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Abstract 

 

In this case study of adult English as a Second Language (ESL) educators, the 

researcher facilitated a six-week professional development activity around the 

topic of early literacy instruction. The four participants in the study circle were all 

LESLLA (low-educated second language and literacy acquisition) teachers whose 

students are adult immigrants and refugees who do not read and write in their 

primary languages.  Working in collaborative inquiry, they sought to improve the 

teaching and learning of this unique and neglected group of ESL learners. Now 

living in the U.S., such learners face a double challenge: acquiring English while 

learning to read an alphabetic print language for the first time.  Their teachers 

must be reading specialists, language experts, and resettlement workers all rolled 

into one.  This population of adult ESL learners is largely neglected by both 

researchers and materials developers. However, within our communities, early 

elementary teachers are teaching literacy and language to young new readers 

every day.  Kindergarteners, first, and second graders are discovering the 

alphabetic principle, acquiring the components of reading, and building their 

identities as readers and writers as they prepare for academic success.  While 

these two contexts are strikingly different, there is much overlap.  

To explore early literacy and enhance their classroom practice, the participants 

investigated early literacy instruction for young new readers.  They observed K-2 

instruction, worked individually with young learners, completed assigned 

readings and tasks, and engaged in discussions and reflective journaling.  By 

tapping into a new teaching context, they uncovered key literacy practices in early 
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elementary grades and transformed and applied their learnings to LESLLA 

learners. Findings show that they began organizing literacy instruction differently, 

such as implementing morning messages and sign-ins.  Establishing sound 

routines was a key outcome of their experience.  An extended definition of 

literacy also emerged, one that includes math and integrates numeracy instruction 

into literacy focused time.  They learned about responding to literature and began 

reading aloud to their LESLLA classes and teaching about text connections.  

Another main finding was a heightened priority of independent learning and ways 

they might offer more choices and independent, individualized instruction.  This 

case study offers a model for teacher professional development as an intellectual 

activity that embraces collaboration, inquiry, and exploring new contexts as 

powerful ways to grow as educators.  
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Chapter One 

 

Introduction 

 

“Teacher, my brain no good.  No English.  No understand A, B, C.  I go school.  You help 

me.” 

 

How many times have learners approached me after class with such pleas?  Their hands 

warming mine, their eyes steady.  After each lesson, a stream of older women pat me on 

the shoulder absent-mindedly as they move toward the door.  Another day of class 

complete.   

 

But was I any closer to fulfilling their requests?  Did they ‘become readers’ while in my 

care, or was my practice shamefully deficient?    

 

 “You good teacher.  You know English.  You know read.  You show me.”   

 

If only it were that simple.   

I smile; I tell her I’ll see her tomorrow.  I feel horribly inadequate.  

When the room is empty, I look at the materials and notes before me: a collection of 

literacy and language resources that seem haphazardly pulled together.  Student 

journals, phonics cards, various textbooks for the young and old, alphabet posters, and 

stacks of visual aids fill the cramped room.  A random assortment of teaching materials 

at best.  Was any of it getting anywhere near granting these learners’ very reasonable 

requests?   

 

They want to read and speak English.  Seems straight-forward enough.  And I am a 

teacher, and a well-prepared one at that.  Or am I?   

 

“You know read.  You show me.”   

I am both haunted and inspired by these voices.   
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Low-educated Second Language and Literacy Acquisition (LESLLA) 

Maestra, the letters speak! 
    -LESLLA Learner 

 

The purpose of this dissertation study is to improve the teaching and learning of 

adult refugees and immigrants who do not read or write in their primary languages.  For a 

variety of social, cultural, economic, religious, and political reasons, adult immigrants 

and refugees with little or no formal schooling resettle in the United States each year 

(UNHCR, 2012).  As they arrive in their new communities, the tasks before them are 

immense.  They must learn a new language, navigate a new city, find ways to transfer 

their skills to local workforce needs, care for their children and elders, and become 

accustomed to an unfamiliar culture.  In Minnesota, an infrastructure of resettlement and 

human service agencies assist with the immediate needs of immigrant and refugee 

families.  To develop their English language skills, adults often turn to adult basic 

education (ABE) programs, where they can access free English as a Second Language 

(ESL), literacy, math, computer, and work-preparation instruction.  For those who come 

with prior schooling and strong literacy in their first languages, learning English as an 

adult learner is a challenge; but for those adults who may have never seen their names in 

print, and who have never learned within the walls of a school, learning English and 

acquiring literacy for the first time later in life is an incredibly demanding undertaking 

(Bigelow & Vinogradov, 2011).  Such learners are referred to in this study as LESLLA 

learners1. 

The double challenge of learning English and at the same time learning to read for 

the first time in a new language is difficult for literate adults to imagine.  Nevertheless, 

                                                 
1
 LESLLA stands for low-educated second language and literacy acquisition.  This term comes from an 

international group of scholars, www.leslla.org.  LESLLA is used to describe adult second language 

learners who have very little or no literacy in their first languages, as well as their teachers and classrooms. 

http://www.leslla.org/
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slowly, in halting stops and starts, LESLLA learners begin to piece together the ways that 

written words are connected with spoken language, how letters represent sounds, and 

how taken together, those scribbles on the page carry meaning.  It is a process usually 

experienced by young children. Learning to read is a cognitive leap that children (in 

literate and arguably affluent circles) begin working on early, as they notice stop signs on 

walks outside, and as they recognize their names on shiny stickers placed near coat hooks 

in preschool hallways (Whitehurst & Lonigan, 2001).  Children devote hours and hours 

to the task of learning to read in preschool, kindergarten and the early elementary grades.  

However, most children learn to read in a language they already know how to speak.  

This is not the case for adult refugee and immigrant learners without prior schooling, 

however.  Such learners have little time for ESL classes, and Clifford the Big Red Dog is 

not likely to be the text they most want to read.  However, elementary teachers have deep 

professional training and experience about how to develop initial print literacy.  They 

have techniques for teaching literacy skills, creating age-appropriate motivation to read, 

and for fostering an identity as a reader or an author.  This study is based on the 

possibility that perhaps there are practices in those early years of schooling, things that 

kindergarten and first grade teachers do every day to build their students’ literacy skills 

that adult ESL teachers might take in, adapt, and apply to their adult learners.  

Kindergarten and first grade teachers have a great deal of required professional 

training in how to build literacy skills, and they have a broad and deep research base from 

which to draw.  This is not the case for ABE, a younger, less researched, less funded, and 

less recognized (or legitimized) sector in U.S. education (Smith & Gillespie, 2007).  

Teachers of low-literate adult ESL learners have far fewer resources and professional 

development opportunities than their K-12 colleagues to guide them in their classroom 
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practice (Marchwick, 2010; Smith & Gillespie, 2007; Vinogradov & Liden, 2009).  Yet, 

we know that educating children has much to do with educating adults within families; 

the links between parents’ literacy and their children’s success in school are well 

established (Whitehurst & Lonigan, 2001). If we are dedicated to teaching our children 

well, then we are obligated to devote time and attention to the education of their parents 

and the other adults in their lives as well.  The impact of improved practice for adult new 

readers could be far-reaching for older learners and the young learners in their care alike.  

Recognizably, adults learn differently and have different motivations, priorities, and 

challenges in acquiring language and literacy (Parrish, 2004).  Could the deep scholarship 

and highly professionalized teaching standards focused on initial print literacy 

development for children somehow inform this newer, under-developed field of adult 

second language literacy development?  Until there is an equally rich body of scholarship 

and professional standards, can teachers of adult language learners use their knowledge 

of their students’ needs to explore literacy practices from another context? Perhaps it is 

time to bring these two groups of educators together.  They are united by a common goal: 

teaching initial literacy, but they teach far different learners in dramatically different 

contexts.   

This dissertation study attempts to connect two groups of teachers who never 

interact professionally: adult educators and teachers of early elementary grades.  If 

observed purposefully, intentionally, and with  guided reflection and application 

experiences, what could ABE teachers learn about teaching reading from early 

elementary practices that could be applied  with their adult ESL learners who are also  

becoming readers, and how would they first need to adapt those practices?  What 

responses would teachers have to these newly applied practices? 
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These questions are the focus of this inquiry.   

Learning to Read: A Tale of Two Contexts 

Reading was something that just came to me…I could not remember when 

the lines above Atticus’s moving finger separated into words, but I had 

stared at them all the evenings in my memory- anything Atticus happened 

to be reading when I crawled into his lap every night.  Until I feared I 

would lose it, I never loved to read.   

One does not love breathing.   

 (Lee, 1960, p.17-18)  

(told by Scout, age 5, in To Kill a Mockingbird) 

In the U.S. and other literate societies, people generally learn to read between the 

ages of four and seven, henceforth moving into a literate existence that shapes how they 

see and respond to the world for the rest of our lives.  Becoming literate in an alphabetic 

print language represents a revolution in the brain, according to researchers who have 

conducted brain-imaging research with literate and non-literate adults (Castro-Caldas & 

Reis, 2003).  They argue that literacy changes the brain’s very architecture, how it 

processes and stores information (see summary in Wolf, 2008).  Literacy also propels a 

person into a completely different view of the world, across an ‘abyss’ of culture and 

interpretation of experiences that for those of us with no memory of not being able to 

read is difficult to fathom (Watson, 2010).  Try as we might, we cannot know what it is 

like to live in the world as a non-literate adult, nor can we really know what it is to be a 

child learning to read.  This presents interesting challenges for teachers of early literacy, 

as they cannot easily imagine what their students are experiencing. 

Questions of the nature and value of orality are beyond the scope of this inquiry 

(see Ong, 1975), as are the intricacies of brain research.  I readily admit that the 

beginning of print literacy for a child in a literate, middle-class Western culture differs in 

many ways from the beginning of print literacy for a child learning to read in an informal 
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environment, or a newly arrived 50-year old refugee woman from Burma.  Teachers of 

these two learners work in strikingly different contexts.  The teacher of the kindergartener 

comes to her work with a different set of expectations, plans, requirements, and priorities 

than the LESLLA teacher.  Challenges and advantages abound in both settings.  For 

example, while the kindergarten teacher deals with children’s quarrels on the playground, 

hovering parents, and a long list of required standardized assessments, the LESLLA 

teacher faces issues of war-related trauma, high mobility, and absenteeism among her 

students, uncertain funding for her position and professional development, and a lack of 

resources for her classroom.  However, these two teachers also have much in common.  

They are both moving their students through predictable stages of literacy: emergent, 

beginning, and transitional, in preparation for intermediate and advanced levels of 

reading and writing (see Adams, 1990).   

As emergent readers begin to connect oral language and print, they start noticing 

letters and print, and they play with oral language through rhymes and alliteration.  They 

are active observers at this stage, taking in the literate world around them (Morrow & 

Gambrell, 2011).  Both young new readers and LESLLA learners benefit from activities 

that encourage phonemic awareness and build awareness around what “words” are and 

how writing is connected to speech (Pressley, 2006; Young-Scholten & Strom, 2006).  As 

learners move into the beginning stage of literacy, they focus more specifically on print, 

and the alphabetic principle develops.   As Wolf writes, the alphabetic principle is a 

seemingly simple idea that took our ancestors thousands of years to discover, and that 

every new reader must grasp (Wolf, 2008).  Once understood, the new reader is aware 

that letters represent sounds, and that put together, these sounds represent spoken words 

(Adams, 1990).  This critical understanding and continued practice with letters and 
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sounds propels readers into the next stage of literacy development, where they transition 

to more fluent, more comprehending reading.  At this stage they are able to decode 

simple texts and are able to add some expression to their reading (McGee & Morrow, 

2005).  These three stages, emergent, beginning, and transitional, are not unique to 

children or to older new readers, they are characteristic of all new readers of alphabetic 

print languages, regardless of age (see Kruidenier, MacArthur, & Wrigley, 2010 for a 

large research review). 

English Language Learners, Adult Learners, and Literacy Instruction 

English was hard on my tongue.   

I was learning the meanings of words and how to write them, but my voice 

sounded different to me in English.  I didn’t like the way I stuttered and breathed 

through the words, so I tried never to speak it unless it was necessary, in which 

case I started whispering everything that came out of my mouth.   

I got by with nodding and shaking my head and smiling.           

(Yang, 2008, p.145) 

    (told by Kao Kalia, age 7, in The LateHomecomer) 

 

While the stages of literacy development described above are assumed consistent 

for new readers across age groups, the fields of second language acquisition and adult 

learning theory indicate critical differences in how a typical English speaking 

kindergartener learns versus an adult refugee with no first language literacy.  At the 

forefront for English learners (regardless of age) are the tremendous differences in oral 

language abilities in English, the language of instruction (Cloud, Genesee, & Hamayan, 

2009; Helman, 2009).  One cannot comprehend a word he has read if it is not in his 

vocabulary.  For example, sounding out bat, mat, cat, sat for a 5-year old may be simply 

a decoding exercise, for a LESLLA learner it is much more (What’s a bat?  What’s that 

have to do with a mat?  I know ‘sit’, is that different from ‘sat’?).  In a LESLLA 

classroom, oral language must be a major priority for literacy teachers.  While certainly 
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elementary teachers work on children’s narrative skills and teach them new words too, 

for LESLLA learners this attention to listening, speaking, and learning vocabulary is vital 

in order for English literacy to take hold.     

In addition to oral language, background knowledge is tremendously important 

for LESLLA learners, and it can mean the difference between comprehending a task or 

text and complete frustration (Cloud et al., 2009; Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2004).  As 

adults, LESLLA learners have a lifetime of experience that they bring to the classroom, 

perhaps 50 or 60 years more than early elementary students!  Unfortunately, this rich 

experience is often ignored in the materials and instruction commonly found for adult 

ESL learners (Wrigley & Guth, 1992).  Adult learning theory informs us that instruction 

must be relevant and useful for older learners; we know that adult learners are practical 

and have clear goals for their time and energy spent in the classroom (Auerbach, 1992; 

Knowles, 1978; Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2007).  As adults, they need jobs to 

provide for their families, resources to care for their children and parents, and access to 

participate in their communities (Auerbach, 1992).   In the United States, a hyper-literate 

society, literacy plays a critical role in meeting these needs (Bigelow, Delmas, Hansen, & 

Tarone, 2006).  LESLLA learners are adults, with adult interests and goals.  While they 

may be at the same reading stage as early elementary students, LESLLA teachers must 

not simply replicate instruction found in kindergarten and first grade classrooms.  Such 

duplication would be inappropriate and even insulting because of the childish materials 

and pedagogies.  Practices used with young new readers must first be examined and 

(possibly) transformed before entering the LESLLA classroom and then critically 

reflected upon before becoming part of a LESLLA teacher’s repertoire.  The aim of this 
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project is to explore what occurs when teachers are given the opportunity to 

collaboratively consider such practices for their own classrooms.  

Nature of this Inquiry 

There is a ceiling effect to how much we can learn if we keep to ourselves…Personal 

mastery and group mastery feed on each other in learning organizations.  People need 

one another to learn and to accomplish things. (Fullan, 1995) 

 

This research study brings LESLLA teachers together in a place where literacy is 

just beginning, to see how the path for literacy is being paved for kindergarten and first 

graders and to ponder if and how these practices might be beneficial for older new 

readers.  Collaboratively, participants then attempt to alter or remove the child-friendly 

packaging of identified effective literacy practices and transform them into useful 

practices for the adult LESLLA classroom.  Participants apply their findings and reflect 

on what they have discovered.  This process nurtures the participants as adaptive experts, 

not simply routine experts.  Adaptive experts are teachers who are both highly efficient 

and highly innovative and are flexible and responsive to their learners (Hatano & Inagaki, 

1986) .  They continue to learn throughout their careers and continue to improve their 

skills (Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2007).  For LESLLA teachers, adaptive expertise 

is crucial; LESLLA learners are unlike any other group of adult ESL students, and 

previous teaching experience and preparation are insufficient.  LESLLA teachers need to 

not only understand a great deal about language, literacy, and adult learning, but they 

must also be able to act on this knowledge in a complex learning environment.  This 

expertise can develop only when LESLLA teachers know the whether and why of what 

they are teaching and have moved beyond the knowing that and knowing how.  The 

professional development experience at the core of this research is the context for this 

difficult, reflective work. 
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For this case study, four LESLLA teachers engaged in a several week long 

professional development (PD) experience.  This PD experience exemplifies elements of 

effective PD set forth by Desimone: active learning, duration, content focus, 

cohesiveness, and collective learning (2009).  The PD sessions brought together several 

adult ESL teachers, experts in teaching language and literacy to LESLLA learners, and 

introduced them to literacy instruction practices of early elementary grades.  As the 

creator/facilitator of the PD experience and the researcher, I had two roles.  As facilitator, 

I participated in the PD as it unfolded, and as researcher, I observed the participants as 

they explored these topics.  Together in keeping with collaborative inquiry and 

practitioner research traditions (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009), we investigated how 

kindergarten and first grade teachers create a learning environment ripe for learning to 

read, what practices, routines, and materials they use to introduce and deepen their 

children’s understanding of print, and how they nurture their identities as readers.  

Throughout these several weeks, this group of adult ESL teachers visited elementary 

classrooms, observed children and their teachers, examined student work and 

instructional materials, worked individually with children, and above all reflected on 

what we were learning from our early elementary colleagues.  During sessions set aside 

to discuss and connect what we were seeing to our current work with low-literate adults, 

we  identified what practices might be useful for adult ESL emergent readers, considered 

how we could adapt according to what we know as adult educators, tried out new 

practices, and shared our responses. 

This study is unusual in that it intentionally worked to connect participants 

professionally around a specific topic, but across strikingly different contexts.   In 

creating a collegial, thoughtful space where the adult educators could find similarities 
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across the two contexts and think deeply about their observations.  Specifically, this 

inquiry seeks answers to the following questions: 

Table 1: Research Questions 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

1. What knowledge and practices do LESLLA teachers identify as transferable to 

their own teaching contexts after participating in a professional development study 

circle designed to expose them to literacy practices with early elementary learners?  

 

2. Of those practices that they identify, how do LESLLA teachers transform and 

apply the practices for their adult education contexts?   

 

3. As they reflect on the PD and how they have applied early elementary practices, 

what do they articulate as key insights?  

In the following chapter, a literature review gathers together the major research and 

theoretical groundings that steady and shape this dissertation study.  In chapter three, I 

describe the specifics of this project and how it was conducted, with details about the 

professional development experience itself and data collection and analysis methods.  In 

chapter four, the major findings are shared.  Chapter five concludes this dissertation with 

and interpretation of findings, implications for LESLLA teaching and learning, and 

possibilities for further research. 
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Chapter Two 

 

Literature Review 

 

Professional development should focus on deepening teacher knowledge in order to 

foster teacher learning and changes in practice. 

 (Verloop, Van Driel, & Meijer, 2001) 

 

The present study rests where several nuanced and challenging topics converge:  

adult refugees and immigrants as language learners, early literacy development in 

English, and teacher professional development.  It is tempting to compartmentalize and 

separately describe the many areas of research that inform this work (e.g., reading 

research, second language acquisition, teacher cognition), but doing so ignores the very 

nature of teacher knowledge and development which is complex and textured.  This 

chapter embraces this complexity through two strands of scholarship, teacher knowledge 

and teacher learning.  In the particular study, these two strands are brought together 

within the theoretical frame of communities of practice.  In this chapter, I use this 

theoretical framework as a way to understand the teacher knowledge and teacher learning 

that the participants, all LESLLA instructors, contributed to this collaborative inquiry. 

Communities of Practice as a Theoretical Frame 

Above all, this research explores how a small group of teachers worked together 

to explore a new context for literacy (in early elementary grades) and applied their 

learning to their LESLLA classrooms.  The nature of this inquiry is collaborative; the 

professional development (PD) activity at the core of this research exemplifies social and 

collaborative learning.  The PD was developed with the belief that people learn more 
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together than they do apart, an assumption grounded in social learning theory.  In 1991, 

Lave and Wenger put forth the idea of communities of practice (CoPs).  CoPs are groups 

of people who share a passion for an activity and who interact regularly to improve their 

performance (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  CoPs provide a way of thinking about collegial 

social interaction as a critical element to professional learning.  Wenger asks, “What kind 

of understanding would such a perspective yield on how learning takes place and what is 

required to support it?” (1998, p. 3).  One response to Wenger’s question can be found in 

the design of this study. 

Wenger (1998) describes three components of a CoP.  The first is the domain, or 

the defined area of shared inquiry.  The second is community, or the various relationships 

among the members and their sense of belonging.  The third component is practice, or 

the body of knowledge, methods, cases, stories, tools, and documents used in the 

community (Wenger, 1998). 

Various communities of practice are found among teachers in the K-12 system in 

the U.S. and are often termed Professional Learning Communities (PLCs).  They allow 

opportunities for educators to meet regularly, look at student work together, and plan for 

instruction (DuFour, 2004).  In the world of adult basic education, a variety of factors 

make this type of regular professional interaction difficult  (Farrelly, 2012; Smith, 2010) 

(e.g., part-time employment, lack of support for professional development, isolated 

teaching contexts, etc.)  However, from challenges emerge innovation, and the PD 

activity in this research, a study circle for LESLLA teachers, is presented here as an 

example of a community of practice as PD for adult educators.  This study circle can be 

considered a CoP because, as per Lave and Wenger, the domain was the shared 

experience of teaching low-literacy adult ESL learners, a very specific focus of inquiry.  



14 

 

 

The community emerged as teachers met and interacted at meetings, reflected on assigned 

readings and tasks, and visited early elementary classrooms in search of useful, 

transferable instruction for their adult new readers.  The practice was articulated and 

expanded as the teachers shared their expertise, struggles, and resources.  A repertoire of 

professional wisdom, skills, tools, and dispositions was shared and continued to grow 

throughout the experience.  As this community of practice (the four participants and the 

researcher) embarked on its work together, each member contributed and built upon his 

or her knowledge of teaching LESLLA learners.  What is the nature of this knowledge?  

What do LESLLA teachers know about and know how to do?  The next section of this 

chapter attempts to define the teacher knowledge base of LESLLA instructors across 

critical areas of scholarship in the existing literature. 

LESLLA Teacher Knowledge Base 

LESLLA learners are distinct from other adult ESL learners in that they are 

learning to read for the first time.  Therefore, LESLLA practitioners focus much of their 

efforts on literacy development.  However, the knowledge base for LESLLA cannot stop 

with early literacy instruction.  As Vinogradov and Liden point out; this is but one area of 

importance in LESLLA work (2009).  While early literacy instruction is central and all-

encompassing, it necessarily interacts and finds its way among four additional areas of 

knowledge: 1) teaching, 2) the immigrant and refugee experience, 3) language and 

language acquisition, and 4) adult learning.  Figure 1 below illustrates how I 

conceptualize the overarching role of early literacy and the four domains of the LESLLA 

teacher knowledge base.   

 

Figure 1: Proposed Knowledge Base for LESLLA Teachers 
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In the first half of this chapter, the model for teacher knowledge base for 

LESLLA as illustrated above is unpacked by first briefly defining early literacy 

instruction as it is viewed in current scholarship.  Then this early literacy knowledge base 

is connected with four critical areas of knowledge for LESLLA: teaching, the immigrant 

and refugee experience, language and language acquisition, and theories and principles of 

adult learning.   

We begin with what has already been put forth in the literature that is specific to 

LESLLA teachers’ knowledge.  However, as this area of research is quite limited, this 

chapter then broadens to draw from the larger scholarship in education, literacy 

development, language acquisition, and adult learning. 

Current LESLLA Teacher Knowledge Base  

 LESLLA learners’ needs and those of their teachers have unfortunately not been 

the focus of much research at all.  In the field of second language acquisition, LESLLA 

learners have been sadly neglected (Bigelow & Tarone, 2004) as well as in other related 

fields of scholarship.  In fact, there is very little available in the literature that specifically 

focuses on adult second language learners who are not literate in their first languages, an 
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upsetting reality that Bigelow and Tarone brought to light in TESOL Quarterly in 2004 

when they asked, “Doesn’t who we study determine what we know?” (Bigelow & 

Tarone, 2004, p. 689).  A notable exception in SLA is the work of Clahsen, Meisel, and 

Pienemann (1983), examining the acquisition of German word order.  The participants in 

this study, however, had some print literacy but limited formal schooling.  Furthermore, 

their literacy level was not measured but rather based on self-report.  This study may be 

emblematic of others which also included LESLLA learners but did not disaggregate 

them from the sample.  Logic would suggest that LESLLA learners have been in adult 

classes, and in SLA studies, from the beginning, but their uniqueness has been ignored or 

untroubled. 

Research on classroom practice and specific teaching techniques is also extremely 

limited with LESLLA learners.  One important exception is the work of Condelli and 

Wrigley, whose large-scale, mixed-method study in twelve states followed LESLLA 

learners for nine months and focused on literacy assessments and observational data of 

their classroom instruction (Condelli & Wrigley, 2005).  Much was learned about the 

current state of LESLLA teaching and learning from this study, including the key role of 

judicious use of first language, the value of connecting the classroom to the outside 

world, the role of intensity in attendance, the significance of practice and repetition in 

instruction, and the importance of providing a variety of ways to learn new material.  

While this study offers a wealth of information for LESLLA practitioners, it did not 

address the needs of teachers or speak specifically to what can be done to better prepare 

instructors of LESLLA learners. 

In response to the lack of research on LESLLA teaching and learning across 

relevant disciplines, a recent and growing source of new knowledge for LESLLA 
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educators is an academic symposium (see www.leslla.org), where LESLLA scholars 

from around the world come together to share their work.  However, even in this 

scholarly community, LESLLA teacher preparation and professional development have 

not been a focus in the symposium’s eight year history.  LESLLA presenters have taken it 

upon themselves to produce a body of gray literature, that is, refereed articles from 

presenters at the symposia that are important and valuable, but not widely distributed.  In 

the seven published symposia proceedings to date, only three articles have directly 

addressed PD for LESLLA teachers, and none of these has reported on research specific 

to LESLLA teacher preparation.  In the inaugural LESLLA symposium proceedings 

volume, Faux describes the range of knowledge and skills LESLLA teachers should have 

(2005).  The following year, Peyton and her colleagues describe a statewide systemic 

process in planning and implementing professional development for adult ESL teachers 

that may assist in identifying and meeting LESLLA teachers’ needs, although it does not 

concentrate on them specifically but rather PD for adult literacy professionals in general 

(Peyton et al., 2006).  Vinogradov and Liden later build on Faux’s initial outline and 

describe a specific workshop they designed for LESLLA practitioners (Vinogradov & 

Liden, 2009).  They outline, based on their experiences with LESLLA learners and 

teachers (but not based on empirically grounded research), the knowledge base of 

effective LESLLA instructors in ten key elements, as listed in Table 2.  Regarding skills 

that LESLLA teachers require, Vinogradov and Liden place LESLLA classroom skills 

into three areas: assessment, course design, and materials development.  

Table 2: Knowledge Base for LESLLA Teachers (Vinogradov & Liden, 2009) 

______________________________________________________________________ 

1. The refugee experience   6. Key research 

2. Types of literacy-level learners  7. Components of reading 

3. Literacy in childhood vs. adulthood  8. Balanced literacy 

4. Emergent readers    9. Approaches to teaching literacy 

http://www.leslla.org/
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5. Second language acquisition  10. Connections between first and second  

       language literacies 

 

 

The knowledge base described by Vinogradov and Liden (2009) in Table 1 is a 

place to start thinking about what LESLLA teachers know and what areas of knowledge 

informs their practice.  In this dissertation study, a professional development activity 

works to explore, expand and deepen the knowledge base of its participants, all practicing 

LESLLA teachers, particularly in the area of early literacy instruction.    

Enveloping Teacher Knowledge for LESLLA in Early Literacy Instruction 

It took our species roughly 2000 years to make the cognitive breakthroughs 

necessary to learn to read with an alphabet.  Today our children have to reach 

those same insights about print in roughly 2000 days.  

(Wolf, 2008, p.19) 

 

Early literacy instruction in the current study refers to the development of reading 

and writing skills described in Chapter One, starting with emergent to beginning through 

transitional readers.  While schools, curricula, and individual teachers may vary greatly in 

their exact approaches to developing early literacy, there is much agreement in the field 

around what should be included in effective early literacy instruction.  In 2000, the 

National Reading Panel (NRP) released its large and influential report, emphasizing five 

areas of reading instruction: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and 

comprehension (National Reading Panel, 2000).  While there is widespread agreement 

that these five elements are indeed essential, “they are by no means a magic bullet that 

will lead to successful literacy achievement by all students,” (Gambrell, Malloy, & 

Mazzoni, 2011, p.15).  Reading scholars Morrow and Gambrell argue for a more 

comprehensive literacy framework that pays attention to motivation; opportunities to read 
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and write; differentiated assessment and instruction; and reading, writing, listening, and 

speaking for wide, authentic, and varied purposes (Morrow & Gambrell, 2011).  Early 

literacy instruction forms the grounding layer of the LESLLA teacher knowledge base 

proposed in the model on page 15.  Early literacy instruction and specific strategies for 

teaching the five NRP components are readily available for teachers and enjoy a vast 

research base (see Pressley, 2006, for summary).  

LESLLA teachers require complex knowledge for their work, and a defining role 

they play is that of early reading specialist, albeit typically without a formal credential.  

No other adult ESL instructors have to teach alphabetic print literacy from square one.  

However, as will be discussed further in this chapter, adult educators are rarely prepared 

to give the early literacy instruction that is paramount in their daily lives in the classroom.  

In addition to this knowledge of early reading instruction that LESLLA teachers require, 

they must also have a general knowledge of teaching.  Knowledge of the components of 

reading and instructional techniques for literacy does little good in the hands of an 

incapable teacher.  We move to the pedagogical knowledge LESLLA teachers need next. 

Knowledge of Teaching 

A strong assumption about teacher knowledge undergirds this work: teachers 

possess a strong and evolving knowledge base that encompasses their prior experiences, 

formal knowledge, and personal beliefs and thinking.  This assumption represents current 

thinking in the field and is the result of many years of development.  Research in aspects 

of teacher knowledge emerged in the mid-1970’s as scholars explored what had come to 

be known as teacher cognition, the thought processes that teachers engage in as they plan 

and deliver lessons (Borg, 2003; Freeman & Johnson, 1998; Pajares, 1992).  In the 

1980’s, more and more attention was given to teachers’ prior experiences as students 
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(Lortie, 1975).   Teachers were now thought to have ‘mental lives’ (Walberg, 1977) that 

guide their work as constant decision makers in the classroom.  The field began 

considering classrooms as unique and powerful social contexts where teachers work 

(Clandinin, 1986).  The work of Shulman (1987) teased out the distinction between 

content knowledge and teaching knowledge and introduced the concept of PCK, or 

pedagogical content knowledge.  Also in this same time period, reflective practice 

(see Schön, 1987) came to be seen as a  crucial part of teacher preparation and ongoing 

professional development. Complex frameworks for observing and evaluating teaching 

became widely used in the mid-1990’s, largely in response to the Danielson framework 

(1996).  This evidences the field’s turn toward a more nuanced understanding of how 

classrooms operate and how teachers vary in how they plan for and implement 

instruction, assess learning, and grow as professionals. Teachers’ knowledge base is 

currently recognized as socially negotiated and dynamic, changing and expanding over 

teachers’ careers (Freeman, 2002; Freeman & Johnson, 1998).  This evolving view of 

teacher knowledge over the last few decades has led to modern teacher preparation and 

professional development, much of which is job-embedded, takes place over time, and 

involves collaboration and reflection (Borko, 2004). 

Today’s educational and political climate is riddled with talk of teacher 

effectiveness, teacher quality, and many attempts at linking teacher actions to student 

achievement.  Attempts at isolating and strengthening the act of teaching date back to the 

previously mentioned work of Lee Shulman and the concept of PCK.  This discipline-

specific teaching knowledge lens is one way to explore the knowledge of teaching 

LESLLA teachers require. 



21 

 

 

Literacy and Language Teaching 

Literacy educators and researchers have worked to define what they expect of 

someone entering their field.  A recent Literacy Conceptual Framework (LCF)
2
 created 

by faculty at the University of Minnesota includes ten areas of knowledge for literacy 

teachers, framed around four key structures: Foundational Knowledge, Pedagogical 

Content Knowledge (PCK), Instructional Practices and Materials, and Beginning 

Repertoire (Dillon & Yussen, 2007).  Foundational knowledge is the ‘knowing that,’ the 

theoretical knowledge about literacy learning.  PCK is the ‘knowing-how,’ the 

knowledge about how to teach literacy.  Instructional strategies and materials include the 

methods for teaching literacy.  Finally, the beginning repertoire includes the expectations 

for what beginning teachers should know and be able to do.  This Literacy Conceptual 

Framework goes into depth in many areas of literacy instruction, from reading and 

writing theory and language development to specifics of teaching writing and how to 

motivate students to read (Dillon & Yussen, 2007).  The organizing domains are not in 

stark contrast to the more general frameworks previously examined, however.  While 

specifically centered on literacy instruction, this framework, like the Charlotte Danielson 

framework (2007) and, for example, the Minnesota state standards for effective practice 

(Minnesota State Legislature, 2010), prioritize knowledge of subject matter, knowledge 

of classroom methodology, and professional dispositions that value high achievement for 

all learners, reflective practice, and collaboration.  

Moving more specifically to adult second language learners, TESOL Inc., the 

international professional organization of Teachers of English to Speakers of Other 

Languages (www.tesol.org), has also issued a set of standards for adult ESL teachers.  It 

                                                 
2
 Created in 2002-2007 via a grant project, Minnesota Reads: a Higher Education Partnership to Better 

Prepare Faculty and Future Teachers for Literacy Instruction, Steven Yussen and Deborah R. Dillon, Co-

PIs. This work was supported in part by the Bush Foundation, No. 8303. 
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was developed by a task force of adult educators in collaboration with the TESOL 

standards committee.  The final document was approved by the TESOL Board of 

Directors in 2006.  While not in conflict with the frameworks discussed above, TESOL’s 

list is more specific to the teacher knowledge required of ESL practitioners, and 

specifically those working with adult learners (TESOL, 2008). These eight standards are 

listed in Table 3 below. 

Table 3: Standards for ESL/EFL Teachers of Adults (TESOL, 2008) 

______________________________________________________________________ 

1. Planning 

2. Instructing 

3. Assessing 

4. Identity and Context 

5. Language Proficiency 

6. Learning 

7. Content 

8. Commitment and Professionalism 

TESOL’s standards include much of the general standards and frameworks already 

discussed, but they also give special attention to language proficiency.  Additionally, the 

TESOL standards cast a separate standard for ‘learning,’ which focuses attention on 

tenets of adult learning and adult language learning.  These differences underscore the 

more specific knowledge and skills needed for teachers of adults and for teachers of 

language.  It should be noted that while the TESOL standards appear thorough and have 

ample vignettes and research-based references to support their choices, this is the work of 

a handful of professionals; the standards are not the result of original research and impact 

on student learning and teachers’ possession of these practices have not been studied. 

As the TESOL standards for teachers of adults only appeared four years ago, to 

date no published research has sought to evaluate specifically how they are used in 

teacher development.  While not specifically focused on the TESOL standards, one 
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notable study from Ontario is quite possibly the only published work on the preparedness 

and self-efficacy of graduates from a TESOL program specifically for teachers of adults.  

The program in question is TESOL-accredited through the provincial TESOL affiliate 

specifically for teachers of adults.  Faez and Valeo conducted a mixed-method study that 

included an online survey with 115 graduates of this program and interviews with eight 

focal participants (Faez & Valeo, 2012).  The focus of the research was to pinpoint 

teachers’ preparedness immediately after completing their TESOL course of study and 

after three years’ teaching experience, and to explore what aspects of their preparation 

program were the most useful.  Findings show that the practicum experience and ‘real’ 

teaching experiences had the most impact on their preparedness, a result that while not 

new for K-12 contexts had yet to be determined for adult ESL teachers.  This adult ESL 

teacher research from Ontario faced some limitations: the use of an online survey for 

participants to self-report their preparedness upon completion of the program and 

currently, and much depended on their memories, self-perception, and cohesion between 

their preparation and subsequent teaching assignment.  Even so, this is important new 

research that indicates that knowledge of teaching develops in similar ways across 

teaching contexts. 

The fourth TESOL standard listed in Figure 1 above, identity and context, 

describes the adult ESL teacher’s need to understand learners and their communities, 

backgrounds, goals, and expectations for learning, all of which inform planning, 

instruction, and assessment.  As adult immigrants and refugees, LESLLA learners’ 

backgrounds and communities are particularly diverse and distinct and play a pivotal role 

in how teachers might approach instruction.  Teachers need a deep understanding and 
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appreciation for learners’ experiences before coming to the U.S. and of their current lives 

in our communities.  The impact of these factors is further explored in the next section.  

Knowledge of the Immigrant and Refugee Experience 

This chapter has already presented two areas of the LESLLA teacher knowledge 

base: early literacy instruction and knowledge of teaching.  The next area is knowledge of 

our learners as newcomers to our communities.  Many LESLLA learners are refugees 

who have fled extreme violence or long stays in refugee camps with little or no access to 

schooling (Vinogradov & Bigelow, 2010). They come from many countries.  In 

Minnesota, for example, LESLLA learners are commonly (but not exclusively) from 

Ethiopia, Laos, Liberia, Mexico, Myanmar, Somalia, Sudan, and Thailand.  In several 

cities in Belgium, refugees from Morocco fill adult Dutch as a Second Language classes; 

and in Finland, large numbers of Somali and Iraqi refugees have resettled and are 

acquiring literacy for the first time in Finnish (Tammelin-Laine, 2010; van de Craats, 

Kurvers, & Shöneberger, 2010).  Across the globe, political, social, and economic 

circumstances drive families from their homes to continue their lives in far off places, 

often in communities where literacy is paramount to daily living.  While their home 

languages and cultures are extremely diverse, LESLLA learners do share some common 

characteristics (Burt, Peyton, Schaetzel, et al., 2008), and they are present in adult 

education programs across the globe and across the U.S.   

Serving LESLLA learners well requires serving immigrants and refugees well.  

Refugees and immigrants are managing a great deal of personal upheaval as they adjust 

to a new country and city, find work and schools, and take care of daily personal and 

family needs.   All of this adjustment happens for LESLLA learners as they acquire the 

local language and begin to acquire print literacy.  Of the eight standards for adult ESL 
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teachers, established by TESOL (Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages), 

one is devoted to identity and context:  

Teachers understand the importance of who learners are and how their 

communities, backgrounds, and goals shape learning and expectations of learning.  

Teachers recognize how context contributes to identity formation and therefore 

influences learning.  Teachers use this knowledge of identity and settings in 

planning, instructing, and assessing. (TESOL, 2008, p.65)  

 

TESOL elaborates on the role of learners’ identities and cultures in the learning of 

English, and they describe how teachers must be savvy about cross-cultural differences to 

establish an equitable, respectful learning environment.   In P-12 contexts, issues of 

culture are equally prominent in teacher-preparation and are considered paramount in the 

skills required of an ESL teacher (Staehr Fenner & Kuhlman, 2012).  While there is much 

about culture and context that affects adult ESL teaching and learning, two areas of 

particular importance are briefly outlined below: the effect of trauma and the impact of 

varying background knowledge on learning. 

Trauma and Learning 

Teachers of adult immigrants and refugees work in strikingly different contexts 

than teachers of adults in university or other international visitor settings.  While they are 

all adult language learners, refugees and immigrants (for the most part) are not going 

home.  They have relocated permanently, and in general they arrive with fewer financial 

resources and less education (Mathews-Aydinli, 2008).  LESLLA students have often 

escaped war and turmoil and have lived for years in transitional refugee camps before 

settling in the North America, Europe, Australia, or elsewhere.  Trauma is a real and 

prevalent concern among LESLLA learners 

(see “The Center for Victims of Torture,” n.d.).  Research on the affects of trauma and 

mental strife on language learning is growing, but limited (see summary in Finn, 2010).  
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One example study from Sondergaard and Theorell (2004) focuses on newly arrived Iraqi 

refugees, some who have experienced trauma.  The researchers tracked the participants’ 

language acquisition for nine months and found that those who were victims of trauma 

had significantly slower paths to acquiring language. Such research is important to 

investigate how trauma may affect learning of language, but it should be noted that the 

instruments used to measure students’ progress were the school’s regular standardized 

tests, which may or may not show how these students’ language was progressing, or at 

least not in depth.  While we await more research on the effects of trauma on language 

acquisition, we can turn to professional wisdom to help guide our practice.   Isserlis 

writes, “Since language learning demands control, connection, and meaning, adults 

experiencing effects of past or current trauma are particularly challenged in learning a 

new language. They may be affected by symptoms of post traumatic stress disorder, be 

clinically depressed, have repressed memories of previous abuse, or display visible signs 

of emotional distress” (Isserlis, 2000, p.1).  Teachers of LESLLA learners need to be 

aware of the impact of trauma and extended stress on learning, and they need to find 

ways to create safe, welcoming, productive learning environments (Parrish, 2004).   

With such diverse learners, there is no ‘one’ refugee/immigrant experience, but 

LESLLA teachers can learn about their local refugee and immigrant groups: their 

histories, cultures, languages, and current communities.  Two strong examples focus on 

refugee women in adult ESL settings.  In her 2012 study of Yemeni LESLLA learners in 

her own ESL classes, Gonzalves discovered the complex roles of cultural and family 

demands on her learners’ education, as well as their strong desire for self-sufficiency and 

independence (Gonzalves, 2012).  While her study included only six participants, her 

deep attention to their identities and responsibilities outside the classroom offer much 
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wisdom for practitioners.  In a second example, Skilton-Sylvester’s study of Cambodian 

women and their participation in adult ESL classes illustrated the role of shifting 

identities of refugees as they transition into a new community, a new workforce, and 

simultaneously participate in adult English classes (2002).  With only four participants in 

her sample, all from one homeland, there is certainly more work to be done in this area, 

but nevertheless such findings are valuable as LESLLA practitioners work to design 

classes that fulfill students’ complex needs (Weinstein, 2006).  LESLLA learners enter 

adult ESL classrooms with tremendous resources for learning (Vinogradov, 2008), but 

also with varying background knowledge that affects their language learning and literacy 

development in important ways.   

Background Knowledge 

LESLLA classrooms are multiethnic and multilingual; learners bring with them 

different traditions, values, and worldviews, all of which affect how literacy acquisition 

takes place (Au, 2005; Ballenger, 1999; Delpit, 2006; Peyton, 2012).  Moll and his 

colleagues discuss the funds of knowledge that students bring with them to school; these 

scholars assert that students bring in rich resources for learning (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & 

González, 1992).  When teachers can tap into these funds of knowledge, learners are 

better able to relate to texts, lessons, and school in general (González, Moll, & Amanti, 

2005).  Instructional models in K-12 settings of late emphasize sheltered instruction, an 

approach that helps learners develop oral skills and build literacy and content area 

knowledge (Echevarria et al., 2004).  Here teachers attend to the background knowledge 

learners need in order to make content comprehensible; they encourage interaction and 

practice; and they assess and review lessons systematically.   
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Another promising approach to instruction, the Mutual Adaptive Learning 

Paradigm (MALP), strives to bridge the cultural gap between ELs (particularly those with 

limited formal schooling) and their schools.  The MALP, put forth by DeCapua and 

Marshall (DeCapua & Marshall, 2011; Marshall, 1998) seeks middle ground between the 

needs of ELs and the expectations of the U.S. school system.  Many ELs in U.S. schools 

who have limited formal education, DeCapua and Marshall claim, are members of high-

context, collectivistic cultures, where strong relationships are critical to communication 

and establishing sufficient trust for learning to take place (Marshall, 1998).    LESLLA 

learners and teachers, it provides an The MALP, briefly, involves three steps for teachers 

working with ELs with limited school experience: 1) accept the conditions that ELs need 

in order to learn, including strong student-teacher relationships; 2) Create lessons than 

combine processes from an oral/collectivist paradigm with that of the U.S.; and 3) focus 

on activities that have familiar language and content when building cognitive or academic 

skills (DeCapua, Smathers, & Tang, 2009). This approach may be criticized as simplistic; 

its basic tenet is that a MALP allows students to learn new academic tasks via familiar 

language, and to learn new language through familiar tasks.  Thus, the unrelenting 

‘double duty’ of both language and cultural learning that is the reality of school for ELs is 

eased.  DeCapua and Marshall’s designed a five-month intervention in a high school 

classroom to study the impact of MALP instruction.  In this study, the teacher of a 

freestanding, sheltered adolescent LESLLA class was trained in the MALP and given 

support from the researchers to implement MALP-lessons into her instruction.  This 

qualitative study included data gathered from student work, teacher interviews, and 

classroom observations.  Results reveal that MALP-based instruction led to more active 

participation and student progress in academic thinking and literacy (Decapua & 
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Marshall, 2010).  It should be noted that this intervention took place in only one 

classroom and did not include a control group, and that the researchers of the MALP’s 

impact were its designers themselves. In another study of adolescent LESLLA learners, 

Watson’s hermeneutic study affirms DeCapua and Marshall’s premise for MALP (2010).  

Watson describes the deep gap between students’ oral cultures and the U.S.’s high 

literacy culture as a semiotic abyss; she calls for a “pedagogy of reciprocity between 

orality and literacy” (2010, p.v).  While cultures in the U.S. context are also highly oral, 

Watson shares a philosophical stance with DeCapua and Marshall that prioritizes equity 

and recognition of difference in designing curricula. 

To summarize this discussion, LESLLA learners offer educators a rich 

constellation of qualities.  They are new readers, and they are (im)migrants and refugees.  

They are adult language learners, learning to read for the first time in a language they do 

not yet speak well.  While they are learning to navigate a new community and 

discovering the alphabetic principle, they are also acquiring a new language.  LESLLA 

educators must pull together knowledge from so many areas to do this work well.  Their 

role includes that of reading specialists and resettlement workers, and they must also be 

language teachers.  Issues of language and language acquisition cannot be divorced from 

LESLLA teachers’ work as literacy instructors, and the following section explores this 

crucial aspect of LESLLA teaching: LESLLA teachers as language teachers. 

 

Knowledge of Language and Language Acquisition 

A major part of research in language teaching and teacher learning over the last 

15 or 20 years has involved the rediscovery of the basic truth that in language 

teaching, it is the teaching that is most important, not the language: that language 

teaching is first and foremost an educational enterprise, not a linguistic one.  

(Johnston & Goettsch, 2000, p. 439)  
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Language Teacher Knowledge Base 

Following the scholarship that established a general teacher knowledge base, 

language educators and language teacher-educators worked to clarify the knowledge base 

of language teachers in the 1990’s and early 2000’s.  While previous to this period the 

knowledge base may have prioritized an in-depth knowledge of the target language and 

linguistics, the scholarship of the 1990’s and 2000’s moved the language teacher 

knowledge base to be re-conceptualized  (Freeman, 2002; Freeman & Johnson, 1998; 

Johnston & Goettsch, 2000; Woods, 1996),  Language teaching does not fit neatly as an 

area of ‘content’ in Shulman’s PCK model, however (1987).  Language as a subject to be 

taught differs from history or literature as a content area in that language is inherently 

interactive and interpersonal; application is the entire point of learning a modern 

language.  Freeman and Johnson, in what they call their “professional position” (1998, p. 

405) propose that the language teacher knowledge base needs to address three main 

areas: the teacher-learner, the social context, and the pedagogical process (1998).  This 

view moves away from the binary of subject matter and learners with methodology as the 

means from one to the other.  Departing from this transmission view of language 

teaching, Freeman and Johnson’s model sees the three domains (teacher-learner, social 

context, and pedagogical process) as interdependent (1998).  Teacher-learners are 

individuals with prior experiences as teachers and students, and their practice of teaching 

changes and develops over time.  The social contexts of language teaching vary greatly, 

and schools and schooling contain powerful currents of socialization, power, and access 

that cannot be ignored.  The pedagogical process draws from second language acquisition 

theory, but Freeman and Johnson suggest that it is in fact not at the core of language 
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teaching: “Teaching is an activity cannot be separated from either the person of the 

teacher as a learner or the contexts of schools and schooling in with it is done.  Each 

domain is contingent on the other” (1998, p.410).  Language teaching is much more than 

a matter of knowing a language and knowing a bit about teaching. 

Using general education teacher knowledge as a starting point, the language 

teacher knowledge base recognizes that “learning to teach is affected by the sum of a 

person’s experiences, some figuring more prominently than others, and that it requires the 

acquisition and interaction of knowledge and beliefs about oneself as a teacher, of the 

content to be taught, of one’s students, and of classroom life” (Freeman & Johnson, 1998, 

p.401).  Each language teacher brings a great deal of him/herself to the language 

classroom, including, as Borg’s 1997 model points out, his/her schooling and 

professional coursework. These experiences interact with the teaching context and the 

classroom practice itself in complicated ways, all contributing to how teachers think and 

act as language teachers (Borg, 2003).  He states, “Teachers are active, thinking decision-

makers who make instructional choice by drawing on complex, practically-oriented, 

personalized, and context sensitive networks of knowledge, thoughts, and beliefs,” (Borg, 

2003, p. 81).  A key research study by Woods (1996) was conducted with ESL teachers 

in Canada and explored their planning and decision-making processes.  Through 

interviews, observations, document analysis, teacher journals, and video-based stimulated 

recall, Woods detailed the teachers’ decision-making processes and the many factors that 

affected those processes.  Woods divided his findings into two groups, external and 

internal.  External factors are situational, for example the numbers of students, 

availability of materials, estimations of a lesson’s complexity and what students can 

manage.  Internal factors relate to how teachers sequenced lessons (from teaching simpler 
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language constructs to more complicated ones, for example) and also to the levels of 

planning involved, from day-to-day lessons to larger units and the entire course.  Woods 

found it difficult to divorce belief and knowledge in his findings, and instead proposed 

the concept of BAK: beliefs, assumptions, and knowledge.  BAK, he writes, “seemed to 

underlie everything that the teachers did and said,” (p. 282).  Such empirical findings 

suggest that teaching is a deeply personal endeavor, as it is work conducted by 

individuals with varying beliefs, assumptions and knowledge.   

In addition to findings such as Woods’ (1996), much has been written specifically 

about language teachers’ previous experience as language learners as paramount in their 

practice.  As Borg writes, “Teachers’ prior language learning experiences establish 

cognitions about learning and language learning which form the basis of their initial 

conceptualizations of L2 teaching during teacher education, and which may continue to 

be influential throughout their professional lives,” (2003, p. 88).  This fact, that a 

teachers’ own language learning experience is paramount to his/her teaching, presents a 

complication for LESLLA teachers.  LESLLA instructors (unless they themselves were 

once LESLLA learners, which is unlikely) enter the language teaching endeavor as 

literate adults.  Even if a LESLLA teacher is multilingual and learned an additional 

language as an adult, he/she cannot know what it is to learn that language and at the same 

time be acquiring first time alphabetic literacy as an adult learner.  LESLLA teachers are 

necessarily guessing at what will work best for their learners based on how their students 

respond to their instruction, their own language learning experiences, and what they 

know of early literacy instruction.  Their memories of learning to read reach back to their 

childhoods, and likely to learning to read a language they already knew how to speak, 

and in a school and with teachers who spoke their home language.  For LESLLA 
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instructors, there is less ‘common ground’ with her students that with other language 

teachers. It is possible that this disconnect of experience blurs and perhaps hinders how 

literacy and language development is implemented for learners.  While there is much to 

explore as far as language development and what LESLLA teachers need to know, in this 

section I focus on two areas: 1) oral language and vocabulary, and 2) early literacy 

development in English language learners. 

Oral Language 

Language can be both spoken and written, and as Ong points out in his seminal 

work on orality in cultures across the globe, “Of the some 3000 languages spoken that 

exist today only some 78 have a literature” (1982, p. 7).  Ong describes how spoken 

language is distinct from written language, emphasizing that oral language is always used 

in an immediate social context, whereas writing generally occurs at a distance from its 

intended audience.  Among second language learners, there is often a disparity between 

the command of oral language and that of written language.  The relationship between the 

two modes is both connected and complex, “Oral language is the foundation of literacy,” 

write Cloud, Genesee, and Hamayan, (2009, p. 45).  While we may think of literacy 

happening largely on paper, experts agree that without strong oral skills, literacy simply 

cannot take place.  An extensive research review by August and Shanahan specifically 

focused on second language learners and their reading development (2006).  One of their 

important findings was the extraordinary role of oral language and general English 

acquisition in learning to read.   Naturally, if you do not recognize a word when you read 

it, this impedes comprehension.   Limited vocabulary in the second language is 

considered a major factor in ELs’ low reading and writing achievement (August & 

Shanahan, 2006).  Research such as the multiple case studies conducted by Peregoy 
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(1989) of EL 5
th

 graders provides evidence that oral proficiency is positively correlated to 

reading comprehension.  While limited to six children, this research focused on children 

from three different levels of proficiency, indicating that low oral skills affect reading 

ability throughout development in L2. 

Reading, as discussed earlier in this chapter, is much more than decoding words.  

While such low-level processing skills are certainly important to reading comprehension, 

(Birch, 2007), ELs often fall behind not because they struggle with low-level processing 

skills, but due to a lack of vocabulary, English proficiency, and other high-level text 

processing skills (August & Shanahan, 2006; Geva, 2006).  In their work reviewing 

relevant research on the reading abilities of ELs, Genesee, Lindholm-Leary, Saunders, 

and Christian also concluded that learners with more highly-developed oral skills in 

English achieved great success in English reading (2005).   

Early Literacy and English Learners 

In some ways, learning to read an alphabetic language is similar across languages.  

Many of the same skills and concepts must be in place whether a child is learning to read 

in a language he or she has heard and used exclusively since birth, or for a multilingual 

child in the U.S. acquiring English.  As Cloud, Genesee, and Hamayan (2009) point out, 

knowledge of letters, sound-symbol relationships, and concepts of print are important for 

all new readers.  Helman and Bear (2007) studied elementary aged ELs and their 

orthographic development. Using development spelling inventories, phonemic awareness 

tasks, informal spelling inventories, and general language assessments, they studied over 

100 young ELs to determine their patterns of orthographic development, and then they 

focused on several focal participants for in-depth case studies on language and literacy 

ability. They conclude that ELs progress through the same developmental stages as native 
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English speakers. However, they find that ELs lag behind their native-speaking 

counterparts, and that this lag correlates to lower oral language ability (Helman & Bear, 

2007). While this study was conducted with children, not adults or LESLLA learners, it 

provides evidence that literacy development for language learners parallels that of native 

speakers and emphasizes the vital role of oral skills. While scholars phrase their 

conclusions in a variety of ways, agreement abounds.  Birch (2007) lists three key 

differences for EL readers: incomplete knowledge of English, interference from the first 

language(s), and missing English processing strategies such as decoding.  

Perhaps the elephant in the room when discussing literacy development for 

language learners who are new readers is the role of native language (L1) literacy 

instruction.  While there is widespread agreement in the field that all children should 

have access to L1 literacy instruction and that L1 literacy promotes L2 literacy 

(Goldenberg, 2011; IRA, 2001), this model is not prevalent, or even allowed, in many 

states, districts, and schools.  In fact, in Minnesota, L1 literacy instruction is actually 

forbidden in state-funded adult basic education settings by state policy (Minnesota 

Department of Education, 2004).  However, it is important to note that research from 

scholars and professional wisdom from practitioners indicate the many benefits of 

including first language literacy instruction in teaching adult emergent readers (Rivera, 

1999; Wrigley & Guth, 1992).  Such L1 literacy instruction can be provided first, as a 

bridge to regular ESL coursework (transitional L1 literacy services) or L1 literacy can be 

developed simultaneously with ESL classes.  The general and well-supported conclusion 

is that the stronger one’s literacy skills in one’s own language, the easier it will be to 

learn the target language (Condelli, Wrigley, & Yoon, 2009; Cummins, 1984; Rivera, 

1999; Tarone & Bigelow, 2005).  First language reading skills provide a conceptual, 
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cognitive, and linguistic proficiency that can transfer across languages (Cummins, 1984).  

Malaga’s in depth case study of her own tutoring experience with three Spanish-speaking 

adult students provides powerful evidence of the value of first-language literacy 

instruction (2008).  While limited to only a handful of students in an informal learning 

setting, Malaga’s care to describe each of her lessons and to detail her students’ complex 

and nuanced progress in English and Spanish literacy is compelling.  For example, she 

details how one of her students, a devout Catholic, suddenly realized she could recognize 

the names of chapters of the Bible listed at church during a worship service.  She was so 

surprised to see that she was reading something, and how important it was to her.  While 

educators and researchers may squabble over exactly how this transfer happens, this same 

learner in Malaga’s study skips to the heart of the matter: “It is easier to read the words 

that are already in my mouth” (Malaga, 2008, p. 94).  While arguments for and against 

such educational policies are hotly debated (often by those who are neither linguists nor 

educators), second language acquisition research has come to the following (rather 

obvious) conclusion: It is easier to learn to read in a language that one already 

understands.   

Building EL literacy is a formidable task.  Guided first by decades of research on 

reading development in English speaking children, and coupled with the surge of EL 

research of the last twenty years, teachers of young EL new readers now have many 

resources and materials to enrich their practice.  Oral language and vocabulary 

acquisition need to be at the forefront for EL teachers as well as attention to background 

knowledge.  Given the dearth of available materials and research for LESLLA students 

specifically, LESLLA educators often reach to resources developed for young new 

readers.  As argued above, a person, regardless of age, must still develop the same five 
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components of reading (phonics, phonemic awareness, vocabulary, fluency, 

comprehension), progress through common stages of readers, develop oral skills, and be 

sufficiently motivated to read in order for reading to grasp hold.  LESLLA educators are 

not wrong to look to the years of experience and expertise in the field of early literacy 

development in children.  But how we teach phonics to a five year old may look different 

than how we might teach phonics to his 55 year old grandmother.  Furthermore, the 

motivation present in a nine year old as she devours the Harry Potter series will differ 

from and call for different instruction for a 40 year old father looking for work to support 

his children.  While the components of reading and the stages of becoming a reader may 

hold their consistency across age groups, knowledge of adult learning, such as immediate 

relevance and personalization, provides a vital piece of the LESLLA teacher knowledge 

base. 

Knowledge of Adults as Learners 

 In 1968, Malcolm Knowles altered the playing field for adult educators by 

offering “a new label and a new technology” of adult learning (1968, p. 351).  Knowles 

introduced the concept of andragogy, defined as the art and science of helping adults 

learn.  While this term is not widely used, Knowles was instrumental in causing adult 

learning theory to emerge as a distinct field of study.  Many adult educators join the field 

after first working with children, and much of the work of adult learning theorists has 

centered on contrasting adult learners with younger learners.  Does age matter, and if so, 

how?  How does the nature of learning change over the lifetime?  Is teaching adults 

inherently a different task than teaching children?  How can teachers best approach their 

work with fellow adults?  These questions have caused much debate and discussion in the 

field in the past thirty years.  In this section, first the basic tenets of adult learning theory 
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are presented.  Then I connect this scholarship to literacy instruction, as the work of 

LESLLA is the specific work of teaching adults who are new readers.   

Adults as Learners 

 Knowles’ early work in andragogy has persisted, as have the pillars underlying 

his theory.  Drawn first from his 1978 text and then evolving through his work in the 

1980s, Knowles contends that the adult learner is someone who 1) has an independent 

self-concept and who can direct his or her own learning, 2) as accumulated a reservoir of 

life experiences that is a rich resource for learning, 3) has learning needs closely related 

to changing social roles, 4) is problem-centered, interested in immediate application of 

knowledge, and 5) is motivated to learn by internal rather than external factors (Knowles, 

1978).  These assumptions of adult learning have not persisted without encountering 

criticism, particularly as to how they constitute a ‘learning theory’ and to what extent 

these pillars really differ from working with children (see Merriam, 2001).  

 In the early 1990s, Knowles and his colleagues continued to tweak and re-

package the basic assumptions of adult learning.  The most current way of presenting 

them is duplicated below in Table 4, along with a brief explanation of each assumption 

(Knowles, Holton III, & Swanson, 2005). 

Table 4: Assumptions of Adult Learning (Knowles et al., 2005, p. 64-68) 

______________________________________________________________________ 
1. The need to know.   

Adults need to know why they need to learn something before setting out to learn it. 

2. The learners’ self concept. 

Adults are responsible for their own decisions and lives.  They need to be seen by others 

and treated by others as capable of self direction. 

3. The role of the learners’ experiences. 

Adults come into an educational activity with both a greater volume and a different 

quality of experience from that of youths.  Teachers can expect a wider range of 

individual differences among adult learners than among younger learners. 

4. Readiness to learn. 
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Adults become ready to learn those things they need to know and be able to do in order to 

cope effectively with their real-life situations.   

5. Orientation to learning. 

Adults are life-centered, task-centered, and problem-centered in their orientation to 

learning.  They are motivated to learn to the extent that they perceive that learning will 

help them perform tasks or deal with real problems.  They learn best in the context of 

application to real-life situations. 

6. Motivation 

Adults are responsive to some external motivators (better jobs, promotions, higher 

salaries, for example), but the most potent motivators are internal pressures (the desire 

for increased job satisfaction, self-esteem, quality of life, etc.) 

 

The assumptions of adult learning above describe a context that prioritizes 

contextualized, responsive, respectful learning environments where instruction is 

transparent, intentional, and relentlessly relevant to learners.   These tenets refer to all 

adult learners, and they have informed the work of teaching adults in settings as varied as 

corporate training, community education, and preparing professionals across any number 

of fields.   

Transformational Learning 

 Since the foundational work of Knowles and his contemporaries in the 1980’s and 

‘90s, a related adult learning theory has gained recognition: transformational learning.  

This theory dates back to the seminal work of Mezirow (1978) and his study focusing on  

women re-entering college and the major changes in world view they experienced.  When 

people are led to new understandings and to thinking that shifts their deeply rooted 

frames of reference, they are experiencing transformational learning.  Mezirow writes: 

 

We have a strong tendency to reject ideas that fail to fit our 

preconceptions, labeling those ideas as unworthy of 

consideration – aberrations, nonsense, irrelevant, weird, or 

mistaken.  When circumstances permit, transformative 

learners move toward a frame of reference that is more 
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inclusive, discriminating, self-reflective, and integrative of 

experience. (Mezirow, 1997, p. 5) 

 

In the adult education context, transformational learning has been applied mostly 

to adult learners, that is, adults enrolled in some form of training or educational pursuit 

related to their vocation, higher education, or basic skills enhancement.  More recently, 

transformational learning has been applied to educators as well, as a way to think about 

professional development for teachers in a variety of contexts (Cranton & King, 2003).  

For example, King (2004) studied both the students and the professor of a foundational 

adult education course in a university setting for four years, attempting to find evidence 

of transformational learning.  Through a detailed learning activities survey and interviews 

with the professor, King found that 62% of participants had experienced transformational 

learning (2004).  Key themes in their learning included “feeling dramatically more open-

minded, looking at things from multiple perspectives, reassessing social expectations and 

roles, and looking beyond stereotypes” (King, 2004, p. 162). A limitation of this study is 

the improbability of a survey’s ability to capture something as abstract as ‘open-

mindedness’ and the fact that participants self-reported their perceptions.  However, the 

study names trends in transformational learning that are echoed in other scholarship 

defining effective professional development (see Desimone, 2009; Webster-Wright, 

2009) such as critical reflection, active learning, dialogue and support. 

If we accept the premise that educators are themselves adult learners as they take 

part in professional development, then attending to what is known about powerful, 

enduring adult learning is useful indeed.  The concept of transformational learning and 

the conditions in which it thrives are returned to later in this dissertation.  King 

summarizes, “Creating professional development environments that cultivate freedom for 
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critical questioning, reflective learning, and discussing and adopting new ideas can 

enable educators to create better understanding for themselves and consider extending 

their practice in new directions” (2004, p. 169).  The current study demands that the 

participants think in new directions as they consider an entirely new context (K-2 

classrooms) as a source for learning about improved LESLLA instruction.  The 

collaborative nature of the participants’ work may provide ideal conditions for 

transformational learning to take place. 

In the next section, focus is narrowed to adult literacy instruction, a fairly young 

and under researched area.  Highly informed by research and professional wisdom in 

teaching young people to read, adult literacy scholars draw heavily from colleagues in K-

12 contexts. 

Connections between Adult and K-12 Literacy Instruction  

 While there is much more research and attention paid to children learning to read, 

two recent reviews of research have focused squarely on adult literacy.  The first is from 

the National Institute for Literacy: Adult Education Literacy Instruction, A Review of the 

Research (Kruidenier et al., 2010).  The second is from the National Research Council: 

Improving Adult Literacy Instruction, Options for Practice and Research (National 

Research Council, 2012).  Both groups of scholars found far more research with children 

than with adults improving their literacy, and in the end both groups drew from this body 

of research when compiling their recommendations.  The National Research Council 

writes:  

In the absence of research with adults whose literacy is not 

at high levels, the committee concluded that it is reasonable 

to apply finds from the large body of research on learning 

and literacy with other populations (mainly younger 

students and relatively well-educated adults) with some 
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adaptations to account for the developmental level and 

unique challenges of adult learners. (National Research 

Council, p. 2) 

 

Almost in chorus, the National Institute for Literacy writes: 

 

Those practices based on a strong, carefully synthesized K-

12 research base may provide the best source of promising 

ideas for instruction with adults.  The skills necessary for 

successful reading are the same or, at least, very close to 

being the same in adults and children…A priority for 

research with AE learners should be to evaluate the use of 

promising approaches developed at the K-12 level with 

adults.   (Kruidenier et al., 2010, p.14) 

 

These statements support the premise of this dissertation study: as adult educators we 

indeed we have much to learn from the work of literacy instruction with young learners, 

and adaptations are absolutely necessary.  The present study explores this very idea: early 

literacy instruction with young learners has promise for older learners, but LESLLA 

instructors need to first identify and adapt these practices before taking them into their 

classrooms. 

 This act of learning about and carefully and thoughtfully adapting practices from 

one teaching context to another is not an endeavor to be undertaken lightly.  It requires 

what has been termed “adaptive expertise,” an objective for teaching practitioners that 

has gained recognition of late and is one of the central pieces of teacher education efforts 

nationwide (“Teacher Education Redesign Initiative, University of Minnesota,” n.d.).  

Adaptive experts, as opposed to routine experts, are teachers who have high levels of both 

efficiency and innovation and are flexible and responsive to their learners (Hatano & 

Inagaki, 1986) .  They are lifelong learners who continually expand the breadth and depth 

of their expertise (Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2007).  Because of their high level of 

innovativeness, adaptive experts can “move beyond existing routines and…rethink key 

ideas, practices, and even values in order to change what they are doing” (Hammerness et 
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al., 2005).  For LESLLA teachers, adaptive expertise is critical; LESLLA learners are 

unlike any other group of adult ESL students, and previous teaching experience and 

preparation are insufficient.  LESLLA teachers need to not only understand a great deal 

about language, literacy, and adult learning, but they must also be able to act on this 

knowledge in a complex learning environment.  This expertise can develop only when 

LESLLA teachers know the ‘whether and why’ of what they are teaching and have 

moved beyond ‘knowing that’ and ‘knowing how,’ a concept that is further explored in 

the Teacher Learning section of this chapter. 

In 1981, Elbaz conducted an in-depth one-teacher case study of a high school 

English teacher (1981).  While Elbaz does not use the term “adaptive expertise” it seems 

the initial seeds surrounding today’s term are planted here.  Elbaz uses the term “practical 

knowledge” almost synonymously with how Darling-Hammond and Bransford would 

talk about “adaptive expertise” 20-25 years later (Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2007).  

In her case study, practical knowledge is “the autonomous decision-making function of 

the teacher in adopting, adapting, and developing materials appropriate to his or her 

situation” and “complex type of action and decision making” stressing that teachers are 

“decision makers” and problem solvers (p. 43).  While Elbaz’s study was quite limited 

and only described her one participant’s adaptive expertise and decision making 

processes, her case no doubt echoes that of many teachers’ experiences. 

LESLLA teachers who are adaptive experts address the dearth of published 

materials available specifically for this level as well.  While there is certainly more 

available now than 10 years ago (see CAELA: ESL Resources, n.d.), LESLLA teachers 

still have to hunt for good, appropriate books and classroom aids.  But an adaptive expert 

is able to work with what’s available and respond with efficiency, flexibility, and know-
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how to make materials meant for other contexts work for her students.  LESLLA teachers 

use materials originally meant for children, for English-speaking new readers, and for 

literate adult ESL students and may find that they can be adapted creatively and used 

effectively in LESLLA classrooms.  Instead of despairing at the lack of available 

materials for our LESLLA learners, adaptive experts can respond with innovation. 

In the current study, adaptive expertise is highly valued and nurtured in the 

collaborative inquiry.  In the study circle for LESLLA teachers that is central to this 

study, participants examine what kindergarten, first, and second grade teachers are using 

to teach emerging literacy.  Our PD sessions focused on what literacy activities are taking 

place and how they might be adapted, if deemed worthwhile, for the LESLLA classroom.  

For example, during a kindergarten morning meeting, the teacher gathers the children on 

the carpet and gives a decorative wand to one child who wants to share some news with 

the class.  When she’s finished, she hands the wand back to the teacher, who asks for 

three follow-up questions from the class, who eagerly await the decorative wand that 

signals that it is their turn to speak.  Such an activity encourages narrative skills, 

conversational turn-taking, question formation, and community in the classroom.  We can 

do this with LESLLA learners, but we need to see beyond the ribbon-covered wand and 

brightly colored carpet squares to notice the rich literacy and language learning taking 

place.  As adaptive experts, we can work together in the PD experiences to notice, 

transform, and apply rich literacy practices for LESLLA learners.  

Building the LESLLA Teacher Knowledge Base 

LESLLA learners are adult second language students who are learning to read for 

the first time in a new language, a process going down the same general path for a child 

learner but with some important differences for an adult.  As Durgunoǧlu and Öney point 



45 

 

 

out, “Adults have more experience and background knowledge about the world and have 

proficiencies that enable them to function in a society even though their literacy skills 

may be limited. However, experience and background knowledge may not be very useful 

in the initial stages of literacy acquisition” (2002, p. 247).  New readers begin with 

emergent skills and move through beginning and transitional stages of literacy before 

becoming able readers and writers.  Teachers assist in the process by providing a 

motivating learning setting for instruction in alphabetics, vocabulary and academic 

language, fluency, and comprehension.  In the case of ELs, effective instruction includes 

a great deal of support of oral language and general English development while building 

background knowledge that makes texts comprehensible.  LESLLA learners need all of 

these components as well, and they bring to the endeavor vast life experience, as well as a 

need for literacy to be relevant to their lives outside of the classroom.  Researchers 

continue to uncover how LESLLA learners are similar and different from other new 

readers, as such students are acquiring literacy in a particularly complex cultural, social, 

linguistic, and educational context.  But with time and dedicated teachers, literacy in 

English can ease learners’ resettlement, and LESLLA learners can participate more fully 

in their communities. 

The LESLLA teacher wears many hats; she is a teacher, a resettlement worker, an 

adult learning expert, and a language instructor.  These four areas of expertise all interact 

with her critical role as reading specialist, as early reading instruction is at the core of 

LESLLA education.  To balance these many roles gracefully is no small feat, and to date 

many teacher preparation programs have ignored these learners and few professional 

development opportunities have been available (Vinogradov & Liden, 2008; Vinogradov, 

2012).  How does a LESLLA instructor learn what she needs to know to carry out her 
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work effectively?  How can teacher educators address these specific needs?  While there 

are no easy answers, the following section of this chapter tackles these challenging 

questions.   

Teacher Learning 

Those who can, do, and those who understand, teach. 

(Lee Shulman, cited in Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2005) 

  

Shifting to the teacher learner strand, this section focuses on how LESLLA 

teachers acquire and expand their multi-faceted knowledge base.  The context of teacher 

preparation and professional development in adult basic education differs greatly from 

that of general education practitioners.  Common tenets in teacher learning persist across 

contexts, however.  This portion of the chapter prepares for the current research study by 

examining elements of professional development deemed particularly effective.  Care is 

taken to rationalize the PD experience that serves as an intervention for LESLLA 

teachers in this study.  Such PD is collaborative in nature, crosses teaching contexts, and 

allows for meaningful reflection. 

 Any discussion of teacher learning inevitably brushes up against and pours into a 

discussion of teacher knowledge; the two areas cannot be cleanly separated.  However, in 

the following section an effort is made to move from ‘what teachers know and need to 

know’ to ‘how teachers learn’ it all.  As suggested early in this chapter, work from the 

1970’s and 1980’s moved the field to see teachers as products, at least to a large extent, 

of their own learning experiences (see Lortie, 1975).  Teachers’ own learning experiences 

are paramount in their lives as teachers, but do not necessarily determine their classroom 

practices.   
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Teachers learn and develop throughout their careers, and much attention has been 

given in recent years to how best to support such professional growth 

(i.e., Borko, 2004; Desimone, 2009; Hammerness et al., 2005).  From pre-service teacher 

education programs to credentialing systems to job-embedded staff development efforts, 

teacher growth and development is very much on the minds of educational scholars.  The 

gold standard for teacher development is becoming an “adaptive expert,” explored earlier 

as a teacher who has a high level of innovation coupled with a high level of efficiency 

(Hammerness et al., 2005; Hatano & Inagaki, 1986).  Berliner (among others) has 

proposed that teachers develop through a set of stages, from novice to advanced beginner, 

competent, proficient, and ultimately to expert (Berliner, 1994).  Teachers, as other 

professionals, develop over time, and not necessarily in a straight, linear fashion.  Their 

development is complicated by their own preconceptions and beliefs, restraints and 

opportunities in their teaching settings, as well as teachers’ metacognition about their 

work.  Metacognition is particularly important in developing adaptive expertise, as it 

leads to continuous reflection, self-assessment, and modifications in practice (Bransford, 

2000).  This crucial element of continuous reflection on practice is central to teacher 

learning and effective professional development.  It will come up again and again as this 

dissertation study explores LESLLA teaching and learning how a specially designed 

professional development opportunity might enrich LESLLA classrooms. 

Teacher Learning for LESLLA 

Adding to the already challenging work of LESLLA teachers’ trajectory of 

development is the workplace context of adult basic education (ABE), where LESLLA 

education generally takes place.  The K-12 context enjoys established rules for pre-

employment credentialing, a system for earning pay raises and licensure renewal, and an 
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organized approach to continued teacher learning.   In comparison, ABE is chaotic.  To 

begin thinking about how LESLLA teachers might acquire the teacher knowledge base 

outlined in the first half of this chapter, we must first come to terms with the state of 

teacher preparation and professional development in adult education.  Drawing from 

general education as well, elements of effective PD are then outlined, thereby setting the 

stage for the present inquiry: a collaborative inquiry study circle of LESLLA educators. 

Teacher Preparation and PD in ABE Context 

Large, multilevel classes, limited resources, substandard facilities, 

intermittent funding, limited contracts with few benefits: This is the 

context in which adult ESL literacy practitioners work.  Adult education is 

a stepchild of K-12 education and an afterthought in U.S. educational 

policy.  (Crandall, 1993, p.497) 

 

LESLLA teachers work in programs for adult learners.  Some programs are non-

profit church-basement type programs, while others are run through public school 

districts, with everything in between.  Generally termed adult basic education (ABE) 

programs, LESLLA is but one of many areas of instruction.  Programs offer a number of 

options for study including high school equivalency, family literacy, citizenship, 

workforce readiness, basic skills enhancement, and ESL.  As a local example, in 2011, 

over 30,000 adult ESL learners were served through Minnesota ABE programs, or 41% 

of the total ABE clients served (Shaffer, 2011).  But this number represents only those 

adult learners who attend state-funded programs, and it does not include those adults who 

do not attend school but who would still benefit from language and literacy services.  

During my years teaching, for example, many of the elderly Hmong women in my class 

were brand new to school, although they had been in Minnesota for a decade or more.  

How many more potential students like them remain home with young children, or work 

two to three jobs and cannot come to classes? Or are too frightened or isolated to access 
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ABE services, or simply don’t know what’s available?  The statistics also don’t include 

those who attend alternatively-funded programs through libraries, churches, or any of the 

other community organizations that assist our newest residents as they learn English and 

acculturate to the United States.   

English instruction for adult immigrants is a hodge-podge of well-meaning 

organizations and schools, varying greatly from place to place (Crandall, 1993).  Some 

are highly professional with well-developed curricula, excellent facilities, set standards of 

effective practice, and highly credentialed teachers.  Others rely entirely on volunteers 

and meet in church basements, apartment complexes, libraries, or wherever space is 

available (Vinogradov & Liden, 2009).  As adult literacy scholar Heide Wrigley writes, 

“The United States is a long way from having a coherent system of immigrant education 

and workforce training” (Wrigley, 2008).   

By glancing even briefly at the patchwork of adult ESL programs  across the 

nation, it is clear that quality programming is irregular at best, and that teachers are often 

not adequately trained to do the work they are doing (Crandall, 1993; Smith & Hofer, 

2003; Wrigley, 2008).  These facts do not discount the individual teachers who very often 

successfully create productive, responsive learning environments. Nevertheless, taken 

together with the reality of limited pre-service preparation, professional development for 

in-service adult ESL teachers becomes all the more critical (Smith & Gillespie, 2007).  

Published survey research on ABE professionals on the state and regional levels shows 

that most teachers have teaching licenses and bachelor’s degrees, but most do not have 

training specifically in teaching adults, nor in teaching ESL (Marchwick, 2010; Smith et 

al., 2003; Wilson & Corbett, 2001). Their qualifications and work experience vary from 

Master’s degrees in ESL, to teaching middle school science, to a few hours of volunteer-
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training through local literacy councils, to no formal training whatsoever.  The vast 

majority of adult ESL teachers works part-time, and many teachers patch together various 

part-time positions to make a living, all leading to high teacher-turnover (Auerbach, 

1992; Crandall, 1993; Johnson, Marchwick, & Liden, 2010; Smith, Hofer, Gillespie, 

Solomon, & Rowe, 2003). 

The role of professional development in adult ESL fills a critical need, but 

providing high quality PD in this dynamic and unpredictable field is a complex endeavor. 

As mentioned previously, adult ESL programming is often encompassed by larger 

programs for adult basic education.  For this reason, the professional development 

discussion here draws from the work for enhancing teacher quality of adult basic 

educators in general as well as specifically for adult ESL instructors. Cristine Smith, a 

professor at the University of Massachusetts and arguably the most frequent author on the 

topic of professional development in adult basic education, describes this acute dilemma 

this way: “While research results support the need for in-depth PD and professional 

learning opportunities to improve teacher quality, the adult learning and literacy field is 

structured in and funded in such a way that we do not currently offer the kinds of PD 

most likely to improve teacher effectiveness” (Smith, 2010, p. 68).  Smith is referring to a 

fundamental shift in improving teacher quality that began in K-12 schools and is now 

taking hold in adult education as well: a shift from traditional workshops and conferences 

to more job-embedded, longer term professional learning.   

How Teachers Learn, Approaches and Complications for LESLLA 

Educational researchers in K-12 settings have long grappled with teacher 

effectiveness and how teachers grow and change (Borko, 2004; Darling-Hammond & 

Youngs, 2002; Little, 1987).  Part of this inquiry has focused on professional 
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development, and it is widely accepted that in-service PD for educators should be 

grounded in their actual teaching contexts, take place over time, and encourage peers to 

collaborate (Desimone, 2009; Shulman & Shulman, 2004).  Webster-Wright articulates a 

distinction between traditional professional development and professional learning 

(2009).  While Webster-Wright’s distinction between professional development and 

professional learning is important here, with the exception of this paragraph when using 

Webster-Wright’s terms, the term professional development is employed with a larger 

lens, referring to any and all activities a practitioner may take part in to become a better 

educator.  While professional development includes activities such as workshops and 

conference sessions that are largely removed from teachers’ daily work, professional 

learning includes learning from experience, learning from reflective action, and learning 

mediated by context (2009).  Professional learning takes PD out of the workshop and 

conference model and moves it into teams of teachers working toward common goals, 

where collaboration and shared interests are vital (Wenger, 1998).  Such professional 

learning is now a growing piece of ABE PD efforts as well.  In a seminal article on the 

topic as it pertains to adult ESL, Crandall describes various models of PD for TESOL 

Quarterly and writes, “the most exciting professional development programs and those 

which are likely to have the greatest impact on teachers, programs, and learners are those 

involving some kind of action research, reflective practice, or inquiry-based professional 

development” (Crandall, 1993).  The Case in Point below mentions a few increasingly 

common ABE examples, including study circles, practitioner research opportunities and 

peer-mentoring (more at www.atlasabe.org).   

Although job-embedded professional learning may be preferred, workshops and 

conferences are still much more commonly attended by adult educators (Smith & Hofer, 

http://www.atlasabe.org/
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2003).  A groundbreaking study of adult basic educators in 1998-2000 by NCSALL 

(National Center for the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy), focused specifically on 

professional development for ABE teachers (Smith et al., 2003).  One hundred and six 

teachers in New England completed an extensive survey, and then 18 focal participants 

were identified.  Researchers interviewed these 18 teachers and their program directors 

and also visited their classes.  They found that workshops and conferences were by far 

the most common form of PD in ABE, with 75% of respondents having attended this type 

of PD activity in the last 12 months.  Most teachers had attended a single-session 

workshop or a state annual conference.  Far fewer (36%) had attended a study circle, 

participated in peer coaching (35%) or had participated in practitioner research (26%).  

Researchers found that while most teachers had participated in some kind of PD in the 

last year, overall participation in PD was limited, and main barriers included lack of 

funding, part-time status, and at times, lack of motivation by the ABE practitioners 

themselves.  It should be noted that this study was limited to New England only 18 focal 

participants, and it also relied on teachers to self-report their experiences.  Smith and her 

colleagues’ findings echo those of Wilson and Corbett (2001).  In their large research 

study on adult educators’ participation in PD, Wilson and Corbett interviewed 60 adult 

education administrators and practitioners from 10 states.  This inquiry also identified 

time and financial constraints as key barriers to PD participation, stemming from the fact 

that so many adult educators are employed part-time and are not funded to attend PD.  In 

addition, the study identified distance to PD activities, an absence of information about 

events, and a mismatch between the practitioners’ needs and the goals of the PD as 

reasons teachers did not attend (Wilson & Corbett, 2001).  Wilson and Corbett’s study, 

like Smith and her colleagues’ above, also relied on self-reported data.  This study was 
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conducted over ten years ago, and recent policies and priorities may affect what such a 

study may find today.   However, the Smith et al. and Wilson and Corbett studies remain 

highly influential in the field of PD for adult educators.  While as professional 

developers, we may believe that longer term, job-embedded approaches are more 

effective, the nature of adult education makes such PD difficult. 

As Smith and her colleagues compared the impact of three different PD models in 

their study (multisession workshops, mentor-teacher groups, and practitioner research 

groups), they found no significant difference among the models on teacher change (Smith 

et al., 2003).  One implication of this study is that all three models of PD can indeed 

support teacher growth.  However, teachers’ responses to the PD varied greatly and much 

depended on their motivation for attending, their background, and the program contexts 

in which they work.  This implies that PD systems should offer a wide variety of topics 

and delivery options to practitioners (see example Case in Point below).  In this way, 

adult educators are quite similar to the learners they teach: they too are adult learners 

with unique preferences, and many factors will affect how they learn and grow (Smith & 

Hofer, 2002).  Such findings are consistent with Desimone’s (2009) work in effective 

teacher professional development as well.  Desimone identifies certain elements that must 

be in place in order for PD to take hold and truly impact teacher quality.  
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In a review of literature on effective PD, Desimone lists the following key 

elements: a) content focus, b) active learning, c) coherence, d) duration, and e) collective 

participation (Desimone, 2009).  Content focus refers to the focus on specific subject 

matter content and how students learn that content.  Active learning involves a focus on 

student work and thinking and encourages analysis, reflection, practice, and observation 

as means to professional growth.  Coherence is the extent to which teacher learning is 

aligned with teachers’ knowledge and beliefs, and also refers to how consistent the 

content of PD is with policies at the state, district, and school level.  Duration refers to 

the time over which the PD activity is spread, and it assures that conversations with 

colleagues are not simply started, but continue over time.  Collective participation is the 

final element of effective professional development and refers to the coming together of 

like-minded colleagues to grow professionally.   When teachers are able to gather with 

CASE IN POINT 

Minnesota PD provides a wide variety of topics and delivery options for adult 

ESL 

 

In Minnesota, compared to other states, we are fortunate.  By law, two percent 

of the state ABE funds may support supplemental services that address ABE 

program needs.  Through grants to organizations, these funds support services 

such as professional development, volunteer training, educational technology, 

disabilities, assessments, distance learning, workforce collaborations, and 

program quality (Shaffer, 2011).   

 

Professional development for state-funded programs is implemented through 

ATLAS, the ABE Teaching and Learning Advancement System, housed at 

Hamline University and funded by the Minnesota Department of Education 

(Johnson, Marchwick, & Liden, 2010).  ATLAS provides a wide array of PD 

throughout Minnesota, including conferences, study circles, practitioner 

research opportunities, regional workshops, peer-mentoring, and other PD 

services (see www.atlasabe.org).   

 

Recent state PD initiatives have centered offered specific content focus such as 

Student Achievement in Reading, the Minnesota Numeracy Initiative, 

Academic, Career, and Employability Skills, and study circles for teachers of 

low-literacy ESL.   
 

http://www.atlasabe.org/
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similar colleagues of similar teaching contexts, they can share resources, discuss research 

that applies to their settings, share successes and challenges, and find professional 

support.  In adult ESL PD, examples of effective PD that illustrate Desimone’s principles 

include: practitioner research groups, study circles, peer-mentoring, and even weekly 

professional learning communities among larger programs (Perry, 2011).  

In summary, the current state of PD for adult educators is uneven, with pockets of 

excellent professional growth opportunities for some fortunate educators. While the need 

is great overall, one group of adult ESL teachers has PD needs that are an even bigger 

challenge to address: teachers of low-literate adult ESL learners.   

Collaborative Inquiry: A Study Circle for LESLLA Teachers 

How can teachers work together to dig deeper into the complexities of LESLLA 

teaching and learning?  One option mentioned above is study circles, a PD format that 

moves beyond the one-shot workshop model.  Study circles offer teachers a place to 

explore important issues together over time.  This type of collaborative inquiry, as 

defined by Kasl and Yorks, is “a systematic process in which participants organize 

themselves into small groups to explore a question that all members find compelling” 

(Kasl & Yorks, 2010, p. 315).  Study circles are one format of collaborative inquiry.  

They offer a realistic, effective option for professional learning for LESLLA teachers and 

in the ABE world in general, where teachers of similar levels and content may be isolated 

in various programs and scattered throughout a city or state with little opportunity for 

interaction (Hord, 1997; Young, 2009).  As teachers in a study circle are asked to 

critically reflect, to learn actively, and to nudge each other to new understandings about 

their practice, this PD model offers a setting ripe for transformational learning to take 

place (Cranton & King, 2003) A study circle brings practitioners together and is one way 
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of creating the conditions for what Lave and Wenger call a community of practice 

(1991), described at the beginning of this chapter.  The professional development activity 

at the center of this study is a community of practice in the form of a study circle for 

LESLLA practitioners interested in exploring early literacy instruction. 

National Center for the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy (NCSALL) 

describes study circles as small learning groups of practitioners, usually 8 to 12 teachers, 

who meet to discuss issues of relevance to their classroom practice (National Center for 

the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy, 2006). They are organized around a specific 

topic. The groups generally meet for three to five sessions and are guided by a facilitator 

who has experience with the topic of study.  NCSALL names three key elements to study 

circles: professional wisdom, research, and their application to practice (NSCALL, 2006, 

p. 11).  Prior to each session, participants read a selection of relevant research on the 

study circle topic, and they may have written or classroom-based reflection tasks to 

complete as well.  During meetings, study circle participants actively discuss the readings 

and tasks and explore together how research can inform their classroom practice.  

NCSALL outlines four objectives for participants of a study circle: 

1. Read research articles presenting findings from adult education studies 

2. Discuss the relevance of the findings for the students with whom they work 

3. Discuss strategies for applying the findings in their classrooms and programs 

4. Make plans for trying strategies or changing their practice (NSCALL, 2006, p.1-

2) 

Such PD brings teachers together, connects research and practice, and creates a forum 

for sharing professional wisdom.  Study circles and other forms of collaborative inquiry 

in PD could lead in a number of important directions for LESLLA teaching and learning. 

In my recent work with study circles with LESLLA teachers, I have personally 

experienced the amount and quality of professional sharing teachers engage in during our 

time together, compared to other sorts of PD I have done (e.g., conference sessions, full 
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day workshops).  Study circle participants report increased reflection with the research 

they are reading, professional support in often isolating settings, and increased teaching 

repertoires.   As one study circle participant put it: “The ‘come back around and see how 

it is going’ feel was refreshing and so unlike the conferences that give a thousand ideas, 

but no time to really absorb and focus on them.  The conference effect, like trying to 

catch a thousand ping pong balls all being hurled at you simultaneously…some ideas 

have extra value to you but get lost in the shuffle,” (see Vinogradov, 2012).  In 

Vinogradov’s (2012) case study focusing on LESLLA practitioners, 11 participants 

reflected during and after participation in a study circle.   Data was collected in 

documents, observations, and focus groups to unravel the nature of and value of 

interaction in a study circle for LESLLA.  Three main findings were discovered.  

Participation in the study circle resulted in 1) increased repertoire for teaching, 2) 

professional support from colleagues, and 3) increased reflection and engagement.  It 

should be noted that the study was limited to one group of practitioners who had only met 

three times over a few weeks, and that the researcher was also the facilitator of the PD.  

Even so, the data point to a useful and powerful experience for the participants, where 

interaction with colleagues and guided learning about challenging topics yielded a great 

deal of professional learning. 

Building from what LESLLA teachers know, need to know, and how they best 

learn, this dissertation study presents another intervention for teachers in the form of a 

study circle, titled for participants “Little Desks and Big Ideas.” The study circle 

exemplified effective PD as it gathered adult educators in collaborative inquiry around a 

pressing need for improved LESLLA literacy instruction.  It does so by reaching out to a 

logical, albeit controversial source for insight: early elementary classrooms. 
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Connecting Early Elementary Literacy Practices and LESLLA Classrooms 

I submit that literacy practices in K-12 settings could do much to inform the work 

of LESLLA educators.  The K-12 field is better funded and benefits from much more 

research, and its teachers are (in general) more extensively trained and more closely 

supervised.  Our early elementary colleagues have been in the business of teaching 

people to read for the first time for generations, while the field of LESLLA is in its 

infancy.  The dissertation study provides a pathway and a bench for LESLLA educators.  

The pathway connects early literacy practices in kindergarten and first grade to the 

LESLLA classroom.  Along the path is a bench, a place to pause and decide how best to 

proceed.  My participants and I explored these connections together, pausing along the 

way, deciding what early literacy practices might be worth taking up, and how we might 

best adapt them for the LESLLA context before moving forward.  In the following 

chapter, the exact methodology of this study is explained in detail. 
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Chapter Three 

 

Methodology 

 

Through grounded examinations of language teaching within the broader framework of 

teacher-learner, contexts of schools and schooling, and the pedagogical process will 

emerge a deeper understanding of how language teachers teach and their students learn.  

 Freeman & Johnson, 1998, p.413  

 

People only see what they are prepared to see. 

Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882) 

 

 

The present research study seeks to contribute to the field of adult education and 

specifically to LESLLA education by exploring the instructional expertise of another 

group of teachers, a group that excels in teaching novice readers: early elementary 

teachers.  By designing a professional learning activity that exemplifies Desimone’s 

principles of effective professional development (2009), this case study explores what 

adult ESL teachers gain from examining early elementary literacy development.  Through 

collaborative practitioner inquiry (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009), adult educators 

determine what is transferable to their own teaching contexts, how they transform and 

apply what they have learned, and what reflections they have upon bringing these 

modified practices to their adult ESL emergent readers.  The research questions are 

revisited in the table below. 

Table 5: Research Questions 

 

1. What knowledge and practices do LESLLA teachers identify as transferable to 

their own teaching contexts after participating in a professional development study 

circle designed to expose them to early literacy practices with early elementary 

learners?  

 

2. Of those practices that they identify, how do LESLLA teachers transform and 

apply the practices for their adult education contexts?   
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3. As they reflect on the PD and how they have applied early elementary practices, 

what do they articulate as key insights?  

 

To explore these research questions, this inquiry exists on two levels.  On one level, I am 

studying how my participants take-up and apply literacy practices from early elementary 

grades and what key learnings they have in the process.  On a second level, the 

participants within the study are also involved in an inquiry as they work together to 

explore the phenomenon of teaching new readers in a different context.   

This dissertation study is an interpretive, participant observer case study.  It is 

interpretive, as opposed to positivistic, in that it is inductive by nature.  An interpretive 

study involves extensive time in the field with participants and a high level of contact 

with the activities and processes of the case (Stake, 1995).  This is a case study in that the 

bounded-unit is the group of participants, the four adult educators in this study circle that 

I facilitated and who connected early literacy with their adult ESL teaching contexts (Yin, 

2009).  As a collaborative inquiry, participants worked together to understand the early 

elementary literacy practices they observed and their potential applications in the adult 

low-literacy ESL classroom.  While I collected data with individual participants in their 

classrooms and in interviews, our collaborative time was our most productive and it is 

our shared findings that are most vital to this inquiry.  As a participant observer in this 

study, I was with the participants before, during and after the PD sessions to get a clearer 

sense of their experiences throughout the work.  Finally, I designed and facilitated the PD 

sessions as well as observed how they were received by the adult educators.  This dual 

role of facilitator/participant and researcher is explored in further detail below in the 

Researcher section of this chapter. 
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Collaborative Inquiry: A Study Circle as LESLLA Professional Development 

There is a ceiling effect to how much we can learn if we keep to ourselves…Personal 

mastery and group mastery feed on each other in learning organizations.  People need 

one another to learn and to accomplish things. (Fullan, 1995, p. 257) 

While the dissertation study is a case study, there is also a level of inquiry within 

the PD itself.  As my participants and I were tackling this investigation together as a 

team, we used collaborative inquiry as our approach for our “study within the study.” 

Collaborative inquiry (CI) “provides a systematic structure for learning from experience.  

Participants organize themselves in small groups to address a compelling question that 

brings the group together” (Yorks & Kasl, 2002).  For PD purposes, this inquiry 

consisted of six meetings in the format of a study circle.  Study circles are defined as 

small learning groups of practitioners who meet to discuss issues of relevance to their 

classroom practice. They are organized around a specific topic and are guided by a 

facilitator.  The National Center for the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy (NCSALL) 

names three key elements to study circles: professional wisdom, research, and their 

application to practice (NSCALL, 2006, p.11).  Our sessions included each of these 

elements, as they were reading research, talking, sharing expertise, and constantly 

connecting what they were learning to their own teaching contexts. 

Why use collaborative inquiry?  Classrooms and literacy instruction are complex, 

ever-changing, and unwieldy.  Finding applicable literacy practices in early elementary 

grades and then transforming them to an adult learning context is a messy undertaking, as 

the students, classrooms, resources, and teachers are quite different.  By working together 

with colleagues, we were able to make better sense of our observations of young new 

readers and work out what the real ‘essentials’ of good literacy practice are at work, and 

how they might be repackaged for adult learners.  We gained insight from our colleagues 
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as to how literacy practices designed for children might be transformed and applied to 

adults, and we reflected both individually and as a group about their implementation.  

Working together on this inquiry exemplified the elements of effective professional 

development outlined in Chapter Two (i.e., Desimone, 2009). To reflect on the group’s 

experience with this PD, the participants were considered a ‘case.’ Together, they took 

part in a unique professional learning experience, and case study methodology was 

employed to examine these phenomena closely.  While I share some findings of 

individual participants, I was most interested in what the group concluded as a team. 

Case Study Methodology 

A ‘case’ as defined by Merriam, is a bounded system, “a single entity, a unit 

around which there are boundaries,” (Merriam, 2009, p. 40).  Case study methodology 

allows a researcher to look into what people think, do, and experience when involved in 

complex endeavors like education.  Yin describes case study research as a process of 

“empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its 

real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are 

not clearly evident,” (2009, p. 18).  We cannot know exactly what happened in my 

participants’ heads during our study circle, but case study methodology allowed me a 

way to uncover some aspects of this complex and nuanced phenomena, occurring among 

the teachers, and not isolated to the individual. 

Qualitative research involves a focus on “discovery, insight, and understanding 

from the perspectives of those being studied,” (Merriam, 2009, p. 1).  Case studies are 

one approach among many in qualitative research to understand something in depth, to 

describe it in detail, and to assign it meaning.  As Stake so eloquently summarizes: 
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A case study is expected to catch the complexity of a single case…. We 

study a case when it itself is of special interest.  We look for the detail of 

interaction with its context.  Case study is the study of the particularity and 

complexity of a single case, coming to understand its activity within 

important circumstances. (Stake, 1995, p. xi) 

 

This group of teachers was of special interest as they embarked on unique work 

together. This collaborative inquiry involved four LESLLA instructors 

experiencing an unlikely cross-context professional development activity.  The 

case of these teachers and their experiences may be of particular interest to two 

fields of study: to LESLLA education and also to professional development for 

teachers.  First, LESLLA educators can learn the participants’ insights as they 

created new knowledge about literacy practices for our under-researched 

LESLLA classrooms.  Second, those involved in professional development for 

adult educators can consider this unique study circle model that challenged 

participants to reach across contexts to enrich their own teaching.  Interpreting 

such complex experiences for others requires much careful thought and intention. 

At Patton suggests, in qualitative research, “the researcher is the 

instrument” (2002, p. 14).  Data collected and findings shared are only as sound 

as the researcher is prepared, thoughtful, and trustworthy.  Such an inquiry is a 

human endeavor, vulnerable to bias and subjectivity.  As the researcher 

investigating a group of colleagues as they participate in a PD activity that I 

designed and facilitated, my own roles, assumptions, and our relationships are 

critical to the work.  The following section displays my own role in this process 

and what I brought to this project. 
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The Researcher 

All interpretations are provisional; they are made by positioned subjects who are 

prepared to know certain things and not others.  (Rosaldo, 1989, p. 8) 

 

My role in this project was two-fold.  One role has been one of observing the 

process unfold and documenting the case—the five of us and our time together.  We 

shared constantly, both online and in person, as the LESLLA teachers came to learn, 

transform, and apply K-2 literacy practices to their adult classrooms and what reflections 

followed.  I learned about the learning process itself and how this process might move the 

field forward in articulating a pedagogical model for teaching low-literacy adult ESL 

learners.   

Within the case study is a collaborative inquiry project, and here my role was 

different.  I was not simply watching as my participants puzzled about kindergarten book 

buddies and 1
st
 grade spelling tests; I had an active role in this work.  I facilitated their 

learning through the PD sessions and guided them through this exploration of early 

elementary literacy practices.  I did not claim to have the answers.  While I have spent a 

great deal of time in the last several years reading and thinking about how to serve low-

literate adult ESL learners, I was not offering a pedagogical model to be tested.  I offered 

a process, a space and time for considering what that pedagogical model might include, 

and how we might conceive of it based on what practices we find, transform, and agree 

has merit worth exploring further.  This occurred in the K-2 classrooms and in our 

sessions afterwards, as we sought literacy practices that we thought, if boiled down to 

their most basic essentials, might be transformed and applied to our adult learners in 

powerful ways.  My role during this time was to help the participants strip away the kid-

friendly packaging of literacy practices and really get to the heart of why literacy 
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instructors do those activities to begin with and how those practices we deem worthwhile 

for the LESLLA classroom first might be transformed.  As facilitator, I was tasked with 

helping the participants come to these understandings without taking over, letting them 

think, and struggle as they grappled with these valuable and essential literacy practices.  I 

also learned a great deal about using such an intellectually challenging and collaborative 

process as a means to professional development, a topic that receives much attention in 

Chapter Five. 

One bias that I entered this study with was the assumption that we would indeed 

find practices that would be interesting and compelling enough to the participants to 

transform and use with their adult learners.  That was my personal experience in visiting 

preschool and early elementary classrooms over the last several years, and I readily own 

up to this assumption.  The entire design study hinges on a disposition of curiosity in my 

participants, and on a belief that early elementary classrooms have much to offer those 

teaching beginning reading to older learners.  As shared in Chapters Four and Five, 

within minutes of entering that first kindergarten classroom, any lingering doubts were 

easily dismissed.  As one participant (Claire, who’d been resistant to how much wisdom 

could be gathered from early elementary practices) reports:  

I was humbled within five minutes…what I noticed right away was that their 

work was not going to be babied down.  That’s what I thought it was going to be.  

It was within the context of the child’s life, but it wasn’t cutesy…In many ways it 

looked a lot more adult than a lot of adult classrooms.  (Claire, Interview, 

11/13/2012)  

 

As Claire’s observations illustrate, even in instances when we expect that there is little to 

gain from looking across contexts, a well-designed project and a disposition of curiosity 

and innovation may allow us to see things differently and widen our perspective.  This 

shifting and swelling of our frames of reference is part of transformational learning 



66 

 

 

theory (Mezirow, 1997) as touched on in the previous chapter, and it is discussed in more 

detail in chapters four and five.  Participants and I came to this inquiry with different 

expectations and biases, as well as different expertise and experiences.  This made our 

community of practice rich and nuanced. 

Part of the Communities of Practice framework (Wenger, 1998) involves the 

gathering of novices and experts to learn together.  As the content expert in the room and 

the creator and conductor of our debriefing and discussion sessions, a power differential 

persists.  While this fact creates a traditional CoP, it does necessarily assist our work as 

collaborators.  One tension in this study is the nature of my role as the creator of the PD, 

a participant of it, and then an observer of it.  My fellow adult educators at times looked 

to me for answers and expected me to figure out what we were seeing and how to apply 

it, but that was not my role here.  I provided the process, the space, and the sounding 

board, but I was not the bringer of answers.   

My participants were not strangers to me.  They were chosen carefully based on 

our relationships and former work together.  Three of the participants are former students 

in graduate courses I teach at a local university, and two of them completed MA degrees 

as I served as their primary adviser on their thesis committees.  Any perceived power 

difference can affect a participant-relationship, and I worked hard to clarify my role in 

the beginning.  I referred often and genuinely to the fact that they are the ones who work 

directly with LESLLA learners day in and day out, and I do not.  While I have had that 

role in the past and it very much grounds my work in professional development and 

teacher education, it is not my current reality.  The participants bring this priceless 

perspective to this inquiry.  It is worth noting that I am not employed by or in any way 

affiliated with the programs and schools where my participants teach.  I hold no 
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evaluative or supervisory role in their teaching or employment.  I hope this distinction, 

made clear early on in our work together, helped to offset any potential power-tensions 

that might have interrupted our work together.  In the end, I see great benefits to having 

such close relationships with my participants, and I unpack these issues further for each 

of the four teachers in the Participants section of this chapter. 

Researcher Background: Assumptions about LESLLA Teaching and Learning 

 I have been involved in language teaching and learning in one form or another 

since 1994.  I began teaching in Russia at that time, the sole native speaker of English in 

an industrial city in the Ural Mountain region.  At the time I had no training beyond my 

own Russian language learning experiences. I worked with students and teachers of 

English and quickly understood how little I knew about teaching and language 

acquisition.  After returning to the US and completing a BA in Russian in 1996, I began 

working for the local literacy council in Lincoln, Nebraska, as their refugee coordinator.  

My work involved finding volunteer tutors to teach English and literacy to adult refugee 

students.  I also was tasked with starting a refugee women’s group that met weekly and 

eliminated two critical barriers to refugee women’s participation in ESL classes: 

transportation and child care.  At the time, in the late 1990’s, Lincoln had become a large 

refugee resettlement area for Bosnian, Kurdish, and Iraqi refugees.  Every week I would 

pick up a huge rented passenger van, re-install a few donated child car seats, and begin 

my route.  I drove around Lincoln and picked up a dozen refugee women and their 

children from Bosnia, Moldova, Iraq, Ukraine, Vietnam, and elsewhere and brought them 

to a local church.  There we were met by a handful of dedicated volunteers who tutored 

the adults while other volunteers cared for the children in an adjacent room.  Most of the 

women had little or no literacy in their first languages, and they were just beginning to 
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learn English.  For many of them, this was the only time they left their homes without 

their husbands during the week.  The volunteer tutors were generous, smart, educated 

women, and they were as much at a loss as I was about how to plan meaningful, useful 

lessons for these learners.   

As the volunteer tutors came to me for advice and materials, I continued to 

investigate all I could about how to teach low-literacy adult refugees and immigrants.  

This task didn’t take long.  There was so little published and available for this group of 

unique learners.  And what I did find seemed insulting and childish, not taking into 

account the students’ rich life experiences, personal interests, and phenomenal coping 

skills.  Together with my volunteer tutors, we developed a lot of our own materials.   We 

stumbled across the language experience approach (see Stauffer, 1970).  We dabbled in 

project-based learning (see Jones, Rasmussen, & Moffitt, 1997; Thomas, 2000) as we 

hosted potlucks and published a book of our stories and recipes.  We took the kids to the 

zoo and story time at the library and then wrote about it.  We did a few pages of phonics 

books when the mood was right, but there was nothing systematic about our lessons.  I 

am convinced that to this day, even with all the professional development opportunities 

and published materials now available for teachers, a great number of LESLLA 

classrooms still strongly resemble our chaotic, disjointed, but warm and well-meaning 

classes in that Lincoln church basement in 1997. 

I came to this dissertation research with these women and their tutors, from over 

15 years ago, firmly in my mind.  I entered this project with the assumption that many of 

the materials we would encounter in the elementary school would likely by level-

appropriate, but would not be appropriate for adults and may even be insulting or harmful 

if found to be insulting.  I carry a bias that adults must have materials and lessons that 
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honor their life experiences; they must not be childish or demeaning.  I believe that smart, 

prepared, intentional teachers, given the time and guidance to do so, can find ways to 

adapt materials and lessons for their adult new readers. I am convinced that elementary 

literacy practices have a great deal of potential for LESLLA educators and that learning 

about them is worthwhile.  If LESLLA education is essentially an endeavor in early 

literacy instruction, as I propose, then early elementary literacy practices are a logical 

place for LESLLA teachers to learn more.  In doing so, I believe we can find something 

useful.  

Researcher Background: Assumptions about Teacher Learning 

Inherent in the practice of the professionals we recognize as unusually competent is a 

core of artistry. (Schön, 1987, p. 13)  

 

 I bring to this research many beliefs and assumptions about how teachers grow 

and become “usually competent” to borrow Schön’s language from the above quotation.  

Foremost in my thinking about teacher learning are four elements: the importance of 

teacher learning being intentionally and closely connected to the classroom, the role of 

reflection,  the impact of collaboration, and the power of observing others teach.   

Much has happened since that Lincoln refugee women’s group in the late 1990’s.  

After completing my MA in ESL, I began teaching LESLLA learners full-time in a non-

profit school for adults.  Around the same time, in 2002, I began teaching part-time at a 

local university in their certificate programs for teachers of adult ESL.  While I have 

taught future and practicing language teachers across a number of subject areas over the 

years, my core interests have remained consistently with literacy development and 

refugee and immigrant students.  Teaching teachers part-time and simultaneously 

teaching LESLLA learners greatly affected my view of how teacher learning interacts 
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with actual classroom experiences.  As a teacher with several years of classroom 

LESLLA experiences, I have been able to constantly bring in examples from my own 

classroom to benefit my teacher-learners.  I believe that staying grounded in the 

classroom is critical to providing good teacher development; it lends not only credibility 

to me as a teacher educator but benefits the practice of my teacher-learners as they can 

more easily make connections between their own classrooms and our topics of study.  I 

give assignments and discussion tasks that ask teachers to constantly connect what we are 

reading about to their own classrooms.  Job embedded professional development has 

become the norm in structured teacher learning (i.e., professional learning communities, 

collaborative study groups in schools (see Borko, 2004; Hammerness et al., 2005), and 

this makes a great deal of sense to me as an educator and teacher educator.  The current 

study involves a professional development activity that is very much connected to the 

participants’ classrooms.  One pre-requisite of my participants was that they be currently 

teaching LESLLA learners.  Throughout our study circle, they were constantly asked to 

consider how literacy practices we were witnessing in another context might be applied 

to their classrooms.  Later, they were asked to reflect on new practices they adapted and 

applied to their own learners.  The role of reflection is next in my list of core assumptions 

about teacher learning. 

 Guiding teachers to learn and grow through reflection on their own classrooms 

has been paramount in my work in adult educator professional development.  Much has 

been written about reflecting on one’s practice (Richards & Lockhart, 1994; Schön, 

1987).  Reflection has become a ‘given’ in much PD, as evidenced by a recent policy 

addition to the teacher licensure renewal requirements by the State of Minnesota.  As of  

July 2012,  the state’s teacher licensing board requires “a reflective statement of 
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professional accomplishment and the applicant’s own assessment of professional growth” 

that considers evidence of student learning, use of best practices and their application, 

and collaborative work with colleagues (State of Minnesota Legislature, 2009).  

Reflection has become an integral part of professional development in adult education as 

well and pushes participants to think deeply about how PD workshops, study circles, 

coursework, lectures, etc. connect to their teaching contexts and how they might 

personalize and employ new strategies or concepts presented.  In the current study, 

participants completed frequent journals between sessions and completed reflective tasks 

both individually and collaboratively.  One can reflect alone, and that can be a useful 

exercise, but if the circumstances are right, something powerful happens when teachers 

are brought together to focus on a specific issue.   

As Fullan writes, “there is a ceiling effect” to how much we can learn in isolation 

(1995, p. 257).  A current trend is education both for instruction and for professional 

development is collaboration.  Teachers in K-12 settings today collaborate across grade 

levels and subject areas, and at times across buildings and school districts for a number of 

purposes including professional learning communities and other PD activities.  In adult 

education, this collaboration is rarer and more difficult to orchestrate, given the part-time 

nature of employment and high turn-over in the field (Smith, 2010).  But nevertheless, 

professional study groups and collaborative teacher development are emerging even in 

the challenging adult education context 

(see Moran, 2001; Smith & Hofer, 2002; Vinogradov, 2012).  As a teacher educator and 

the researcher for this project, this element of collaboration is paramount in my work, and 

orchestrating useful collaborations was a major part of this study. 
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Finally, beyond the importance of teacher learning that is grounded in the 

classroom, the role of reflective practice, and the power of collaborating with colleagues, 

it is my belief that observing other teachers is both a powerful and beneficial experience 

for teachers.  In the certificate coursework I teach, observing one’s peers is central and 

forms the basis of much discussion and sharing as teachers build and improve their 

practice.  Reading about a teaching strategy or hearing it described is much less impactful 

than seeing it in action.  It has been my experience (see Richards & Lockhart, 1992) that 

observing others teach can change a teacher’s practice quickly and powerfully and in 

unexpected ways.  Observing other teachers is vital to the current study; the main premise 

of the study is that LESLLA teachers can learn from seeing the work of kindergarten and 

first grade teachers, and our main activities include visiting these classrooms. 

The four major assumptions I bring to teacher learning – firm grounding in the 

classroom, extensive reflection, the value of collaboration, and the power of observing 

others teach – shape this dissertation study with great force.  In designing the PD activity, 

structuring my participants’ interaction with each other, and arranging observations of 

early elementary teachers, these assumptions about how teachers learn have remained 

central.  A strong respect and appreciation for all those involved in this study was 

extremely important to me as a researcher and for the project’s integrity, stretching from 

the main four participants to the five-year olds at Logan Elementary School.  The 

following section unpacks how this private respect and appreciation became public 

reciprocity in my role as the researcher. 

Reciprocity  

Reciprocity in research – to give back, to leave the research sites and those 

involved better off that when I entered – is an additional positionality I brought to this 
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project.  Fine, Weis, Weseen, and Wong assert that qualitative researchers must recognize 

and act on their social responsibilities; they must keep forefront in their minds for whom 

their research exists (2000).  Not all research will be immediately and directly useful to 

those researched, of course.   As Ortega states, “The integration of knowledge and 

utilization is not an impossibility.  To be sure, the link between the two can be indirect 

and remote for some…but it can also be intimate and natural for others” (2005, p. 430).  

The full utility of the current research is yet to be seen, and possible implications are 

detailed in chapter five.  However, while I enter as researcher with a disposition of 

usefulness, I fully recognize that this work was disruptive to my participants and their 

schedules.  When they missed class to participate in my study, I disrupted their classes 

and likely frustrated their administrators as they arranged for substitutes.  At Logan 

Elementary School, we disrupted the routines of the teachers and learners in the K-2 

classrooms and took time away from their planning or lunch periods as they lingered to 

chat with us or took time to arrange our visits.  While I believe this project was important 

and worthwhile, I also realize it may have been a nuisance at times.  In an effort to 

provide some reciprocity for the work, to ‘pay it forward’ to those involved, I took a 

number of steps.   

First, I was able to volunteer at Logan Elementary regularly during the two 

months of our study circle, for a total of roughly 12 hours.  My duties varied, but I 

worked in small reading groups with learners, helped with required assessments, pinned 

artwork to hallway bulletin boards, fetched fallen pencils, tied a lot of shoes, and listened 

to students’ writing during the literacy block.  The two classroom teachers at Logan 

Elementary who opened their classrooms to us each received gift cards from me and 

handwritten notes from me and from the four participants expressing our gratitude.   
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Secondly, my four LESLLA teaching participants received stipends and 

Continuing Education Units for their time, but I wanted to do something that would more 

directly benefit their learners and programs that had been so generous.  I used some of the 

grant money I received to purchase low-level reading books and other materials for their 

classrooms.  I had the pleasure of seeing these books in action in some of my final 

observations.  Third and finally, I used grant money to pay the LESLLA programs for 

any substitute instructors they had to employ in order for the participants to attend our in-

person meetings.  My hope is that while at times inconvenient, inclusion in this study was 

not a burden to any of the individuals and programs involved. 

In this study, four LESLLA teachers and I visited elementary classrooms, 

completed readings and journals, and talked with each other a great deal.  These 

interactions were documented in a number of ways, and the following sections outline 

how these data were collected and analyzed. 

Data Sources and Collection 

As a qualitative research study, the data collection was consistent with Patton’s 

definition and includes data collected in field work in the form of observations, 

interviews, and documents (2002, p. 4).  Field work research, according to Erickson, 

“requires skills of observation, comparison, contrast, and reflection that all humans 

possess” (Erickson, 1986, p. 157).  He goes on to explain that interpretive researchers 

“make use of the ordinary skills of observation and reflection in especially systematic and 

deliberate ways” (Erickson, 1986, p. 157).  In this study, I both participated (i.e., 

reflected, collaborated) alongside my participants and observed them work as we 

unpacked early elementary literacy practices and imagined how they might, if deemed 

worthwhile, be applied to our adult learners.  This level of engagement required extreme 
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focus and deliberateness as I made sense of the data collected.  To answer my research 

questions, I carefully chose data collection and analysis strategies that allowed me to both 

participate and observe simultaneously, and to reflect thoughtfully as the researcher at 

other times.   

This is a case study of a group of four adult educators as they participated in a 

professional development (PD) activity (in the format of a study circle) that I facilitated.  

The purpose of the PD was for the adult educators to become acquainted with how 

literacy is developed in early elementary grades and to work together to identify, 

transform, and apply essential literacy practices that might be useful in the LESLLA 

classroom.  The structure, content, and objectives of the study circle are outlined later in 

this chapter and detailed in Appendix A.  Before, during, and following the study circle, 

the data were collected from a variety of source to answer the research questions.  The 

following table describes each source of data and the corresponding rationale for its 

inclusion. 

Table 6: Data Collection Sources and Accompanying Rationale 

 

a. Recordings and transcriptions3   -to capture our collaborative work 

in our six in-person study circle 

sessions.  Sessions included 

discussions following visits to K-2 

classrooms, our theorizing about the 

literacy instruction and what might 

work for LESLLA, and updates 

given on participants’ experiments 

with new practices in their contexts 

        
b. Participants’ written conversations and    -to capture the continued 

other postings (i.e. photographs and visuals),   conversations between our 

gathered on a private website  (wiggio)   meetings in person. Photos of 

for our study circle                                            activities, handouts, and responses     

to each others’ postings provided 

                                                 
3
 Note: transcription system is not phonetic, as I am focused on thought processes and learning. 
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evidence of what practices 

participants identified as beneficial 

and how they transformed, applied, 

and responded to them in their own 

contexts. This wiggio site was an 

extended conversation from our in-

person work and offered another 

medium for participation and 

sharing. 
 

c. Initial interviews     -to establish each participant’s 

unique teaching context and 

expertise, as well his/her 

expectations and biases entering our 

study circle 

 

d. Retrospective interviews   -to capture each participant’s key 

learnings and insights from the study 

circle and to allow for final 

comments, responses, and questions 
  

e. Field notes and documents from   -to capture what and how practices  

observations of participants’ LESLLA from K-2 classrooms were  

classrooms before, during, and following  transformed and applied to LESLLA 

the study circle     contexts 

 

f. Participant notes written on observation  -to provide added insight about what 

guides during visits to K-s classrooms participants were doing and thinking 

      during their time with K-2 learners 

 

g. Field notes from observing participants’ -to capture my observations of  

visits to K-2 classrooms   the participants’ activities as they 

      observed and interacted with K-2 

      learners, which allowed me to plan 

      for our follow-up debrief sessions 

 

Of the seven data sources outlined above, the first five (a-e above) were considered 

primary.  While participants’ notes during visits to classrooms and my own field notes 

about their activities in the K-2 classrooms (f, g above) were somewhat helpful, such data 

sources are restrained by time and handwriting, as much was occurring in these settings.  

More valuable were the online and in person discussions, sharing, and theorizing that our 

community of practice participated in throughout and beyond the six-week study circle.   
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Data Analysis 

As with any large qualitative study, I had a great deal of data to examine. Anfara 

and his colleagues (2002) accuse qualitative researchers of skimping on specificity in 

their analysis procedures.  They state that emerging themes, triangulation, and other 

strategies by naturalistic researchers are “invoked as if magical incantations and the 

reader must simply believe and trust the researcher- a leap of faith that is sometimes hard 

to accomplish” (p. 29).  In an effort to achieve methodological rigor, many strategies 

were employed in this study, including these basic procedures: 

a. Immediately typed up and fleshed out notes upon completion of each 

observation (Erickson, 1986).   

b. Transcribed recorded sessions immediately for accuracy and depth of 

understanding.  Added observer comments to data while reviewing 

transcriptions and notes.  

c. Used cyclical coding to first tag elements of data collected, and as a new code 

made its debut, reviewed previous data to search for the new code. 

d. Used constant comparison/grounded theory (Strauss, 1987) to look for 

consistencies among codes from all data sources. 

e. Wrote theoretical memos throughout the process to continuously reflect on 

what the data is telling me and to write up my ideas about codes and their 

relationships (Glaser, 1978).  

f. As key linkages (a finding of central significance for a major assertion) are 

identified, continuously tested them and made the largest possible number of 

connections possible to items in the data (Erickson, 1986).  

g. Constantly reflected on how else one might interpret the data.  Considered 

often about How might I be wrong  (Maxwell, 2005) and What else might 

explain this? (Erickson, 1986). 

 

Even with these above practices in place, my methods of data analysis are not obvious.  

“Good naturalistic inquiry shows the hand and opens the mind of the investigator to his 

or her reader” (Anfara Jr, Brown, & Mangione, 2002, p. 29).  In an effort to ‘show my 

hand,’ I offer the following section on Trustworthiness. 
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Trustworthiness 

Anfara and his colleagues (2002) call for adherence to and public disclosure of  

“trustworthiness criteria” (p. 29) as first conceptualized by Lincoln and Guba (1985).  

While positivistic researchers have long clung to internal validity, external validity, 

reliability, and objectivity to gauge the caliber and rigor of research, Anfara and his 

colleagues use the terms credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability 

(2002).  Each of these areas is defined briefly below, as well as how the current study 

meets this tenet of sound qualitative research.   

Credibility 

Credibility is the ‘believability’ of a study; it is reached when the object of inquiry 

is clearly identified and described in great detail.  Credibility in this study was achieved 

through several avenues: prolonged engagement in the field, use of peer debriefing, 

triangulation, and member checks.  As the creator of this unique PD and as a participant 

observer during its implementation, I was able to collect a wide variety of data before, 

during, and after the PD.  Data collected began with interviews with participants and 

initial observations in June 2012 and concluded with final interviews and observations in 

November 2012, a period of 5 months.  All participants were observed at least three 

times, and up to five times, spanning the time period before, during, and after our study 

circle.  A unique element of data collection in this study is layers of multiple media in the 

PD, as we met in person but also exchanged a great deal on the study circle wiggio 

website.  This is a private social network website that allowed for ease in sharing files, 

photographs, and multiple simultaneous conversations among the participants. Online 

conversations throughout the study were considered primary data as participants grappled 

with questions and posed more questions and responses to each other.  The website 
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exchanges and our in-person PD sessions provided peer debriefing we worked together 

for clarity in what we were learning and puzzling about. Triangulation was achieved 

through the use of multiple data sources, including interviews, observations, and 

documents, as detailed in Table 6.  Member checking was used often; as I completed 

drafts of sections of my write up and toyed with visuals to capture our learning, I shared 

them on the website and received their feedback for revisions.    

Transferability 

 Transferability refers to the extent to which the study’s findings may be useful to 

those in other contexts or to researchers involved in similar inquiries.  While 

transferability in such a study is challenging due to the specificity of our context and the 

small number of participants, I can nevertheless speak to how this tenet of sound 

qualitative research was addressed.  In my findings and conclusions, I provide thick 

description of our activities and thinking, and I include participants’ own voices as much 

as possible.  Participants were chosen purposefully for their ability to articulate their 

thinking, their thoughtfulness as educators, and my own perception of their willingness to 

participate in this unusual study (see more in Participants section).  I intentionally chose 

four participants from four different programs, two part-time and two full-time 

employees working in vastly different programs to better represent the nature of adult 

ESL professionals.  My participants were extremely familiar to me, and I chose LESLLA 

teachers that I believed would show extraordinary follow-through, had a range of 

expertise, and had a relentless willingness to collaborate with others in order to grow 

professionally.  As my findings display, I was not disappointed. 
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Dependability 

When a study is considered replicable, it shows dependability.  This means that 

the researcher’s work is transparent, containing an audit trail of the “detailed chronology 

of research activities and processes; influences on the data collection and analysis 

emerging themes, categories, or models, and analytic memos” (Morrow, 2005, p. 252).  

Transparency is paramount to a dependable study, both for the researcher and for his or 

her readers.   

To manage the volume of data and to ease the process of detailed and careful 

analysis, all data were entered into the internet application DeDoose, a qualitative 

research tool (www.dedoose.com).   I used DeDoose as my audit trail and my ‘data 

manager’ to keep track of all the many documents and codes as I began my analysis.  

Through use of color, layered note-taking ability, and a variety of visual tools, DeDoose 

offers a way to conduct initial surface content analysis (see Anfara Jr, Brown, & 

Mangione, 2002) and then to seek patterns and find embedded quotes and evidence for 

identified themes.  With this online tool, I began with a first iteration of codes (over 150) 

across all the data sources, in a process described by Anfara et al. (2002) as code 

mapping (p. 32).   DeDoose allows the researcher to examine excerpts from the data by 

code, by data source, and by any combination therein.  Such a complex tool allowed me 

to see patterns I may have otherwise missed.  Once initial coding was completed, I 

moved to a second iteration, looking for patterns and ways codes might be merged or re-

named to form a more distinct picture of the findings.  This second iteration resulted in 

the headings used in Chapters Four and Five. Finally, I moved to a third iteration of 

coding where the ‘bare bones’ of the study’s findings could be captured.   

http://www.dedoose.com/


81 

 

 

Confirmability 

 The final element of trustworthiness is confirmability, and it concerns the 

objectivity of the research.  In this study, the use of DeDoose and the audit trail described 

above are central to its confirmability.  It should be noted that as a collaborative inquiry, I 

often shared my codes and theorizing with my participants, and they assisted in naming 

and identifying our findings during and after the study circle.  This is true ‘transparency,’ 

as even the usually dark corners of coding and analysis were brought into the light and 

incorporated my participants’ feedback.  As I completed sections of the write-up, I shared 

these with participants as well and welcomed their suggestions for improvement or 

clarification.  Especially as I stumbled to create a visual that might encapsulate our key 

learnings and how it relates to teacher learning, my participants’ suggestions were 

pivotal, a process I highlight in Chapter Five.  Contributing to the confirmability of this 

study is the traditional use multiple data sources, but also reflexivity.  As the researcher, 

observer, and fellow collaborative inquirer, I was constantly aware of my own role in 

relation to the study.  I made my choices for the PD explicit and we shaped much of our 

work cooperatively, and I shared my own thinking about our experiences and its larger 

meanings vocal throughout, welcoming their participation.  

The study circle that is central to this inquiry took place over several weeks and is 

outlined in the following section.  More details of our daily activities, readings, 

observation guides, etc. can be found in Appendix A. 

Little Desks and Big Ideas: a Study Circle for LESLLA Educators to Explore Early 

Literacy 

At the core of this study is a professional development activity for LESLLA 

educators in the format of a study circle.  This PD activity introduced four participants, 
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all current LESLLA teachers, to elementary literacy practices in K-1 classrooms and 

provided the space for thinking about how essential literacy practice might (if deemed 

worthy) be transformed and applied to the LESLLA teaching context.  The nature and 

benefits of a study circle for teacher learning are outlined previously in this chapter (see 

section entitled Collaborative Inquiry: a Study Circle as Professional Development for 

LESLLA Teachers).  In this section, the exact structure, objectives, and content of this 

specific PD activity are outlined.   

The study circle was entitled Little Desks and Big Ideas, a nod to the strikingly 

different environments that new readers learn in, while acknowledging the important 

thinking that might be generated about literacy development by connecting adult 

educators and elementary school teachers.  The study circle took place over 6 weeks in 

the fall of 2012, beginning in mid September and running through late October.  A total 

of 21 hours was spent by participants in observations and debrief sessions, plus an 

estimated 10 hours in-between sessions as the four participants completed readings, 

reflections, and other outside tasks.  Participants were compensated $400 each for their 

participation.  If a participant had to miss any of their assigned teaching time in order to 

attend, his/her program was given substitute pay by the researcher to lessen the burden of 

their teacher’s participation in the study
4
.   

To gain an overview of the study circle, Figure 2 illustrates the meetings and 

outside tasks of the study circle, while Table 7 gives brief descriptions of each.  All 

meetings had specific objectives and a variety of activities, as detailed in Appendix A.   

 

 

                                                 
4
 Expenses for this research were generously funded by TIRF, The International Research 

Foundation.  MinneTESOL, the Minnesota Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages 

also provided funding toward stipends and supplies for the research (www.minnetesol.org). 

http://www.minnetesol.org/


83 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Study Circle Overview 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
 

1. Introductions, 
Setting the Scene 

2. Observation of  
kindergarten and first 

grade classrooms 

3. Unpacking our 
observations 

Outside Task 1:  

Try out 1-2 new 
practices, report back 4. Working with 

young new readers 

5. Debrief and 
Planning Session 

Outside Task 2: 
Individual school 

visits 

6. Putting it all 
together 
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Table 7: Study Circle Meeting Outline 

 

Meeting 1 

 (first half of session at off-site meeting room, second half at Logan Elementary School) 

 Introductions 

 Become familiar with study circle format, collaborative inquiry, expectations and 

responsibilities of participants and researcher 

 Discuss role of classroom environment on literacy acquisition 

 Visit K-2 classrooms after school, with no children present, to focus on the 

literacy environment 

Meeting 2 

(ten days later at Logan Elementary School) 

 Observe literacy block in two classrooms: one kindergarten and one first-second 

grade combined classroom 

 

Meeting 3 

(the following day, at off-site meeting room) 

 Debrief observations of K-2 classrooms yesterday 

 Identify main activities observed and their purposes for literacy 

 Identify an activity to try out and report back on at next meeting 

Outside Task 1 

(to be completed between Meetings 3 and 5) 

 Identify an activity inspired from a K-2 classroom that you’d like to try.  Think 

and write about how you will adapt it for the LESLLA context.  Try it out, and 

report back to the group how it went. 

 

Meeting 4 

(at Logan Elementary School two weeks after Meeting 3) 

 Observe morning meeting and mini-lesson of reader’s workshop in K-2 classroom 

 Work one-on-one with K-2 early readers 

 Consider ways that young early readers differ from and are similar to LESLLA 

learners 

Meeting 5 

(the following day, at off-site meeting room) 

 Debrief observations and interactions with learners in K-2 classrooms 

 Share completed Outside Task 1s and responses 

 Continue identifying literacy practices that may have merit for LESLLA 

 Articulate ways to transform useful K-2 literacy practices for LESLLA context 

 

Outside Task 2 

(to be completed between Meetings 5 and 6) 

 Visit another elementary school and observe a K-2 literacy-focused time.  Reflect 

on this experience and report to the group. 
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Meeting 6 

(at off-site meeting room, two weeks after Meeting 5) 

 Share impressions from visiting another school 

 Continue to identity potentially useful literacy practices for LESLLA, inspired 

from K-2, and ways they can be transformed and applied to our context 

 Discuss key learnings and insights from our professional development together 

 Complete final written evaluation of study circle 

 

Setting for Study Circle: A Public Montessori Elementary School 

The study circle described in the previous section took place over six weeks and 

involved multiple visits to an elementary school to explore early literacy instructional 

practices in kindergarten and first grade classrooms.  The site chosen for our visits was a 

public school for kindergarten through fifth grade in a large urban school district in the 

upper Midwest.  One distinguishing characteristic of this school is that it embraces 

Montessori educational practices.  Although public and adhering to the district’s 

requirements for instruction, this school attempts to integrate Montessori elements into its 

work with children.  Further described below, the choice of using this school as an 

observation site was a deliberate choice.   

Montessori Education 

Instead, with a kind of insatiable desire, they preferred to take out the cards one after the 

other and read them all.  I watched them, trying to fathom the riddle of their 

minds…through some human instinct children would rather acquire knowledge than be 

engaged in senseless play, and I reflected on the grandeur of the human mind. 

(Montessori, 1967, p. 232) 

 

The public elementary school where study circle participants began their 

exploration of early elementary literacy instruction prides itself on a Montessori approach 

to education.  This approach is based on the work of Italian educator and medical doctor 

Maria Montessori.  Her work in the latter part of the nineteenth and early years of the 
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twentieth century is regarded as revolutionary by many.  She stressed freedom of 

expression, self-education, and multi-sensory learning.  Based on her scientific 

observations of young people, she concluded that children are quite adept at teaching 

themselves (Montessori, 1967, 1970). Guided by her findings, Dr. Montessori developed 

what she called the “prepared environment,” which involves a certain order and 

accessibility of materials and allows children to develop at their own speed in an 

environment that is non-competitive, spontaneous, and relaxed (“Association Montessori 

Internationale,” n.d.).  Montessori classrooms have a distinct feel and appearance, and the 

environment is highly intentional.  Characteristics of this prepared classroom 

environment include: 

 Beauty, order, reality, simplicity, and accessibility 

 Freedom to work and move around within suitable guidelines that enable children 

to act as part of a social group 

 Specifically designed materials which aid children in exploring their world and 

enable them to develop essential cognitive skills 

 Mixed age groups that encourage all children to develop their personalities 

socially and intellectually at their own pace (“Association Montessori 

Internationale,” n.d.) 

Because of its emphasis on the use of all five senses, the structure of Montessori 

learning involves the use of many materials, with which children may work individually 

and in groups.  Tactile Montessori materials, such as strings of counting beads and 

sandpaper letters, are found in Montessori classrooms for young learners consistently.  At 

every step of their learning, the material is designed to test their understanding and to 

correct errors. Children work at their own pace; thus the faster learner is not held back by 

others, nor is the slower learner struggling to keep up. The curriculum is organized 

around the following areas: practical life, language, mathematics, culture, and biology.  

Learning is considered a process of discovery in which the child develops better 
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concentration, motivation, and self-discipline and continues to grow their love of 

learning.   

Montessori teachers at our research site school “Logan Montessori Elementary,” 

are specially trained in the Montessori methods in addition to their elementary teacher 

preparation.  Such preparation involves becoming a keen observer and working not to 

judge a child but to understand him or her as an individual.  When entering the school 

and individual classrooms, the difference between this school and the typical elementary 

school is felt immediately.  The atmosphere at Logan is friendly and informal, but highly 

productive.  Children call their teachers by their first names, and often teachers are not 

immediately seen by a visitor, as they are sitting on the floor with children, engaged in 

small groups.  Children move about the rooms independently.  Given specific parameters 

for their work, they have a great deal of choice in how to accomplish that work.   

Such parameters, this ‘freedom within limits,’ leads to classrooms where children 

curl up in reading corners, work in pairs, and kneel at small tables with lots of hands-on 

materials.  Unlike the rows of desks found in traditional elementary classrooms, student 

desks at this school are often pushed to the side of the room, arranged in groups, allowing 

for space on the floor to meet as a large group or to spread out and complete tasks 

individually, in pairs, or small groups.  Respect for one’s own and others’ learning 

processes is emphasized, and a great deal of attention is given to cultivating courtesy, 

empathy, and tolerance.  On the website for our site school, the following three elements 

are emphasized, illustrating their commitment to Dr. Montessori’s work: child-directed 

learning, one-to-one interaction with teachers, and educating the whole child (source 

withheld to protect anonymity of research site).  
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Connections between Montessori and Adult Education 

Choosing a Montessori school for the study circle participants to visit was no 

coincidence.  Connections persist between this method developed for preschoolers 100 

years ago in Italy and today’s adult education classroom.  Two main parallels moved the 

researcher to consider a Montessori environment for this setting: 1) the emphasis on the 

whole learner, and 2) the nature of the relationship between student and teacher. 

In both Montessori education and in the field of adult learning, the ‘whole learner’ 

is valued.  A learner in both contexts is seen as someone who brings rich life experiences, 

internal motivation, and important preferences to the classroom.  Adult learning theory, 

as described in Chapter Two, emphasizes adults as active decision-makers in their own 

learning and prioritizes immediate meaning and relevance in lessons to students’ lives 

(Knowles, 1978; Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2007).  Such elements are 

mirrored in a Montessori approach that values a high level of choice in activities and 

freedom to complete tasks in a variety of ways, following the preferences and interests of 

the learners. 

Secondly, in both the Montessori approach and in the adult learning field, the 

relationship between student and teacher shows interesting parallels.  Instructors in both 

contexts are seen not as ‘the holders of knowledge’ but as guides and coaches, carefully 

setting the stage for learning and monitoring progress.  In the typical adult learning 

classroom, teachers are often the same age or even significantly younger than their adult 

students.  This changes the dynamic of learning and moves it away from a master-student 

relationship to one of teachers facilitating learning and acting as coaches in the process.  

The Montessori site school website illustrates the importance of this relationship by 

stating: 
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In a Montessori classroom the teacher acts as facilitator, 

mentor and coach. Because the Montessori philosophy 

places an emphasis on meeting the child where they are 

developmentally, the Montessori teacher pays much closer 

attention to the individual needs of the student. Their job is 

not to judge but to understand.  

(source withheld to protect anonymity of research site) 

 

Such words could easily be heard in adult education circles as well. 

The parallels found between the Montessori approach and adult learning work to 

remove a layer of complexity in this study.  If LESLLA teachers were to visit a more 

traditional elementary school, they may find it to be so different in its approach to 

learning and its relationships in the classroom that noticing valuable literacy practices 

that could be adapted for LESLLA may be even more difficult.  By centering our early 

elementary literacy observations at a site that has shares fundamentally similar thinking 

about how people learn and how teachers can best facilitate that learning, the study circle 

is more likely to succeed.    

Literacy Instruction Elements: Readers’ Workshop and Montessori Instruction 

Logan Montessori Elementary has a delicate task: balancing the demands of the 

district with the priorities of the Montessori approach.  At the district level, the “Reader’s 

and Writer’s Workshop” model is employed, and this school has implemented these two 

literacy blocks into their daily routine.  Although reading and writing are constantly 

connected and practiced during both blocks, reading is emphasized in the morning, and 

writing (see Calkins, 1983, 1986) in the afternoon.  In the present research study, the 

focus is on reading instruction, so participants are asked only to visit this morning block, 

although we discuss the afternoon time as well.  Reader’s Workshop is a widely used 

organizational framework for literacy instruction across the U.S. During Reader’s 

Workshop, learners take part in three broad activities: opening meeting, a work period, 
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and a closing meeting.  Opening meeting involves a mini-lesson for the whole class that 

may introduce a reading strategy, a particular reading skill, or emphasize ways to think 

about and respond to fiction or non-fiction texts.  During their work time, learners read 

individually or in pairs, conference with the teacher, or work in small groups.  Closing 

meeting is a time for sharing, as learners talk with each other about what has been read, 

written, or learned.  Within this school district, balanced literacy is emphasized as well as 

various purposes for literacy.  Instructional strategies within the Reader’s Workshop 

include reading aloud, think aloud, shared reading, guided reading, and independent 

reading.  The five components of reading as outlined by the National Reading Panel 

(National Reading Panel, 2000) are also integrated into Reader’s and Writer’s Workshop 

in this school district time to give young readers specific instruction in phonemic 

awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension.   

Interestingly, Dr. Montessori did not devise a method for teaching reading, except 

to discuss the view of literacy as an extension of oral language (Loeffler, 1992).  The idea 

that oral language is paramount in learning to read and must be intentionally nurtured and 

constantly connected to writing is central to her view of language development.  

Montessori methods at our school site have established instruction that connects oral and 

written language development in a highly multi-sensory environment, all within the 

readers and writers workshop framework that the district requires. 

Literacy itself is a multifaceted notion, and its instruction is by no means a 

straightforward exercise.  Adding to the complexity of literacy instruction in our research 

school site is the pull of two priorities: Montessori education and the district’s framework 

for balanced literacy instruction in Reader’s and Writer’s Workshop.  It is worth noting 

that while these priorities are not in conflict, they do prioritize different elements as 
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illustrated in this section.  In contrast to the often chaotic, hodge-podge approach to 

literacy instruction found in adult ESL classrooms, this school site has an abundance of 

structures and frameworks its teachers must juggle to deliver quality instruction.  Logan 

Montessori Elementary was chosen for this project for many reasons, among them the 

smooth way that teachers manage to balance various priorities of instruction and how 

positively they spoke of the various structures they have in place.  I wanted my 

participants to enter a site that was proud of its instruction and proud of its complex and 

careful choices around literacy development.  Participants in this study entered a site that 

was happy to have visitors and eager to show how their children become strong readers 

and writers. 

Participants 

Four LESLLA educators participated in this case study, each with a unique 

background and approach to working with LESLLA learners.  They represent a variety of 

current teaching contexts that affect their decisions in the classroom.  Each participant 

was a personal acquaintance of the researcher prior to this project, and each was chosen 

specifically due to the knowledge, experience, and professional wisdom they bring to the 

work.  In the following section, each participant is described briefly, as well as his/her 

teaching setting and path to becoming a LESLLA teacher.  Most of this information was 

gathered from an initial interview in summer 2012 and during early observations to 

his/her LESLLA classroom(s).  In this semi-structured interview, (see Patton, 2002) 

foundational questions included the questions in Appendix D.  From these interviews, I 

was able to better understand each participant’s journey to working with LESLLA 

learners.  Their assumptions and expectations became clearer from our discussions and 
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helped me prepare for the study circle.  Each participant is briefly described in Table 8 

below, and then discussed in more depth. 

Table 8: Participants 

 

 

Name Teacher Preparation  Years teaching  Program Now 

Claire  BA French, coursework in ESL 35+ suburban district, part time 

Audrey BA English, MA ESL   8 urban non-profit, full-time 

Mike BA Latin American Studies  

MA ESL     15 suburban district, full-time 

 

Sophia BA Communications, coursework in ESL 

and learning disabilities, dyslexia 5 urban district, part-time 

 

 

Claire: Dedicated to growing as a teacher and to education for social change 

Claire is the most seasoned teacher of the case study, with over 35 years of 

language teaching experience.  For the bulk of her career, Claire taught high school 

French.  She is the only member of the group with long-term experience in foreign 

language instruction or extensive work in public K-12 settings.  Claire was my student  

several years ago in a certificate program for adult ESL instructors.  While in no way 

obligated to pursue further training, Claire opted to take several graduate level courses in 

adult ESL teaching in order to, as she puts it, “feel like I’m doing the best I can.” 

Following her retirement from her high school French teaching career, she began 

volunteering at a unique non-profit organization that serves local refugees and 

immigrants, “The Democracy School.”  This was her first encounter with LESLLA 

learners, as many of the East African, Hmong, and Spanish speakers attending had little 

or no first language literacy.  The Democracy School is based on a belief of “public 
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work” that fosters democracy through learning partnerships among Americans and 

immigrants and refugees.  Instead of traditional teacher-led classes, this organization 

hosts learning-circles that exemplify its belief that every member of the group has a 

unique and valuable contribution to the community.  While Claire no longer volunteers at 

this school, this approach to teaching and learning, tightly connected to individual 

empowerment and community service, has remained a foundational piece of her teaching.  

As she speaks of her work with LESLLA students, learner centered pedagogies and 

Freirean philosophies to education are sprinkled throughout.  She mentions the work of 

Gail Weinstein, known for curriculum development based on learner stories, as well as 

Elsa Auerbach, known for her socio-political stance to education and a strong voice of 

advocacy for immigrant students. 

Claire currently teaches part-time (three mornings/week) in a suburban school-

district adult program.  Her LESLLA group is small, between 5-10 students, and they 

speak Amharic, Somali, Hmong, Liberian English, Oromo, Spanish, and Vietnamese.  

She brings to this project a bias against elementary literacy practices, stating a strong 

hesitancy to use materials and practices meant for children, as they could be demeaning 

or insulting to adult learners.    

I have found that some of the people that I have worked with who are elementary 

teachers are so far away from what I consider ELL trained.  I mean they are 

teaching them like children’s things; they are taking too much of the elementary 

mindset into their classrooms.  To me, the elementary background can be 

problematic.  I’m very critical of that. I mean, they are grown ups, don’t teach 

them childish things...That’s my bias. (Claire, Interview, 6/25/2012) 

   

This bias proves interesting as our work unfolds, and it represents a common 

resistance in connecting across contexts for improving LESLLA teaching and learning.  

Having Claire and this particular articulated bias in the group was a useful reality check 

as we grappled with what might be transferable and what might not be.  Claire sees 
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LESLLA work as urgent – students need literacy and language right away - and she has 

little patience for childish literacy activities that may delay her adult learners’ acquisition 

of the English they need to get better jobs and take good care of their families.  She 

points out a major different in elementary literacy and LESLLA work in that the pressure 

is much higher on LESLLA instructors: if they fail, there is no safety net.  She shares, 

“There’s not someone to catch them if I can’t…Their needs are now.” Elementary 

teachers know that the next year’s teacher can continue to build literacy in learners, and 

an army of specialists and resources are available to children who are struggling to read.  

But if LESLLA students don’t succeed, then they simply stay illiterate and without strong 

English to participate in their communities.  This urgency lays a foundational view in 

Claire’s teaching that LESLLA work is extremely important and that teachers must be 

well-prepared and continuously learning and improving their work.   

Claire lives up to her belief that adult educators should be ever-improving 

professionals.  She is a constant presence at professional development events for ESL and 

adult educators and has completed graduate coursework of her own accord (even post-

retirement from a long term teaching career!) to nourish her volunteer and part-time work 

with immigrants and refugees.  Claire brought to this project high interest in the topic and 

in her own self-improvement as an educator, as evidenced by her frequent attendance at 

professional development events, including a study circle with Audrey and Sophia in 

2011, facilitated by the researcher. 

Audrey: Innovation and creativity in the classroom 

Audrey first met Claire at The Democracy School, where they were both 

volunteering.  She credits Claire and the experience at The Democracy School with 

introducing her to learner-centered education, a core element of her teaching practice. 
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The two participants share this grounding in learner-centered education as a means to 

social change, and a deep belief in adult learners and teachers as partners.  Audrey was a 

college student when she came to The Democracy School, and she had sought out a 

service-learning class.  An English major, this class was the first time a professor spoke 

about literacy, not literature, and he framed literacy as a means to changing the world for 

the better.  She continued her education with graduate coursework (I am her former 

instructor) and is completing an MA in ESL and the Adult Basic Education license.  It 

should be noted that I served as the primary adviser on her Master’s thesis, a study on the 

use of theater and drama techniques to improve pronunciation among LESLLA learners. 

 Audrey is not only an avid attendee at professional development events, but she is 

a frequent presenter as well.  Her presentations have focused on her work with low-

literate adult ESL learners, most notably in using the Language Experience Approach, 

formative assessment, and in teaching pronunciation.  She works in a large non-profit 

literacy-focused organization at a site that is particularly poised for collaboration and 

innovation.  The teachers and learners at this site tend a community garden, maintain a 

blog of student writing, and enjoy on-site child care and a great deal of space to move 

around.  Audrey’s position is full-time and not run through a school district, allowing for 

a great deal more freedom and flexibility in instruction.  She and her co-workers 

collaborate on multi-level projects, share students and site management responsibilities, 

and are known as frequent presenters at conferences and workshops. 

 The collaborative and innovative nature of Audrey’s school is a perfect fit for her 

teaching style.  She came to adult ESL with the perspective of ‘learning outside the 

classroom’ in a service-learning capacity, and this perspective is visible in her teaching.  

She explains this way: 
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 I feel like I’m not restricted by being in a classroom.  Learning doesn’t have to 

look a certain way...I’m willing to try things that aren’t traditional.  I’m really 

willing to experiment and try something and see if it works.  And if it doesn’t, 

then I try it again in a little bit different way and have those conversations with 

my students as we go, too, so they’re part of it. (Audrey, Interview, 6/21/2012) 

 

Learning to Audrey is a joint teacher-learner endeavor and is grounded in learners’ 

current lives.  An emphasis on ‘real world language’ and on learner stories permeates 

Audrey’s instruction.  A brief background in drama during her college years is also 

evident as she often has students up and moving and trying out active, dramatic tasks.  

Because teachers of young children prioritize movement and active hands-on tasks in the 

learning process, Audrey joins this project with an eye for how early elementary teachers 

make literacy an active, interesting pursuit. 

Mike: Expertise from a wide range of teaching and learning contexts 

 Mike brings a unique range of experience to this project.  He has worked with 

students in elementary schools, middle and high schools, and a host of adult classes.  He 

currently teaches full-time in a suburban school-district program with largely Somali-

speaking learners, and he holds a BA in Latin American Studies and speaks Spanish 

fluently.  Early in his career, Mike worked in a social service organization with migrant 

farm workers, which introduced him to the immigrant experience and adult ESL learners.  

He later worked as a paraeducator with English language learners in an alternative high 

school and a middle school, which led him to pursue other work in ESL and eventual K-

12 ESL licensure.  He is the only participant with this license, and the only one who has 

worked with young learners.  During his student-teaching experience, Mike worked with 

kindergarten students.  Currently, the school where Mike teaches is adjacent to an 
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elementary school, and he has volunteered there with 3
rd

 and 4
th

 grade students.  His 

experience with young new readers is unique to the group!   

 Mike has been involved with adult education for over 15 years, and he brings a 

great breadth of experience in adult learning to this project.  He has taught many levels of 

ESL, first as a paraeducator working one on one and in small groups and assigned in 

many different classrooms and teaching math, reading, and ESL.  He values this 

opportunity to see many different teaching styles and sees observing other teachers as 

beneficial to his own teaching.  In 2011, he completed an MA in ESL, and the researcher 

was his primary thesis adviser.   Together we have presented his thesis findings at 

workshops for adult educators.  His topic, visual literacy in LESLLA learners and how 

they interpret classroom images, is especially interesting within the current study, given 

the visually vibrant nature of most early elementary classrooms. 

In addition to thinking about how visuals are used to support literacy 

development, Mike is interested in how early elementary teachers manage the multiple 

levels of reading-readiness and progress in early grades.  Planning for literacy and how 

early elementary teachers sequence their lessons is also of interest as Mike seeks a more 

systematic, sequential approach to his LESLLA instruction.  There is a tension here, as 

elementary teachers have pre-set curricula and strict state, district, and grade-level 

standards to follow, while adult programs generally have more flexibility.  However, as 

we see with Sophia below, this is not always the case. 

Sophia: Seeking and adapting from various fields to serve learners 

Of the four participants, Sophia is the newest to teaching.  She participated in a 

study circle led by the researcher that included Audrey, and Claire, and others in 2011.  

She stood out immediately as a reflective practitioner and as an expert in reading 
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instruction.  Like others, Sophia began volunteering in adult ESL and then moved into a 

paid position.  She worked through a non-profit literacy organization to become trained to 

volunteer.  She was first placed in a setting with a blind student and later worked with 

students with traumatic brain injury and memory issues.  While another volunteer might 

become frustrated with such challenges, Sophia’s response was to gather all the 

information she could on these conditions and to adapt materials and techniques to 

benefit her learners.  This habit of learning all she can and adapting from a range of 

sources to fit her learners’ needs is especially visible in Sophia and especially valuable to 

this study in which we are moving and transforming practices from one literacy learning 

context to another, a process that requires vision and a willingness to take risks.  Sophia 

brings these traits to our group. 

Sophia’s work with struggling students with brain injury and learning disabilities 

led her to pursue Orton-Gillingham (OG) trainings.  OG is an approach to teaching 

reading that was developed for dyslexic students, and Sophia has completed all four 

levels of intensive training.  OG includes the following elements: multisensory, 

structured, phonetic, language-based, sequential, cumulative, cognitive, and flexible
5
.  

Sophia is particularly drawn to the multisensory and sequential elements, and in 2012 she 

developed a workshop for teachers of struggling ESL readers that emphasized these 

pieces of instruction.  Sophia’s attraction to multisensory instruction is perhaps linked to 

her work as an artist and photographer; she notices and values how people interact with 

shape, color, and texture in both areas of her work.   

OG prioritizes a sequence of instruction, an intentional unraveling of the mystery 

behind print and reading for students.  This carries into the classroom for Sophia, and her 

                                                 
5
 For more information about the Orton-Gillingham approach, see www.ortongillingham-mn.org.  For more 

information about dyslexia, see www.interdys.org.  

http://www.ortongillingham-mn.org/
http://www.interdys.org/
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approach to instruction is explicit, deliberately showing students how sounds and letters 

work to create meaning.  On the other hand, Sophia is aware of her learners as adult 

language learners and recognizes that phonics and OG work must be only one piece of a 

much larger puzzle.   

Sophia’s workplace is unique; she teaches in the largest adult education site in the 

region, the “Baker Center.”  The Baker Center is a building completely dedicated to adult 

learning, run through a large urban school district.  It has the look and feel of a high 

school with busy hallways, student IDs, security guards, and many levels of instruction 

and teacher supervision.  The Baker Center prides itself on having completely aligned 

curricula across levels and on having large numbers of licensed, contract teachers.  

Unlicensed teachers, like Sophia, are limited to only 14 or fewer hours of instruction and 

few benefits.  Change within such an organization is slow.  While Sophia enjoys working 

in a professional environment like the Baker Center, the limited number of paid hours 

makes it challenging to try out new things and to collaborate with her colleagues in all the 

ways she would like.  She describes this tension this way: “I don’t feel like I can be as 

creative or innovative.  I also don’t feel heard sometimes.  I also don’t feel like I’m being 

compensated enough to be really innovative.  So I do struggle with that.”  The prevalence 

in ABE of part-time teachers has a ripple effect on professionalism in the field, as 

described in more detail in chapter two. 

The four LESLLA teachers participating in this study bring a range of expertise, 

biases, and professional journeys to this inquiry.  As a qualitative case study, their stories 

and opinions are central to this work, and sharing them also puts these individuals in a 

vulnerable position.  I attempt to give justice to their words as I make sense of our time 

together, but words are of course an imperfect way to capture our thoughts and 
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interactions.  The following section details the steps taken to conduct this research 

honorably.   

Ethics 

In conducting this study, I followed the procedures of the University’s 

Institutional Review Board. The participants were invited to participate based on 

adequate information that I provided them about the activities and responsibilities 

expected by participants, as well as potential benefits. Given the qualitative nature of this 

case study, I was not able to predict the exact direction of the research.  However, prior to 

our first meeting participants were given a summary of my study, including the research 

questions and an overview of the intended methods for data collection and analysis, and a 

written explanation of collaborative inquiry.  At our first meeting we spent time 

discussing our own process as a team of ‘collaborative inquirers’ and discussed ground 

rules for our time together. 

I committed to avoid harm to my participants.  They chose pseudonyms for 

themselves, and I used pseudonyms for their workplaces and the elementary school 

central to our study circle.  I avoided detail in describing their teaching sites and students, 

and any photographs taken avoided identifying characteristics.  Although I guaranteed 

anonymity to the best of my ability, as Christians points out (2005), “watertight 

confidentiality has proved to be impossible. Pseudonyms and disguised locations are 

often recognized by insiders” (p. 66). I acknowledge that there is the possibility that 

individuals who know about this study will be able to identify the individuals in the 

study. In terms of justice, the study aimed to be fair and free of burden to the participants. 

Meeting times and locations were negotiated for the participants’ convenience, and the 

monetary stipend was disclosed up front, with half of the stipend distributed at the 
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beginning of the study and half at its completion. Some of the benefits of the study to 

participants were identified in their final written evaluations, and they fall under the 

categories of enhanced teaching practice, curiosity and challenge, connections with 

colleagues, immediate relevance, and tangible value. The continued benefits of the study 

are yet to be seen, but as a group interested in collaborative inquiry and continued 

professional learning, we are continuing to talk, share, and think about where this 

research and our work together as LESLLA educators may go next.  

In this chapter I have outlined the methodology used to conduct this interpretative 

case study.  Background was provided about the participants and the school site that is 

central to our professional development, as well as details about the study circle.  Data 

was collected and analyzed in a number of ways, as described in this chapter, and in 

Chapter Four major findings on the first two research questions are shared, as well as 

related discussion. 
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Chapter Four  

 

Findings 

 

 At least ten years had passed since any of the four participants had spent time in 

an elementary school.  For the three without formal training in elementary education 

(Audrey, Claire, and Sophia), they had not been in an elementary classroom since their 

own or their children’s own attendance in elementary school, a timeframe of roughly 15-

25 years.  While they are all literacy educators, no one had crossed into this space for 

young new readers since becoming adult ESL teachers.  While there is much overlap to 

these two teaching contexts, these are two groups of educators who rarely interact 

professionally and who rarely see how the other approaches instruction.  I set the stage 

for my major findings with this important fact because within the first few hours 

following our visit to Logan Elementary School, participants posted telling reflections to 

our website: 

To the untrained eye, it looked like a very colorful garage sale, but as we looked a 

little closer we found that the space was divided into distinct areas of math, 

reading, motor-activity, group space. For me, the garage sale analogy isn't a 

negative one. It makes me want to dig through things to find treasure. (Mike, 

Wiggio post, 9/23/2012) 

 

Opportunity and accessibility.  It seems that the students have opportunity to 

contribute (hall decorations, star for the day, etc.) and easy access to learning 

materials. None of the materials were locked up behind closed doors and the 

amount of information available was unlike anything I had ever seen before. I am 

curious to see how materials are utilized during class and how the students decide 

what to choose. I am also curious to see how the space is put to use - the tables 

and open floor space seem to indicate a learner centered environment. (Sophia, 

Wiggio post, 9/22/2012) 

 

I was initially a little overwhelmed when we walked in the first room- I'm not a 

very organized person, so I'm constantly struggling to keep the clutter in my 

classroom (and on my desk) to a minimum. The sheer amount of STUFF was 
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daunting. After we had a chance to look through it and I could see that everything 

had its own space and a purpose, the room began to look less cluttered, and more 

like it was full of possibilities. And I imagine that kids walk in everyday, and can't 

wait to get their hands on all of these bright, engaging tools for learning that look 

like toys. (Audrey, Wiggio post, 9/23/2012) 

 

In the room I first noticed how there was so many learning materials everywhere. 

After looking more closely it made more sense and I could see the organization of 

each station as unique with brightly colored, attractive, hands on learning 

materials. I noted how many, many books of all different kinds and levels there 

are for a variety of areas: geography, history, storytelling, science, and math. I 

was particularly interested in the teacher's description of the beginning of the day 

with routines followed by introduction of the day. (Claire, Wiggio post, 

9/26/2012) 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Participant examining language development materials in a kindergarten 

classroom. (Meeting 1, 9/17/2012) 

 

First impressions from participants speak to the overwhelming amount and variety 

of learning materials in the K-2 classrooms.  Within a few minutes, they began to see the 

organization as well: separate areas for reading and language, science, math, movement, 

and ample space for working in groups and individually.  I noted that even in these first 

moments of entering the K-2 context, LESLLA teachers were voicing curiosity around 

certain topics and found that this curiosity remained for the next several weeks: learner-
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centered teaching, engagement and hands-on learning, providing access and choices to 

learners, and the routines and structures that shape a young new reader’s school day. 

In this case study, four LESLLA educators took part in a professional 

development (PD) activity around early literacy instruction.  The PD took the form of a 

study circle, a collaborative inquiry across contexts for teaching new readers.  Over the 

course of six weeks, the participants and I explored kindergarten, first and second grade 

classrooms in search of literacy knowledge and practices that might benefit our LESLLA 

learners.  Built in to the study circle was a great deal of time for trying out and sharing 

new ideas and reflection about the nature of early literacy instruction and ways LESLLA 

work could benefit from early elementary practices.  Primary data were collected in 1) 

interviews with the participants, 2) recordings of our PD sessions, 3) observations of 

participants’ LESLLA classes, including field notes, documents and photographs, and 4) 

electronic conversations and journaling throughout and past our meetings. Through the 

collection of these data, I sought answers to the following question(s).  

1. What knowledge and practices do LESLLA teachers identify as transferable to their 

own teaching contexts after participating in PD sessions designed to expose them to 

early literacy practices with early elementary learners?  

 

2. Of those practices that they identify, how do LESLLA teachers transform and apply 

the practices for their adult education contexts?   

3. As they reflect on the PD sessions and how they have applied early elementary 

practices, what do they articulate as key insights? 

 

This chapter is organized into several sections that largely parallel the first two research 

questions (the third research question is discussed in Chapter Five).  First, findings are 

shared about what participants deemed valuable and transferable from our visits to K-2 

classrooms.  While they found much that they deemed to have merit, participants agreed 

that it is not wise to simply take up a practice and plug it into a LESLLA classroom.  
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Reaching across contexts requires thought and intention.  I share evidence both from my 

field observations and from our collaborative conclusions about how to transform 

identified practices to LESLLA.   

What’s Valuable for LESLLA? New Knowledge, Practices and Adaptations 

 A great number of practices were identified from the K-2 classrooms as having 

potential value for the LESLLA classroom.  Some ideas were perhaps minor but helpful, 

such as using post-it notes to label minutes on the clock (posting 15 minutes on the three, 

30 minutes on the six, etc.).  Other practices were bigger-picture and required much 

unpacking and thought before considering a move from K-2 to LESLLA, for example 

reading literature aloud to learners. Four main categories capture the knowledge and 

practices that participants deemed worth transforming and applying to LESLLA 

classrooms.  It should be noted that instead of attempting to separate the intertwined 

nature of knowledge and practices that LESLLA teachers identified as potentially useful, 

I will address them together.  Teaching knowledge hinges on everyday teaching practices, 

and it is needless to attempt to discuss them as if they are separate.  Teachers embody all 

the complexity of what they know and what they know how to do.  Also, while I 

summarize the results of our collaborative inquiry on how to transform early literacy 

practices from K-2 to LESLLA later in this chapter, I offer specific examples for the 

transformed practices discussed here as well.   

The first category of identified useful K-2 literacy practices is wide in scope and 

concerns the organization and structure of literacy instruction.  The second speaks to an 

expanded definition of literacy to include math and numeracy.  The third category 

involves a new area of thinking for the participants: responding to literature as a means to 

building comprehension and higher order thinking skills.  And finally, the fourth category 
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of ‘transferables’ concerns how teachers can pave the road to independent learning for 

students. 

Off to the Right Start: Rethinking how Literacy Instruction is Organized 

 As described in Chapter Three, Logan Elementary School is part of a large district 

that uses the Reader’s Workshop format to organize literacy instruction.  Briefly, this 

format includes a whole-group opening meeting with a mini-lesson, followed by a work 

period when children work individually or with a partner.  The Reader’s Workshop ends 

with a whole-group closing meeting.  The entire sequence takes roughly 90-120 minutes.   

Many elements of the Reader’s Workshop were of interest to the LESLLA teachers, for 

instance the morning message and sign-in routine that we saw at every visit and in each 

classroom. This first category of useful K-2 literacy practices has many elements and 

concerns the structure of the school morning.  Given that literacy instruction is carefully 

organized at Logan, in contrast to many LESLLA classrooms, it is not surprising that this 

structure stood out to participants. 

Morning Messages and Sign Ins 

 Twenty-five five-year olds enter Logan Elementary kindergarten classroom #107 

each morning.  Each hangs up a jacket and backpack, moves a popsicle stick with his/her 

name on it into the “home lunch” or “school lunch” canister, places a sheet of homework 

into the “completed work” basket, and then migrates to the carpeted circle rug.  Here a 

large piece of paper has a morning message and a sign in question.  Each child reads the 

colorful, cheery message, sometimes with help from others, and signs his/her name in the 

appropriate spot.  For example, one morning during our study circle it read:  

Good Morning Tuesday Tigers,  

Today is Tuesday, September 18, 2012.  

Our star of the day is Hanna.   
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We will go to gym today!   

We will have a great day today!  

Mrs. C.  

 

Write your name in the bus below. (Observation, 9/18/2012) 

 

A large outline of a bus was drawn with marker below the message, with enough space 

for each child to write his/her name inside.   

This type of morning routine, complete with a written message and a sign in of 

some kind, made a strong impression on participants in the study circle.  Morning 

messages quickly appeared in every participant’s classroom, and when I wasn’t there to 

observe it myself, they posted photographs and explanations on our website.  Below are 

photographs of LESLLA examples from Mike’s classroom and Audrey’s classroom. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Morning message and sign-in (Audrey, Observation, 10/4/2012) 
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Figure 5: Sign-in (Mike, Observation, 10/1/2012) 

 

 

 

 

 

Participants were taken with the idea of morning messages as way to begin the 

day on a positive note, focus the entire group’s attention, and lead into the day’s work.  

Audrey explains this way: 

For the last couple of days I’ve done a morning message.  Just like she did, like 

“Good morning!  Happy Friday.  Today we are going to read, write, ask 

questions.  Mr. Jim will come and talk to us at 10:30.”  I do that and then I do a 

little question.  Like yesterday it was, “Did you clean your apartment yesterday?” 

and they have to come up and write their name under YES or NO.  Then we can 

make sentences, like “13 people cleaned, and 7 people didn’t clean.”  So we can 

talk about it, and I can hand out 3-4 markers and they sign their name in the right 

column and then they give the marker to someone else….It’s a nice way to get 

into our topic and to talk about what we’re going to do today, and also focus 

everyone’s attention. (Audrey, Meeting 3, 9/28/2012) 

 

The LESLLA teachers adapted their morning messages mostly for content, connecting to 

their adult ESL topics such as giving personal information, using public transportation, 

and health and medicine.   

I begin my findings chapter intentionally with morning messages and sign-ins as a 

transferable practice because this seemingly minor activity stretches and interplays with 

so many areas that were paramount to our work in the study circle.  Morning messages 
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are a solid routine that is a cornerstone of the Reader’s Workshop morning meeting, and 

the importance of routine is a major finding of this study.  Morning messages and sign-

ins foster independence as students settle into the topic of the day and have a clear and 

independent task as they enter the classroom; they have a clear role and responsibility 

immediately upon entering the room.  Morning messages and sign-ins lead to integrating 

math and literacy, another element of K-2 instruction that was deemed to be of high 

value by participants.  Finally, morning messages and sign-ins are a clear example of 

naming tasks, a practice that was striking to participants and was the subject of much 

discussion.  By opening this chapter of major findings with morning messages, I open a 

topic that reaches nearly every other topic.  While I have attempted to sort the major 

findings of our collaborative inquiry into tidy compartments for ease in reading, these 

categories necessarily pour in and out of one another and give way to deeper thinking.  

Morning messages, as a straight-forward and glaring consistency among K-2 classrooms, 

was one of the first things we noticed and one of the first things that participants began to 

replicate.  It opened us up to countless other discoveries. 

Building Familiar Literacy Routines for New Readers 

The K-2 people are masters of routine, and I think we can learn a lot from that.  We 

just have to persist, and learners will develop those target habits.  It’s easy to give 

up, to say “oh that didn’t work,” but you just have to persist and persist. (Mike, 

Interview, 11/12/2012) 

 

The above quotation from Mike illustrates how impressed the LESLLA teachers 

were with the K-2 teachers’ classroom routines. As they were all becoming newly 

acquainted with early elementary settings, the amount and level of routine we observed 

elicited much discussion.  The Reader’s Workshop framework, while offering a number 

of choices during the work period, begins and ends with a familiar routine of whole-
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group meetings.  The “language choices” students make during their work period were 

routines themselves.  For example, my field notes recorded how a student gets a soft mat 

and unrolled it to form his workspace on the carpet.  Other students know to walk around 

a mat and respect others’ space.  He went to the “language choice” shelf and chose a task.  

The tasks are arranged by difficulty, which has been made explicit to the child.  He 

completed a task, perhaps a rhyming task with words and pictures.  He then went to get 

his “Rhyme Journal” and recorded the words from his task.  Then he moved around the 

room and read it aloud to two people.  He replaced his journal in the basket, put away his 

materials, and rolled up his mat if time is up, or chose another task if time allowed (Field 

Notes, 9/14/2012).  Routines for literacy learning naturally interplay with the later 

discussion of fostering independence and providing choices to learners.  In our study 

circle, these questions of routine, independent learning, and providing choices 

intermingled and reappeared often throughout our meetings.  What is the value of such 

strong routines for learners?  For teachers?   

Participants noticed a clear parallel between K-2 learners and LESLLA learners: 

they are all new to classroom learning.  Routines provide a way for both teachers and 

learners to ease into the daunting task of learning in a formal school environment.  Sophia 

observes: 

Another thing that really translates [across contexts] is that we’re not just teaching 

them literacy, we’re teaching them how to behave in a community, and in a 

specific setting.  So some of these things, even if they’re not directly connected to 

literacy, they are directly connected to being in a learning environment.  Like, 

how to “do school.” (Sophia, Meeting 3, 9/28/2012) 

 

As Sophia further points out, these routines are not learned overnight, and students 

acquire the tasks and routines at different rates: 

And she teaches them the structure behind the activities.  Like one thing at a time.  

And people get into it.  And some people get into it, and some people still just 
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color.  It’s like a gradual thing.  I think that’s what I learned the most from.  

That’s what I ended up putting into my class that very afternoon. (Sophia, 

Meeting 4, 9/28/2012) 

 

Here Sophia refers to an activity she introduced to her LESLLA students: sorting 

popsicle sticks with words printed on them by vowel sound.  She knew it was likely to be 

too difficult for some, but achievable for others.  After seeing the literacy routines in 

action in the K-2 rooms, she felt comfortable introducing a new routine like this even 

though not everyone was ready for it.   

Mike emphasizes how having strong routines actually allows teachers to teach 

content more easily and can ease in lesson planning: 

I think it’s something that came up in our first meeting.  That if you’re teaching 

new content, do it with a familiar routine.  So that the routine isn’t getting in the 

way.  And that if you’re teaching a new routine, do it with familiar content.  I love 

it.  Like today what I’m doing.  It’s good not just for the student, but for the 

teacher, too.  Because I can look at my week and plug things in and that 

structure’s good for me. (Mike, Interview, 11/12/2012) 

 

Routines provide a stepping stone to independence, as Mike describes: 

 

The biggest things are the multiple concurrent activities we saw students involved 

in. I see this sometimes in my classes, but they are never self-directed like we saw 

at Logan. As boring as it may seem to do roughly the same thing every day, these 

routines have to be what makes such self-direction possible, even in the 

kindergarten if done incrementally. It seemed to me that the teachers, once 

instructions have been given, hand over responsibility to the students. Extra 

attention was given to those who struggled more, but those capable of 

independent work pretty much took care of themselves. (Mike, Wiggio post, 

10/8/2012) 

 

Just as with morning messages, Mike’s words illustrate that our observations of strong 

routines led us to think about other key topics such as fostering independence and being 

transparent and explicit about our instruction to learners.  The LESLLA teachers were 

struck with how the children knew the routines in an out, had language to talk about 

them, and understood that different students might be working within different routines at 

one time.  This exchange from Claire and Sophia illustrates this observation: 
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Sophia: And all this has been explicitly taught. 

Claire: It must have been.  And she could see the kid across from her must have 

already done something because he had his headset on.  She said, “He’s done 

reading his book, so now he can listen to the book…”  The connection that they 

make, not just ‘I’m done give me something else’ but a logical order that they 

understood. (Meeting 3, 10/8/2012) 

 

Claire’s comment about two kindergarteners demonstrates how clearly the routines had 

been taught and internalized by the learners.  Participants observed that when routines are 

taught explicitly and common language is given to them, learners are more able to learn 

independently, without constant direction and monitoring from the instructor.   

Participants transferred a number of specific routines from K-2 to LESLLA, such 

as the morning messages and sign-ins described above.  Other routines will be discussed 

in more detail later in this chapter, including independent reading time, reading aloud to 

students, and providing “choice time” for learners.  An additional routine that received 

much attention was the assigning of classroom jobs and responsibilities, something that 

was new to some, but not to all the LESLLA teachers. 

Familiar Roles and Responsibilities in the Classroom 

One routine we observed and discussed from the K-2 classrooms was the “star of 

the day” or “person of the day,” a child who’s responsibility it is to conduct several 

calendar tasks, lead the line to lunch, take the attendance sheet to the office, and perhaps 

hand out materials or assist the teacher in other ways.  Being the “star” was an enjoyable 

and coveted role in the K-2 classrooms.  LESLLA teachers noticed many benefits to 

assigning such jobs, including more investment in the learning setting, building 

community, as well as language and literacy developing surrounding these jobs.   
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Audrey, already had classroom jobs for her LESLLA students established.  The 

following excerpt from a discussion shows how observing this practice led to affirmation 

and sharing of LESLLA practices among participants: 

Patsy: And you basically have the star of the day. 

Audrey: Right, I have classroom jobs. And the same person all week has to come 

up and read the calendar, the same person is in charge of the sign-in sheet. 

Mike: Is it one person all week? 

Audrey: Yeah, we’ve done it for like a year and a half now.  All our students on 

Monday mornings write their names down and we draw.  And we’ve been doing 

it long enough that most of the students know what the jobs entail.  And so we 

have the sign-in and copy supervisor (my students can go make extra copies for 

me, or copies of sick notes that students bring in that need to go to job 

counselors). 

Sophia: WHAT? … Baker would freak out! [laughter] (Meeting 5, 11/6/2012) 

 

Sophia’s reaction is important.  Her workplace would not likely allow students to make 

their own copies, so classroom jobs, they agree, could be different.  Her response 

illustrates how different LESLLA teaching contexts can be, and that adaptation is not 

simply universal from K-2 to LESLLA, but must be site-specific and teacher specific to 

make sense and be useful in a new context. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Classroom jobs in Audrey’s LESLLA class (Observation, 8/1/2012) 

 

Subsequently, Mike also experimented with assigning classroom responsibilities to 

LESLLA students.  He explains: 



114 

 

 

At the end of class today I announced that we were going to have jobs in our 

class. Again starting small, I drew names for next week’s calendar person and 

substitute [in case of student absence]. They both were very accepting of the 

positions, even though I know that it will be a challenge for either of them to 

write the date. I’m going to try to get a pocket chart job board going or something 

like that. Thanks for the idea, Audrey. I’ve wanted to get something like that 

going for awhile but didn’t know how to start…I've also been trying to think of 

ways to assign jobs in class. I don't think I'd do "star of the day" as we saw at 

Logan - it would be too much for one person, but maybe I can think of a few 

pictures associated with each job and assign them to individuals for a week at a 

time. I could write the name next to each picture. (Mike, Wiggio post, 

10/18/2012) 

 

The photo below shows the result of these observations and discussions, Mike’s job chart 

for his LESLLA learners. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7: Classroom responsibilities for Mike’s LESLLA classroom (Observation, 

11/12/2012) 

These results show that Mike and Audrey both see value in assigning classroom jobs such 

as the ‘star of the day,’ and they have adapted for their particular contexts.  They have 

removed the child-friendly colorful signage and altered the jobs to make sense for their 

learners and programs.  Assigning classroom responsibilities is connected to fostering 

independence (discussed at more length later in this chapter) and, participants felt, 
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increased investment in their school community, as well as being helpful to the teacher 

and freeing him/her up to attend to other tasks.  While not necessarily new to adult ESL 

classrooms, it is noteworthy that Mike had not put this practice into action until he had 1) 

seen it in the K-2 classroom, and 2) had discussed adaptations to the practice that Audrey 

had already tried.  This suggests what may be needed for teacher change and what 

actually prompts a teacher to try a new technique in his/her classroom.  What Mike 

implemented is different from Audrey’s practice, as each teacher transformed the practice 

for his her context and preferences. 

Integrating Math, an Expanded Definition of Literacy 

As we discussed the K-2 morning messages, literacy routines, and classroom jobs, 

participants were struck by the amount of math and numbers work that was integrated 

throughout a K-2 learner’s literacy block.  For example, the sign-in often led to counting 

how many students had answered ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to a particular question and writing 

number sentences (e.g., 25 students minus 3 absent students equals 22 students, 3 plus 22 

equals 25.  25 minus 22 equals 3).  The “star of the day” was asked to calculate absentees 

and the number of home lunches and school lunches that day in class.  Calendar work 

was riddled with math concepts, and morning meetings often involved counting songs.   

While I didn’t expect that math would be a part of our literacy exploration, it took center 

stage in many conversations.  Participants were impressed with how math and literacy 

could be integrated and taught meaningfully to K-2 students, learners who are as new to 

reading and mathematical concepts as their LESLLA learners.  Audrey’s excitement is 

captured in this excerpt following our first K-2 observation: 

I went home and sat my husband down and was like, “I HAVE to tell you about 

how they taught math!!”  I was so, so impressed with it.  The math, above 

everything, was what I was struck by. (Audrey, Meeting 3, 10/8/2012) 
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Audrey was not alone in her enthusiasm for math instruction.  All of the participants 

discussed how math can be taught to adult learners with little formal schooling, as well as 

the value of doing so, regularly throughout our study circle.  Math instruction was 

particularly prominent in Meetings Two and Three, and in field notes from observations 

of Audrey and Mike’s classes especially. 

 Numeracy in adult education is receiving much attention of late; proficiency is 

connected to the push in adult basic education to prepare students to be college and career 

ready (Condelli et al., 2006; Ginsburg, 2012; Tamassia, Lennon, Yamamoto, & Kirsch, 

2007).  Ginsburg, a leading researcher/scholar/educator in ABE, defines numeracy as: 

Mathematics learning and activity for multiple purposes, including preparation for 

further education, work, everyday activity, and citizenship. Numeracy is parallel 

to, but clearly different from “literacy” as traditionally defined. In numeracy, the 

focus is on math rather than on reading and writing. (Ginsburg, 2011, p. 1) 

 

Numeracy is often conceived of and taught as a separate subject in adult education, and 

rarely (in my experience) is it taught in LESLLA classrooms.  The interest by participants 

in teaching math together with literacy led us to what we came to call an ‘expanded 

definition of literacy’ that grows the usual definition of basic ‘reading and writing’ to 

include mathematics.    

Data show participants finding ways to incorporate math into their literacy-

focused time, particularly via the morning message and sign-in.  An example from 

Mike’s classroom demonstrates that the LESLLA teachers began using the morning 

message to include new numeracy work with students.  Mike and I talk about why math 

might be important for LESLLA in this exchange during our final interview: 

Patsy: Now you’ve done some math lately – is that new? 

Mike: That’s all new.  We’ve started doing counting with the sign in and greater 

than [>] and less than [<]. 

Patsy: Do you think it’s important to start integrating [numeracy] at this level? 



117 

 

 

Mike: I think it could be good for just a whole-person type of thing.  I don’t know 

if they’re going to go on to math classes or need high math, but just having that 

points of reference for their kids and as grandparents, they’ll know what these 

symbols mean. 

Patsy: And I’m thinking a work skill. 

Mike: Yeah.  

(Interview, 11/26/2012) 

 

Numeracy work in the LESLLA classrooms became frequent following our initial 

observations to Logan Elementary.  A clear example is the experiment Audrey completed 

for Outside Task 1, when participants were asked to choose something to try in their 

classrooms that was inspired by our visits to K-2 grades, to transform it, try it out, and 

report back at Meeting 5.  Here is the text from Audrey’s morning message on the board 

that was pictured on p. 121: 

Good morning.  Today we have a new teacher watching the class.  What is her 

name?  Today we will read, speak, write, and finish the garden. 

 

Do you take medicine every day? 

YES:    NO:  

      (Audrey, Observation, 10/4/2012) 

 

As field notes indicate from this observation, Audrey pointed to the words as she led the 

class in a choral reading of morning message.  She paused to clarify vocabulary as 

needed and for me to greet the class.  She went over the sign-in question and modeled 

answering (she wrote her own name in the YES column).  She then had all students come 

up to the board and write their names in the appropriate column. Next she handed out a 

small piece of paper with four prompts on it: Add the answers together, Take away the 

answers, Which one is more?, and Which one is less? The photograph below shows an 

example of a filled-out sheet. 
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Figure 8: Math-focused follow-up activity to morning message and sign-in. (Audrey, 

Observation, 10/4/2012) 

 

Following the observation of this class, Audrey explained that she has been doing this 

new routine of morning messages for the last week.  The math work was brand new 

today, and she was pleased that so many students “got it.” 

 Additional observations later in our study circle show more ways that Audrey was 

integrating math into her daily content and literacy instruction.  During a unit on food and 

shopping, she used a graphic organizer in chart format for students to record their 

preferences for certain foods (see top of photograph below).  She then had students use 

colored bingo chips to visually represent the number of students who liked oranges vs. 

grapes (see photograph below) before re-creating the pie chart on their sheets.  This 

indicates a clear effort to integrate mathematical concepts (reading tables and charts and 

using < and > symbols) with language, literacy, and content.  We saw similar activities 

with K-2 learners as they counted home lunches and school lunches, for example, and 

Audrey has transformed this practice for her LESLLA classroom. 
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Figure 9: Tables, charts, and math symbols integrated with content in LESLLA classroom 

(Audrey, Observation, 11/15/2012)  

 

Figure 10: Teaching pie charts, visually representing numbers with colored bingo chips 

(Audrey, Observation, 11/15/2012) 

 

 As we unpacked the capacity for and potential benefits of integrating math into 

LESLLA classes, a larger issue of ‘making instruction meaningful’ emerged.  

Participants observed that math at Logan Elementary was not taught via worksheets and 

packets, as is often seen in adult education.  Instruction was hands-on and made relevant 

for learners.  Claire and Sophia talk their way into this understanding in this 

conversation:  
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Sophia: This is the other thing that I really loved about the experience.  Is that 

nothing; everything that’s being learned has an intention….It’s not like here’s a 

number and here’s a number, put it together.  It’s connected to what’s going on in 

the classroom.  It’s not taken out of context. 

Claire: It has a meaning that makes sense.  It makes sense, not just 25-4, it’s 25 

KIDS are doing this and 4 KIDS are doing that. 

Sophia: It’s immediately relevant to their lives. 

Claire: It’s immediately relevant! 

Sophia: It’s hands on. 

Patsy: It’s not numbers; it’s Susie and John and Joe… 

Sophia: And I like that when she put the sticks back in the cup, she said, “Now 

we’re going to count by two’s.”  It’s like you’re practicing all of these skills, but 

within a real life situation. 

Claire: A situation that has integrity.  It’s not just… 

Sophia: It’s authentic. 

Claire: Yeah, it’s important to them.  It has integrity. 

(Meeting 3, 9/28/2012) 

 

In the excerpt above, Sophia and Claire are unpacking their observations of meaningful 

learning taking place.  They are making sense of what they have seen and articulating 

why it may be good for these young learners and perhaps for their own students as well.  

The idea of instruction being immediately relevant and meaningful for learners is integral 

to what we know about adult learning (M. S. Knowles et al., 2005).  It is interesting that 

LESLLA participants were struck by how these elements were so present in a class for 

the very young, and that they noticed them in terms of math instruction.  Perhaps leaving 

one’s context offers a fresh perspective and leads to action, as after noticing how the K-2 

teachers were making such intentional choices to make numeracy relevant to learners, 

more evidence of math instruction being made meaningful by connecting with content 

appeared in my observations of their LESLLA classes.  For example, Claire, who had not 

endeavored to teach math to her LESLLA students previously, began teaching and using 

‘greater than’ and ‘less than’ symbols in class.  In this lesson following the political 

elections, she incorporated a brief multiplication review into her current events content: 

Who is this? [Pictures shown of President Obama, Vice President Biden, Senator 

Klobuchar, and Governor Dayton]   
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How many senators from each state? [learners respond and she writes: 2] 

And how many states? [50] 

So how many senators are there? [100] 

[she writes on the board and reviews: 50 X 2 = 100]  

(Claire, Observation, 11/13/2012) 

Math was integrated in small doses in this observation of Claire’s classroom, within other 

instructional content of the day.   

Participants expressed that the numeracy proficiency of their learners was as 

diverse as their language and literacy proficiencies.  For instance, while Claire’s 

‘multiplication moment’ was not at all understood by one learner I was sitting next to that 

day, a woman from Somalia, the Vietnamese gentleman seated next to her was shouting 

out the answers as Claire wrote.  This diversity in levels, participants discussed, was 

challenging but not unlike what they were already managing as far as their students’ other 

skills.  Mike reflected on the website about his new use of math work: 

Yeah, that math is absolutely new. I'm sure (though we haven't assessed many) 

there's quite a range of numeracy skills in these classes, but I don't think I'm 

boring anyone by taking the 30 seconds to use the language of math. (Mike, 

Wiggio post, 11/8/2012) 

 

Enthusiasm for this newly expanded definition of literacy to include numeracy skills was 

exciting for participants.  This exchange immediately following our first observation of 

K-2 students is telling because it shows both Audrey’s enthusiasm and her new vision of 

how math and literacy might be taught in conjunction.  Participants discussed a ‘number 

of the day’ task that was among the math choices in the 1-2 grade class at Logan: 

Audrey: I’ve never wanted to do numeracy until I saw this.  Ohhh, that’s how you 

can teach it!  They had a number of the day, did you see that? [She shows her 

drawing of it.  The number of the day was 32, and they had to find different ways 

of reaching it, like addition, subtraction, with coins, multiplication, etc.]   

That was SO awesome!! 

Mike: They had six ways to get to the same number. 

Sophia: They must have known; that must be a regular routine. 

(Meeting 2, 9/27/2012) 
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Subsequently, Audrey began including a ‘number of the day’ task regularly with her 

LESLLA learners.  Sophia’s comment about how this must be a learned routine is 

important.  K-2 learners were making ‘math choices’ and ‘language choices’ throughout 

their Reader’s Workshop work period.  They knew what shelves to go to and knew how 

to complete the tasks.  Sometimes, we witnessed a K-2 teacher introducing a new choice 

to the group, and some students would try it out immediately and others would not.  The 

integration of numeracy and literacy in our observations and discussions was ever-

connected to our discussions of fostering independence and the role of naming activities 

and establishing routines, as Sophia points out above.  We continued to pick away at 

these concepts throughout our study circle, finally bringing them together in a 

culminating visual a few weeks after our official study circle closed, as is explained 

further in this chapter and more so in Chapter Five.  

 In addition to the excitement around math instruction, participants began looking 

at literature differently during our study circle.  In the following section, I unpack how 

two areas, reading aloud to students and text connections, made strong impressions on the 

participants. 

Response to Literature 

The four adult educators in the present study did a great deal of thinking about 

how K-2 students are encouraged to connect to the texts they read and how their 

LESLLA students connect to text.  This resulted in many experiments in the LESLLA 

classrooms by participants, ideas that may seem typical and mundane in a K-2 classroom, 

but that Mike says could be thought of as “kinda wacky” (Interview, 11/12/2012) for an 

adult education context.  The following section pulls together knowledge and practices 

that participants deemed to have merit, all of which concern how learners relate to text. 
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To understand how these knowledge and practices are connected to each other, a 

bit of background is in order. Dating back to the 1960’s and early 1970’s, a paradigm 

shift occurred in the teaching of reading and literature that moved away from seeing the 

text itself as central and authoritative, and instead prioritized the reader’s relationship 

with the text (see Beach, 1993; Rosenblatt, 1968, 1994).  Rosenblatt’s (1968) 

‘transactional theory’ suggests that people derive meaning from text via a transaction 

between the text and the reader.  Eventually the field shifted to widely accept ‘reader-

response theory’ as a basis for literature instruction.   In reader-response, teachers find 

ways that readers can respond to literature in order to gain insights into text, reveal their 

thinking, and interact with literature in meaningful ways.  By engaging with text in this 

fashion, students move from simply taking in a text to interacting with it and using higher 

order thinking skills to make connections within and among texts, themselves, and the 

world around them (Beach, 1993).  Without knowing about or knowing to look for this 

theory in action in the K-2 classrooms, the LESLLA practitioners identified and 

replicated a number of practices that exemplify the reader-response theory of teaching 

reading.  I place reading literature aloud to students and purposeful text connections into 

this category of practices we identified as useful and later transformed for LESLLA. 

Reading Aloud to Students 

Well, one of the things I was impressed with was the reading to the whole class.  

And one of the reasons is because my students are so quick to grab their pencil 

and notebook, and it’s very hard to get them to put their pencils down…So I have 

never read a book to my group. (Claire, Meeting 5, 10/12/2012) 

 

 Reading stories aloud to children is commonplace in early elementary grades, as 

confirmed by our visits to Logan Elementary as well as our outside visits to other 

elementary schools.  It provides a special way to enjoy literature and to connect to 
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interesting stories that may be too difficult for children to read on their own (Trelease, 

1995).  However, as Claire points out above from her experience, reading literature aloud 

to students is not common in adult education contexts.   

While all of the participants had fond memories of being read to as children and 

reading to the young people in their lives, they had not considered reading stories aloud 

to their LESLLA students.  Upon our first visit to Logan, participants began thinking 

about what the potential benefits of this practice might be.  For Outside Task 1 in our 

study circle, they were asked to try something new in their classes inspired by the K-2 

visits.  Two participants, Mike and Claire, chose reading literature aloud to their 

LESLLA learners. 

 Mike chose a Somali folktale for his read-aloud experiment.  His comments 

illustrate how awkward and uneasy it can be to try out a new teaching activity: 

I wasn't sure I was going to do this activity, and felt a little silly, but when my 

volunteer took a small group away for pullout, I gave it a shot. I felt a little 

embarrassed at a couple of points as I was making Lion and Mouse voices for 

adults, but they seemed to enjoy the silliness of it and it certainly helped with 

comprehension.  (Mike, Wiggio post, 10/13/2012) 

 

He further explains some of the adaptations he made to this activity, elements like re-

reading, relying on visuals, and frequent comprehension checks: 

 I introduced the story as something the teachers do with young students and that I 

wanted to try with them. We made predictions on the story from the title and the 

first pictures, then I read the story, every word. Fortunately the book had great 

pictures. I checked for comprehension a few times throughout and asked for 

ending predictions.  After the story was over, we began again, and the students 

told as much as they could based on just the pictures - and I recast some of their 

responses. (Mike, Wiggio post, 10/13/2012) 

 

His next comment illustrates the difference in English language abilities of his students 

and the K-2 learners we observed: 
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After the story, I asked if they had such stories in their countries.  I think most 

interpreted my question as asking if they had lions in their countries. I'll have to 

think of a better way to get to that point. (Mike, Wiggio post, 10/13/2012) 

 

Reading aloud in the LESLLA classroom did not look exactly how it may look in the K-2 

classroom, but nevertheless Mike notes some benefits, and he grapples with how the 

read-aloud relates or doesn’t relate to the larger content of the day’s lesson:  

As expected, during most of the story, the Somali learners interpreted to each 

other what was going on. I think everyone was interested and engaged.  Learners 

picked up on quite a few words from the reading, and used them in their re-

telling. These weren't words I would normally hear learners use like "angry" 

"free" and "forever."  

 

In this case, the story was unrelated to curriculum, but I was able to tie characters 

in the story to a grammar lesson afterward (I am fine. The lion is angry. The 

mouse is scared). It provided a common base of knowledge to which we could 

refer. But I'm not sure it even needs to be related to the rest of the curriculum. It 

was a nice break from the thematic topic. (Mike, Wiggio post, 10/13/2012) 

 

Since this first experiment with reading aloud, Mike reports that he has continued the 

practice regularly with various texts.  While his LESLLA students use textbooks with 

short narratives often, as well as decodable texts and authentic texts such as bus 

schedules and warning labels, exposure to literature and fictional stories was not a 

common practice.  Mike elaborates: “For children, listening to stories is a natural step 

along the way to learning to read. I think it inspires an even greater desire to read and 

exposes listeners to stories and vocabulary that wouldn't come up in ABE texts” (Mike, 

Wiggio post, 10/13/2012).  While tracking the benefits and impact of reading aloud to 

students is beyond the scope of this inquiry, in this post, Mike is theorizing about this 

new classroom practice as he integrates it into his teaching repertoire.   

When a practice such as reading literature aloud to students is transformed for a 

LESLLA context, participants must in a sense ‘let go’ of the exact image of the practice 

from their own school experience or from our observations in K-2; they must make it 
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appropriate for LESLLA.  However, this transformation requires thought and intention.  

In our study circle, teachers were able to puzzle through this process together.  The 

exchange below shows how participants envision reading aloud in K-2 as an intimate, 

cozy time.  However, LESLLA contexts require some re-imagining of the practice: 

Mike: Using story books for little kids, they sit down, and they get close. 

Claire: There’s an intimacy. 

Mike: My class is really big, and you can’t really see the pictures from the third 

row or the fourth row back.  How can I accommodate that?  Is there something 

inherently good about doing it right from the book, or what if you scanned in the 

pictures to project them? 

Audrey: We have an Elmo [document camera], so you could put it on the Elmo, 

but that does take away from the intimacy.  But is that important to us because 

that’s what we were raised with?  That’s what we saw in our schools and that’s 

how our parents read to us and our teachers read to us?   

Mike: So that’s the ‘right way.’ 

Audrey: So yeah, how much of it is our emotional attachment to reading that 

way?  And do our students have that?  Maybe I could just put a page up on the 

Elmo and everybody sees the picture. 

Patsy: I could see you having the back row come forward maybe. 

Audrey: Yeah. 

Claire: So there’s a point at which I want it to be sort of a comfort part, where 

they get that comfort, that’s the emotional part of it.  Or that touchy-feely part, but 

you want them to feel GOOD about this piece.  They’re not producing language at 

this point, but they are responding to it.  And you hope there is some 

understanding. 

Mike: It’s very interesting. 

(Meeting 5, 10/12/2012) 

 

Above, participants are working to re-invent and transform the read-aloud practice for the 

LESLLA context by unpacking what they associate with the practice and evaluating 

what’s important.  They have identified it as useful, but they bring to “reading aloud” 

their own images and associations, things like sitting close to each other on the floor and 

being able to see the pictures.  This discussion is reminiscent of Ballenger’s work on 

storybook reading with Haitian children, when children’s behavior and the teacher’s 

expectations were so very different for this early literacy practice (1999).  Together, just 

as Ballenger (1999) did, the participants are working out what’s at the heart of the 
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practice, what’s essential, and identifying what might be less important and can be let go.  

Participants are thinking through how reading aloud still might be adapted and useful for 

LESLLA, even if it differs from what we remember as children or what K-2 classrooms 

do.  Reading aloud, in the end, is a practice done to encourage comprehension of difficult 

texts, engagement with characters and plots, and it provides a model of expert, confident 

reading (Trelease, 1995). 

Claire’s first experience reading literature aloud to her students was also a bit 

uneasy, demonstrating just how difficult it is for teachers to try new things but also how 

useful it can be to process together with other teachers: 

Claire:  I was in New York and I saw this book in a bookstore and I was thinking 

of it for something else, but thinking about I decided to read this book.  It’s Mr. 

George Baker and he’s 100 years old, but he’s learning to read along with his 

neighbor. 

Audrey: Oh!  I think I just started tearing up a little bit! [laughter] 

Patsy: I have Kleenex here. 

Claire: There’s a relationship right away because our own elementary school near 

our school, their parents come.  I did print off a copy in color of the cover because 

I wanted each one of them to have the cover as we were just pre-reading and 

talking about it. So that they could know that there’s an author and an illustrator.  

And they remembered that the next day.  That was interesting to me, I wasn’t 

expecting that.  They remembered right away what that meant, as well as the 

characters.  There was some familiar vocabulary.  I didn’t know where to stop 

with this story, I tried to watch and have the students take the lead.  They weren’t 

real, on the edge of their seat either, so I only did a few pages that I got, yeah, I 

think we did 3-4 pages.  Because it got to be language like ‘snippety snappety’ 

and such that needed more pre-teaching too.  You know?  And I wanted them to 

understand in the very beginning what I was reading, I didn’t want them to get 

lost in the words.  Until later, when getting lost might be OK.  There’s going to be 

familiar vocabulary that’s repeating in the story.   

 

I’ve only done it for 2 days, and some of the students aren’t there.  So that, that 

was a big step for me.  I’d never done before and there’s a real self-consciousness 

that I felt, that I think I mentioned to you and Mike, that I felt, how should I be 

doing this?  How can I…  I’m pretty OK naturally and I can use different voices 

and such, but suddenly it was like, “Curtain up!”  (Meeting 5, 10/12/2012) 

 

Claire mentions two adaptations in reading aloud for LESLLA.  First, she gave each 

student a color copy of the cover to discuss and build background knowledge prior to 
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reading.  She also broke up the reading over several days, just reading 3-4 pages of this 

picture book the first day.  Her hesitation is evident as she retells this first experience, but 

she gathers support from the study circle, and this next exchange shows some of the ideas 

her sharing inspired in the group: 

Sophia: You know what I was thinking?  I can only sort of see the illustrations, 

but they look really beautiful.  I wonder if you could tell the story, just with the 

pictures? 

Claire: Right.  I did think of just doing the pictures, without the words, and having 

them, as I turn the page, and they have the page… 

Patsy: I love the idea of copying the cover.  I’m just trying to think what you did 

to transform it.  How did we get from what you ‘saw’ to what you ‘did’.  You 

copied the cover…how else did you transform that practice? 

Claire: I don’t think it’s a transformation, but I was really careful about the 

vocabulary.  And very careful.  I felt like I had to have real-life pictures.  These 

people have to have meaning…  I didn’t want cartoon characters or animals that 

talked.  I wanted real-life people that they could connect to, so that they could see 

themselves in it— 

Mike: Or people they know. 

Claire: Right, and for sure they could all see the child. And either see themselves 

in the adult or someone else in their family. 

Patsy: So you wanted something that allowed for that text-self connection. 

Claire: Absolutely.   

 (Meeting 5, 10/12/2012) 

Claire’s careful choice of literature led her to a book with characters she thought her 

students could relate to and with adult-friendly visuals.  She articulates above that she 

wanted to encourage a relationship with the story in her learners, a text-to-self 

connection.  Such connections will be explored further in the following section. 

Text Connections 

Did this study circle spark your curiosity?  Did you feel challenged and stretched 

by this study circle? [Final Reflection of Study Circle prompt]  

 

Absolutely – my classroom is already very different than it was at the end of last 

year.  Reading a story and analyzing it as a class through comparison to other 

texts was a totally new concept for this level. (Anonymous, Final reflection of 

study circle, 10/29/2012) 
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As expressed in the comment above, a new area of knowledge for participants 

was that of text-connections. In elementary reading instruction, teachers often make an 

effort to encourage text-to-self, text-to-text, and text-to-world connections in students.  

This moves learners to think about the text in relation to their own experience, to other 

texts they are familiar with, and what they know about the world, thereby increasing both 

interest and comprehension (see ReadWriteThink.org, n.d.).  We observed several 

instances of intentional text-connecting in the K-2 classrooms, and this practice elicited 

much interest from the LESLLA teachers.   

One participant in particular, Sophia, was impressed with the text-to-text 

connection work we witnessed.  Following our first observation, she wrote, “In direct 

relation to literacy, I was struck by the text to text connection. I love this concept and am 

excited about utilizing this strategy” (Sophia, Wiggio post, 10/7/2012).  A few days later, 

one of her students happened to bring in two books that her 1st grade daughter reads at 

home.  They were both children’s books, and the class insisted that Sophia read one 

aloud.  She describes this moment: 

We got in a circle and talked about how books are read - from left to right, top to 

bottom. We read The Eye Book first and we talked about the cover, the author, 

what they might see in the book, etc. As I read, students were also saying things 

they saw and we stopped to talk about things they had questions about. 

Sometimes I wouldn't read the page at all, but ask them what they saw. The whole 

class was engaged, asking questions, and leaning in to get a good view.  

 

When that book was over, I was going to have everyone go back to their seats, but 

that's when the second book was insisted upon. We looked at the cover first and 

that's when I realized I could do the text-to-text connection. I asked them what 

was the same - both had one child on the cover, both had an animal on the cover, 

both had an author, both are books, both have pictures - and what was different - 

one was a boy child/the other was a girl child, one had a dog/one had a bunny, the 

name of the books, the authors. (Sophia, Wiggio post, 10/20/2012) 

 

This unplanned moment in her LESLLA class became Sophia’s first text-to-text 

connection lesson, and she further expands on how it unfolded and how she adapted: 
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I started to read the second book, but the words were overwhelming and it was 

more kiddish, so we read the pictures and the students told me the story through 

reading the pictures. Throughout the book we saw several things that were also in 

the first book: bugs, animals, children, trees.  

 

When we finished, the students were super excited. They told me that it was very 

good to read together. We wrapped up by talking about books in other countries: 

are they read left to right, top to bottom, why do we have books. Through this 

activity, we found many ways to talk about same/different. I would like to build in 

a writing component around it next time, but I feel it was a very successful 

unplanned attempt! (Sophia, Wiggio post, 10/20/2012) 

 

Sophia’s willingness to read aloud to her students and her decision to connect the two 

books deliberately for her learners is important.  These are practices we observed in K-2, 

but that she has transformed for her classroom as the opportunity arose.  She mentions 

adaptations such as backing off the vocabulary in the second book and focusing on 

same/different, words that her learners know.   

 Sophia continued to think and work with the idea of text connections throughout 

our study circle.  She was struck by a graphic organizer she saw in the 1-2 grade 

classroom that helped students map connections between books.  For Outside Task 1, she 

altered this practice to a graphic organizer that asked students to identify “who” and 

“where” in a story, to assist with comprehending the difference between characters and 

places in the story.  She explains:    

Sophia: And mostly I just got that, the idea [for graphic organizers] that I saw in 

the classroom.  Someone else also saw graphic organizers, but what came to my 

mind was the visual that she had of the text-to-text.  A visual of two different 

books and how they connect to each other.  So trying to find visuals to connect 

WHO and WHERE…And there’s so much more I want to do with that text to 

text, I just really loved that. (Meeting 5, 10/12/2012) 
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Figure 11: Graphic organizer from Sophia’s class (Meeting 5, 10/12/2012) 

Sophia continued to experiment with graphic organizers throughout the study 

circle, attempting to use visual means to deepen students’ connections with texts and 

increase comprehension.  It is worth noting that while using graphic organizers in reading 

instruction is not new to adult ESL, using them with LESLLA students isn’t as common.  

By seeing the practice in action in the K-2 classes and then talking about it with 

colleagues, Sophia felt comfortable trying it out in her context.  She describes this change 

in her teaching:  

Oh yeah, and of course our recent discussions impacted and elicited these 

connections! First of all, I'd never even thought of reading aloud to my class as a 

separate activity. Second, I wouldn't have had the guts to do it the very same day 

my student brought the books in - and I might not have had the guts to do it all 

because I wouldn't have been sure it would have been engaging. Third, I wouldn't 

have picked up on asking about the text-to-text connections without our 

discussions. Connecting texts is one of my favorite things to have come out of this 

project. I'm pumped about doing more with it!! And with free reading time, which 

we tried on Wednesday, with much success - though there are things I will change 

next time. This has been so good for me and my class - Wow!! (Sophia, Wiggio 

post, 11/9/2012) 
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Change in teachers does not occur overnight (Desimone, 2009).  However, having the 

opportunity to see a new context, think about possible applications, and then to discuss 

plans, adaptations, and implementation with colleagues appears to assist in this process, 

as Sophia describes.  These connections to teacher change and links to effective 

professional development are further explored in Chapter Five.  There elements of PD 

that came into play in this such are discussed, such as independent and collaborative 

learning, offering choices to match teachers’ interests, and opportunities to reflect on the 

learning process. 

 In the quotation from Sophia above, she mentions free reading time as well as 

reading aloud and text connections.  The practice of independent reading is one of several 

activities that are described in the following section on encouraging students to learn 

independently. 

Fostering Independent Learning 

I feel like I have to avoid the impulse to help with some things, and instead 

instruct the student to help himself even if it takes longer. Yes, I know that's kind 

of common sense - teach them how to fish, etc... but it's hard to resist the quick 

fix. They [K-2 learners] are just expected to get their own materials, do their work 

and then put their stuff away. I'm sure this was introduced little by little, but by 

first grade they have it pretty well down. (Mike, Wiggio Post, 10/2/2010) 

 

 How to encourage more independent learning in the LESLLA classroom was the 

subject of much discussion during and following our study circle.  LESLLA learners are 

new to formal schooling, new to the kinds of tasks we ask of them, and are often new to 

the country and community.  This leads to a lot of ‘hand-holding’ by teachers, a habit that 

came into question during our inquiry.  As Mike points out above, young learners are also 

new to school and new to many of the tasks they are performing, but in our observations 

we noticed that they were encouraged to be extremely independent and self-directed, and 
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they were asked to problem-solve on their own.  Mike shares this story from his Outside 

Task 2, a study circle task that required a visit to an elementary school other than Logan.  

There Mike observed a first grade classroom in a different school district, leading to this 

comment:  

Mike: Also to ask the students to fix problems themselves.  Like the circle [of 

students sitting on the carpet] is complete but two people are not in the circle.  [1
st
 

grade teacher says:] “Why don’t you two figure out how to get those two people 

into the circle?” And they had to adjust themselves. That’s one thing I need to 

think about doing, I mean you can’t micromanage everything.  I had that in my 

class last week.  It was like, “We need to put some tables together and we need 

room for eight chairs.  I’ll be right back.”  And just let them do it.  Rather than I 

push all the tables together and I push all the chairs.  They can troubleshoot those 

things. (Meeting 6, 10/26/2012) 

 

Independence and problem-solving, as we concluded in our discussions, are truly some of 

our greatest objectives as adult ESL teachers, a topic that is elaborated on in Chapter 

Five.  We agreed that we want our learners to be self-sufficient outside of the classroom, 

and yet this isn’t mirrored inside the classroom.  Many reasons may partially explain this 

tendency, such as the physical space available that Sophia mentions below.   

While I don't have any control over how I permanently set up my classroom, I 

would like to have a space I can easily set up (and easily take down) materials for 

free, independent learning time. I think it's great that students get to make their 

own choices. I also love the multiple options that are available to learn the same 

thing. The accessibility part is what I would like to replicate. Currently, I control 

the access to information and choice during most of the week, and I would like to 

change that in the future. (Sophia, Wiggio Post, 9/22/2012) 

 

From constraints come innovation, and the LESLLA teachers responded to our 

discussions with several of transformed practices leading to greater student 

independence. A number of practices from our K-2 observations fall into the ‘fostering 

independence’ category.  In this section I expand on three specific independence-building 

practices that participants deemed to have merit and transformed for LESLLA: classroom 

libraries and independent reading, choice time, and guided reflection on learning. 
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A Classroom Library and Independent Reading Time 

 

In each K-2 classroom, we visited at Logan and at the other elementary schools 

we visited for Outside Task 2, there was a classroom collection of books available for 

students.  Use of the classroom library varied, but often it was a specific ‘language 

choice’ during the Reader’s Workshop time, or it was used as a filler activity for students 

who arrived early or completed a task while others were still working.  Some of the 

libraries were just one small shelf of books, others were larger and more elaborate.  Some 

classrooms had ‘book bags’, or clear zippered bags of books, labeled for each child, with 

a few books at their level inside.   Having individual book bags allowed all the children to 

be engaged in independent reading, and the teacher could control book choices for 

reading level to assure appropriate challenge and interest for each child (see far left 

basket in left side photo below).  Another common library set up was bins of books, such 

as those pictured in the photo on the right, grouped by level.  Children knew which letter 

corresponded with their reading ability and chose books accordingly (Fountas & Pinnell, 

1999). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12: Classroom libraries in K-2 grade classroom we visited.  (Meeting 1, 

9/17/2012) 

Over the course of the study circle, both Claire and Mike established classroom 

libraries in response to our observations.  Below are pictures of their independent reading 



135 

 

 

collections.  Claire’s includes both public library books and books from her adult ESL 

program.  She chose books for this particular day that were related to the current theme 

(seasons and fall weather), and she had spread them out in a small empty classroom 

across the hall.   Mike’s library is at the back of his classroom and includes library books, 

classroom text books, and a number of children’s books, some bilingually printed in 

Somali/English and Spanish/English.  Both participants include some books that are 

meant for children but that they deemed not to be too childish and still useful for adult 

readers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13 Claire, Classroom library (Observation, 10/16/2012)   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 14: Mike, Classroom library (Observation, 10/23/2012) 

 



136 

 

 

Claire describes her intention to establish a classroom library, “My attempt was to try to 

begin to see how I could use library books as a way to expand learners’ connections from 

our classroom to their homes and their children’s reading life” (Claire, 10/28/2012).  This 

statement shows that Claire is trying to connect instruction to learners’ lives as 

community members and as parents.  Mike explains his purpose in starting independent 

reading time with his library: 

Mike: One thing I did was the reading time...I thought it allowed for more choice 

and independence, and more choice, reading for pleasure.  I can accommodate 

mutli-levels a little better, since they can choose a book that’s right for them. 

Patsy: So library, read-to-self time, right? 

Mike: Right.  Although I did give them the option.  I said “OK you can read to 

yourself, quietly or out loud, you can read with another person, you can read with 

a volunteer (I’d grabbed a few other people because I knew this would be hard the 

first time).  (Meeting 5, 10/12/2012) 

 

Mike lists several ways he adapted the K-2 practice of independent reading time for his 

LESLLA context.  He used volunteers to help monitor and assist learners, and he gave 

students the option to read silently (or not) and individually (or not).  Other participants 

found more ways to implement independent reading in their LESLLA classes.  For 

example, while Audrey had already established a small classroom library before our 

study circle began, she expanded this practice in response to the study circle.  Here she 

explains how she incorporated the local public library into her practice: 

Actually, I'm going to try and take my class on a walking fieldtrip to the library 

(which is right next door) on Thursday afternoon and we're going to have our free 

reading time at the library rather than in the classroom. If it's successful, then I'd 

like to try and get over there once a month. There will be a much bigger selection 

of books than I can provide in the classroom, and I'm hoping that learners might 

be interested in picking out books to bring home for their children to read. I could 

ask the class to look for books that they'd like to read all together- maybe we'll 

find something fun that has to do with our monthly topic of health. (Audrey, 

Wiggio post, 10/22/2012) 

 

Entering into Audrey’s decision making is the available selection of books, desire to find 

books to complement her current topic, as well as her wish to find books to benefit her 
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learners’ whole families.  Finding appropriate materials for independent reading time was 

challenging and a much discussed topic in the study circle.  Very few publishers create 

books for adults at the LESLLA reading level, so teachers are forced to adapt from other 

sources.  This is one striking difference between LESLLA and K-2 reading instruction: 

the availability of good quality, high interest reading material for early readers.  The K-2 

classrooms have a seemingly endless supply of leveled readers, picture books, and 

chapter books in their classroom libraries, not to mention in the larger school libraries.  

As Audrey remarked after our first visit to the kindergarten classroom at Logan: “I 

LOVED the individualized book bags- of course I have to figure out how to replicate it 

without a budget” (Audrey, Wiggio post, 9/23/2012).  Choices for adults are limited and 

the choices for emergent and beginning readers are even scarcer; options continue to 

dwindle without funding for purchasing classroom materials.  As Mike remarks, “Again, 

I have limited materials to choose from. I have a handful of books meant for children and 

a few readers meant for adults” (Wiggio post, 10/13/2012). Claire describes more of her 

decision making around independent reading and materials: 

After seeing how many actual books there were in all the elementary classes, I 

wanted to find ways to make them more “user friendly” and include them more in 

our everyday conversation and incorporate them as everyday tool of our learning.   

I started slowly by gathering a number of books from the library that (a) had to do 

with the typical weather/season/calendar talk; (b) books that were phonics 

centered around the sounds we have been practicing in speaking, reading, and 

writing; (c) books of occupations and jobs including farming.   (Claire, Wiggio 

post, 10/28/2012) 

 

Resources specifically for LESLLA learners are few and far between.  However, as 

described in the above passages, participants found ways to adapt by turning to local 

public libraries, connecting with their current topics, finding materials that match 

learners’ ability, choosing books with vibrant visuals, and using children’s books that are 

not overtly childish.   
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Because reading independently for pleasure is new to LESLLA learners, the 

teachers were unsure how their students might react to this new practice. Before trying 

independent reading for the first time, Mike describes what he was thinking about, “My 

adult learners are not accustomed to reading to themselves for no other reason than to 

read. Depending on how things shake out, I may have to instruct in how to actually read 

to oneself, and quietly” (Wiggio post, 10/13/2012).  One way that Mike adapted the 

practice was to give students several options on how to spend independent reading time.  

He explains: 

I instructed learners to read with a partner, or by themselves quietly or aloud. 

Fortunately I borrowed 2 volunteers and a para for this 20 minutes, so they helped 

learners pick out books, and read with individuals and pairs. I mostly floated. 

 

I observed that most were reading everything aloud. That’s ok. It’s what they 

know.  Some learners chose the more familiar Talk of the Block and esl-literacy 

readers we’ve used in class. Others used their library books with partners or 

pulled one off the shelf.  

 

One pair of mothers were reading a Dr. Seuss book, as they had seen their 

children reading with them before. Of course I had to explain some vocabulary 

and that some words were nonsensical. (Wiggio post, 10/13/2012) 

 

Mike’s role during this time became one of facilitator and assistant, a shift in the typical 

teaching structure.  He remarked on how this freedom of choice actually led to a 

surprisingly positive pair: 

A pairing that I wouldn’t have thought of worked out really well. A Somali high-

oral, low-literacy learner paired up with a newcomer low-oral, logographic reader. 

They happened upon a numbers page in a picture dictionary and were practicing 

together. The high-oral learner could read most of the numbers and the low-oral 

learner was trying to help sound out the spellings of some of the harder numbers. 

(Wiggio post, 10/13/2012) 

 

It is worth noting that he had given this practice a name for his class (“reading time”).  

This labeling of activities is a practice that was important to our inquiry and is described 

further in this section.  The next time Mike tried independent reading time, he chose to 
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highlight one of the books for the class.  He also encountered some resistance to reading 

time from a learner, as he describes below: 

We did our second-ever free reading time today. I’m actually labeling it “reading 

time” for now, unless I can come up with a more catchy label. I wrote those words 

on the board, in the same place I wrote it last time, in big letters. Before I let 

everybody select materials, I highlighted one book that they could choose. Since 

someone had been asking about coin values ten minutes before, the book I 

highlighted today was my new Newmark “Look at Our Coins” book. I figure that 

most of my learners have little experience digging through book racks, so I’ll 

show them every book I have, but one or two at a time, so they can choose to seek 

them out later. 

 

My one male student said “I don’t like books,” so he needed some convincing of 

their value. I know he works as a cook, so I found him a picture dictionary page 

of veggies and his eyes lit up. It’s not the same as “reading a book”, but it did give 

him some choice. That student reminded me that of course, not everybody likes 

reading stories. (Mike, Wiggio post, 10/17/2012) 

 

Participants were able to reflect together on their experiments in the classroom and gain 

insight on what happened, why, and what might be done to improve the practice.  This 

exchange during Meeting 5 highlights the collaborative nature of a study circle as 

professional development as Mike and Audrey share their experiences with establishing 

an independent reading routine for LESLLA. 

Patsy: So how would you say you transformed this reading time from the K-2 

room? 

Mike: Well I guess I had to try to find books that were appropriate as possible for 

adults.  And I kind of had to think about how to encourage people who haven’t 

used books as a solo activity ever, to want to do it and to know how to do it.  I 

sort of had to float around a little bit and more observe and see how I can 

encourage next time and structure it a little bit better.  Maybe I can get some ideas 

from you guys.  I don’t know if I should say, “Everyone let’s ALL sit down with 

a book and not say a word from 5 minutes, just you and your book.”  If there’s 

some way to babystep to independent reading? 

Audrey: I started having students read in partners before they did independent 

reading.  Some of them still choose to do that.  I did some deliberate pairings, too, 

with a higher student and a lower student when I first started.  So the higher 

student could help support the lower student in the reading process. 

Mike: There ended up being some interesting pairs that just happened 

serendipitously.  Like a high oral, very low literacy student, I mean higher oral, 

paired up with a new Chinese lady who can sound out some words, but she has 

almost no vocabulary.  But they ended up on a picture dictionary with numbers.  
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And the high oral person was able to read the numbers (21, 22), and the Chinese 

lady was working on reading the words “twenty-one, twenty-two” and these two 

were working together great!  And when we’re done, one said “thank you” to the 

other, and the other didn’t understand “thank you”, but they figured it out 

eventually.  Like “oh no no worry!” or whatever.  So an accidental pairing that 

happened to work out that day. 

Patsy: Accidental, but because you gave them the choice who to work with.  You 

left it up to them, which is something we saw in the K-2 rooms. 

Mike: Exactly.  If I was telling everyone what to do that wouldn’t have happened.  

I wouldn’t have thought of it. 

Patsy: So you pulled this idea of ‘choice’ over. So how did you think it went?  

Would you do it again? 

Mike: Yes.  And I have some resources for more books.  Mostly kids books, but 

maybe I’ll try to work it in once a week.  How often do you do it? 

Audrey: Once a week, but I have 20 hours of instruction. 

 

Above, Mike and Audrey shared their insights and experiences in establishing 

independent/paired reading time.  By giving students choices in what they would read 

and with whom, Mike found that students came together in new ways, like the two 

women, one of whom was more oral and the other more literate.  By offering them the 

opportunity to work together, both students benefited unexpectedly.  In addition, the final 

two lines of the exchange above highlight how varied LESLLA contexts can be.  Mike’s 

class doesn’t meet for as many hours in a week as Audrey’s, so they may use their time 

differently.  Moving an early literacy practice from one context to another requires 

careful consideration of the individual context. 

 Claire’s LESLLA class is small, with just 5-9 people.  She was able to bring the 

whole class into the next room where she had spread out the independent reading books.  

For their first visit, she led them through a tour of the books: 

I was pleased as they seemed to be quite comfortable picking them up and turning 

a few of the pages.  For many, this was the first time they had had such an 

experience with their only other books being level 1 texts or the books in their 

children’s backpacks.    

 

As we sat at the library table we looked at books with no words; books with only 

one word on the page; books with one or two sentences; books with a few words 

(poem) on the page.  We were just talking about what the books looked like not 



141 

 

 

the content of the book.  I wanted to help reduce and intimidation factor the books 

may have held for the students. (Claire, Wiggio post, 10/28/2012) 

 

Claire’s description of this first independent reading time with her LESLLA students 

highlights what a new experience this was for her learners.  While Claire believed that 

independent reading was a sound practice, she also recognized that her students might be 

puzzled or even resistant to it, and she responds with care and adjustments that make it 

successful. 

 An additional adjustment to the independent reading practice that participants 

employed was using volunteers.  Mike was grateful for the extra help the day he tried out 

independent reading for the first time:  

Learners of all levels were able to work with books. They needed support here 

and there, but some were engaged independently. I didn’t expect to try this with 

the whole class, but that’s what ended up happening. I may not have done so if I 

hadn’t had help. I was surprised at how well it worked out. (Mike, Wiggio post, 

10/13/2012) 

 

Mike found it useful to persist with the practice until a routine had been established.  

Here he mentions that even still, “reading time” in his class wasn’t always independent: 

After this 3rd or 4th time, my learners mostly know what I mean about choosing a 

book from the back. It's just that they still want to work with their compadres, and 

that can get them on other tasks. I tried to get a couple of ladies hooked into 

reading Goldilocks in Somali, then in English (these 2 have higher L1 literacy) in 

the biligual book. They were pretty interested, as maybe this was a new idea to 

them, but then they started making ME read the Somali parts for a few pages, 

which was very amusing for them. But it did make them want to continue reading, 

and asked to take the book home. (Mike, Wiggio post, 11/9/2012) 

 

Providing a variety of materials, responding to students interests, allowing for choice, 

seeking the help of volunteers, and holding on to one’s sense of humor (as Mike did as he 

attempted to read Goldilocks in Somali) all contributed to a practice moving from K-2 to 

LESLLA and becoming part of participants’ literacy instruction repertoires. 
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Offering Choices 

 

I was really struck by how self-directed the kids were during the independent 

work time. They were all engaged in their learning, completely focused on the 

task at hand, and needed virtually no instructions to get started on their work. 

Along with that, I was extremely impressed at how multi-level the classes were 

(1st and 2nd graders in the same room!), but how every child was working at their 

own pace and being challenged. The children seemed to have a great deal of 

personal responsibility with their learning, and were interested enough to stay 

motivated and work consistently. (Audrey, Wiggio post, 9/27/2012) 

 

Fostering independent learning is a theme that brings together and guides many of 

the practices we saw in the K-2 classrooms.  As Audrey mentions above, self-direction, 

independent work time, and offering choices to provide appropriate challenge all 

contribute to more efficient, independent learning.   Beyond classroom libraries and 

independent reading, we also talked often about the many choices K-2 students had 

throughout their literacy block.  Choices allow for instructional variety in the classroom; 

they allow students to work on related but differentiated tasks independently or in pairs.  

This frees up the instructor to monitor and assist as needed, or to work with small groups 

on specific reading interventions.  In a Montessori educational setting, choices are 

especially prevalent and a major part of this philosophy (see Chapter Two for more 

information); however, we saw opportunities for students to make choices in their 

literacy blocks at our outside observations as well.  Offering choices and allowing 

students to decide for themselves what they would like to work on for part of the literacy 

lesson sparked much discussion among participants.  Claire shares her reaction: 

Claire: I noticed, and I didn’t notice this last week, when they don’t want to do 

something, they don’t have to…I thought that was interesting, that they didn’t 

have to.  They would come back to do it a little bit later often, when they saw the 

others were doing it.  Comes back to the idea of choice.  If you’re choosing not to 

participate, then you need to make another good choice.  Respect for the 

individual.  (Meeting 4, 10/11/12) 
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While Mike doesn’t disagree, he admits that letting go of control and allowing learners to 

make these choices is not easy.  He shares these thoughts on incorporating more choice in 

the LESLLA context: 

I have trouble with the CHOICE part too. That is going to take some time to 

figure out how to come up with clear options that can be done with minimal 

supervision. For now, one choice I'm going to try to remember to use is the "if 

you want to challenge yourself" choice; optional activity extensions. Of course, if 

it is a real choice I'll have to remember that if they don't want to challenge 

themselves I have to let them be. As it is now, if somebody finishes something, I 

tell them what to do next. There is not much choice. I'm kind of bossy that way. 

(Mike, Wiggio post, 10/22/2012) 

 

Thinking of learners as individuals, honoring their preferences, and trusting their 

judgment about their own learning are all strongly related to what we know about sound 

adult teaching and learning (see Chapter Two, Adults as Learners).  Yet here we see 

these elements strongly reflected in a room full of kindergarteners. Further, it is by 

visiting and thinking about this strikingly different teaching context whereby participants 

came to think deeply about how they were encouraging (or not encouraging) independent 

learning in their LESLLA classrooms.  While the benefits of crossing contexts to better 

understand one’s own will be discussed further in Chapter Five, here I unpack some of 

the ways that offering learning choices to students was re-invented for the LESLLA 

classroom. 

The labels of “have to” and “choice” activities were used frequently by the K-2 

teachers we observed.  Students knew this language and followed through accordingly. 

When Mike was asked in the final interview what big ‘aha’ moments he had had during 

the study circle, he answers this way: 

Mike: Choices within limits.  Just trying to add a little more choice and self-

direction. 

Patsy: Choice within limits, right.  And why is that important? 

Mike: I guess the teacher might always think, OK, let’s say “I”, instead of “the 

teacher.”   “I” always think I know what’s always best for everyone, and if I let go 
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a little bit of that, within a range of possibilities, a range of materials or activities.  

If I let go of that a little bit, they’ll have a little more personal connection to it.  

Yeah, but within those limits.  And I don’t know if I’ve gotten, if I’ve added too 

much of that yet, but I’m working on it little by little. (Mike, Interview, 

11/12/2012) 

 

The choices Mike is referring to were lining the shelves of the Montessori classrooms.  In 

the language area of the room, students could make a “language choice” that included 

rhyming tasks, spelling tasks, phonics work, journal writing, independent reading, audio 

books, and more.  When it came time for a “math choice,” students had a number of math 

fact journals to work on, dice games, beads for counting and calculating, as well as higher 

level choices that included geometry and algebra work.  While the children could find 

choices that matched their abilities (and teachers, as needed, directed them to more 

appropriate choices), they were still all doing the same general work.  Mike was struck by 

the way teachers nudged learners to make different choices at times:  

I really like the idea of "if you want to challenge yourself..." I don't know why it 

never occurred to me to use that language, but I like it. I already heard myself 

saying that to some learners today who needed some extra challenge options and 

2 out of 3 were happy to do so. (Mike, Wiggio post, 9/30/2012) 

 

During the morning meeting, the K-2 teacher would direct students to a “have to,” and 

then introduce a choice or two to the class, maybe highlight an old choice or teach a new 

one, and students were instructed to make a math choice, a language choice, and perhaps 

a free choice.  The “have to” activity was to be completed first, something related to the 

Reader’s Workshop mini-lesson, and then children moved on to their choices.  They 

worked in pairs or small groups, and students floated freely around the room to complete 

their tasks.  They worked at their own pace and chose their own partners.  Participants 

were repeatedly impressed that 20-25 five to seven year olds appeared to know where to 

place completed work, what to do next, and they required minimal direction from the 

teacher.   
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 In our Outside Task 2 visits, when we observed other elementary school classes, 

choices were also a major part of the literacy block.  While the materials and labels for 

activities varied, as well as how they were incorporated into the literacy block, the idea of 

offering choices and trusting the children to take responsibility for their learning was 

consistent.  Observing choice time in action in the K-2 classes made a strong impression 

on the LESLLA teachers.  There was a general feeling of ‘if she can do it with 25 

kindergarteners, surely I can do it with 15 grownups.’  Naturally, choice time needs to be 

adapted for the LESLLA context.  Constraints in a LESLLA setting include the physical 

space (sharing rooms with other teachers and/or other programs, lack of shelving and 

storage space) and also the availability of materials.  As observed early in this chapter, 

the K-2 rooms seemed to be overflowing with vibrant learning materials. Stores, catalogs, 

and websites are full to the brim of activities for children to develop early literacy and 

math skills.  While many of these can easily be used with LESLLA learners, another 

constraint is funding.  In addition, as observed by participants earlier in this chapter when 

speaking of appropriate books for LESLLA learners, participants prioritize materials that 

are relevant for adults and not at all insulting or overly childish.  Given these factors, 

LESLLA teachers responded again with innovation, particularly Audrey and Mike with 

their “choice box” and “box activities.” 

 Audrey began incorporating a “choice box” into her literacy instruction as a way 

to allow students to have self-directed options 1-2 times per week.  She describes the 

contents below: 

I've decided to put together a "Choice Box" for the class to use. I've put in some 

sight words, phonics lists and activities, and sentence building, none of which are 

based around a theme. Then I took Sophia's idea and added some flashcards for 

learners to alphabetize, picture prompts, and reading and writing responses that 

are based around our weekly theme. I'm going to pilot this on Thursday 

afternoon…when I have a volunteer. (Audrey, Wiggio post, 10/23/2012) 
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Two days later, we hear how Audrey’s new practice was implemented: 

 

Today we began the first leg of the journey towards independent learning! It went 

remarkably well- I think that this model has a lot of potential for success with the 

level of learners that I currently have in my class. Today I divided the class into 

five groups and had them sit at different tables and then placed a different activity 

from the choice box at each table. I had a new volunteer this afternoon, and 

between the two of us, we were able to circulate around to the groups and give 

instruction and support as needed. Every 10-15 minutes, I swapped out the 

activity that the group was working on, so by the end of the class, everyone had a 

chance to work on every activity in the box.  

 

The learners remained really engaged throughout the class, and at the end 

responded enthusiastically when I asked if they liked having many different 

things to work on. I'm debating whether or not I should go through one more dry 

run using this stations model before asking learners to independently select what 

they'd like to work on.  

 

I felt really encouraged by the level of engagement that I observed, as well as the 

way the learners depended on each other for their feedback. Whether or not they 

would remain motivated without immediate direct feedback from the teacher was 

something that I was looking for, and I definitely saw a positive response towards 

the more communal form of learning. Of course, this was a trial run, so I'll let 

everyone know what happens when I try the true independent learning. 

 

The other aspect of today that I was really excited to observe was how the 

learners took the initiative to make the content of the activities line up with our 

monthly theme. I didn't ask them to, but when they were making words out of the 

letter tiles, most of the groups immediately began forming words that we've been 

working on this month. Also, when working on the sight words reading cards, I 

saw a few of the groups pointing out words that were on our word wall, or making 

sentences with the words that related to our theme. Wow! (Audrey, Wiggio post, 

10/25/2012) 
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Figure 15: Activities from Audrey’s “Choice Box” (Observation, 11/20/2012) 

One adaptation we see in Audrey’s choice box is having a volunteer assist, at least 

when introducing this new routine.  Also, Audrey is committed to keeping many of the 

choices related to the content of her lesson.  Here lies a grand tension in our study circle 

discussions: offering independent literacy choices such as phonemic awareness and 

phonics seems to further divorce these key reading skills from relevant content and the 

language they are working on in their current theme. As teachers of adults who are 

committed to keeping instruction contextualized and meaningful, this is a problem.  

Audrey grappled with this tension on our website: 

I think that the part that I'm struggling with in my class is the idea of always 

keeping activities relevant…We work around a monthly theme, and I want to 

make sure that all of our activities are tied into it. When I envision "free choice" 

learning time, I think of all the multi-level activities that I'll need to create that 

center around our monthly theme. This is the point at which I get intimidated at 

the amount of prep work that "free choice" will entail, and decide not to do it.  

 

Now I'm wondering if it would be a good idea to create a series of activities that 

involve reading sight words, practicing phonics, phonemic awareness, etc. that 

don't tie in directly to the monthly theme. These activities could be what the 

learners choose from during the free activity block. I would be giving up time that 
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would usually be used for instruction on content that is related to the theme, but I 

would be giving learners the space and time to make independent choices. Would 

the trade-off be worth it? What do people think? (Audrey, Wiggio post, 

10/22/2012) 

 

Among the responses to Audrey’s quiry, Sophia and I shared these comments: 

Offering choices and guiding students toward more independent learning 

definitely represents a fundamental 'shift' in how we're used to running low-lit 

classes (with the teacher at the front of the room, largely guiding the whole group 

through activities). Takes some getting used to and some major re-thinking of 

how we generally spend our time! (Patsy, Wiggio post, 10/23/2012) 

 

Audrey, I love that you got the best of both worlds out of your experiment: 

focused literacy activities and practice with content!...I'm thinking, Audrey, that 

you may be able to create "free choice" activities around your theme. I know 

you've made flashcards in the past, so maybe you could have students sort 

vocabulary flashcards by number of syllables, or put them in alphabetical order, 

or sort by beginning sound/final sound, or practice dialogues, or draw pictures for 

vocabulary words, or write sentences using vocabulary words... just a few 

suggestions off the top of my head, but I'd love to continue the conversation! I 

also feel that the trade-off of having some non-themed time is worth it! (Sophia, 

Wiggio post, 10/22/2012) 

 

This conversation continued off and on for several days.  Sophia, with her expertise in 

teaching dyslexic students, offered these thoughts on smoothing out the tension between 

relentlessly meaningful content and teaching basic reading skills: 

Now, how much time? What's balanced? Is there a ratio that would be helpful? 

Do all learners need this time? Will this time be scheduled weekly, monthly, 

daily? In Orton-Gillingham, where tutors are working with dyslexic students who 

are working to rewire their brains, it is suggested that in order to create a strong 

foundation and facilitate the process of rewiring, these at-risk readers need 45-60 

minute lessons twice a week... Not suggesting anything here, because the 

situations are different in many ways, just something I've been thinking about. 

(Sophia, Wiggio post, 10/25/2012) 

 

While this tension wasn’t resolved per se, participants did discuss the idea of a “literacy 

diet,” that is, that literacy instruction involves both top-down meaning-based work as 

well as bottom-up skills work, as touted in a balanced literacy approach.   

Just as Audrey’s “choice box” included both content-related and skills-only 

literacy tasks, Mike was also inspired to try something similar: “That sounds great. Why 
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didn't I think of that -- the traveling station?” (Mike, Wiggio post, 10/25/2012).  Mike’s 

named his resulting routine “box activities.”  The pictures below show how Mike is 

working to connect literacy skills with the content of the week (foods) in these learner 

choices. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 16: Activities from Mike’s “Box Activities”, including a sorting task on the 

interactive whiteboard. (Observation, 11/12/2012) 

 

Sophia also began incorporating choices into her literacy instruction.  Her class 

begins at 12:30pm, but many students arrive a few minutes late, so it’s difficult to begin 

instruction until 12:40 or 12:45.  To put this early class time to good use, Sophia began 

offering choices to those who arrive early or on time, and they can work until the formal 

whole group instruction begins.  Sophia also was taken with the way choices offered 

teachers a way to differentiate instruction for multi-levels.  Below she describes a 

phonemic awareness activity with the short /a/ sound.  Even though she has learners with 

varying levels of phonemic awareness, preparing choices as inspired from the K-2 rooms 

offers a way to meet this challenge: 

Sophia: We’ve been working on the short ‘a’ family, for 4 weeks.  And I want 

them to be able to categorize by beginning consonant.  But there are certain 

learners that can do that without any prompt, others who couldn’t do it unless they 
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had certain words.  All these variables.  So I ended up writing on popsicle sticks 

all the different words, and I had one group sorting the popsicle sticks, another 

trying to come up with their own words, but I taught both routines.  I taught the 

sorting, and I taught just the free brainstorm with just moving around letters to 

form words.  So that I think probably anyone in the class could do both.  The 

people who choose to sort the popsicle sticks can do that…they’re still 

participating in the activity.  So I had like three different things going on, but all 

with the same purpose.   

Patsy: so the purpose was to work on short A, but three different ways to do it.  

 

Sophia: What I would like to do is to teach them and then have a whole bunch of 

these options for them to choose at this point.  But there are certain things I know 

certain learners need to work on before they can do higher level stuff.  I really like 

the idea of having several different ways to do the same thing. (Meeting 3, 

9/28/2012) 

 

Sophia’s comments highlight one of the main advantages of offering choices to learners: 

differentiation.  K-2 students have a range of reading abilities, just as LESLLA students 

do.  Offering students options is one way to meet this challenge and serve learners more 

effectively.   In addition, as seen touted in adult learning theory and realized in the K-2 

classes we observed, when students have choices, they are more invested and engaged in 

the lesson.  I close this section with this observation of K-2 teaching from Sophia: 

I think what it all comes down to is that I am struck by the fact that the children 

are encouraged to learn for learning sake, in their own way, at their own pace. 

They learn through activities that are relevant and immediate and engaging. 

(Sophia, Wiggio post, 9/20/2012) 

 

As Sophia describes, the K-2 classrooms we observed at Logan Elementary kept true to 

the Montessori pillars of respect for the individual learner and his/her pace and 

preferences.  Again, Sophia is noticing elements of the K-2 learning environment that 

very much embrace what we know about ideal adult learning: that it should be personal, 

immediately relevant, and meaningful (M. S. Knowles et al., 2005).  This phenomenon is 

further unpacked later in the chapter in the Discussion section. 

One seemingly minor practice we came to believe to be critical to independent 

learning is the habit of naming activities and sharing this common language with 
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students.  The next section focuses on this small but key insight that participants gained 

from the study circle. 

 

Naming Activities 

Patsy: So this idea of more independent tasks keeps coming up.  And the idea of 

naming activities, because then it gives you some metalanguage.  Like, do you 

want to do your popsicle sticks, or…you know, whatever. 

Mike: Right, so ‘If you finish your work, you can do popsicle sticks.’ 

Patsy: Because if they don’t know what that is, then you have to go over and 

show them.  Right?  So maybe the two are connected somehow.  I was thinking 

this morning, Mrs. C. said “Ok boys and girls this is your “have-to,” and then you 

need to make another “language choice.” 

Mike: This is your “have to.”  Hm. 

Patsy: This is your ‘have to.’  I love that. (Meeting 5, 10/12/2012) 

 

In the exchange above, Mike and I are talking through an observation of a 

kindergarten teacher and her practice of calling a task that everyone must complete a 

“have to.”  This seems minor on the grand scale of literacy instruction, but in our 

conversations we came to believe that this simple practice of ‘naming activities’ was in 

fact paramount to the success of the literacy block.  The K-2 teachers and learners we 

observed had and used the names for different parts of their day (morning meeting, work 

time, choice time, carpet time, etc.) as well as for specific routines and tasks (math 

journal, rhyming book, letter book, book bags, read-to-self time, read-to-someone, 

popsicle sticks, rug friends, etc.)  In my and the participants’ experience, this is not 

common in adult education.  However, what we observed is that naming routines and 

tasks was amazingly efficient.  Students knew just what to do with little direction from 

the teacher, and this allowed the children to get right to work and freed up the teacher to 

assist those who needed it, or to monitor the class, or to pull out a small group for focused 

instruction.  Naming activities and teaching those names to learners, we found, played a 

critical role in fostering independent learning.  This realization didn’t just come to us, 
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however.  The lengthy exchange below from Meeting 5 illustrates the way collaborative 

inquiry works. It shows how together, through discussion based on a shared experience in 

the K-2 rooms, we came upon this understanding.  I have broken up the excerpt to allow 

for commentary, but note that it is one long excerpt from Meeting 5.   

First Sophia, Audrey and I contrast the independent learning we’re seeing in the 

K-2 classrooms with the typical teacher-fronted LESLLA classroom: 

Patsy: And this keeps coming up, this idea of fostering more independence in our 

learners. 

Sophia: And it’s interesting because we’re talking about adults.  Of course they 

need to be more independent. 

Patsy: In this particular context, with these learners, they really struggle. 

Sophia: And I think a lot of that is because we don’t have the language. 

Patsy: That’s a big piece of it.  And also, some of these tendencies that we see in 

K-2 classrooms. 

Audrey: And our expectations.  It’s not generally an expectation with low-

literacy.  I mean when most people think of good low-literacy instruction looks 

like, it’s very teacher-structured.  Very scaffolded, and all the students are doing 

the same thing, the teachers demonstrating each step. 

 

Claire and Mike join in, and we move to think about our own discomfort with not being 

‘in control’ of the group: 

S: Right.  Oh, here’s another thing that is really interesting that I notice.  

Yesterday I think it was, one of my students, they were working on like individual 

things and one of my students pulled out something that we did like three days 

ago.  And I was so like tempted to go like, “That’s not what we’re working on.”  

You know, like, he was doing something, and he had chosen that for himself.  So 

I didn’t say anything, but it was my own thing too, of like “That’s not what I’m 

having you work on right now.”  The idea that… 

Claire: You had a plan in mind. 

Sophia: Yeah, I had a plan, I am in control of this classroom.  And yeah… Some 

of it is my own… 

Patsy: Some that…creating more independence is that we’re not on stage as 

much. 

Claire: Right, you’re not in control of the sequencing. 

Mike: There’s something about the delineation of like, “OK, everybody now is 

the time where we’re doing what I say, and this is the time we have choices.”  

Because it could be inappropriate.  Why are you on that sheet when everyone else 

is on this sheet?  If we’re all doing something together, that doesn’t make sense? 
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Sophia: Right.  If I’m like demonstrating something that you’re going to have to 

do in a little bit, it’s probably not a good idea that you’re reading whatever it is 

that you’re reading. 

Patsy: If you’re already done with this chart and she’s still starting, then why not 

read something. 

Sophia: Right. 

Claire: And we’re also trying to develop a common vocabulary, so it’s harder to 

let them go, because they could be using the words.  You’re trying to find and 

reuse all that stuff. 

Patsy: Right. 

Mike: But it’s part of that labeling too.  This is “us” time and then comes the 

“ya’ll” time. Or whatever.  

Patsy: Choice time.  Maybe it’s whole ‘group’ time and ‘choice’ time.  It keeps 

coming back to that structure.   

Claire: Like if we build a different structure. 

Patsy: If we have a structure, that’s more clear about when it’s “us” time and 

when it’s “groups” and when it’s “read to self”, if we have language for these 

activities, then that provides structure which allows us to foster the independence 

which allows us to give individual students what they need]  [my italics] … Ooo!!! 

[laughter] 

Patsy: So I keep hearing this idea of routines, too.   

Sophia: I think that’s the thing I’ve gotten the most…I mean, that’s been the most 

interesting for me to watch.  Is how they do their routines, and how they can talk 

about their routines. 

Patsy: There were some eye-opening comments that…last time about routines and 

how it doesn’t necessarily mean a whole group routine.  There’s a routine for 

unfinished work, there’s a routine for… 

Sophia: I love the unfinished work basket. 

Patsy: So I think this idea of routine is connected, right?  To independence.  And 

then this expectations idea is connected. [my italics] (Meeting 5, 10/12/2012) 

 

During the exchange above in Meeting 5, I was scribbling their ideas on a large piece of 

paper (routines, naming activities, independence, choices, etc.) as we all chimed into the 

conversation.  I was drawing arrows among the different concepts during the exchange, 

and, in the italicized lines above, the idea of naming activities is finally hit upon, and it is 

tied to the idea of independent learning.  This was an ‘a-ha’ moment for the group, and 

something that remained important through the rest of our study circle.  Such connections 

and complex thinking embody the kind of teacher learning that can take place during a 

collaborative inquiry. 
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 In his final interview, Mike lists ‘naming activities’ as one of his key insights 

from the study circle.  He explains: 

Mike: More deliberate labeling of activities and why.  And I think I need to get 

that “read to self” vs. “read to someone” and get some reminders up. 

Patsy: There are some online that you might be able to find.  Now talk to me 

about ‘more deliberate naming of activities’, what does that mean? 

Mike: It’s nice to have a shorthand for what we’re doing.  OK everybody, we’re 

going to do ‘alphabetize the words’ now. 

Patsy: Yeah, and the benefit of that is it saves you time in explaining, what else? 

Mike: It’ll make this easier too, the message and the evaluation, the looking back 

at the end of the day.  We did ‘alphabetize the words’, we did ‘dictation’ and we 

did ‘box activities.’  Instead of having to describe every single thing.   

Patsy: So it’s makes it all easier to talk about (Final interview, 11/12/2012) 

 

Naming activities makes it easier for students to get to work on their own, a new insight 

for Mike and his fellow participants.  It is part of the work of fostering independence in 

our learners, as is establishing a classroom library, incorporating independent reading 

time, and offering learners choices.  One final piece of this category of practices involves 

intentionally pausing to reflect together with students on what has been learned and how 

the process is going and might be improved. 

Reflecting on Learning 

In several of the K-2 classes we observed, there was an intentional pause for 

formative assessment at the end of the session when students took part in a guided 

reflection on their learning.  Mike describes this practice and his response to it: 

One final thing I saw before they lined up for lunch is that self-assessment piece 

of "How did I do today?" I've never done much with this, but I am interested. This 

has to be something that has come from research in the last ten years, since I don't 

remember much on this in my K-12 educator training in the 90s, much less in my 

own education in the 70s and 80s. Evaluation was something done by the teacher. 

I see that it can help a student remember what all we did on that day, and that can 

help connect one day to the next. Also there is the reflection on what was good, 

what was not, and an implied "How can I do better?" I'd love to hear more from 

you folks on the benefits of this, but especially some ideas of how one can do this.  
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A couple of times this week I tried a thumbs up/ thumbs in the middle/ thumbs 

down - roll call at the end of an activity. One time I think most everyone was 

paying attention and got the idea of what I was going for, and participated. The 

other time I think was bad timing, as it was 5 minutes before the end of class, our 

small group activities were finished, and most people were gathering up their 

things. Their brains were halfway out the door it was too late. In retrospect, I 

think I need to somehow make a closing meeting a more formal affair and start it 

a little bit earlier.  (Mike, Wiggio post, 10/26/2012) 

 

Mike noticed this practice, puzzled on our website about the benefits, and put it into 

practice in his LESLLA classroom.  In the above excerpt he also reflects on how it went 

and shares some ideas for improving it. 

 Among the LESLLA teachers, Claire was especially impressed with the idea of a 

closing meeting and intentional reflection on learning.  Early in our study circle, during 

Meeting 3, Claire begins to think about this practice and what it could mean for 

LESLLA: 

Evaluating your own learning, reflecting on the choices the students made and our 

own learning.  I don’t allow them…I tend to go too fast.  I tend not to give them 

the time to think about that.  What do you need?  Think about how did you do?  

Are our students led and encouraged to self-evaluate?  (Claire, Meeting 3, 

9/28/2012) 

 

A couple of weeks later, I observed Claire implementing this kind of reflection on 

learning with her learners as she led them through a brief recap of what they did and how 

they had learned that day.  In her final interview, Claire explained this new practice 

simply, “We ask, what was difficult?  What was easy? I want us to reflect…I want us to 

think back” (Claire, Final interview, 11/13/2012).  Mike rationalizes this reflective 

practice in this exchange: 

Mike: It’s good to reflect what we did during the day and some connection 

between days.  And have you ever asked your kids what they do at school and, 

they say, nuthin.’ 

Patsy: Yeah, yeah.  So they can not only tell you what they learned about, but 

they can tell others. 
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Mike: And then they can think about what they liked, what they didn’t, what 

worked for them, what didn’t work for them, what they need to work on more. 

Patsy: And they may see more value in coming if they have that summary in their 

heads. 

Mike: That’s a good point.  Yeah.  Like what did we do today?  “I don’t 

remember; we got some worksheets.”  But if they have some kind of context, 

even if it is worksheets, we did worksheets on coins and food. 

Patsy: So they may feel like their time is even better spent if they can articulate 

what they did that day. (Interview, 11/12/2012) 

 

Fostering independent learners became a major theme in our study circle discussions in 

person and online.  Many of the practices that participants took up, adapted, and 

implemented in their LESLLA classrooms are related to building learners’ independence 

in the classroom, and hopefully self-sufficiency outside the classroom.  This connection 

is discussed further in the Key Learnings from Participants section in Chapter Five.  In 

addition to ways to foster independent learning, participants found many other practices 

worth adapting for LESLLA. Some of these related to organizing instruction, others with 

integrating literacy and numeracy instruction, and still others related to encouraging 

learners to respond to literature and other texts.  I close this section with a final thought 

from Mike about the many changes he has brought to his classroom: 

This year I’m pretty excited about all the little techniques I’m trying out; the sign-

in activity, the morning message, story time, free reading time, who/where 

comprehension checks. These experiments are directly resulting from our “little 

desk” visits and some of them I think have gained permanent resident status in my 

classroom. Another common thread among them is the need for incremental 

implementation. Of course learners need explanations the first few times they do 

an activity, maybe the first dozen, but in time it becomes a routine. After two 

weeks, I still have a few folks who don’t remember to sign in on the board, but I 

think they’ll get there soon and I can use my explanation time to do something 

else. Baby-steps to more independence. (Mike, Wiggio post, 10/17/2012) 

 

Moving from Kindergarten to LESLLA: A Few Rules of Thumb 

In the present inquiry, three research questions were put forth for study, the first 

two of which were addressed in this chapter.  The first question concerns what 
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knowledge and practices LESLLA teachers identify as useful for their teaching contexts 

from their study of K-2 literacy instruction.  The second question involves the 

transformation of these practices for the LESLLA classroom.  In the previous sections, I 

integrate explanations of how individual practices were adapted as they were described.  

However, as a collaborative inquiry of teachers, we also took some time in our study 

circle to concentrate on this question separately and to articulate key guidelines for others 

who may seek to apply early elementary literacy practices to the LESLLA context.  This 

list was developed largely during Meeting 5 on 11/12/2012, with additional revisions in 

the days and weeks following that meeting via our online discussion space. 

Table 9: Guidelines for Moving a Literacy Practice from K-2 to LESLLA 

 

 

How can teachers of LESLLA learners transform literacy practices from early elementary 

classrooms for their contexts? 

 

1. Always be mindful that content and tools of instruction are appropriate for adults.  

Prioritize materials and topics relevant and meaningful for adults.  When using 

materials meant for children, talk about your choices with your learners.  

2. Develop familiar vocabulary as a base for reading activities, and don’t assume 

vocabulary knowledge.  Even simple, commonplace words used in early reading 

skills development might be unfamiliar to LESLLA learners.  Vocabulary used 

for word study shouldn’t be a stumbling block to the task.  Ideally, vocabulary 

used for word study should be relevant for LESLLA learners.  (For example, D is 

for Duck might change to D is for Drive.)   

3. Provide an abundance of oral language instruction and practice, and 

intentionally connect oral language to the lesson content.  Unlike most K-2 

learners, LESLLA learners are acquiring oral English as well as reading skills.  

They need more intentional practice with speaking and listening and need to see 

how these skills connect to written language. 

4. Make routines relevant to content.  Maintain a balanced literacy approach.  When 

possible, the content for literacy development tasks should reflect the content of 

the LESLLA class.  

5. Don’t assume visual literacy.  The words and pictures commonly used with 

children in developing reading are often puzzling and lack relevance for 

LESLLA.  Go out of your way to find photographs, preferably color, of 

vocabulary items to provide more meaningful reading skills practice. 
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6. Craft instruction that both respects and keeps central the complex responsibilities 

our adult students have in and out of the classroom.  Someone in your room 

probably used to run a small business or a farm, and someone may have worked 

as a healer.  Someone in your room is raising children, caring for elders, and 

struggling with disease or loss.  Our instruction should embrace and uplift our 

learners’ complex lives by being relentlessly relevant and useful.  They have no 

time to waste. 

7. Incorporate “transition” skills, those that are key for employment and higher 

education.  Share these objectives with your learners as you conduct lessons.   

Calendar skills, working in teams, using graphic organizers, categorizing and 

sequencing, etc. are all important for both jobs and school.  Point out the ‘why’ 

behind such activities, providing constant connection to work, school, and the 

outside world. 

8. Embrace culture as central to our learners and our instruction.  Unlike most K-2 

learners, LESLLA learners are all learning a new language and beginning to read 

at the same time, and they are doing so in an unfamiliar culture.  Building 

background knowledge while honoring and incorporating our learners’ cultures in 

instruction cannot be overemphasized and are central to this work. 

Participants in this study identified useful knowledge and practices and transformed 

them in many ways.  Table 9 above pulls together their professional wisdom regarding 

this transformation.  However, all this change for the LESLLA classroom cannot happen 

overnight.  We add something of a caveat to the above guidelines in Table 9 in the 

section below, that of taking reasonably paced steps when changing a classroom. 

Incremental Implementation 

Every time I go to an educational workshop I hear about well-developed 

educational practices created by super-hero seeming teachers. Seeing a fully-

developed classroom practice can be intimidating to try to apply all at once, but 

applying manageable pieces isn’t so bad. The hard part is figuring what smaller 

aspects can be introduced and then how to apply them in one’s own context. From 

there, it’s incremental building in a way that fits for the new context. (Mike, 

Wiggio post, 10/13/2012) 

 

The wisdom Mike shares above concerns incremental implementation.  There is 

no call for revamping one’s classroom overnight, participants agreed.  One thing at a 

time.  A complete overhaul of practices is not only not necessary, but ill advised.  This 
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exchange with Mike helped us articulate why small, reasoned changes make sense when 

implementing change in a classroom: 

Mike: So that was the biggest take-away for me, was being able to experiment 

and implement these incremental changes, try it step by step, and adjust as I go 

along. 

Patsy: Say more about that - incremental changes.  That kept coming up as 

something that is important.  Why it is important to do that, or why is that easier 

somehow? 

Mike: It’s important for me as I’m planning to figure out what works and what 

doesn’t work and how to adjust.  But it’s also - incremental change is easier for 

students to pick up. 

Patsy: So it’s easier for both of you.  Plus you don’t need to revamp everything 

you’re doing.  I mean what you’re doing is working.  But other stuff might work 

too. 

Mike: I think people, when we see something that we want to adapt, it’s, we can 

easily make the mistake of trying to take the whole thing, lock, stock and barrel.  

“Oh we should do like that program’s doing, let’s do it here.” 

Patsy: And that’s when people resist, and students are like, “whoa.” 

Mike: And if it didn’t work, ‘why didn’t it work?  It worked at that other site.’  

Patsy: And let’s get rid of it. 

Mike: Right.  Whereas if you do little by little. 

Patsy: I think what you’re describing too is that you’re adapting for YOUR 

context.  For your students.  If reading out loud is wacky for your students, then 

you don’t want to do it every day maybe.  You want to do a little bit.  You know 

if there’s a resistance among your program, then you do a little bit and see how 

people feel about it.  You don’t want anyone to feel uncomfortable, right? 

Mike: Right. (Interview, 10/29/2012) 

 

As Mike points out, changing a lot at once isn’t necessary, and it is difficult for both 

teachers and students, and may even be resisted by programs.  The insight Mike is 

articulating is that when we find a practice we think has merit, we must proceed with 

intention and caution and adapt to the specific new context.  What works at Mike’s 

program with his LESLLA class may need to look different to be successful at Sophia’s 

Baker Center class, for example.  Context is important, and moving practices requires 

thought, purpose, and time.  It is an endeavor best done in careful steps, and not all at 

once. 
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Discussion 

 Looking back, participants identified many practices during the study circle that 

they ventured to apply to their classrooms.  From morning messages to math tasks, from 

choice boxes to graphic organizers, participants were adventurous throughout this PD 

experience.  At first glance, the practices they embraced may seem quite random.  There 

were so many possibilities, and as a teacher said in a previous project regarding attending 

teacher conferences, finding useful ideas can seem like “trying to catch a thousand ping 

pong balls all being hurled at you simultaneously,” (in Vinogradov, 2012, p. 41).  

However, after working with these data for several weeks and keeping in mind the model 

for the LESLLA teacher knowledge base presented in Chapter Two, I am convinced that 

the practices the participants seized upon were not simply random ‘ping pong balls’ they 

were fortunate to catch, but instead they show clear patterns and provide insight into what 

LESLLA teachers most desperately need. 

 As presented in Chapter Two, the model for the LESLLA teacher knowledge base 

includes a back-drop of early literacy development and four additional areas of 

knowledge: teaching, the immigrant and refugee experience, language and language 

acquisition, and adult learning (see Figure 1 on page 24).  Of all the practices that 

participants identified as worthy of applying to their classrooms, none of them fits into 

the lower two quadrants (immigrant and refugee experience and language and language 

acquisition).  The vast majority of the identified useful practices concern the upper right 

quadrant: knowledge of teaching, with interesting interplays with adult learning.  This 

distribution of identified practices is illustrated in Figure 17 below. 
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Figure 17: Distribution of participants’ identified practices for LESLLA set against the 

LESLLA Teacher Knowledge Base Model 

 

By looking in this fashion at the practices the participants were drawn to, we see that 

much of their attention concerns knowledge of teaching specifically, with other items 

crossing over into knowledge of adult learning as well.  Some practices were specific to 

early literacy instruction, such as text connections and engaging students in independent 

reading with a classroom library. 

 Why the concentration of practices related to basic knowledge of teaching?  And 

how curious that the crux of adult ESL – language teaching to immigrants- has no 

identified practices associated with those areas of knowledge at all.  Upon reflection, this 

makes sense.  Adult ESL teachers are generally trained as language teachers above all 

else, taking courses on grammar, phonetics, academic literacy, and vocabulary 

acquisition, for example.  The content of the adult ESL classroom is the language of 

survival in an English speaking country: health, family, occupations, transportation, etc.  
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Coursework and PD opportunities generally attended by adult ESL instructors (including 

the four participants) are focused on issues of language and on the lives of their students 

as immigrants and refugees.  The fact that the participants were drawn to ‘knowledge of 

teaching’ practices such as establishing strong routines, naming activities, structuring the 

literacy block wisely, and integrating instruction, may indicate that these are areas 

lacking in how we prepare and develop adult ESL teachers. 

 Reaching further to what these findings may tell us, another pattern is visible.  

The ‘knowledge of teaching’ practices the participants identified have much to do with 

managing the learning environment.  As LePage and her colleagues (2005) write, 

“Skillful classroom management makes good intellectual work possible” (p. 327).  

Classroom management is, in my experience, completely missing from the preparation of 

adult basic educators and their professional development.  Perhaps it is assumed that 

classroom management is equivalent to ‘dealing with behavioral issues,’ and that adults 

need no such attention.  However, a paradigm shift in how educators think about 

classroom management has occurred in the last twenty years, and classroom management 

is no longer about ‘disciplining students’ (Brophy, 1988).  It is about “the development of 

classroom communities in which norms are established and academic routines promote 

constructive work” (LePage et al., 2005, p. 330).  If classroom management is all about 

creating a setting where learners can learn most efficiently, how can it be ignored in adult 

education? 

Good classroom management involves orchestrating people toward the learning 

objectives.  In a context as diverse and challenging as a LESLLA classroom, this is no 

small task.  Our learners are adults with varying needs and preferences as well as varying 

levels of education and English ability, plus a range of experience with formal schooling.  
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By identifying so many practices related to classroom management, the adult educators in 

this study demonstrate a need for more preparation and support in how to orchestrate 

their LESLLA students, such as establishing strong routines, having common language 

for activities, integrating literacy and other content, and creating a more structured 

literacy block.   

Some of the practices participants identified, such as having roles and 

responsibilities in class and offering choices to learners, seem to fall into both knowledge 

of teaching and knowledge of adult learning.  This overlap may speak to the universality 

of human learning, that perhaps adult learning theory and how children learn are not so 

different after all.  As LePage and her colleagues write, “Humans typically want to 

understand the world, have control over their lives, and be self-directed” (p. 333).  

Perhaps these tenets of adult learning are not exclusive to adults at all.  Instruction will 

differ, of course, for five-year olds and fifty year-olds, but the participants in this study 

identified some truths about human learning across the lifespan when they crossed into a 

new context.  First, people benefit from choices in their learning (in what they read and 

how they demonstrate understanding, for example).  Second, they benefit from having an 

active, purposeful role in the learning space.  For a kindergartener it may be the role of 

counting the lunch sticks and leading a line to gym class, while for an adult it may be 

greeting new students and making extra copies for the teacher.  While as a group in 

collaborative inquiry we did not notice and talk about these interesting questions, it 

would be fascinating to begin another cross-context study circle with ‘managing the 

learning environment’ as a central focus.  Giving time to such issues may uncover much 

more about learning and orchestrating learning across the lifespan. 
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Final Thoughts 

 While evaluating the “Little Desks, Big Ideas” study circle was not officially part 

of this inquiry, I close this chapter of major findings with excerpts from participants’ 

final written reflections, completed at our last in-person meeting on 10/29/2012.  These 

four LESLLA teachers took part in a rather intense and unusual form of professional 

development, and their responses to this experience lead directly to the next chapter, 

where I step back and share their key insights and what it may mean for LESLLA 

learning as well as LESLLA teacher development.  In the final written reflection, which 

was completed anonymously, I asked participants to respond to five prompts.  These 

prompts represent the five areas of potential benefit to participants that I identified prior 

to proposing this study and gaining their informed consent.  While not correlated to my 

research questions, the questions were designed to help me understand more about the 

what participants had gained from the experience and how this format might be useful for 

others.  They are listed in Table 10 below. 

Table 10: Final Written Reflection of Study Circle 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Enhanced Teaching Practice: Increased knowledge and skills relating to early literacy 

instruction  

Did this happen?  If so, can you give an example? 

 

Curiosity & Challenge: Opportunity to learn from another context for teaching new 

readers  

Did this study circle spark your curiosity?  Did you feel challenged and stretched by this 

study circle?  Example? 

 

Connections: Collaborative inquiry with colleagues 

Did you enjoy the ‘group’ aspect of our study circle?  What benefits and/or drawbacks 

did you find in working in collaboration with colleagues in this way? 

 

Immediate relevance: Exploration of own classroom while currently teaching 

Did you find our work together meaningful for your current teaching setting?  Can you 

give an example of how it impacted your current practice? 

 

Tangible Value: 20 hours in CEUs and $400 stipend, and new materials for classroom 
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Did you feel that these ‘tangibles’ reflected the amount of time and work you put in?  

Other suggestions for ways such work could ‘give back’ to its hard-working participants? 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

I close this chapter with one brief excerpt from each written reflection that highlights 

some of the participants’ thinking as they leave our work together: 

This circle has gotten me to rethink how I do things in class and changed how I do 

some things.  I feel that I want to keep going on my own. (Anonymous, Final 

written reflection of study circle, 10/29/2012) 

 

I’ve already begun trying new ideas in my classroom: the choice box, integrated 

math, reading the classroom, and I have multiple ideas for the future.  

Additionally, I’ve had the opportunity to connect with other teachers at my school 

who are interested in hearing and learning about this topic, so it’s impacted more 

than just one class at my site.  The discussions give me valuable insights and 

perspectives that are incredibly useful when communicating with other 

colleagues. (Anonymous, Final written reflection of study circle, 10/29/2012) 

 

Study circle was a great way to ask questions, share issues, problems, concerns 

but more importantly it gave me a support system for trying out new activities in 

my class and gave me a way to reflect on why, how, and what I am doing to 

provide the most respectful learning/teaching situation.  Made take 

pause…something I’m often too hurried to do.  Reminded me what was important 

and why.  Great opportunity to take teaching risks. (Anonymous, Final written 

reflection of study circle, 10/29/2012) 

 

This really didn’t feel like work to me.  I have a renewed sense of creativity and 

my learners have been excited about the changes.  I’ve had multiple conversations 

with colleagues both on and off my own teaching site about graphic organizers, 

implementing a library, setting up routines, and working toward independent 

learners. (Anonymous, Final written reflection of study circle, 10/29/2012) 

 

Themes throughout these excerpts include renewed energy for improving one’s 

classroom innovatively, the benefits of collaborating with colleagues, and increased 

opportunity for trying new things and reflection. 

In this chapter, the major findings of my data collection were presented, 

specifically the knowledge and practices that participants deemed worthy of adapting for 

their LESLLA learners from their exploration of K-2 literacy instruction.  Transferable 

skills and knowledge included new ways of organizing instruction, expanding the 
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definition of literacy instruction to include numeracy, cultivating connections to 

literature, and fostering independent learners.  The ways that they transformed these 

practices from K-2 to LESLLA were highlighted throughout, and a final summary of 

guidelines for moving a literacy practice from the one context to the other was provided.  

Incremental implementation was emphasized as an important reminder for integrating 

these new ideas for LESLLA learners.  In Chapter Five, I discuss participants’ key 

insights from this study circle experience, and I relate these learnings to what we know of 

collaborative inquiry and effective professional development.  Included in this discussion 

are implications of this inquiry, its limitations, and suggestions for further research. 
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Chapter Five 

 

Discussion 

Without new experiences, something inside of us sleeps. The sleeper must awaken.  

Frank Herbert 

 

This dissertation chronicled the professional journey four brave adult educators 

took together in September 2012 when they entered an elementary school in search of 

new ways to enrich their LESLLA classrooms.  Walking past macaroni art on the walls 

and turning into a room full of tiny chairs and colorful carpet squares, they got down to 

work (quite literally ‘down’ – on the floor, observing and assisting five – seven year 

olds).  We all took a gamble by crossing into this new space, unsure if we would find 

anything for these young new readers that might benefit our learners, some of whom are 

60-70 years older and from the other side of the globe.  In the previous chapter, the 

practices we identified as useful and the ways we transformed them for LESLLA were 

explained.  In this chapter, one final question remains: “What did we learn?”   

The third and final research question of this inquiry concerns participants’ key 

insights, the main ideas they took away from the experience.  In this chapter, these 

insights are presented and then connected to what is known of teacher development and 

change.  One of the main implications of this study is the value of collaborative inquiry 

as professional development and of learning from different teaching contexts.  This and 

other implications of this study are presented in this final chapter, as well as the study’s 

limitations and suggestions for further research. 
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Key Learnings from Participants 

 Throughout our study circle meetings, and in between these sessions on the 

Wiggio, participants voiced their ‘take aways’ from their experience.  As patterns in their 

answers began to become visible, I kept a running list and brought these findings to the 

group so we could discuss and tweak the collection together.  One benefit of conducting a 

collaborative inquiry is that as researcher, I was an active learner along with the 

participants.  We could put our heads together and reflect about our own learning, which 

was the heart of Research Question #3: As the LESLLA instructors reflect on the PD 

sessions and how they have applied early elementary practices, what do they articulate 

as key insights?  Answering this question was one of our main activities in Meeting 6, on 

10/29/2012.  As a result of this culminating meeting, final interviews, and our study 

circle discussions, we developed the following visual to represent our key insights from 

the study circle: 

Figure 18: Key Insights from Study Circle 

________________________________________________________________________ 
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At the center of the visual in Figure 18 are our LESLLA learners, as well as our 

commitment to viewing them as problem solvers.  This conceptualizing of our role as 

LESLLA teachers stems from our thinking and processing together about independent 

learning, how it can be realized inside the classroom, and how it is connected to life 

outside the classroom. 

Changing Dispositions: Learners as Problem Solvers 

To better explain the visual in Figure 18, we composed something of a mission 

statement for LESLLA.  We placed this statement at the top of the visual:  

If our overall purpose is to assist our learners to become full participants in their 

communities outside of the classroom, then our classes need to be a place where 

independence and problem solving are nurtured.  We can do this by attending to 

the following areas: Routines and Common Language, Choices for Learners, 

Independent and Peer Learning, Transparent Instruction, and Reflecting on 

Learning. 

 

This mission statement came out of many discussions, but in Meeting 5 we really had a 

moment of clarity about how many of these elements are connected.  In this meeting, I 

was up at the board, rapidly trying to capture some of the elements participants were 

discussing.  My magic marker flew as I made lots of circles and arrows during our 

discussion as we searched for links and relationships among these concepts.  We kept 

coming back to how independent learning, choices, and naming activities are connected.  

This excerpt, also shared in Chapter 4, represents a key ‘a-ha’ moment for us:  

Mike: But it’s part of that labeling too.  This is “us” time and then comes the 

“ya’ll” time. Or whatever.  

Patsy: Choice time.  Maybe it’s whole ‘group’ time and ‘choice’ time.  It keeps 

coming back to that structure.   

Claire: Like if we build a different structure. 

Patsy: If we have a structure, that’s more clear about when it’s “us” time and 

when it’s “groups” and when it’s “read to self”, if we have language for these 

activities, then that provides structure which allows us to foster the independence 

which allows us to give individual students what they need.  Ooo!!! [laughter] 

(Meeting 5, 10/12/2012) 
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In Table 11 below, each of these five components that we claim moves us toward 

Learners as Problem Solvers is further defined in a table synthesizing our thinking.   

 

Table 11: Key Insights: Components Leading to Learners as Problem Solvers 

 

 

Routines and Common Language 

 

 

 

Choices for Learners 

 

Independent and Peer Learning 

 

 

Transparent Instruction 

 

Reflecting on Learning 

 

 

_______________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When we establish and can talk about 

our classroom activities, learners can 

more easily engage without constant 

teacher-support.   

 

Choices that allow for success and 

challenge and appeal to various learners 

keep them engaged and working on 

relevant content and skills.  

 

When learners can spend some class 

time in productive independent and peer 

tasks, the teacher can work with students 

individually and in small groups.  

 

By demystifying our choices in the 

classroom, learners are brought into the 

process and become engaged partners in 

their learning.  

 

Self-monitoring and talking about 

learning helps teachers and learners 

make stronger, more thoughtful 

classroom choices. 

________________________________ 
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When all of the elements are added to the visual, the result is the following, pictured in 

Figure 19. 

Figure 19: Key Insights Further Defined 

__________________________________________________________________ 
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________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Why the emphasis on learners as problem solvers?  Why do LESLLA learners 

need to be independent?  This topic drew much discussion and moved us to thinking 

about our classrooms differently, as places where encouraging learners to be independent, 

to be problem solvers, is prioritized in instructional choices.  As was mentioned 

previously in Chapter Four, LESLLA teaching traditionally involves a great deal of hand-

holding and teacher-fronted instruction.  Audrey’s comment (also mentioned in a larger 

excerpt in Chapter Four, Naming Activities) describes the typical LESLLA classroom: 

Audrey: And our expectations.  It’s not generally an expectation with low-

literacy.  I mean when most people think of good low-literacy instruction looks 
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like, it’s very teacher-structured.  Very scaffolded, and all the students are doing 

the same thing, the teachers demonstrating each step. (Meeting 5, 10/12/2012) 

 

However, what participants and I came to understand through the study circle is that a 

change in the expectation Audrey describes is imperative.  LESLLA teachers may 

assume, due to their learners’ low English abilities and low literacy abilities, that there is 

little that they can do in class that is not teacher-directed.  Conversely, we saw in the K-2 

classrooms that even very young new readers were able to work efficiently on their own, 

leading to a host of benefits for both teaching and learning.  Viewing learners as problem 

solvers to be nurtured, not simply low-level learners to be helped, represents a shift in 

thinking. In the study circle we had the time and space to both notice this and discuss it at 

length.  On the Wiggio and during Meeting 6 (10/29/2012), we compiled some of the 

reasons for changing this disposition and for embracing a new one of LESLLA learners 

as independent problem solvers.  Table 12 articulates our rationale:  

Table 12: Rationale for Prioritizing a Disposition of Learners as Problem Solvers 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

1. LESLLA learners have limited time in class to learn the language and literacy they 

need to fully participate in their communities (unlike children who have 6-7 hours 

of instructional time, five days a week, for several years, free of charge, with few 

outside responsibilities).  Therefore, the more we can assist them in learning more 

independently, the more likely they will continue their learning on their own 

outside of class. 

 

2. LESLLA learners present such a wide range of abilities and needs, and the teacher 

needs to be free from constant whole-group instruction in order to serve everyone 

well. This means that students need to be able to work productively on their own 

with some frequency while the teacher assists others. 

 

3. LESLLA learners are adults. As adult learners, they are driven by their immediate 

needs for language and literacy, and teachers can better meet these needs when 

students make choices about instruction and can immediately see the connections 

between school and the outside world. To make this happen, teachers must 

orchestrate class in such a way that people can be working on different tasks at the 

same time. This means they will need to work independently or in small groups for 

a portion of class. 
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4. LESLLA learners, like all adults, need to be independent learners in their 

workplaces. They won't always be able to ask the supervisor about every question; 

they will have to be self directed and ask others as needed. The ability to work 

independently is a great asset to any resumes or job application, and work 

readiness is part of the work of LESLLA teaching.  

 

5. LESLLA learners in Minnesota and elsewhere are served in Adult Basic Education 

programs which are largely funded through the state.  These programs require 

standardized tests to receive funding.  These tests must be taken independently, so 

it is prudent for us to have language and habits around individual, independent 

work and contrast it with collaborative, group work. 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

As our work continued, the connections and relationships among the practices that had 

impressed us the most began to become clear.  As illustrated in the lengthy excerpt from 

Meeting 5 in the Naming Activities section of Chapter Four, the collaborative nature of 

this study circle helped move us toward a deeper understanding of what we were noticing 

in the K-2 classrooms.   

No longer were we just noticing useful literacy-teaching techniques that might be 

transformed to benefit our LESLLA lessons, we were noticing a deeper layer of priorities 

and commitments in instruction, all of which were connected by a thread of nurturing 

learners to be responsible for their own learning and to be more self-sufficient.  It was 

becoming clear that the practices we were impressed by and had chosen to transform for 

LESLLA – the routines, the language of activities, the choices learners had, the 

transparent instructions teachers gave to learners, and the intentional reflection – all of 

this was leading children to become more independent, more resourceful, and more 

engaged in the work at hand.  Placing this priority as central to LESLLA education and 

identifying the elements involved (as seen in Figure 19) illustrates the key insights of 

participants during our study circle.  In a way, we had already ‘flipped the script’ of the 

LESLLA classroom, shifting from a typically teacher-fronted approach to one that moved 
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power and attention to learners.  In the next section, another ‘flipped script’ unfolds as I 

move to discuss how this study’s findings connect to teacher development. 

Flipping the Script: Teachers as Problem Solvers 

 The more I examined our Key Insights visual (Figure 19), the more I wondered if 

what was being shown was not unique to LESLLA at all.  Doesn’t all powerful learning 

involve some of these elements?  The visual (Figure 19) includes components of learning 

such as time to work alone, time to work with peers, choices about what we engage in, 

reflection on the process, knowing the purpose for the activity, having comfort in routines 

and ways to talk about what we are doing… Perhaps by visiting kindergarten classes, the 

study circle participants have actually gained insight not just for early literacy instruction, 

but for learning in general.  In fact, could this visual apply to teacher learning as well?   I 

propose the following flipped script in Figure 20: 
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Figure 20: Teachers as Problem Solvers 

____________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Figure 20 has only been slightly tweaked from our insights around K-2 literacy to now 

represent ways that teachers learn and develop.  Teachers are now at the center, and they 

are considered problem solvers -  responsible professionals - not laborers (Mitchell & 

Kerchner, 1983).  

As Lawler suggests, teachers are also adult learners, and they benefit from the 

same elements of adult learning that we normally apply to adult learners in a basic 

education, corporate training, or vocational context (2003). We noticed in the study circle 

that tenets of adult learning were being played out in classes of young children, such the 

math example shared in Chapter Four, when the content of instruction was made 

meaningful and immediately relevant.  Perhaps what we know about adult learning has 

applications beyond that context and in fact embodies much of what we know about good 

learning in general.   

Could it be, then, that teachers in a professional development setting benefit from 

the some of the same elements of learning as young children gaining literacy?  As adult 

learning theory and the teacher development scholarship suggests, adults learn best when 
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they know WHY they are learning what they are learning (transparency) and they have 

options that allow them to personalize instruction (choices) (M. S. Knowles et al., 2005).  

They need time think about their own practice and how new ideas might apply 

(reflection) (Shön, 1983) and they benefit from collaboration with colleagues 

(independent and peer learning) (Wenger, 1998).  Routines and naming activities may be 

less applicable across the contexts, although certainly adult learners (and therefore 

teacher-learners) can gain comfort in knowing what to expect from a PD experience and 

having language to talk about the tasks they are engaging in.  

 This is not to say that all the elements of effective PD are represented in the 

flipped visual.  Research and professional wisdom around teacher change and 

development also prioritize PD that is job-embedded and grounded in practice, for 

example, and PD that takes places over time (Desimone, 2009), elements not represented 

in the visual.  However, it is intriguing that so much overlap was found to be valuable for 

K-2 learners gaining literacy for the first time that also speaks to how educators learn and 

develop as professionals.  The Little Desks, Big Ideas study circle was unique for a 

number of reasons, one of which was that in its design, it prioritized curiosity and 

challenge for the participants.  The next section unpacks some of these elements and their 

potential benefits for teacher professional development. 

Professional Development as an Intellectual Activity 

The Little Desks, Big Ideas study circle provided a facilitated space for 1) 

observing a new context and identifying practices that may have merit for LESLLA, 2) 

transforming practices for their own teaching contexts, and 3) reflecting on learning, both 

alone and with colleagues. This sequence of guided thinking and action in order to widen 

one’s perspective and making meaningful connections to improve practice is related to 
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scholarship in teacher development as an intellectual activity.  Roskos and Bain propose 

that when teacher PD is intellectually challenging, it can move teachers toward a 

“pedagogy of thoughtfulness,” one that values inquiry and is student-centered (1998, p. 

91).  They write that “if instruction is to keep pace with new advances in learning theory, 

technology, and communications, then professional development activity must shift its 

emphasis from narrowly construed techniques to the expansion of teachers’ thinking and 

intellect” (Roskos & Bain, 1998, p. 92).  In this stance, teachers are viewed as scholars, 

learners and inquirers (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009).  In intellectually challenging PD, 

teachers are asked to be investigators and thinkers.  I propose that the Little Desks, Big 

Ideas study circle was an example of such PD.  In our final written reflection, participants 

were asked directly if this study circle sparked their curiosity, and if they felt challenged 

and stretched by the experience.  Two excerpts are particularly revealing about the nature 

of intellectual activity in the study circle: 

Study circle was a great way to ask questions, share issues, problems, concerns 

but more importantly it gave me a support system for trying out new activities in 

my class and gave me a way to reflect on why, how, and what I am doing to 

provide the most respectful learning/teaching situation.  Made take 

pause…something I’m often too hurried to do.  Reminded me what was important 

and why.  Great opportunity to take teaching risks. (Anonymous, Final written 

reflection of study circle, 10/29/2012) 

 

Absolutely!  Having been in ABE [adult basic education] for 7 years I sometimes 

feel like there aren’t new and interesting presentations for teachers at my level.  

This opened my eyes to a whole new world of classroom ideas to explore. 

(Anonymous, Final written reflection of study circle, 10/29/2012) 

 

In the first excerpt, the participant mentions ‘taking risks’ and taking time to reflect on 

their work with others.  The opportunity to investigate with others is an intellectual 

undertaking that can lead to change in practice.  As the second excerpt mentions, 

seasoned teachers who are mid-career can benefit from such inquiries that open them up 
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to new areas of knowledge.  Too often, I believe, we assume teachers don’t want to work 

any harder than they already do, that PD should be quick and painless and not ask too 

much of the participants.  However, I submit that if PD is well planned, embraces a 

“pedagogy of thoughtfulness,” and treats participants as scholars and investigators, then it 

is more engaging, more satisfying, and in the end more beneficial for teachers and their 

learners. 

In addition to the intellectual activity of our work, this study circle for LESLLA 

PD provided a way of building adaptive expertise in LESLLA teachers.  By taking part in 

this challenging work, participants were asked to be both innovative and efficient, the 

qualities of an adaptive expert (Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2007).  Innovative, in 

that they were trying practices typically reserved for young people (and that Mike said 

were “kind of wacky”), and efficient in that we were intentionally crafting the practice 

for LESLLA and to a specific program and classroom and reflecting on its usefulness. 

Participants added to their teaching repertoires and deepened their understanding of their 

own classrooms.  In fact, we noticed a fundamental shift in our thinking about our 

LESLLA classrooms; by the end of our time together we were seeing our classrooms as 

places where learners can be (and should be) nurtured as independent problem solvers.   

Unlike professional development activities that are transmission-style, simply 

providing new information on policies, procedures, or techniques, a study circle, like a 

professional learning community, moves participants to think more deeply about their 

practice.  They are provided the space and time to engage meaningfully with colleagues 

around a specific content focus.  This type of PD honors and relies on the previous 

experiences and expertise of participants as they work though an intellectually-

challenging, worthwhile project together.  
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Figure 21: Participants thinking through our observations of K-2 classroom together 

(Meeting 3, 9/28/2012) 

 

More implications for professional developers designing PD for LESLLA are found 

below in the Implications for Professional Developers: Lessons for Powerful PD, but 

first focus is brought to the teachers themselves and what light this study sheds on their 

challenging instructional context. 

Implications for LESLLA Teachers: Considering Independence as a Priority 

 At the core of our findings from this literacy exploration is a move toward more 

student independence and nurturing learners to be problem solvers.  Reasons for 
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encouraging LESLLA learners to be more independent and self-sufficient are outlined in 

Table 12 above.  Practices we found to have merit for LESLLA, inspired from the K-2 

context, are detailed in Chapter Four.  Drawn from months of collaborating and thinking 

together about what we can gain from this new context for early literacy, participants and 

I collaborated again to compile the following brief summary for practitioners here: 

1. Establish strong routines and common language for regular classroom activities.  

Routines might include a morning message and sign in, calendar work, 

independent reading time, an ‘unfinished work basket,’ a ‘choice box’ when 

students arrive early, etc.  When students know what to expect from their day and 

know the names of activities, they are better able to participate without frequent 

teacher-direction. 

 

2. Offer a regular literacy-work period where learners choose from various literacy 

activities. Choices might include small group, partner, or individual tasks such as 

phonics and phonemic awareness activities, vocabulary matching within your 

topic, 'reading the room' or word wall, re-sequencing a familiar story, reading 

alone, reading to someone, etc. You can use this independent time to work with 

students who need extra attention. 

 

3. Begin a classroom library and make time for independent and peer reading.  Make 

a point to read to students and allow time for students to read to themselves and 

to peers often.  Fill your library will level-appropriate and adult-appropriate 

materials.  Use the public library to supplement your program’s texts and to bring 

in books within your current topic. 

 

4. Increase students’ comprehension and engagement with texts by eliciting and 

pointing out text connections.  Text-to-text, text-to-self, and text-to-world 

connections help learners experience stories more deeply and leads to higher 

order thinking skills. 

 

5. Find ways to integrate numeracy instruction into literacy focused time.  Take the 

time to write out number sentences when calculating attendance or doing 

calendar work.  Create charts and graphs together in response to mingles and 

surveys.  Count by 2s, 5s, 10s when handing out sheets or books.  Math is a work 

skill and an academic skill, and it need not be divorced from literacy instruction. 

 

6. Get literacy off the page.  Learners who are new to print tire easily with pencil 

and paper activities, and often such activities do not mirror the language use 
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students need outside of school.  Instead, appeal to a wider set of learning 

preferences and up the energy in your room by using manipulatives, getting 

learners up at the white board, using iPads and Smart Boards if you have them, 

and keeping students moving. 

 

7. Explain WHY you are doing what you are doing in the classroom.  Leave no 

mysteries in the classroom; regard your learners as partners in the process and 

let them in on your thinking. 

 

8. One step at a time.  No need to change too much or too quickly.  No doubt much 

of what you are already doing is working well, but perhaps could be enhanced by 

some of our findings.  Incremental implementation of new practices is ideal for 

both teaching and learning. 

 

9. Reach out to colleagues.  LESLLA teaching can be particularly isolating, but 

finding fellow teachers with whom to share your discoveries and puzzles can be 

incredibly rewarding.  Visit each others’ classrooms, reach out to other contexts 

that might inform your work, and keep communicating about your practice. 

In addition to these nine concrete ideas for practitioners that emerged from our study, a 

number of implications for professional developers can be drawn as well.  These points 

are summarized in the following section. 

Implications for Professional Developers: Lessons for Powerful PD 

Learning cannot be designed:  

it can only be designed for – that is, facilitated or frustrated. (Wenger, 1998) 

 

 Teacher change does not occur overnight, and scholars and educational leaders 

have devoted much time and energy to finding new ways to improve teachers’ practice.  

As was described in Chapter Two, current trends in teacher PD involve job-embedded, 

longer-term efforts with teachers working in collaboration around specific topics (see 

Desimone, 2009).  Our findings from the current study affirm such efforts.  They also add 

justification to designing intellectually challenging PD opportunities for teachers in 

formats such as collaborative inquiry, where teachers collectively investigate something 

of interest that is connected to their classroom practice.  The current study brought four 
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practitioners together with a researcher to investigate a new context for early literacy.  

Through observations, discussions, readings, and application tasks, we explored what 

might be useful for our own learners.  Below further support for such PD is shared, as 

well as some suggestions drawn from this experience that might assist other professional 

developers in designing such PD in their own contexts. 

Why Collaborative Inquiry? 

Mike: I’ve gotta say, that I’m going to sing the praises of study circles to all that I 

can.  Seriously, we’re going to have a staff meeting this week, and I’m going to 

take five minutes and tell them what I’ve been doing. 

Patsy: Why is it a good way to go? 

Mike: You get so much deeper than just going to sessions that are…even if they’re 

active, sessions can be active, but they, after a session, even if it’s 2 hour session or 

an all day session, there’s no guarantee that any of that will make its way to your 

classroom. 

Patsy: Right. 

Mike: It might be, if you’re especially motivated.  But with this type of 

professional development, you’re kind of held accountable, and that’s a good thing, 

really.  Because we do want to try new things and experiment and then bounce 

ideas off of other people.  (Interview, 11/12/2012) 

 

Mike names ‘accountability’ as a positive element of the study circle.  In this endeavor, 

participants had certain readings and tasks to do for each meeting (outlined in the 

Appendix A).  They felt compelled to not just attend, but to be prepared for each meeting.  

Since this PD activity took place over time, the participants all got to know each other 

well and were truly present and engaged for each session.  In a typical workshop or 

conference setting, this is not the case, and accountability is largely absent beyond sheer 

attendance.  This inquiry was framed by Communities of Practice, a social theory of 

learning put forth by Lave and Wenger (1991).  Our small study circle embodied this 

theory as we formed a community, worked in a specific domain, and shared a practice 

(Wenger, 1998).  As Mike mentions above, much of the learning we drew from this 
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experience came from the social nature of the format, the fact that we were working 

collaboratively.  We took on a ‘meaty,’ intellectually challenging investigation and 

worked relentlessly to connect our observations and learning to our own classrooms.  Our 

inquiry was collaborative, and together we chose our own discussion questions and the 

directions of our conversations; we designed our own observation protocols, and decided 

together what we were seeing and what it meant for us and for our classrooms.  In our 

time together, I was participating on two levels.  One was as a fellow teacher and 

investigator into the K-2 literacy practices, but another was as a professional developer, 

watching this teacher learning unfold.  In the following section I share four key points of 

value I gathered from this design that may enhance other PD efforts for educators.  

 

1. Shared experience 

There’s something about being able to go into classrooms.  We did readings, but 

the bulk of what we were discussing was based on observations of actual 

classrooms.  I think that made such a difference…you really had to be able to see 

it.  (Audrey, Interview, 11/15/2012) 

 

Audrey’s comment highlights the power of visiting other classrooms to grow as an 

educator, and I submit that there is extraordinary benefit to not only observing others 

teach, but to observing others teach together.  Every time we visited the K-2 classrooms, 

we did so in pairs, so that there would be at least one other person to debrief with who 

saw the same classroom.  And for Outside Task 2, I tagged along on three of the four 

outside visits to classrooms, mostly for this very reason.  When we have a shared 

experience, we are able to debrief, unpack, and assign meaning to what we observed. 

 

2. Multi-level 

 

Just as LESLLA learners represent a range of strengths and experiences, so do their 

teachers.  Mike’s classroom changed dramatically during our study circle, with a large 
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number of new routines and practices, and for parts of his daily lessons, a new organizing 

structure emerged.  For Audrey, for example, change was more subtle.  The morning 

message became more regular and more intentional, and she began adding a ‘math 

morning’ once a week.  A ‘choice box’ time became part of one of her days of 

instruction, but the overall structure of her classroom remained the same.  She describes 

the study circle as “enhancing” her practice (Interview, 11/15/2012).  In PD such as this, 

the multi-levels of teachers and their experiences, program restraints, and preferences are 

honored.  Each participant can gain from the work, and that ‘gain’ can manifest in many 

ways, from strikingly new restructuring to slight tweaks to enhance a current repertoire. 

 

3. License to experiment 

For Outside Task 1, Mike chose reading a story aloud to his learners, a practice inspired 

from our K-2 classroom visits.  In Chapter Four, Response to Literature, his experience 

with this new practice is described.  Mike’s path here is a prime example of teacher 

learning; he went from never having considered a particular practice (reading literature 

aloud to students) to seeing in action in another context, thinking about it with colleagues, 

transforming it for LESLLA, trying it out, reporting back and processing with his 

colleagues, and by the end of our study circle he was advocating for this practice and 

articulating perceived benefits.  As he mentioned in his final interview, one of the main 

benefits of this study circle was the “license to experiment” in his classroom (Mike, 

Interview, 11/12/2012).  To re-energize a classroom takes intent and inspiration, and this 

PD provided that spark. 

4. Ripple Effect 

This really didn’t feel like work to me.  I have a renewed sense of creativity and 

my learners have been excited about the changes.  I’ve had multiple conversations 

with colleagues both on and off my own teaching site about graphic organizers, 
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implementing a library, setting up routines, and working toward independent 

learners. (Anonymous, Final written reflection, 10/29/2012) 

 

An unexpected but pleasant finding from this PD is hearing how participants are sharing 

their experiences with their colleagues.  While certainly the main impact rests with the 

participants themselves, they are not keeping quiet.  It is too early to say exactly how it is 

happening, there appears to be a ripple effect to Little Desks, Big Ideas.  Participants were 

engaged in an intense experience together that challenged them as teachers and scholars, 

and the kinds of shifts in thinking they experienced are being shared with others.  Mike 

mentioned that he has spoken with his colleagues about the experience at staff meetings 

(Interview, 11/12/2012), and Audrey’s comment above shows that she is continuing our 

conversations beyond our little group.  While naysayers may claim that study circles are 

not efficient PD because they only impact a small number of people at a time, I submit 

that there is a ripple effect and that these participants continue to share their thinking and 

enhanced practices with others, creating even more change. 

Suggestions for Professional Developers 

For the professional developer thinking of designing a collaborative inquiry for 

teachers, I share the following three suggestions.  

1.  Keep it small. 

Audrey says it best: 

 

In a small group you don’t hear from a large number of people, but “What you 

heard you really could flesh out, go more in depth, and follow up, and ask 

questions.  In a bigger group that just doesn’t happen nearly as much.  I felt like 

this was the perfect size. (Audrey, Interview, 11/15/2012) 

 

 While we may be tempted to admit a large number of eager practitioners into a 

collaborative inquiry, I recommend (in agreement with Audrey above) keeping it small, 

perhaps four to six people.   
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2. Provide multiple ways for participants to connect. 

In Little Desks, Big Ideas, participants had two ways to interact – online and in 

person.  Some participants clearly felt more comfortable sharing off the cuff in person 

and had much to say in our six face-to-face meetings.  Others preferred to process their 

thoughts and posted more extensively on the Wiggio in the hours following our in-person 

meetings.  People think and share differently, so I recommend providing different media 

for sharing.  The Wiggio proved convenient as it held both written conversations and 

provided a single place for sharing photographs and files. 

3. Be transparent. 

Just as transparency in instruction is good for new readers, so it is for teachers.  In our 

first meeting, we took time to read and talk about what a collaborative inquiry is and 

what’s expected.  I provided my research questions and shared my hopes and plans for 

our study circle.  At each meeting, I began by handing out objectives for that session so 

that everyone knew the purpose of each piece of our time together.  I recommend this 

level of transparency in any PD endeavor or collaborative research. 

 In Little Desks, Big Ideas, we quite literally moved between contexts.  At our first 

meeting, we met for the first two hours by ourselves in a typical community center 

meeting room before walking around the block on a warm fall day to the elementary 

school.  Here we found ourselves in a completely different space; we had left our comfort 

zones.  In time, together, we made sense of what we were seeing there and gained much 

insight for our own teaching.  In the next section I elaborate on this idea of moving across 

professional spaces in order to move the field forward. 
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Border Crossings: Reaching Across Contexts for Transformational Learning 

 In Boston, Massachusetts, in March 2012, Dr. Elaine Tarone received the 

Distinguished Scholarship and Service Award at the American Association of Applied 

Linguistic conference.  Dr. Tarone was my advisor as an MA student in 1998-2000, and 

she has much to do with my decision to complete a PhD.  When receiving this award, she 

gave a plenary speech entitled “Applied Linguists without Borders” (Tarone, 2012).  In 

this impressive reflection on her career and a call to action for researchers, Dr. Tarone 

compared the work of applied linguists to that of Médecins san Frontières (MSF), or in 

English, Doctors without Borders.  She appreciates the MSF not only for their life-saving 

work, but for their work ‘crossing borders,’ branching out beyond their professional 

territories.  She claims much can be gained by both parties, by the doctors crossing the 

borders and by those in need on the other side receiving their aid.  She suggests that it is 

admirable when professionals in our field do the same, when they too “cross borders and 

move into and out of different communities” (Tarone, 2012, p. 3).  An applied linguist 

can take her community’s set of tools for investigation and move into other spaces and 

borrow from other disciplines.  “And in doing this,” writes Tarone, “they LEARN 

themselves, learn facts, processes, new viewpoints, and explanations for the way humans 

use and process multiple languages that would have been utterly inaccessible to them if 

they’d stayed ‘inside the borders’ (2012, p. 4). 

 In the current study, the participants and I crossed a major border in the field.  

Adult educators and early elementary teachers have virtually no professional contact with 

each other, although they both teach new readers, develop language, and socialize their 

learners to formal schooling.  The amount of overlap is impressive, and yet this is a fierce 

and even well-guarded border.  Some adult educators have told me flat out that there is 
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little to be gained from visiting classes for young children, that our contexts for teaching 

and learning are SO different that it is futile to attempt to connect them.  Others see the 

potential value, but the border is guarded by restraints in adult education such as the part-

time nature of teachers, lack of support for PD activities and for teachers as researchers, 

and additionally, at times, little tolerance for change.   

 However, this border has now been crossed, and crossed with high hopes of 

returning.  I suggest that the participants in this inquiry show signs of transformational 

learning stemming from the study circle.  They shared an experience that resulted in 

“reconfirming their current perspectives or developing new ways of understanding” their 

contexts; they “experienced shifts in their deeply rooted frames of reference” (King, 2004 

p. 155), as defines transformative learning.  Crossing borders, as Dr. Tarone suggests, is a 

powerful tool that can move teachers toward transformation.  When met with a context 

that shares so much of their own work and yet is so strikingly different, the LESLLA 

teachers engaged in an extended intellectual activity that resulted in shifts in their very 

dispositions as teachers.  As King writes, “Creating professional development 

environments that cultivate freedom for critical questioning, reflective learning, and 

discussing and adopting new ideas can enable educators to create better understanding for 

themselves and consider extending their practice in new directions” (p. 169).  This study 

circle, I submit, was an example of this kind of professional development. 

Limitations 

 No study is perfect, and certainly this is no exception.  As I am an adult educator, 

I have not been formally trained in K-2 reading, and it is possible that I mis-interpreted 

pieces of our observations or mis-stepped at many points along the way as we made sense 

of our K-2 visits. 
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 The four participants joined the study from four very different programs scattered 

across a large metropolitan area.  They were handpicked by me, and I knew each of them 

in various capacities, some for many years.  This kind of purposeful sampling is ideal, 

even critical, for a collaborative inquiry like this one, where so much hinges on trusting 

relationships and willingness to share.  However, such sampling does offer a barrier to 

transferability.  It would be difficult to replicate this exact study in another context, 

although I contend that a model of collaborative inquiry may be useful in many research 

projects, each resulting in a unique design group of investigators.   

Another possible limitation is the variety of LESLLA programs the participants 

work in.  While this were purposefully were chosen to represent the diversity of LESLLA 

teaching, again this fact impedes transferability.  At times what one participant found 

useful and adaptable for her program, another found was not useful due to program 

restrictions or circumstance.  This highlights the importance of LESLLA teachers 

adapting practices specifically for their particular LESLLA context, and this fact make 

generalizability from this study a challenge.  Transferability in such work hinges on a 

disposition of discovery and collaboration, and not on ‘replicating’ exactly what was 

done here to prove a hypotheses. 

 Another limitation is the length and extent of our work together.  As a group, we 

only visited a Montessori setting, and participants individually only visited one other 

school.  If the study circle had been more extensive, we could have spent more time in 

various K-2 settings and perhaps formed an even clearer sense of what is consistent 

across schools and what might be specific to Montessori or even to the particular 

classroom teacher.  Nevertheless, the amount of time we spent seemed sufficient for 

generating many ideas and practical in terms of the amount of time teachers could invest.  
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 During the study circle, we met in person six times and also had online 

conversations via the Wiggio.  One participant found the Wiggio challenging to use and 

posted very minimally, representing a possible limitation in that data source for that 

participant.  Her own discomfort with this medium for discussion limited the data 

collection.  It should be noted that another participant said comparatively little in person, 

but posted extensively online.  These preferences for participation affect the nature and 

quantity of data collected, and they have implications for PD design, as mentioned above 

in the Implications for Professional Developers section.  Another data source limitation is 

the extent and number of observations I was able to conduct during our time together and 

following our study circle.  There is always more to see, more to observe, and more to 

learn.   

And finally, this is a qualitative study.  As Patton writes, “the researcher is the 

instrument” (2002, p. 14).  And since the researcher is human, there will be errors.  No 

doubt I mistyped something when transcribing or applied a code inappropriately or, 

despite my best efforts, found myself seeing things that weren’t really there or 

emphasizing that which did not deserve emphasis.  While my preparation for this work 

was sound and my positionalities as a researcher are in tune with this type of work, I 

cannot completely overcome my own humanity and capacity for making mistakes. 

Further Research 

 This research study is the first in my knowledge to deliberately connect K-2 

literacy and LESLLA contexts.  In this inquiry, we established that there is much to learn 

from crossing contexts in this fashion, and there is much more work to be done.  While 

participants in this study identified, transformed, and applied K-2 practices to their 

LESLLA classrooms, it was beyond the scope of this inquiry to measure these new 
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practices’ impact on learning or the responses of learners.  This would be a logical next 

step to this work, to now attempt to measure and describe if and how LESLLA learners 

are benefitting from practices such as listening to literature read aloud, independent 

reading time, intentional text-to-text connections, embedded numeracy instruction, etc.  

Such a study would contribute to both the LESLLA teacher knowledge base and would 

inform the field about the value and impact of this type of professional development. 

 Dr. Tarone spoke of crossing borders (2012) and the benefits of moving into and 

out of communities to drive the field of applied linguistics forward.  While this study 

crossed the adult education – elementary school border, there are borders that await us.  

For example, the field of dyslexia and learning disabilities (LD) works to improve the 

reading abilities of those with cognitive processing differences that make reading an 

alphabetic print language difficult.  While the reasons for LESLLA and LD reading 

difficulties are different, the presentation of ‘symptoms’ is extremely similar.  Just as 

LESLLA learners struggle with phonemic awareness, phonics and the alphabetic 

principle, so do many learners with reading disabilities.  LESLLA learners’ difficulties 

stem from a lack of education and exposure to print, while readers with disabilities are 

challenged by cognitive disorders. Yet the resulting phenomena in the classroom are 

amazingly similar.  Dyslexic learners and those with other reading difficulties benefit 

from a vast research base and highly trained practitioners.  Perhaps LESLLA teachers 

could cross this border as well, and investigate what the field of LD and dyslexia might 

have to offer our L2 learners new to reading an alphabetic print language?   

 Another area ripe for research is in the teaching of math to LESLLA learners.  

Generally speaking, this is not a priority for LESLLA teachers, and numeracy initiatives 

and materials for teachers of adults rarely, if ever, stretch to reach LESLLA learners.  A 
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study that specifically investigates ways for numeracy education to be integrated with 

developing literacy would be a powerful next step to the math work that participants 

experimented with in the current study. 

 Commonplace literacy assessments in K-2 classrooms and corresponding small 

group interventions have not been designed specifically for LESLLA learners.  Further 

research could investigate K-2 assessments of phonemic awareness, phonics, and sight 

word knowledge, for example, and attempt to apply them to LESLLA contexts.  If we 

knew whether these same assessments were helpful or if they needed adaptation for 

adults, such tools could greatly enhance LESLLA teaching and learning.  With such tools 

in hand, LESLLA educators could more easily develop and implement small group 

reading inventions (perhaps also adapted from the breadth of resources available for K-2 

new readers) and better serve their learners.  A path has been identified in the current 

study: what happens in K-2 literacy instruction can be useful for LESLLA.  However, 

now researchers need to forge ahead and see what else this context might possess that 

could enhance LESLLA teaching and learning. 

Conclusion 

Mike: It seemed like a wacky idea going in.  It’s kinda out there.  It was like, “All 

right, Patsy, we’ll go see what’s going on in kindergarten.”  I was curious 

anyway; I hadn’t been in a kindergarten in a long time. (Interview, 11/12/2012) 

 

As Mike suggests above, Little Desks, Big Ideas was a bit ‘out there.’  At an 

unlikely border crossing, we connected with new colleagues and witnessed change in 

ourselves and in our classrooms.  We had the time and space to think deeply about our 

work, a gift we rarely enjoy.  At times, the sharing was intense and rapid, resulting in a 

classic comment from Audrey: “Help!  I’m being stifled by best practices!” (Wiggio post, 
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10/22/2012).  At other times we puzzled for days, letting our thoughts sink in and settle, 

seeing what would bubble to the top, and the Wiggio was quiet.   

When I proposed this dissertation study, now nearly a year ago, I closed with 

these thoughts drawn from my early pre-dissertation observations:  

Every time I visited my children’s preschools and kindergarten classes, I found 

myself making mental notes about the materials, the tasks, and the way instruction 

was organized.  Would that work with my adults?  Could that routine help a 

certain reader in my class who seems to struggle more than all others?  How 

could I ‘wash off’ the kid-stuff of the cute morning meeting they do, but keep the 

rich narrative skills and community building I’m seeing and bring it to my adult 

educators to try?  But even as I made mental notes of these promising literacy 

practices, I sensed that my picking and choosing what seemed like good ideas was 

horribly insufficient, and that there was no doubt much I was missing or 

misunderstanding.  I felt strongly that if I seek these literacy practices alone and 

try to adapt them without collaborating with colleagues, it will not yield the 

results I hoped for.   

Such a daunting task as noticing rich literacy instruction in one context and 

transforming it to another context entirely is too complex to do alone.   

Such work requires a team.   

 

Indeed it did, and what a team I assembled!  I am now, more than ever, convinced of the 

power of teacher collaboration and the extraordinary usefulness of reaching out to other 

contexts to better understand our own.  We now know this: what happens in kindergarten 

matters to LESLLA.  While this was an unlikely meeting of educators, it was a profound 

one.  I am simply in awe of what can happen when we gather a group of smart, thoughtful 

teachers in the same room, give them something important to talk about, and provide the 

tools and time to investigate.   

Step back; give them room.  Brace yourself, and pay attention. 

We won’t linger here.  There is more exploring to be done, more teams to 

assemble, and more borders to cross. 
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Study Circle Meeting Details 

SESSION ONE 

Objectives: 

 Introductions, understand our study 

circle format and collaborative 

inquiry process 

 Review main elements of early 

literacy 

 Discuss the role of the classroom 

environment on literacy acquisition 

 Articulate what a “rich literacy 

environment” looks like for 5-6 year 

olds & make predictions about what 

we’ll see in these rooms.   

 After visiting the classrooms: share 

impressions and discuss how our 

expectations were met or not met 

 Prepare for next meeting 

 

Preparation for Session One 

 Read an article about the five 

components of literacy  

 Read an article on classroom 

literacy environments in early 

elementary (Reutzel & Clark, 2011) 

 Read a brief article about 

Montessori education  

 

Post to our study circle private 

website on the following questions:  

1. Briefly introduce yourself and 

your current teaching setting. 

What you are excited and/or 

anxious about as we begin this 

study circle? 

2. What do you remember about 

learning to read?  (When, with 

whom, how, what were you 

reading?)  

3. What do you remember about 

kindergarten and first grade?  

(What did the room look like?  

What activities did you do?) 

4. What do you know about 

today’s kindergarten and first 

grade classrooms?  (Do you 

expect things have changed?  If 

so, how?) 

 

During Session One 

1. Introductions 

2. Review of the objectives of the 

study circle and dissertation 

3. Clarification of “collaborative 

inquiry”  

4. Establishment of ground rules for 

our time together 

5. Discussion of first readings, 

brainstorming of burning questions 

6. Travel to school site (around the 

block).  NOTE: this visit to the 

school intentionally occurred 

AFTER school hours. 

7. Observe the learning environment 

for kindergarten and first grades.  

8. Consider individually and then 

together: How is the physical 

learning environment set up for 

literacy development?  What does 

each room ‘say’ about the teacher’s 

approach to literacy? 

9. Plan for next meeting.
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Session One 

1:30-

1:45 

Settling in, catching up 

1:45-

2:20 

Today’s objectives, agenda 

Tentative calendar.  Any issues? 

A little narrative about the STUDY, and the Study within the STUDY…Read the 

research questions together.  You read from chapter 3 for today.   

*Task: The Elevator Speech.  In pairs, take a moment to prepare a brief response to 

this elevator-ride-length question: So I hear you’re participating in a dissertation 

study.  What’s it about, and why is that worth studying? 

 

Collaborative Inquiry – review what this is, why, roles from reading 

*Task: The More We Work Together, Together…In pairs, take a moment to put 

“collaborative inquiry” in your own words.  Then list a handful of ground rules for our 

sessions that make sense. 

Share information about collaborative inquiry.  Two key principles:  

1. Grounding research findings in own experience rather that the experience of others. 

2. Sharing equally all decisions related to the research.  

2:10-

2:50 

Discussion of Readings 

2:50-

3:00 

Explain our task at the school.   

Suggested guiding questions, handout.  Are there other suggestions for guiding 

questions, in light of our readings and discussion? 

Questions or clarifications? 

For NEXT TIME: hand out readings and handout of to-do’s for your binders.  Go over 

briefly. 

Wrap up by collecting all our belongings, putting stuff in our cars, and heading out 

together. 

Travel 

to 

school  

Travel to school site.  Check in, visit two classrooms, one kindergarten and one 1-2 

grades. 

3:15- 

4:00 

Visit classrooms quietly, take notes as inspired.  Use guiding questions sheet.   

4:00-

end 

Briefly debrief as a group.  First impressions?  Questions?  Wonderings? 

Take some time on your drive home and over the next couple of days to digest what 

you’ve seen and what it means for us and our inquiry.  When you’re ready, please post 

to the wiggio on the prompts I’ll provide (feel free to start a new discussion thread as 

well!) 
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SESSION TWO 

 

Objectives: 

 Observe in at least two 

classrooms (one kindergarten, 

one combined grades 1-2) during 

literacy-focused instructional 

time  

 Use observation protocol to 

guide time in classrooms. 

 Prepare for next day’s 

‘unpacking’ meeting 

 

Preparation for Session Two 

 Review the state standards for 

English language arts for K-1 

 Review district-specific 

objectives and instructional 

approach for K-1 

 Read an article on Readers 

Workshop (model used in this 

elementary school) 

 Post online: Talk about your 

general impressions of Session 

One visit, and  

share highlights from your notes.  

What were you struck by?  What 

are you puzzling about?  How is 

your classroom different and 

similar to what you saw today?  

Did you see anything that you 

might care to replicate?  If so, 

what, and how would you tweak 

first? 

 

During Session Two 

1. Meet for a few minutes before 

school starts to clarify our tasks 

for today. 

2. Visit 2-3 elementary classrooms 

for most of the morning, take 

notes on observation protocol 

(see appendix). 

3. Share brief reactions before 

departing.  NOTE: Session Three 

is devoted to debriefing these 

observations the following day. 

4. Clarify next journal post. 

7:25 – 7:35 Meet at Logan School, get checked in and find 

classrooms.  Hand out copies of observation 

protocol we developed collaboratively. 

7:35-8:45 Observe K or 1-2 class, then switch 

8:45-9:45 Observe other class 

9:45-10:00 Switch again until K goes to lunch, if they’d like 

10:00-10:30 Check in briefly, clarify plans for tomorrow. 
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SESSION THREE 

 

Objectives: 

 In pairs groups, recall the 

lesson(s) observed in session 

two, and list the main activities 

and their purposes (as you see it) 

 Identify ways that the main 

activities’ purposes today might 

relate to developing literacy 

 From the list of activity purposes 

that develop literacy, identify 

ways that those purposes might 

come to life in a LESLLA 

classroom.  How could those be 

“packaged” for adult learners? 

 

Preparation for Session Three 

As this session occurs the next 

day, the only preparation is to 

review one’s notes and to think 

about the main activities 

observed and to guess at their 

purposes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

During Session Three 

 

1. Pairs work to re-create the sequence 

of events from Session Two’s 

observations on large pieces of 

paper  

2. Notes and discussion focus on the 

following key questions: 

 What’s the activity?  

 Why is the teacher doing that?  

What is the purpose of that activity? 

 How is this purpose related to 

literacy, or is it? 

3. Independently, participants choose 

2-3 literacy purposes and  

a. brainstorm ways that they already 

make that purpose come to life with 

LESLLA learners and  

b. how an activity(s) from the 

observation might be adapted to 

bring that literacy purpose to life 

with LESLLA learners. 

4. Share ideas with a partner and/or the 

whole group. 

5. Choose an adapted activity or two to 

try out in a LESLLA classroom 

before the next session. 
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Session Three 

2:00-

2:20 

 Settling in, catching up 

 Check in- Give us one word to describe our visit yesterday? 

 Today’s objectives, agenda 

2:20-

3:00 

Pairs work to re-create the sequence of events from Session Two’s observations 

on large pieces of paper.  

Notes and discussion focus on the following key questions: 

 What’s the activity? (who’s doing what, with what 

materials?)  

 Why is the teacher doing that?  What is the purpose of 

that activity? 

 How is this purpose related to literacy, or is it? 

3:00-

3:15 

Share with the other group. 

3:15-

3:30 

BREAK 

3:30-

4:00 

Independent thinking time.   

Task: 
Independently, participants choose 2-3 purposes related to literacy and  

a. brainstorm ways that they already make that purpose come to life with 

LESLLA learners and  

b. how an activity(s) from the observation might be adapted to bring that 

literacy-related purpose to life with LESLLA learners. 

c. is there additional activity(ies) you were struck by that you think has 

merit?  What, and how so? 

4:00-

4:30 

Share, with partner or in whole group? 

 

Wrap 

up 

For NEXT TIME: hand out readings and handout of to-do’s for your 

binders.  Go over, questions? 

What do you think you’ll do for your outside task? 
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SESSION FOUR 

Objectives: 

 Experience working one on one 

or in a small group with early 

readers in kindergarten - second 

grade. 

 Begin identifying ways that the 

young early readers differ from 

your LESLLA learners, and ways 

they are similar. 

 Prepare for reflection and 

discussion tomorrow. 

 

7:25 – 

7:35 

Meet at Logan School, get 

checked in; decide who’s 

going where.  Hand out copies 

of observation protocol we 

developed collaboratively. 

7:35-

8:00  

Observe K or 1-2  

(8am or whenever they 

complete mini-lesson and 

move to independent work) 

Sophia and Claire, visit  K 

class 

Mike and Audrey, visit 1-2 

class 

8:00-

9:00 

Assist with small groups or 

individual learners 

9:00-

10:00 

Switch , if appropriate? 

10:00- 

end 

Check in briefly, clarify plans 

for tomorrow. 

 

Preparation for Session Four 

 Complete outside task (try out 

chosen adapted activity) and post 

reflection online. 

 Read article about working with 

word study in K-2, Williams & 

Hufnagel, 2009. 

 Read article about working with 

struggling readers, Valencia & 

Buly, 2004. 

 

During Session Four 

1. Read with/tutor one-on-one or in a 

small group with K-2 learners for 1-

2 hours.  Participants spend 10-20 

minutes each with several different 

children.   

2. In between working with the 

children and immediately 

afterwards, each participant writes 

about their impressions on an 

observation guide designed to focus 

their attention on the young 

learner’s strengths, challenges, 

general impression of the session 

and tasks, and how this experience 

relates to their work with adult 

learners learning to read. 

3. Before departing, share brief 

impressions with group and clarify 

next steps before next day’s debrief 

session.
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SESSION FIVE

1:30p

m-

1:40 

 Settling in, catching up 

 Anyone spend time on the reading rockets website?  Good finds? 

 Check in –one word/phrase to describe the learners you worked with 

yesterday? 

 Today’s objectives, agenda, hand out for next time 

While last time we largely focused on identifying ‘What is transferable?  What has 

merit?’, today we’ll continue with that but also shift our focus to think about ‘How 

can we transform and apply that which we think has value?”   

 

1:40-

2:30 

Sharing our Outside Tasks 1. 

 

What did you try?  On big sheet, record independently and then share with the group 

(or would you rather just talk and I write?) 

 

This was inspired by what K-2 activity?    How did you transform it for LESLLA?    

Response by learners/you? 

 

Discussion: 

What are we noticing about what is transferable, and what are we noticing about 

how to transform and apply those practices? 

Generate list together of “Tips for moving a literacy practice from a K-2 context to 

the LESLLA context.” 

Keep this handy—we’ll continue to add to it. 

2:30-

3:00 

Comparing Morning Routines. 

You’ve now seen both grades’ morning routines.  Let’s spend a little time again 

brainstorming what you saw on big sheets with your partner.  Again, try to identify 

the purpose(s) of each activity, and indicate whether it was literacy-related. 

 What’s the activity? (who’s doing what, with what 

materials?)  

 Why is the teacher doing that?  What is the purpose of that 

activity? 

 How is this purpose related to literacy, or is it? 

Share with the others.  What are you thinking about?  What, if anything could we 

identify as transferable to the LESLLA context?  What would we need to do to it 

first?  Add to “tips for moving to LESLLA” list as possible. 

 

3:00-

3:10 

BREAK 

3:10-

3:55 

Working with individual learners – debrief. 

Talk with a partner who observed the OTHER class and describe what you 

were working on, and what do you think was the purpose for the task?  (As 

possible, try to connect to the Word Work and Struggling Reader Profiles 

readings we did). 

 



223 

 

 

As you talk, think and write about (se handout) –“These early readers are 

similar to my LESLLA learners in that…”  And “These early readers are 

different from my LESLLA learners in that…” 

 

As a large group: debrief and address these questions:  

Of the tasks you were just describing that you worked on,  

1. What, if anything, is transferable to LESLLA? 

2. How would we need to tweak it first? 

3. Anything we can add to our “Tips for moving a literacy practice from 

K-2 to LESLLA” list? 

 

 Did you find the Word Work and Struggling Reader Profiles readings 

helpful, related?  Reponses? 

Wrap 

up 

For NEXT TIME: hand out reading and handout of to-do’s for your binders.  

Go over, questions?  Schedule next observations and Outside Task 2s. 
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SESSION FIVE 

Objectives: 

 Share our completed Outside Tasks 1 

and reflections on that exercise 

 Continue identifying literacy 

practices that have merit for the 

LESLLA classroom, and the elements 

required to make it applicable to 

LESLLA learners.  What is 

transferable?  What isn’t?  Of what’s 

transferable, what needs to happen 

first? 

 Articulate ways that the young early 

readers you worked with yesterday 

differ from your LESLLA learners, 

and ways they are similar. 

 Prepare for Outside Task 2 

Preparation for Session Five 

Post online:  Write down three things 

you saw that particularly struck you 

about these learners, and three things 

that you are still puzzling over or 

thinking about. 

 

 

 

 

 

During Session Five 

1. Share experiences with Outside Task 

1 

2. Collaboratively, generate a list of 

literacy purposes and the ‘packaging’ 

appropriate for early elementary 

students vs. the ‘packaging’ 

appropriate for LESLLA learners.   

3. Discussion: What exactly is involved 

in the transformation?  What needs to 

take place for a sound literacy 

practice to move from the one 

teaching context to the other?   

4. Debrief our visit to the elementary 

school yesterday and our work with 

the children yesterday individually or 

in small groups. Brainstorm how 

these new readers are similar and 

different to LESLLA learners, and 

what we learned. 

5. Consider the materials and tasks we 

used with young learners.   

6. Continue asking the question: What 

might be transferable, and what 

would need to happen first?  

7. Agree on a next journal post, plan for 

Outside Task 2 and agree on our 

observational protocol
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SESSION SIX 

Objectives: 

 Share impressions from visiting 

another school. 

 Continue to identify literacy 

activities, their purposes, and their 

‘transferability’ to LESLLA 

classrooms. 

 Review, discuss, and add to our list of 

identified transferable practices and 

evidence that Patsy has compiled 

from our time together. 

 Review, discuss, and add to how such 

practices must be transformed for the 

LESLLA classroom 

 Discuss how the transferable 

practices fit into the “fostering 

independent learning” model that 

we’ve created.  What fits, what 

doesn’t?  Does this capture our 

thinking?  Why and why not?  Ways 

to tweak? 

 Revisit the objectives of the study 

circle and complete a written 

evaluation. 

 Schedule interview time and next 

observation with Patsy. 

 Prepare for final interview about what 

we’ve learned from elementary early 

literacy practices.  Pass out interview 

questions and begin brainstorming. 

 Receive CEUs and stipends and 

celebrate completion of this PD 

activity! 

 

Preparation for Session Six 

 Complete Outside Task 2: With 

Patsy’s assistance, arrange to visit 

another elementary school, either on 

your own or with a partner from the 

group.  Observe kindergarten and first 

grade classrooms for 1-2 hours during 

literacy-focused instructional time.  

Use the same observation protocol 

from Meeting Two observation to 

capture the experience.  Reflect right 

away after the experience and report 

to the group on the study circle 

website. 

 Read article on effective early literacy 

instruction. 

 

During Session Six 

1.  Debrief our visits to other elementary 

schools and think about how and why 

literacy environments and instruction 

might differ from school to school.   

2. Relate these impressions to the article 

read for today about effective 

instruction. 

3. Review the list of “purposes for 

activities that relate to literacy” that 

Patsy has compiled from our time 

together, and identify the practices 

that seem most important (to each 

participant) for LESLLA students, 

and discuss why you believe so.  Are 

these our “treasured nuggets” 

awaiting repackaging for LESLLA 

learners?  What else needs to be 

changed/added/further investigated? 

4. Review the list of ‘transforming 

practices’ that Patsy has compiled.  

Are these directions for applying 

early elementary practices to 

LESLLA classrooms?  What else 

needs to be changed/added/further 

investigated? 

5. Prepare for final reflection, interview. 

 

Session Six
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1:30-

1:45 

Catch up, settle in, announcements, etc.  Stipend payments and new books! 

Share today’s objectives and agenda on handout 

1:45-

2:30 

5 min. to write or gather thoughts independently.   

 What are your main ‘take aways’ from your visit to another elementary school? 

(Big picture or ideas for your own teaching) 

 What are you still puzzling about? 

10 minutes each—share highlights from your visit to another elementary school. 

2:30-

2:55 

Revisit Research Questions as a way to frame this final “pull it all together” session.  

Read through handout together. 

 

Data sharing, hand out for RQ1: Here’s what you’ve (so far) identified as 1) knowledge 

and 2) practices that may have merit for LESLLA. 

 

Responses?  Additions?  Let’s open this up for discussion.   

What’s missing?  What’s redundant?  If you were to ‘code’ what we’ve been seeing as 

transferable, how could we ‘cluster’ the codes?  How to better articulate this complex 

thinking? 

 

2:55-

3:05 

BREAK  

3:05-

3:20 

Review RQ 1: what we’re finding.  A-ha moments during breaktime? 

 

RQ 2: transforming practices for LESLLA.  Share the compilation I came up with after 

our last discussion.  Responses, what to add, change? 

3:20-

3:45 

How does this connect with the visual of Fostering Independent Learners?  These seem 

to me to be some of our Key Learnings (RQ 3).  Do some of these practices easily go 

into the “buckets” of routines, naming activities, choices, all leading to more 

independent learning? 

 

Continue discussion with handout. 

3:45-

End 

Final Written Reflection 
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Appendix B 

 

Observation guide for Observing K-2 Classrooms 

 

What class are you observing?  ___________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Other?  

Activity observed in classroom 

(name, description, materials) 

What seems to be 

the purpose for 

activity? 

NOTES 
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Appendix C 

 

Outside Task for Study Circle 

 

Outside Task 1, Trying out an activity inspired by a K-1-2 classroom 

1. Please jot down a classroom task inspired by a K-1-2 class that you’d like to try 

out with your learners.   

2. Why did you choose this task or activity?  

 

3. What impact or outcomes are you hoping to see?  

 

4. How are going to tweak your task for your adult learners?  Why those particular 

tweaks?  

 

5. What signs will you look for to know if the activity or strategy is having an 

impact on your students?  

 

Part II: After you’ve tried out this classroom activity, complete the following.   
Be prepared to share with the group next time. 

1. Describe the task you implemented. What happened? What did you observe?  

 

2. What struck you as interesting about what happened? How did it compare to what 

you expected?  

 

3. What impact did you see on the students and/or learning? 

 

4. If you were to try this activity again, what might you do differently? 

 

5. What key learnings or insight can you share about identifying a practice in another 

context and attempting to apply it to your context?   
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Appendix D 

 

Initial Interview Questions with Participants 

 

 

1. Tell me about your educational background and your career path leading to your 

current work with low-literacy adult ESL. 

2. Do you have an elementary teaching background? 

3. Tell me about professional development, training, or other enriching activities 

you’ve taken part in that inform how you teach literacy to your adult students. 

4. When was the last time you were in an elementary school? 

5. What experience do you have with young new readers, ages say 4-7? 

6. Tell me what you think might be the same about teaching reading to young 

children and teaching reading to your low-literacy adult ESL students? 

7. What do you think is different? 

8. In general, do you think that the field of K-12 literacy has much to offer the 

teaching of adult ESL literacy?  (ask for examples to support response) 

9. What intrigues you about the topic for this study circle, and what do you hope to 

learn? 

10.  What do you bring (unique expertise, experience, dispositions) to this study 

circle?  
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Appendix E 

 

Final Interview Questions with Participants 

 

1. What do you think are the key similarities and differences in teaching new readers 

in these two contexts? 

2. What can adult educators learn from early elementary teachers?  

3. Think back over the last few weeks in our practitioner inquiry group.  What were 

some key learning moments for you? 

4. If you had a kindergarten or first grade teacher at your disposal as you planned 

curricula, what would you want to ask him/her? 

5. What literacy practices did you ‘take up’ from the K-1 classes and what, if 

anything, have you applied to your own teaching?  (Share my notes to jog 

memories) 

6. How did you transform those early literacy practices before applying them to your 

classroom? 

7. Say a little about and how those practices were received by students and how 

effective you perceive them to be. 

8. Any lingering questions and comments?   

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


