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Abstract 

Many community-based literacy programs use volunteer teachers to increase their 

capacity.  These volunteers have varying levels of training and experience, and have differing 

motivations for volunteering their time in Adult ESL classes.  Strong anecdotal evidence from 

both volunteers and students suggests that some volunteers may not be prepared to take on the 

task of teaching grammar. This paper presents the results of a needs assessment conducted with 

volunteers who teach evening classes in an adult literacy program based in an urban community-

based organization in the Midwest.  The purpose was to find out what volunteers need in order to 

be successful at teaching grammar.  In addition, this paper presents curricular suggestions to fill 

these gaps. 
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Introduction 

 

 Many community-based literacy programs use volunteer teachers to increase their 

capacity.  These volunteers have varying levels of training and experience, and have 

differing motivations for volunteering their time in classes for adult English language 

learners. Strong anecdotal evidence from both volunteers and students suggests that some 

volunteers are not well-prepared to take on the task of teaching grammar. 

 As the coordinator of the evening Adult Education Program at Neighborhood 

House, I have been approached by students who have asked me to talk to the volunteers 

about reviewing the grammar topic that they had studied that day because many of them 

were confused.  In addition, I have had volunteers confess to me after class that they did 

not feel prepared to answer student questions about grammar.  In the interest of ensuring 

that the students are provided with the best possible programming, I decided that I needed 

to get more information about exactly what was happening in the classroom, and what 

could be done to better support volunteer instructors.   

 In this paper, an effort is made to answer the following questions: 

1) What kind of training/experience/educational background did the volunteer 

teachers have? 

2) What is observed in the classroom with respect to the teaching of grammar? 

3) What was the attitude of the volunteers toward the teaching of grammar? 

4) What resources do volunteers have available to them and which ones do they 

report using to inform their grammar instruction? 



2 
 
 

 

The Context 

The Adult Education Program serves students age 16 and older, as long as they 

are not concurrently enrolled in high school.  Most students in the evening program work 

during the day and do not have children, or have children who do not need childcare, or 

have family members who care for young children while they are in class.  Most of the 

students in these levels began high school in their home countries, but may or may not 

have finished.  The majority of the students in the advanced and intermediate classes 

tested into one of these classes during intake, and, at the time of this study, had been 

enrolled in the program for less than a year and had been living in the United States for a 

period of 1 to 15 years.  Students in the intermediate-level class are operating at a low-

intermediate basic education Educational Functioning Level (EFL), as defined by the 

National Reporting System for Adult Education (NRS) (Appendix A).  Students in the 

intermediate-level class typically take a B- or C-level CASAS Life and Work Reading 

test and earn a scaled score between 209 and 219.  Students in the advanced-level class 

are functioning at a high-intermediate basic education EFL or higher.  Students in the 

advanced class are taking a C- or D-level CASAS Life and Work Reading test and earn a 

scaled score between 220 and 236.  Advancement for those students earning higher than a 

236 on CASAS during intake is measured using the Test of Adult Basic Education 

(TABE) (www.ctb.com/TABE).  A visual representation of how the class level and 

Neighborhood House, EFL, reading tests level and CASAS score are related is shown 

below. 
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Table 1 

Relation of Classes, EFL, Test Level and CASAS Scores 

 

The staff teachers in the Adult Education Program at Neighborhood House are 

highly qualified, despite the fact that having a master‟s degree or a teaching license is not 

a necessary qualification to teach in an adult education program within a community-

based organization.  In the evening program, one of the staff teachers has a Ph.D. in 

German and a TEFL certification from Hamline University.  The other staff teacher is 

enrolled in the MA ESL program at Hamline University and is simultaneously pursuing a 

K-12 licensure.  The evening coordinator has a Minnesota State teaching licensure for 

Adult Basic Education and has completed all of the coursework for a Master‟s degree in 

ESL. 

 In the evening Adult Education Program where I coordinate classes, volunteers 

are currently teaching the intermediate- and advanced-level classes, which are held four 

nights a week for two hours per night.  Each class is assigned two volunteers every night 

so that in the event that one of them is unable to attend, the other can be there to lead the 

evening‟s activities.  This means that in one week, students see four sets of co-teachers, 

or eight teachers total. 

 In order to teach in the program, volunteers must be at least 18 years of age and 

Neighborhood 

House Class 

Educational 

Functioning Level 

(EFL) 

Reading Test Level CASAS Score 

Intermediate Low-intermediate 

Basic 

CASAS B or C 209-219 

Advanced High-intermediate 

Basic 

CASAS C or D 220-236 
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must have graduated from high school.  Each year there are a handful of volunteers who 

are enrolled in college and who donate their time in order to fulfill requirements for a 

service learning project.  The majority of volunteers are college graduates, many of 

whom have had experience learning a second language.  Some of the volunteers either 

have Master‟s degrees in related or unrelated fields, or are working toward them.  Some 

have experience teaching abroad.  Others have K-12 teaching licenses.  At the very 

minimum, volunteers are required to complete a 12- hour training offered by the 

Minnesota Literacy Council (www.mnliteracy.org), a non-profit organization dedicated 

to providing literacy services statewide.  The volunteers do not necessarily have to 

complete the orientation before they begin teaching, but they are expected to complete it 

by the end of their first term.  At the orientation, the volunteers receive the English as a 

Second Language Volunteer Tutor Manual (Minnesota Literacy Council, 2009) with 

roughly 200 pages of information about immigration and culture, adult learners, lesson 

planning, and language assessment, in addition to teaching suggestions and techniques 

for oral skills, literacy, vocabulary, spelling, and grammar.  The manual is used during 

the twelve-hour training, but use of this guide by volunteers as a resource when preparing 

grammar lessons is not necessarily common, according to the findings from the survey 

administered for this study.  

 In addition to attending the 12-hour pre-service training, volunteers are expected 

to attend at least 2 hours of training each year.  According to the Adult Basic Education 

Volunteer Training Standards outlined by the Minnesota Department of Education 

(Appendix B), some volunteers are exempt from the pre-service training, and may not 

have ever received the tutor manual.  These volunteers include: 
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 Any volunteer tutor who began volunteering prior to July 1, 2006 

 Any volunteer who has: 

 

- a TEFL/TESL certification 

- a college degree in ESL or Linguistics 

- a current Minnesota K-12 license (Note: Must be a non-expired 

license which implies the need for renewal credits to keep current.) 

- over 400 hours of documentable ESL instruction (volunteer or paid 

teacher) in a program or programs comparable to the Minnesota 

system ESL programs. 

 

The curriculum for each of the classes at Neighborhood House is written by the 

staff teachers and program coordinators.  The curriculum is broken down into two week 

units, and new students can start classes on the first day of each two-week unit until about 

half-way through the term.  Each two-week unit has a grammar topic and a content topic.  

These topics are determined by the competencies that the Comprehensive Adult Student 

Assessment Systems (CASAS) reading and listening tests (www.casas.org) attempt to 

assess (Appendix C).  The tests focus on life and work skills, and the students are 

required to take the reading test at intake and then every five to seven weeks throughout 

their enrollment in the program.  The percentage of students who gain levels on this test 

helps determine the amount of funding the program will receive from the state the 

following year. 

 The curricula list objectives for each night of the week and also list suggested 

materials (see unit from intermediate curriculum in Appendix D).  If volunteers find 

resources that they prefer to use that are not listed in the curricula, but still help students 

to meet the objectives, they are free to make use of them.  Often there are a variety of 

materials suggested in order to allow the volunteers some freedom to choose. 
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Literature Review 

 

One of the challenges in doing research in this area is the fact that adult English 

language learners studying non-academic English are, as Mathews-Aydinli puts it, 

“overlooked and understudied” (2008, p. 198).  In searches on both EBSCOhost and 

Linguistics and Language Behavior Abstracts, Mathews-Aydinli found only 23 published 

articles and 18 unpublished dissertations using the keywords “Adult ESL”.  Mathews-

Aydinli categorizes the literature under three headings:  ethnographic studies, teacher-

based studies, and studies focusing on second-language acquisition.  Of the 41 total 

studies, 23 are ethnographic, 12 are teacher-based, and only 6 focus on issues of second-

language acquisition.  In other words, research had not yet adequately addressed the 

matter of how well our adult students are being served in our classrooms and how we can 

improve our service to them.  Research about volunteers in community literacy settings, 

how or if they are trained, what they are capable of, and how they are used in different 

organizations is also lacking, as my own search for literature about volunteers who teach 

adult English language learners proved. An overwhelming majority of the material 

consists of guides for volunteers who are new to the area of teaching English to adult 

learners, but I was unable to find any research about volunteers‟ teaching ability or 

knowledge about English grammar.  While Mathews-Aydinli (2008, p. 201) chooses to 

ignore studies regarding adult-basic-education learners because they typically focus on 

native English speakers with “completely different linguistic, cultural, and educational 

backgrounds,” I tend to think that volunteers who work with native speakers of English in 

literacy programs may have something in common with volunteers who work with non-

native-speakers of English in adult education programs, because they are both interested 
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in increasing literacy. 

 While I was unable to find any literature about what volunteer teachers of ESL 

know about teaching grammar, a search turned up a  University of Tennessee study 

entitled, “Volunteer instructors in adult literacy: Who are they and what do they know 

about reading instruction?” (Ziegler, McCallum, & Bell, 2007).  Researchers at the 

University of Tennessee developed an assessment to measure what participants knew 

about using reading strategies.  The Assessment of Reading Instruction Knowledge-

Adults (ARIK-A) assesses how much participants know about alphabetics, fluency, 

vocabulary, comprehension, and assessment.   Ziegler, et al. (2007) found that volunteers 

demonstrated a little over 60% mastery of each of the ARIK-A scales.  While those with 

less than a bachelor‟s degree scored significantly lower than those volunteers with either 

a bachelor‟s degree or a master‟s degree or higher, there was no significant difference for 

those with a bachelor‟s degree as compared to those with a master‟s degree or higher.  

There was a significant positive correlation found for years of experience teaching 

adolescents and years of experiences teaching adults, but not for years of experience 

teaching children.  In other words, as the number of years of experience teaching 

adolescents or adults increased, volunteers‟ ARIK-A scores tended to increase.  

Volunteers who were certified teachers earned significantly higher scores on the ARIK-A 

than those who were not certified.  Correlational analyses were conducted to examine the 

relationship between hours spent in training (during the previous four years) and 

knowledge of teaching reading determined by the ARIK-A score. Surprisingly, no 

significant differences were found.  This study suggests that while teacher certification 

improves knowledge about teaching reading, training and professional development may 
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actually do very little.  The fact that in-service training and professional development 

does not lead to an improvement in knowledge about reading instruction is, as Ziegler, et 

al., (2007) say, contrary to “conventional wisdom” (p. 137).   

 One thing is relatively clear, whether we are talking about volunteer teachers of 

reading for native speakers or volunteer teachers of grammar for non-native speakers of 

English:  “A one-size-fits-all training is not likely to be effective for a group of 

instructors who have widely divergent backgrounds and experiences” (Ziegler, et al., p. 

138). 

 Just as volunteer teachers come to class with differing levels of training and 

differing motivations for wanting to be in the classroom, adult English Language 

Learners (ELLs) come from a variety of different educational backgrounds and have 

diverse reasons for wanting to learn English.  Regardless of their proficiency levels or 

goals, almost all students can benefit from learning English grammar.  Savage, Bitterlin, 

and Price (2010) provide several reasons for why teaching grammar in the context of an 

Adult ESL classroom matters:  Grammar enables, it motivates, and it provides a means to 

self-sufficiency.  Grammar is the foundation upon which all other language skills are 

built.  Savage, et al. give real-life examples of how communication can break down when 

learners are not attuned to structure.  Grammar instruction encourages learners to pay 

attention to structure. “Once learners have internalized the structure through repeated 

exposure, they can use this knowledge to monitor their own language use” (Savage, et al., 

p. 4).  According to these authors, this “ability to self-correct is particularly desirable for 

students with job-related or educational goals” (p. 4).  One of the skills that we hope our 

students can walk away with when they leave adult education programs is autonomy.  
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 While teaching grammar seems to be of value for adult ESL students, the question 

of whether to teach grammar explicitly remains.  With the popularization of 

communicative methods in the late 1970s, explicit grammar instruction was 

deemphasized.  However, recent research has shown that in order for learners to attain 

accuracy, explicit grammar instruction is necessary.  In the 2004 Annual Review of 

Applied Linguistics, Nassaji and Fotos provide a comprehensive review of the current 

research on the teaching of grammar. 

In their chapter, Nassaji and Fotos indicate that “noticing or awareness of target 

forms plays an important role in L2 learning,” citing studies which reveal the 

inadequacies of teaching approaches where the emphasis is on meaning-focused 

communication and grammar is not addressed.  In addition, Nassaji and Fotos refer to 

research which has found that learners cannot process target language input for both 

meaning and form at the same time, and therefore learners  who are focused solely on 

meaning fail to process and acquire the forms. 

 In addition to the evidence that approaches which omit direct grammar instruction 

have limited effectiveness on students‟ development of grammatical accuracy, there are 

also studies that strengthen the argument in support of explicit instruction by revealing 

advantages of focusing on form.  A meta-analysis of 49 studies on the effectiveness of L2 

instruction conducted in 2000 by Norris and Ortega concluded that “explicit instruction 

results in substantial gains in the learning of target structures in comparison to implicit 

instruction alone, and ... these gains are durable over time” (Nassaji & Fotos, 2004, p. 

129). 

 Although there is no perfect formula guaranteeing that students will accurately 
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acquire grammatical forms, Nassaji and Fotos (2004; p. 137) conclude that the following 

conditions are essential: 

1) learner noticing, or conscious focus on “elements of the surface structure”  

(Schimdt, 2001, p. 5), and continued awareness of target forms.   

2) repeated meaning-focused exposure to input, or the written or spoken language 

the learner is exposed to (Lightbown & Spada, 2006, p. 201), containing the 

forms 

3) opportunities for output, or speaking and writing (Swain in Doughty & Williams, 

1998, p. 64),  and practice. 

Nassaji and Fotos note that because the acquisition of grammar is “affected by 

internal processing constraints, spontaneous and accurate production will not be 

instantaneous, but requires time as learners move toward mastery” (p. 137).    

 Over the years, the language teaching pendulum has swung between approaches 

that are primarily communicative and approaches that explicitly focus on form (Celce-

Murcia & Larsen-Freeman, 1999).  Many ESL researchers and practitioners now 

generally agree that a balance between the two types is the best method for improving 

grammatical accuracy.  Even Azar, whose grammar textbooks tend to focus on more 

mechanical types of exercises, agrees that “communicative teaching and grammar 

teaching are not mutually exclusive: they are mutually supportive” (Azar, 2008). 

 At Neighborhood House, where a competency-based approach is used, this type 

of “mutually supportive” method of instruction which focuses both on communication 

and form is embedded deeply in context in the curriculum.  A competency is an objective 
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“described in task-based terms such as, „Students will be able to…‟ that include a verb 

describing a demonstrable skill such as answer, interpret or request” (Peyton & Crandall, 

1995).  The Comprehensive Adult Student Assessment System, or CASAS, is a 

competency-based learner assessment system that is used to satisfy funders‟ evaluation 

requirements for this community-based adult education program.  Integrating explicit 

grammar instruction with communicative activities is a recommended approach for 

language teachers.  Parrish (2009) recommends that teachers who use a competency-

based curriculum, like the volunteer teachers who participated in this study, use this 

approach.  She gives examples of meaning-based, communicative tasks followed by 

questions to elicit the grammar and check comprehension of the meaning of the grammar 

structure that had been focused on.  Parrish includes an appendix, shown below in figure 

1, which lists sample competencies and a suggested grammar focus for these 

competencies.  

Sample competencies Possible grammar focus 

1. Apologizing and providing reasons Past continuous (I was V + ing when _____.) 

2. Asking coworkers for assistance Polite modals (could you please, would you 

mind V + ing) 

3. Describing symptoms Present perfect continuous (I have been 

feeling, experiencing) 

4. Describing what you need at the store Passive (is made of, is used for) 

5. Following verbal instructions at work “when” clauses (when you _____, do _____) 

6. Interviewing for a job Present perfect (I have worked as a nurse for 

5 years.) 

7. Taking and leaving telephone 

messages. 

Reported speech (_____ said that, _____ told 

me to . . .) 

8. Understanding a doctor‟s 

recommendations 

Modals of advice and obligation (should, have 

to, must) 

The Grammar of a Competency (Figure 1) 
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While asking students to do communicative tasks with the target grammar 

structures is important practice for the real world, taking the time to explicitly teach the 

form is an essential part of scaffolding, or language support provided for the 

“communicative success” of the learner (Tarone & Swierzbin, 2009, p. 170).  Asking 

students to use a specific form before they are able to identify it, form it, or understand its 

meaning, can frustrate and overwhelm them.  Ensuring that students understand form, 

meaning, and use makes students‟ understanding of grammar more complete and can 

facilitate their use of the structures in appropriate ways.  The form, meaning, and use 

framework is advocated by Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman in The Grammar Book 

(1999) and by the authors of Grammar Sense 1 (Pavlik & Kesner Bland, 2005). 

 While discussion of volunteer training and the matter of how to teach grammar 

are concerns that need to be taken into consideration, it would be a grave mistake to 

overlook the area of curriculum development since it provides the foundation for 

instruction, whether by volunteers or qualified professionals. In “Who are Minnesota‟s 

ESL Practitioners?,” Johnson, Marchwick, and Liden  present the results of a 2010 survey 

revealing that one of the key areas in which ESL teachers in Minnesota need professional 

development is curriculum writing.  Nearly 25% (44/178) of professionals surveyed 

responded that they were seeking guidance in developing curriculum; others said they 

lacked confidence in integrating a specific skill into the curriculum.  According to 

Johnson, et. al (2010) there are no content standards for ABE in Minnesota at this time.  

Considering this state of neglect regarding curricula, this paper presents 

recommendations for curriculum development which will help support volunteers in their 

teaching of grammar. 
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Performing a Needs Assessment 

 

In order to find out more about what was happening in the volunteer-led classes in 

regards to grammar, I gathered data in three ways:  administration of electronic surveys 

regarding volunteers‟ educational background and teaching experience, observation of 

the volunteers‟ teaching in class, and interviews with the volunteers.  In addition, a 

critical examination of the current curricula and suggested materials was performed. 

 The instruments used with the volunteers included a survey (Appendix E) and a 

list of post-observation interview questions (Appendix F).  The survey had 16 questions 

and included open-ended questions about orientation they had received and how much 

teaching experience they had.  The post-observation interview questions encouraged 

volunteers to be reflective about what their objectives had been, which activities were 

intended to meet these objectives, what elements of the lesson were successful, and what 

they might change if they were to teach the lesson again.  No rubric was used for the 

observations of volunteers, but the researcher considered whether volunteers touched on 

form, meaning, and use, and whether students showed that they had met the objectives 

and were able to use the target form in communicative class activities.  Before the 

analysis of the surveys, observations, and interviews, whether or not the volunteers had 

any training regarding the form, meaning, and use framework was unclear.  The 

researcher was curious to see whether the current curriculum was written in a way that 

guided volunteers to utilize this framework or not.    

 The researcher performed the observations on four separate occasions over a 

period of about three weeks.  Each of the volunteers was asked about their willingness to 

participate in the study and those who agreed read and signed the form for informed 
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consent (Appendix G).  In addition, a brief overview of each section of the form was 

explained to the volunteers and they were given the opportunity to ask any questions they 

may have had, although none of the volunteers had questions regarding the consent form.  

After each observation, the researcher immediately interviewed the volunteer teachers 

and noted took notes on their responses.  After the observation and interview, the 

researcher emailed the surveys to the volunteers, who completed them and returned them 

electronically. 

Seven female volunteer teachers between the ages of 21 and 69 participated in the 

process.  Four of the teachers were volunteers in the intermediate class and three were 

volunteers in the advanced class.  These seven volunteers were the only volunteers 

teaching evening ESL classes during the term when the research was being done.  In 

addition to the data collected from volunteers, the researcher examined the curricula and 

materials made available by the Adult Education Program at Neighborhood House. 

 

Findings from the Needs Assessment 

 

What kind of training/experience/educational background did the volunteer 

teachers have? 
 

 All of the volunteers had at least a bachelor‟s degree when they began 

volunteering with the program.  Five of them had majored in a foreign language, and the 

other two majored in Hispanic American Studies and International Relations.  Three of 

the eight reported having advanced degrees and one of them was enrolled in an MA in 

ESL program at a local university.  All had either received some sort of orientation to 

teaching from a variety of organizations (e.g., the MLC, Minnesota Reading Corps, 
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Berlitz) and/or had experience teaching or tutoring before beginning their volunteer 

experience.  None of these volunteers had current teaching licenses, although one 

reported having had a license in the past and another reported being enrolled in a K-12 

licensure program.  According to the surveys, all of the volunteers reported either having 

had prior experience with language or literacy teaching, or having had some sort of prior 

training.  In order to protect the identities of the volunteers, pseudonyms have been used. 

 All three of the volunteers in the advanced class who participated in the study 

were returning volunteers; they had all taught in the adult education program during 

previous terms.  In the Monday night advanced class, both of the volunteers, Philomena 

and Jane, had completed their TEFL training at Hamline University, and Philomena had 

also had prior experience teaching French.  Both of these volunteers have been teaching 

with the adult education program for about one year.  In the Wednesday night advanced 

class, the volunteer, Julie, reported having completed the 12-hour training offered by the 

Minnesota Literacy Council, as well as attending other various trainings offered by the 

MLC and the Adult Education program.  Julie said that she had a teaching license and 

had taught German, Spanish, and English (not ESL) at the high school level.  In addition, 

she has a master‟s degree in German and had taught German at the college level.  She had 

been volunteering with the adult education program for over ten years. 

 All four of the volunteers in the intermediate class were new volunteers; none of 

them had taught with the Adult Education Program at Neighborhood House during a 

previous term.  In the Monday night intermediate class, one of the volunteers, Mandy, 

reported having taught at Berlitz Language Schools, which does require special training.  

The other volunteer, Emily, was in the middle of completing her Master‟s degree in 
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education and had experience teaching abroad.  On Wednesday nights, one of the 

volunteers, Nicole, had taught abroad, but did not have any formal training.  The other 

volunteer, Alyssa, had completed the 12-hour training offered by the MLC and had had 

some experience teaching literacy skills to young children. 

As expected, the volunteers had varying levels of training and experience, but 

those in the advanced class had been volunteering with the Adult Education Program at 

Neighborhood House for a longer period of time than those who were volunteering in the 

intermediate class. 

 

What was observed in the classroom with respect to the teaching of grammar? 

 On the evening that Julie was observed, the grammar focus in the advanced 

curriculum was the passive voice; on the evening that Jane and Philomena were observed, 

the language focus was related to using synonyms.  The curriculum called for the 

volunteers in the intermediate class to focus on modal auxiliaries on the evenings that 

they were observed. 

 In general, the volunteers observed reported being confident about the grammar 

topics they were teaching.  However, there seemed to be a slight difference in confidence 

levels between the volunteers in the intermediate class and the volunteers in the advanced 

class when it came to fielding student questions in the moment.  

  After observing each two-hour period, the volunteers in the advanced class left 

me with the impression that they were in control of the grammar instruction.  These 

volunteers covered form, meaning, and use and were able to field student questions 

during both the presentation of the grammar and the practice section of the lesson.  These 

volunteers chose or designed communicative activities that helped students meet the 
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grammar objectives outlined by the curriculum.  For example, on the night that Julie was 

observed, students were focusing on the passive voice.  Students completed an 

information gap activity in which each student had a map of a different island in the 

Philippines (Appendix H).  Each map features the crops grown, animals raised, and 

metals mined on the island, and students asked about the resources available on their 

partner‟s island using passive voice.  As an expansion activity, Julie asked students to 

compare the crops, animals, and metals of their home countries with those of Minnesota.  

Students were reminded to make sure they were using the correct form of the verb to be 

in their passive sentences.  Then Julie asked them to change the passive sentences to 

active sentences.  At the end, students reviewed why and when passive voice is used. 

 After observing each of the intermediate classes for two hours, it seemed like 

these volunteers might need a bit more guidance when it came to grammar instruction.  

On the first night of the week, the volunteers talked about modal auxiliaries and 

categorized them based on their meaning, but did not talk about form.  As a result, 

students were using the infinitive form after modals, for example, I must to go to class 

three times a week.  In the class two nights later, Nicole and Alyssa had trouble fielding 

some of the student questions about the meanings of modals.  They began the class by 

eliciting examples of modal auxiliaries in order to access prior knowledge, or find out 

what students already knew about the topic, and wrote these examples on the board in the 

order that the students produced them.  One of the students, who hadn‟t been in class on 

the day the grammar had been introduced, arrived late and demanded to know the 

definitions of the words written on the board.  The volunteers suggested that the student 

look up the definitions of the words in the dictionary at a later time.  As a pedagogical 
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comment, although not wanting to interrupt the students who were in the middle of 

another activity is understandable, making sure that the question was answered in class 

would have been preferable, especially since it was directly related to the grammar 

objectives for the week.  The volunteers might have asked other students to explain the 

meanings in order to check their understanding if they thought that re-teaching the 

meanings was a misuse of time.   

What was the attitude of the volunteers toward the teaching of grammar? 

 Overall, the volunteers reported that they felt equipped to teach that unit‟s 

grammar to the students.  The curriculum called for the volunteers in the intermediate 

class to focus on modal auxiliaries on the evenings that they were observed.  On the 

evening that Julie was observed, the grammar focus on the advanced curriculum was the 

passive voice; on the evening that Jane and Philomena were observed, the language focus 

was related to using synonyms.   

 Among the volunteers in the advanced class, only Julie expressed a concern about 

grammar.  While she was confident about explaining the passive voice and designing 

practice activities, she did express some concern about providing effective corrective 

feedback, (or an indication to a learner that his or her use of a target language linguistic 

expression is inaccurate; (Tarone & Swierzbin, 2009, p.166). 

 The Wednesday night volunteers in the intermediate class expressed a certain 

degree of anxiety about fielding student questions in the moment. 

 Emily, one of the volunteers for the Monday night intermediate class, had a very 

confident attitude about teaching grammar.  “Modal auxiliaries are „easy to teach,‟” she 

said.  Mandy, the other volunteer in the Monday night intermediate class mentioned that 
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having a single grammar book to teach from might help maintain a certain degree of 

cohesiveness from one night to the next.  She said that any anxiety she may have had 

about preparing to teach the grammar had more to do with not knowing exactly which 

modals to include in the lesson.  

What resources do the volunteers have available to them and which ones did they 

report using to inform their grammar instruction? 

 

One of the resources that volunteer teachers have at their disposal are the 

coordinators and staff teachers in the program who are well-versed in grammar 

terminology and who have experience fielding students‟ questions.  However, volunteers 

do not often ask coordinators or staff teachers for assistance regarding grammar-related 

topics.  This may be because they lack the metalinguistic knowledge to ask the questions 

they have about the grammar. 

  

Minnesota Literacy Council Volunteer Training Manual 

 

Those volunteers who have taken the 12-hour Minnesota Literacy Council Training 

have received the Volunteer Training Manual, which includes a nine-page segment on 

grammar (Appendix I).  During the training, they have covered at least the first three 

pages of this section, which is dedicated to suggestions and techniques for teaching 

grammar and a grammar glossary, which includes parts of speech and their definitions 

with examples, parts of a sentence, examples of tenses and other terminology.   

 Most of the suggestions on p. 115 of the grammar section of the manual could be 

helpful to volunteers, for example: 
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 Whenever possible don‟t just teach the rule; show the rule. 

 Learners don‟t necessarily need to know the name of the rule, just how and when 

to apply it. 

 Learners should be given practice using the grammar, not just studying it. 

 

One of the suggestions, As much as possible, allow learners to correct their mistakes, 

provides no examples of how to provide this type of corrective , nor does it take into 

account how different types of learners react to corrective feedback.  Recent research has 

suggested that less literate learners may be not be able to recall certain linguistic forms in 

oral corrective feedback as easily as those learners who have higher literacy skills 

(Bigelow, delMas, Hansen, Tarone, 2006).  While providing a recast, or a form of 

corrective feedback that provides the correct form to correct a student error might 

encourage a student in the advanced class to correct his/her error, it might not be so 

effective for a student at the lower level.  This suggestion could be enhanced by including 

more information about different types of corrective feedback: recasts; prompts, a type of 

feedback that does not provide the learner with a correct form (Tarone and Swierzbin, 

2009, p. 170); or explicit correction, and which type might be best for learners at each 

level. 

 Another suggestion that could be clarified is the first one:  Volunteers should 

allow students’ communicative needs to determine which structures are taught.  While 

the grammar topic is pre-determined by the curriculum, volunteer teachers should answer 

student questions if they feel capable, even if the question is unrelated to the objectives.  

Volunteers may choose to do this individually with the student before or after class or 
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during the break time, or if the explanation seems interesting to other students and is not 

so time-consuming that other objectives can‟t be reached, they can use a portion of the 

class time to answer these types of questions.  Volunteers should keep in mind that the 

topic may be covered in greater depth later in the curriculum.  

 The Parts of Speech section provides a definition for each of the parts of speech 

and provides some examples of each.  It is incomplete in that there is no mention of 

interjections. 

 The Other Terminology section is organized in alphabetical order, but unless a 

volunteer is already familiar with grammar terminology, when he or she sees the 

definition for direct object, he or she may not think to look for the definition of indirect 

object.  It might be helpful to have these definitions cross-listed or listed together, 

perhaps under object.  Likewise, with count and non-count nouns, listing the definitions 

together under noun might be helpful.  Modals is defined as any of the auxiliary verb 

forms can, could, may, might, should, shall, will, would, ought to, used to, without any 

further explanation about form, meaning, or use. 

 The other six pages of this section include activities to meet specific grammar 

objectives, including materials needed, a description of the activity, and other 

suggestions.  Novice volunteers may not realize what type of scaffolding is necessary to 

prepare students to successfully complete these communicative activities.   

 In this grammar section, there is no mention of common student errors based on 

native language or frequently asked questions by students regarding certain grammar 

topics.   
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 If volunteers have not yet attended the 12-hour training, or if they are exempt 

from attending the training, they can find the most recent version of the Volunteer 

Training Manual (2009) in the resource closet.  Although limited in scope, the manual 

provides a starting point for volunteers.  It is not designed to stand alone, and must be 

supplemented with other materials and resources.  Current volunteers did not report using 

this resource. 

 

Weekly Updates 

 

Each week the coordinators send out a weekly update, which includes links to 

websites that might be helpful to volunteers in planning their lessons (Appendix J).  

These websites include resources that can be used with students in order to practice 

grammar and resources that are meant to serve as a refresher for those volunteer teachers 

who are less experienced with grammar.  Current volunteers reported using this resource 

the most.  In addition to being sent out in a weekly email, these links are also added to the 

program‟s wiki page.   

 

Grammar Texts 

 

 The advanced class is currently using the third edition of the Focus on Grammar 

series.  The advanced class uses more than one book from the series as the curriculum 

requires. Focus on Grammar 3 (Fuchs, Bonner, & Westheimer, 2006) provides students 

with practice using comparative and superlative adverbs.  Focus on Grammar 5 (Maurer, 

2006), provides practice with using transition/signal words and cohesive devices).  The 

remaining topics are covered in Focus on Grammar 4 (Fuchs & Bonner, 2006).   This 

series provides prompts for many different types of activities, including communicative 
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activities.  Having these activities already set up can cut down on volunteers‟ anxiety of 

trying to design communicative activities with little prep time.  In addition, reference 

charts from Chartbook: A Reference Grammar (Azar, 2000) are mentioned as suggested 

materials for use by teachers or students. 

 The intermediate class is currently using the Grammar Wise 2 (Keating, 2004).  

Although the series covers the topics students should be studying in the intermediate 

class, it does not provide the variety of contextualized communicative activities found in 

the Focus on Grammar series.  If we examine the chapter on modal auxiliaries (Appendix 

K), we find that this text focuses only on can, might, should, and must, and makes no 

mention of other modal auxiliaries or modal-like structures.  Meaning and use are 

mentioned and examples are provided, followed by information about the structure of 

affirmative and negative sentences with modals, as well as wh-questions and yes/no 

questions with modals. 

 An attempt is made to include communicative practice by including discussion 

questions.  The discussion questions offer the learners an opportunity to use the grammar 

to talk about their personal experience; however, the questions are in no way related to 

one another or to a central topic.  There are a variety of opportunities for controlled 

practice with modals, but not all of the items focus solely on modals.  For example, in 

Exercise 2, item 3, learners must not only decide whether to use keep or to keep after 

must, but they must also focus on which preposition to use in the phrase “keep their eyes 

in or on their own papers.”  In Exercises 4-7, students are required to attend to issues of 

form that have nothing to do with modals, or produce vocabulary that is missing.  For 

example, in Exercise 6, item 2, students are required to put together a sentence with the 
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following words: David/cannot/find/key,/so/cannot/door.  Here students would need to 

provide the main verb in order to complete the sentence. 

 Perhaps the teacher‟s manual gives a clearer idea of how to use the book 

effectively with students, but this resource is not available to volunteers at this time.  

While an experienced grammar teacher might be able to find a use for this book, listing it 

as a resource is not appropriate for novice teachers of grammar.  Explicit instructions 

would have to be given about which exercises should be used in class with the students 

(for example, Exercise 3 is useful practice for making questions with modals) and 

supplemental activities would have to be suggested.   

Out of all of the materials made available to the volunteers by the Adult 

Education Program, the source volunteers reported using the most often to inform their 

grammar teaching were the links provided in the weekly update, the weekly email sent to 

volunteers with news and suggested materials that can be found on the internet.  In 

addition, two of the volunteers in the advanced class reported using grammar texts 

designed for teachers of ESL which they had purchased for a TEFL certificate course, for 

example, The Teacher’s Grammar of English (Cowan, 2008).  None of the volunteers 

reported using the Minnesota Literacy Council Volunteer Training Manual. 

 The information gathered from the volunteers in the needs assessment and a 

critical analysis of current curricula and available materials helped to inform the 

suggestions for curriculum development in the following section. 
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Discussion  

Based on the evidence gathered in the observations, interviews, and surveys, the 

current curriculum is not sufficient to meet the needs of volunteers who lack experience 

and training in the teaching of grammar.  However, there are steps that curriculum 

writers, coordinators, and volunteers can take in order to improve the situation. 

 

What can writers of curriculum designed for volunteer-led classes do to support 

volunteer teachers in their instruction of grammar? 

 

Based on the information gathered from the observations and the interviews with 

volunteers, knowing exactly what students are expected to be able to do by the end of the 

class session is the most important information volunteer teachers need to have in order 

to be successful at teaching grammar.  For example, an objective like Students will be 

able to use modal auxiliaries in sentences and questions might seem like an appropriate 

stepping stone on students‟ path to being able to use modal auxiliaries, but it is too broad 

for a single lesson.  Volunteers may be left wondering which modals to focus on and may 

be faced with student questions like, “Can you write the definition of each modal?”  How 

to handle a question like this might stump the untrained teacher.  However, if objectives 

are more specific, volunteers are more likely to touch on form, meaning, and use and may 

preempt those tricky student questions.  An example of a more specific objective might 

be:  Students will be able to form sentences and questions using modals of possibility. 

 Providing a curriculum that includes objectives and materials specifically written 

and chosen with volunteer teachers in mind seems to be working in the advanced class.  

Following the same process used to update the advanced curriculum and applying it to 
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the intermediate curriculum might lead to similar successes among intermediate 

volunteers. 

 Before the needs assessment was conducted, the curriculum for the advanced 

class had undergone a major overhaul.  When I began as coordinator, there was already a 

curriculum in place, but volunteers were constantly asking me why students needed to 

know about certain topics that were covered and there were times when I was unable to 

give them a good reason why.  The lower-level curricula contained topics which seemed 

relevant to the lives of students, including themes like housing and employment.  The 

content topics in the advanced curriculum had been plucked from the Grammar in 

Context series (Elbaum, 2006).  While “Disasters and Tragedies” (such as the sinking of 

the Titanic) might provide a rich context for using the past continuous, past perfect, and 

past perfect continuous, it was not a topic that was essential for student success in the 

workplace and in the community.  Using a text such as Grammar in Context as a 

framework seemed like an ineffective way to meet students‟ needs.  In addition, many of 

the content topics in the old curriculum demanded either too much background 

knowledge or too much research on the part of the volunteers, whose prep time is 

extremely limited.  

 In order to create a curriculum that would better meet the needs of the students 

and the volunteers, I knew that the content topics needed to be things volunteers didn‟t 

have to spend a lot of time researching and that were relevant to the everyday lives of the 

students.  I decided to start at square one: the assessment.  As previously mentioned, 

program funding partially depends on the percentage of student level gains during the 

program year.  The test used to assess student progress is developed by CASAS.  
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Although like other standardized tests, these tests fail to assess all learners equally well 

(Brown, 2006, p. 68), at the very least CASAS has done its research to find out what 

skills individuals need in order to be successful in the workplace and in the community, 

and has created competency-based assessments based on this information.   

 CASAS has identified nine broad content areas which encompass life skills 

competencies that youth and adults need to function in their communities, families, and 

work places.  Our longest term is 14-weeks long, so seven of the content areas were 

chosen: one for each two-week unit.  These content areas include:   

 

1) Basic Communication 

2) Community Resources 

3) Consumer Economics 

4) Health 

5) Employment 

6) Government and Law 

7) Learning & Thinking 

 

 The competencies in the remaining content areas, Math & Technology, have not 

been included in the curriculum.  However, each class has the opportunity to use 

computers at least one time per unit. 

 The grammar topics were chosen by the coordinator based on the content 

standards for the CASAS Listening Test (Appendix L).  There are five levels of CASAS 

Reading tests: Literacy level, A, B, C, and D and three levels of CASAS Listening tests: 

A, B and C.  Students in the advanced class are taking level C and D reading tests, so 
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when the curriculum for this class was written, the grammar topics targeted on level C 

listening test were chosen as unit grammar topics; for example, tag questions, real and 

unreal conditionals, passive voice, phrasal verbs, etc.  

 In rewriting the advanced curriculum, I made a conscious effort to write 

objectives which were student-centered, but also extremely explicit for the sake of the 

volunteers.  I used a bottom-up approach in which at the beginning of the unit, the 

students participate in more receptive activities.  This is not to say that they are 

completely passive; they are expected to show that they can identify or recognize the 

target form in an authentic text by underlining or writing the target form.  According to 

Bloom‟s Taxonomy (1956), before a learner can apply what they know, they must first 

start with lower-order thinking skills such as identifying or recognizing.  As the unit 

progresses, the grammar tasks require more language production from the students and 

ask them to use the grammar in context (See Appendix M). 

 Curriculum writers at Neighborhood House should begin future curriculum 

revisions by determining which grammar topics are assessed by the CASAS test at the 

Intermediate level.  Pairing these grammar topics with the one of the seven broad content 

areas will provide a context within which students may practice these grammar topics.  

Furthermore, an effort to write explicit grammar objectives should be made by the writers 

of curricula for volunteer-led classes.  If the objectives explicitly mention form, meaning, 

and use, it is more likely that the volunteers will include each piece in their lesson-

planning.  Moreover, curriculum writers might take the advice of one of the volunteers, 

who proposed using a single grammar text.  The current curriculum provides several texts 
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in the suggested materials section; a single suggested text could promote continuity from 

class to class and from volunteer to volunteer.   

What types of books should be used? 

 

While no perfect resource exists that situates the grammar the CASAS listening 

test attempts to assess with the corresponding content topics from the CASAS reading 

tests, there are grammar texts that provide a lot of supporting materials which might be of 

use to novice teachers of grammar. 

The Focus on Grammar series provides a teacher‟s resource pack, which includes 

a teacher‟s manual (Appendix N) and a teacher‟s resource disk.  The teacher‟s manual 

includes general teaching notes, which provide general suggestions for teaching and 

assessing the activities in the student book.  The Strategies for Teaching Grammar section 

offer a quick reference for some of the most common and useful grammar teaching 

techniques, and the Frequently Asked Questions section answers some of the most 

common questions that teachers encounter.  In addition, the Unit Teaching Notes provide 

step-by-step instructions on how to teach each unit, and the teacher‟s resource disk 

provides Power Point presentations that correspond with some of the units from the book. 

 The Focus on Grammar series begins each unit with a reading that uses the 

targeted form in varied contexts, such as articles from periodicals, newsletters, transcripts 

of interviews, book and movie reviews; however, the topics of the reading may or may 

not be very interesting or motivating for all students, for example, life on the 

International Space Station, the 2002 European floods, feng shui, telemarketers, etc.    

After students have been exposed to the form in context, the follow page or pages 

features charts which show how to use the form in statements, yes/no and wh-questions, 
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short answers, and with contractions.  Next, the grammar notes explain the meaning and 

use of the form with examples and things to watch out for.   

 Examining the table of contents (Appendix O) from Focus on Grammar 3 (Fuchs, 

Bonner, & Westheimer, 2006) , one can see that modals and similar expressions are 

separated into different units according to their meaning and use, for example, Unit 11 

covers modals of ability; Unit 34 covers modals of necessity; Unit 36 covers modals of 

future possibility, etc.   In  “Unit 14- Advice: Should, Ought to, and Had Better”, for 

example, Grammar Note #2 draws attention to the fact that had better always refers to the 

present or future, despite the fact that  it contains the word had.  These grammar notes are 

easy to reference when students have questions or make errors (Appendix P). 

 In the Discover the Grammar section of each unit, students are asked to identify 

the form they have just studied by underlining or circling it in a reading.  Usually each 

unit includes two or three activities which provide students with an opportunity for 

controlled practice before they are asked to edit different types of texts for errors.  

Whether or not the errors are representative of actual student mistakes is questionable, 

but the exercise is still worthwhile because it challenges them to identify incorrect usage.  

A listening exercise usually comes next and then the remaining exercises are 

communicative activities which ask students to discuss with their classmates or complete 

a writing task using the target form.  At the end of the unit there is often a technology 

component to the unit.  Curriculum writers should take care to choose appropriate 

activities from these units depending upon the objectives of the lesson and indicate them 

explicitly in the curriculum, so as not to overwhelm volunteers. 



31 
 
 

In addition, it would be helpful to make resources such as Swan‟s Practical 

English Usage (2005) available to volunteers.  This resource is a dictionary-style 

reference featuring the answers to hundreds of student grammar questions.  Another 

similar resource is the Cambridge Grammar of English (Carter & McCarthy, 2006), 

although it is not quite as user-friendly.  Current volunteers who have participated in a 

TEFL training program at Hamline University are using Cowan‟s The Teacher’s 

Grammar of English (2008) and Chartbook: A Reference Grammar (Azar, 2000) to 

inform their grammar instruction. 

 

What can coordinators do to support volunteer teachers in their grammar instruction? 

 

Coordinators might consider compiling a list of questions commonly asked by 

students regarding each grammar topic or common errors made by students organized by 

grammar topic and publishing the list to the program‟s wiki for review by volunteer 

teachers prior to class.  This way volunteers can anticipate student questions and provide 

more effective error correction and feedback to students.  An example of what this might 

look like is shown below is Table 2.  

   

Table 2 

 

Sample FAQs and Student Errors with Answers and Suggested Materials 

 

Common Student Questions & Errors Sample Answers  

What is the dictionary definition of 

should, can, might, etc.? 

 

We usually categorize modal auxiliaries by their meaning.  

For example, ought to, should are modals of advisability.   

 

See pp.354-355 of Swan‟s Practical English Usage or   

pp. 54-55 of Azar‟s Chartbook for more information. 

I must to go to school three days a week.   

 

I should speaking English in class. 

We use the base form after modals. The base form doesn‟t 

use to before the verb or –ing at the end of the verb. 
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In addition, the coordinators should pay special attention to the quality of the links 

that they provide in the weekly update, as these links seem to be the first place volunteers 

go when looking for guidance on how to teach certain grammar topics.  The current links 

that are being posted to the wiki are from a list inherited from a past coordinator and 

although the list has been added to, the quality of existing links has not recently been 

evaluated.  Coordinators might consider indicating which links provide resources that are 

best suited to be used with students in the classroom and which links are intended to be 

used as a source of information for volunteer reference only. 

 Another strategy that coordinators can use to ensure that high-quality grammar 

instruction is being delivered to students is to place volunteers who have more 

experience, training, and confidence in the advanced-level class.  Recruiting students 

from teacher-training programs at local colleges and universities might be a good place to 

begin the search for volunteers of this caliber.  In addition, pairing novice volunteers with 

those who have more experience teaching grammar can also remove some of the pressure 

surrounding grammar teaching. 

 

What can volunteers do to improve their grammar instruction? 

 

In order to remain in compliance with the regulations of the Minnesota 

Department of Education, volunteers are required to do at least 2 hours of in-service 

training each year (Appendix Q).  Volunteers can take advantage of some of the many 

training opportunities available to them.  Every quarter the adult education program 

offers a free training for volunteers on-site.  The topic of these trainings is different each 

quarter.  Examples of some of the topics of past trainings include: lesson-planning, 
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checking student understanding, embedding employability skills, providing corrective 

feedback, using technology in the classroom, the student-centered classroom, and 

grammar activities designed for group-work.  These workshops are usually led by trainers 

from the MLC, but some of them have been led by staff teachers or instructional support 

consultants from the St. Paul Community Literacy Consortium (SPCLC), of which 

Neighborhood House is a member.   

Another option for volunteers is to attend the free in-service trainings offered by 

the Minnesota Literacy Council.  Examples of topics covered in these trainings include 

teaching citizenship, understanding verb tenses, pragmatics, teaching multi-level classes, 

how to teach vocabulary, how adults learn languages, limiting teacher-talk, and an 

introduction to alphabetics.  In-service trainings are offered more frequently and at more 

varied times than the trainings offered at Neighborhood House.  In addition, the MLC 

offers free online trainings on topics such as teaching grammar in Adult ESL, teaching 

pronunciation, and multi-level classes, which are self-paced (Appendix R). 

 While there is no substitute for experience when it comes to being able to field 

student questions, careful planning can help.  Reading the proposed frequently asked 

questions and answers for the grammar topic of the week and using a book like Swan‟s 

Practical English Usage (2005) may help the volunteers feel better prepared to field 

student questions.    

In addition, planning activities that will help students meet the objectives listed in 

the curriculum and taking into account the notes made about the previous day‟s lesson 

can help increase cohesiveness and prevent student confusion.   
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Other Suggestions 

 

In an ideal world, students would have a single instructor teaching who has the 

knowledge and training it takes to teach students advanced grammar concepts. The reality 

in Adult Basic Education is that volunteers must be used in order to increase capacity.  If 

possible, recruiting volunteers who have training and experience teaching grammar is 

recommended. 

Another option might be for volunteers to allow time for students at the end of 

each class session to write down any questions they may still have pertaining to the unit 

grammar topic.  During the week these questions could be collected, and on the last day 

of the week or on the last day of the unit, a “master class” could be held, in which an 

expert volunteer teacher, staff teacher, or coordinator could field these tough questions 

during a portion of the class period.  While having a “grammar guru” in the class each 

night of the week may not be feasible for this type of program, a “master class” on a 

weekly or biweekly basis is a manageable solution to the problem.   

Another alternative might be to create explicit, step-by-step lesson plans for the 

volunteers to follow, rather than allowing them to create their own lesson plans and 

choose their own materials.   

 

Interpretation of the Results of the Needs Assessment 

 

The results of the needs assessment were consistent with my expectations for the 

most part. A conscious effort had been made on my part to place those volunteers with 

more specific grammar training in the advanced class.  In addition, there had recently 

been a complete rewrite of the advanced curriculum in an effort to meet the needs of the 
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volunteers.  I believe that these two factors played a role in the performance of the 

volunteers in the advanced classes while they were being observed.  It is not surprising 

that these specific volunteers mostly felt at ease with teaching grammar and fielding 

student questions. 

 Newer volunteers or those with less formal training were purposefully placed in 

the intermediate class because the curriculum covered less challenging grammar topics 

than in the advanced class.  The curriculum for the intermediate class had not been 

updated to fit the needs of the volunteers in the way that the advanced curriculum had.  

Both of these factors could have played a role in the performance of the volunteers in the 

intermediate classes during their observations.  The fact that these volunteers seemed less 

comfortable fielding student questions did not come as a surprise.  However, I was taken 

aback by the attitude of one of the volunteers, who said that because they were just 

introducing the topic, the explanation did not have to be perfect, since the students would 

review the topic every day for two weeks.   

Another unexpected finding was the fact that the volunteers relied so heavily on 

the weekly updates for the information that they used to inform their grammar teaching.  

For this reason, it is essential that the quality of the links included in the weekly update 

be evaluated and replaced with more appropriate resources if necessary. 

 

Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research 

  

A limitation of the needs assessment is that the observation of the volunteers 

happened during only one class period and was conducted by only one person and 

without a rubric.  In the future, observing the class more than one time would give the 
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observer a clearer idea of what typically happens in the classroom.  Future researchers 

should consider developing a rubric and having multiple observers rate the performance 

of the volunteers using the tool. 

Another limitation of the needs assessment is that the students have not been 

given an opportunity to express their opinions about whether or not the content topics are 

meeting their needs.  Conducting a survey to determine whether students‟ needs are being 

met and, if not, what topics they would like to know more about is a suggested next step 

in the curriculum development process. 

 

Conclusion 
 

Volunteers who are teaching in the evening Adult Education Program at 

Neighborhood House already have some training and experience with teaching or 

tutoring literacy or language, but some have more confidence than others when it comes 

to fielding student questions.  At this time, the training that is available to novice teachers 

is insufficient in preparing them to teach grammar.  However, training these individuals 

in a way which would groom them to teach grammar is not feasible given the fact that 

they are donating their time and the time commitment they are required to make to the 

program does not exceed fourteen weeks.   

Ideally, the use of volunteers who are inexperienced or untrained in the teaching 

of grammar in Adult Basic Education would be limited to the role of classroom assistant 

or pull-out tutor.  At this time, however, the participation of these individuals in 

community-based literacy programs allows a greater number of students to be served 

given limited funding. 
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If volunteers are expected to meet students‟ grammar needs without rigorous 

training, it is the responsibility of the curriculum writers and coordinators to provide them 

with the tools they need to be successful.  When the curriculum for the advanced class 

was written with volunteer teachers in mind, and careful attention was paid to making 

objectives explicit and providing volunteers with appropriate resources, volunteers were 

observed to be more successful at teaching grammar than those who used the current 

curriculum.  Revision of the current curricula to meet the needs of volunteers, along with 

pragmatic consideration of suggested materials, can help ensure quality grammar 

instruction for students. 
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