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Foreword B

Janet Isserlis

Why do we need this book? Why do we need it now?

"Two years ago, Erik Gundersen invited reviewers to consider a prospectus for
a book designed for novice teachers of adult ESL. It was huge in scope; a book
you’d love to read but hate to have to write. The author’s proposal addressed
classroom practice, skills (speaking, reading, writing, listening), literacy and
language development, classroom management, assessment, reporting and
federal accountability guidelines.

I responded as thoroughly as I could to the prospectus, thinking all the
while of how challenging 1t would be to develop the book and also wondering,
really, do we need another handbook for adult ESL educators?

Betsy Parrish developed and accepted her own challenge to bring such a
book to print. The text you’re reading answers my question with an emphatic
yes. Many of us tend to bookmark Websites, ‘file’ articles (to read later, to
share with students, to get to someday), and otherwise not entrely take note
of the fact that say, ten years have passed since we last saw a good book about
teaching. While there are many timeless elements to good teaching practice
that may well have been addressed in a text in the 1980s or 1990s, there are
also many particular things about teaching adults that have changed over the
last twenty years. By bringing together a guided set of readings and activities
addressing sound educational practice, and providing detailed resource lists,
all within a solid framework, the author has given new (and not so new) teach-
ers a much-needed overview of what adult ESL instruction looks like, and,
more importantly, what it looks like when done very well. Betsy brings her
work as a teacher educator, her own international experience in learning and
teaching languages, and her keen sense of what counts to this text so that the
reader holds in her hands a complete introduction to the work we do when we
work with adults learning English.

This work has grown out of an understanding of the general complexity
of teaching well and the specific issues surrounding instruction for adults who
possess a range of prior involvement with education, varied abilities to speak,
read, hear, and write in their own languages and in English, and varied expec-
tations of what school might look like in an English-speaking country.
Beginning with an overview of who these learners might be, all the way
through to an analysis of how they know and how we know what they’ve
learned, this text provides teachers with a thorough overview of what learning
looks like from intake to exit, who the stakeholders in the process are, and why
it all matters in the first place.

Within the text, Betsy draws on examples of classroom practice and inter-
action gleaned from her own work and from that of colleagues. She describes
processes through which to introduce and expand language development



activities, considering the different contexts in which the work might occur,
points to strengths and drawbacks of methodologies and consistently credits
the reader with the sense to explore, reflect upon, and analyze the choices she
or he makes in the classroom. She points to published student texts across a
range of interests and perspectives, their potential usefulness and constraints.
She offers an analysis of techniques and methodologies that work without
condemning other approaches out of hand.

Betsy brings great integrity to this project. She believes in the primacy of
learners’ strengths and works against a deficit approach to teaching teachers—
believing that ESL learners and educators possess skills and abilities, if not
experience. Her aim here is to assist teachers in assisting learners as well as
they can. She believes that teachers are constantly learning, and that they want
to know what works for their learners. She believes that learning should occur
in a safe and supportive environment and that teachers care about this learn-
ing deeply. With this text she provides both new, and more experienced,
teachers with key points to (re)consider in undertaking teaching, and a wealth
of resources for those who so choose, to dig more deeply.

Each chapter in this overview text contains sufficient information to
enable educators to know what questions next to ask, what information next
to seek. Betsy amply cites resources for further learning, as well, so that the
text can function both as a linear guide to adult ESL teaching, as well as a use-
ful reference for regular review and consultation. Each chapter provides an
overview of standard terms and practice, resources for further learning, Web-
and print-based materials, as well as references to others in the field knowl-
edgeable in a given area. This compilation of resources makes the book espe-
cially valuable as knowledge grows, sources are scattered, and time for
searching, reading, and reviewing is limited.

No work is neutral. As federal and state mandates increasingly drive and
limit program possibilities, we need access to voices of reason to remind us of
what good teaching practice is still all about—and that measurement alone
does not improve instruction. Betsy walks readers through mandated frame-
works and constraints incurred through those mandates while remaining
aware of the realities iherent 1n daily classroom work. We learn how learners
understand progress, how we can understand it, and how we can translate 1t to
those outside our programs to whom we are accountable. The process 1s
demysufied because Betsy has made it transparent. This 1s no small feat at a
time when accountability drives instruction 1n too many instances.

THE WRITING PROCESS

Betsy and I first met at the International TESOL Convention in Salt Lake
City, at what we’d thought would be a relatvely brief breakfast meeting.
Three hours later we emerged from the restaurant, having discussed a frame-
work for the text, broad themes and specific resources, as well as having
learned about one another’s work, perspectives, and shared visions about lan-
guage and literacy development. Over the following months we communi-
cated by phone, met once in Minneapolis (where we spent an entire day
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working on the book, visiting, and sharing a brilliant meal), and met again in
the spring of 2003 when the book was almost complete.

Our process evolved through a back and forth communication around
each chapter as Betsy wrote. She would send the electronic version, I’d read
it, respond in writing—and sometimes on the phone—and Betsy would
rethink, revise, rewrite. Sometimes we’d push each other, always knowing that
the other could push back. My classroom experience is largely rooted in very
basic level ESOL literacy. Betsy has worked with more varied groups of learn-
ers. She taught me a lot about my own assumptions of what teaching ‘should’
look like, pushed my thinking and broadened my understanding, both of class-
room practice and of teacher education.

Despite the fact that Betsy and I talked through our decisions carefully—
bow to sequence material? what should we emphasize?—I worried that the book
might reflect my own biases too much. Because our experience felt somewhat
limited by the kinds of programs we’d worked in, we sought the perspective
and voice that Sylvia Ramirez brought to the work as our third reader and crit-
ical friend. Her experience as an administrator running a large program in
California compels her to think long and hard about the implications of stan-
dards-based practice and its demands on teachers and students; that thinking
shaped this work and strengthened 1t immeasurably. We are grateful to her for
reminding us of pomnts we hadn’t considered—usually because our contexts
differed from those she knows well, and are grateful, too, for the support she
gave us when Betsy’s text was, after all, moving in the right directions.

Throughout the process, we were always glad for, and cheered by Erik
Gundersen’s endless goodwill and support.

I see this book serving muluple audiences. As an overview text for teacher edu-
cation within higher education, it brings together points that other authors
may cover in greater detail, but not always within the broader contexts that
this text addresses. It also lends itself quite well to independent reading and
exploration, and would be a useful vehicle for program-wide professional
development. Betsy addresses an ongoing need for educators with a thirst for
learning but limited time and resources for gathering information scattered
across various media, including print, Web-based, and video. She frames her
intentions clearly, lays out each chapter carefully and in the end has created a
text that welcomes educators into acknowledging the joys and challenges of
the work we do by informing us all of what’s come before, what’s possible, and
what has to be done.
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Introduction I

Betsy Parrish

In the foreword, Janet Isserlis shared the process involved in creating this
book, our shared philosophy, as well as some ideas as to how this text might
best be used A fundamental aspect of our collaboration was a shared vision of
what teaching and learning should look like. I would like you, the reader, to
have a sense of what beliefs shaped the work I completed over the past year
and a half, and then invite you to reflect on your own beliefs about teaching
and learning as a means of framing how you read, interact with, and under-
stand the teaching principles and practices presented in the coming chapters.

It is my belief that learning starts from within. Every ESL learner as well
as every ESL teacher experiences what we do in the classroom differently.
Everything that happens is shaped by experiences, culture, expectations,
strengths, and needs. Each of you will experience this text differently. Some of
you may have spent a considerable amount time in an ESL classroom already
and will draw on those experiences to shape and understand the principles and
practices covered in this book. Those of you who are new to teaching ESL will
draw on your experience learning other things. It is because of this belief that
every chapter is interspersed with tasks that allow you to preview content,
explore your ideas and practice and, finally, apply what you’ve learned in your
own class, or through observing and talking with others.

I also believe that learning is cyclical and that it takes time. While I have
chosen to organize the content of this book in a particular order, there may be
some topics that you’ll revisit as you read the book, particularly those of you
" new to ESL. Chapters 1 and 2 provide a broad context for you as a reader,
examining issues of ESL learner life circumstances, second language acquisi-
tion, a broad overview of teaching approaches, and program options. Chapters
3 through 5 focus on the tools of classroom teaching—presenting and prac-
ticing language, developing listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills.
Chapters 6 and 7 look at planning for and managing teaching and learning.
Chapter 8 points to materials selection and the use of technology in the
classroom. The last two chapters provide an overview of assessment, account-
ability, and standards. While you may work through these topics in a linear
fashion, they should be viewed as interconnected and as a starting point for
further exploration.

Finally, I believe that the best learning and teaching are collaborative.
Collaboration is what makes my work as teacher, learner, and colleague rich
and rewarding. I had the opportunity to collaborate with many people as I
developed this book. My collaboration with Janet had a tremendous impact on
the structure and content of this book. My collaboration with learners and
teachers throughout my career has given me myriad examples to draw on,
which I hope provide you, the reader, with vivid examples of learning and
teaching in action. The activities in this book serve to promote collaboration

TeACHING ApuLT ESL 4 A PRACTICAL INTRODUCTION Xi



between you and your classmates or colleagues, and the teaching principles
presented in these chapters are grounded in the belief that good teaching is
based on a genuine collaboration with learners.

Before you begin reading, take some time to think about your own beliefs
about teaching and learning. You will be invited to reflect on these beliefs
again at the end of the book, but continue to think about how your views
evolve and change throughout the process of learning more about teaching
ESL to adult learners.

Looxking FORWARD

Xii

Introduction

Complete these statements with your current beliefs about teaching and
learning 1n adult ESL contexts. Work with a group of classmates or colleagues,
or write your reflections in a journal.

1 Strengths and challenges adult learners bring to the ESL
classroom are. . .

2 Some common purposes for learning English are. . .

3 Learning a second language involves. . .

4 If I walked into an adult ESL classroom, I'd like to see. . .
5 Learners’ roles and responsibilities in class are. . .

6 My responsibilities as an ESL teacher are. . .
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Working with Adult
ESL Learners

Part | © Making the Adjustment to a
New Culture

1.1.1 INTRODUCTION

Adult ESL learners come to communities and classrooms for a
variety of reasons and with a variety of backgrounds. The transi-
tion from one culture to the other is far easier for some than it is
for others. There are a number of factors that contribute to one’s
ability to adjust to a new culture and to acquire the skills (lin-
guistic and nonlinguistic) to survive and thrive in that new cul-
ture. These factors include everything from the reason one has
emigrated from his or her country to access to transportation in
the new culture. In Part I of this chapter, we examine the chal-
lenges immigrants and refugees face as they make the adjustment
to a new cultur. We also consider principles of learner-centered

teaching that are responsive to learners’ diverse strengths and
needs, which may help ease the transition to a new culture. Next,
we turn to the issue of second language acquisition. What do we
know about the process of learning a second language? How do
age and previous educational experience affect the ability to learn

CHECKL'ST a second language? These are among the questions and issues
y . explored in Part IL.

Aftr reading this chapter and ;
completing the activities, you Getting Started

should be able to i
4% enumerate factors that a Task 1.1

contribute to successful There is no question that the primary goal of learners in ESL
cultural adjustment. classes is to acquire the English skills needed to thrive in a new
4% describe the characteristics culture, but why does meeting that goal come more easily for
of the learner-centered some people than for others? Read the following stories of two
classroom. immigrants and decide who faces the greatest challenges as an
9% define communicative immigrant to the United States. Identify the advantages and
competence. disadvantages each may have and complete the table below:

92 discuss developments in
second language acquisition
theory that have influenced
current teaching approaches.

Yurie is a 44-year-old Russian immigrant who came to the u.S.
with his family in 1995. He completed an advanced degree in
Russia and worked as a researcher at a prominent university.
His son, Gregor, was born in the U.S. and has been going to

TEACHING ApuLT ESL: A PRACTICAL INTRODUCTION 1



school here since kindergarten. As a family, they always speak Russian at
home, and Gregor is completely bilingual. Upon completing the highest level
of ESL courses in the adult education program in his district, Yurie found a
position as a researcher at a local university. While he is satisfied with his
professional situation in the U.S., he misses the professional status and
respect he had gained in Russia. Yurie and his family take part in sports, go to
the YMCA, and are involved in Gregor's school. They return to Russia regularly
and have family visit them every year.

Thida is a 39-year-old Cambodian widow and mother of four. She and her
family came to the U.S. in 1985 from a refugee camp in Thailand. She came
from a family of rural farmers, so she has no formal education and no literacy
in her first language. Two of her children were born in the refugee camp, and
the other two were born in the United States. Thida's husband died after the
birth of her fourth child. Her two younger children seem to be learning English
and adopting American ways very quickly. Her culture expects extreme respect
for elders, which she doesn't see her children extending to her. As a widow,
she would like her children to stay with her, but her daughters want to live
and work away from home. Thida has been on and off public assistance
through the years, but she has held the same job as a line operator in
manufacturing for the past three years.

Complete this chart with information from Yurie’s and Thida’s stories:

Yurie’s advantages  Yurie’s disadvantages

Came to the U.S. with
an advanced degree.

Thida’s advantages Thida’s disadvantages

Is currently employed.

Follow-up Compare and discuss your answers with a classmate. If you are
working on your own, you may want to start a journal with responses to the
questions in the book. What did you notice about Yurie’s and Thida’s lives?
Differences in education, connection to family, and involvement in the com-
munity are all factors that would most certainly influence their chances of suc-
cess in a new culture. These variables have a tremendous impact on teaching
and learning, and, while you cannot possibly know everything about every
learner in class, understanding students’ situations can help teachers become
more responsive to learner needs and more understanding of what learners are
going through as they adjust to a new life.

1.1.2 A PRrocess FOR UNDERSTANDING ADULT ESL LEARNERS

As ESL professionals, we can only imagine what it must be like for our learn-
ers as they come into a new culture, which entails learning new systems of
education, government, and commerce. At the same time, they have left
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