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(reprinted from English Language Learners: Teaching Strategies That Work, by Larry Ferlazzo, Linworth Publishing 2010)
Introduction

I was waiting in line for one of the school’s copy machines to become available. Another teacher approached me.

“You just got the class of the Hmong students who came from Thailand and have never been in school before, right?” he asked. I confirmed what he said.

“Boy, I can’t imagine what that must be like,” he continued. “They can’t speak a word of English. I bet they can’t read their own language, and you probably have to teach them just how to hold a pencil. I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes.”

“I love the class,” I replied. “The students are eager to learn, they’ve got incredible life experiences, and I’m getting intellectually challenged, big time, on how to connect the two.” I went on to share some examples of what we had been doing, including creating models of traditional Hmong and American homes to compare which ones were designed better to keep cooler or warmer; drawing and describing traditional Hmong “story cloths,” which told Hmong history; and looking at the differences and similarities between how Native Americans were treated in this country and what the Hmong experience was.

“Wow,” the teacher said as he left the copy room. “I wonder how I could get to teach that class next year?”

This book shares practical experiences in looking at teaching English language learners and others through a lens of assets and not deficits. This perspective draws on my 20 years of being a community organizer prior to becoming a public school teacher, as well as an extensive review of supporting research.

Community organizing is about developing leaders and helping them improve their lives. Organizing is about helping people, many of whom are initially reluctant to participate, learn a new language of how to engage in the world and with each other. It is about helping them to use their own traditions and stories to re-imagine themselves and their dreams. It is about helping them tap into their own intrinsic motivation and embark on a journey of action, discovery, and learning. It is about helping them develop the confidence to take risks, make mistakes and learn from them, try new things, and develop a discipline of self-reflection. Importantly, it is about doing these things through enforcing what Saul Alinsky, the father of modern-day community organizing, called the “Iron Rule”: Never do for others what they can do for themselves. Never. It is about their energy driving this journey. And it is about the organizer learning as much as it is about the organizer teaching.

These same principles can be effective guides for educators in schools.

Guiding Teaching and Learning Principles

Help students learn a new language of how to engage in the world and with each other.

Help students use their own traditions and stories to re-imagine themselves and their dreams.

Help students tap into their own intrinsic motivation and embark on a journey of action, discovery, and learning.

Help students develop the confidence to take risks, make mistakes and learn from them, try new things, and develop a discipline of self-reflection.

Never do for students what they can do for themselves.

This book is focused on converting these principles to concrete actions in schools, which can, as the research in the following chapters shows, mobilize and motivate English language learners in ways we—and they—might never have considered possible. Applying these principles in the classroom can help nonnative English speakers develop faster and deeper command of the English language, higher-level thinking skills, resiliency (the ability to move forward despite hardships and obstacles), and self-confidence—all of which can result in greater levels of academic achievement. Another outcome can be educators becoming more intellectually stimulated and professionally energized. Someone once said that schools are where younger people go to see older people work. That is definitely not the case in classrooms where these principles play a consistent role. The purpose of this book is not to pile on more work for teachers to do. Instead, it will provide suggestions on how to use these principles to help teachers do what they want to do anyway—just in a way that is driven by student energy instead of teacher energy.

Using these principles in communities results in dramatic concrete improvements, and the same can happen in schools. But for organizers, the best results are seeing how dramatically people can change themselves based on what they learn through community organizing—how to give and receive constructive critique, how to lead and guide diverse groups, how to confidently confront challenges, and how to take the initiative to create change. They can develop a burning desire to learn and can often surprise themselves with their capacity to excel with difficult tasks.

Seeing these kinds of results caused me to wonder how much better people’s lives could be if they developed effective leadership skills at a younger age. I wanted to help people learn to think critically and act confidently as they were growing up, rather than waiting until they were adults. This desire, and my belief that many of the organizing strategies that worked successfully with adults could benefit teenagers and younger children, prompted my decision to become a teacher.

Although I had seen these organizing principles work effectively with people from all ethnicities and economic backgrounds (just as I have found the application of these principles to the classroom successful with English language learners and native English speakers alike), I was particularly interested in using them with English language learners. One reason was personal. I grew up in an immigrant household in New York City and believe that experiences I had growing up helped develop my desire to use community organizing, both in and out of school, with newcomers to the United States.

One incident in particular stands out. My Uncle Horace was always spoken of in my family as having been a brilliant child, though a bit rambunctious in school. My grandmother was a new immigrant from Italy who had been deserted by her husband and had three children to support. She didn’t really understand what school staff wanted her to do when they met with her about Horace’s behavior in the late 1930s. As my father told the story, they brought some papers for her to sign, and told her they wanted to help and send him to a hospital for a short time. Though she didn’t necessarily understand, she knew this was America, and figured that these well-meaning school officials only wanted the best for her oldest son.

Horace, like a number of other children who were considered behavior problems at that time, received an experimental lobotomy shortly thereafter, and had to spend the remaining 50 years of his life in a state hospital. It seemed to me that you could see the pain in my grandmother’s eyes whenever she spoke of Horace and whenever my father brought him to visit us. I remember the childlike man who was always looking at his watch to ensure he was returned to the hospital on time. I always felt that my grandmother never forgave herself for allowing him to be taken away.

I learned several lessons from this story. People who felt powerless could be intimidated and bullied by those representing institutions of power. Instead, low-income people needed to feel capable and competent in dealing with so-called experts. And newcomers to the United States were even more vulnerable to manipulation because of their unfamiliarity with the English language and American political and legal system.

Years later, my father became a teacher. And though he left it as a full-time job because he felt he couldn’t support a growing family on a teacher’s salary, it was his first love, and he continued to teach at night. In fact, he taught ESL classes. I remember him coming home late full of energy. He told me once, “Larry, I don’t want to teach my students to survive in the United States. I want them to learn to thrive!”

After I made a decision to become a classroom teacher, and to focus on working with newcomers, I began to observe classes that had large numbers of English language learners to see what I might be getting myself into. I also began talking with immigrant leaders of our community organization to learn about their classroom experiences, those of their friends, and those of their children. Through these observations and conversations, I developed an even greater determination to see how I could incorporate the principles outlined in this chapter into my teaching.

I saw and learned how older English language learners were often treated in schools. Many teachers taught middle and high school students as if they were little children, using simplistic activities that denigrated the sophisticated reasoning skills and life experiences that young adolescents and teenagers brought to the classroom. Then and now, many educators looked through the lens of a deficit model that focused only on students’ limited English skills and not on the wealth of their prior knowledge. Consequently, many students lost interest in school and never discovered how to push past the early frustrations of learning another language so they could continue their education.

In contrast, the following methods can help students become cocreators of their education, without being constrained by their limited English skills. I will explain each in greater detail throughout the book, including their basis in research and many practical examples of how to apply them with students.

Building Strong Relationships with Students

Community organizers often say that “organizing” is just another word for “relationship building.” You can quickly identify people’s self-interests on the surface, such as the desire to get a better job or buy their own homes. But it is necessary to go deeper and find out what personal experiences might inspire people to seek improvements in order to develop power to create significant personal and social change. These insights can only be uncovered in the context of a genuine relationship.

 We can use these self-interests, to be more of an agitator  (challenging students to reflect on their own knowledge, lives, and experiences and then use these reflections to frame a vision for the future) instead of being an irritator (telling them what they should want to know and how they should learn it). Doing this successfully can help English language learner students fight past the frequent frustrations most people experience in learning a second language.

Accessing Prior Knowledge through Stories

Stories can help immigrant students make connections based on their similar experiences and help them consider alternative perspectives. These classroom conversations involve an exchange of information, not an interview or a one-way presentation, and can result in the creation of a community of learners. By developing this type of class culture, students can find that they have both more personal self-confidence and more in common with each other than they had originally thought. This combination of increased self-assurance and feeling more connected to their peers results in students feeling more comfortable taking risks, which is one of the keys, if not the key, to second language learning success.

Identifying and Mentoring Students’ Leadership Potential

Assisting students to develop the leadership skills helps them become cocreators of their learning journey. Everyone in the class, including the official educator, can be a learner and a teacher.

Patiently helping our students develop the capacity to lead helps them create their own sense of power, which dictionaries define as “the ability to act”—both individually and collectively. Developing this capacity is particularly important to English language learner students, many of whom have been uprooted from their native countries through no choice of their own, face challenges in understanding and communicating in our culture’s primary language, and can be living in lower-income communities where examples of powerlessness are obvious each day.

Learning by Doing

It’s difficult for students to feel powerful if the leadership and energy only flows from the teacher. Using Saul Alinsky’s “Iron Rule” of “never doing for someone what they can do for themselves” as a guide, we can show students how to become much more than empty vessels waiting to be filled by the educator’s input.

Community organizers describe action as the oxygen of an organization. Action is equally important to the healthy life of a classroom. We need to help students learn that people without power tend to react to rules and experiences that others create, while people with power can act to create those rules and experiences.

Having English language learners describe and interpret classroom experiences has long been considered an effective instructional strategy. Helping students discover knowledge on their own through those experiences instead of telling them information creates even richer language (and life) learning opportunities. To paraphrase Dave Kees, a talented English teacher in China: What makes for more engaging stories and conversation—going on a prepackaged tour or on an adventure?

Reflection

Many of us often define ourselves by our activities instead of the outcomes of those activities. Educators, too, can fall into the trap of substituting busyness for real progress. As T. S. Eliot once said, “We had the experience, but missed the meaning.”

When we take time to critically review our work and search for evidence of our accomplishments (both through data and personal observation), we learn how to improve and we’ll often uncover key lessons we may have missed. It’s important for educators and students alike to develop the discipline of reflection. Many often do not take the time to digest what they are doing and learning. English language learner students have to learn double the amount of other students—language and content—and are therefore even less likely to naturally incorporate this element. There’s always so much to learn!

It’s common for many groups doing good work in neighborhoods to focus all their energy on what they view as the task at hand—to build affordable housing, to develop jobs, to provide social services. In community organizing, the task at hand is providing people with the opportunity to develop relationships, relate their personal stories and traditions to what is going on now, develop themselves as leaders, shape their own learning environment, and take time to digest it all.

By focusing on these priorities, community organizing groups, in turn, are often recognized locally and nationally as extraordinarily effective organizations in getting needed services provided to low-income communities, creating affordable housing, and developing jobs that provided good wages and benefits to previously low-income people. The concentration on personal development in the context of “agitational” relationships (see the earlier discussion about the difference between “agitation” and “irritation”) can result in people gaining concrete community improvements and, much more significantly, insights and skills that can last a lifetime.

The purpose of this book is to demonstrate that similar outcomes can result by applying the steps described above to English language learner classrooms (and to other classes as well). By using these strategies in the classroom, educators can help English language learners make huge strides in their language development and in becoming lifelong learners.

Many of the individual classroom practices described in this book may not be especially new to teachers (though some may be used more in mainstream classes than with English language learners). However, the benefits of both these new and not-so-new instructional strategies can be maximized if they are conducted in the context of these five key methods of teaching. These methods offer a framework for teaching English language learners that can be both stimulating and effective to teachers and students alike.

Each Chapter Follows This Format

(
A short, real-life vignette illustrating the concept.

(
What the research says about the concept as it relates to student achievement with English language learners. In addition, there will be short vignettes called “Research in Action” that directly demonstrate research findings.

(
Numerous classroom examples, including several step-by-step lesson guides for multiple lessons, and examples of student work. In addition, an explanation will be included showing how each classroom example fits into the six standards domains the State of California mandates for its English language development (ELD, also known as ESL) classes. Similar standards exist in most other states. To make these standards more easily understandable, a one-sentence description developed for each domain by the Sacramento City Unified School District will be used. These standards are listed in Figure 1, which also includes a chart correlating them to each lesson. In addition, their citation numbers will be listed next to the lessons as they are described throughout the book.

(
How to incorporate technology easily—both as consumers of existing content on the Internet and as creators using Web 2.0 applications The only prior knowledge needed would be knowing how to use e-mail, surf the Internet, and how to copy and paste. In addition to this section, each chapter will also contain several “Tech Tips” specifically related to classroom lessons being discussed. An extensive list of Web resources can also be found in Appendix 1.

(
How to assess if the strategy is working.

(
What might be challenges facing educators who want to implement these strategies and how to effectively respond to them.

Appendix 2 describes classroom games that can be used to support most of the concepts expressed throughout the book.

Educators today live in the world of high-stakes standardized testing, scripted curriculums, and pressured administrators—in other words, a world where compromises sometimes have to be made between what they would like to do and what they are required to do. Organizers often speak about the difference between the world as it is and the world as we’d like it to be. In order to be effective, we need to recognize the tension between the two and understand the importance of compromise. As organizers say, though, we just need to take care that these compromises are more like a half of a loaf of bread and not like cutting a baby in half, as King Solomon proposed.

Though this book is framed in the context of teaching English language learners, I have also used all the teaching and learning strategies that are shared with native English speakers. What I have labeled the “organizing cycle”—building relationships, learning and sharing stories, developing student leadership, learning by doing, and reflection—can function effectively as a universal teaching and learning strategy (though I have given it the “organizing cycle” name, a somewhat similar sequence is used by effective community organizers throughout the world). In addition, practically all of the lessons that are shared can be differentiated to work well in a multilevel classroom.

I will often use the word “educator” instead of “teacher” throughout this book. The strategies discussed in it can be helpful to anyone involved in the education field—teachers, librarians, other school staff, and parents.

This book is not intended to be a precise road map for educators to follow. Instead, it is meant to be more of a compass for educators to use and more effectively help their English language learner students acquire the English reading, writing, speaking, and listening skills they need to thrive in both academic and community settings; help them become comfortable in a new culture while drawing on the strengths of their native traditions; and assist them to develop the needed skills to participate as active citizens in our democracy.

Use this book to help develop your vision of what you think will give you and your students energy to learn and to teach. Use these ideas to remind yourself to consider what kind of legacy you want to leave with them. 

Figure 1: Chart showing each lesson and correlating California standards.

