Chapter 5

Native Language Literacy

Teaching literacy in the native language/mother tongue of the learners is one of the best options for programs serving non‑literate learners who share a common language. Learning to read and write in a language they understand, instead of in a language they are trying to acquire, affords students a measure of power and control that is not easily matched in an adult ESL literacy class. While native language literacy classes may be offered in any language (classes exist in Hmong and Haitian Creole for example), Spanish is by far the most dominant, a fact that is not surprising given the large number of Spanish speakers in the United States.

Programs that offer mother tongue literacy differ in their aims. Some have full biliteracy and bilingualism as their goal. They see the mother tongue as inextricably bound to ethnic and cultural identity and seek to maintain the cultural and linguistic roots of the community through literacy.1 Others see literacy acquisition in the native language primarily as a stepping stone to English literacy. They recognize that knowledge of the writing system of one's first language is an important tool in acquiring literacy in a second (or additional) language. Yet, no matter what their aims, these programs have found literacy in the native tongue to be highly effective in introducing reading and writing to adults who are new to literacy.

This chapter examines the various uses of the learners' native languages in ESL literacy teaching. The chapter is divided into three parts: "Background: The Case for Using the Native Language," "Practice: Using the Native Language in ESL Literacy Teaching," and "Reflections: Understanding Literacy Contexts." The "Background" section discusses research findings on the use of the native language in teaching and examines the special issues raised by using the native language of the learners in teaching. The "Practice" section presents (1) cases in point that illustrate how programs use native language in teaching ESL literacy and (2) promising practices that teachers could incorporate into their teaching. The final section, "Reflections," lists questions to help teachers gain a better understanding of the contexts in which their programs operate so that they can make decisions about how the native language might be used with the learners.

Background: The case for using the native language

While there are no large scale research studies that show the exact relationship between native language literacy and English literacy in adults, there are some indications that first language literacy skills result in greater competency in the second language.2 Although more research is needed to determine the degree to which literacy skills in one language aid or impede the learning of literacy in the other, it is now generally acknowledged that it is easier to learn to read and write in a language one fully understands. Because reading is based on oral language, learners who are still struggling with English will learn to read more quickly in their native language.

Relationship between first and second language literacy

Research conducted with children provides strong support for the hypothesis that literacy in the native language is strongly related to literacy in an additional language.3 There is also considerable evidence that, even when the language in question uses a different writing system, readers are able to apply the visual, linguistic, and cognitive strategies they use in first language reading to reading in the second language.4
Perhaps the most exhaustive discussion of the interrelationship among first language literacy, second language acquisition, and the development of cognitive skills is provided by Cummins.5 His interdependence hypothesis holds that literacy skills learned in the first language transfer to the second language, thus establishing one common underlying language proficiency. Cummins holds that strong literacy in the first language will facilitate not only literacy in English, but will form the foundation for acquiring the cognitive skills needed for academic success. While Cummin's theories have formed the basis of many mother tongue literacy classes, further research may be needed to determine to what extent such transfers are aided or inhibited by social, cultural, and psychological factors.6 Hornberger, for example, suggests that the contexts for biliteracy need to be examined before the full benefits of literacy in the native language teaching can be understood.

When to teach literacy in the native language

Should literacy always be introduced in the native language of the learners? Research suggests that the answer depends on a variety of factors. The program context, attitudes of learners and teachers toward learning native language literacy, and the status of both languages in the wider community may all play a role.7 In her framework for biliteracy, Hornberger suggests that the success of native language literacy programs depends on

· which languages are promoted by the community or by the society at large

· how much either language is valued in the home, the schools, and the community

· to what extent the speakers depend on oral versus written communication.8
In the experience of many adult literacy programs, the size of the language group and the educational background of the learners are also key factors in determining whether literacy should be introduced in the mother tongue or in English. There now is general agreement that adults with few years of schooling in their home countries, who have not acquired literacy on their own, can greatly benefit from a native language literacy program. Such programs can either be offered in conjunction with a class focusing on oral communication in English or in sequence with an English literacy class.

Language diversity: a resource or a problem

One of the factors that influences program success deals with societal and individual attitudes toward biliteracy. Research has shown that the degree to which native language literacy is recognized and valued in the U.S. varies widely.9 Three common viewpoints are frequently voiced regarding language diversity. As Ruiz points out, language diversity can be seen as either a "resource" or a "problem." The resource orientation sees both economic and personal benefit in multilingualism, regarding the language skills of immigrants as a resource that should be conserved and developed, particularly in schools and the workplace. This orientation sees mother tongue literacy as an important economic asset that can help workers reap the economic benefits of the skills they already have.

The language diversity as "problem" orientation, however, views cultural diversity as a weakness to be overcome rather than one of the country's greatest strengths. Advocates of this view often see English mono-lingualism as the only acceptable social condition.
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In the experience of many adult literacy programs, the size of the language group and the educational background of the learners are also key factors in determining whether literacy should be introduced in the mother tongue or in English. There now is general agreement that adults with few years of schooling in their home countries, who have not acquired literacy on their own, can greatly benefit from a native language literacy program. Such programs can either be offered in conjunction with a class focusing on oral communication in English or in sequence with an English literacy class.

Language diversity: a resource or a problem
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The language diversity as "problem" orientation, however, views cultural diversity as a weakness to be overcome rather than one of the country's greatest strengths. Advocates of this view often see English mono-lingualism as the only acceptable social condition.

A third orientation chooses to ignore non‑English literacy, considering English literacy as the "only literacy that counts.10 When this orientation shapes policy, several negative outcomes may result: (1) important knowledge and skills are ignored, (2) literacy surveys present a skewed picture of the true levels of reading and writing of the population, (3) program decisions are made on false premises, and (4) learners are defined by what they don't know (English), rather than what they do know (their mother tongue).

There now is agreement in the field that positive language attitudes promote self-esteem and that increased self‑esteem is an important corollary to literacy development. In light of these views, many innovative programs support a native-language-as-a-resource orientation to literacy.

Responding to learner expectations

Learner attitudes and expectations can also influence the success of both native language and ESL literacy. Adults in ESL literacy programs often want to learn English as fast as possible and sometimes see learning to read and write in the native language as a roundabout way of achieving their goal. Innovative programs have found four strategies helpful in introducing the idea of native language literacy to their students:

1. Respond to the concerns of learners. Some learners express a desire only to learn literacy in English and not in their native language. With these learners, it is best to acknowledge their concern that literacy in the native language might hold them back or impede their progress in learning English.

2. Discuss the nature of literacy development and show that literacy develops fastest if it is linked to a language the learner already speaks.

3. Give examples that show how adults with literacy in their native language acquire literacy in English more easily.

4. Present various opportunities that allow learners to experiment with literacy in English and in the native language and offer a choice of classes. Ask learners with only a few years of schooling to give native language literacy a chance for a few weeks and then let them decide which class to pursue.11
Curriculum materials

One problem in teaching literacy in a language other than English to language minority adults is the lack of appropriate curriculum materials. Beginning Spanish language materials are available from Latin America but may not be appropriate for many programs. According to Arango, many of these materials are designed for peasant groups and are not as relevant in an urban context. Some contain local-specific vocabulary which is not widely used or understood. Others are designed for political purposes such as "civic-military campaigns." These books can contain aggressive ideological content which may offend some learners.12 Appropriate materials for other languages are equally difficult to find.

Many innovative programs have found that the extensive use of textbooks can inhibit an approach based on student experience. Not only are the themes in such materials predetermined but, many times, they have little to do with the current circumstances of the students.13 Since it is difficult to find materials that are responsive to the diverse cultural and language background of the learners and allow for original contributions by students, many teachers prefer teacher-assembled kits or learner-generated materials rather than commercially published textbooks.14
Learner assessment, placement, and program evaluation

Adequate methods of testing adults in their native language are not widely available. Since few standardized tests have been designed, most programs have developed their own forms of assessing their students. Peggy Dean describes how assessment in adult Spanish literacy programs can be achieved using alternative assessments.

Individual files were kept of examples of student work sheets, and math tests along with classroom observations. Progress, needs and performance levels were kept to aid teachers in best directing the students ... [T]his material was used to demonstrate to an individual that they had mastered the material and should reach out into more challenging areas.15
In many programs, the latter outcome ‑ students learning that they "can" and "do" learn ‑ is one of the most significant results for those adults who, for whatever reasons, can only stay with a program for a short time.

Program evaluations often rely on learner input. For example, in addition to using retention and class attendance as indicators of program success, Young and Padilla measured the impact of their Spanish literacy program at the individual level by documenting what students accomplished once they had graduated. Some examples of these accomplishments include the publication of two poems in a book by one graduate and an award won by another student for helping to maintain bilingual programs in the school district.16
Program models for teaching literacy in the native language

When used in ESL literacy programs, mother tongue literacy classes essentially follow one of three models:

1. In the bilingual model, literacy in the native language is taught alongside English language development. This model has the advantage of allowing learners to acquire literacy and English simultaneously, an option that is attractive to many learners who want to learn both as soon as possible. The bilingual model requires a teacher who is both bilingual and knowledgeable about literacy development and second language acquisition.17
2. In the coordinate model, learners participate both in a native language literacy class and an ESL class. In this model, class time can either be split between a literacy and an ESL component, or the classes can be offered one after the other during the same teaching cycle. This model does not require bilingual teachers. However, it does require that one teacher share the language of the learners and understand literacy issues and that a second teacher be experienced in ESL teaching.

3. In the sequential model, non-literate learners start by taking a native language literacy class. Once they have acquired a certain threshold level of literacy, they transition to an ESL class. This model has the same staffing requirements as the coordinate model, but carries with it the danger that some learners become impatient about not learning English soon enough.

Practice: Using the native language in teaching

Native language literacy programs are offered in a variety of settings, including community-based organizations, adult schools, and community colleges. Given this diversity, it is not surprising to find different perspectives on literacy teaching, Some programs support the socio-cultural dimensions of literacy and put a strong emphasis on social issues and community concerns. Others stress the personal dimension and emphasize the needs of the individual learner over the concerns of the community.

Approaches

Many native language literacy programs, particularly those offering Spanish literacy, offer a variation on the participatory approach. (See "Participatory Approach" in chapter 2 and the curriculum modules by Peggy Dean, Maria Malagamba‑Roddy, Deidre Freeman, and Celestino Medina in chapter 9.) Some programs use a participatory approach throughout the program, inviting learners to participate strongly in all aspects of the program (either individually or as part of a committee). Others use certain aspects of the Freirean pedagogy only in the classroom, where they set up problem posing activities or use key words to increase literacy skills. Other literacy approaches, such as "whole language" and "language experience," originally developed for native speakers of English, have also been used successfully in native language literacy programs (see chapter 2).

Using community themes as part of the participatory approach

A participatory approach to teaching literacy meets many of the requirements of sound literacy teaching. It

· builds on oral language

· takes advantage of background knowledge

· focuses on themes that are of interest to adults

· helps learners examine the circumstances of their lives

· enables them to overcome barriers by focusing on action along with knowledge.

Participatory teaching often starts with "community themes" that have been identified through an ethnographic process of investigation in the community. To be effective, these themes should be "loaded" with the concerns of the group and represent issues of importance to the learners.18 These issues are then captured in the form of "codes.”19 These codes can take many artistic forms: pictures, drawings, models, slides, songs, skits, or language experience stories. The code serves as a vehicle for dialogue within the group. In "A Freirean Approach to Peacemaking,"20 Moriarty shows how such a dialogue can be developed through a progression of questions. In this example, the code is represented by a picture. Moriarty suggests the following sequence:

1. Perception: looking at the picture

What do you see? What is happening in this picture? What can you "read between the lines"? How does that make you feel? How do you think the people in this picture feel?

2. Personal experiences: listening to each other

Can you see yourself in this situation? Where are you in the picture? Can you see people you care about? Tell us what is going on in your situation.

3. Group experience: choosing a focus for common work

Many people have mentioned (propose a common theme). What do you already know about from your own life? How are your experiences the same or different?

4. Social analysis: building a broader picture of the problem

We are posing the problem of_________________. In what ways does this picture reflect ______________ in real-life? In what ways do you find this picture distorted or misleading? How would you change this picture to make it more realistic? If this is a problem for so many people, why does it continue? In what ways is it perpetuated or institutionalized? Who benefits from this problem continuing to exist? Where does this problem come from? What are its historical roots? What are its cultural, social, and economic causes? What are the consequences of this problem for you? For others that you know? What other problems arise from this _______________? What information are we missing? What do we need to know to change this situation? How can we find that information? Whom might we work with?

5. Action: finding a way to work on the problem together

If you had all the power in the world, what would you do to change this problem situation? If you didn't have to be afraid of anything, what would you like to do? What limitations do we have to take seriously at this time? What particular possibilities do we have at this time? What would be appropriate and feasible for this particular group to do about this problem? What is one concrete thing that we might try to help us take hold of this problem?21
6. Evaluation: being realistic about our expectations

What do we hope will happen as the result of our actions/work? What probably will not happen right now? How will we know if this particular action has been successful? When will we meet again to evaluate our work?

Using the native language in teaching ESL literacy

Native language literacy classes are not the only place where the mother tongue language of the learners is used. Many ESL literacy programs incorporate the native language into their ESL teaching. They have found that using the learners' language saves time and helps students to learn more quickly and understand more fully. These programs feel that when the native language is used at appropriate times, ideas can be discussed, and concepts do not have to be watered down because of lack of understanding in English.

Some ESL literacy programs disagree with this perspective. They hold the view that opportunities for using English need to be maximized in the classroom and any time given to the native language detracts from English literacy development. Many learners share this view, seeing use of the native language as a waste of time that could be used for practicing English.

To be sure, there are a number of challenges that must be faced if a bilingual or multilingual approach is used in ESL literacy classes: (1) some learners may resent use of the native language while others may welcome it; (2) the teacher may share a common language with some of the students, but not with others, which may cause feelings of jealousy; (3) it may be difficult to balance time spent on English versus time spent in the mother tongue; (4) well-meaning teachers may underestimate their students' ability to deal with issues in English.22
How do adult ESL literacy programs cope with these challenges? Many have found the following strategies helpful:

· Ask learners to report on language use and literacy practices outside of the classroom; when do they use English and for what purposes? When do they use the native language? When is it helpful to be bilingual? When is it important to know English?

· Explore language attitudes and ask both teachers and learners to share their perceptions of the advantages and disadvantages of bilingual classrooms; acknowledge concerns.

· Discuss the role that both English and the native language can play in helping learners to acquire English and develop literacy; provide examples.

· Provide opportunities to "try out" different ways of using language in the classroom (English only, native language only, concurrent translation, or bilingual support); let teachers and learners decide what they like.

· Discuss results or "share the experience."

· As a group, establish preliminary ground rules for using English and the native language in the classroom; try them out.

· Revisit the issue a few weeks later to see if attitudes have changed and if the group wants to modify its rules.

Benefits of a dual language approach to literacy

In many ways, the aims of ESL literacy classes and native language literacy classes are the same, to enable adults whose mother tongue is not English to live with confidence in an English speaking country, to make choices, to use their skills and to be themselves. To that end, using the mother tongue of the learners, whether in native language literacy classes or in ESL literacy classes, offers a number of advantages:

· Learners can discuss their needs, goals, and concerns without having to confront a language barrier; barriers to learning are more easily explored.

· Rich dialogue and authentic communication are made possible; ideas and opinions can more easily be expressed, examined, and challenged.

· Connections between culture, oral language, and literacy are strong, a key factor in literacy success.

· Social context, personal experiences, culture, and literacy form a natural connection; the identity of the learner is validated.

· Second language literacy is more easily achieved since a person must learn to read "just once;" writing processes are easier the second time around.

· Many of the cognitive and metacognitive skills attained through first language literacy can be transferred to second language learning.

· Shared control and joint decision making are more easily accomplished if language is not a barrier.

· Classroom participation is facilitated, increasing motivation and self confidence; connections between learners and teachers are enhanced through a shared language.

· Community members are more likely to participate in needs assessment activities if they can express their opinions in their native language.

· Staff are likely to come from the community of the learners, or similar communities, and can help establish stronger links with the community than otherwise possible.

Cases in point: literacy dimensions in native language literacy programs

Although most successful literacy programs try to combine literacy in the classroom with life beyond the school, they differ in how much attention they pay to the personal, social, cultural, and political issues that are part of learners' lives. To varying degrees, native language classes may try to respond to one or more of the following dimensions of literacy: personal, socio-cultural, or socio-political.

Persona/dimension

When focusing on personal contexts, programs may ask learners to discuss when and where they use language in day‑to‑day communication and which language they use. Discussions may examine the personal goals of the learners regarding biliteracy and learners' perceptions of what literacy means to them. Activities are designed to build the basic literacy skills needed for the achievement of individual goals. Some programs may emphasize both an individual and an interpersonal dimension by giving learners the opportunity to tell stories and share common experiences (family life, birthdays, holidays) with others in the group.

Case in point

In a literacy program in Illinois, the teacher sometimes links literacy with familiar Spanish song lyrics, such as the popular Mexican song "La Bamba. " (See Breaking the Literacy Barrier with a Song in chapter 9.) Learners listen to the song, discuss what the song means, and then complete various literacy activities based on the key words they have identified in the lyrics. Literacy activities may include identifying letters and syllables, writing down selected words and phrases, or doing doze exercises. In addition, learners may write a language experience story that talks about the ideas that the song brings to mind.

Socio‑cultural dimension

In programs that focus on the socio‑cultural dimensions of literacy, learners examine letters, stories, poems, or newspapers from different cultures and discuss how the format and language of these materials differs. They then go on to write a story in a style they like. Learners may discuss the differences and similarities in schools between the home culture and mainstream U.S. culture or talk about the difficulties of raising children in the U.S. They then develop grids and charts that show these differences.

Community issues may be explored as part of this dimension as well. The class may interview family and neighbors in order to investigate the history of various languages in the community or look at the role that immigrants have played in the survival and economic development of the neighborhood. To illustrate these histories, learners may draw timelines and make photo-collages.

In workplace programs, the group may explore differences in culturally determined notions, such as being on time or responding to authority, and read a dialogue or a case study that shows cross‑cultural misunderstanding.

Case in point

The Lao Family Community of Minnesota tries to link the home culture of the Hmong it serves with adaptation to the mainstream community. In the family literacy component, both Hmong and English are used in the beginning classes in an effort to strengthen the role of the Hmong parents and increase their understanding of the local school system. The program uses both materials from Hmong culture (folk tales) and from the schools that the children attend (notes, permission slips, report cards) to build literacy in the two languages. Translation is frequently used to move from Hmong to English and vice versa.

One of the goals of the program is to build background knowledge in U.S. laws and conventions in a way that is culturally congruent with Hmong values and traditions. To that end, speakers from community agencies, such as public health and law enforcement, work together with the staff of Lao Family to develop presentations dealing with sensitive subjects. Topics have included child immunizations (many Hmong fear inoculations will hurt their children), state marriage laws (traditionally Hmong girls have married very young), and hunting laws (the Hmong are not used to needing a license to hunt). Topics are evaluated in an annual questionnaire that asks teachers to indicate which subjects interested their students most, which they liked the least, and in which areas their students need more information.

Socio‑political dimension

Programs that focus on the socio‑political dimensions of literacy often emphasize "critical literacy" as one of their goals. In these programs, learners sometimes discuss issues, such as discrimination and prejudice, or social problems, such as crime, and discuss how communities can address these issues. Sometimes gender issues, such as domestic violence and sexual harassment, are discussed. At other times, health issues may be a concern (job related stress for example). In some union programs, learners discuss employment opportunities in the community and the changes that are necessary so that immigrant workers can get better paying jobs.

The relationship between literacy and class may also be explored. Learners may examine the roles played by those who are literate (or fully English proficient) and compare them to the roles played by individuals who are labeled "illiterate" or "limited English proficient." Some programs discuss the changes in power that occur as one member in the family becomes biliterate and bilingual and others do not. Learners may write about their own experiences or read about the lives of others who have faced similar challenges. Some programs may discuss language rights issues, including the right to an interpreter in court or the right to speak English during breaks at work.
Case in point

El Barrio Popular Education Program, a community-based organization in the East Harlem Section of New York, involves its students in research in the community where they discover and document issues that affect their lives. For example, when learners became interested in housing issues, they counted the number of abandoned and occupied buildings in their neighborhood and interviewed community leaders about the housing crisis. The learners, most of whom are women with children in public schools, then developed graphs and charts showing a pattern of neglect. As a group, they then discussed strategies for influencing housing policies. (See Co-constructing the Foundations, A Bilingual Curriculum on Housing by Celestino Cotto Medina and Deidre Freeman in Chapter 9.)

In one class, the women in the program read about a sexual harassment incident based on a simple story of a former student who had been "bothered" by a supervisor on her first day at work. In working with the story, they followed a process that is often used in participatory programs. They

· listened to the teacher read the story

· discussed what happened and tried to "get the facts straight"

· read the story as a group as well as individually

· listed the options that were open to the woman who had been harassed (rejecting the teacher's suggestion as naive)

· wrote down their comments or told their own story

· shared their writings with others.

Native language literacy practice: summary

Teaching literacy in the native language is a successful approach that is culturally responsive and linguistically appropriate for learners who are non‑literate. The native language programs that we visited have learned how to capitalize on the social, cultural, and linguistic background of their students, many of whom had not previously been successful in ESL classes. These programs in particular have been able to provide a classroom atmosphere that is both reassuring and stimulating, with teachers who validate what learners know and challenge them to grow further. As do all good schools, these programs offer learners ongoing opportunities to interact with each other, to experiment with literacy, and to extend their own cultural knowledge and experience.

The next section presents promising practices in using the learners' native language to enhance ESL literacy teaching.

Promising practices

Teaching and learning in two languages do not take place only in native language literacy classes. Many ESL classrooms use the language of the learners as well. The following practices illustrate how some programs use the learners' languages to facilitate comprehension, strengthen communication, and build cross‑cultural and intergenerational understanding.

Learners compare languages

Using what learners know about their mother tongue can be an effective tool for understanding English. Some programs have learners compare the cultural values that underlie different proverbs ("the quacking duck gets shot" versus "the squeaky wheel gets the grease"), while others may compare grammar structures ("English spoken here" versus "se habla espanol"). Others use cognates or words that sound similar (e.g., construir = to construct) to build a strong vocabulary base.

Staff learn another language

Many ESL programs that teach only English literacy, nevertheless, try to help staff develop an understanding of what it is like to struggle with literacy in a language one does not fully understand. Many tutorial programs, for example, use a made‑up or a foreign language to give their volunteer staff a sense of the challenges their students face in trying to interpret print in English. Other programs provide incentives for teachers to study the language of the learners. One program in Philadelphia uses tutors from the University who study Khmer (Cambodian) and pairs them with Cambodian learners who need English literacy. By exchanging English and Khmer lessons, learners gain a chance to be both students and teachers, thus leveling traditional power relationships between those who teach and those who learn.

The community supports the program

Programs that, for whatever reason, cannot offer a native language literacy course often involve members from the learners' community in various aspects of program planning, implementation, and evaluation. Community members who have backgrounds similar to those of the students can understand the anxiety of the learners and give confidence to those who have lost confidence in their ability to acquire literacy as adults. Used as counselors or teachers, they can become confidants for students who feel the need to share family and other problems. Community members who are part of an advisory board can provide valuable insights into economic, cultural, and political issues that affect literacy education. Those who come to class to give presentations can serve as role models and interpreters for the mainstream culture. In many instances, interactions with professionals from the community provide learners with the opportunity to discuss literacy issues at a deeper level and gain access to information about community services.

Many times people who share the same ethnic or linguistic background of the learners may help ESL teachers in and out of the classroom as translators, tutors of individuals and small groups, and sources of cultural information that teachers can incorporate into literacy lessons.23 In other cases, bilingual assistants help teachers develop cases studies, generate themes for problem posing, or prepare photos and slides that depict life in the community.

Bilingual communication solves classroom problems

Bilingual teachers in ESL literacy classes often use the native language of the learners to "set the stage" or help learners understand difficult concepts. Some may use only a few key words to introduce a topic, while others preview and review the content of the lesson to maximize comprehension. In some cases, bilingual teachers use the native language to explain linguistic or cultural differences and, in others, to clarify concepts and give instructions.

Literacy maintains cultural legacies

In many communities, the native language is the medium through which cultural traditions are passed. The language gives the individual the identity which ties her to the group and sets her apart from other groups. Many programs feel that it is important to strengthen that identity by encouraging cultural transmission activities, such as documenting life stories from the native culture or writing letters to family members left behind.24 Some programs ask learners to develop their autobiographies over the course of the class and then publish these accounts at the end of each cycle. The books are shared with family and friends.

Basic principles

Educationally sound native language literacy programs follow some of the same principles as good ESL literacy programs. They provide a meaningful context for literacy development, base reading and writing activities on the interests and experiences of the learners, link what happens in the classroom to the lives of the learners outside of school, and provide opportunities for learners to participate in decision making.

Reflections: Understanding contexts for biliteracy

Successful literacy teaching is based on an awareness of the contexts in which learners use literacy in English and the mother tongue. The following questions can help you, the teacher, find out more about these contexts. They can also form the basis for subsequent "literacy awareness" activities to be used by both learners and staff.

1. Where do your students use English and where do they use the mother tongue? Which language is dominant in a particular context and why?

· home/family

· immediate neighborhood/larger community/society

· your class/school‑related

· work/employment‑related.

2. What kind of reading and writing do learners do in various contexts? What materials and texts do they use? Which texts include "quantitative literacy" (math)? Which include "graphic literacy" (charts, etc.)? Which could be classified as "prose literacy" and which as "document literacy"?

· bills and pay stubs

· signs, labels, prices, prescriptions, notices, bumper stickers, etc.

· letters, postcards, personal notes, and informal notes from teachers.

· official correspondence (permission slips or releases) and church announcements

· lists (to do lists, grocery lists)

· books, stories (including photo novellas), newspapers, and magazines

· schedules (bus, work, and children's school schedules)

· outlines (TV listings, menus, store directories)

· forms

· directions (repair manuals, recipes).

3. Where do your students feel the strongest? Where would they like support? What intrigues them and what do they care about the most? Beyond functional tasks, what kind of reading and writing would your students like to do?

4. What social networks do your students have? With whom do they associate with and what languages do they use?

5. How do learners manage to "negotiate print" (i.e., figure out what an official document says or get information and ideas on paper)? What practices work well for them? If they don't understand something, do they

· guess at the meaning?

· avoid or ignore the difficult part?

· use family, friends, or co‑workers to interpret?

· use assistance provided by community agencies?

· pay professionals to read or write (transcribe) for them?

6. What issues concern your students (in their personal life, in the community, in society, and world-wide)? What would they like to hear about, read about, and write about? What topics are they tired of?

7. What activities could you develop to find out more about your students' "literacy lives?" How can you help your students develop an awareness of the role that language and literacy plays in their own lives?

8. How would you and your colleagues answer these questions about yourselves?

Endnotes

1.
As Hornberger points out, in many cases, both prevalent language policies and community contexts mitigate against the development of full biliteracy and the maintenance of the native language Hornberger, 1992).

2.
See Penfield, 1986, p. 50 citing the work of Robson & Burtoff.

3.
See Swain, et al., 1989.

4.
See Ovando & Collier, 1985.

5.
See Cummins, 1979.

6.
See McGroarty, 1988.

7.
See Ogbu, 1990; Skutnabb‑Kangas & Cummins, 1988; Homberger, 1989; Reder, 1987.

8.
See Hornberger, 1989.

9.
See Macias, 1990; Ruiz, 1988; Leibowitz, 1969.

10.
For a more extensive discussion of these issues, see Macias, 1990; Macias, in press; and Wiley, 1991.

11.
These examples are based in part on discussions with two native language literacy programs, El Barrio Popular Education Program in New York and the Haitian MultiService Center in Dorchester, Massachusetts. See site reports in Guth & Wrigley, 1992 for details.

12.
See Arango, 1989.

13.
See Arango, 1989.

14.
See also approaches chapter, particularly the materials checklist.

15.
See Dean, 1989, p. 8.

16.
See Young & Padilla, 1990.

17.
See Rivera, 1990.

18.
P. Moriarty, personal communication, May 14, 1992. See also Moriarty, 1989.

19.
See also Wallerstein, 1983 and Auerbach, 1990a.

20.
See Moriarty, 1989. See also Moriarty, 1980; Wallerstein, 1983; and Wallerstein, 1987.

21.
Moriarty also suggests several criteria to be used in choosing a particular course of action. These include: We can do it, we can do it together, we can evaluate our work next time we meet, we will learn something, we will have an impact, we will coordinate with similar efforts, and we are prepared to deal with the consequences of our actions.

22.
See also Hopkins, 1989.

23.
See Rivera, 1990.

24.
We first heard Gail Weinstein‑Shr use the concept of literacy as cultural legacy. The examples presented here also include ideas gleaned from Skutnabb‑Kangas and Klaudia Rivera.

References

Arango, A. (1989). Cartillas de alfabetizacion. El Espanol en Marcha, 2(2), 2‑4.

Auerbach, E. R. (1990). Making meaning, making change: A guide to participatory curriculum development for adult ESL and family literacy. Boston: University of Massachusetts [in press (1992), Regents Prentice Hall/Center for Applied Linguistics].

Cummins, J. (1979). Linguistics interdependence and the educational development of bilingual children. Bilingual education paper series, 3(2), Los Angeles: California State University, Evaluation, Dissemination and Assessment Center.

Dean, M. (1989). Scope and sequence key competencies. Des Plaines, IL: Northwest Educational Cooperative.

Guth, G. J. A., & Wrigley, H. S. (1992). Adult ESL literacy: Programs and practices. San Mateo, CA: Aguirre International. (Available from the U.S. Department of Education, Clearinghouse on Adult Education and Literacy).

Hopkins, S. M. (1989). Use of mother tongue in the teaching of English as a second language. Language Issues, 2(2), 18‑24.

Hornberger, N. H. (1989). Continua of Biliteracy. Review of Educational Research, 59(3), 271‑297.

Hornberger, N. H. (1992). Biliteracy contexts, continua, and contrasts: Policy and curriculum for Cambodian and Puerto Rican students in Philadelphia. Education and Urban Society, 24(2), 196‑211.

Leibowitz, A. H. (1969). English literacy: Legal sanction for discrimination. Notre Dame Lawyer, 45(7), 8‑67.

Macias, R. (1990). [Response to "Teacher supply and demand"]. In C. Simich‑Dudgeon (Ed.), Proceedings of the first research symposium on limited English proficient students' issues (pp. 406‑412). Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, Office of Bilingual Education and Minority Languages Affairs.

Macias, R. F. (in press). Inheriting sins while seeking absolution: English literacy, biliteracy, language diversity and national statistical data sets. In D. Spener (Ed.), Adult biliteracy in the U. S. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice‑Hall Regents.

McGroarty, M. (1988). Second language acquisition theory related to language minority adults: Cummins, Krashen and Schumann. In S. L. McKay & S. C. Wong (Eds.), Language diversity: Problem or resource? (pp. 295‑337). New York: Newbury House.

Moriarty, P. (1980). By teaching we can learn: Freire process for teachers.

California Journal of Teacher Education, 7(1).

Moriarty, P. (1989). A Freirean approach to peacemaking. Convergence, 22(1).

Obgu, J. U. (1990). Minority status and literacy in comparative perspective. Daedalus, 119(2), 141‑168.

Ovando, C., & Collier, V. (1985). Bilingual and ESL classrooms. New York: McGraw‑Hill.

Penfield, J. (1986). ESL Literacy and the new refugees: Priorities and considerations. Adult Literacy and Basic Education, 10(1), 47‑57.

Ramirez, J. D., Yuen, S. D., Ramey, D. R., Pasta, D. J., & Billings, D. K. (1991, February). Final report: Longitudinal study of structured English immersion strategy, early‑exit and late‑exit transitional bilingual education program for language‑minority children. Executive summary. San Mateo, CA: Aguirre International.

Reder, S. M. (1987). Comparative aspects of functional literacy development: Three ethnic American communities. In D. A. Wagner (Ed.), The future of literacy in a changing world (pp. 250‑270). New York: Pergamon Press.

Rivera, K. M. (1990). Developing native language literacy in language minority adult learners. ERIC Digest. Washington, DC: Center for Applied Linguistics, National Clearinghouse on Literacy Education.

Ruiz, R. (1988). Orientations in language planning. In S. L. McKay & S. C. Wong (Eds.), Language diversity: Problem or resource? (pp. 3‑25). New York: Newbury House.

Skutnabb‑Kangas, T., & Cummins, J. (1988). Concluding remarks: Language for empowerment. In T. Skutnabb‑Kangas, & J. Cummins (Eds.), Minority education: From shame to struggle (pp. 391‑395). Clevedon, England: Multilingual Matters.

Spener, D. (1990). Setting an agenda for study in home‑based ESL classes with native speakers of Spanish. Unpublished manuscript.

Swain, M., Lapkin, S., Norman, R., & Hart, D. (1989, March). The role of mother tongue literacy in third language learning. Paper presented at the Convention of the American Educational Research Association, San Francisco.

Wallerstein, N. (1983). The teaching approach of Paulo Freire. In J. W. Oller, & P. A. Richard‑Amato (Eds.), Methods that work: A smorgasbord of ideas for language teachers (pp. 190‑213). Rowley, MA: Newbury House.

Wallerstein, N. (1987). Problem‑posing education: Freire's method for transformation. In I. Shor (Ed.), Freire for the classroom: A sourcebook for liberatory teaching (pp. 33‑44). Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook/Heinemann.

Wiley, T. (1991). National measures of literacy: What we need to consider. ERIC Digest. Washington, DC: Center for Applied Linguistics, National Clearinghouse on Literacy Education.

Young, E., & Padilla, M. (1990). Mujeres Unidas en Accion: A popular education process. Harvard Educational Review, 60(1).

� From Wrigley and Guth (1992)  “Bringing Literacy to Life” .  Publisher: Literacywork International, Las Cruces, New Mexico





