations can be a delicate process (given
that family status is used to determine documentation, benefits, etc.). We
decided to be as inclusi ve as possible in our definition of family, rather than limit

classes to those who fit one culture-specific notion of family. This meant
enrolling grandparents, aunts, uncles, and sometimes unrelated caregivers in
our classes. Further, once classes began, we discovered that students wanted to
address a host of issues extending beyond family literacy content (see facing
Frye).
Issue: How can we balance students' needs with funders' mandates? For us,

this dilemma took the following form: How can we call ourselves a family
literacy project if we define family so broadly and include content that isn't
specifically related to family literacy? If we limit family literacy classes to parents of languageminori ty students, we miss important segments of the relevant
population; but if we broaden our definition to correspond to the reality of these

Chileren's lives, we may be diluting the focus of the work (because of the
broadened range of interests and issues of participants). This ceased to be a
contradiction for us, however, when we saw that family literacy means more
than narrow didactic encounters between parent and child. In our own project,

when we grasped the concept that the essence of family literacy is making
literacy socially significant in family life, we were able to stop worrying about
not focusing enough on direct parent-child literacy work.

Implications. While it is difficult to generalize from the experience of one
project, the key for us in figuring out how to reconcile hinders' constraints with
classroom realities was analyzing the conditions of students' lives and always
hying to put their needs first. Our sense was that, even when constraints seemed
insurmountable, there were openings for this kind of reconciliation through
analysis and responsiveness to student needs.
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The following passages are excerpts from the minutes of our teacher sharing meetings
where we discussed this issue and its implications for the curriculum.
But how much should we talk about families anyway? For many students and

teachers, family related issues are extremely loaded. Death, separation from
loved ones and imprisonment are common realities forour students. It's hard for
students to talk about these issues. This presents a dilemma for us. Were
funded to address family literacy issues; but students may be uncomfortable
about dealing with them, and we are a participatory project based on the premise
that learning must start with issues that students want to talk about. Our role as

teachers is to find students' issues rather than impose ones which we have
selected. So how do we centerthe cu rriculum on familyif that's not what students
want to do?
Teachers addressed this dilemma in two ways. First, they stressed that one

never knows, as a teacher, when loaded issues will arise in the course of
classroom interaction. The most seemingly innocuous topic (food) can raise
heavy issues for students. So, in a way, it's impossible to steer away f rom issues
because they may be too threatening or personal for students. The other aspect
of this is that we must avoid a narrow focus on family issues if we define family
literacy issues as any issues which impact on the family literacy environment,

including things like employment, child care, housing, etc. We need to intersperse f amily-centered content with catalysts for getting at other issues, and with
lighter, more traditional activities.

Staffing

Hiring
The hiring process was done collaboratively; the sites did the preliminary
selection of candidates and the project coordinator represented the university in
the final interviews. Each site followed its own established process in hiring. In
some cases, students were involved in the interviews; in some, candidates were
asked to teach a class. At two sites, the entire teaching staff participated in the
decision-making; at another, the decision was made by an administrator. At one
site, the project coordinator raised reservations about the finalist because the
candidate didn't meet the requirements specified in the proposal. The process
had not been formalized so there was some misunderstanding about how the
final decision-making would take place. At another site, where the hiring was

done only by the administrator, there was sometimes a sense of distance
between the project teacher and other teachers on the staff.

Issue: How can a participatory hiring process be ensured while at the same
time respecting the varying procedures of sites and the mandates of the grant?
On the one hand, it is clear that broadening the selection process to include
teachers and students is very much in keeping with a participatory approach.
It is educational and motivating for students to participate in discussion about
teaching qualifications and increases the chances that the person selected will be
an effective teacher. It is important for teaches to participate in selecting their
colleagues, both because they have a realistic sense of the job requirements and
because it gives them the opportunity to learn more about the project. At the
same time, it would be intrusive to impose a participatory process a t a site where

it wasn't welcomed by staff; in addition, if the results of the participatory
selection process differed from the funding mandates, a conflict could arise.
Implications. Guidelines for the hiring process should be clearly articulated
as part of the initial negotiations between representatives of the collaborating
programs and institutions. The rationale for student and teacher participation
should be part of these discussions as should the rationale for qualifications
specified by funders (this issue is discussed more fully on the following page).
Wherever possible, involvement should be broad and participatoryso that
hiring decisions are integrated into the instructional process.
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Teacher Qualifications
Because proposals are often viewed more favorably if proposed project staff
have higher formal qualifications, we specified in our proposal that all teachers
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hired would have an M.A. (as well as teaching experience). This created a
contradiction, however. The success of a community-based literacy project
depends largely on the teachers' tics to the communities of the learners; but
because of the constraints in the proposal, we resisted hiring a candidate who
had a wealth of teaching experience and excellent references, was from the
community of the learners and was herself an ESL speaker, but who didn't have
an M.A. However, subsequent experience confirmed that when teachers' life

experiences are similar in some way to students', the class has additional
resources to draw on and possibilities are expanded. Another teacher with a
similar background was able to pursue new issues and directions in her class
because she shared the students' language and culture and was herself a mother.

Issue: How do we weigh the importance of formal qualifications and
informal qualifications (i.e., practical experience and ties to the communities of
the learners)? On the one hand, because of the way proposals are evaluated, it
is necessary to specify advanced degrees; on the other hand, the effectiveness of
a teacher's work depends in large measure on an ability to relate to students and
to engender trust. For this reason, nontraditional qualifications, such as shared

experience, language, and cultural background, are particularly important.
These conflicting demands, however, create a Catch-22: The reality is that,
because very little specialized education or training in adult ESL/literacy is
available and salaries are relatively low, it is difficult to find bilingual/bicultural candidates with relevant advanced degrees. Those with certification have
been trained to work with children (training that is often irrelevant or unsuited
for work with adults) and can find better paying jobs in elementary/secondary
education. Those with relevant background and experience are often excluded
because ..1 a lack of formal credentials.

Implications. Although it would be advantageous to have staff with both
advanced degrees and ties to the communities of thelearners, this is not always

possible. Thus, it is important not to exclude candidates with strong backgrounds solely on the basis of lack of formal credentials and to recognize ways
of gaining knowledge other than formal education. As adult educators, we must
advocate broadening the definition of qualifications to include practical experience and relevant cultural background; these informal qualifications should
be recognized in proposal evaluations.

Roles and Responsibilities
Our project started with a three-way differentiation of roles. The project
coordinator was responsible for training, disseminating information, overseeing the work of the project, and providing leadership. The curriculum specialist
was responsible for coordinating curriculum development, working on special
projects, and participating iilinformation dissemination. The teachers' primary
work was in the classroom, developing and implementing the curriculum.
Issue: How can a project be participatory with a differentiation of roles? A
number of tensions arose from this role differentiation. Because the coordinator
wasn't in the classroom, she sometimes came in with ideas about what teachers

should be doing that didn't correspond to the realities of the classroom.
Teachers insisted on determining the direction of their own classes, sometimes
resisting the coordinator's primary role in shaping the content of training. To the
extent that the coordinator was the main spokesperson for the project, teachers
felt that their own voices weren't represented; at the same time, the coordinator
felt divorced from the exciting work that was going on in the classrooms, and
the curriculum specialist's role wasn't always clear given that a participatory
approach is grounded in developing curriculum out of the particular context of
a class. As a result, we went through a process of redefining roles, with teachers

developing their own forms for staff development, becoming increasingly
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involved in dissemination, and establishing an independent voice in documentation. At the same time, however, teachers felt a tension between wanting to
have a voice in all aspects of the work, but not having the time or inclination to
do everything. We worked toward a sharing of decision-making and responsibilities with different staff members still focusing on certain areas.

Implications. Clear-cut divisions in responsibility may impose hierarchical
relationships and create a separation between theory and practice, particularly
if the coordinator has special status as an expert, divorced from the reality of the
classroom, but in a position to influence its direction. If the essmce of a

(
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participatory approach is context-specific learning, it's a contradiction to separate practitioners' work from curriculum developmentor training. On the other
hand, it's neither efficient nor possible for everyone to do everything. What
makes sense is a nonhierarchical structure where participants' work overlaps
(but doesn't require everyone to do everything), decisions are made together,
and expertise is developed collaboratively.

Teacher Workload
Teachers in our project were full-time employees with benefits including
medical insurance and paid vacation time. Each teacher taught two levels of
classes, and in some cases opted to teach additional elective courses. Their other

responsibilities induded curriculum development, information dissemination,
training, participation in site and project meetings, and other site responsibilities (e.g., intake, assessment, evaluation). Paid time for preparation, professional

development, and nonteaching activities was probably the single most important factor in their ability to be effective as teachers, to develop innovative
curricula, and to contribute to the the field of adult ESL literacy.

Issue: Now can programs balance the need to be cost-effective with the need
for quality teaching? In order to get funding, programs need to serve as many
people as possible, for as little money as possible; consequently, teachers are
often hired on a part-time basis or given heavy course loads. Further, the salary
range in adult education is considerably lower than it is in other sectors of public
education. The result is that teachers often run from job to job, burn out quickly,
have no time for innovation, and leave the field after a few years. When we met
other family literacy teachers at conferences, they often told us that they taught
a few classes at night in addition to other jobs, and had little time to prepare or
even think about curriculum issues. Their family literacy classes were often no
different from other ESL classes. They rarely met with colleagues to discuss
common concerns or share teaching strategies. In our case, it was precisely
because teachers had paid time to read, write, and talk about their work thatthey
were able to be ef fective inside the classroom and contribute to the development
of the field.

Implications. The choice between quality full-time teaching and cost-effectiveness is a false choice. In order for instruction to be effective and for the field
of adult literacy to develop, teachers must be treated as professionals, and
supported in terms ofsalary, working condi tions, and intellectual development.
It is the teachers who ultimately determine the quality of adult literacy and it is

only when they are recognized, given paid time to meet with each other, to
reflect on and document their practice, that the delivery of services will improve
and the field as a whole will move forward. Teaching cannot be divorced from
professional development.

Staff Development
Our project started with a traditional training model in which the coordinator
was responsible for selecting topics, designing the syllabus and conducting the
trainings. As coordinator, I came to early staff meetings with a plan for each
session, and began by presenting information, suggesting readings and trying
to lead discussions. It soon became clear that this wasn't working: Teachers felt
that the readings had little relation to the realities of their classrooms.
Making Meaning, Making Change
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Issue: How can training address the tension between expanding teachers'
knowledge base and responding to practical issues and classroom realities?
While I was trying to create a theoretical and conceptual framework for the
project, teachers were immersed in issues such as "How can I find out wha
students are interested in i f we don't share a common language?" They needed
time to talk about issues arising from their practice, and for this, they were each
others' best resources. My input was valid but no more important than theirs.
In other words, the training needed to be driven by the teachers' practice, rather
than their practice driven by the training. Nevertheless, I was concerned that
they weren't getting the information they needed from the knowledge base of
research and professional literature to which I had access. I continued to suggest
readings or topics. Very often, when it came time to discuss them, the teachers,
(like Rosa, a student, p.8 ) hadn't done their homework. But, like Rosa, when the
homework emerged out of one of their concerns, and they felt a need for a
particular kind of external resource, they became engaged. In other words,
when their learning was self-directed, arising ou t of their own needs, it was most
useful] had to letgo of the idea that, I, as the trainer, was responsible for shaping
their teaming based on what I thought was important, and to stop feeling guilty
if we deviated from the agenda. The model we arrived at drew on both our own
and outside resources. Its central component was teacher-sharing (described in
Chapter 3 as the core of curriculum development). We also had workshops on
a variety of topics chosen by the teachers.

Implications. Staff development, like teaching, is most effective when it is
participatory. It needs to be ongoing and contextualized, emerging out of the
real issues and questions teachers are facing. This means redefining expertise so
that teachers' experience and role in constructing knowledge count. We need to
move toward an "everyone teaches, everyone learns" model with each other as
well as in our work with students.

Time: Length of Cycles and Duration of Gasses
Length of cycles and duration of classes were determined on a site-by-site
basis. There were three cycles per year of about twelve weeks each, with four to
twelve hours per week of instructional time for each student. Working students

preferred night classes that met four hours a week; for nonworking students
with school-age children, daytime classes with several hours of instruction per
day seemed better. Of course, classes that met most often were better able to
develop the participatory process; the momentum around an issue can be lost
if there is too much time between classes. Some students stayed in a family
literacy class for one cycle before moving on; others stayed for up to two years.
Because levels of English proficiency were low, it took time to develop students'

proficiency to the point where they could go on to higher level classes. In
addition, they often didn't want to leave the class because it provided a
supportive context for learning, focused on issues that were meaningful to
them, and developed their sense of self-confidence. At the same time, however,
there were long waiting lists of students in need of classes.

Issue: How can we both serve the growing number of students and provide
adequate learning time and continuity of instruction? Although initial literacy
acquisition takes years for children, it is often expected that nonliterate adults
will acquire similar levels of competence (in a second language!) in a fraction of
the time. The rate of progress depends to a large extent on the student's starting
point. Yet, in the interests of efficiency and access, funders limit the time that
students can stay in programs, favor projects that claim to achieve the biggest
gains in the shortest time, and make funding contingent on mandated levels of
progress. As a result, the least literate students are either excluded altogether
because it takes longer to show progress, or they are cycled out quickly to
increase the number of students served. This has the effect of maintaining the
low level of the least literate students.
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'Shotulfve Students
as Muc i Time as Possible,
or Move Them Along
as Quickly as We Can?

Implications. Beyond advocating for more funding to accommodate the
growing number of students, we need to challenge the notion that it is always
better for students to exit from classes as quickly as possible. Rather, we need to
provide a range of time options for students that take into account work and
family schedules as well as educational needs. Decisions about timing should be
left to the judgement of educators, rather than mandated by funders.

The following passages are excerpts from the minutes of our project staff meetings
where we discussed this issue and its implications for the students.
Teachers were concerned about numbers. Will we have to cycle students out
of our classes as quickly as possible to meet the 150 students per year goal?
What if some students need more time? Teachers were concerned that, given
the student population (with very low skill levels), there be a conscious policy of
retaining students as long as necessary to really show progress. Since this
project is one of the few that meets the very real need of serving students who
are far from being employable or moving to GED (in a state climate of funding
only employment related ESL), it is important that we not try to move students

through quickly, but rather, keep them long enough to ensure substantial
progress. There is a trade -off: Numbers may be lower, but the quality and
effectiveness of instruction will be enhanced.
Charo now has almost all new students in her upper level class because
everyone else went on to a higher level; one even went to level 3. She feels mixed

about this because it means that the support community for the students is
disrupted; there's a certain way of doing things and sense of community which
was established that helped students in her class learn and she has mixed
feelings about letting go of this. Madeline also talked about this dilemma of
feeling the students need to maintain their learning community but also need to
progress to other levels.

Site /Location

Most of our classes were a t adult learning centers,one was in a public housing
project, one was in an apartment complex, and one was in a library. No classes
were held in public schools because of our concern about participants possible
negative associations with schools. (Another family literacy program in the

Boston area had done recruitment through the schools and met with some
resistance.) There were two criteria for selecting locations: convenience for
students and impact on participation. We found that the place a class meets
influences who participates and how the curriculum develops. For example,
although availability of space was the main reason for meeting in the library,
that class was able to develop familiarity with library use and resources in a way

that others couldn't. When one of our teachers started a class in a Hispanic
apartment complex, students with literacy levels much lower than those who
came to the center for classes began to participate because the site itself was
familiar and less intimidating than a learning center.
Issue: Should students come I-7 us, or should we go to them? It is often more
convenient for staff to centralize classes in one location; it facilitates logistics
(such as xeroxing), and means teachers don't have to travel around transporting
books and materials. However, in adult literacy, turf is a critical issue for students, partly because of transportation (cost, distance, time, etc.), partly because

of effort (it's harder for students to mobilize themselves to do something
difficult if they have to travel to an alien place), but mostly because of familiarity

and comfort. Students with little prior education often feel like strangers in
school settings. If they are on their own turf, there is one less reason for
apprehension about learning. In addition, issues of importance will emerge
more readily in an atmosphere where students feel a sense of ownership. Since
content comes from the social context in a participatory approach, it is easier to
Making Meaning, Making Change
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find common issues if the students come from and work in an immediate shared
context; issues relating to the community of the housing project are more likely
to become course content if classes take place there.
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Implications. There is a strong connection between where classes are located,
who will come, and how curriculum will develop. It is critical to become familiar

enough with the learners' community to know the significance of different
places in their lives. This means being willing to be flexible and, if necessary, to
move the location as you learn more about the community. Sometimes you have
II
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to go to students instead of expecting them to come to you.

Heterogeneous vs. Homogeneous Groupings
We decided early in our project that we would take students as they came,

attempting to meet their needs, rather than establish rigid entry criteria to
simplify our work, ensure monolithic classes, and facilitate implementation. In
some cases, this meant that classes were multilingual, while in others, students
came from a single language group. Some classes had only mothers or women,
while others were mixed. In some, literacy levels were quite varied, while in
others they were similar. Class make -up was influenced by how recruitment
was done and where classes were held.
Issue: How do we balance the benefits of homogeneous vs. diverse classes? In
our experience, diversity among students had several advantages: Students had

a real need to use English to communicate with each other; there was peer
learning and a lively exchange of perspectives; and the range of issues was
broad. Students w .1 often amazed and moved by each others' histories, which
allowed them to see :heir own experiences in a new light. At the same time,
however, diversity imposed limitations, making it difficult to meet individual
needs and find themes that everyone wanted to pursue. In one class, students
of different nationalities, ages, and educational backgrounds worked together
for two years exploring this diversity as a strength, and then chose to go in
different directions to meet individual needs. In single language classes, it was
easier to identify common issues, and to build on first language literacy skills;

however, it sometimes was difficult to sustain use of English. Classes with
women only seemed more open, with a greater sense of ease in raising issues
from participants' lives.
Implications. There is a richness in diversity that allows students to see their

own experience in a broader perspective, learn from each other and use
language as a bridge between cultures. At the same time, however, too much
diversity can be counterproductive, impeding the participatory process. Since
participatory education aims to link what happens inside class to action for
change outside class, it is important that students share a context in which to
take action. If students come from the same housing project, language background, workplace, or neighborhood, if they are all women or all mothers, if
their children are similar in age or go to the same school, it will be easier to find
common issues and to develop an organizational basis for acting on them. It
matters less what the unifying framework is than that there be one.
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The following passages are excerpts from the minutes of our project staff meetings
where we discussed this issue and its implications for the students.
Alicia used Ann's interview lesson about life journeys with two of her classes.
What struck her was the answers from the lower group were more interesting.
This group is composed of different nationalities so there seer lied to be more of
an exchange of information.
Charo has a class that's all women. The group dynamics are completely
different. People seem more relaxed and open. Issues are corning out more
easily and there's a lot more laughter.
Loren's class is focusing on school-related work, examining students' own
educational background and views about schooling. As the link is made with
children's education, what seems to be emerging is an interest in teenagers

issues: dealing with drugs, sex, etc. rather than reading with kids; what's
appropriate for this group is different than what would be appropriate for parents
of youngerchildren. They seem to be more interested in dealing with parent-child
issues as the content for their own literacy activities rather than family literacy
processes (like doing literacy activities with kids).
In Charo's mothers and children class, the mothers have begun to spontaneously read to kids and work alongside them. Each class starts with a ritual of
interacting with the kids. When the parents start doing their own work, very often
the kids ask for the work their parents are doing. Even the little kids scribble on
worksheets their parents are doingand the scribbles are in the right places, on

the lines. Charo feels that this model of not separating childcare from the
classroom is beneficial for the whole familylearning becomes fun for the
children and a connection between parent and child.

Recruitment
How students are recruited and what they are told about the project will
influence curriculum development. An informal survey at one of the sites
indicated that most students hear about programs by word of mouth rather than

through formal publicity; they come because someone they trust told them
about it, not because they saw a flyer. Since the literacy centers in our project
usually had long waiting lists, we did not do special recruitment for family
literacy classes, but selected appropriate students from existing lists; participants often did not know they were part of a special project and did not explicitly
choose to participate. However, in some cases, special outreach was necessary:

One teacher discovered a group of students who came to her site for social
services but didn't sign up for ESL because they were illiterate in Spanish and

were intimidated by the idea of school; thus, there was a built-in referral
connection right at the site that hadn't been tapped. Another center decided to

offer an additional family literacy class, publicizing it as a class for parents
interested in helping their children with reading and homework; but too few
people signed up and the class was cancelled.

Issue: Should recruitment be general or targeted? Any project with a special
focus (like our family literacy project) needs to consider the advantages and
disadvantages of targeting recruitment to a particular group of students. The
disadvantage of nontargeted recrui tment is that students may not see the classes
as any different from general ESL classes, making it difficult to focus on issues
specific to the project focus. \t the same time, however, adu' ts may not want to
come to classes that focus oruy on a single topic: They may have a broader range
of interests. (This may be why the class for parents never got off the ground: Its
focus was too narrow.) This issue is not specific to family literacy. Many teachers

in workplace programs, for example, say that their students don't always want
to work on work-related issues; they are whole people who have concerns that
extend beyond employment.
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Implications. A balance needs to be struck between making the course topic
explicit and not limiting classes to that focus. To do this, there needs to be both
targeted recruitment and some self-selection by students. Advertising a topicspecific class may not attract students; personal (bilingual) contact is important.
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Once potential participants have been identified; they should be given the
option of joining a topic-related class, and information on which to base their
choice. For example, since the term "family literacy" may be unfamiliar, students should be asked if they would like to join a class that focuses primarily on
their concerns about their children's reading, schoolwork, and schooling, but
also on other issues of concern to them.

Intake

Since intake was done according to the procedures of each center in our
project, we were able to compare different models. The sites varied in terms of
why intake was done (rationale), what it consisted of (content), how it was done
(process/tone), and who did it. In one site, intake was done by counselors who
got information about students' life situations, did a formal assessment, and
passed test scores on to an administrator who used them for placement. Results

were shared neither with students nor teachers. About one fourth of the
students were inappropriately placed, assessment was divorced from instruction, and the intake did not reflect the program's pedagogical approach. At
another site, intake was done by teachers using an informal interview process.
A range of factors was considered for placement, including literacy level,
interests, and group cohesiveness. Teachers shared information from the intake
process with each other so it could be used to inform curriculum development.
Issue: How can intake be both participatory and efficient? Very often, in the
interests of streamlining placements, intake is done according to the first of the
above models. While the initial process may be facilitated, long-term consequences may be negative. Intake is the students' critical first encounter with a
program. It sends them messages about themselves, about what education is,
and about what literacy is. For low-level students, testing can be a threatening
ordeal that reinforces feelings of inadequacy. Not sharing test results with them
makes them objects of an alien process, reinforcing a sense of powerlessness.
Tests that emphasize matching sounds to symbols, reading word lists or street
signs, or fill ing ou t forms, convey the message tha t li teracy is a set of skills, either

decontextualized or limited to functional purposes (rather than a way to make
sense of or change one's life). On the other hand, if intake allows students to
show what they know, express their interests, and begin to explore their own
literacy uses and purposes, they get a sense of directing their own learning.
Teachers are in the best position to carry out this type of interview efficiently,
without it being too cumbersome or time-consuming, since they can interpret
subjective information in interviews.

Implications. Teachers should be involved in developing and carrying out
intake because they are best able to link intake procedures to a learner-centered
pedagogy, interpret and share results, place students in appropriate classes, and
utilize information to inform curriculum development. (Specific guidelines and
procedures for intake are presented in Chapter 8.)

Orientation

We had the opportunity to compare approaches to orientation as one site
experimented with two different models during the course of the project. In the
first model, the director welcomed students at the beginning of each cycle and
presented information about services. A counselor then presented the attendance policy, specifying how many absences were permitted before students
would be dropped. Teachers were introduced and greeted students briefly. As

one teacher said, students were "talked at and the speeches amounted to 45
minutes of threats." The result was that students were made to feel like children
whose situations, problems, and concerns would not be taken into account. No
one who went to one of these orientations ever returned for another.

Issue: How can orientation set the tone for instruction? The new model at
the same site is much more informal and interactive. Orientation starts with
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music and refreshments. After a brief welcome, each teacher presents something about the program in Spanish, even if it means struggling and making
mistakes in front of the group. The message this sends is that it's okay to struggle
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in a second language and that everyone is both learning and teaching. Seeing
teachers in this light puts students at ease and introduces the pedagogical
approach. Further, even though the attendance policy is articulated, teachers
also acknowledge students' situations and difficulties in coming to class. This
is followed by a small-group activity where students get to know each other

(including people who may not be in their classes). Once this model was
introduced, students began coming back to orientation at the beginning of each
cycle. The orientation is like a social event that they want to participate in. In fact,
people who have not been admitted come as well; they've heard that the center
is a good place and come to orientation as a way to check it out. In addition,
retention has turned around; perhaps in part because their outside problems are
seen as valid, students come to class more often.
Implications. Orientation, like intake, sets the tone for the whole educational
endeavor. These initial encounters convey a message about what the center is
like, how students will be treated, and what education is. If students are treated
like children, and information is conveyed in a transmission mode, they don't
feel a sense of ownership and ease. They feel like thry are on alien turf. Thus, the
same principles that guide participatory classroom interaction need to guide
orientation and intake: Students need to be treated as equals and given the
opportunity to begin building a learning community. This kind of participatory
atmosphere has consequences for classroom dynamics,enrollment, and retention.

Support Services

One of our sites had a full range of support services: childcare, counseling,
legal assistance, job placement, and housing assistance. Another developed a

community support program in which students were hired and trained in
different areas (e.g., housing, immigration law) so they could assist other
students. These two models allowed us to see the benefits and pitfalls of
different support structures. In the program with more services, the support
component was structurally separate from the instructional component. There
was little communication among counselors, day care workers, and teachers.
The underlying assi impti on seemed to be that students were needy victims who
had to be helped in solving problems; their problems were treated as external
obstacles to be taken care of by experts. In the si to with the community assistance

program, students were trained as experts in particular areas so that they could

become resources for their peers. In addition, class time was devoted to
addressing support issues through curriculum content.
Issue: Now can programs balance the need for support services with the need
to develop students' capacity to address their own problems? Although dearly
students benefit from having as many support resources as possible to facilitate
their participation, we found that the way services are presented can foster either
reliance on others for assistance or self-reliance. When problems are marginalized

from the dassroom, treated as individual issues, and handed over to outside
experts, the cycle of dependency is reinforced. To the extent that teachers become

social workers, trying to solve students' problems for them, they themselves
become overwhelmed and undermine students' ability to address problems using

their own resources. On the other hand, when problems are brought into the
classroom and addressed collectively, curriculum content can become thebasis for
action, which is the essence of a problem-posing approach.

Implications. While support services are important for effective adult edu-

cation, the way they are integrated into programs is critical. The guiding
principlethat students must be involved in a participatory, problem-posing
wayapplies here as well as in curriculum development. This means that
support and instructional components must be closely linked and problems
dealt with through both contexts. Structures for developing students' expertise
and capacity to address their own problems must be set up wherever possible.
Making Meaning, Making Change
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[A teacher) has recently discovered a built-in connection for recruiting
students who are not literate right at her site. There are many people who come
to the center for social services (legal/housing assistance etc.) who don't read

and write in Spanishthey sign their names with an X. These are people who
don't sign up for ESL but are already part of the center's population and could
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The following passages are excerpts from the minutes of our project staff meetings
where we discussed this issue and its implications for the students.
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easily be referred to classes by counselors. The fact that this connection is only
now being discovered reflects the separation of the educational and the social
service components at sites...
In a discussion about how the educational philosophy of programs affects

classroom possibilities, teachers said problems are often treated on an individual basis. Specifically, we talked about how attendance is often seen as a
personal issue and dealt with through a counseling mode, which has the effect
of removing it from the context of class/group discussion. In this way, the
problems may disappear by being taken out of the teacher's hands but never
really get addressed We talked about how we can move from seeing things as
personal to becoming part of the group responsibility.
The following examples show how issues traditionally seen as support issues can
become part of curriculum content and the basis for action.
In Ann's center, there was a tension between the school where the program
is housed and the program itself because children aren't supposed to be in the

classrooms (but parents can't come if they don't bring their children). The
teachers brought this issue to their students in a variety of ways. Ann devoted
a class to the problem and her students decided to take a collection to hire a
babysitter who could watch the kids in the pre-school space during class time.
Students in Charo's class have been talking about the problems of newcomers
to Boston and all the things they have to deal with when they first arrive: finding
a place to live, finding work, getting food, etc. They have decided to set up a
bulletin board where students can post information about apartments which
have space for someone to live, job openings, and free food programs.
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The Practitioners' Bill of Rights
What practitioners need from funders and program administrators to
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provide effective (and therefore cost-effective) adult literacy/ESL
instruction:
1. Full-time employment. Teachers must be hired fulltime so that they
don't have to piece together several part-time jobs and can develop their
work as professionals.

2. Competitive salary and benefits. Adult education teachers must be
paid salaries comparable to other teachers and have benefits so that
qualified people stay in the field and develop it.

3. Redefinition of qualifications. Nonformal education, linguistic and
cultural background factors, teaching experience, and community ties
should be given as much weight as formal education and advanced
degrees in proposal evaluation and hiring.

4. Staff development time. Teachers must have paid time for
training, teacher sharing, preparation, and curriculum development. Job
descriptions and course loads should reflect these responsiblities.

5. Adequate Instructional time for students. Teachers must have the
ability to determine duration of instructional cycles and student progress
with no unrealistic expectations for how long it takes to acquire ESL/literacy
and no externally imposed limitations on length of instruction.

6. Autonomy. Teachers must be given autonomy in determining
appropriate instructional content for their students rather than have curriculum and outcomes dictated by external needs.

7. Alternative evaluation. Programs should be evaluated through a
variety of means (primarily qualitative) that reflect curriculum content,
ratherthan solely on the basis of quantitative measures (test scores, grade
levels, placements, etc.). Refunding should be contingent on a range of
factors rather than on numbers alone.

8. Support services. Programming should include counseling, child
care, and other support services. Communication between support and
instructional components should be facilitated.

9. Participation In program management. Teachers should be involved in decision-making in all areas that affect their work (including
intake, hiring, placement, and evaluation).

Making Meaning, Making Change
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Into the Classroom:
Overview of the Process
and Ways of Finding Student Themes
In Chapter 1, we presented a theoretical framework for participatory curricu-

lum development, outlining the rationale for this approach and the guiding
principles for implementation. Chapter 2 began to address some of the hard
realities of putting this approach into practicehow structural factors outside
the classroom shape possibilities inside the classroom. In this chapter, we'll
walk in the door of the classroom and begin to look at how a participatory cycle
plays itself out with students. We'll present (a) a concrete overview of the steps
of building a curriculum around student themes and (b) specific ways to begin
this process by identifying student themes.

Your Practice...

Take a few minutes to describe and discuss a lesson or unit that you have
recently completed or are in the middle of working on. If you're part of a group,

talk about the lesson with your coworkers; if not, write up your account in a
journal format.
1. Describe how you got into the unit/cycle.
What was the theme or content of the lesson?
Where did it come from? How did the theme emerge?
What did you want to accomplish in the lesson? What were your
hopes and expectations?

2. Describe what happened as the lesson developed.
0 What activities did you use to develop the theme?
What was the discussion surrounding the theme? How did students
react? What did they say?
What language skills were developed during this lesson?
What new student issues or concerns emerged?

3. Share some of your reflections on what happened.
How did the lesson differ from your expectations?
0 What were some issues and concerns that arose for you as a teacher while
doing this lesson?

How might you follow up on this lesson?

Our Practice...

Teachers in our project talked about their practice every week using questions similar to those above to guide discussion. In the following excerpt from
Talking Shop: A Curriculum Sou rcebook for Participatory Adult ESL, (Nash, Cason,
Rhum, McCrail & Comez-Sanford, in press) Madeline describes how a unit
unfolded in one of her classes.
An example of using a student's concern as the content for a literacy
lesson occurred when a studentbrought a traffic ticket that he did not
understand to class. He told the class about the tickets he had gotten

recently. One of them was a parking ticket; the other, a moving
violation. It was the latter of the two that confused him. He brought
the ticket to class because he wanted to pay it but did not know how
to do so. I looked at the ticket and was not sure either. The extremely

small print on the back of the ticket that is intended to explain the
process for payment was written in legalese and was of no help.
Other members of the class asked him about the circumstances in
which he got the ticket. As it turned out, he was not sure what he had

done wrong and when he asked the police officer to explain the
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problem to him, he was ignored. We looked at the ticket, and the reason
for issuing the ticket was not at all clear. As people asked more questions,
he supplied more details about the incident, and about what he thought
the reasons were for his receiving the ticket. Other students talked about
the times they or their friends had gotten tickets. Several important issues
emerged from this discussion: (a) racial discrimination; (b) illiteracy; (c)

the difficulties of having limited English ability; and (d) quotas for
ticketing.

For the following class, I wrote up the traffic ticket discussion as a
reading. This generated further discussion about problems people had in
dealing with the police. After several minutes, I suggested to the class that
we could write a letter to the police commissioner or to the newspapers
about these problems. Everyone thought this was a good idea. We talked

about who to send it to and the students decided that the newspaper
would be best because many people would read it and gain some understanding of the problems facing immigrants. We spent part of the class
writing a language experience story in order to generate ideas about why we
wanted to write this letter and what we wanted to say.
The next day, two members of the class who had been absent earlier
in the week returned and objected to the letter writing. They felt that the
letter accused the police of aiscrimi nation and that such a thing didn't exist

except with a very few ignorant individuals. Some of the others felt
strongly that there were problems of discrimination, particularly in Boston. After a rather heated discussion, everyone agreed to participate in the
writing of the letter. The dissenters' decision to join the group may have
been an indication of their desire to support their classmate rather than an
acknowledgement of the existence of discrimination on a societal level.
We reviewed the LEA from the previous day, thencontinued writing
down people's ideas. This time I tried to direct their comments by asking
leading questions, such as: "What was wrong with the way the police
officer was with Gebre?" and "What do you think the police should do in
situations like this?"
Because the LE As from the two days were not in any kind of logical
order, the next step was to organize them. I wanted to be very careful at this
point to help the students write a strong letter without imposing my idea
of form and structure onto their work. For the next class, I wrote each
sentence on a separate strip of newsprint. I introduced three categories
into which the students were to put the sentences: (a) This is the problem;
(b) Why we have this problem; and (c) Change (fix) the problem. The
students read each sentence and decided together whether it belonged in
category one, two, or three. After all the sentences were placed, we reread

them and edited out the repetitions, and added an introduction and a
closing.

It was very exciting for me to see the students collaborating on this
critical thinking and editorial process. The better readers could read the
sentences, and everyone, reader and nonreader alike, could participate in
making the decisions about where each sentence sounded best and made
the most sense. After they finished the editing process, I numbered each
strip so I could remember the order and type up the letter.
I brought the typed letter to the class the next day. Everyone was
proud of their work. Some people, however, were afraid to sign the letter
because of feared recriminations. We talked about their fears and about the
different ways police behave in different countries. In the end, people were
reassured about the safety of publicly voicing this kind of complaint, and
everyone signed the letter. (pp. 21-22)
In Madeline's class, the sequence of activities mirrored the steps of Freire's

critical thinking process in a general way (from describing a problem, to
analyzing its causes, to seeking solutions). She started by identifying a theme
that came from a student's life. Because she was listening for issues, Madeline
realized that the parking ticket question was relevant for the whole group and
Making Meaning, Making Change
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didn't try to answer the question on an individual basis as a teacher with a
problem-solving outlook might have. She posed the problem to the whole
group, facilitating discussion about its varying aspects and its causes.
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At this point, she introduced a literacy activity, writing up the discussion in
story form; this teacher-written text became the basis for reading work and
further discussion. Dialogue on the second day linked the particular problem to
the range of participants' experiences, putting it in a broader context. Madeline

then made some suggestions for acting on the problem. This led to another
literacy activity, a collaborative writing effort in which Madeline wrote the
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students' words using the language experience approach. The next day, discus-

sion moved to a deeper levelthat of societal discrimination. While no
unanimous conclusion was readied, there was vigorous debate and critical
thinking about an issue that touches students deeply. The process of group or
collective action continued with the letter writing.
Madeline then introduced another literacy activity, moving to the level of
composing: She provided a means for students to organize ideas even though
their writing skills were weak. By providing mechanical supportwriting the
sentences on strips and cutting up the stripsshe facilitated the process of
moving to a higher conceptual level. In a sense, students were able to do a kind

of manual word-processing using the strips. This method allowed these socalled low-level students to proceed to higher level skills: developing their
ideas, organizing them, revising them, and editing them. The final outcome was
an action that took the fo.m of a letter.

On the next page is a schematic overview of the participatory curriculum
process. In this book, Chapter 4 looks at the listening phase; Chapter 5 looks at
tools for dialogue and literacy development; Chapter 6 looks at issues that arise
in implementing these two components; and Chapters 7 and Stookat action and
evaluation.
This overview should be seen more as a hypothesis than a lock-step guide
something to be kept in mind but not rigidly adhered to. Schematizing in this
way serves the important function of providing a conceptual overview to guide
practice, but it doesn't capture the dynamic nature of how the process plays itself
out in the classroom. Talking Shop (Nash et al., in press) presents accounts of what
actually happens when these components am synthesized into classroom cycles.
While the overview below represents in schematic form the various components of a participatory process, it is important to remember that the way it plays
itself out in practice changes every time around. Madeline's class differs from
an idealized model in several ways: The issue involved didn't come as the result
of an extended research phase; literacy activities were interspersed throughout,

with a constant back and forth between analysis and reading/writing work,
rather than a linear listening-dialogue-literacy work-action movement; the idea
for action came from the teacher rather than from the group; the action didn't

have any direct, overt impact on the outside world or on the conditions in
students' lives. Finally, evaluation was not a separate, explicit stage.
Our experience has been that Madeline's class was typical in that it didn't
follow the model exactly. An early misconception we had (based on taking
Freirc's work too literally) was that the components of the participatory process
occur in a sequential order, starting with an extended period of identifying
issues, developing a core set of units around these issues, and in each unit,
moving systematically through structured dialogue, participatory classroom
activities, actions outside the classroom, and group evaluation. However, the
reality of adult ESL doesn't usually allow for a preliminary investigation stage
in the students' community before classes begin, because students come from
di fferent backgrounds, language groups, parts of the city, and occupations. The
classroom itself may be the only community that students have in common.
Teachers, usually underpaid and parttime, are often too busy with other jobs to
have time for outside investiga lion. In addition, we have found that issues never
exist in a vacuum; they are situated in time and have power to the extent that
they emerge from a particular situation. Madeline, for example, could not have
decided before classes began that she wanted to work on police discrimination;
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the unit worked because it came from a concrete situation. Hence, the identification of themes often emerges as a result of classroom interaction rather than

as a precondition to it. Investigating student issues is a constant, ongoing,
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cyclical process, integrated into instruction. In practice, we often skip stages or
jump back and forth between them. Many issues that teachers think are rich in

potential end up wilting on the vine and never get beyond the dialogue phase.
It's misleading to evaluate individual lessons in isolation, even though they may
appear quite traditional. It is the progression of lessons in which students are
increasingly involved that builds a participatory atmosphere.
Thus, we moved toward an understanding that themes and units didn't come
in neat packages with beginnings, middles, and ends. More realistic than a

sequence of extended phases (proceeding from investigation to dialogue,
literacy, and action) is the notion of a series of short-term cycles, each of which

starts with the emergence of a theme that is immediately explored through
dialogue and sometimes followed by action and evaluation. As in Madeline's
example, the literacy activities are woven throughout each cycle, coming at
various points along the way. The participatory nature of the class emerges through
a cumulative process, rather than by following a sequential or linear procedure.

Overview of
the Participatory Curriculum Development Process
Ways In: Listening to find student themes
During this phase, students and teachers work together to identify key/
loaded issues, themes, and concerns from the students' lives through:
conscious listening before, during, and after class
structured activities to elicit student themes (readings, grammar work,
journals, responding to and producing drawings or photos, student
research activities, interviews, language experience stories)

Tools: Dialogue and literacy development around themes
During this phase, student themes are explored using participatory tools
to facilitate dialogue and literacy/language development. Tools include:
published reading selections (from texts, newspapers, literature)

teacher-written selections (short passages, codestexts that represent problem situations)
collaborative student-teacher texts (language experience stories, collaborative stories, dialogue journals)
group and individual student writing (journals, letters, testimonials)
oral histories
photo stories

Action Inside and outside the classroom
Inside, students make changes in classroom dynamics, produce
materials for use by others, participate in curriculum choices, and
support each other in addressing problems in the process of doing
literacy work.
Outside, students participate in actions at the literacy center, in their
families, workplaces and communities

Evaluation of learning and action
Students participate in evaluating their own progress, their actions, the
teaching and the program as a whole; theyreflect on outcomes and new
issues which emerge from the process.

Making Meaning, Making Change
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Ways In: Finding Student Themes

Whereas a more traditional approach starts with a priori needs assessments
and curriculum outlines, a participatory approach starts by involving students
in the process of uncovering themes and issues as an integral part of classroom

interaction. This is what we call finding "ways in" to what's important to

(
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Your Practice...

students (the listening component of the process).

1. Describe a lesson or class from your experience in which students were
particularly open and engaged with the topic.
Where did the theme come from?
Was it your idea? If so, why did you choose it?
What led up to ita structured activity? an overheard conversation?
2. List a few concerns or issues you think are important for your students.
0 What happened to make you think they are important?
3. Describe a critical incident from your classa time someone came to
class with a problem, a story, a preoccupation; wham students suddenly
started talking in their native language; when someone missed class
because of something important in their life; when there was an argument,
tears, or laughter.
How did the underlying issue embedded in the incident relate to others in
the class?

4. Describe something unexpected that happened in one of your classes:
Did you ever expect a certain response from students, but get a completely
different one?
Did something come up in class that made you throw out your lesson plans
completely and "go with the flow?"

Our Practice...

Ideally, the kind of participant-observation in the community of the learners
described by Freire is a powerful way to get to know the conditions and issues

most critical for a particular group. However, as we said in Chapter 1, this
approach may be neither practical nor effective for adult ESL in a North
American context: Students often don'tcome from a single community, teachers

don't have time to do this kind of intense participant observation, and most
importantly, issues identified in this way lose some of their timeliness because
they don't emerge from the actual, concrete concerns of participants. Although
the teachers in our project had close ties to the communities of the learners and
a general familiarity with issues of concern to them, the most powerful issues
were often the ones that students themselves brough t in or identified during the
course of classroom interaction. Thus, classes went back and forth between
themes identified by teachers based on their knowledge of the communities and
issues that arose from the particular group.
Themes cannot be identified just by asking students what they want to study

or what their concerns are. If students have internalized the very model of
education that excluded them in the pastthe teacher-fronted transmission-of knowlege -and skills modelthese questions may seem odd to them: Teachers
are supposed to know what to do. Or, while they may appreciate being asked,
students' answers may not be very productive. They may come up with vague
goals (speaking better, improving English to get a better job, learning grammar,
etc.) and the kinds of activities they are most familiar with (e.g., dictation, tests,
workbook exercises). Finally, students may be suspicious of any questions that
seem intrusive or personal. They are sometimes used to dealing with bureaucracies where information can be used against them. Without a basis of trust,
they may be reluctant to -.re anything specific about their lives.
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This means that the teacher's job at the beginning of each cycle is to set the
tone, creating contexts for issues to emerge. The starting point has to be the
building of trust through non-threatening activities that allow students to share
something of their lives in a format that is familiar and comfortable. The first
lesson for students has to be that their experiences are valued in the classroom
and that it's safe to share parts of their lives with others.
Even when trust is built, however, it is important not to assume that issues
will fall from the sky. Again, there must be a delicate balance between spontaniety

and planning. Although it is clearly true that the most powerful issues emerge
when we least expect them and have done nothing to find them, it is also true
that we can't just sit around and wait for them to appear. We have to create the
conditions for issues to emerge spontaneously and, at the same time, make a
conscious effort to elicit them through structured, teacher-initiated activities.
This means combining what we call conscious listening (an openness to going

with the flow, hearing what's hidden between the lines, following up on
diversions, etc.) with catalyst activities (guided language activities that encour-

age students to contribute their ideas, experiences and problems). Catalyst
activities serve the dual purpose of providing the structured language lessons
that students expect and triggering discussion which leads to the identification
of student issues. They provide a window on students' daily reality through a
safe and familiar framework.
Catalysts may take many forms. They can be relatively formal activities like
class rituals, grammarexercises and student research. Al ter natively, they can be
open-ended activities, with minimal teacher-directed guidance for students'
responses. One of the things we've found is that the more instructions, format,
and modeling we provide, the more we shape the ways that students respond.

While this kind of guidance is sometimes necessary and helpful, it is also
important at times for student responses to be completely uninfluenced by
teachers' input. Not giving too much guidance is a way of letting go of control;
often it results in surprising and interesting responses that lead in directions we

never would have predicted. The list below outlines the "ways in" we have
explored in our project. It is by no means meant to be exhaustive; you probably

already have ideas to add from the exercise you did at the beginning of this
chapter. A detailed discussion of each item on the list will follow.

Ways In: Finding Student Themes
1. Setting the tone: Start-up activities to facilitate a participatory
atmosphere.
Our History Book
Family photos/albums
Family trees
Life journeys
Significant objects
Learning pictures

2. Conscious listening for loaded Issues, problems, concerns.
Conversations before, during, and after class
Reading between the lines
What made it hard for you to come to class last week? today?

3. Catalyst activities designed to elicit Issues and concerns.
Grammar exercises: Structured exercises that allow space for students
to contribute authentic information from their lives.
In my country, in the U.S...."
Substitution drills: "I'm worried about
I need/I want/I like charts
Feelings: "I feel angry when
Charts (jobs, families, reasons for coming to the U.S., ..tc.)
Superlatives: Easiest/hardest, most/least, etc.
Modals: List 5 things that could be better in your life
.11
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Setting the Tone:
Start-up Activities

Class rituals: Activities that the class does on a routine basis (every
day/week).
"Good News/Bad News"; weekend stories
Class accomplishments
Posted journals
0 Student research: Students investigate some aspect of their lives and
report back .
Home/community research: Logs on a range of topics
investigating language and literacy use (in the family/community)
Creating graphics: Students draw, discuss and/or write about pictures
reflecting images from their lives.
A map of students' neighborhood
Pictures of places students need English
"What do you see when you look out your window?"
"The house of your childhood"
A photo album of students' life in U.S. (to send home)
Photos, reading, and writing catalysts: Students respond to photos, texts
and writing topics through discussion and writing.

The key task at the beginning of a cycle is to create an atmosphere of trust in
which students feel they can share what's important to them and make the class
their own. Activities listed in this section are designed to make students feel that
their ideas, experiences, and knowledge are valued. While specific themes or
concerns may not emerge from these activities, they are important in terms of
establishing a student-centered climate and sending the message that participants' realities provide legitimate content for language and literacy development. Of course, a delicate balance must be struck between inviting students to
be open and respecting their privacy: It is important not to put them on the spot
with direct personal questions. Drawing students out without being invasive

requires sensitivity on the part of the teacher. Some of the ways we've approached this task are:
1. Starting with the impersonal. Madeline began a new class by showing
students pictures of newcomers and asking for each, "Why does he want to
study English?" Students generated a list of reasons people might want to study;

after this modeling with fictional people, she turned the question back to the
students themselves, asking "Why do you want to study English?" she got an
outpouring of responses.
2. Immediately using student input as the basis for class work. In the same

lesson, Madeline wrote down students' own reasons for wanting to study
English and used them as the basis fora story which shebrought to class the next
day. They were thrilled to see that someone had listened to them. It was the first
schooling experience these students had had where their own input was valued.

3. Using music. Music creates a relaxed, informal atmosphere and a sense of
community, especially if it is music from students' cultures. Learning becomes
a game when music is integrated. Raul Atiorve uses music in an introductions
exercise. Participants form two concentric circles and move in opposite direc-

tions while music is playing. When the music stops, they stop and they
introduce themselves to the person from the other circle standing opposite
them. The same exercise can be done to reinforce grammar points and elicit
issues. When the music stops, they complete sentences like, "I'm worried
about..." or "I'm thinking about...".
4. Using open-ended grammar exercises that invite student input. Teachers in
our project often provided grammar activities that left openings for students to
share something from their lives (see pp. 51-52).
5. Sharing something of ourselves as teachers. Loren, who had just had a baby

when she started teaching, brought pictures of her daughter, talked about her
concerns as a new mother, and wrote about her daughter in class. As a result,
44 i Ways In: Finding Student Themes
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students felt more comfortable bringing their own pictures and stories into the
classroom, often forgetting teacher-student roles as they shared concerns as
parents.
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6. Giving students choice and control. If teachers formulate and ask all the
questions, the traditional power relations of the classroom are reinforced.
Letting students decide what they want to ask gives them some control and
allows them to monitor the issue of invasiveness. Ann started one of her classes
by asking students to generate a list of questions that they wanted to use to find
out about each other. This simple modification of the traditional introductions
activity allowed them to determine what they felt comfortable about asking and

answering. Andy designed a lesson which allowed students to explicitly
formulate their own guidelines for handling personal information in class (see
pp. 89-90).

7. Drawing out cultural comparisons. Lessons that elicit information about
the students' homelands (e.g., exercises that start "In my country...") are one of
the most positive ways to develop students' sense of comfort. Family literacy
teachers, for example, often used American holidays as a lead into discussing
other holidays, also exploring differences in food, religious beliefs, folktales,
and fables.
8. Laughing. There aren't any formulas for this, but making sure there's time
for joking and talking abou t things that aren't important is critical. As teachers,

we can set the tone for this by laughing at ourselves, pointing out our own
mistakes, and kidding with students. Ann's class, for example, spent one
hilarious session just talking about what various animals say in different
languages (e.g., "What does a rooster say in Creole?"). One of the biggest
mistakes we can make is to try to force the class to focus only on heavy, loaded
issues. This is a turn-off for students. They want their classes to be fun, enjoyable,

relaxing. Paradoxically, this is precisely what allows us to get to the deeper
issues: Making room for what's not important creates the space for people to
bring up what is important.
9. Using pictures and graphics. Many of our start-up activities involve responding to or creating graphics that bridge the world of the classroom and the
world outside it. Graphics allow everyone to participate regardless of level,
con textualizing language through nonlinguistic means.

Our History Book
One of our most successful introductory activities was using a booklet called
Our History Book, which presents a photo story of the life of an immigrant family.

It comes from English at Work: A Tool Kit for Teachers (Band t, Belfiore, &
Handscombe,1990 and works well for a number of reasons:It satisfies students'
desire for a "real" text because it is a formal publication with accompanying
exercises; the format is clear and accessible, with large photos and a few lines of
text per page; its content is authentic and easy for students to relate to with
photos of an actual family and the story of changes that immigration brought to
their lives; it is a simple but powerful model for students' own stories both
because of its form and its content.

Family Photos/Albums
Other forms of linking family photos and writing activities include inviting
students to bring or draw pictures of their families or friends, introduce the
people in the pictures to the class and describe what they are doing. This is
followed by either picture labeling (at lower writing levels) or story writing. It
is important here to give students some choices so that students who don't live
with their families or don't have pictures of them won't feel left out or upset.
Here a student drew a picture of himself because he didn't have a photograph.

Making Meaning, Making Change
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Loren did a variation on this activity: She found 99¢ pocket photo albums at

the dime store and collected money to buy one for each student. She asked
students to bring in any photos they wanted and put the pictures on the lef t hand

side of the page with some writing on the right hand side. In this case, some
students chose to bring magazine pictures rather than family photos. Loren
brought her own pictures and did the writing along with students. As a lead-in
to the writing, students worked in pairs asking each other questions about the
pictures. (Loren said that she found the responses much more interesting when

she did NOT model the questions or elicit specific informaiun about the
pictures.) When they were done, students put their own pictures with accompanying writing under the cellophane on each page, making a very polishedlooking album for each student.

Family Trees
Another useful activity to link students' lives with a vocabulary and language development activity at low levels is drawing family trees. This activity
does not require students to bring anything with them and can give teachers a
clear sense of literacy levels early in the cycle. Here, the teacher can model by
dra wing a picture of his orhero wn family tree (although the dan6er of modeling
is that students may draw their families to look like the teacher's).1t may be more
useful to provide a range of modelssome simple stick figures, some from texts
(e.g., Carver and Fotinos, A Conversation Book: English in Everyday Life, Book Two,

2nd ed., 1985). The following family tree was produced by one of Madeline's
students.
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Life Journeys
Students can combine drawing and writing activities in describing their life
journeys; this activity entails making a timeline (or some kind of graphic
representation) of the important eveats in one's life and then writing something
about it. Again, this form leaves room for choice; some students may emphasize
the graphic aspect while others may develop the writing more. A lesson that can
be used to start and model your own life jotimey activity can be found in ESL
for Actitm: Problem-Posing at Work (Auerbach & Wallerstein,1987). It presents the

life journey of a refugee named Manh and the story he wrote about it. The
following is a description of the way Madeline developed this lesson:

1. Students discussed Manh's life journey, focusing on wh-words.
2. The class generated a list of questions to ask someone about their life.
Making Meaning, Making Change
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3. They discussed the context for this type of questionwhere do people
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interview you, what kinds of interviews are there, what kinds of questions are
OK to ask in which contexts, what kinds of answers are appropriate (safe) in
which contexts.
4. Everyone looked at the questions they had generated and wrote down one
they really wanted to ask.
5. Madeline modeled an interview. She taped a picture of a Vietnamese man
on herself and said,"I'm Manb." She asked students to use their question to
interview her. She taped the interview and asked students to listen to the tape.
6. The class voted on how they wanted to conduct their interviews of each

other (whole group vs. pairs). They chose to work in pairs, with various
groupings (some who could both read and write answers, some who could read
only, and some who needed help with the whole process). Madeline worked
with the group who needed help with the whole process and set up the tape with
the group who could work independently but not write the answers.
7. Students interviewed each other.
S. Madeline transcribed the taped interview, making it into a read i;:g activity

for the class. Students commented on some misunderstandings about live/
leave/left. Madeline wrote confusing sections of the text on the board; the class
discussed reasons for the confusion ( the students thought all the questions were
about the past because of the prior context of class discussion). This led to a
discussion of grammar and why it's important to use tense markers.

As you read the following life journey, think about the themes that emerge
for possible exploration.

a.
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Significant Objects
Students can be invited to bring in an object that is important in their lives to
share with classmates. These objects often prompt students to tell stories that are
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windows on their liveswho they were in their home countries, what is
important to them, who the people in their lives are/were. It is important to give

clear instructions and emphasize that the object should be important to the
students otherwise students may bring in objects that they have little to say
about. The fact that the exercise centers around a concrete object facilitates
language use; often the proficiency level is higher than in contrived or textbook
exercises because communication about the object is genuine. The section on
oral histories in Chapter 4 describes how to structure this activity in detail.

Learning Pictures
When students come to class, they often bring with them conceptions about
what education should be based on their own prior learning experiences. For
most students, schooling has followed a traditional model with teacher-fronted
classrooms, and they have come to see this model as the only valid form of
learning. They expect the teacher to be the source of knowledge, to tell them
what to do, and to present them with workbooks, fill-in-the-blank exercises,
memorization tasks, and dictations. At the same time, however, students in
literacy classes have often had negative experiences with this kind of learning:
They bring fears and self-doubts. Thus, one of the first jobs of the teacher is to
prompt reflection on a range of ways of learning, from formal to Less formal, both
in-school and out-of-school, and to invite students to examine their own feelings

about these ways of learning. This is an important basis for forging a different
dynamic in the literacy class.
One way we've done this is through the use of photoswhat we call learning
picatres. In this activity, the teacher puts out ten or twelve pictures of different
learning situaflons: traditional teacher-fronted classes, people learning in groups

with no obvious leader, parents teaching children to ride bikes, children
learning from each other, etc. Students are asked to pick a picture that they have
a strong reaction to or that reminds them of something in their own lives. They
then respond to the picture they ha ve chosen. The form of the response(wri ling,

dictating, talking, working alone or in pairs, etc.) depends on the student's
literacy level. After this individual or pair work, students share their stories and
compare them. The teacher facilitates discussion, bringing out the notions of
formal vs. informal learning. The pictures become the basis for group reflection
about how people feel in different settings for leaming,how students themselves
are teachers and how people learn from each other. The discussion can go in the
direction of examining, for example, different ways of leaning, student-teacher
roles, what counts as real Icamingor what makes learning a positive experience.
It is hard to predict what issues and directions the exercise will evoke; however,

our experience has been that it often prompts very powerful and moving
personal stories that have the effect of creating bonds among students.
Both the process and the content of this activity set the tone for participatory,
nonforrnal learning because they allow students choice, validate their experience, begin the task of collaboratively constructing knowledge, and make issues
of learning and teaching explicit. Loren has written a n account of using learning
pictures in Talking Shop (Nash et al., in press); the issue of dealing with student
expectations is addressed further in Chapter 5.

Conscious Listening

In a participatory approach, the teacher is always on the look-out for hot
topics that emerge spontaneously when they are least expected. This kind of
active listening between the lines is probably the most powerful way of finding
students' concerns. This means being tuned into the conversations that occur
before and after class, the changes in mood (when students appear distracted,
unusually quiet, sad, or nervous), the reasons for absences, and the times when
students suddenly switch to their first language. Casual questions, like, "What
made it hard for you to come to class last week? yesterday? today?" can elicit
infonnation about problems that students are struggling with. Acknowledging
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these problems and validating the issues that distract students from the work at
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hand can draw students back into the circle of the class, and increase their
engagement and their motivation to participate.
It is important to be sensitive about issues identified in this way; students
may not feel comfortable sharing them with the class. At the same time,
however, what appears as an individual problem very often touches others in
the class in some form as well. In this case, the teacher's task is to find the
underlying issue that can be generalized to others and to present it in a form that

applies to the whole group without singling out the individual.
An example of finding a theme through this kind of conscious listening
occured in Andy's class. One day she noticed a whispered side conversation
between two students while the class was discussing how they felt when they
spoke English. When she asked the two students if they wanted to share what
they were talking about, they recounted a story about being told to speak
English in a store. This led to a heated discussion in Spanish about Anglos' fear
of immigrants. Andy wrote up the story in English for the next day's lesson. She

presents a full account of how the class developed this theme in chapter 2
"Barbara and Ana" of Talking Shop (Nash et al., in press).

Themes can be identified from students' writing as well as from their
conversation. In one of Loren's classes, students wrote dialogue journals. One
day, a student wrote an entry about language use in her family, saying that her
husband spoke to her in English but she spoke to him in Spanish because she
didn't want him to hear her mistakes in English. Loren recognized this as an
issue of relevance to others in the class and asked the student's permission to
copy her journal entry (not using her name) and share it with others. It became
the starting point for an extensive sequence of activities on language use in the
home and community. (The code Loren developed from this is in Chapter 5.)
In another case, Ann noticed that one of her students was upset one day.
When she asked him about it, he mentioned that he had made a big mistake at
work, ruining a machine because he had used the wrong chemical. He had
misunderstood the directions and was worried that his minimal English would
get him into more trouble. Ann didn't ask him to share this in class, but instead
wrote the following story about the experience of a previous student who had

gotten in trouble at work because of a language misunderstanding. By
depersonalizing the situation and presenting it to the whole group, Ann created
a context where everyone, including the man who was originally upset, could

share their stories and strategies. Thus, in this case, a private conversation
became the basis for a literacy activity tha t in turn elicited exploration of a group

theme. This discussion allowed the man to see that he was not alone and gave
him the opportunity to work on language skills to address his fears.
Please finish this story:
When Carmen came to this country, she wo rked as a housekeeper in Newton.
One Saturday her boss, Mrs. James, cooked a lot of food for a dinner party. She
cooked rice and chicken and she made salad. Carmen cleaned every room in
the house.
After the party, there was a lot of food leftover. Mrs. James told Carmen to put
the food away. Carmen didn't understand. She thought Mrs. James said, "Throw
the food away." Carmen threw all the food in the garbage disposal. Mrs. James
was furious I
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Verbs In the past tense

Vocabulary:

came
worked
cooked
made

housekeeper
boss
dinner party
leftover furious

told
said
threw
thought
was
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put away
throw away
garbage disposal
cleaned

Grammar Exercises
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Themes can also be elicited in the context of traditional-looking grammar
activities. The advantage of these exercises is that they satisfy many students'

expectation of what they're supposed to do in class. A fill-in-the-blank or
substitution format feels familiar and legitimate to students. Of course, the
funcEon of doing grammar work goes beyond eliciting themes; it fits at many
different points in the participatory process. A cycle can move from grammar
work to an issue or vice-versa. These exercises can be a catalyst for finding
themes, a follow-up once themes have been found, or an end in themselves.
However grammar work is used and wherever it fits in, the key is to leave room
for students to provide content from their own lives. For example:

"In my country/in the U.S..." can provide a frame for work on a variety of
grammar points. This kind of cultural comparison leaves the door open for
students to present new information while practicing structures determined by
the teacher. It is thus a communicative way to practice grammar. For example,
students can work on there is/there are with count and non - count nouns by
sentence completion exercises (In my country, there are
; in the
U.S., there are
.) They can write or talk about something they
were able to do in their country but are not able to do here (In my country, I

could

in the U.S., I can't

.)

A substitution drill format allows again for student content to be inserted in
a controlled structure. In the following exercise, students can substitute their
own problems once the pattern has been set.
Parent: I'd like to talk to you when you have time.
Teacher: What's the problem?
Parent: I'm worried about Tien's homework,
Teacher: Can we meet after school on Tuesday?

I need, I want, I like, I can, I can't charts can be used to elicit student concerns
in the context of working on infinitives, gerunds, and modals. Students can
make charts of where and when they need English or of problems in their lives.,
for example:
I need:
to find a new apartment.
to get a job.

I want:
to move to a safer place.
to learn how to drive.

Pictures like those below from Preventive Mental Health in the ESL Classroom

(Paul, 1986) can be a catalyst for students to practice the language used for
stating problems. This may, in turn, elicit students' expression of their own
problems and discussion of possible solutions.

There's no heat.

There's no hot water.

The stove is broken. The lock is broken.

Reprinted by permission of the American Council for Nationalities Service.
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Modals: Exercises with could, should, would, etc. provide a rich context for
eliciting issues. Students can list 5 things that could be better in their lives, they
can brainstorm what they would do if they had more money, etc.
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The vocabulary of feelings can provide one of the most productive contexts
for finding themes, as the following examples show:

Ann did a lesson in which students filled in the blank, "1 feel angry
." Students drew pictures and wrote sentences to go with them. In
pairs, they asked each other about their pictures and new issues came out (about
difficulties at work).
when

Loren did a collage activity while working on adjectives; she asked
students to cut out pictures of people with different expressions on their faces
(showing different emotions). Then students pasted these pictures onto file
folders without labeling them. Each student then held up her own collage and
led the class by eliciting adjectives.
Andy did a sequence of activities on feelings, combining pictures and
sentence formation. She began by showing students photos depicting various
emotions and eliciting vocabulary they already knew. This process was interspersed with stories, memories, and associations that the pictures evoked from
the students. Andy then presented two sets of cards, one with feeling words and
the other with causes or situations that began with "when
." Students then
went through a series of steps to match the sets of cards, making "I feel
" sentences. Andy included sentences about classroom interacwhen
tions so that students could discuss "positive and negative feelings about the
only experience we all universally sharedour class time together." Finally
students made their own sentences. She describes this sequence in detail in
Talking Shop (Nash et al., in press, p. 5 "Expressing Feelings").

Superlatives are a simple grammar point that provide thecontext for eliciting
issues in a straightforward way. Students can be asked to make sentences using
best/ worst. (The best thing about living in the U.S. is
living hereis
. The easiest part of my job is
is
. The hardest thing for me to do in English is

; the worst thing about
; the hardest part of my job
.)

Charts like this one from English at Work: A Tool Kit for Teachers (Barnc11,1986)

can be used to elicit content from students' lives and can then become a
framework for both grammar activities (e.g., tense work) and finding student
concerns.
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Class Rituals
Another way to integrate an ongoing system for finding themes is by
instituting activities that occur on a regular basis each day or week. These can
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range frorn a daily ten - minute period when students talk abou t a ny thing they're
thinking about to Monday reports on the activities of the weekend. Calling these

"Good News/Bad News" can open the way for students to include not just
social activities butalso concerns and issues. Teachers can post newsprint on the

wall for students to report ideas, events, or questions as a kind of "posted
journal" (see Sauve, 1987). This kind of ritual serves a number of functions
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besides uncovering themes; for example, nel, ?letters can become reading texts,
writing activities, or evaluation tools.
Weekly news: Madeline started each Monday class by writing students' news on

newsprint. Sometimes students talked about their weekends; sometimes they
focused on news from their home countries. These accounts became the basis of
immediate in-class literacy work; Madeline then wrote them up in newspaper
format for use in the nextclass. During one class discussion, students started talking
about money and the high cost of living. Madeline transcribed the discussion and
brought the text(seebelow) to the nextclass. After the students read this newspaper,

the discussion turned to wages and why some students' were paid so much less
than others. Another issue emerged from this discussion: the extremely loaded and
personal issue of green cards. This theme in turn became the content for the
following literacy class. Madeline describes the full cycle in "No Green Card, No
Good Pay" in Talking Shop (Nash et al., in press).
GOOD NEWS NEWSPAPER

MARCH 22, 1989

SaSeS¢SvSakssasiistiacsaszMONEYSaSstSISaSsiSadnaSgSaSnasaSa
MARIE-ANNETTE SAID,
"EVERYTHING N AMERICA IS EXPENSIVE NOW."
"IN 1981, HOUSE IS CHEAPER."
BEFORE, SHE LIVED IN CENTRAL SQUARE ON WESTERN AVE.
SHE HAD 21/2 BEDROOMS AND A BIG KITCHEN.
SHE PAID $140.
BOSTON APARTMENTS ARE THE MOST EXPENSIVE IN THE USA.

MARIE-JEAN SAID,
"BOSTON IS EXPENSIVE BECAUSE IT GOT WORK."
MARIE-ANNETTE SAID,
"HOUSE EXPENSIVE. EVERYTHING EXPENSIVE,
BUT JOBS DON'T PAY WELL."
MARIE-JEAN SAID,10BS PAY WELL: $7, $8, $9."
MARIE-ANNETTE SAID,
"HOUSE GOES UP. EVERYTHING GOES UP.
JOBS GO UP. BUT NOT ENOUGH:"

S4SideSitStSaitSeSitSiditSit$60eSe$44006¢$41SitStSditSitSt
WHAT DO YOU THINK ABOUT MONEY?
BEFORE, HOW MUCH RENT DID YOU PAY WHEN YOU CAME TO BOSTON?
NOW, 110W MUCH RENT DO YOU PAY?
BEFORE, HOW MUCH MONEY DID YOU GET PAID?
NOW, HOW MUCH MONEY DO YOU GET PAID?

Class accomplishments: Andy's class developed a "class accomplishments"

newsletter which recounted the events of the preceding week for Monday
classes. In it, she reported grammar points that were covered, issues that were
discussed, and even class attendance. The newsletter served several functions:

It was a review and summary for students who had been absent; it helped
students become more conscious of attendance issues (even causing attendance
to rise). Andy describes it more fully in "Our Class" in Talking Shop .

Posted journals: Chart posted a piece of newsprint on the wall which
students used to report their daily accomplishments both in and out of class.
They wrote on it whenever they felt that they had achieved something that they
wanted to report. This became a form of student self-evalua tion (see Chapter 8).
Making Meaning, Making Change

53

Student Research: Adapting Ethnographic Approaches
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One of the ways that needs and concerns can be identified with students is
by encouraging them to become researchers of their own lives. This means that
they ask questions, collect data from their environment, analyze and reflect on
the data, and then decide what (if anything) to pursue. Specifically, when this
kind of research focuses on language and literacy use in the home, community
and workplace, it can become both a needs assessment tool and a vehicle for
developing the very practicesbeing investigated, in addition to being a tool for
finding themes.
The notion of involving students in research about their own language and
literacy use is inspired by the work of Heath and Branscombe (1984). They
taught a class of adolescent students who had been labeled "special needs" to
become ethnographers in their own communities, investigating language use
and literacy practices. Through this process, the students' academic literacy

developed to the point where most of them were able to move into collegepreparatory classes. Heath claimed that this approach was successful because
language and literacy were both the instrument and the object of study: In the
process of exploring language and literacy practices (as the object of study),
students developed new practices (using them as the instrument of study).
Similarly, Lytle, Marmor, and Penner's (1986) work in developing an al temative

approach to adult literacy assessment draws from the ethnographic tradition,
involving students in in-depth interviews about the actual situations, occasions,
types of texts, social contexts, and purposes for reading and writing in their
lives.

As we read these studies (which focused primarily on first language literacy),

we tried to determine what was and wasn't relevant for our own teaching
situations (working with adult second language learners at early stages of
literacy development). While the conceptual framework of these studies was
enticing, we had doubts about the possibility of putting this approach into
practice because of the lack of a common language within classes and the
relatively early stages of ESL/literacy of many of the students. However, as we
identified the features of the ethnographic approach (outlined in Chapter 2) that
contributed to its success, we realized that it corresponded in many ways to our
participatory approach. Beyond the general ways that our orientation corresponds to this approach, there were a number of particular types of activities
that we adapted:
1. Home/community research activities on a range of topics: By carrying out
simple investigations about daily life, students often identify issues of concern.
Logs are a simple tool to guide research. Students can keep track of things like:
everything that made them happy, sad, angry in one day; every time they need
to use English in one day; every place they needed a translator this week, etc.
Students who have difficulty writing in English can use drawings to record their
observations.
Madeline asked her students to keep a log of all the foods they ate during
one week. In the reporting back session, the issue of alar came up: Students had
heard reports about apples being unsafe and wanted to know more about the
reasons. They did a collaborative language experience story followed by readings and discussions of alar.

2. In-class activities to investigateliteracyllanguagepracticeslbeliefs:Rather
than do extensive individual interviews about literacy practices and conceptions (described by Lytle (Lytle, et al., 1986) as an alternative assessment
instrument), we integrated activities to elicit similar information in an ongoing
way into instructional content.
* Andy used a picture of the hands of an old person copying the letters of the
alphabet to motivate writing about literacy. The students wrote stories about
people they knew who couldn't read and write. A theme that emerged from this
was that of literacy networks. Students said you need literacy if you're alone and
have to take care of yourself; you need it less if you have families or other people

you can depend on.
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Ann overheard a conversation about children's negative attitudes toward
their first language and developed a code to investigate this issue further (see
pp. 70-71). This provided an impetus for exploration of attitudes to ward the first
language.
3. Linking in-class activities with home/community investigation of language and literacy use: Students discuss some aspect of their own language and

literacy practices and beliefs in class and then do further investigation and
reflection at home; they then develop their ideas through literacy activities.
(Chapter 8 presents a list of possible questions for a language use inventory.)
Students investigated their home contexts for doing homework in several
classes. Although each of the classes used a similar catalyst, the issues that
emerged were different for every class. In Ann's class, students focused on being

tired and having too much housework as factors interfering with helping
children with homework. In Loren's class, the focus was more on issues of
communication with the school and understanding report cards (see "Homework Codes" in Talking Shop (Nash et al., in press). In Madeline's class, students

talked about having to hide their literacy problems from their children to
maintain their children's respect and having to devise ways of helping their
children with school work despite these literacy problems.
Students investigated language choice/usewho uses which language
with whom. In the process of exploring this question, themes about family
dynamics and roles emerged, as the following entry from a student's journal
shows:
My husband speaks to me in English. And I understand everything he says
to me but I don't speak to him in English because I don't want him to see my
mistakes because I am embarrassed in front of him. He speaks to me in English
and I speak to him in Spanish. Only I speak in English to my daughter and the
people in the street or when I go to the hospital or my daughter's school because
her teacher speaks English.

Loren asked the student's permission to share this entry with the class
(copying it with corrected spelling). As follow-up, students wrote their own
accounts of family language dynamics. (A full account of how this cycle
developed is presented in Auerbach & McGrail, 1991).

Creating Graphics
Students can be asked to draw or take pictures of significant places, events,
or people in their lives. These graphics can become the context for discussion,
vocabulary development, and writing activities. In addition, they can become
the framework for the elicitation of issues. They can also become the trigger for
deepened social analysis, a tool for exploring the issues, a context for extending
language and literacy development, and a form of action (these functions are
discussed in Chapter 5). Possible subjects for pictures include:

Maps of the neighborhood: After vocabulary and language work around
these maps, s tudents can focus on social contextual issues reflected by the maps.

Why are there no grocery stores M the neighborhood? How important is the
church? What does or doesn't it do? Why are there no banks in the picture?
Where are the banks? Do your children go to the neighborhood school? Why/
why not? (This technique is used frequently by popular educators in Central
and South America to begin analysis of social issues.)
Where do you need English? Where do you use Spanish? Students can draw
pictures of all the places they do and don't need to use English. This can become
a preliminary group needs assessment that can frame future curriculum units.
What do you see when you look out your window?This exercise can prompt
discussion of safety, crime, drugs, play space for children.
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The house of your childhood: Students love these pictures and, again, they
provide a frame for cultural comparison and the elicitation of issues (e.g.,
housing conditions). The same approach can be used with other topics (the
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school of my childhood, etc.).
it
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Photo albums: Students can collect pictures that depict thei r life in the United

States and make them into photo albums to send home to relatives. These
pictures provide a window on students' world here.
Photography: Students can be asked to take pictures of significant places,
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things, or people in their lives as a way of identifying what's important to them.

In one site (not part of our Family Literacy Project), students were given a
Polaroid camera overnight and invited to take a picture of something important
for Haitians living in Boston. These pictures became the catalyst for dialogue
and student stories.

Photos, Reading, and Writing Catalysts
Open-ended catalyst activities can include asking students to respond to
photographs, reading selections, and writing assignments (or some combination of these) in any way they choose. Students should be able to choose what

they want to respond to (e.g., a particular picture or poem) and be asked
minimally guiding questions: "What do you see here?";"What does this poem
make you think of? "; "How do you feel about this poem?";"Write something
about this poem." Chapter 4 describes in more detail ways of using photos,
readings, and writing.
Responding to photos: Photos can be presented singly, in pairs of contrasting
pictures or in thematically-based groups. Good sources of photos are books like
The Family of Man, The Family of Woman (Steichen, 1955; Mason, 1979a, 1979b) as

well as calendars from organizations like UNESCO and Oxfam. Loren often
gave her students two pictures of families, each with smiling people but from
different cultures; her instructions for writing were minimal. Here she discusses
her rationale (Nash et al., in press):
I purposely did not design a set of problem-posing questions to go
with the pictures because I wanted to see how the students would
read the images without my guidance. I wanted to give them the
option of staying in a more labeling or describing mode or to go into
a more critical one. I wanted to know if a code could stand by itself
without probing questions. What I discovered was that the pictures
could indeed stand alone and whether students chose to go deeper
and interpret them critically depended on the makeup of the class.
It also depended on the level of English, since this was not a bilingual
class. (pp. 7-8)

She describes the different ways students chose to respond to them in
"Happy Families?" in Talking Shop . In one case, the photos served as a rich mine

for uncovering issues, while in another they were less productive. About the
latter, Loren says, "The use of the pictures provided the backdrop for us to
discuss such important issues as: What is happiness? What is wealth? Are these
things different in different cultures? Is having money equivalent to being
happy? Are people really richer here in the United States? Is it better to be rich
or happy?"
Responding to readings: Readings can be used to elicit student reactions and

related experiences or as models for students' own writing. Culture-specific
forms like proverbs are especially powerful in this regard because they are
simple and familiar, yet allow for rich interpetation. In the following example,
Ann gave her students a poem to read and then asked them to respond to it with
their own poems. Of course, the beauty of the poem is that it's so simple and yet

so loaded with meaning, allowing students to take their responses wherever
they wished. Ann typed each student's poem on a separate sheet and collated
them into a class anthology.
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Little Lyric (of Great Importance)
I wish the rent
was heaven sent
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-Langston Hughes

Here are some poems sjudents wrote after reading Hughes' poem (1974):

MI,

1111

I wish tomorrow is a nice day with a blue sky.
And the birds are singing and everybody is happy.
I wish to have a nice car and a house.
I wish to go to college and have good job
In the future
I wish I have my parent and my brother
Here.
I wish I can speak every language.
-Bay Sitthirath

I wish I can go back
To my country
Not come
Back anymore
-Soutchalith Banthilivong

I wish to eat foods that my
Mother make.
I wish to feel more happy.
-Pedro I ucoski

I wish to go to a river with a lot of grass,
Wooded, blue sky, and it has a sidewalk.
To run and to run,
And to listen to the voice of
The water in the river. I think about
All the world and its wonderful things.
-Clara Bewley

Writing exercises: Themes can also emerge from student writing, either
unexpectedly or as a result of a directed catalyst activity. Dialogue journals are
an important place for teachers to get a sense of what is happening in students'
lives. (See the section on codes in Chapter 4 for examples of issues identified in
this way.) Open-ended quick writing exercises can also lead to the uncovering
of themes. In these exercises, students are asked to write freely about whatever
comes to mind when they see a prompt. The following catalysts come from a
piece of scrap paper I found in my departmental office (with credit to Annie
Silverman and Julia Connor, whoever they are!):
a smell you remember
0 a food that reminds you of something
a place that you love
something you did that you are proud of
something you worry about
something you remember learning
a person who taught you something
a dream that you have
4, a dream that you had
4, a time you taught someone something

a time you were afraid/angry/brave
a time you were lost
4, a time you were punished
a story about yourself five years ago;
4, a story about yourself in five years

Making Meaning, Making Change
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The following example is one student's response to the assignment, "Write
about whatever you see when you look out your window." Think about the
issues uncovered here as you read it
...First this is what I told about myself when I finish doing my things around the

house. I go to the window and I distract my mind by looking outside. I do that
because it isa habit to me. First I donlwatch TV. I don't read anything in my house.
I don't know why but I don't like to do any of the above. I don't have any time to do
that. For me to look out the window is like watching TV. When the police is talking

to drug sellers, for me that is very interesting. It is almost every day that this
happens. In my mind I think man% things when I see these things. I think this is not
going to ever stop. The thing that worries me the most is my family, my son, my
daughters. This is going to be like that and no one is going to stop it except god.
This is like a nightmare.

A Tapestry of Themes

A concern often voiced about participatory ESL is that it may focus too much an
problems and thus be negative or depressing for students. Teachers point out that
students don't want to think about their problems all the time. However, if teachers
genuinely listen to students and center curriculum around content that comes from
them, this ceases to bean issue. In fact, once the tone has been set, and students feel that
they will be listened to, a rich and unpredictable texture of themes begins to emerge.
Dealing with very loaded, global social and political issues is only one aspect of this
dynamic. As you read these minut es of one of our staff meetings, note the incredible range
of issues that emerged during this one week in the life of our project:

Charo's class: Students in the literacy class at Villa Victoria [a housing
development] asked Charo why their Chinese neighbors are celebrating the
New Year now. In addition, one of the students has been sick; others have been
talking about how sick people manage when they live alone. One woman who
lives in V.V. has taken on the role of assisting anyone who is sickvisiting them
and cooking for them. Students have decided to use these two issues as topics
for their community newsletter. One student will interview Chinese residents

about their New Years celebration; another will interview the woman who
watches out for sick people.
Ann's class: One of Ann's students brought in a letterfor others to sign about
the closing of Brighton High [a high school wfth a large bilingual program]. She
is a Guatemalan woman who doesn't have kids in the high school now but thinks
ft's important for the whole community to respond. The discussion revolved
around why we should do anything even if we're not directly affected. One of the
Russian men said he didn't want to talk about it because it didn't concem him;
several others argued that ft's important because if they cut this program, they'll
cut others too (like adult ed classes!) ; that if high school students lose this school,
they'll drop out which will lead to more crime, unemployment and drug use all of

which will affect the safety and well-being of everyone else in the community.
Others were interested because they had grandchildren at the school; one has
a son who is a teacher there. Ann and some students will go to another meeting
and get petitions in Vietnamese.
Andy's class: Three of the women in her class do cleaning work so she'll
focus on that next week. While she was visiting her sister in Phoenix last week,
there was a "sighting" of the Virgin of Guadelupe; community people built a
shrine around the tree where she was seen. This was puzzling for Andy and her
sister, so she asked her class about it; after discussing it, they wrote a letter
explaining the whole phenomenon to her sister.
Madellne's class: Her morning class has been working on the solar system.
This came up after a student brought in calendars for everyone following a
discussion of the lunar calendar which in turn arose from a discussion on cultural
differences in celebrating holidays. The calendars had pictures of the new moon,
full moon, etc. After some calendar reading activities, students began to ask
(why the moon is full sometimes, etc.).
about how the solar system works
Madeline organized a people model (with students as different planets,etc.) to
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illustrate the concept of orbits. One woman said she still doesn't believe it and
wondered how astronomers know all thisthey don't live in the sky and can't see
it. This led to a discussion of what you can see in the sky which in turn led to a
Vietnamese student telling a folktale that her grandfather used to tell about life
after death: After your death you'll be judged if your life has been good or had.
You'll have to walk up the rainbow; it's very hot and if you've been bad, you'll fall
off it and be eaten by a tiger or a big fish; If you've been good, v. u :. be able to
walk across the entire rainbow and get to the other side.

,

Issues

Through the duration of our project we identified scores of issues (grouped
into categories below). Although these concerns arose in the context of a family
literacy project, they are probably core issues for learners in any adult literacy/
ESL programs.

Culture
similarities and differences: holidays, cookir.g, witchcraft, faith healing,
folktales, schooling, religion, weather, employment, family structure,
childhood memories
Children's schooling
safety: violence in schools and getting to and from school
discipline (or lack of it): culturally different approaches to discipline;

parents being accused of child abuse, feeling schools aren't strict
enough; punishing children for poor school behavior or performance
fairness /discrimination: parents' feeling that child is being treated unfairly
or neglected
content/quality of education: fear that schools aren't teaching enough, lack

of communication about what's going on in school
0 homework: ways of helping, feelings of inadequacy
obstacles to parental involvement: time (overtime, two jobs); living conditions (homelessness, lack of heat, crowding); other concerns (immigration, family problems, health)
0 ways of being involved: importance of showing concern, advocacy

bilingual education: ambivalence (fear of loss of home language and
culture; fear of exclusion from mainstream; fear that bilingual education is inferior, segregates children, prevents acquisition of English);
lack of involvement in decisions about placement
* social/cultural concerns: fear about influence of American way (smoking,

drugs, sex, skipping school, etc.); fear of loss of culture and control;
conflict between home and school values; children's negative feelings
about home language and culture
parent /teacher roles: teachers asking for more parental support; parents
feeling it's the teacher's job

special needs: disagreeing with school evaluations and placements; nut
understanding procedures, rights, implications of placements
school atmosphere: feeling unwelcome, not knowing or feeling comfortable with school authorities
communication: inability to communicate because of language, lark of
translation, inability to understand notes, report cards, etc; only negative communications from school
afterschool /vacation /holiday care: problems finding care for children of

working parents; finding positive things for children to do while
parents are at work; availability, adequacy, cost of daycare and
afterschool care
Parents' education and literacy
educational background: school stories, conceptions of learning and literacy
adult literacy: reasons for coming to school, expectations, uses of language and literacy, the importance and meaning of literacy
Making Meaning, Making Change 4 59
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classrootn dynamics: use of first langauge vs. second language in class,
attendance, student/teacher inles, personal issues, evaluation of learning
0 homework: contexts for doing it, help from children, obstacles to doing it
participation in sites: hiring teachers, evaluation, funding cuts, childcare
IMMigration
experiences and legal issues: reasons for coming, problems with authorities, hazardous jouril,_
political and economic situation in homeland,

new immigration laws, amnesty and employment implications
Family
4 mentslwomen's roles: housework, work outside the home; language use;
tensions created by changing roles in new culture; women's independence
0 parents' lchildren's roles: role reversals, loss of respect/authority/control,

parents' dependence on children; children as link to new culture,
parents' hope; children feeling burdened; mutual support of parents
and children; mothering; parents as teachers; separation from children
language use in the home: contexts for native language vs. English use;

attitudes toward native langauge, emotional significance of language
choke; how to maintain native langauge and culture
Neighborhood and community
$ quality of life: safety, loneliness, lack of safe play space for children,
mutual support and sense of community (orlack of it); ways of helping

neighbors; community issues (school closing, police harassment);
tensions between cultural groups, racism and discrimination
housing: finding a place to live, high rents, lack of repairs /heat, overcrowding, condo conversions, tensions with neighbors, understanding
cultures of neighbors
Health care

awareness: AIDS, nutrition, birth control, lead paint, hazardous workplace chemicals, drugs, drug abuse
Employment
work: low pay, having to work two jobs, fear of losing job and not finding
new one (immigration law), workers' rights, employers rights, language
problems at work

* welfare: requirements, impact on motivation and self-esteem, reasons for

being on welfare, negative attitudes toward welfare
Politics
issues: political situations in home countries, "English Only" legislation,
cuts in social services, immigration legislation
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Once student themes have been identified, the next question becomes how to
use them in the classroom. Students may feel that the heated discussions that
arise in response to a catalyst are diversionsthat they're interesting but don't
count as real language work. Our experience has been that the key to legitimizing spontaneous talk or the emergence of issues is the follow-upconsciously
keeping track of the "diversions" and developing literacy activities from them.

Of course, the kind of follow-up for any given theme will depend on an
interaction between the teacher, the topic, and the students. Very often, teachers
discover what's appropriate and engaging for students only through a process
of experimentation, hying and evaluating as they go. What teachers need, thus,
is not a set method or sequence of activities, but what Berndt calls a "tool kit"
of techniques, procedures, and activities with which to decide how to develop
themes as they are identified. As she (1986) says,

These tools, are like shovels and picks, to keep you digging away at
the rich resources of experience which all adult learners have.They
are to help you "mine" the gems of everyday life that become the
content of adult learning. (unnumbered pages)
The essence of the concept of "tools" is that students' experience can best be
explored through the use of concrete representations of that experience that
providea focus for language work, social analysis,and change. Ina participatory

classroom, tools are much more than the traditional paper and pencil
activities: They are often visual, nonverbal instruments that generate active
responses, thinking, and dialogue. Their aim is to engage students and draw
them out
This concept of tools, originating in Freire's work, has been adapted to ESL
in various ways. Barndt (1987) uses the term to mean primarily nontextual
representations of an issue, because, as she says:

When we use only verbal motivators to teach language like a
text...we keep the focus on what is unknown or uncomfortable to the

new speaker of English. A nonverbal toollike a photograph, a
song, or an objectcan engage the interest of the student and
motivate him or her to talk about a particular theme, taking the focus
away from the language issue. (p.13)

Codesi.e., pictures or texts representing themesare another kind of tool.
Nina Wallerstein adapted this tool for ESL from Freire's codifications in her
influential book, Language and Culture in Conflict (1983), describing codes as
"concrete physical expressions that combine all the elements of lal theme into
one representation" (p. 19). She suggested following the presentation of each
code with a structured five-step questioning process. Our own experience is that
this format doesn't always work: It may seem too teacher-controlled or narrow
in form and direction. The use of other tools opens up this process and provides
a greater variety of ways to explore an issue; codes become one possible format
among many.
More recently, Wallerstein (1991) has used the term "bigger" to talk about
ways of generating reflection, dialogue, and critical thinking:
...a trigger is a specific and real example about problematic situations

that have personal meaning to people; reflect the individual, cornm unity, and societal levelsof the problem; and where many solutions
are possible... A good trigger is a creation from the listening process
that captures the key issues, the emotional meaning of these issues,

and the social context of these issues in participants' lives. These
Making Meaning, Making Change
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triggers then become the motivational force that lead students to
analyze why problems occur, and ultimately to act to prevent similar
consequences...through social action. (pp. 10-11)
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We use the term "tool" to refer not just to the representation of an issue, but
to all the ways of developing themes, combining visual and nonvisual, verbal
and nonverbal, textual and nontextual. Tools fall into three categories: those that
the teacher chooses from a preexisting source, those that the teacher creates, and
those that students are involved in creating. The goal is to move increasingly
toward student-created tools. For any given theme, a combination of tools may
be used, perhaps starting with a preexisting source, continuing with a teacherwritten text, and going on to a collaborative or student-created tool. In addition,
tools may become increasingly student-controlled as a class cycle develops
through various themes.
The task of choosing and creating tools as new themes emerge is an ongoing
one. Thus, when we talk about tools, we are talking about both process and
product, abou t both the model forgenerating tools and the particular forms they
take for a given theme. In this chapter, the focus is more on "how" than on
"what" on the generic processes for creating tools rather than on actual tools
Insulting from that process. The chart below represents an overview of the tools
that will be described in this chapter.

Participatory Tools
for extending language and literacy around student themes
presented along a continuum from most teacher - controlled
to most student-controlled
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In looking at this chart, it immediately becomes apparent that the distinction
between "ways in" and "tools" is, in many ways, an artificial one. First, the tools
that are used in the follow-up phase may look very much like those used to find
themes: Texts, photos, or journals may be used in both cases. Second, the line
between finding a theme and exploring it further in the classroom is fuzzy; there
is not usually a separation between how something emerges and language and
literacy work around it. Nonetheless, this distinction is useful because it leaves

a conceptual space between identifying an issue and building curriculum
around it. While the tools may be similar in form to the ways in, their functions
are very different. Where the purpose of the ways in is to uncover meaningful
issues, the purpose of the tools is to extend language and literacy proficiency
while deepening the analysis of the issues. Barndt, Belfiore, and Hanscombe
(1991) call this the difference between "scratching the surface" and "digging

deeper."
The dual functions of the toolsboth working on language and developing
themes on a conceptual levelgo hand in hand and cannot be divorced. If either
aspect is ignored, the fundamental premise of a participatory approach (that
language and literacy instruction should help people to address issues and
make changes) is undermined. If a meaningful issue is reduced to mechanical
follow-up exercises that focus only on skills, the original mo ti va tion for working
on language and literacy is lost. Students get the message that content from their
lives has little value except as a pretext for language practice. By the same token,

if issues are left at the level of discussion, and no explicit attention is paid to
language work, students may keel that their linguistic needs are being ignored.
Because for many of them talk doesn't count as legitimate language instruction,
they may feel the . they're not getting their money's worth. Thus, the tools

structure the link between the development of language and literacy and
analysis/action.
Tools serve the additional function of providing a framework for increasing
student participation in curriculum development. As students feel more comfortable, they become involved in the process of producing tools themselves;
teacher-created tools become models for student-created tools. Thus, the same
form may appear at different points in the curriculum development process,
serving different functions and involving different degrees of student participation.

Uses of Photography
The list below shows how photographs can be used as tools serving different
functions at various points in the curriculum development process.
Photos as ways insetting the tone: Students bring photos of their families,
home countries, homes, and neighborhoods as a way of introducing themselves
and their concerns.
Photos as catalysts: Teachers present pictures without accompanying texts
as a way to identify themes and elicit student reactions; students select pictures
that they would like to respond to (orally or in writing). Students take photos of

significant places, people, or situations in their communities and neighborhoods to identify issues or themes from their lives.
Photos as context for readings: Teachers present pictures with texts as a way

to elicit prior knowledge (through prereading exercises), or to provide
nonlinguistic information and contextual cues.
Photos as codes: Teachers select a picture or pictures todevelop a preidentified
issue with guiding questions. Here the picture represents a problematic theme
from students' lives and is the frame for dialogue.

Photos as frames for teacher-written stories or LEA stories: Teachers present

photos for discussion; students either dictate the story (LEA) or the teacher
writes it based on the discussion. The .story then becomes a reading text.
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Photos as frames for student writing: Students go through the stages of the

writing process in response to photos.
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Published photo-series: A series of photos that tell a story can be presented:

1. with a predetermined text and follow-up exercises to relate it to students'
lives (finish the story, react, rewrite the story);
2. in sequence but without text (shidentsdevelop the text);
3. out of sequence (in random order); groups can work out their own stories,
putting pictures in sequence and developing their own texts.
Individual/class photography: Students or the teacher take pictures of significant places or scenes in their lives (work, home, neighborhood, schools);
photos can identify themes or prompt writing and discussion.
Student-produced photo stories: The class creates a photo story as a kind of
action. Inside the classroom, students decide on a theme, act it out, take pictures,
and write accompanying text; outside the classroom, they identify a community

issue, take pictures, and create a text. By developing alternative endings and
trying out different solutions, photo stories can be a tool for addressing a
problem. The product can become a tool for others in addressing related issues.
As you look at this picture of a kitchen worker in a fancy hotel, think about what issue
or issues it represents for students and how you might use it at different points in the
curriculum development process.

Reprinted by permission of-Tony Lorett photographer.
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A common complaint of teachers is that existing ESL literacy texts are boring.

It's hard to find materials that are both simple and interesting enough for low
level students. Our experience has been that finding appropriate materials is
largely a matter of looking in the right places. There is a wealth of material
available from nontraditional sourcesauthentic texts written for a purpose
other than teaching ESL. (We reviewed a number of such texts that we used in
our classes in the TESOI, Quarterly (Auerbach, 1986a). Specific references and
ordering information are listed under References and Additional Resources at
the end of this book.) We have found that content is more important than level in
determining students' ability to read these materials: If selections are relevant
(i.e., studen is want to read thembecause they somehow relate to their lives), and
are presented in an accessible way, students can read things which, from a
linguistic point of view, may seem beyond their level. It is important not to
choose only very simplified texts and reject others just because they look too
hard. Guidelines for making cLallenging texts accessible are on the next page.

The most important point to remember in using these materials is that
reading is not a pronunciation activity; it is a meaning-making activity. This
means that the focus of instruction should not be accuracy in oral reading, but
comprehension. If students are corrected whenever they mispronounce a word
or read something incorrectly, they will get the message that the purpose of
reading is to sound good. Reading research (seeCarrell, Devine, & Eskey, 1988)
indicates that this kind of sound-centered model of reading inhilits comprehension; proficient readers predict, guess, skip, and often make miscues in the
process of reading for meaning. Teachers should ignore miscues unless they
interfere with the meaning of the text.
Further, research shows that students' ability to use their prior knowledge is
key in comprehension (see relevant chapters in Carrell, Devine, & Eskey, 1988);
students can make sense of what they read to the extent that it fits with wha t they

know. Reading must be contextualized in discussion of the text content and
structure so that students can establish expectations before reading and read
interactively. This can be facilitated by prereading discussions and exercises
linking text content to student experience, as well as by encouraging students
to predict, guess, and skip during reading, and again by relating the text to their
own lives after reading.

Published Materials That Are Nontraditional for Classroom Use
terature: Excerpts frombooks, short stories, and poems, especially those by
or about immigrants, are powerful ways to elicit student experience. We have
used excerpts from Maxine Hong Kingston's Woman Warrior (1978), poems by

Langston Hughes, and bilingual poetry. See "Images and Stereotypes" in
Talking Shop (Nash, et al ., in press) and Additional Resources, p. 135 of this book.

Oral histories, autobiographies, and biographies: Accounts of real people's
lives are engaging, especially when they are ordinary people with experiences
similar to those of our students. We have used excerpts from Don't Be Afraid
Gringo: A Honduran Woman Speaks from the Heart (Alvarado, 1987) (an oral his-

tory of a peasant woman who addresses a wide range of issues from domestic
violence to education and childrearing) and The Mango Tree (Oral History
Center,1987) (a collection of short oral histories by school children interviewing
relatives). See "Real People's Stories" in Talking Shop and Additional Resources,
p.135 of this book.
Student - produced publications: There is an increasing number of published
collections of student writings. Some that we have used are from East End Press
(a Toronto-based student publishing house), Need I Say More (Boston's journal
of adult student writings) and Voices (from Canada). See p. 138 for addresses.
Children's literature:ln the context o f a family literacy class, children's books
(perhaps otherwise inappropriate for adults) make sense. They can be read and
discusse to model shared reading with children. Multicultural and bilingual
books such as those from Children's Book Press in San Francisco are wonderful
resources.
Making Meaning, Making Change
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Newspapers: Newspaper articles can be used to develop themes or to
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introduce local issues. We have used articles about a Hispanic parents' organization, the new immigration law, and the English Only movement, making
these articles accessible by taking excerpts, dividing the articles into sections
that different groups of students read and report on, or re-writing them.

School flyers: Report cards, letters home, parent newspapers, and other
materials from students' children's schools can become texts. We have tried to
contextualize the reading of these materials in critical literacy activities where
students try not only to understand them, but to determine their own responses.

Printed community and workplace materials: Printed handouts, advertisements, signs, bus schedules, employer or union flyers, and other realia that are

part of students' everyday environment can become texts. Students can be
invited to bring things to class that they need help reading (like the traffic ticket

that Madeline's student brought). Again, it is important to address these
materials in a critical context, going beyond literal comprehension, with ques tions

like "Why is this written in language that is so difficult to understand, even for
Americans?" See "Traffic Tickets" and "Images and Stereotypes" (Talking Shop)

Guidelines for Using Published Texts
Choose Interesting relevant texts.
Choose passages that clearly relate to students' experiences or concerns
(where the topic is familiar, and easily recognizable). Texts written by or
about immigrants and those that invite cross-cultural comparison work
especially well.
Choose relatively short and pithy excerpts.
Invite students to select from a range of texts or bring in their own.

Use graphic support In presenting texts.
Enlarge excerpts and present them with a lot of blank space on the page.
Pictures, as nonverbal information, can frame prereading discussion.

Before reading: Always present prereading activities.
Elicit prior knowledge: Ask students about their own experience.
Present key concepts and words through clustering exercises: Present a
key word and elicit associations with the word ('What does this word/
picture make you think of ? "); draw a semantic map or web on the board,
linking students' associations to the word in graphic form.
Preview the text and elicit predictions: Look at pictures, the title, and the
first sentence and ask students to guess whatthe passage will be about.
Develop prereading questions with students: Ask students to make their
own questions about the passage based on the preview.

During reading: Focus on meaning.
4 Provide a number of channels of access: Don't stick to the model of one
student reading aloud to a group while the teacher corrects. The teacher

can read aloud while students read silently; the students can read
chorally; they can read silently and then aloud; they can read in pairs.
4 Break up the reading of a passage: Present short pieces of it at a time
(making predictions and discussing meaning as you go) or have groups
of students read different sections and share them with others.

After reading: Link texts to students' experience.
0 Ask for students' interpretations rather than only literal comprehension.
4 Ask students to evaluate what they read in light of their own experience
("Does this seem real? Has anything like this ever happened to you? What
would you do if...?"). They can tell or write their own sentences, poems,
or stories related to what they read.
4 Have students do read/react exercises: On the lett side of the page, they
copy a passage they liked, disliked, had strong feelings about, or that
reminded them of something; on the right side, they write their reactions.
Ask students to generate questions for the story's author or each other,
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Fables, Folktales, and Proverbs
Fable, folktale, and proverb genres are particularly effective in meeting the
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goal of using published materials to draw out students' own experience.
Although the specific content varies from culture to culture, the forms are
familiar to most cultural groups and many of the themes are universal. As a
result, they provide a powerful framework for cultural exchange.
Fable and folktale activities are particularly suited to family literacy classes
as a way into parent-child interactions; sharing these stories can serve as a model
for the Lind of sharing that parents might do with their children. Stories written
by parents can become a vehicle for preserving and transmitting the home
culture. For example, in one class, Ann's students read a bilingual Punjabi/
English fable; then she gave them a blank lined page with the heading, "A Fable
from
" Students responded in a variety of ways. One wrote a fable
from her country and read it in class with her child. Another copied something
from a children's book. Another wrote a song from her country. One wrote
about the history of her own country, and still another wrote about a personal
experience in her country. In another class, Ann presented a fable about wishes
and a worksheet; students wrote their own wish stories modeled on it.
There are currently several ESL texts with fables and folktales from different
countries (e.g., Kasser & Silverman, 1986); these can be adapted in a number of
ways:
1. Before reading, talk about what a fable is (i.e., a story with a moral or
lesson, often using animals to represent people). Model and elicit oral
examples.
2. Do a literacy activity, e.g., present scrambled sentences of the story on
cards (like a strip story); ask groups of students to put them together
3. Present the text as a whole, in the way it appears in a book or in simplified
and enlarged form. Students can read it silently or chorally, or listen to the
teacher read it.
4. Students can work in small groups with questions about the story, or they
can generate their own questions for each other.
5. Follow-up can take a number of forms:
Students can tell and then write stories from their own cultures that the text
reminds them of.
*Groups of students from the same culture can work together to produce a
story collaboratively and then share it with the class.
Students can share language games, songs, or stories they tell young
children, in their home cultures.
Students can make books to share at home based on these stories.
Students can respond in whatever way they choose.

Teacher-Produced

Materials

Teachers can create class-specific materials based on themes they have
identified by listening to stud. .its. The teacher writes a short text that raises an
issue without presenting a solution. Texts can take the form of short stories,
dialogues, "Dear Abby" letters, or news articles, followed by discussion questions,
grammar work, or writing exercises. As the following examples, created by
Ann, show, they can be used as a way to generate discussion of alternative
solutions, situate a local problem in a broader context, or elicit new issues.

Making Meaning, Making Change
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Example: This teacher-written article was accompanied by vocabulary
and the following questions.

work
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ANN LANDIRS
DearAnnLandam:
I'm in a bind. I hope
you can help me out.
I'm a mother with two
kids in the Boston Public
Schools. My oldest child
is 15 years old. She is
taking a Health class. In
the Health class they are
teaching the kids about
AIDS. I am very angry.
I think my daughter is
too young to learn about this.
Another problem is that I
don't speak much English so
I can't talk to the teachers.
Please help!! What should I do?

)

signed

a very angry mother

What?
Who?
How?

AIDS is Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome.
It is a sickness without a cure.
Anyone can get AIDSold, young, male, female, heterosexual,
homosexual.
A person can get AIDS through sexual contact and from
contaminated intravenous needles.
AIDS is spread when blood or semen are shared.
A person cannot get AIDS through casaal contact (kissing,
shaking hands, toilet seats).
Pregnant mothers can give their babies AIDS.

What can we do to prevent AIDS?
We can educate ourselves and our family and friends.
We can use condoms and birth control gel with Nonoxynol 9
when we have sexual contact.
You make friends with someone from another country who recently moved to
Boston. Your new friend does not speak much English. He asks you about AIDS.
"What is AIDS? How can people get AIDS? How can I avoid getting AIDS?" Can
you answer his questions?
Do you know anyone who has AIDS? How do you think you would feel if
someone you know got AIDS? What would you do?
Some people say "People who get AIDS are bad? Why do you think they say
this? Do you agree? Why or why not?

Making Meaning, Making Change
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Codes
The most important difference between a code and other teacher-created
materials is that a code presents an issue in very concrete, simplified form,
accompanied by a structured series of dialogue questions leading to social
analysis and action. A code may be verbal (a short dialogue or text) or nonverbal (a drawing or photo). The mark of a good code is that it generates heated
discussion. A code is much more than a visual aid: it is a framework for critical?!

thinking. Here are the gulden! !s for codes and dialogue questions adapted
from Wallerstein (1983):

GuldelVes for Codes and Dialogue Questions
A code should be:
familiar: represent a clearly recognizable daily concern
emotionally charged, loaded: represent an issue that evokes emotion,
invites involvement and response
two-sided/problematIzed: represent a problem or contradiction, presented in a way that is complex enough to show its various contradictory
aspects but simple enough for students to project their own experience
onto it.

open-ended: without any implied solutions or obvious right/wrong
interpretations

Dialogue questions should follow this five-step sequence:
1. Describe what's happening: What do you see? Who do you see? What
are they doing? This is the literal comprehension phase.

2. Define the problem concretely: What's the problem here? Students
name the problem and talk about its various aspects. There may be
several views of the problem which get redefined through dialogue.
3. Relate it to individual experiences: Has anything like this ever happened to you? Do you ever feel like X? What happens in your country/
neighborhood/workplace? Sometimes it helps to ask indirect questions
like, Do you know anyone in a similar situation? This gives students the
option of masking their own experience.
4. Analyze root causes: Where did this problem come from? Why does ft
exist? Who created this situation? As students look for causes, they
situate the issue in a broader social/historical context.
5. Plait for action: What can we do about the problem? Students develop
their own alternatives for addressing the problem, figure out ways to
take action and discuss consequences of different strategies.

Examples of Codes
The following is an example of a teacher-made code with questions simple
enough to use with beginning students (from Paul, 1986, p. 31). It shows that you
don't have to be an artist to draw codes. Bamdt even suggests that teachers draw
codes with their left hand if they're right-handed (or vice versa) to demonstrate

that it's not the artistic quality of the picture that counts, but the clarity of the
content. This may make students less inhibited about drawing their own codes
as well. Another excellent source of codes with simple questions is In Print (Long
& Podnecky, 1988).
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STRESSOR

Neighborhood karrenal

ACTIVITY

This activity was developed in response to the large number of harassment incidents in many refugee neighborhoods. The ESL students are told that the woman

looking out the window in the picturt below has a hospital appointment she
doesn't want to miss, in a little over an hour's time. Use the following progression
of questions to guide a classroom discussion:
I. Describe content:
What do you see?

443

Who is the woman?

58

What is she doing?

What is she thinking?
Where is she?

LJ

8E1

Who are the men?

What are they doing?

CO

What ate they dunking?
Where are theY?

II. Define problem:
How does the woman feel?

Is she happy, sad womed, aired? Why?
Why is she alone?

How do the men feel? Why?

Do they like to stand in the street?
What does the woman think the men feel?

What do the men think the woman fee?

Ill.

Personalize problem:
Has this ever happened to you?

How did you feel?
Did you leave the house?

Did you talk to the men?

Did they talk to you?
IV. Discuss problem within a SOCiO-CtOROMiC/CRIV ml context:

In your countryleulture, are people alone much?

Ate they afraid?
Do women walk in the steels alone?

Repainted by permission of the American Council for Nationalities Service.

The following code, dealing with the issue of children's negative feelings

about the home language, resulted from an overheard conversation between a parent and child. lt canbeused with non-Spanish-speaking students
by asking them to guess what Lucia is saying.
Lucia: Vamonos, pues.
Marla: I don't want to go with you.

Lucia: tPorque no?
Marla: Because you always talk in Spanish. It sounds stupid. When
you speak Spanish, everyone knows we come from Puerto
Rico. Why don't you talk to me in English?
Lucia: Tu familia habla espanol. Debes sentirte orgullosa de tus
raices.
Marla: English is better. All my friends speak English. Anyway, I don't
understand Spanish.
DIALOGUE QUESTIONS
1. Who do you think Lucia is? Who do you think Maria is?
What language is Lucia speaking?
What language is Maria speaking?

2. What language does Maria want her mother to speak? Why?
What does Maria think about Spanish?
Does Maria want people to know that her family is from Puerto Rico?
Does Maria understand Spanish? Why does she say she doesn't?
Making Meaning, Making Change
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3. How would you feel if Maria were your daughter?
Do you know anyone who feels like Maria?
Do you know anyone who feels like Lucia?
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4. Why do children resist their parents' language'?
How do schools view your language?
Where do children get their attitudes toward languages?

5. What can parents, children, or schools do about this problem?
What can we do in our families?

Using Co des
Codes can be presented in a number of ways: asking students to take parts
and act them out, scrambling lines or cutting them apart and asking students to
put them together; as doze exercises, etc. Breaking them down and presenting
them as language lessons may make them more accessible and satisfy students'
desire to focus on language work.
The questions and guidelines for discussion should . !. seen as just that

guidelinesand not as prescriptions. Their purpose is not to give students
language practice but rather to provide teachers with a conceptual framework
to guide discussion so that critical thinking develops. This means the questions
don't have to be presented to students in writing. Without conscious guidance,
it is very easy for the discussion to get stuck at the level of relating codes to
students' personal experience. What differentiates a problem-posing approach

from others is that it goes beyond personal stories to examine individual
experience in light of collective experience and even further toward making
changes in light of the analysis. Thus, teachers should use the questions to keep
on this general track, but also should feel free to rephrase them or change the

content, maintaining the general direction from description to experience to
social analysis and strategies for change.
As with any tool, what actually happens when you present a code may be
quite different from what you planned. A code may fail to spark any interest or
it may raise completely new issues. Further, the stages of the dialogue process

may not all happen at once or in discussion format. It may take weeks to go
through the process of moving from the introduction of an issue to the action
stage with a range of activities along the way. It is important to include concrete
language work at various stages (especially in focusing on action), asking not
just "What can you do?" but also, "What can you say?"
Finally, it is important to involve students increasingly in creating their own
tools: photos, texts, skits, etc. Teachers' codes, thus, serve as a model for what
students themselves may produce. Guidelines for developing codes with students are presented in ESL for Action (Auerbach & Wallerstein, 1987).

Collaborative
Teacher-Student
Materials

One of the most powerful tools for following up on the discussion generated
by cata lysts, published texts, or codes is creating texts from students' own words

and ideas. Seeing their own words written, photocopied, and presented as
reading material gives students a real sense of the importance of their ideas. It
alsolegitimizes talk that students might otherwise feel doesn't count as real
language learning. For many students, it is the first time that they have had the
experience of seeing their own words in writing. Because the words and ideas

are theirs, the text is already familiar, facilitating the link between sound,
symbol, and meaning. Madeline's lowest level classes could read much longer
and more complicated texts than when they were based on class discussions.
Further, the concep tual level of this kind of text is of ten much more sophisticated
than anything students encounter in published literacy materials for beginners.

In addition, as students see what they have said in writing, they make
connections between spoken and written language. As teachers model the
process, collaborative writing becomes a step toward independent student
writing. Classroom roles change as the teacher shifts from being the generator
of meaning to being a scribe. Finally, when bhidents' own words are re-presented
to them, they can reflect on what they have said, leading to further analysis.
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Getting started: Elicit Ideas and establish a purpose. Because LEA is
designed to reinforce the connection between print and meaning, content
is key: Students have to have something to sayl If it's clear that students

already have a lot to saythey're engaged in a heated discussionthe

Vii.

teacher can ask if they want to write their ideas, giving them a choice and
establishing a purpose for the activity (with questions like "Would you like
to write a group letter about this?"). Or, the teacher can initiate the LEA
process with brainstorming or clustering exercises: Students call out as
quickly as possible any words that come to mind about a phrase, picture,
or key word. Once a few of these words have been generated, each in turn

becomes a catalyst for new words or phrases; as students generate
clusters of words, the teacher writes them up in a web of relationships from

which a story emerges. Since the point of this stage in the process is to
generate ideas, it is extremely important to be flexible about language
choice. The content of the story and what students attempt to say in English
will be more complex and meaningful if they have the option of developing
ideas in their first language.

Writing the story: Focus on content, not form.The main concern in
writing should be expressing ideas. Elicit content with questions like,
"What's important in this story? How do you want ft to start? What do you

want me to write? What comes next?" Try to avoid putting words into
students' mouths. If students see exactly what they say in writing, they will
make connections between oral and written language. If they are corrected,
the flow of ideas will be inhibited, the conceptual level of the content will be
diminished, and the link between speaking and writing will be undermined.

Reading the story: Move from supported to Independent readIng.The
teacher can read the text aloud as she writes it, read sentences and
paragraphs when they're done, and invite students to read along. When
the story is completed, the teacher can read it back to students as they read
silently, asking them N they want to change anything and pointing to each
word as it is read. The class can read the story chorally; then students can

read sentences or the story individually or in pairs.

Follow up activities: Extend language and Ideas. What you do with a
story once it's written depends on its purpose. The teacher can ask, 'Which
words do you like/not like?" to identify themes and provide vocabulary for
further individual student writing. If the story is to be shared with an outside
audience, students often want to revise and edit it. They can cut sentences
into strips, group and reorganize them. If the story is for internal use only,
revising may be counter-productive. The biggest danger in follow-up work
is reducing a meaningful task to mechanical skills work. If key words are
taken out of the story for phonics or vocabulary work, they should be put back
into meaningful sentences in which new ideas are generated. Questions
should go beyond checking comprehension to extending thinking wound
the theme so that the story generates more reflection, dialogue, or action.

Collaborative writing can be used in a variety of contexts, with different
degrees of student participation. The teacher can take notes non-intrusively
during a spontaneous discussion or write them from memory after the class is
over; the notes then serve as a text for further reading and discussion. In this
case, the ideas come from the students but the actual words are chosen by the
teacher. Alternatively, nonintrusive transcribing can be done in fmnt of stu-

dents, so that they see key words and ideas as they emerge. Again, the
generation of ideas is not disrupted by involving students in the actual writing

(focus on form) but the literacy link is immediate, with the record of the
discussion available for follow-up later. Finally, the teacher can explicitly invite
students to dictate a story or discussion, using a Language Experience ApMaking Meaning, Making Change
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proach. In any case, the key to using this tool is linking it organically to the
development of a theme rather than seeing it as an isolated activity or an end
in itself.
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A Clustering Exercise and an LEA Story
Generated In Response to a Picture
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An LEA Cycle
While Madeline was working on a food and nutrition theme in class, she did
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a clustering exercise about the word "apple". Someone mertioned that there
was a story on the newsabout apples being unhealthy and was concerned about
this because their children ate a lot of apples. Madeline rewrote a newspaper
aril& about alar. This, in turn, generated a discussion about causes of the
problem and stratigies for addressing it. Madeline took notes on the discussion
and used it as a further text. In this example, the sequence moved from an LEA
activity to a teacher-written text to a collaborative text. The article and collaborative text are presented here.

Many Apples Still Tainted with Alar
Many apples grown in the U.S. might be tainted with Alar.
Maybe 33% of all apples grown in the U.S. might be tainted
with Alar.

Alar might cause cancer.

A 71 show called 60 Minutes tested 200 apples from
supermarkets from all over the U.S.
The reporter from 60 Minutes found Alar LI many apples.
The reporter found Alar in:
38% of red apples
32% of all apples
30% of apples called Alar-free.
Many farmers said that they don't use Alar anymore, but
the reporter found that many farmers still use Alar.
Alar helps apples to stay fresh for a long time.
Alar also helps apples look nice.
Alar might increase your chance of getting cancer.
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For adult literacy students, writing is often the most neglected skill area. They
are given few opportunities for anything but the most rudimentary, functional
kinds of writing: filling in blanks, forms, and writing sentences for the purpose
of grammar practice. The fecus of these tasks is arriving at the correct form of
some predetermined content. The rationale is that these are the only kinds of

writing tasks students really need and are capable of until their language
develops. Wri ling, like reading, is of ten construed as a bottom-up process where
each subskill (e.g., letter formation, spelling,) must be mastered before proceeding to the next level.

Our experience has been that often students enjoy the challenge of writing
from the earliest stages of literacy development and are able to express meaning
very powerfully even with limited vocabulary and literacy proficiency. When

the focus is on content rather than form, mechanical difficulties with letter
formation, spelling, and grammar seem less like insurmountable obstacles. Of
central importance is talking about writing as a meaning-making process with
students to overcome their deeply instilled concern with correctness. Here, a
beginning level student expresses a powerful contradiction in her life.
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Thus, even in beginning classes, it is important to provide opportunities for
students to write for real purposes and audiences. They may start with picture
labelling or sentences based on content that comes from their lives. They may do
personal writing (purnals), interpersonal writing (letters), intergroup writing

(exchanges of texts), or public writing (stories, poems, articles, letters for
publication). In any case, the emphasis is on communicating ideas and creating
semantically whole texts. In addition to stressing writing for real purposes, a
participatory approach emphasizes writing as a social rather than an individual
process; students draw on each others' resources in generating and developing

ideas, expressing them in a new language, working on organization and
mechanics, and sharing the products of their labor.They work together to figure
out what they want to say and how to say it, help each other when they're stuck,

use each other as audiences and readers, and celebrate producing a final
product. These ideas come from the writing process approach, which has
become popular for elementary, secondary, and college levels, but which is less
often applied to adult ESL. They go beyond the writing process approach to the
extent that they incorporate critical social analysis and action for change.
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Guidelines for Process Writing with Students
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Getting started
Contextualize writing, linking it to discussion and content students are already
engaged with; writing should be one mode for expressing ideas, not an end in itself.
Choose topics with students, not for them: Don't predetermine topics; as a theme
emerges, ask students if they want to write about it. The more control students have
over what they write, the more they will become involved in the writing.
4 Use concrete forms to generate ideas: Students can respond to visual or verbal
catalysts (photos or reading excerpts) or create their own drawings or skits. Rachel
Martin (1989) suggests asking students to call out titles to a picture (which the
teacher writes on the board); then students write the story behind the title. She also
suggests that students compare their own stories to the original when pictures have
a text with them.
4 Provide a model of the format: A visual model (a piece of writing in similar format or
a page set up with lines) helps students structure their wilting.

Developing Ideas
Use key words/phrases to develop ideas and vocabulary: Write emotionally loaded
ideas on the board as discussion of a theme develops.
4 Use visuals: Charts, clustering exercises, and maps can help students schematize
ideas.

4 Freewriting/free talking: Have students write or talk in pairs about anything that
comes to mind on a theme for a few minutes; then elicit ideas from the group.
Use interviewing: Have students generate questions, interview each other to elicit
ideas.
Allow language choice: Since the goal is to use writing to express meaning, students
should be given the option of using the first language to develop ideas.

Drafting
* Use class time for writing: Students become models for each other as they see each
other write. They can ask each other for help and talk about their work as they write.
4 Write with students: If you write while students are writing, they see that you are going
through the same process; sharing your messy drafts and difficulties dispels notions
that good writing involves writing perfectly the first time around.

Responding and revising
Decide whether to revise: It's not always necessary to develop a piece of writing to
a final product. In some cases, just getting an idea out may be enough. Decide
whether to refine a piece on the basis of its purpose: If students want to develop an
idea or share their work publicly they will probably want to revise it.
Make revising a social process: Ask students to read their drafts to each o ;her; just
the process of reading her own work may give the writer Ideas.
Focus on content and ideas; Rachel Martin suggests asking questions like "What's
the most important thing you're saying? What just came into your head as you're
reading? What do you want to do next?"questions that leave controtwith the writer.

Editing
4 Leave editing until the end: Don't work on mechanics until students have expressed
their Ideas the way they want them; otherwise the flow of ideas may be inhibited.
Edit selectively: Decide on a few key points so students aren't overwhelmed.
Encourage self-editing: Ask students to find problem areas to develop monitoring

Publishing
* Type, copy, collate, or distribute student writings on a theme when possible.
a Use student publications as texts for further reading, to share with other classes.

Making Meaning, Making Change
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Guidelines for Journal Writing
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Student journals are an informal way to engage students in personal
writing and to establish one-to-one communication with them. They give
students a place to express ideas without worrying about form and teachers
a window on students' lives that can lead to the identification of issues.

0 Provide bound notebooks with lined pages for students to write in.
We used bluebooks because they are cheap, small enough not to
be overwhelming, but official-looking.
0 Explain to students that journals are for writing anything they want
to write about and will be a place for the exchange of ideas, not for
grammarwork--that you are concerned with theirthoughts, notwith
spelling, punctuation, etc.
Journals should be self-selected writing only, not a place for other
kinds of writing assignments. To get the ball rolling, though, you can
suggest that students write a few words or sentences about themselves, their lives, or something that has happened recently.
Include time for journal writing in class on a regular basis (e.g., 15
minutes at the beginning or end of each class or once a week). Make
the atmosphere relaxed: Loren played music during journal time.
Hand journals back to students as quickly as possible.
Respond to students' writing by sharing your own thoughts, experiences, and feelings. This kind of sharing (rather than commenting

only on students' experiences) creates a sense of equality and
exchange. Experiment with asking students questions; sometimes

it may be too controlling and sometimes it may help students
continue writing.
0 Negotiate the issue of corrections. Students often want teachers to
correct their journals. It's important both to explain why you're not
correcting and to accommodate their desire for corrections. Some
possible ways of doing this are modeling a correct form by giving

back a sentence with the same structure but different content;
asking students to u nderline the words orforms they want corrected

and giving them the correction on a separate piece of paper (not
correcting the students' writing itself); selecting recurring problems
or problems that interfere with meaning by designing lessons to
teach those structures.

Autobiographical Writing
Focused writing about specific themes in students' lives elicits rich stories.
Our students wrote about their mothers, their journeys to the United States,
their own school experiences, their own teaching and learning as parents,
language use in the family, and family dynamics. Most of these writings were
in response to another taskreading someone else's story, drawing time lines,
reacting to a picture, reading a poem or an excerpt from literature. "Writing
About Our Mothers" and "Real People's Stories" in Talking Shop both describe
teachers' experiences doing this kind of autobiographical writing with students.
The following example is from a unit called "Mothers Are Teachers," in which
students took pictures of their children and wrote about ways they teach them.
It was later published in Need I Say More (Publishing for Literacy Project, 1988).
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ABOUT NATALY RUBIO
By Gloria Rubio

BE Do um

I wanted to say something about my wonderful little girl. Her
name is Nataly, she is 2 and a half years old. She is a very nice girl, she

is very sweet, she smiles slot.
Two weeks ago I started to teach her how to use the toilet. The first
day when I started to teach Nataly about toilet training, I told her,
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'Nataly, it is time to leave your Pampers because you aren't supposed to use Pampers anymore. You are a big girl now." So I
explained to her, when babies are bigger they don't need to use
Pampers anymore. She hasn't used Pampers since that first day.
She is a very nice girl. She tells me every 10 or 15 minutes, "Mamy,
I want to make peepee," and she goes to the bathroom and uses it very
well. That same day in the night I tried to put the Pampers on Nataly
for the night, but she didn't want them. She told me, "Mamy, I don't
want to use Pampers. I don't like Pampers." Before she went to sleep
she went to the bathroom and she told me, "OK Mamy, I'm all ready

to go to bed," and she slept without Pampers. She didn't have
anymore ace: dents in the bed. Sometimes when I stay outside of my
house with her, she tells me that she needs to go to the bathroom.
From the first day of training to today Nataly is doing everthing
well and she likes using the toilet. I'm happy with her. (p. 41)
Reprinted by permission of the Adult Literacy Resource Institute.

Letter Exchanges
The process: inspired by Heath and Branscombe (1985) and others, we
decided to set up letter-writing exchanges between classes. Each teacher introduced the idea to her students in a group discussion, explaining it as a way to
get to krtow otherimmigrants and refugees in similar situations. Whengiven the
choice about participating, some were enthusiastic and others reluctant because
they felt tl Ley couldn't write well enough. Teachers pursued the idea with those
classes du it seemed most interested. Participating classes did class profile charts
including information on each student's name, age, sex, home country, and
neighborhood in Boston. We decided not to elicit other kinds of information
(about work, children, etc.) so that these topics could become part of the content
of the exchange. Making these charts itself was a language development activi ty
(e.g., clarifying the difference between address and neighborhood). Classes
were then paired on the basis of size (corresponding numbers of students) and
they exchanged class profiles; students in one class used the available information to choose partners. Students then talked about, wrote,and sent off their first
letters (through their teacher, who delivered them to the partners' teacher).

Some problems: As soon as this initial process was completed, a number of
logistical problems began to emerge. Answers didn't come back soon enough
and senders got discouraged by the lack of immediate feedback. The class

pairings were uneven: Higher level students were disappointed with their
partners' letters; the matching within classes was somewhat random so students
didn' taiways have common interests. The content of many of the letters seemed
formulaic; students hadn't internalized the idea that the kind of letter you write
shapes the response you get. The purposes for writing were not clear, either to
us or to the students, in terms of what students would get out of it and how it

related to other things we were doing; some students seemed to be doing it
because it was an assignment. Other things (e.g., day to day problems) took
priority for the class and for individuals: It was hard to fit letter-writing in.
Finally, class cycles weren't long enough to fully explore the possibilities of
this kind of exchange; by the time partners had been chosen and one round of
letters had been exchanged, the cycle was over and a new set of students were

in class. Without the support of the classroom context, it was difficult for
students who had moved to higher levels to sustain the writing.
Making Meaning, Making Change 0 79
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A different kind of exchange: Following up on this effort, Loren started an
exchange between her class (Hispanic mothers) and that of a friend who was
teaching pregnant and parenting Hispanic teens in another part of the state. The
purpose of the exchange was framed as giving advice and sharing concerns
about parenting. Loren noted that the resulting letters were the longest pieces
of writing her students had donesignificantly more elaborate, detailed, and
authentic than others. In this case, there was a commonality of experience and
a clear purpose for the exchange.
In another case, her class did an exchange of stories about parenting with an
ABE class (mainly African-American mothers). Each group wrote about the
issues they were facing as parents, and read each others' stories. One student
from Loren's class visited the other class and read her work aloud. Writings
from the two classes were pulled together into a booklet about parenting, which
in turn became the focus of a workshop at a city-wide conference for literacy
students. The workshop was an exciting one: In addition to the two classes
meeting, a group of Indochinese women from another site came. Everyone was
astounded by the fact that despite differences in background, culture, and
language, the issues they faced were so similar: their fears for their children
about drugs, AIDS, schooling and so on. Clearly, in these two cases, it was the
content of the issues that pulled the groups together and gave the exchange its
power.
Some implications: These contrasting experiences suggest the following:
It's not enough to set up a letter exchange for its own sake; there needs to
be some content-related motivating reason.
In the initial pairing process, both level and interest need to be taken into
account. Group interest and commonalit; of experience are as important
as individual interest.

# Class time must be devoted to exploring possible issues and topics,
developing a sense of audience (with students pairing up to explore
what's interesting to another person) and modeling letter-writing.
Issues that draw students away from personal letter exchanges can be
incorporated into letters once suitable partnerships have been established;
students can write about issues that are consuming their energy.

Class and Community Newsletters
Class newsletters serve several functions. They can summarize classroom
activities, discussions, and learning for students who have been absent; they can

provide review; they can legitimize past discussions and catalyze new ones;
they can be a vehicle for communicating with other classes in the same site; they
can be a form of documentation of learning; they can be a tool for developing a

participatory atmosphere. Teacher can begin by writing articles themselves,
then write collaboratively with stuaents until eventually students take over the
process, including the production itself.
Charo's class, located in a housing development, produced a community
newsletter that contained articles on community events, interviews with community members, and reports on what was happening in class for non-students
who were interested. One issue, for example, included an interview with a
community person who visits tenants when they are sick, articles about Chinese
New Year (because many tenants are Chinese and the Hispanic tenants were
curious about their celebrations), an article about a tenant who visits people in
prison who have no family in this country, stories about several other residents,
and news of those who are sick (so others could look out for them).

Public Writing: Letters, Speeches, Testimonials
Public writing can take many forms. letters to the editor or to public officials,
speeches, or testimony for public hearings. This kind of writing, written to real
audiences for real purposes, is among the most authentic and powerful types of
writing for adult students. Our students wrote letters to teachers, newspaper
editors, hinders, and government officials on many occasions. The following
letter was written to the Governor of Massachusetts at the time of funding tufo.
80 # Tools: Dtvrloping Curriculum Around Monts
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Perhaps the most participatory tools are those that students produce themselves, from beginning to end, combining various media and genre. In these,
students decide not only on the theme or content, but actually carry out the
production process right up to the final product. Projects may take the form of
photo stories, photo novellas (a Latin American genre which might best be
described as a soap opera in co mic hook f or, n usingphotos instead of drawings),
soap operas, sociodramas, songs, videotapes, and slide shows. Ideally, students

take responsibility for both creative and technical aspects of the production
process. In a photo story, for example, they decide the storyline, take the
pictures, write, revise, and edit the text, select and sequence the photos, design
and lay out the final product. This process is empowering because it puts control
of the technology as well as of the content in the hands of the learners; through
it they learn technical and organizational skills.
The processes involved in this kind of project are complex, variable, and time
consuming; for each form (photo novellas, photo stories, video productions,

participatory theater, etc.), there is a substantial literature documenting the
rationale, procedures, and accounts of implementation. Since the best models
for doing this type of work are the examples themselves, it makes more sense to

refer readers to them (see Additional Resources, p. 135), rather than present
guidelines here. A good starting point is Barndt's Just Getting There, which
provides an overview of the range of possibilities, including examples of using
photo novellas to reflect on classroom roles; using sociodramas to enact and
n:flect on relationships and situations of women's daily lives (e.g., being
homebound, raising adolescents, etc.); using songwriting and cartoons to
address a workplace problem (e.g., machines breaking dewn); using photo
stories and dra wings to frame analysis of t o les in immigrant fa' allies; and using

photo stories to explore the issue of finding work. With our own students, the
closest we came to this type of process was a photography project, the FOCUS
Making Meaning Making Change 4 01
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project, undertaken by one of Loren's classes and written up in a separate
volume (Strohmeyer & McGrai1,1988). The following excerpts from On FOCUS
give a sense of the power of this type of participatory project. (Unfortunately, On
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FOCUS is currently out of print.)

FOCUS: A Photography and Writing Project
The first time we met as a group, we spent a good amount of time
discussing the project and its possible outcomes. All the participants
expressed why they were there and what they expected. This type of

d.,..assion took place many times throughout the duration of the
project. We then plunged right into an exploration (4 images and
how we react to them, utilizing some Polaroid slides of familiar
scenes to the students: objects, people, and corners in and around El
Centro where the program is located. This activity served the dual

purpose of introducing students to the different elements of photography, i.e., light, focus, composition, etc. and providing them
with the sense that, as photographers, they are empowered to choose
how they want to present their subject. What followed is what set the
stage for the rest of the project. There is something to photography

in terms of its abstractness that allows people to conjure up an
opinion, especially when there are no words attached to the image.
Regardless of their level or language ability, not a single student in
the class proceeded to just describe factual information of what was
in the picture, but instead, wrote what the image evoked in them...
Several exciting things happened in the second cycle. Angel, a
student who had participated in the project the previous cycle, joined
us. He was instrumental in guiding the other project participants
through several activities. For instance, he trained the new participants on the use of the Polaroid s, and also, on different occasions, he

talked to toe students about his experiences the previous cycle,
setting the stage for photo and writing activities. Something else that

happened this cycle is that studnts were interested in developing
photos and writings around a theme. Out of this cycle, emerged the
"units" on Mothers are Teachers and Neighborhood, marking a difference from the "free form" works of the first cycle...

Letting go and releasing our imagination and creativity was the
most fun. For some of us, FOCUS was refuge from bureaucratic
hurdles..., from personal problems, from stolen welfare checks, from

custody battles, from our war -ridden countries, and from our set
daily routines and habits. Instead, we allowed ourselves to look at all
these realities from another perspectiveby stepping back and looking
through a different lens (p. 6).
Reprinted by permission of Loren hfoGrail and Beatriz Strohmeyer.

Oral Histories
We end this chapter with oral histories because, like photos, they can be used
in many ways for many purposes at different points in the curriculum development process, and can thus serve as a kind of recapitulation of the range of
possible tools. We were fortunate to participate in several workshops by Cindy
Cohen and Beth Ensin of the Cambridge Oral History Center; most of what is
written here is based on these workshops. (The Oral History Center's aadress
is listed under Additional Resources, p. 135.)
Narrowly defined, oral history is a research methodology that involves
listening to and documenting stories told by ordinary people about objects,
people, places, and events in their lives. Historians collect these stories as the
basis for historical analysis; anthropologists see them as a window on culture;
folklorists collect them as unwritten literature, What's different about their use
in ESL classes is that the process of collecting stories becomes a tool that benefits

the storytellers themselves.
82 . Tools: Developing Curriculum Around Themes
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Our students are the bearers of incredible stories. Inviting them to share these
stories with each other can be powerful for many reasons. Immigrants come to
ESL in the process of leaving old ways behind; they may feel ambivalent about
where they've come from, especially in a new culture which all too often sends
the message that in order to "become American," they need to forget their pasts
and "be like us." The process of sharing stories becomes a validation of the past,
a way of reconciling the old and the new; by telling their stories in English class,
students' own cultures become a bridge to the new language.
In terms of classroom dynamics, the process of telling these stories itself
builds trust among students. It helps students communicate across barriers of
race, culture, and gender and takes the focus off the teacher as students work
together. In terms of language learning, sharing stories creates an atmosphere
of genuine communication where language is used for a very real exchange of
information and feelings. Since it doesn't require a final, written product, it can
be used to develop listening and speaking (as well as reading and writing) and
can draw on different learning styles (visual and oral) and be used at different

language levels. Most importantly, it involves students in communicating
about and creating something that matters to them, that has meaning in their
lives.

As Beth Ensin of the Oral History Center said, the greatest gift you can give
someone is to listen to their story. Listening is the central component of the oral
history process. But listening is by no means a passive activity as we usually
think of it: the way you listen in an interview can either silence the storyteller or
draw out a story. The kind of active listening required for oral history interviews
is a skill that must be learned through practice and reflection. What follows is
a description not just of how to listen in an interview but of learning how to listen
based on our own workshops with the Oral History Center.

The Process: Doing Oral History Interviews
Selecting a topic: An interview must have a focus (more than "tell me your
story"); very often it helps to center the interview around something concrete
(an object, picture, timeline, map, or smell). Our own interviews focused on
objects and important people in our lives. Topics can also come from classroom
interaction: In Loren's class, the question "Have you ever had the experience of
God listening to you?" came up in discussion; she thought this would have
made a wonderful topic for interviews.
Other topics might include a favorite food, ways of cultivating, weather,
childhood mischief, animals, smells (bring bags with distinct-smelling things
like coffee and ask what memories or stories they evoke), a time when you went
through a change, a journey, gifts, school experience, stories your mother told
you or stories you want your children to remember from your homeland.

Brainstorming possible interview questions: Once a topic or theme is selected, participants can generate possible questions to guide the interview. It is
important to stress that these are guiding questions, not a rigid format that must

be followed. For the interview about "an important person in your life,"
questions we generated included:
Think of an older person in your life.
Can you remember a story they used to tell you? Something they always
used to say or some advice they gave you?
Where do you know them from?
How would you describe them?
Has your relationship with this person gone through any changes?
What is special about this person? Do they have any special talent or skill?
What do you mean to this person?

Making Meaning, Making Change
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For the interview about an object, p rticipants are asked to bring in or draw
an object that is important to them; we generated the following questions for this
topic:
What is this object?
How did it come into your life?

Where is it usually kept?
Who else uses it besides you?
Why is it important to you?
What will happen to it in the future?
What are your memories of things you've done with this object?
As you look at it, what does it make you think of?

Modeling, observing and reflecting on an interview: Once questions are
generated, the workshop leader can interview a volunteer while participants
observe the interview, noting what the interviewer does in the listening process.
After we did this in our workshops, we noted the following ways (both non-

verbal and verbal) that the interviewer let the interviewee know she was
listening:
Maintaining eye contact

Not interrupting
Allowing for pauses and silences (without needing to fill them)
Smiling, laughing
Using body language; sometimes lightly touching the object or person
Repeating or restating to affirm what the story-teller said
Asking questions that directly followed-up on what the storyteller said
Acknowledging the emotional content of what the storyteller said (it
sounds like you have a lot to say about that." "That must have been very
painful for you.")
Not sticking narrowly to the predetermined interview questions but
letting curiosity guide the questions; the interviewer can ask about anything that interests her.
Issues: In addition to these observations, we discussed issues implicit in the
process that interviewers need to be sensitive about, including the following:
Certain kinds of nonverbal behavior may be culture-specific such as
touching or eye contact.
Certain kinds of questions may be culture-specific or seem invasive to the
storyteller; it is important always to leave an out, telling people to feel free
to decline to answer a question; be sure to teach 'I'd rather not talk about
that."

There is a danger of imposing one's own interpretation on what the
storyteller is saying by restating or reformulating it; in addition, restating
can be perceived as saying it better or as appearing to correct.

Interviewing each other: After observing and discussing the model interview, participants can sit in groups of three, taking turns being the interviewer,
the interviewee, and the observer; they are asked to remember points where
they felt nervous, uncomfortable, or unsure of what to do. This process of doing
our own interviews and reflecting on how it feels to be interviewed deepened
our understanding of the reasons for some of the listening behaviors and issues
in doing interviews.
For example, a common feeling among interviewers was a fear of crying or
of silencenot knowing what to do when people get emotional, start to cry , or
are suddenly silent. Beth stressed giving interviewees the choice to talk or not
to talk when a loaded issue first shows itself (with questions like "Do you want
to tell me about this?"). Our impulse is to fill the silence, but a lot happens during
the silence: Emotions come to the surface. Another impulse may be to try to fix
a problem or say something to make the person feel better, but Beth said that it
is often enough to experience the emotion with the person. It is important to
remember that talking about a traumatic experience is part of dealing with it
and, in this case, just listening to someone is a gift in itself.
84
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The process presented above may serve as a model that teachers can adapt for
ESL students. (In Talking Shop "Oral Histories," Ann Cason describes what
happened when she did this with one of her classes.)
There are other ways to involve students in oral history work, from reading
histories produced by others, to becoming the subjects of interviews, to doing
their own interviews, to creating oral history products. While many of these
activities are similar in form, their purposes are different. Classes may focus on
only one of these or move through them sequentially.
Setting the tone/Finding themes: Oral histories can be used to create an
atmosphere of trust in the classroom; in this case, the purpose is to encourage
students to share something of themselves and to listen to each other (rather
than to produce a finished product). The teacher may use this time to focus on
listening for important issues and concerns in students' lives (to be developed
through other activities).

Reading existing oral histories: There are a number of wonderful published

collections of oral history stories that can be used as reading material to
introduce the idea of oral histories or as models for texts that students might
write themselves.
Story - telling: Before doing more formal oral history interviews, students can
be involved in telling or writing their own stories.

Teacher-conducted interviews: The teacher can model the interview process

with one student in front of the class. The students can generate a list of
questions to ask, observe the model interview, and discuss the interviewing
process. The model interview can also be taped and transcribed for further
language work; the tape can be used to teach transcribing skills with more
advanced classes.

Student interviews: After observing and discussing interviewing, students
can choose a theme, make up questions together, and interview each other in

class. This activity can be an end in itself or the basis for other activities
(presenting each other's stories, taping, transcribing, etc.).
Guest interviews: The teacher or students can invite a community person to
class and interview him or her either as a whole class or in small groups. Again,
a taping and transcribing component or a less structured follow-up writing can
be added (e.g., a story or newspaper article).
Community interviews: Students can go out into the community to interview
community people. They can shirt by making a class list of people whom they
would really like to find out about (e.g,. people who know how to do something
that they would like to do or who have a special skill; people who have been in

this country longer than they have; people who have dealt with issues they
faceschooling, housing, parent advocacy, etc.). They can share tapes and
include transcribing activities.

The Product: Presenting the Oral Histories
The culmination of the oral history activities may be creating a final product;
these products can take many forms, incorporate a range of skills, and reflect
students' culture, becoming a rich tapestry of cultural diversity. In any case, the
more that students take over the production process, the more participatory the
curriculum becomes.

Exhibits: Photos and objects and the stories that go with them can be
displayed in the literacy center, a local library, or school.

Photo stories: A class can publish a collection of oral histories (with or
without photos) for use by other students, in children's schools, etc.
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Portfolios: Photos and stories of people in a class or center can be collected
in binder form as a growing resource for ongoing use (generating a site-specific
set of histories).
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Children's books: Individual stories from the homeland can be printed and
bound (with hand-sewn binding) as volumes to bring home, to give to children's
schools or to libraries, to leave at literacy centers for childcare, etc.
Quilts: Students can each quilt a square that tells a story; squares can then be
sewn together into a large quilt, which is displayed with accompanying stories.

Paper quilts: Students can do drawings or other artwork of experiences with
accompanying stories (same as above only on paper).
Murals: Students can paint murals depicting scenes from their own histories,
homelands,experiences coming to the United States, etc.Thesepaintingprojects
can be accompanied by oral histories that students collect themselves or that
have been collected and transcribed by others.

Storytelling celebrations: Other classes or community people can be invited
to an event at which objects/photos/artwork are displayed and stories told or
read.
Radio shows: Stories can be taped in radio show format with music.

Slide shows: Students can take slides of people telling stories with objects/
photos /community sites, and an audiotape of the storytelling to accompany it,
with music, etc.
Video tapes: Same as above, with videos of storytelling.

Add your own:
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Issues From Practice

In this chapter we're going to take a brief intermission between the tools and
the action stages in curriculum development to look at some recurring issues
that arise in the process of finding themes and exploring them through dialogue
and literacy activities. As soon as we started our own work with students, we
began to confront questions like: How could we find student issues if their

English was minimal? How could the classes be participatory if students
expected a traditional, teacher-centered classroom? What should we do if an
issue seemed too hot to handle? Or if students used their first language in class?
This chapter will examine some of the issues that will no doubt confront anyone
involved in putting a participatory approach into practice. More importantly,
it will suggest a process for addressing them as they come up.

Your Practice...

Before proceeding, discuss and list some of your own questions, reservations, and doubts about the approach described so far in this book. If you have
begun to implement some of the ideas, discuss the problems or teaching issues
that have arisen for you.
When were you at a loss to know what to do next?
When did you feel a conflict between your expectations and those of your
students?
When was there a problem in classroom dynamics?
When did you feel uncomfortable?
When did you feel constrained by external factors over which you had no
control?
How did you handle these questions and concerns when they arose?

Our Practice...

Conflicting Agendas
What if students want a traditional, teacher-centered class? Very often the
only model of education that adult literacy students are familiar with is the very
model which has excluded them in the past: the teacher-fronted transmission-

of-knowledge-and-skills model. They think that learning is only legitimate
when it involves worksheets, grammar exercises, linear progression through a

textbook, drills, and tests. Teachers are supposed to talk and students are
supposed to listen or respond. They may see discussions as diversions from
"real" language work and view attempts to involve them in decision-making
about the curriculum as a sign of the teacher's incompetence; if we ask for
student input about activities or directions, the response may be "You're the
teacher; you should knowwhatever you think is best."
This poses a dilemma: If we claim to follow a model centered around student
concerns, what do we do if their initial concern is to have a teacher-centered

model? If were genuinely participatory, shouldn't we do what they want?
Aren't we imposing our own vie r if we don't follow their wishes? In responding to this dilemma, we must first remember that students make this choice
often because i t's the only model they've been exposed to; they don't know there

are alternatives. Secondly, we have to keep in mind that the model students
know is also likely to be one that they have had little success withit may be the
very reason that they have literacy problems! In order to address this dilemma
we need both to respect student wishes (so as not to impose a model they're
uncomfortable with, which would reinforce a "teacher-knows-best" dynamic)
and to give students experience with concrete alternatives as a basis for making

informed choices. Some ways of doing this are: mixing the old with the new;
explicitly focusing on conceptions of education as curriculum content; having
Making Meaning, Making Change
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students act as teachers; and including classroom dynamics as content. (For a
discussion of including students in ongoing evaluation, see Chapter 8, Evaluation: What Counts as Progress?)
ii

Mixing the Old With the New
Students and teachers both need to feel safe in the classroom and often
traditional roles are the most comfortable for everyone. It is important to
acknowledge this need and not feel that we constantly have to be innovative,
breaking the rules in every lesson. The key is not to scrap all the tried and true

ways, but to push ourselves to take risks, asking "How is what I'm doing
different from what I've done before?" For us, this has meant mixing traditional
forms of instruction (grammar exercises, fill-in-the-blanks, etc.) with less familiar forms. Very often it's not so much the materials being used, but how they're
used that differentiates a participatory curriculum from a more traditional one.
Lessons can be set up so that the teacher provides a structure, but content comes
from the students. Madeline adapted lessons from Side by Side and Line by Line
(Molinsky & Bliss, 1983, 1988) by simplifying the grammar, enlarging the print,
and asking students to relate the content to their own experiences. Ann did the

following lesson combining work on the phrase "used to" with drawing out
(literally) information on holidays.
Ann started by talking about Thanksgiving, what the holiday is and what she
used to do with her family. Students corrected a story about Thanksgiving using
"used to." Ann asked students to tell about holidays in their countries. Students
talked about what they "used to" do for those holidays. They drew pictures and
wrote sentences with"used to" about the holidays.
Paradoxically, as the following example from our teachers' meeting minutes

shows, sometimes students' refusal to do something that the teacher sees as
student-centered may show that the class is becoming genuinely participatory and

student-centeredthat students feel real control in the classroom.
In one of Madeline's classes, students resisted the idea of writing
personal stories about education in their homelands because they
said they wanted to work on grammar: they were able to do this
precisely because they knew that they could determine the direction
of the class. In fact, when Madeline began a lesson similar to Ann's
with a story about her Thanksgivi' ig vacation as a way to work on the
past tense, they spent the entirr two hours talking about holidays in
different countries. She wrote up this discussion which became the

basis for more grammar work. What struck her was that although
students said they didn't want to focus on their own stories, they
couldn't stop telling them and, in fact, saw them as perfectly legitimate when they were framed as grammar work.

Reading, Writing, and Talking About Different Approaches to
Education as an Explicit Part of Curriculum Content
An important aspect of moving from one model to another is sharing
educational experiences and expectations. As students reflect on their past
education, both formal and informal, they develop an awareness of what
worked and didn't work for them. Here are some ways we did this:
Student-taught lessons: Students can be invited to teach the group some-

thing that they are good at; in one of my classes students taught lessons on corn-

row braiding, cooking a dish from their country, relaxation exercises, word
games. and phrases from their language. This role reversal serves several
purposes: It provides an authentic: context for communication in English
(language work!); it causes students to think about what they know and are
good at; it pro vid es a forum for cultural sharing; itprompts a reconceptualization

of who has knowledge in the classroom and promotes the exchange of this
knowledge; it invites students to think about what helps people to learn; and it's
fun-it creates a relaxed and interactive classroom atmosphere. Teachers can
follow this kind of lesson with questions like: What makes it easy for you to
88
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learn? What did you learn most quickly and why? In one of my classes, students
came to the realization that learning is easiest for them when it is connected to
something that they already know.
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counts as education, and set the tone for continuing to talk about approaches to
language and literacy acquisition. See Chapter 4 and Talking Shop, (Nash, et al.,
in press) "Learning Pictures" for fuller descriptions.
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Learning pictures: Using photos as catalysts for sharing experiences, students can reflect on the many ways of learning, expand their view of what
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School stories: Students can also write about their own experiences after
reading other people's published stories about schooling. The following story
was written by one of Ann's students:
When I was 5 years old, I like to watch the children going to school.
I remember one day I asked my mother, "Why don't I go to school?'
and she answered me that I was still a child.
My house was near the school. So one day, I went to school by
myself. When I met a teacher, I asked her the same question, "Why
can't I come to school." and she answered, "Because we don't have
enough desks.""Afterthat, I went back to my house, and the following
day, I took a small, old chair from my house, and I went to school.
When I entered t' classroom (it was the fourth grade) all th e children

watched me and started to laugh at me. I started to cry and cry
immediately.
The teacher asked me, "What are you doing here?" But I couldn't
say anything because I was crying so much and I decided to go back
home and forget about school.

Making classroom dynamics into instructional content: Another way to
bridge the gap between a traditional and a participatory approach is to develop
lessons around issues of classroom dynamics- In this way, students can express
their ideas about how classes should be run (even disagreeing with the partici-

patory mode if they wish) and make changes in this community. Bringing
classroom issues back to students for discussion, reflection, and decisionmaking reinforces their sense of control and takes the teacher out of the position
of authority.
In the following excerpt of teacher meeting minutes, Andy talks about a time

when she made the issue of using personal information into a topic for
classwork. This dialogue enabled students to reflect on what they had been
doing, give some feedback, and take some action (in this case, the decision not
to do something was a form of action).
Last month, a student suggested that we start a suggestion box,
where students could present their ideas anonymously. For a while,

no one made use of it. Then, one day, we found the following

message, written in Spanish except for the parenthetical
phrase:Certain teachers ask about our lives in class (I don't like it).
There are ways of teaching English that don't require finding out
about someone's life.

I brought the issue into the classrooms for group discussion,
where most people assured me that personal discussions were
interesting for them and that they felt that the assignments left room
for them to be personator impersonal as they liked. They told me that

the degree to which they reveal personal information was their
choice. "Nobody have to say what they don't want."
However, there were a couple of assignments that made them
uncomfortablespecifically, those that involved recounting the history
of how andwhy they came to the United States. They were particularly
disturbed by an assignment that a non-teaching staff member gave
them. In an attempt to promote our center and the cause of Hispanics
in Boston, he pushed them to write their personal stories for a public
newsletter.
Making Meaning, Making Change
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Their anger and confusion over this request did not surface until
the personal information suggestion was under discussion. Their
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grievance was brought to the staffperson's attention. He came to the
class and rephrased his request so that the student, better understood his motivation and their option to participate or not. To date,
none have written anything for the newsletter.

Our teachers often made issues of classroom dynamics into codes. For
example, Andy presented the following code after she noticed a tension between students who attended regularly and those who missed classes and then

required review.
Nldla: This class is boring. I wisit the teacher would do something new.
Juan: I like it. I wasn't here last Ur so this is new for me.
Nidla: Weil, why don't you come
ass regularly so that we don't have to
review all the time?
Juan: Sometimes I miss the bus from work and the next one doesn't come
for an hour.

She reported that the result was better communication between the two
groups, increased empathy, and no more tension; in addition, there was more
peer tutoring and less class time spent oft review.
When some students wrote, "The teacher should make some people be quiet
and others talk" in a class evaluation, Ann drew a cartoon of a classroom with
four frames; the same person is talking in each frame and increasingly more
students are falling asleep. The cartoon prompted a discussion about uneven
class participation (see Talking Shop, "Group Dynamics" for a full account of this
lesson).

Working with Low-Level Students
How can we find and explore student issues if students can't express
themselves in English? One of our big concerns early on was that that there
wouldn't be much we could do in a participatory way with low level students
because of their language limitations. Madeline, in particular, had students

from various language backgrounds with minimal English and Ll literacy
skills. Although she reminded us about the reality of these constraints when we
talked about finding and exploring themes, she also constantly pushed herself

to develop ways of adapting the model with these students. The following
principles guided most of our work with low level students:
Break things down or simplify them in terms of form but not in terms of

content. The point here is to make print accessible without diluting its meaning
or making content childlike. In the parking ticket example, Madeline simplified
the mechanical aspects of the composing process while pushing conceptual

development to a higher level. Other ways teachers in our project did this
include:
1. On a graphic level:
Starting with non-language-based materials (using open-ended pictures

to which students can bring their own words and interpretations;
having students draw and label their own pictures);
Using the photocopier to enlarge text excerpts;
Rewriting passages by hand in large print;
Leaving a great deal of blank space on the text pages;
Providing a format for exercises.
2. On a linguistic level:
Rewriting highly meaningful, loaded passages in simplified language
(for example, rewriting a newspaper headline).
3. On a decoding level:
Using content that's meaningful and drawn from student experience,
like key words related to the homeland.

90

Issues From Practice

93

BE

4. On a textual level:
Doing prereading and prewriting activities through which students
develop a conceptual and schematic framework for building meaning;
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Breaking longer tea into sections and assigning them to different
students.
Never underestimate your students. Our experience has been that when
students are interested in the content of a lesson, they are capable of doing much

more than we may expect. Time and again, when we were worried about
material being too hard, we found that students responded well if they were
interested in it. Levels are inherent neither in materials nor in students: Students' ability to handle material depends as much on their interest in it and how
it's presented as on language factors as the following min rtes show.

Ann reported that she tried using the "Family Story"a cartoon
version of a student story about the division of work inside the home.

She was apprehensive about using this material because of the
language level and because the format is quite complicated. The
students responded enthusiastically, taking on the roles of different
people in the story, acting out and discussing a variety of endings for
the story. Ann felt that it turned out to be positive that the material
wasn't easy: it gave the students something to struggle with and
because the content was meaningful, they were able to overcome
the format and language difficulties.

The following exercise was done around the time of the 1990 Haitian
elections. Madeline asked students to think of any word that came to mind
when they heard the word election. She wrote the words (many of which were
cognates in (French, Haitian Creole, and English) on the board; from these,
students identified four key words. She used these for another clustering
exercise from which the class generated the following chart. In this exericse,
students generated a sophisticated political analysis at a highly developed
conceptual level despite a relatively low level of English language proficiency
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Teaching Grammar
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Doesn't grammar get neglected in a participatory approach? The issue of
whether and how to teach grammar is a complicated one. Many people are
concerned that students won't learn grammar if the focus is on issues. In fact,
students themselves may see a grammar-driven curriculum as the only legitimate approach to language learning. At the same time, however, traditional
grammar lessons may confuse students, particularly those who have little
education or literacy in the first language. They may not have the metalinguistic
or cognitive aw: renessthe experience of talking and thinking about language
as an object, witn categories and rulesthat facilitate grammar-based learning.
No matter how much students practice grammar points and get them right on
controlled exercises, they maycontinue making the same errors in less controlled
contexts.
Of course, there is a vast literature in second language acquisition research

about this question claiming that learners go through successive stages in
grammatical development (called interlanguages) and only acquire what they're
ready for a t a pa rticular pointin this development. Some argue that unconscious
acquisition is a more powerful process than conscious learning. Others argue
that adults, in particular, are able to benefit from conscious learning because of
their cognitive development. To complicate matters further, both learners and
teachers bring to classtheirown varying exp.xtations, learning /teaching styles,
and prior experience. In any given classroom, some students may want explicit
grammar instruction while others may be completely lost or bored by it.
Where does all this leave the teacher? One of my graduate students once said
that her mother used to give the dog aspirin rolled in peanut butter and that this

is how to teach grammardisguise it! Others say the opposite: You have to
make grammar instruction explicit so that students feel that they are getting
what they want. Our experience lies somewhere in between. It is certainly a
misconception to say that grammar should not be taught in participatory ESL
classrooms. Although there are no simple how-to's for teaching grammar, the
follow guidelines may help teachers struggling with this question:

/. Remember that issues, not grammar points, should be the drivirrOrce of
the curriculum.Thi s means tha tin a partidratory approach, althon-_,I, tnere may
be a gtreral sense of an appropriate grammar sequence, (e.g., starting with the

simple present and past tenses before conditionals), decisions about lesson
content should be determined in terms of content not narrowly in terms of
grammar.
2. Identify grammar to be taught through observation of language use. As
students write and talk about issues, the teacher can note recurring grammar
problems to use as the basis for follow-up exercises. Teachers do not need to
respond immediately to errors (since this may interfere with communication)
but may save the response for later. Or, if communication breaks down because

of a grammar problem, the teacher can help to clarify it, later using this
information to devise an exercise built on the theme, providing practice with the

structure.
3. Always contextuali ze grammar. Once grammar problems have been noted
and selected for instruction, they should be re-presented in a contextualized
way, connected to the issue from which they emerged. For example, past tense
exercises can be developed from weekend stories or cultural sharing about
women's work in the home country vs. in the United States. Writing process
educators have developed mini-lessons as an instructional tool; the mini-lesson
is a short (five-minute) focused intervention in which the teacher explains a
particular point and invites students to focus on that point in subsequent work.
Again, timing is key:If the intervention interrupts the flow of dialogue, it sends
the message that form is more important than content. However, if grammatical
problems and errors are never addressed, students may feel they aren' t learning.
Remember that the point of focusing on grammar is to improve communication
about issues; it is not an end in itself. It is important, therefore, not to stop with the
grammar work but to go back to the original issue that motivated it.
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4. Use a range of formats, leaving grammar exercises open-ended. Provide
structure but leave space for student-genera ted content indeveloping exercises.
This means that after structures have been modeled, students can be invited to
contribute information from their own lives to complete exercises. (see p.51 -52

in Chapter 3 for examples.) The formats can include games (e.g., Twenty
Questions, Jeopardy, team games), scrambled stories, doze exercises, and
others that are familiar in more traditional ESL classes.
5. Diversify the points where grammar is introduced, Once grammar instruction is conceived of as more than decontextualized verb tenseexercises, but
as an active, targeted nguage focus designed to enhance communication, me
rangeof times and ways ti introduce it can be expanded. Content-rich gi ammar
exercises can be introduced as a way in to finding themes (e.g., simple present
tense exercises like get angry when_
1 as a follow-up to dialogue about a code
(e.g., a doze exercise based on the tran ription of a class story); as rehearsal for
action (e.g., a competency format for c nplaining about a problem at work); or
as a frame for evaluation (e.g., always, sometimes, never sentences about the class
and program). (See the example below.)
6. Discuss the issue of grammar instruction with students. Finally, at the risk
of sounding like a broken record, I want to reiterate the value of bringing up the
issue of grammar instruction with students. Like other issues of classroom
dynamics, this one can be negotiated with the teacher and students sharing
perspectives. In this way, the responsibility for determining how much and
when to teach grammar doesn't rest only on the teacher.
The example, on the next page, originally developed by Lenore Balliro and

adapted by Ann, could be used early in the process to elicit students' own
problems, in the middle to link a code to particular situations, or toward the end
to develop the language for action.

Problems

i.

You need rs break.
What can you say?

. It's too hot.
What can you say ?

understand someone .
what Can you say?.

I. You don't

Adapted from an exercise by Lenore Balliro.
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What should the teacher do if students use the first language (L1) .a the
classroom? The traditional assumption is that the fist language should be used
as little as possible in an ESL class. This assumption rests on the notion that
students will learn the second language better if they are forced to express
themselves in it at all times (although research evidence on this issue is not
conclusive). Very often teachers feel it is their responsibility to make students
stick to English; they become the enforcers of an English-only rule in class. This,
however, creates two problems in a participatory approach: First, it reinforces
the role of the teacher as authority figure; second, it makes it more difficult to
find themes and promote conceptual development with low-level students.
This issue can also become a source of tension among students. Some may feel
more comfortable learning English through the first language and may use the

first language frequently in class. Others may feel that it's being used too
muchthey're in class to learn English.
Our experience is that letting go of the notion that using the first language is
always bad relieves much of the tension around this issue for both teachers and
students. More importantly, the first language can act as a powerful bridge to
the second language and can promote literacy and conceptual development.

While people usually ask a yes-or-no question about this issue "Should the
first language be used in an ESL class?"we concluded that the questions
should instead be 'What are the functions of using the first language? How and
when should the first language be used?" Some of the functions of using the first
language in our own classes were the following:
to find themes;

to explain learning strategies or grammar points;
to talk abou t language and literacy, to develop me talinguistic awareness;

to give directions and get clarification;
to develop meaning, concepts, and critical thinking about an issue;
(This emphasizes that it matters that what a learner says in English is
meaningful and that a learner can develop his or her ideas in LI before
expressing them in I2.)
4. to talk about very loaded emotional topics;
to promote the bonding of the group;
to translate words so that communication isn't interrupted.
However, it is not enough for us to determine when it is and isn't helpful to
use the first language. If we come up with a new set of "rules" for language
choice, we are continuing in our roles of problem-solvers or enforcers. Rather,
the key is figuring out with students in what ways the Ll helps or hinders class
goals, when they want to use it and when they don't. Because language choice
is a problem of classroom dynamics, it makes sense to deal with it in a problemposing way. Exploring this issue with students enables them to develop concep-

tually and set their own guidelines, taking the teacher out of the role of
authority. When the decision is in their hands, students become monitors for
each other.
Loren used pictures from a UNICEF calendar of different families as a
catalyst for writing. When she asked students to write about the pictures, many
of them sat at their seat doing nothing. She then told them that it was okay to
write in Spanish if they wanted or to write in English until they got stuck (and
then use Spanish to get unstuck). When she said this, students began writing.
One student chose to write in Spanish only; others wrote in English with some
Spanish mixed in; one wrote in English only. Loren said she felt that these
directions gave her students the liberty to say a lot more in English.
This example shows that the issue of language choice is profoundly linked to
self-expression. If our goal is truly to make literacy a vehicle for making meaning
and making change, we may need to let go of the notion that expressing oneself

in English is the only thing that counts. What's interesting is that by letting go
of the need to stress English, we may in fact be providing the most powerful
basis for developing literacy in both languages. Our experience has been that
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excerpt from Talking Shop illustrates the powerful relationship between giving
students choice and control and their language and li teracy development (Nash
et al., in press).
Loren, the instructor, writes about a lesson in which she had planned to invite
students to take pictures and write about their neighborhoods. She intended to
model the process by taking pictures of her own neighborhood, and inviting
students to do the same. Here she explains what actually happened when she
brought her pictures to class.
I first asked the students what they saw when looking at the pictures

as a group. This open approach allowed each student to see and
express what she saw in the picture. One student, for example, said,
in looking at my picture of a small garden, that this reminded her of
her father; that they used to have a gardenlike this and that her father
had died in agarden like this on herbirthday. We were all quite taken
aback by this sudden and serious comment, but while I was search-

ing around for something comforting and appropriate to say, it
seemed as if others had picked up on the idea that these pictures
reminded them of gardens back in their countries. They all agreed
that my pictures of the fountain and detailed iron work (originally
representing my view of the wealthy) looked like parts of Old San
J uan and this made them feel homesick. They became quite animated
and I could tell they wanted to continue talkingabout this in Spanish.
I let them continue to speak and interrupted only a few times to get
clarification for myself, since my Spanish was still very rudimentary.
This was the first time they had spoken at length in Spanish in front
of me. In the past, they would have done this only with Beatriz, my
coteacher, who is Puerto Rican.
1 was nervous and unsureof what to do next, since my original lesson
plan had evolved into something else. All I knew was that this was
where the energy was, and that the writing could come from this. So I
asked the students if they wanted to write some of their ideas down.
They said yes] told them to write in whichever language they felt like.
Beatriz and I have always given the students the choice to decide which
language to write in. In the past when we have done this, Beatriz would
read and give feedback to those who wrote in Spanish, and I would do
the same for those who wrote in English.

At the end of ten minutes, I asked if people needed more time.
Everyone said yes, so we all wrote for another ten minutes. (1 feel it
is important to give people time limits so they feel secure initially,
but I always ask them if they want more time. It is yet another way
to create a participatory sense of class management.) I wrote, also,
because I was anxious to tell them my interpretation of my pictures.

When everyone stopped writing, I suggested that we read our
writings aloud. Everyone agreed, but looked a little bashful and
uncomfortable. They all had written in Spanish except for Angel
(who wrote in English about me, the photographer, who had taken
a picture of a Jesus statue). I told them this was no problem and I
would ask for clarification when I needed it.
We all read our pieces, laughed, and made comments to each
other. It was a very empowering and vulnerable experience for me
to be listening to my students read to me in Spanish. I felt vulnerable

because I could not be their teacher in the old sense and offer
corrections in either Spanish or English. I also felt vulnerable because
my Spanish was not great, so I really had to listen and sometimes ask
a lot of questions. Yet, I felt empowered because I felt they were now

treating me like an equal by not trying to please me by writing in
English. The class had reached that level of intimacy one always
hopes for; so much so that they were able to discuss with both
Making Meaning, Making Change
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interest and understanding one student's struggle to write in Spanish, and why she would rather make mistakes in English than lose
face writing in her semi-literate Spanish.
After we had all read our pieces aloud, I admitted to them the
surprising turn my lesson had taken and how surprised I was at first
that my pictures of my neighborhood looked like places in their
home countries. I also felt it was important for me to tell about how
I felt listening to them talk and read in Spanish. We all agreed my
Spanish had improved over the course of the class, but also that this
had been a very special class. (pp. 48-49)
This activity came full circle with the following story written by Maria Rivera
(Strohmeyer & McGrail, 1988).

The Park
This picture reminds me when I was 11 years old. This is the park
where I played with my sister and niece all day and night.
In this building on the 3rd floor: I lived in these area when I was
young. I remember when I wrote some words like the nes that you
see in that wall. When I pass through there, I get tears in my eyes, and
sometimes when I played there my father always looked at me and
called me.
"Mary it is late" and I felt mad and in my mind I wanted to live alone
and to do what I wanted.
And now he is dead and I miss him a lot because he took care of
me more than my mother. And now I feel sad because my father died
on the same day of my birthday.
These two pictures make me think more than you can believe. (p. 23)
Reprinted by permission of Loren McGraii and Beatriz Strohmeyer.

Dealing with Difficult Student Themes and Issues
How can we handle complex, loaded, personal, or explosive issues? The
transition from findinga theme to doingsomething with it isn't always a smooth
one. Students may bring up a concern that you as a teacher are uncomfortable
with. Or so many themes may come up that you feel overwhelmed. How do you
know which to follow up on and which to drop? If a discussion gets hot, how
do you bring in a language focus? How do you move day-to-day concerns to the
level of social analysis? Teachers face their own issues in trying to determine
how best to build curriculum around students' issues.
Again, there are no prescriptions for addressing these questions. Certainly
there's no rule that you need to followup on every concern raised by students
or that the follow-up must be immediate. Teachers often decide not to pursue

an issue when it first comes up because it is an interruption of something
important, because they are unsure how to handle it, or because students'
energy doesn't sustain itself. The same issue may present itself weeks later, in
another context where follow-up does make sense; or the class may never get
back to it. Part of the challenge of participatory ESL is knowing when to pursue
a theme, when to drop it, and when to come back to i t. This is an art that develops

over time through experimentation.
The most important thing to remember is that you don't have to decide how
to handle these issues by yourself. Both your students and your colleagues are
invaluable resources. Making the curriculum development prow is explicit to
students by talking about choices all along the way can lay the groundwork for
deciding what to do when particular issues arise. As you read these examples
of teacher issues and suggestions for handling them, you may want to compare
them to situations you have been in and think about how you did or might
respond to them.

If a theme seems overwhelming, focus on a limited aspect of it. Madeline
showed us a photo that she wanted to use of an Ethiopian woman and her child,
but she was concerned that it might raise the issue of parents' separation from
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In fact, when she showed this picture to her students, it triggered a long and
emotional account of one woman's life which was moving and engaging for the
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others; just the act of telling her story served a powerful function for this woman
and the class. At the same time, it is important to find issues that are not so big
that students feel helplessissues where there are possibilities for addressing
the problem in some way that may create change. The story about the parking
ticket in Chapter 3 is one such example.

If a theme seems too hot or loaded, approach it indirectly. Sometimes removing an issue from its immediate manifestation helps students feel more
chDice in addressing it. Madeline knew that the political situation in Haiti was
very much on her students' minds, but because of deeply-rooted fears of talking
about politics, they might be reluctant to raise the issue in class. She approached

the subject by introducing a reading on Laos. As students read, an Iranian
woman drew a picture of torture in Iran and the discussion moved quickly to
the events in Haiti. The class dictated a story about the elections.
If a hot issue arises unexpectedly, focus on language work to defuse the issue.
Sometimes a focus on form and language skills can provide distance from the
topic, while at the same time providing space for students to decide when to
come back to it. This approach allows students to reflect on the issue through a
"safe" exercise while satisfying their need to feel that class time is devoted to

language instruction. Specifically, when a discussion arises that is hot or
confusing for you as a teacher, you can always start by transcribing it (as an LEA

storysee p.101). This defuses things, provides a concrete literacy focus, and
stalls for time as you figure out what to do next.
If you, as the teacher, aren't clear about how to address a problem, act as a
problem-poser rather than a problem-solver. Teachers often feel that they have
to have the answers, and steer away from problems that they can't help to solve.
Since problem-posing is not designed to solve problems, but rather to explore
their causes and enable students to develop their own solutions, teachers don't
have to have all the answers. Rather, what's important is facilitating discussion

and providing resources without prescribing solutions. In family literacy
classes, this dilemma may especially arise around questions of parenting,
because of implicit value judgements. No one wants to get into who is or isn't

being a good parent. Teachers, in particular, are often in no position to
understand the conflicts of raising children in a new culture. At the same time,

parents are groping and want direction. It makes sense to look at parenting
problems not in terms of do's and don'ts, but in terms of sharing experiences
and making resources available. This might mean developing a code to elicit
students' concerns about parenting and using these as a way into workshops or
experience-sharing rather than acting as an expert on parenting.

If an issue seems too personal, situate it in a broader context. When Ann's
student was very preoccupied with a problem at his job (see p.50), she didn't
want to let the issue drop but also didn't want to focus on that person. She
removed the issue from the student's particular situation by writing a code
about the general problem, inviting other students to bring out related experiences, compare them, and address them together. By finding how individual
problems relate to common concerns, the teacher can situate seemingly personal problems to in a broader context.
If you're not sure whether to pursue an issue, involve students in decisionmaking. Charo felt tha tit would be important to follow up on some stories about

knives in school and safety concerns, but when she suggested activities to
develop this theme, students seemed to clam up; their responses shifted to
issues of bus afety and communication with teachers. Since one of the goals is
to increase student control and involvement, sharing your concerns about what
to do and asking students to help decide the direction (providing some choices
or leaving it more open-e.nded)accomplishes two things atonce: It takes the heat
off the teacher and it increases students' engagement with the process.
Making Meaning, Making Change
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If students' analysis of an issue differs from yours, listen, express your
perspective and let go of yourexpect ations. Very often in our efforts to link daily
concerns to social analysis, we by to draw students toward particular interpre-
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tations or understandings of issues. In one case, for example, Andy presented
a code about racism as a result of some comments about Blacks that emerged in
her class. She wrote two stories, one about two Black men following a woman,
the other about a Black man who was beaten up by some White kids while
visiting a friend in East Boston. Andy hoped that students would compare the
situations, focusing on racism. Instead they talked about ways to be safe (e.g.,
not walking alone at night). Letting go of control as a teacher may mean that
discussions don't always go the way you plan; moreover, this may be a pol:tive
sign, rather than a sign of failure. It may mean that a new issue is raised that is
more important to them, or that the original issue was really your issue and not
theirs. Or it may be that a seed has been planted that students will return to later
when they're ready. In any case, teachers need to express their own perspective

as coparticipants while at the same time accepting student responses as a
reflection of where they are.

Examples of Putting the Principles into Practice
Many of Ann's students were concerned about the impact of the new
immigration law so she wrote a story about a woman from El Salvador with no
papers who needed a job but was scared to look for one. The story and questions
focused on the use of modals. Then there was a true/false opinion quiz about
what the woman should do. This led to a heated discussion about alternatives
in different situations. Ann followed this with the question, "Who do you think
should have the right to livehere?" Then students did a role play taking the parts
of the President, an employer, and people from other countries. In this situation,

Ann used a teacher-written story as a tool to approach a theme of common
concern indirectly, framed the issue in a language exercise, elicited rather than
imposed alternative ways (32 addressing the problem, led the discussion to a
broader level of analysis, situatingindividual' s concerns in a social context, and
involved students in creating their own tool (the sociodrama) as they developed
ways of addressing the problem. She went back and forth between a content
focus and a language focus, moving toward increasing student participation.

These issues from practice are only the beginning of the story. There are
others at every stage of the curriculum development process: How can we link
personal concerns to the social context? is this approach suitable for all cultural
groups or only certain ones? What does action mean? We have touched on just
a few of the questions arising in participatory ESL /literacy; there are bound to
be others. For this reason, what is most important is not so much the particular
issues discussed here, but rather the process for dealing with new ones as they
arise. The key to participatory curriculum development is having a structure or
framework for addressing issues of practice as they arise.
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In our project, the way we dealt with curriculum issues paralleled the process we used

with students: We relied on each others' resources, sharing problems, strategies, and
materials as equal participants in a common endeavor. Thus, problem-posing became a
tool for teachers as well as students. We called this process teacher sharing and tried to
schedule it into each weekly meeting. This sharing was an integral part of curriculum
development for us. It was a time when teachers talked about what was happening in
their classesdescribinghow a theme emerged, what activities were used to develop it,
how it was followed up, and most importantly, concerns that arose out of it (very much
following the pattern of questions we asked about your practice on page 38). Instead of
describing or reporting on everything everyone was doing, teachers often selected one
lesson or issue they were immersed in, sharing why it developed the way it did, possible

ideas for what to do next, problems or questions they were thinking about, and
unexpected outcomes. If n teacher didn't feel like anything particularly interesting was
happening, she might choose not to share anything or talk about why her class was in
the doldrums. If there wasn't time for everyone to talk, teachers took turns. If someone
felt that an outside resource would be helpful in addressing an issue, we scheduled a
workshop or training session on th at topic. The best way to get a flavor of how this worked

is by reading the minutes of one of our teacher sharing sessions. As you read these
minutes, try lo idenhyy some of the issues described in this chapter and thinkabout other

curriculum issues that are raised.
Madellne's class: M. presented a picture of an Ethiopian woman with her child,
a moving picture reflecting sorrow, intimacy. In response to this picture, one of
her students got up and acted out the story of her own flight to the U.S.; she told
the whole story in English, with dramatic explanations of escaping from the
detention center, having no shoes and having to steal them. The whole class

was riveted on the story of this woman. This episode raised a number of
questions for Madeline: How could she get beyond the individual experience
level without detracting from the power of the woman's story? How was this a
language/literacy activity? Does this kind of recounting of personal history
promote critical thinking? If so, how? If not, how do we get to that level? Others
in the group proposed a variety of ways to move beyond this woman's story:
Break the dialogue process into a number of days.
Invite students on the next day to do a follow-up language activty (a
language experience story, or comprehension, Melling task centered on
wh-questions, or small group writing activities about the story).
Move from a language activity to generalizing questions:
Why did you leave your country? How did you leave?
Why do so many people from your country come to the U.S.?
If the students pursue the issue of being separated from children, as
questions like, "How can you continue to support your children from far
away?"

Loren's class: In response to the question about whether the dialogue
process itself is too invasive, and what to do if students balk at discussing issues,

Loren suggested making the language focus of the lesson more explicit. She
described how she uses codes for grammar work to addresss the students' and
teachers' desire for structured language exercises.

Scramble lines of the dialogue on the board. Ask students context
questions: How many people are talking? What nationality are they?
Where is this taking place? Someone suggested also asking: How do you
know?
Ask students to reconstruct the dialogue so that It makestsense.
Discuss the reconstructed dialogue in terms of vocabulary, and structures,
asking: Is there anything new here?
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Write the questions for discussion on cards and divide them into piles with
one question from each of the five levels in each pile. In groups of three,
students discuss their pile: one person asks questions, one responds and
one takes notes.
Report back: students read and discuss each others' responses.

At first students continued to give answers that they thought Loren wanted
the answers still felt canned. As Loren proceeded through the steps with a
language focus and breaking the lesson down into parts (using larger print)
(
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students began for the first time to respond in terms of the content of the issue:

paradoxically, because the content is loaded, the language focus allows
students the security to begin to get at the content.

Charo's class: In the middle of the unit dealing with negative stereotypes
about homelands, a woman came into class and said she couldn't continue class

because one of her kids had been stabbed. This prompted an outpouring of
stories about violence in the schools: knives in the bathroom, 12-year-olds
bringing knives to school for self-defense, etc. This outburst raised many
questions for Charo: How should she handle this in terms of teaching? Should
she try to get back on target with the homelands project or pursue the concerns
about violence? Is this too big a subject to take on? Is this an interruption? If the
class does pursue the violence theme, what can they do about it?
The first question seemed to be whether to do anything at all about the theme

or get back to the homelands project. Andy suggested that Charo bring this
question back to the students themselves to see what they wanted to do. We
discussed what the class might do in terms of literacy work and action if they
decided to pursue the violence issue.
Start by extending the discussion to reasons for the violence (the social
context) andalternative approaches to dealing with violence (eg. discussing
things Ike the proposed body searches); talk about what parents can do
(possible actions and their consequences).
Document in testimonial form the experiences of immigrant parents with

violence in the schools (e.g., language experience stories/oral histories/
student writing).
Use this documentation as a possible basis for action, e.g., going to the
media (letters to the editor, news releases, pamphlets/interview with local
columnist).
Write photo stories to support the documentation.
Participate in parent-teacher meetings and other collaborations.
Ann's class: Ann presented a story about loneliness that one of herstudents
had written. She did this as a result of another discussion about whether or not
to talk about students' own lives in class: some hadfeltthat it was a waste of time,
but the conclusion they came to was that student stories should be mixed with

other activities, written up and presented as language activities with the
student's permission. The loneliness story was one such activity. It prompted
discussion about how students can deal with loneliness in a new country, as well

as an interesting side discussion about whether going to English class is the
same as learning English)
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The bottom line in a participatory approach is actionusing literacy to address real issues and to make changes in the social context through collective
effort. As Wallerstein (1983) says,

Critical thinking begins when people make the connections between
their individual lives and social conditions. I t ends one step beyond

perceptiontoward the action people take to regain control over
social structures detrimental to their lives. (p. 16)

What differentiates action in a participatory perspective from traditional
approaches oriented toward individual outcomes is that it is linked to reflection

and to social transformation. It encompasses not just personal changes in
behaviors, language, or competencies, but also changes in consciousness about
the relation between the individual and society.
Freirean social action extends beyond communityactivity foractivity's
sake. The goal of Freirean action is to promote justice, and to change

power relationships which would give people a greater voice in
policy development and community decision-making. [Furtherl, as
a result of praxis (or reflections on the actions), transformation is also
expected within the internal structure of the group wonting on social
change and within individuals. (Wallerstein,1991, pp. 16-17)

Your Practice...

Our Practice...

1. Write down some changes that students made in their lives as a result
of your classes
Did they become involved in any community activities, find work, make
changes in their families, participate in events, anything else?
2. After noting these changes, compare your lists:
What kinds of changes did you count?
What did you see as important?
Did your lists include any kinds of social action?
Initially, we interpreted Freire's and Wailers tein's concepts 3 of action to mean

that the outcome of classroom interaction around each issue had to be some
form of concrete, visible social change outside the classroomthat addressing

an issue didn't "count" if it wasn't followed by an immediate attempt to
transform conditions in students' lives. But given this analysis, we had to ask
ourselves whether our practice really achieved this goal. As themes developed

in our classes, they led in many directions, few of which were organized
attempts to make direct changes outside the classroom. Where were the examples of students fighting for better housing conditions after a unit on housing,
resisting discrimination after a unit on work, or participating in parents' groups

after a unit on schooling? Measuring our practice by this narrow standard, it
seemed that instances of action were taw and far between.

Yet clearly, our students were making changes, both individually and
collectively. Rosa went to community college; Hilda became more active in her

school PTA; Angel had many of his writings published and read his work
publicly at several events; Maria joined a Hispanic parents' advocacy group;
Quisqueya's daughter receivcd a merit award in school after almost having
been kept back; and Nilsa joined a softball team. The stories go on.

Classes made internal changes, improving attendance, learning to work
cooperatively, helping each other with problems. Roles changed to the point
Making Meaning, Making Change 4 101

where students felt comfortable telling the teacher they were tired of an activity,
refused to go on with it, and suggested something else instead. For some, action
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took the form of choosing to wnte in their own language as an affirmation of
identity; for others, it meant gaining the confidence to write in English without
fear of mistakes. In one site, a class developed guidelines for discussing personal
issues and strategies for increasing safety in coming to class; in another, classes
discussed criteria for hiring new teachers, presenting their ideas at center-wide

meetings to determine hiring criteria and procedures. Classes used literacy to
provide support in their communities. One group of mothers wrote letters of
advice to pregnant teenagers in another city; anottr class developed a housing
project newsletter. Whole classes participated in public hearings about ESL
services and funding; individual students got up and testified before hundreds
of people at these public meetings. Students discussed "English-only" legislation and went as a group to hearings at the State House. They wrote letters to the
Governor about cuts in services and letters to the editor about cases of discrimination.
What we learned from all this is that change takes many forms, both inside
and outside the classroom. Rather than being packaged only in discrete actions,
it is often a nonlinear, nonsequential process that develops unevenly. As such,

action may not, as we originally thought, be the direct result of particular
curriculum units; rather, it may be the result of invisible changesthe cumulati ve build ing o f confidence, validation of experience, and reflection o n context.

Very often it takes months or even years of germination before students are
ready to move outside the classroom with their actions. During this time, the
changing social relations within the classroom, the critical examination of day
to day reality, and the development of language and literacy are all functioning
as a kind of rehearsal for external action. Thus, there is an interaction between
external actions and changes in the internal dynamic of the group.

Examples
A closer examination of the examples of Maria, the student who became a
member of the Hispanic parents' advocacy group, and Nilsa, who joined a
softball team, illuminates how we came to reinterpret the meaning of action.
Maria was a student in one of Loren's classes for over a year. During this time,
the class did extensive work on issues of community, schooling, and bilingualism.
Although she had strong concerns about the schooling of Hispanic children in
Boston, Maria aired them primarily in class, but did little about them outside of
class. However, shortly after the class ended, when the Hispanic Parent Association was formed to fight for school reform, she was one of the first parents to
join. She attended meetings with the superintendent, press conferences, and
organizational meetings and actively tried to recruit others. When the time was
right for her, and the external conditions conducive, she was able to act on ideas

that had been developing over time. Her participation didn't result from a
particular lessor, or code, but from many months of dialogue, and from the
support and confidence she gained from her class.
The second example taught us thatan action doesn't need to takean explicitly
political form to signify change in students' relation to the social context of their
lives; it may take a form completely different from anything we anticipated. In

this case, students in one of Charo's classes were discussing a picture of a
woman surrounded by cooking, housework, and childcare responsibilities.
This led to a discussion of what motherhood means. Students listed all they
people they are, using the format "Women are

"(mothers, cooks, etc.).

Someone said, "Women are persons" and the conversation turned toward
individuals' desires and goals; students talked abou t what they wanted to do for
themselves and about obstacles in pursuing their own interests. Nilsa talked
about the fact that she never had time for herself, to do what she wanted to do

for her own enjoyment and development. The group talked about whythat
maybe her husband didn't support her in this. A few weeks later, Nilsa came to
class and announced that she had joined a women's softball team! Through the
discussion and support of the class, she had decided to assert her desire to do
102 # Action; Using Literacy to Make Change
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this in her family and had done it. Even though it was en individual action, it was
possible because of what had happened in class.
These examples illustrate two very different routes toward action. In one
case, the action was a direct outgrowth of a particular lesson; in the other, the
cause-effect relationship was much less clear or direct. What we don't want to
imply is that one lesson or code should lead to action.

A common reaction as students consider taking action is fear. Often students
are afraid of making waves because they are immigrants and, in some cases,
undocumented. They don't want to do anything to draw attention to themselves
or to jeopardize their status here. Clearly, it is impossible to consider action
without considering its consequences, and students may well know better than
we do what is or isn't dangerous for them. In some cases, however, this fear
immobilizes students, making them unable even to consider ways of improving
the conditions in their lives. Our role in this is not to impose our own views of
what students should or shouldn't do, but rather to make the classroom a safe
place to consider the possibilities and consequences. Of course, legal status is an
extremely delicate subject, which must be handled with great care; but, preci sely
because it is so loaded, it is important to recognize and explore its ramifications
with students. Our experience has been that students are eager for information
and a chance to talk about legal status if it is broached sensitively.
First, raising the issue in a depersonalized way (through stories about other
people, in the third person) helps to make it safer; Unit V, Lesson 1 of ESL for

Action (Auerbach & Wallerstein, 1987) provide examples of how to do this.
Another way of doing this is by presenting a news story or external event (like
the changes in the immigration law) to introduce the topic in a context removed
from personal situations.
Second, providing legal information about the rights of the foreign-born
gives students a sense of their protections (or lack of protection); discussion of
this information should be contextualized in analysis of the strengths and the
limits of legal strategies. Inviting outside speakers is not only a way to deal with
questions beyond the teacher's knowledge, but also puts students in contact
with community resources.

Third, and most importantly, is presenting examples of success stories
news articles or personal accounts of cases where immigrants acted successfully
to make change. In Boston, for example, Local 26 of the Hotel and Restaurant

Workers Union has achieved a number of highly publicized victoriesone in
which room cleaners resisted changes in their working conditions, another in
which the union won a court case against a landlord who was recruiting
immigrant tenants, charging them high rents and refusing to make repairs
because, as he said, "they pay their rent without arguing." Examples like these
not only show that change is possible but provide rich lessons in how to go about
the process.

I'll Get Fired!
A related issue is students' legitimate concern about individual consequences to their actions. They may feel that if they take a stand (e.g., write a
letter, challenge a landlord or boss), they might be singled out for some form of
retributionthey could lose their job, get evicted, harassed, or investigated. For
example, some students were reluctant to sign the letter about police discrimination, fearing that they would be punished somehow for their actions.

In addressing this concern, it is important that the teacher not impose
counterarguments, butrather draw out the divergence of perspectives from the
group. Certainly, urging students to take individual actions with no built-in
protection would be irresponsible. More importantly, the real learning comes
when students see that their collective resources are their strength. Our experience has been that they very often arrive at the understanding through dialogue
that there is both power and safety in numbers. This discussion is as important
as whatever decision is reached. The key is on the one hand creating a forum for
examining possibilities together and on the other trusting the students to do
Making Meaning, Making Change #103

what they are comfortable with. In the case of the letter to the editor, students

went through a long debate about whether to sign it, with several students
refusing to do so, but in the end, everyone signed it anyway.
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Nothing Ever Changes Anyway!
Fatalism, cynicism, and skepticism are prevalent among stcdents. Many feel
that their situations are inevitable, or that tne world will always be the way it is.
Addressing this concern, which is after all the ultimate goal of participatory
education, is an ongoing process. Again, showing is more powerful than telling.
This can be done by a combination of focusing on finite issues with possible
immediate strategies, introducing success stories, conducting social analysis,
and relying on group resources.
But what happens when a group takes the step toward action and the action
fails to achieve the desired outcome? For example, after students went through
the long process of formulating a letter about police discrimination (the many

stages of drafting, the decision about where to send it, the decision about
whether to sign individual names, etc.), and finally sent it to a citywide
newspaper, it never was published. Clearly, seeing the letter in print or getting

a response would have been a happier ending. However, it is important to
remember that this is a problem-posing process, not a problem-solving process.
It is inevitable that some actions will meet with success and others won't. The
analysis that the action is embedded in is more important than its actual result.
"Failures" cease to be problematic if the teacher doesn't set the students up to
expect positive results for each action,bu t rather 71ses the outcome to deepen the
understanding of the social context. The class can analyze why the action got the
response it did, what the response shows about the institutions it was directed
toward, and what else they might have done or could do in the future. Even
when an action meets with students' expectations, it may raise new issues (e.g.,
once parents rnet with the superintendent, they had to figure out how to deal
with his response). This kind of evaluation is an essential component of the

critical thinkingactioncritical thinking cycle.

It's Not My Issue!
Often students are reluctant to become involved in actions that don't directly

affect them. They may not want to be bothered, not see the importance or
relevance of the action, or just be ur interested. A case in point was the issue of
a school dosing in the neighborhood of one of our sites. When one student brought
a petition to class for others to sign, several class members felt the issue didn't
concern them because they didn't have children at the school. Others argued that
the school closing would increase the drop-out rate, affecting neighborhood safety
for everyone; that if this happened in one school, it could happen in another; and
that a united community effort would increase the chances of a successful campaign. In the end, most of the students signed (and, incidentally, because of broadbased community resistance that this discussion was part of, the school remained
open). Again, the discussion process enabled the various arguments to be aired so
students could arrive at their own conclusions.
Another instance occurred in Ann's class around the time of the changes in
the immigration laws; there was a citywide hearing and demonstration that
provided an external focus for discussing students' concerns. However, this

was an issue that affected students differently, because some were citizens
already (e.g., Puerto Ricans), some were refugees, some were legal immigrants,
and others were undocumented. The following excerpt from ou r minutes shows
how the class addressed these issues.
Ann started with a true/false questionnaire with attitude questions like
"If there were a march about the new immigration law, no one would
come" to get atpeople's ideas, f ears and opinions about participation.
This brought out discussion about all the reasons people might not

participatetime, family commitments, fear. Many students said
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they are afraid of being caught right there at a march. One student
had participated in various kinds of actions and was able to talk about
her experiences; she said that it's not like it is in home countries
where people are grabbed at events. But people's fears are real and
we can't offer them assurances that nothing will happen. Ann then
brought in a reading about a community coming together to help
during the 1930's as a example. We also suggested asking students
(like the woman who did participate actively), "What makes people to
decide to participate'?" which might help them to think about whether
and under what conditions it's worth it to them to take action.
We also talked about howto explo re the relevance of the issue for

people not directly aflected by the laws. Some suggestions were:
Asking students "What did you do to get here?" (outlining the
different steps for each group) as away to develop some understanding and empathy for the different situations of immigrants, refugees,
Puerto Ricans, etc. and to find the common ground.
Using quotes from the newspaper about possible effects of the
new laws as catalysts.
Asking how the new law will affect everyone's possibilities and
work situations as well as children's possibilities. Even if students

aren't working themselves, many have teenage children whose
chances for finding work may be affected.

In each of the above examples of issues that arise in considering and taking
action, the central point is that the process is as important as the outcome. We
have found that if the teacher draws out the diversity of experience and creates

an atmosphere where students can express their perspectives openly, the
resources of the group are often rich enough to address the concerns outlined
here. More importantly, the dialogue leading up to and following decisions to

take action determine students' ability to extend critical thinking to new
domains. Going through the steps of the dialogue process, learning to analyze

the social context, and relying on group resources are the real benefits of
participatory education.

Redefining Action
Looking at these accumulated experiences over time, we began to realize that it
was not so much our practice, but OUr initial concept of action that was flawed. Just

as we couldn't predetermine curriculum content, we couldn't predetermine the
forms action should take. Students changed at their own rates, when they were
ready, and in terms of their own needs. Sometimes these changes were individual,
internal, and invisible; sometimes they were collective, external and explicit.
An important aspect of this was realizing that the context and ^.rnposition of
the class shapes the possibilities for action. If students come from mt.ny parts of
the city, different backgrounds, or different employment situations, they don't
have these areas of theirlives in common, so group action around issues arising
from them is less possible or likely. For these groups, action may take place
primarily inside the classroom, in terms of changes in classroom dynamics and

language and literacy accomplishments (publishing writing, producing
photostories, etc.).
While we felt the lack of an external organizational base as a constraint on
certain kinds of action, it became clear that there were a wealth of forms that
action could take, and, tobe genuinely participatory, we couldn'tdirectstudents
only toward those outcomes that fit with our preconceptions. Rather, we had to
challenge students to link what was happening in class to their lives outside of
class and validate changes as they took place. In addition, we had to understand
that the consequences of what happens in class don't always take place during
the teaching cycle itself and that, in fact, we may never see the actions that result
from our work.
Finally, we had to realize that group actions don't fall from the sky, with
whole groups deciding to do something at once, but rather that they often start
Making Meaning, Making change
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with one or two people taking the initiative, having a success which others hear
about and begin to network around. With these realizations in mind, we moved
toward an expanded concept of action that included the following forms:
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Form of Action

xamples

Individual, Personal

.

internal

gains in self confidence
affective change

external
literacy-related

In Class

In Site

In Family

joining softball team
becoming active in community/school organizations
publishing writing
reading work at public events
changing uses of literacy in everyday life
. affirming identity through use of first language

4 determining curriculum content
* asserting preference for activities
addressing issues of classroom dynamics (attendance, uneven kirticipation, use of Li vs. L2, handling of personal information)
rehearsing for outside action
0 class publications or productions (photo stories, anthologies of student writings)
participating in evaluation/decision-making
0 participating in hiring
4 participating in advocacy activities
0 diversifying literacy uses
changing dynamics around literacy (becoming independent of children, gaining confidence in helping chidren)
gaining pride in first language/culture
reinforcing home culture and use of 1-1

In Relation to School

106

participating in school events
advocating for child /children

In Relation to
Immediate Community

joining community organizations or activities (parents' group, action to
keep school open)
4 taking on new responsibilities (helping others with literacy tasks
dealing with bureaucracy, etc.)
strengthening community ties (e.g., through newsletter, networkii ig)

In Broader Community

4 participating in funding hearings
* participating in demonstrations on bilingual education
0 writing letters to the editor
writing letters to/petitioning officials

Action: Using Literacy to Make Change

A collage of actions that our students participated in:
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(3 Evaluation: What Counts as Progress?
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The final question we need to consider in curriculum development is "What
does it all add up to?" or, more accurately, "How do we determine what it adds
up to?" Unfortunately, the question of evaluating progress is one of the most
problema tic and neglected in adult literacy. Currently, a kind of tug of war exists
between funders /administra tors and practitioners/educators over what counts
as success and how to measure it. The former often insist on concrete, quantifiable, and nbiective indications of progress, often taking numerical form, while
the latter resist or disagree with the forms of evaluation demanded of them.
However, because continued funding depends on compliance with hinders'
mandates, a charade ensues, with teachers going tnrough the motions to make
their numbers look good (it is not uncommon for teachers to admit privately to

fudging their paperwork to show progress) while never having the time or
energy to develop other forms of evaluation that would more genuinely reflect
their perspectives on adult learning.
This was an issue that we struggled with throughout the life of our project:
How could we document what students were actually learning in a way that
corresponded to our philosophy, and, at the same time, satisfy demands for
accountability? vele were in the fortunate position of having both the time and

the staff development framework to allow us to explore this question, by
different approaches suggested by others, and attempt to develop our own
responses. In this chapter, we will present an overview and critique of current
approaches, trace our own thinking on evaluation, and suggest some specific

assessment and evaluation forms and procedures that are congruent with
participatory adult literacy; much of what is proposed heredraws hea vilyon the
work of others (Balliro, 1989; Lytle, 1988; Hemmingdinger, 1988.) This is by no
means a fully developed, definitive alternative evaluation scheme, but rather a
proposal for a process that needs to be refined through collective practice and
reflection by adult educators in different contexts.

Your Practice...

Again, we'd like to start by asking you to reflect on your past experience or
current practice, discussing your responses if you are working with a group.

1. What/who gets evaluated in your program?
students (student learning/progress)?
teachers (teacher effectiveness)?
administrators (administrator effectiveness)?
curriculum content?
overall program design?
course materials/texts?
assessment instruments/evaluation procedures?
program impact in the community?
other?

2. Mogen are assessment and evaluation conducted?
before instruction?
after instruction?
ongoing?

3. Who does the evaluating?
students?
teachers?
support staff (e.g., counselors)?
administrators?
108 f Evaluation: What Counts as Progress?
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external evaluators?
other?
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is student assessment conducted?
oral interviews?

4. How

tests? (what kind?standardized? program-developed?)
performance standards (measures of competencies)?
collections of student work (writing samples)?
observation of classroom interactions?
self-report?
ongoing documentation (teacher reports)?
other?

5. What counts as progress?
reading level gains?
test scores?
effective gains in self-confidence.?
ability to use language/literacy outside the class?
ability to make changes (person/classroom/community)?
other?

6. Who gets the results/findings from assessment/evaluation?
students?
teachers?
program administrators?
funders?
other?
7. How are the results/findings of assessment/evaluation used?

for placement and promotion?
to inform curriculum development?
+ to provide feedback to students on their own learning?
to provide information to funders?
to inform curriculum design?
other?

8. What do you like about your current assessment/evaluation system?
9. What do you dislike about it? How would you change it if you could?
10. Why do you think it is set up as it is? Whose interests does it serve?

What Characterizes the Predominant Model of Evaluation?
When Balliro (1989) surveyed teachers, administrators, and funders of adult
ESL programs in New England, she found a pictu re of concern for accountability
cm the one hand, and dissatisfaction with existing assessment procedures on the

other. Because of what she calls "demands for standardized accountability of

progrer," (p.14) most programs assessed students in terms of externally
defined criteria: Other performance standards like those of the MELT (Mainstream English Language Training) curriculum, standardized tests, or homegrown tests.
Although the sample in Balliro's study was small, it reflects the current

paradigm for ESL literacy assessment nationally, a paradigm that can be
characterized as stressing "accountability through quantification." The bottom

line for program, curriculum, and teacher evaluation is the ability to show
student progress through numbers. Achievement is based on performance on
uni form, objective measures; many states mandate the use of specific standardized tests like the TABE (Tests of Adult Basic Education), the ABLE (Adult Basic
Learning Exa rnination), the BEST(Basic EnglishSkillsTest),or CASAS (California
Adult Student Assessment System). These tests often focus on decontex tualized

word recognition, or on sentence or paragraph comprehension skills, using
paper and pencil formats with multiple choice or fill-in-the blank questions.
Even with performance standards, like those of MELT, or program-designed
tests, outcomes are strictly regulated in terms of measurability (test scores,
Making Meaning, Making Change
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reading levels, performance standards, numbers of students promoted or
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placed). Funding is contingent on attaining predefined acceptable outcomes;
some programs are even paid on a head count basis for those students actually
placed in jobs.
Assessment is usually done on a pretest/posttest basis. Intake tests, often

administered by support staff, are used for placement but not to inform
instruction or curriculum development (teachers either don't see the results or
see only the scores). As one teacher (cited by Balliro) said, "There's no relationship between what's tested initially and what's taught in class." (p.14) Further,
test results are rarely shared with students. Ongoing informal assessments by

teachers don't usually count for program evaluation purposes. Exit tests,
according to Balliro (1989), are used "to place students..., to provide information

for the next teacher..., or to determine a grade" (p.18) but rarely to inform
students about the development of their own learning.

What's Wrong with this Model?
Teachers' mservations about this paradigm are pervasive. The most common
complaint is that instruction suffers because of paper-work demands: Time that

could be spent on preparation or teaching instead is taken up by testing and
filling in forms. However, as the following pages indicate, critiques go far
deeper than these logistical issues and, increasingly, have come not just from the
grass roots, but from mainstream professional organizations and educators. The

Delegates Assembly of the International Reading Association, for example,
adopted the following resolution in 1988:
Reading assessment must reflect advances in the understanding of
the reading process. As teachers of literacy we are concerned that
instructional decisions are too often made from assessments which
define reading as a sequence of discrete skills that students must
master to become readers. Such assessments foster inappropriate
instruction. (p.1)
A growing body of research supports the view that the teacher, rather than
the test, is the "critical evaluation instrument" (Johnston, 1989). In adult ESL
literacy, as well, there are increasing calls for changes in existing assessment
practices; perhaps the single most concise statement of the rationale for these
changes and the features of an alternative model can be found in Lytle's article
in Focus on Basics (1988).

Testing is not appropriate or feasible for early literacy learners. One of the
teachers Balliro interviewed said that she realized the futility of using the BEST
test (supposedly designed for low literate ESL students) because her students
"couldn't even hold it right." (p.15) Another educator claims tha t 40% of those

who qualify for the amnesty ESL classes don't even place on the entry tests
because their levels are so low. For these students, testing only leads to a sense
of frustration and inadequacy.
Flinders' demands lead to "creaming." Often, programs are forced to accept
only those students who are proficient enough to make short-term gains on test;
or to be quickly placed in jobs because these are the measures that determinc
continued funding. This means that the lowest level students are excluded frorr
services because it takes longer for them to show progress on tests or become

ready for employment.
The testing process itself is intimidating and demeaning. Because of prio.
negative experiences, students may feel uncomfortable about taking tests. Fo
many adults, testing triggers associa tions with childhood failures or with being
judged on the basis of what they can't do rather than on what they can do. It i
stressful and anxiety-provoking. Dugan, Skinner, and Tirone (1987) claim tha
tests like the TABE, adapted from tests for middle-class children, are inappro

priate for adults: Questions about farm animals and birds in the park ar
irrelevant and may be perceived as condescending.
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To frame results in terms of grade levels is destructive. Schema research
suggests that reading performance varies according to task, context, content,
and purpose. Grade-level descriptors don't capture this variability, yet they
continue to be used to indicate proficiency. This sends a negative message:
"When-adults arc .tformed that their performance is comparable to second or
third graders, much more is being communicated than an objective description
of ability" (Lytle, 1988, p. 2).

The concept and content of standardized testing are culture-specific. Dugan
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et al. (1987) found that even for highly literate college ESL graduates, the concept

of standardized tests was culturally unfamiliar. For those with little prior
education, the process of testing may be even more alien. Further, test content
often presupposes culture-specific knowledgeand vocabulary, which, as schema
research indicates, immediately biases the tests against those from other cultures. As Dugan et al. (1987) say, to subject ESL students to a test like the TABE,
"which is first alien to their previous experience and second does not reflect their
abilities, is unconscionable and objectionable" (p.4).

The claim for objectivity in testing is misleading. One of the primary argu-

ments for the use of standardized teststhat they arc objectivehas been
widely challenged. Johnston (in press) argues that evaluation of human learning is always, by definition, interpretive. Both the processes we are examining
and the tools for examining them are cultural in nature and situated in a social
context; hence, the notion of a "pure" measure of reading ability is fraught with
problems. Dugan et al.'s (1987) analysis of the TABE debunks the myth of its
objectivity as an instrument for assessing adult ESL.

Existing tests measure the wrong things. Because it is easier to tabulate
discrete answers, tests focus on subskills like letter and word recognition
(assessed by the reading of isolated word lists), and the ability to recall specific

facts and perform tasks with predetermined outcomes, which promotes a
reductionist view of literacy. As Goodman (cited in Berglund, 1989/90) says,

research points to a "rejection of the concept of teaching parts, but we are
continually pushed to use tests that focus on parts"(p. 34).

Existing tests fail to measure the right things. Overemphasis on countable
skills leads to the neglect of other important aspects of literacy like critical
thinking, creativity, and real-world literacy usage, which are less amenable to
measurement. Dugan et al. (1987) claim that the testtaking conditions themselves differ from real-world contexts for literacy use where meaning can be
negotiated and literacy is a social activity. Tests fail to reveal the ways that adult
learners use literacy in daily life; students are rarely asked to read and respond
to whole passages, to create meaning through writing, or to indicate how their

attitudes and usage of literacy in daily life changed as a result of instruction
(Lytle, Marmor, & Penner, 1986).

Tests don't provide information about affective and nietacognitive factors in
literacy acquisition. The impact of literacy on students' family life, personal
growth, effectiveness at work, or ability to make changes in their lives isn't
reflected by test scores, although these effects are among the most important
from students' perspectives (see Lytle et al., 1986). Although research indicates
that factors like learners' internalized model of the reading process, awareness
of their own reading strategies, motivation, and ability to utilize prior knowledge and identify text structure are key in proficient reading, none of these is
assessed 1.)y standardized tests. Because tests focus on product rather than
process, they have little explanatory power: The reasons that underly the test
results are obscured and neglected.

Performance-based assessment and competency checklists avoid some of
these pitfalls but perpetuate others. Measures such as competency tests of
performance on real-life tasks are a step forward from traditional tests, but still
have shortcomings (see Auerbach, 1986). Purposes continue to be determined

externally and measured quantitatively without regard to affective or
Making Meaning Making Change
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metacognitive factors; content is often still reductionist in its focus on isolated
competencies or behaviors. Assessment goals continue to shape instruction; as
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one of the teachers in Balliro's study said, "We didn't want a competency
checklist, either,
it predetermines what is taught." (p.15) Most importantly, the emphasis on teaching life skills for functioning in the society as it
exists carries an implicit agenda of uncritical acceptance of the status quo which
serves to perpetuate existing social relations.
Testing shapes teaching. Despite teachers best intentions, the tail wags the dog;
if program evaluation is based on test performance, curricula an inevitably geared
toward teaching to the tests. Tests generally measure subskills, so this is what gets
taught. Balliro's (1989) accounts of teachers spending class time rehearsing students
for test items are all too familiar to ESL teachers, as is her claim that "assessment
often determines the content of instruction and is often contradictory to assumptions we have about literacy and language acquisition" (p.2).

Testing and teaching-to-tests reinforce a bottom-up view of literacy. The
subskills test-oriented instruction may reinforce "distorted notions that students lhavel about what is involved in learning to read and write, i.e., that
reading is sounding out words and writing is handwriting" (Lytle et al., 1986,

p. 20). Even when literacy is taught holistically, if the tests contain decontextualized word lists or paragraphs with multiple choice questions, the
instructional message is undermined.
The testing model conflicts with a student-centered model of adult teaming.
An important aspect of adult learning is student control and involvement in
determining the goals, objectives, and content of learning; yet the test-oriented
paradigm removes control from students.
This view of evaluation puts the power and the responsibility for the

program outcomes in the hands of the educators and leaves the
learner as yet another object in the learning enterprise, one which is
done to and done for rather than done with. (Sauve, 1987, p. 56)
Students neither participate in assessing their own learning, nor use results
for their own purposes.

Our Practice...

Although the critique of the testing paradigm has been clearly articulated, there
is as yet no agreement on the particular forms that alternatives should take. Lytle
(1988)argues that wha t's needed is "program-based practitioner research conducted
simultaneously in many sites"(p. 4). Thi s is a period of experimentation which, as
in any paradigm shift, precedes broad acceptance of a new model. We saw our work
as part of this exploratory shift and set ourselves the task of finding alternatives.
The first questions we faced were "Who is assessment for?" and "What is its
purpose?" We started with the understanding that assessment must correspond to
program philosophy and goals, since, as Lytle et al. (1986) said, "Assessment
proceduresembody and thus convey particular concepts about literacy"(p. 22). We
wanted assessment to serve curriculum development rather than vice versa and
hence, as Andy Nash (1989) said, we sought to

find or create new assessment tools that: 1.) provide more useful
information for teachers and students; and 2.) include students in the

process of setting goals and evaluating their own progress toward
those goals. (p. 1)
The next question we faced was, "What counts as progress?" Because program
goals emphasized using literacy to make changes both individually and collec-

tively, indications of progress had to go beyond one-shot test or competency
performance to include ongoing changes in literacy use and everyday life both
inside and outside the classroom. These may include changes in self-concept
attitudes, orconceptions of literacy, diversification of reading and writing practice:
in everyday life, actions resulting from program participation as well as totally
unexpected, unpredictable changes. Many of theseare subjective, intangible change:
that aren't amenable to quantification; what really counts can't be counted.
112
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This led us to the question, "How can these kinds of progress be assessed?"
Since the goal of instruction is related to the significance of literacy in everyday
life, we felt that the starting point had to be some kind of exploration of what
ER1,1
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students were already doing with literacy, where and how they used it, how
they conceptualized it, and what changes they wanted to make. Our thinking
here was influenced by Lytle et al. (1986), who had developed a two-hour intake
interview for ABE students, designed to "emphasize competence, process and
use rather than deficiency and to explore the different roles that literacy plays
in the lives of different people" (p. 30). The interview investigated students' life

circumstances, educational and employment backgrounds, social networks,
community involvement, reasons for seeking further education, ways they use
literacy, and conceptions about it. Literacy was assessed by giving students a
range of co ntextualized tasks to choose from (reading real-world materials and
passages written by other literacy students).

Although we liked many aspects of this approach, we questioned the
feasibility of detailed individual interviews with students whose English was
minimal and were concerned that interviews would be too time consuming and

cumbersome. Further, we were hesitant about asking personal questions,
fearing the process might seem intrusive and reinforce a power differential
between interviewer and interviewee. Most importantly, we wanted to ensure
that assessment contribute to, rather than detract from or interfere with instruction. We came up with an initial plan to develop three kinds of assessment
tools designed as in-class activities for the beginning and end of each cycle: (a)
a series of activities and questions designed to get at the kind of information in

Lytle's intake interview, but geared toward classes as a whole rather than
toward individual students; (b) a collection of thematically organized readings with

highly relevant content selected both from student writings and published
sources at a range of levels of difficulty from which students could choose; (c)
a set of pictures about learning situations to catalyze writing which would become

the basis for exploring student conceptions about education as well as provide
writing samples. Our original idea was that we would begin and end each cycle
with the same activities, assessing how students' reading, writing, and ideas
about education changed.
As soon as we started to develop and use these activities, however, it became
clear that it was unmalistic to view them as pm -and post-cycle tools. Just doing the
activities (e.g., writing about the learning pictures) became an extended instructional unit in itself, sometimes taking weeks; the process of collecting appropriate

readings took months, and teachers wanted to use the collection as a teaching
resource rather than limit its use to assessment. Further, each group of students
responded differently. In some cases, students became very in volved, and in others,
they saw the activity as an interruption of what they were already doing. In short,
our notion of a uniform set of activities to be used with all classes at the beginning
and end of each cycledid not correspond to the reality of the teaching situations; the

separation between assessment and instruction seemed artificial.
At the same time that we were trying to develop these formal tools as a group,
some interesting things were happening informally in the classrooms. Loren s
students were writing dialogue jou mats and collectingother writingsin portfolios;

Andy developed a newsletter for reporting on ongoing classroom activities;
Madeline was keeping her own journal of accounts of classroom acti vides; Charo's
class began posted accomplishments lists; at Ann's si te, students were participa ting
in evaluations of their own learning, of their teachers, and of the program. Each site
was developing evaluation processes that emerged from its particular context. It
became clear that rather than strive to find one uniform tool to fit all classes, we
needed to find a range of context-specific, variable ways to assess different groups.

Thus, like others, we concluded that an alternative evaluation system "must be
diverse enough to meet the needs of a variety of populations" (Berglund, 1789/90,
p. 34). To do this, such a system should include a set of guiding principles, a range of
evaluation tools that teachers could select from,and a processof ongoing donnneittation The

next pages will describe each of these.
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Guiding Principles: What Characterizes Alternative Evaluation?
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It's contextualized, context-specific, a nd variab le. Literacy is seen as a sociocultural activity rather than as a collection of discrete decontextualized skills.
Assessment is therefore situated in real-life contexts, in relation to particular

tasks, strategies, and purposes. It focuses on how students read and write
particular kinds of texts in specific contexts and how they use what they've
learned in their everyday lives (see Lytle, 1988, p. 4). The particular forms that
assessment takes can vary accordingly.

II

4

ft's qualitative. It involves reflective description, attempting to capture the
complexity and richness o f if teracy learning, rather than reducing it to numbers.
It looks at metacogrtitive and affective factors includingleamers' conceptions of
reading and writing and how they feel about changes in their lives. The ability
to use literacy to make changes and take action are valued over test results.

It's process-oriented. Rather than focus only on end-results, it is concerned
with how and why learners develop.

It's ongoing and integrated with instruction. Evaluation continues
throughout instruction, "serving a variety of purposes including self-assessment, placement, program monitoring, materials selection, curriculum design,
teaching" (Ly tie,1988, p.4), rather than consisting only of formal pretesting and

posttesting. Teachers are an integral part of this process so that it can inform
instruction. As Sauve (1987) says, "on-going evaluation helps us to respond to
current needs rather than those which have become no longer relevant"(p. 59).

It's supportive.lt focuses on students' strengths rather than weaknesseson
what they can do not what they can't do. Choice is built in so that students can
select texts they are able to read and tasks they want to participate in.
It's done with students not to them. Evaluation is done in students' interests
rather than only to meet funders' needs. Students are "active participants, coinvestigators i n determiningand describing their own literacy practices, strengths
and strategies" (Lytle,1988,p. 3). They may participate in choosing or designing

evaluation tools and evaluating themselves, and results of assessment are
shared with them. As they take on responsibility for documenting and reflecting
on their own progress, the burden shifts off teachers; students become subjects
rather than objects of evaluation.
It'stwo-way. Students participate in evaluating notonly their own progress, but
teacher and program dynamics as well. By evaluating each other, teachers and
students take mutual responsibility; many perspectives are included in evaluation.

It's open-ended. It leaves room for and values the unexpected, instead of
predetermining all acceptable ou tcomes. Unpredictable outcomes count and credit
is given for achievements that might otherwise go unnoticed (Balliro,1989).

A Tool Kit of Assessment Procedures
Starting up. The first group of assessment tools may be used as intake or start-

up activities; they provide baseline data about what students can already do
with language and literacy, how they think about it, and what they may want
to do with it. We integrated many of the following into instruction rather than
using them as one-on-one preinstruclion placement tools.
4, Informal interviews
Language and literacy inventories
Task-oriented oral language assessment
Reading samples
4, Writing samples
4, Coal-setting activities
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Along the way .The second group are ongoing in-class activities to document
teaming as it takes place; they are integrated into instruction on a regular basis.
Charts/checklists
Journals
Group journals
Posted journals
Portfolios
Class accomplishments
Anecdotes

Looking Back. The third are activities that involve reflecting on learning,
teaching, curriculum and program design at the end of a cycle; they often
involve the elicitation of both teachers' and students' perceptions.
Peer interviews
Student-teacher conferences
Review and repetition of earlier tasks
Student self-evaluations
Class evaluations
Program evaluations

Starting Up:
Interviews and
Inventories

Initial encotinters with students should be genuine exchanges of information

designed to set students at ease, gather information useful for curriculum
development, give students a sense of the philosophy of the program, and
respond to their questions and concerns. The purpose should be to find out not

only about students' oral language, but also about their uses and views of
language and literacy, their goals and their needs. There are a number of ways

to do this: informal interviews using some of the questions that follow on
pages116-118, in-depth language inventories, and task-based activities (like
responding to a problem-posing code).
Ascertain language proficiency holistically. General impressions about
ability to understand questions, and answer them in minimal/ elaborated ways,
pronunciation, control of gran rear, etc., should be noted after the interview.
The interviewer should write as link as possible during the interview to set the
student at ease.
Use both languages. Since one purpose of the interview is to gather substan-

tive information, a bilingual person should be present at the interview if
possible and the student's first language should be used as needed. The
interview should be conducted in English as far as possible to ascertain English

proficiency, changing to the first language later in order to find out about
students' contexts for Ll vs. L2 usage, views, interests, and needs.
Go with the flow. For the interview to be authentically communicative, it is
important that the interviewer NOT stick rigidly to a format, but rather explore
and follow up on interesting issues as they arise.

Be flexible about groupings. There is no reason to stick to a one-on-one
format: Small groups of students can be involved in intake discussions or
problem-posing tasks or even in interviews of each other.
Don't try to cover too much. In our experience, the first encounter may touch
on only a few of the areas suggested here and others may become content for
early class discussions or be integrated into instruction through catalyst activities. In particular, questions about Ll and L2 usage can become student research
activities;questions about schooling in the homeland can be the basis for in-class
cultural comparison.

Respect privacy and give students choice. Because students may be uncomfortable with certain questions, it is important to stress that they should feel free
not to answer.
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Make communication two-way. The interviewer should share information
about him or herself when appropriate to establish a communicative atmosphere.
For example, if both the student and the interviewer have babies, they might talk
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about that.
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Why: Intake should be viewed as a two-way process in which students
and staff are introduced to each other. Its purpose is not just to expedite
placement, but also to get a sense of what students want to do, put them

at ease, and set the tone for learning. The process should reflect a
participatory approach, emphasizing students' strengths by giving them
plenty of opportunity to demonstrate what they can do (not just what they
can't do); it must be communicative and interactive.
What: The content of placement tests and intake interviews sends a
message to students about what literacy and language are. If tests stress
decontextualized word lists, sound-symbol correspondences, and filling
out forms, they send the message that literacy is a mechanical process,
divorced from any meaningful relationship to students' lives. If, onthe other
hand, a range of text types, formats, and tasks are included, with interesting, semantically whole texts _hat are relevant to students' lives and allow

for student input, a more organic, holistic view of literacy is projected.
Students should be able to respond to a selection of graphics, forms, and
excerpts from authentic texts (e.g., newspapers, magazines) representing
real uses for literacy.
How:T he format of intake also sends a message to students about how
they are viewed as learners. There is an implicit power differential between
students and staff that the intake process can either reinforce orchallenge.
It is important that the interview not be a rigidly controlled, lock-step procedure that sticks to a pre-determined format and gives students the sense

that they are being judged. Rather, students must be given a sense of
control and choice: They should be invited to select which items they want
to respond to and how they want to respond. For example, they might be
presented with a f ew short passages of varying content and difficulty (in
either English or their first language) and asked which they would like to

read. Questions should relate the readings to the students' lives, and
students should be given options in responding (L1 or English, orally or in

writing). Display questions (where the interviewer already knows the
answer and is testing the students' knowledge) should be avoided in favor
of real questions (where the student is providing new information to the

interviewer). Invasive questions (like "How many people live in your
house?") should be avoided since students may wonder whether this
information will be used against them as it often is by authorities, thus
immediately putting them on the defensive. Students should have time to
ask questions about the program.

Who: Teachers should be involved in intake wherever possible. It is
difficult to accurately gauge language level and appropriate placement
solely through quantitative, "objective" measures; the subjective judgement necessary for accurate assessment requires the professional skill of
teachers. In addition, teacher participation in intake insures that information gathered through intake can inform curriculum development. Ideally,
a bilingual teacher or a team of teacher and bilingual aide team can do
intake, allowing for the possibility of assessing first language literacy. If this
is not possible, substantive information gathered in intake should be made

available to teachers so it can be used for placement and curriculum
development.
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Possible Interview Questions
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(adapted for ESL students from Lytle et al.'s (1986) intake conference)
These questions should be seen as guidelines to eliciting the type of information that is useful, but the information itself may be generated more successfully
through in-class activities like those described in Chapter 4 of this book.

Students' background
MI,

_

Where are you from?
What was your first language?
What other languages do you speak?
* Do you have family here?
Do you have children? How many? Do you have pictures with you?
How old are they? What are their names? Are they with you in the U.S.?
Where do they go to school? What grades are they in? Are they in bilingual
classes?
[Here the interviewer might also want to share family pictures. By this point, the
interviewer should already have a sense of the student's oral English proficiency.'

Employment
Did you work in your country? What kind of work did you do?
*Do you work here?
[If not: Do you want to work? What kind of work do you want to do?
[If yes]: What kind of work do you do? Do you like it? Do you want to get
another kind of job? What kind of a job?
Do you do work that you're not paid for (church /community /childcare)?

Education
* Did you go to school in your country? For how long?
Do most people in your country go to school?
* Did your parents go to school?
What are schools like in your country?
Have you gone to any other classes or schools in the U.S.?
Are you teaching anyone anything now(sewing/driving/ sports)?
Are you teaching your children your first language? What else are you
teaching them?
Why did you decide to come to English class now?
What kinds of things would you like to learn here?
What do you hope to do with better English? How do you think learning
to read and write in English will change your life?
How do you think your family will feel as your English gets better?
Conceptions about literacy
Do most people know how to read and write in your country?
How is reading taught in your country?
Reading:
Do you like to read? Why/why not?
Do you read at home? What do you read? When do you read?
What language or languages do you read in?
What kinds of things do you read in your first language? in English?
Do you read at work? What kinds of things do you read?
Is it easy or hard for you to read in your first language? in English?
Do you think you are a good reader? Why/why not?
What is the hardest thing about learning to read in English for you?
Do you know anyone who is a good reader? What makes tha t person a good
reader? (Simpler wording: Who is a good reader? Why?)

Writing:
Do you like to write? Why /why not?
Do you write at home? What do you write? When do you write?
What language or languages do you write in?
What kinds of things do you write in each language?
Making Meaning, Making Change 4 117
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Do you think you are a good writer? Why/ why not?
What is the hardest thing about learning to write for you?
Do you know someone who is a good writer? What makes that person a
good writer? What does that person do?
Support systems:
What do you do when you have trouble reading or writing something?
4 Does anyone help you? Who?
Do you help anyone with reading and writing? Who?
Do you think it's important to read and write in both your first language
and in English?
Do you want to work on your first language reading and writing?
Do you want your kids to learn to read and write in your first language?
Needs:
What do you need English for? How do you want to use it?
What do you want to do with it?

Inventory of Uses of Language and Literacy
Students can participate in open-ended research about language and literacy
use in their lives, doing tasks like listing all the things they read or write in one
day, or listing all the kinds of written materials in each language in their house;
alternatively, questionnaires like this one can be used to guide student research,
or checklists with pictures can be used to survey language use contexts.
What do you already know how to read/use in English? What do you want
to learn to read?
Already know Want to learn
phone book
bills
labels on medicine bottles
letters from friends
newspaper
menus
poetry
dictionary
Help Wanted ads
ads for housing
Bible
children's books
movie schedules
material for work
directions for using things
notes and notices from school
stories
other

What do you already know how to write in English? What do you want to
learn to write?
Already know Want to learn
letters
notes to school
diary
poetry and stories
homework
forms and applications
checks
things for work
other
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What kinds of written material are there in your house?

0

BE DRS icpactio

_children's books
_dictionaries
_magazines and comics
_newspapers
_notes from school
letters
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_TV guides
_cook books and home repair guides
literature: novels, poetry

_official papers
_religious books
other

Reading and Writing Samples
This sequence is adapted from Lytle et al. (1986) and from formats used in our

program.
Quick check. This is to get a preliminary sense of basics. It might include a
simple application form (name, address, phone number, hours available for
English class, etc.). The interviewer can help if the student has trouble. The
interviewer can go on to check contextualized sight words (in photos of signs or
labels), judging whether to continue with the writing samples based on this.

Reading selection. A range of authentic materials in the student's first
language and English can be spread out on the table(e.g., newspaper, magazine,
children's book, driver's manual, comic, greeting card, photon° vella, poem,
brochure, report card, announcement about classes). Students should be asked
if they would like to read any of these or parts of them; after reading and talking
about them, they should be asked which other ones (or what else) they would
like to work on in class.

Writing selection. The student should be asked to choose one writing task
from a range: making a quick grocery list, writing a note telling a child's teacher
that the child is sick, taking a phone message, fillingout a check or an application
for housing, writing a postcard to a friend.

Reading whole texts. Students should be shown a packet of short texts on a

variety of themes including some written by other literacy students. The
interviewer may have a few packets at different levels, showing only the one
deemed appropriate for that student. The texts should be semantically whole,
with content related to students' lives. Students sh 'uld be asked which text they
want to read and asked how they want to read it (silently or aloud; together or
alone) or if they want to listen only. Retelling and discussion can be either in the
student's first or second language. Questions might include: Why did you pick
this story? What was it about? Did it remind you of anything in your own life?
Do you have any questions about it? Was there anything special you liked or
didn't like about it? Teachers can note which text students chose, and how they
read and responded to it (literal comprehension, inference, reacting to ideas,
relating to personal experience, evaluating).

Writing whole texts. Students should be given a catalyst for writing their
own stories; it might be the texts they have ju st read or a picture(like the learning

pictures described on p. 49 or a photo they have). Again, they can be given a
choice of writing in their first or second language.
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One of the most important ways to develop student participation in curriculum development and evaluation is by structuring ritualized procedures, built
in on a regular daily, weekly or monthly basis, for collecting and reflecting on
student work. These activities give participants immediate feedback about the
effectiveness of learning and teaching, allowing adjustments to be made along the
way; in addition, they provide a basis for reviewing progress at the end of the cycle.

In-class goal-setting activities. Early classes can focus on tasks designed to
elicit student conceptions about language learning, student-teacher roles, and
student and teacher goals for the class. Many of the activities described in
Chapter 4 can be used in this way. In addition, "The English Class" (Unit I,
Lesson 3 of ESL for Action, Auerbach and Wallerstein, 1987) includes activities
to generate discussion about reasons for studying English, attitudes toward
tang 'age learning, and a model for ongoing evaluation of each lesson. Andy
deve oped a lesson (Nash, ;989) based on group responses to it's easy to learn
when
It's hard to learn when
7 From this, a set of class resolutions
emerged as the basis for evaluation.

Action evaluations. Once students have addressed a problem through
individual or group action (like testifying at a funding hearing, dealing with
issues of family or classroom dynamics), they can reflect on what happened with
dialogue questions like: What happened? How did you feel about it? Why did
it happen this way? What might you do differently next time? What new issues
have arisen from this action?

Charts /checklists. Students can make charts reflecting what they can and
can't do, do and don't like, want and don't want to team. These can be done
individually or as a group, daily, weekly or monthly. East End Literacy (1990)
and Nunan (1988) include a range of checklist formats that can be adapted for
particular groups or students. The following questions are adapted from a
format suggested by Nunan (1988, p. 134):

This week studied
This week learned
This week liked
This week didn't like:
This week used my English in these places:
This week spoke with these people:
This week had difficulties with
I would like to know/work on
My learning and practicing plans for next week are

Individual student journals. Journals can be used for assessmen t in a number
of ways. Balliro (1989) suggests building in 15 minutes at the end of each class
in which the teacher and students each write journal entries. Students can reflect

on their own learning, assess their progress using English, and report on
accomplishments, writing about reactions to classroom experiences, interactions using English outside of class, family interactions, of anything else that is
on their minds. As they develop, journals provide concrete evidence of students'
progress. Teachers can evaluate them in terms of criteria like range of topics/

content, elaboration of ideas (including use of details, examples, depth of
analysis, emotional force, etc.), length of entries, grammatical development
(specific forms 'ike tense markers, fragments, etc.) and coherence as well as in
terms of students' own perspective on their learning. Students can use them for

self-evaluation by reading and responding to the finished products, noting
changes and areas needing work.
Thegroup journal. Sauve (1987) describes a group process whereby everyone

contributes reflections at the end of each class in response to questions like,
''W ha t happened today? What did we do today? What did we learn today?" This
provides a sense of the differing perspectives in the group, forces the group to
name what they have done, and encourages collective responsibility. I t can be done
as an LEA activity; journals can be collected as a class history.
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The posted journal. Charo 's class used an evaluation procedure that involved
posting a sheet of newsprint in class with the word "Accomplishments" at the
top and two columns, one called "In Class" and the other called "Out of Class".
Whenever anyone had something to report that they felt good about, they wrote
it on the list.

Class newsletters. Andy developed a class newsletter in which she summa-

rized the activities of the week as a vehicle for mfkcting on learning and
discussing accomplishments. She included points covered in the lessons (grammar, readings, etc.), reports on class discussions, attendance, and accounts of
individual students' problems or achievements. The newsletter served a number

of functions, from reviewing lesson content, to becoming a reading text, to
catalyzing action about class issues (like attendance), to documenting the
progress of the class and becoming an evaluation tool. See "Our Class: A Weekly
Literacy Ritual" in Talking Shop (Nash, et al., in press).

Portfolios. Student writing can be collected in individual portfolios that
include everything from informal free-writing assignments to all the drafts of
each piece from the beginning to the end of the cycle. These become records of
development that both teachers and students evaluate periodically or at the end
of the cycle. Students then see concrete representations of their own growth and
they can be asked to comment on changes they note. Teachers can look for
development of spelling, grammar, coherence, organization, elaboration of
ideas, etc.

Anecdotes
Hemmingdinger (1988) identifies anecdotes as an important tool for legiti-

mating the many ways that literacy changes students' lives. It defines an
anecdote as "an account of someone, describing what you noticed about the
student in the beginning and how the student has changed since then"(p.128).
These stories describe changes that don't show up in direct paper-and-pencil
assessment procedures, including affective changes in self-confidence, openness,
group participation, ability to make a living, etc. In a participatory approach, they
go beyond personal changes to include the ability to use literacy to address social
problems: to work with others to make changes in family and community life.
Anecdotes serve two functions. First, they provide valuable feedback to the
learner; because of this, they should be written with the learner in mind, using
language that is accessible and content that can be shared. Second, they are a
means of reporting changes to others in a systematic format. To accomplish
these goals, East End Literacy suggests that anecdotes have two components,
one that is descriptive and another that is analytical. The former tells the story
of the incident indicating change, comparing the student before and after. The
latter entails labeling or categorizing changes to provide a schema for documenting them. This is Not a Test: A Kit for New Readers (East End Literacy, 1990)

describes in detail how to identify, keep track of, and summarize changes. !t
suggests a format in which the description is written on the right hand side of
the page with corresponding categories of changes listed alongside them in the
left margin. Categories of change can be summarized at the end of a collection
of anecdotes with short phrases providing examples of each category.

The content of categoriesdeciding what counts as changewill vary
depending on program objectives. Categories listed on the following pages are
adapted and expanded from Hemmingdinger (1988); East End Literacy (1990);
Isserlis and Filipek (1988); and Ball iro (1989). The same factors used to analyze
anecdotes can be applied in categorizing information yielded by other assess-

ment tools (interviews, reading/writing samples, student journals, group
journals, class accomplishments, etc.). The checklist format presented here is
one way to capture changes graphically. The particular categories of change
included here are by no means exhaustive; they should be seen as examples of
possible markers of change. Categories should vary according to program and
student goals. Each checklist should be specific to the learning context in which
it is used!
Making Meaning, Making Change

13u

121

Progress Checklist

BE Duns *Son SU

Name

Date
Before
cycle

Personal, affective changes:
feeling safe, feeling at ease
willing to take risks
longer attention span
A ability to identify personal

I

learning goals
ability to address personal problems
other

Social changes In the
classroom/among peers:
increased self-direction of learning
increased participation
self-monitoring of participation
ability to help and support peers
ability to express opinion or disagree
ability to take on new roles (leadership)
4 ability to reflect on classroom dynamics
other

Social changes outside the classroom:
participation in community activities,
organizations
increased responsibility
social networking
using community resources
assisting, supporting peers
other

Changes In relation to children's

scho rag:

more support at home
more contact with school
advocacy on children's behalf
participation in parent groups
other

Changes In writing
mechanics (letter formation,
spelling, etc.)
length of written pieces
ability to generate ideas
A ability to draft and revise
elaboration of ideas
organization
ability to write about personal
experience
ability to write analytically
A other
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During
cycle

End of
cycle

Before
cycle
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During
cycle

End of

cycle

Changes In reading
predicting
using prior knowledge
skimming, previewing
using context
guessing
sound/letter/word identification
awareness of strategies
ability to relate reading to personal
experience
critical reading
other

Changes In oral language use
comprehension
ability to ask for clarification
clarity of pronunciation
immediacy of response
length of utterances
taking the initiative
taking risks
ability to express opinions
ability to question/challenge
other

Metacognitive changes
awareness of progress/goals
awareness of reading/writing processes
ability to monitor and choose strategies
ability to ask for assistance
ability to make choices about
language use
other

Changes In uses of literacy
functional uses in specific contexts
consumer choice
employment
housing
banking/money
health care
using literacy for personal expression
using literacy in family interactions
using literacy for learning
using literacy for advocacy
increased independence in literacy use
using literacy to understand social context
using literacy to question and challenge
other
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The following activities for the end of the cycle invite students and teachers
to reflect on what they have and haven't accomplished; again students should
have the option of doing these in either English or their first language.
Peer interviews. Students can interview each other using questions they have
generated collectively. These may be framed in terms of initial goals or more
general questions like "What are the most important things you learned in this
class? What can you do now that you couldn't do before? What changes have
you made since you began this class? What did you like most about this class?
What should be changed about the class?" Students can report each other's
answers to the whole group and compare impressions.

Student-teacher conferences. Students and teachers can use the same questions they started with at intake, comparing before and after responses.
Review and repetition of earlier tasks. Students can review their portfolios,
journals, and coursework to see changes. They can repeat reading and writing
sample tasks and compare results; this can be done individually, with peers, or
with the teacher.
Student self-evaluations. Students can use chart, checklist or narrative writing
formats to evaluate their own learning. If they used checklists to identify goals,
interests, and needs earlier, they can comeback to these and determine whether
their goals have been met and what they still need to work on. See Nunan (1988,
pp.131-134).

Class evaluations. Students can be invited to provide feedback about the
class either during or at the end of a cycle. Because students are often reluctant

to express negative feelings or criticism, questions should be impersonal;
students can be asked to write anonymousevaluations or work in groups so that

no individual's ideas are identified. In addition, it helps to have specific
questions about what participants disliked or would change. For a beginning
class, Ann used questions like "How do you usually feel in class? Is the class too
easy or difficult for you? What could improve the class?" At a higher level, she

asked, "What kind of atmosphere did you expect to find in classes before you
came? What did you find that you didn't expect to find? What didn't you find
that you expected to find? In what situations did you use what you learned in
the class? What were the games you learned the most from?"

Program evaluation. Students from various classes can come together to
discuss programmatic issues like class structure, content, use of the native
language, childcare, scheduling, class size, groupings, and funding concerns.
Ann Cason details the processes and benefits of this kind of evaluation in Talking
Shop ("All-Program Evaluations ").

Teacher Research: Ongoing Documentation Procedures
Finally, teachers can document their own curriculum development pmcesses
through the following:
Retroactive lesson plans
Teachers' journals
Tape recordings
Monthly reports
Minutes of meetings

The cornerstone of qualitative evaluation is documenting what is happening
in the classroom as it happens. As Johnston (1989, p. 509) says,
Central to this approach is the teacher's ability to know the students,
and to notice and record their development in a variety of areas...the
ability to set the conditions for and to notice patterns of activity and
changes in those patterns is at the heart of the teacher's evaluative
skill.
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This kind of evaluation provides the context within which to understand
students' progress, the basis for curriculum decision-making, and a record of
changes that can become data for further analysis. Thus, teachers become
researchers of their own classrooms.
Both the process and the product of documenting curriculum development
serve important functions. Since documentation is done in an open-ended,
descriptive waycollecting and recording data without predetermining what
to look for (as in ethnographic research)the process itself becomes a vehicle for
listening to and valuing the unexpected. It enables the teacher to stand back
from the immediate moment and reflect on it, which, in turn, may lead to new
insights about patterns and issues. Just by writing or talking about what is
happening in their classes, teachers gain new understandings of why it is
happening and what to do next.
Very often, however, insights about what is happening don't come until
much later. It may not be clear how to use information as it is being gathered.
Thus, the ongoing accounts can serve a retroactive function, becoming "data"
for future reflection; they provide invaluable information as recorded histories
of class cycles, student progress, and teacher thinking. Teachers in our project,
for example, collected teaching materials, student writings, notes, and journallike descriptions of particular teaching cycles. While they were in the middle of
the cycles, they had one perspective on them, but when they wrote about them
later, their perspectives changed: "Putting our experiences down on paper, we
have been forced to reflect on them as we may not have previously done. in this
way, we've learned not only from each others' writings but from our own as
well" (Nash et al., in press). Likewise, it was the cumulative, detailed documentation of day to day activities, discussions, and student work that provided the
data for the analyt is which has emerged in writing this curriculum guide. There
are many forms of .locumentation ranging from very structured and schematic
to open-ended and flexible. Some that we have used are described on the next
pages.
etroactive lesson plan forms. A uniform format for keeping track of acti vities and student reactions to them can be used on a daily or weekly basis. We
started with a documentation chart with columns for noting where themes came
from (catalysts), how they were developed (tools/activities), how language
work was incorporated, what new issues emerged, and teacher's reflections.
Although teachers in our project felt it was artificial and inhibited rich description, others might find it useful, particularly in moving from a traditional to a
participatory approach.

Teachers' journals. Teachers in our project felt that journals were a more
organic way of documenting day to day classroom interactions. They are more
open-ended and personal. Journal entries, taken together, become a kind of
history of the development of the curriculum as well as a record of particular
events. While they at first seem time-consuming, the payoff is worthwhile, as
Lucille Fandel (one of my graduate students at the time) writes here (personal
communication, May, 1990):
Taking time to keep a journal after every class made a qualitative
difference in my teaching, helped that lessons flow better. Before, I'd
do a lesson plan based on how much we'd "covered" of my previous

plan. With my journaling I've found that I remember significant
things that happen (often very fast, in a fleeting way) in class. This
way I can pick up on them. They are the "stuff" of people's lives/of
our personal interactions/of their evaluations of the class or of their
own progress. Joumaling has helped me see more clearly where the
"flow" is going.
Family literacy teachers kept journals in which they described activities,
student reactions, issues, or concerns that arose for them, their own reactions or
reflections about the interactions, and ideas for future lessons.
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Tape recording. Taping classroom interactions can provide raw data for future
analysis. Madeline used tape recording for the purpose of monitoring small group
discussions to get a senseof how one group was doing while she was working with
another. Listening to the tapes revealed both interesting student issues and areas for
language work. She shared the tapes with the whole class in the form of transcriptions. Thus, students could themselves reflecton the interactions.exploringboth the
content and linguistic aspects together. In this way, the documentation fed into
instruction and sbidents were involved in the analysis.

We also used tapes to compare reactions to materials and activities. When
teachers used the same code to generate dialogue about homework, Andy taped
each class on the day it was used and transcribed the tapes as a basis for teachers to
analyze and compare responses. Since each group reacted differently depending on
how the lesson was introduced and who the students were, the transcription
enabled teachers to see concretely how the context shaped dialogue.
Monthly reports. Summaries of the month's activities provide an overview
of activities, accomplishments, and issues for groups. The process of writing
these reports can be a framework for reflection, a time for teachers to think about
what they've done and where they're going. The reports can also provide a place

to communicate problems, needs, and concerns to program administration.
Depending on the point in program development, these might address questions about recruitment, intake, students, classroom activities, critical incidents
or anecdotes, new insights, ideas, or issues (what you've learned about your
own teaching, reflections, goals, chall enges). It is also helpful to include examples

of materials, student work, journal entries, and retroactive lesson plans.
Minutes of meetings. There are several limitations to these forms of documentation done by individual teachers. First, they take more time than many
teachers have. Second, while each may reflect what's happening in particular
classes, separately they may be fragmented and fall short of reflecting the
broader picture for a project. Third, because by nature they are the result of an
individual process, they preclude the kind of insight that comes from collective

analysis. Thus, the dialogue that takes place in teacher meetings and the
recording of that dialogue through minutes are central to the curriculum
development and evaluation process The meetings provide a framework for
the development of a "community of knowledgeable peers" (Balliro,1989) and
a context for the program-based practitioner research called for by Lytle (1988).
The minutes provide a detailed, sequential docu men to tion of what transpires in
this process; they become the thread that ties together individual accounts.

Putting it All Together: A Context-Specific
Approach to Evaluation
Although the system of evaluation proposed here isn't neatly packaged into
a ready-made sequence, we hope it will be useful as programs construct their
own evaluation schemes. Specifically, we hope that its rationale and principles
can help to challenge demands for standardized testing and to justify qualitative
approaches to evaluation, that the "tool ki t" can be a resource as programs select
and adapt tools for their own contexts, and that the documentation processes
will help teachers gather information that is useful for their own curriculum
development as well as for reporting to others (administrators and funders).
Most importantly, however, the results of this kind of evaluation will help to
develop the field of adult education. As more and more practitioners document,
analyze, and share what they're doing, our collective understanding of what
does and doesn't work will grow so that research that comes from inside the
classroom will become the basis for constructing and extending our knowledge
about adult learning.
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From the body of data gathered following the processes outlined in Chapter
8, we were able to make a number of generalizations about adult ESL teaching

and learning that have implications for the field as a whole. Specifically,
findings from our work suggest the following:
When the content of ESL literacy instruction is related to student? lives,
both the quantity and quality of their reading and writing increase significantly. In some cases, student writing doubled when the focus shifted from
deco ntex tualized skills and grammar work to social-contextual issues (daycare,
immigration, etc.). Even the lowest level students were capable of sophisticated
conceptual analysis when literacy work centered on meaning rather than form.
Thus, a bottom-up view of literacy acquisition that limits beginning students to

decoding, decontextualized skills and functional language use may impede
language and literacy development.
If reading, writing, speaking, and grammar are integrated, rather than being

separated as isolated skills, students are able to perform conceptually and
linguistically more sophisticated tasks. When instruction was organized around
content rather than skills, students were able to develop ideas through a variety

of modes (conversation, reading, and writing), resulting in richer, more meaningful language use. When grammar was taught in isolation, students often had
difficulty internalizing rules and transferring them to other contexts. Thus,
when grammar instruction is embedded in content-based, meaning-making
tasks, it seems to be easier for students to monitor, internalize, and transfer
appropriate usage.

Interest and engagement are greaterwhen students are involved in determining the content of the curriculum. Our students were often more responsive to
themes that they had identified than to those introduced by the teacher; in some
cases, they responded better to texts they had written than to texts with similar
content written by someone else. Even for teacher-identified issues, students
were more engaged if they had a choice about pursuing them.
Students are interested in a broad range of issues and literacy uses beyond
functional or survival topics. The diversity of topics that emerged in our project

indicates that adult ESL students want more than a narrow life skills focus. In
particular, it shows that bilingual parents may want to address a variety of
concerns in addition to those related directly to their children's schooling or
literacy acquisition.
The quality of students' reading and writing increases when they are presented as social, collaborative processes rather than individual ones. When

students worked together, they were often able to read and write longer, more
conceptually complex and linguistically sophisticated pieces. Through the

group process, they were able to use literacy to make changes outside the
classroom. This finding suggests that peer learning serves an important function in literacy acquisition and raises questions about pmgrams based solely on
one-to-one tutoring.
Attendance, retention, and students' responsibility for their own learning
increase when they are involved in decision-making. When teachers brought

issues of classroom dynamics, curriculum choices, and evaluation to students
(as content for literacy work), there were significant changes in their attitudes
and participation. They were able to monitor and change personal and gmup
learning patterns.
Use of the first language can be a powerful tool for second language, literacy,
and conceptual development. In contrast to the prevalent view that ESL ac-

quisition is facilitated by using English only, our work suggests that selective
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instruction, we were able to reach a population of students who had previously
been excluded. Further, by giving ESL students choices about language use,
both the conceptual level of their literacy work and the quality of what they
produced in English were enhanced. Thus, for many students, using the first
language as a bridge facilitates the acquisition of English. Finally, when s tuden ts

are involved in reflecting on and making language choices, they become
monitors of their own language use.
(
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What Made It Possible?
Looking back at our own experience, we identified three key factors that
made it possible for students to achieve as much as they did and for teachers to
make the innovations and reach the conclusions presented in this book.
First was the atmosphereof inquiry and experimentation that permeated the project.

Rather than starting with givens, we approached our work openly, constantly
trying new things and analyzing what did or didn't work. No one defined from
the outside what teachers should be doing; instead teachers had the freedom to
investigate content, methods, tools, and activities with students.
Second was the structure for teacher-sharing. Instituting a regular, legitimated
tine o and place for raising concerns, getting feedback, and reflecting collectively
on what was happening in classrooms served a number of functions. As a form

of staff development, it allowed for cross-fertilization between classes, with
teachers learning from each other, taking ideas from one context and applying
them in another. Teachers became their own best resources in generating

curriculum material. Tr. ver-sharing also provided a support system for
teachers. By sharing doubts, problems and successes, they were able to energize
each other and combat the isolation that teachers so often feel. Most importantly
from a research perspective, teacher-sharing provided a way to generalize from
individual experience; as teachers examined and compared findings from one

context to another, they gained a broader perspective on their own practice,
identified patterns. and moved toward generalizations.
Third was the fact that we applied the same participatory principles to our work as

a group that we used in our teaching. Just as teacher-student roles get redefined
in a participatory classroom, we gradually moved toward equalizing our roles
within the project staff. We tried to make decisions together, identify topics for
training together, and construct our collective knowledge together. We shifted
toward sharing responsibility for dissemination and conference presentations.
Several of our publications were the result of attempts at participatory production. While this process was uneven and we may not ever have reached our goal
of becoming fully participatory, the fact that we had this goal enabled participants to voice their concerns and see struggles for an equalization of roles as

legitimate. It gave us a standard against which to measure our practice as a
group and ensured that there was a forum for talking about issues of participation
and dr'cision- making.

Implications for the Future: Making the Transition
to a Participatory Approach
While the approach we have outlined in this bookis a powerful one, it clearly
requires a great deal of time and energy. For teachers, the biggest concern is
often that it sounds like too much work! In reading this guide, you may very well
feel overwhelmed and wonder where to start or how to deal with administrators

who don't share the perspectives presented here. These are realistic concerns
that shouldn't be minimized; the following suggestions may help in addressing
them.
First, rather than throwing out everything you're comfortable with and
seeing this approach as a complete change from past practice, it may make more
sense to begin by building bridges between what you're already doing and
what's new to you. Teachers, like students, need to mix the old with the new.
Chapter 1 presented an example of a lesson in which students were asked to
respond to a school flyer listing ways that they should help their children with
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homework. In that lesson, Loren asked the students to look at the flyer critically,
addressing questions like:
Which of these things do you already do?
Which of these things would you like to do?
Which do you think are ridiculous, unrealistic or impossible?

0 What do you already do that's not listed here?
You might want to ask the same questions about this book, starting by
examining your existing practice. Ask yourself what you are already doing that
works well (identifying what seems to get the most/least student response), and
figure out why. Further, you can find commonali ties between the two approaches:
Examine what you are already doing that is similar to something you read about

in this guide and by to build on that. Then you can begin experimenting with
new ideas on a limited basis. You might do nothing but record issues that you
identify through conscious listening, building a core of topics for future exploration; or you might experiment with finding themes using the methods
described in Chapter 4. Or you might choose one theme that is obviously "hot"

and develop a curriculum unit around it (including a code or other tools
described inChapter5). The point is to start small, making the transition to anew
approach gradually. In this process, it may be helpful to keep a journal in which

you record issues as they come up, write observations, and evaluate the new
things you try.
Second, you can begin establishing a support network. Since the teacher's

role is one of posing rather than solving problems, you don't have to do
everything alone: Your students and your colleagues are partner sin the process.
This means working with students to figure out themes,activi ties, and directions.
Once you share this process with them and stop feeling that you have to be the
source of all knowledge and direction, the burden is lightened. Teachers often

say that when they realize that they don't have to be the authority in the
classroom who solves every problem and has answers to every question, they
feel relieved. Your co-w orkers are an invaluable resource; teachers can exchange

ideas for catalysts, materials, exercises, and ways of dealing with students'
issues or class dynamics.
Third, it is helpful to know that the process of finding themes and using tools
becomes routine in a relatively short time. Issues begin to spring up everywhere
once you're tuned in to them. As you develops core collection of authentic texts
and sources of photographs like those listed in Additional Resources, it's not
hard to find relevant materials. But most importantly, once you become familiar
with a few basic processes (linking reading to students' experiences, developing
codes, guiding dialogue, writing collaboratively, going through the stages of the
writing process, developing class newsletters, etc.), responding to issues as they
arise becomes second nature. The key is having the conceptual framework: the
understanding that content must come from and go back to students' lives.
Finally, once this process begins, it starts to have its own payoff. It's no longer
necessary to ignore the diversions, or feel guilty for digressing into unplanned
discussions. The quality and content of student responses are often more rich
and varied than they are in a grammar or competency-driven curriculum. And
most of all, it's fun! The level of sharing and communication becomes a reward
in itself.

It is also certainly true that teachers need the support and cooperation of
funders and program administrators to implement a participatory approach.
The effectiveness of this approact will be curtailed if teachers constantly feel
constrained by external demands oased on conflicting assumptions. Funders
and program administrators play a critical role in creating the conditions
necessary for an effective program. I t is important for them to give teachers the
time and flexibility to develop curricula specific to the needs of their students.
Specific structural guidelines for doing this are presented in the Practitioners'
Bill of Rights (p. 37). Central among these is providing paid time for teacher
sharing, planning, and staff development; further, evaluation procedures that
reflect language and literacy usage both inside and outside the classroom must
be developed and adopted. In addition, it is critical to treat teachers as knowlMaking Meaning, Making Change
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edgeable professionals, giving them both the autonomy and the support needed
to develop appropriate curricula.
Finally, it is important for funders, administrators, and practitioners to work
together to educate legislators about adult literacy and to advocate for the kind
of programming described here. As long as literacy is seen narrowly in terms of
employment-related outcomes, and legisla Hon focuses on job-preparedness,
certain segments of the student population will be excluded and others may be
relegated to dead-end entry-level jobs.

Digging With a Teaspoon... or. Putting It All in Perspective
At one point, Andy made the comment that sometimes it feels like we're
digging with a teaspoon in the desert. Change happens slowly and our efforts
may seem small in relation to the enormi ty of the issues facing students. Further,

administrators want to see fast results and often blame the teachers or the
approach if changes aren't immediate or visible enough. There seems to be an
expectation that if only we, as adult educators, find the right approach or are
effective enough inside the classroom, students will make dramatic leaps in
proficiency with consequences for all the other social and economic problems
they face.

It is important for both teachers and administrators to remember that
language, literacy, and adult education are pieces of a bigger picture. We started

this book with the analysis that family literacy is shaped by many factors. by
whether families have an adequate place to live, adequate jobs, and health care.

For many adult ESL students, the pressures of immigration, poor housing
conditions, health problems, employment concerns (unemployment, low wages,

having to work several jobs, substandard working conditions, etc) are the
central realities of daily life. It is an illusion to think that literacy is a magic bullet
that will solve these problems. No matter how well classes are taught, unless the

basic inequities in the socioeconomic conditions of students' lives outside the
classroom are also addressed, what happens inside the classroom will be of
minor significance. It is unrealistic to expect that by addressing one piece of this
picture, the others will be resolved. Blaming ineffecti ve educational methods for
problems whose source lies elsewhere becomes a kind of scapegoating. By the
same token, it is unrealistic to think that literacy work, no matter how participatory, will in itself lead to social transformation. Although Freire-inspired
literacy campaigns have of ten been accompanied by deep-seated social changes,
their power may have come from the fact that these changes were already taking
place.

Clearly, this is not to say that what happens in the classroom doesn't matter.
The approach to literacy can either contribute to students' ability to take on some
of the other social-contextual issues or reinforce a sense of futility. The rationale

for the approach proposed in this book is that literacy instruction can make a
difference if its focus is on linking curriculum content to the struggle for change
in the socioeconomic conditions of students' lives. But it's important to keep in
mind that literacy work is only one front in a larger struggle, and, by itself, it isn't

a solution. It will be most effective when it is connected to this larger context
rather than seen as a self-contained endeavor, or goal in itself.
Thus, it makes sense to think of circles of change moving from classroom
practice to program structure to the broader socioeconomic context. Hopefully
this book will be a concrete tool in each of these circles of change. In terms of the
first circle, we hope that the guide provides not just a "how to," but a framework

for looking critically at your own practice, as well as adapting and adding to
what is presented here. In terms of the second circle, the guide may serve as a
source of support in the struggle to create changes in structural aspects of adult
literacy work. Specifically, we hope the sections on rationale, program structure,
curriculum development processes, evaluation, and findings will be used in
advocating for changes with legislators, funders, administrators, and program
designers.
Third, we hope that this guide will be a resource for linking literacy programs
to other structures and organizations addressing the underlying socioeconomic
130
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issues facing students: organizations dealing with workplace, housing, or
health care concerns as well as with family literacy. It may be useful in
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developing context-specific curricula that emerge from and arc integrated with
the ongoing activities of these groups. Making meaning inside the classroom
will extend to making change outside the classroom as adult ESL/literacy work
becomes one arena among many, connected to a broader process of ransforming the conditions in students' lives.

A final word from students:
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