Not So Inexperienced
After All

Tom Lynch

tance Program and supervise a couple of cdeentral America, the Dominican Republic, Puerto
penters to provide minor repairs and majorRico, Ecuador and Mexico. My students range in

rehabilitation for elderly and disabled homeowners. educational background from those who are pre-liter-
am also a part-time ESOL teacher. In this article | wilate to two university trained professionals, one an
share my perceptions of “multilevel” as it applies toelectrical engineer, the other an abdominal surgeon. |
tutors and teachers in adult education and its connethink multilevel would be an appropriate description of
tions to staff development. my students.

| started teaching ESOL in 1967 while working as
a parish priest in Mexico. My parish was located in aVly Staff Development
small mountain village seventeen kilometers from Last November | participated in a four-session
Cuernavaca. Because my parishioners were poor farmsini-course at A.L.R.I. The course, “ESOL Literacy:
ers and could not contribute much to support th&asics and Beyond,” introduced meaning-based ap-
church’s efforts, | decided to find a job to supplemenproaches to adult literacy in which learning is a col-
our income. Fortunately, | learned of a position teachkaborative effort between teachers and learners regard-
ing English in a small business school in Cuernavac#ng the content of the curriculum and how it is taught.
| applied and so began the first of my many teachinghesitated before signing up for this multilevel course,
experiences in ESOL. After Mexico, | continued tutor-though | had had prior ESOL teaching experience. |
ing part-time for a couple of years while working for adon’thave a Master’s Degree in Education, Linguistics
bankin New York City until | left to take a positionwith or ESOL, and sometimes that makes me feel self-
a Rhode Island bank. My students in New York wereonscious when I'm around teachers with more formal
mainly aspiring young professionals who were strugtraining. (I have come to realize, however, that | am not
gling to make the transition to careers for which theyentirely an inexperienced teacher after all.) In my other
either began training in their own country or whichlife | attended graduate school in psychology at a big
they had selected after they came to this country. name New York City school. The atmosphere was very

After a hiatus, about two years ago | decided tgliquish and | came away from that experience with
return to teaching ESOL. | looked around for opportusome rather unpleasant memories. | guess | anticipated
nities to volunteer and for courses available througkhe more experienced ESOL teachers might react simi-
continuing education programs. It wasn't long befordarly to my lack of teaching credentials and under-cut
| began working as a volunteer, tutoring at La Alianzamy teaching experience.
Hispana in Roxbury. Coincidentally, a friend made me A couple of things helped me overcome my dis-
aware of staff development opportunities available focomfort. First, the ESOL community, on the whole, has
ESOL teachers at the Adult Literacy Resource Instibeen one of the more supportive I've encountered.
tute, the Boston Regional Support Center for SABESOnce the mini-course started, | was made to feel most

At the moment | teach two different ESOL classegvelcome. It demonstrated that a newcomer or less
and | am a tutor trainer for the Healthy Boston Projecexperienced teacher would not be made to feel unwel-

During the day | coordinate a Housing Assisof the city of Boston. My ESOL students come from
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come or ignored. Second, and more important, | haanguage was not English; they added yet another
come to recognize and appreciate my talents througmportant dimension to our multilevel learning experi-
my students’ eyes. | am fortunate to possess naturahce.

teaching skills and | bring valuable knowledge in other  While | learned a lot from observing individual
importantareas tothe classroom. After leaving Mexicaoreactions during the open exchange and working with
| worked as a banker in trust administration for fifteerothers in the small group exercises, | paid particular
years, followed by running my own construction busi-attention to those for whom English was not their first
ness for ten years, and for the last six years | hadanguage. | was particularly interested to hear what
coordinated a housing program for a non-profitagencyhey had to say about the language training they re-
My lifetime training in the priesthood, business and aseived and what benefits they saw or experienced from
a case worker, together with my classroom experiencasing the meaning-based approach. Their appreciation
has helped me successfully relate to my studentand endorsementof the meaning-based approach helped
identify their particular needs, and assist them witltonvince me not only to reevaluate how | prepare
learning problems that | struggled with as well. lesson plans but how | will actively involve my stu-
dents in the process.

This multilevel group, particularly the more expe-
rienced teachers, helped me analyze and digest the
course material more comfortably. And yet, eventhough
the mini-course was stimulating, | felt let down after-
ward. As a part-time ESOL teacher and volunteer with
a full-time job, | don’t always have the opportunity to
share ideas with colleagues. As a result, | felt a bit
frustrated as | began to implement what | had learned.
I looked around for opportunities for follow-up. While
| wasn'timmediately aware of the opportunities avail-
able, | was fortunate enough to learn from an A.L.R.1.
staff member that the A.L.R.l. (and other SABES
Regional Support Centers in Massachusetts) offers on-

After dealing with my initial hesitation, | ap- going support to area teachers at programs funded by
proached the mini-course with enthusiasm. | lookedhe state Department of Educatidrthey seek it out.
forward to connecting with other ESOL teachers in &.L.R.I. staff can visit classes, team-teach, etc. How-
learning environment. For the most part | liked theever, there are many literacy programs in the Boston
mini-course. | really learned a lot in a short period ofegion and only a small number of resource people who
time through the hands-on approach. The trainers ngb out into the field. So programs also need to be
only explained the meaning-based approaches cucreative in finding ways to offer support to new teach-
rently used in ESOL but helped clarify key differencesers, such as co-teaching, teacher observation, teacher
as they walked us through real-time learning situaresearch, and other staff development possibilities that
tions. The exercises were not only relevant but chalink teachers of various abilities, interests and talents.
lenging. | enjoyed them and, judging from others’
reactions, | think most everyone else enjoyed them a8n-line Staff Development
well. One way teachers can become involved in staff

As | thought about the mini-course later, | recog-development, no matter what level they are at, is to
nized the multilevel flavor of the class and the trainergxplore the opportunities on-line. Not too long ago |
combined to create an animated and productive learhappened to be browsing the stacks of the A.L.R.I.
ing environment. While we mirrored the diversity ourlibrary, looking for information about on-line teaching
students bring to the classroom, the educational, cufnd e-mail communication. | came across a report
tural and experiential diversity of the group added t@ntitled “ESL On-line Action Research.” It was a
the meaning of multilevel when applied to the teacherseport on a collaborative venture between two adult
We were different colors, ages, and sexes and haiucation programs in Pennsylvania to create an infra-
different educational backgrounds; a good percentagstructure to support state-wide practitioner research by
had a master’s degree or higher; others are still studiinking them to a telecommunications venue. Using
ing for their degrees. Then there were those, lik¢his infrastructure, Pennsylvania practitioners were
myself, who improved their skills by attending mini- able to communicate with their colleagues on a state
courses and workshops. In addition, there were and national level, at any time of the day or night,
couple of participants and one trainer whose firsthereby reducing practitioner isolation.
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The summary of the “ESL On-line Action Re- on the local ESOL-M Listserv. This discussion group
search” findings suggested that on-line action researgirovides the ESOL community an opportunity to inter-
holds great promise as an avenue for on-going profeact with one another in the fastest way possible, short
sional development for adult educators. Not only doesf normal conversation. Through e-mail we can now
it help to create a sense of community among practitiazonsult with each other about materials, lesson plans,
ners who, for a variety of reasons, have very littleadministrative tasks, grammar points and cross-cul-
opportunity for regular collegial interaction, but it alsotural communication issues, to mention but a few
exposes practitioners to topics.
the wealth of informa- ) In addition to our
tion about their field. ...the educatlonal, cultural and 1ocal connection, there
Further, the practitioner experlentlal dlverSIty Of the grouqs an international

research process gives istserv, TESL-L, man-

adulteducatorsasystem-added to the meaning of multi- aged through CUNY in
atic way of examining |eve| When applled to the teach- New York City, that of-

their practice and mak- fers a wide range of

ing important decisions €I'S. postings describing ac-
about day to day activi- tivities, resources and
ties. The combination of otherrelated newsgroups

practitioner research, Internettechnology and collegiahat discuss topics of interest to ESOL teachers. TESOL
interaction creates a powerful professional developalso offers on-line mini-courses. This past spring they
ment tool that adult education practitioners find excitreturned with an on-line course based on the book by
ing and insightful. Marie Wilson NelsonAt the Point of Need: Teaching
We are truly in an information society where timeBasic and ESL Writergliscussing the language expe-
is measured in nano-seconds. Now more than eveience approach which teachers with a whole language
those of us in the field of ESOL need to be able to finghhilosophy implement. There are other interesting web
ways to enhance professional development, maintasites, like “Dave’s ESL Cafe,” which offer a wealth of
communication with one another and improve ouESOL resources.
support systems. In light of the many advantages the Today in adult education we are facing another
Internet offersin the delivery and exchange ofinformaehallenge to create a new professional development
tion, the possibilities it offers for professional develop-prototype which builds on previous delivery models
ment seem unlimited. | have been on-line now fomand continues to be responsive to the needs of the
about a year and a half. In that time, | have found enultilevel group of practitioners. My hope is that we
wealth of ESOL information that | might not have hadare successful in incorprating new ideas and new
time to access otherwise. It has opened up new conndechnology into our professional development support
tions to others in the field through an e-mail exchangeystem. ¢



