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Introduction

This field experience journal is based on a 30-week participation in a school where observations of lessons, interactions with ESOL (English for Speakers of Other Languages) staff and students, and careful reflection were the end product.  The journal should show the development of one teacher in particular, but give an overall impression of the ESOL program at the school where the teacher is employed.   

Joe Smith (alias) is a teacher at this one school in a semi-urban school with a large immigrant community.  The majority of this community is Spanish-speaking, approximately 85%, mostly from Central and South America.  The second largest population is from China, then Ethiopian, and the rest of other African and Asian countries.  The school is predominately from Hispanic background, almost 60%, with the second largest being African-American, then Caucasian, and then the rest.  

ESOL Program

The ESOL classes are based on curricular standards adopted by the school district and county.  The type of instruction is based on a curriculum that is thematic.  It asks certain “Essential Questions” at the beginning of each thematic unit.  For instance, the teacher was teaching a unit on “conflict.”  The theme serves as the content aspect of the program.  The theme of conflict determined what texts and materials the teacher employed.  Every lesson and textual material in this unit refers back to the essential questions about conflict.  The various assessments, called “tasks,” are checking for understanding of the thematic essential questions.  In addition, the ESOL program is language-based.  This means that the teacher assessed the students based on the TESOL standards of reading, writing, speaking and listening.  Also, the teacher taught grammar and other language structures based on the leveled need of his students.

The teacher teaches one ESOL level 3 class, and classes that support the ESOL level program, two reading and two writing classes.   The last two types of classes are based on the TESOL standards, with special emphasis on reading and writing skills that the specific students need to work on, especially if they are graduates of the METS program. The METS program, which is a program for immigrant students that came with an interrupted or lack of education in their home countries, usually serves as preparation for regular ESOL levels, since these students lack basic education skills they will need in the ESOL classes.  See Chart 1 for a graphic example of the overall ESOL program.

Instructional Approach

Methodology

The teacher uses a variety of different methods to try and reach his students.  Joe has been observed using social interaction, cooperative learning, direct instruction, inductive, educational games, technology, dramatics and many other methods.  He mixes and matches different methods within lessons or concentrates on one method as needed for better understanding and focus.  

For instance, Joe has excelled at planning and implementing effective and interesting ways to get students engaged in vocabulary development.  He usually has the students access vocabulary in different ways, including a definition, synonyms, antonyms, the word in a usable sentence, and a graphical representation.  One time, he displayed the vocabulary on a power point presentation.  The vocabulary was imbedded in a graphic preview presentation of the text that the class was going to read.  Therefore, the students accessed both the content and the vocabulary and could understand it visually without having complete command of the language.  In this way, he showed that he wants to use different methods to help his students to understand.  In another vocabulary activity, he had students draw what they thought the word meant and then two groups guessed which word they thought it was, reminiscent of the game Pictionary.  On observation he realized this was the weakest part.  The students only partly seemed to understand attaching the words with the drawings.  He revised it in the next vocabulary lesson by showing the photographs first, so they could understand visually before attempting drawing.  For reinforcement he has created and had them create vocabulary flash cards, that include some sort of graphic representation, with either the word, definition, synonym, or the word in a sentence on the back.  In a lower level class, he had the students create a vocabulary book with the letters of the alphabet.  The students could then access new knowledge, use kinesthetic creative skills, and have a product to use and show to their friends and family, and make connections to other classes.  The students are encouraged to use flash cards and other methods by this teacher.  He regularly shows different ways to use these tools in an explicit manner, so the students understand the process of studying for an assessment using their new vocabulary knowledge.

The teacher also makes great use of various reading strategies and methods that allow students to tackle a challenging text from various angles.  He has used strategies like: question and response, summarizing, character maps, plotting characters, themes and settings, predicting, dramatics, pre-reading strategies, KWL charts, accessing prior knowledge, and reciprocal reading.  From the beginning of these observations, the teacher has used these strategies and methods.  His strength has been asking challenging questions throughout the reading, so that students are both accountable for their reading, he is assessing whether they understood or not, as well as getting at the deeper meaning of the text.  He adapts his questioning based on the level of the students he is front of, but the intent is the same- he wants each student to understand the text on a level deeper than the surface one, and seems to call equally on students in order to make sure that they understand.  On the other hand, at the beginning he seemed to believe that the students understood how to use these reading methods were used and did not explicitly explain the process of using them while reading.  After observation, he has become more explicit in explaining, modeling, and thinking aloud in the course of his instruction.  It is difficult to gauge whether the students really understand the usefulness of these methods and strategies for their own learning, but the teacher makes it clear that he expects them to be able to independently use them.  In fact, in one instance when he was out sick he had the students use the strategies they had learned for the class text and apply it to completely new material, therefore allowing them to demonstrate their own knowledge and allowing the teacher to assess if they have truly understood how to use these strategies.  The most useful aspect from these methods are that they all reinforce both language skills as well as skills they can use in their content classes and after they exit the ESOL program.  The teacher wants to move the students away from a teacher-centered and dependent environment to one where the students will employ these strategies on their own.

Use of TESOL Standards
The teacher uses the TESOL criteria within his ESOL classes- creating, adapting and assessing students on the basis of reading, writing, speaking and listening proficiency.  The teacher regularly uses music and other listening activities for the class to demonstrate some proficiency in their activities.  In one instance, when he was teaching the future tense, he used the Beatle’s song, All My Loving, that uses the future tense.  He had copied the lyrics for the students on a separate paper, but had left blank spaces for the future verbs.  The students listened to the song and filled in the spaces with the proper tense and word.  He addressed the Goal 1, Standard 3, by using the learning strategy of listen and response that extended their communicative competence, as well as Goal 3, Standard 3, by introducing material that is part of the cultural heritage of the English language.  In this manner, he assessed both their knowledge of the future tense, which he was teaching at the time, but also their ability to aurally identify this tense.  

In another instance, one of the common tasks in the thematic unit about “conflict,” Joe had the students write and perform their own dramatic skit about conflict resolution.  The students had to access their knowledge about conflict and conflict resolution that was part of the unit’s essential questions, and apply to a task where they had to orally present the information.  The students were given many opportunities to practice and then were taped performing their skits.  Afterwards, the teacher had them evaluate themselves and their fellow students on different criteria, and used these help inform him on how they perceived their own learning and the learning of their fellows.  For this task, he addressed Goal 1, Standards 1 & 2, by having the having the students communicate in a social setting, within a framework of course, but also Goal 2, Standards 1 & 2and Goal 3, Standard 1, as they had to choose the method to present the academic and social material, then choose the appropriate way to present it to the rest of the class that would watch and evaluate it on video.

The reading and writing criteria get the most emphasis in his classes.  His classes center around textual material and writing skills for the most part.  As stated before, he uses reading methods, strategies, and assessments for his students (Standard 3 of all three Goals).  In fact, he may depend on these texts too much and not give more supplementary materials or offer other areas of performance and assessment.   In time, however, he seems to be developing more varied ways to access different textual material, including through listening and speaking exercises.  He also concentrates heavily on the writing criteria, especially in giving the summative assessments and evaluations.  His reasoning is that written documentation of his students as they progress through a text, unit, or the semester shows the development of that student.  He says that he is implementing the use of student portfolios in two of his classes.  He has the students save and compile all their work over the semester in order to track their development in ESOL and especially writing.

Teaching Style
Joe has done an outstanding job of establishing rapport with his students.  The learning environment he has developed is warm and inviting and one in which the students fell comfortable sharing information as well as asking questions for clarification.  At the same time, Joe seems a little rushed and disorganized at times.  This lack of complete control, normal with new teachers, is evident in his need to tighten up classroom and behavior management standards and consequences, especially in allowing a handful of students to dominate class discussions, or allowing a small amount of off-task chatting.  

His tolerance for noise and energy in his class stems from his desire for an “interactive” class.  The ESOL students demand a lot of attention from the teacher, wanting more of a teacher-centered environment.  Joe definitely seems to want to move them more towards a student-centered environment.  He regular uses social interactive and cooperative activities so that students depend on using the knowledge and help of their fellow students, rather than the teacher.  He also is seen encouraging them to use all the available materials at their grasp.  He takes them regularly to the computer lab for various linguistic and writing assignments and is always thinking of ways to incorporate new technology into his lessons.

Joe has also done an effective job of making content connections so that his students can apply their knowledge in his class to outside his class.  He regularly provides his students with graphic organizers and attempts to engage them in discussions related to all their assignments.   In almost every class, he has developed the use of the motivator, or warm-up, to access student interest and engage them in a discussion about the lesson that follows.  He uses relevant material, like pictures of popular musicians or artists that the students can relate towards, and perhaps integrate into their language schema.

Teacher Beliefs

Joe believes that all students can learn and that his job is to try to reach students where they are at in their learning and challenge them enough that they will be able to reach greater potential.  He cites Lev Vygotsky and the Zone of Proximal Development as major influence on his belief that students are at a certain level and the teacher needs to give challenging material to reach a higher level, but must provide the scaffolding to reach that level.  This is evident in his regular differentiation of lessons for various skill levels in his classes and for individual student needs.  In one instance, he gave extra help to a student in his writing class by breaking down the ideas in a paragraph and having the student express these ideas in stages.  The student started with ideas and words, then built simple sentences around those ideas, then developed those sentences with more complexity, and finally linked those sentences with other sentences and paragraphs within the writing assignment.  On many occasions, Joe has stopped or slowed down lessons when he realizes that students are not understanding and will try to find a way to reach every student, by either providing more examples, asking more questions, or providing visual, textual, or graphic organizing structures and examples to get that deeper understanding.

Teacher Effectiveness

Joe is a new teacher and is still discovering new and better ways to reach his students.  His strengths are that he as a calm and patient demeanor and good rapport with his students and colleagues.  He respects the individual needs of his students and is flexible with his lessons and activities in order to meet those needs.  He is continually improving his lesson planning and particularly his task analysis.  He is willing to try new strategies when other aren’t working or with a desire for experimentation.  He is open to constructive feedback from observers and is very good at post-lesson reflection.  His organization and resourcefulness is a great strength, since he has no curriculum for four of his classes and is largely adopting, adapting, or creating this curriculum.  He could improve the variety of ways of using more technology in his lessons, utilize a greater variety of means for assessing students’ achievement, provide motivating introductions to his lessons, and to manage his students’ off-task behavior.  He also needs to work on setting up greater lines of communication with parents to be able to share information with families on a regular basis and for a variety of reasons.

Student Background

Culture

There is one student, named Jorge, who is a 16 year old Guatemalan.  He is a typical student of Mr. Smith.  He is the eldest child of a large immigrant family.  The family is close-knit, but working class.  They value education and respect teachers and the educational system, but are largely uninvolved in their son’s learning.  The parents are usually too busy to address the academic concerns of the son, but will intervene when problems arise that force teachers to contact the parents about the student.

Proficiency Level

Jorge is an ESOL 3 student who has strong speaking and listening skills, but much weaker reading and writing skills.  Jorge’s previous ESOL and content teachers recommended that he get extra support in Mr. Smith’s reading and writing skills and support classes.  He has problems decoding reading and even greater problems with getting deeper understanding from reading, for instance, making inferences.  In addition, in writing he has good ideas that he can express orally, but creates simple ways of expressing them in writing, due to his low skill level in writing.

Personal Approach to Language Learning

Jorge approaches language for its socially communicative aspect.  He prefers social interaction to solve problems and make clarification.  If he doesn’t understand a text or a word he will usually ask a friend first or the teacher, depending on who is more accessible at the time.  He is also motivated by the social aspect of learning, and therefore benefits from learning in cooperative learning environments rather than individual ones.  He will also look for answers by oral communication first, rather than looking back at the text and reading for the information.

Attitudes and Motivation

Jorge is a very emotional and energetic student and therefore uses language to express emotions more than ideas.  He is socially motivated, mainly by the desire to interact with the opposite sex.  He jokes and plays in class rather than taking a serious attitude toward his learning.  He is also easily distracted.  For this reason, Mr. Smith believes Jorge covers his weaknesses in reading and speaking by relying on his social skills and this in increased by his social motivation.

Self-Efficacy

Jorge has a basic respect for learning and education, but lacks confidence in himself that he can succeed academically.  Because of his difficulties in reading and writing, he relies heavily on others for help, be it the teacher or other students.  He has also regularly been observed giving up easily on difficult reading and writing tasks rather than believe that he can work through the problem with greater effort.  His former ESOL teachers have only begun to instill a sense of independence in his learning, but Mr. Smith seems to be making a greater effort in this area for Jorge.

Learning Strategies

Jorge lacks personal strategies for learning, especially in regards to reading and writing.  His strategies have largely settled around asking for answers from his teachers or fellow students rather than trying to discover the meaning for himself.  Mr. Smith has focused Jorge on trying to use strategies and develop skills in reading and writing.  For instance, by making Jorge recognize the parts of story, make predictions, and ask questions as he reads.  Jorge is slowly developing these skills as moves away from his dependence on his oral proficiency.

Strengths and Needs

Because his oral and aural skills are stronger, he relies upon them to give him answers.  Jorge needs more instruction in reading and writing strategies and metacognitive strategies that focus on the reading and writing.  Joe Smith is developing the skills and strategies that will move Jorge away from a dependent relationship with the teacher and other students, towards independence.  He is trying to increase his decoding and other reading skills, as well as making his giving his writing more depth.  At the same time, however, his oral and aural strengths should be reinforced and developed at the same time, in order for Jorge to continue to feel a sense of accomplishment.  Mr. Smith should continue to use oral strategies, like choral reading and questioning, as well as cooperative learning strategies.

Mainstream Content Teacher Views

Views

This mainstream teacher teaches mathematics and has a high concentration of ESOL students within her classes.  Ms. L teaches Algebra I and Principles of Algebra and Geometry.  She is originally a Spanish speaker and is a second year teacher that came from another profession before teaching, computer programming.

Ms. L believes that ESOL students are challenged both by the lack of language, acculturation issues, and often lack of previous of education in their own language and country.  However, they are often highly motivated students and in the case of her students, also highly social.  The challenges that the ESOL students face sometimes mean that they will sometimes not be able to graduate high school normally allowed.  That means that if they have any special needs these go unidentified and not met by the system.  In her classes, she may face students that have multiple learning difficulties that are heightened by their language barrier.  In mathematics, this is compounded by the fact that learning mathematics is like learning another language, and it uses English to express mathematics and sometimes there are multiple meanings to normal English words that have different meaning in mathematics.  For instance, the word “relation” is confusing students because they think of relations between people rather than mathematical relations.  In addition, the students are especially challenged by word problems, which are becoming increasingly important on standardized tests that determine their graduation or college entrance requirements.

Specific Techniques
Ms. L uses many different techniques in explaining mathematical concepts.  For example, she explains everything visually, that means both doing sketches and writing important words down that she wouldn’t do if she didn’t have ESOL students.  She models explanations and processes and uses a lot of repetition, especially of important words.  She modifies her textual material in order for the students to access the material, for instance, she simplifies word problems from a standard Algebra text or modifies explanations to include simpler language and more visual representations.  She also modifies questions to make them simpler for students to understand.  Similarly she helps students understand questions in assessments by either explaining the meaning of the question or translating into Spanish (for the Spanish speakers).  In fact, she often uses translation as a method for complete understanding, unfortunately, this may leave out non-Spanish speaking ESOL students, however, as earlier stated, the majority of this school’s ESOL population is Spanish speaking.  She also uses group work, because that way students can help each other and practice the language, also research that she has read has shown that cooperative learning is more effective than other methods for ESOL students.

Success or challenges
Ms. L’s greatest challenge is covering the required material in the same amount of time for her ESOL students as it is for her mainstream students.  ESOL students often take more time to understand the material given their linguistic and other challenges as explained earlier.  Her use of translation also makes it difficult to help the non-Spanish speaking ESOL students access the material, because translation has become an efficient way for her to explain and move quickly through the required curriculum.  Due to the social nature of the ESOL students, classroom management is also a challenge.  The ESOL students feel different than the mainstream students and often isolate or differentiate themselves from the others by speaking their native language and not integrating into the class as a whole.  She finds that their social nature is also distracting them from focusing on the instruction, because they will tune out instruction in English when they feel it doesn’t apply to them.  Sometimes they also may also feel more insecure in participating in class, because of their language and cultural differences.  However, since ESOL students are usually more motivated than mainstream students, many of them give more effort to their work, even if they cannot perform at the same level.  She has had success with students that have come for extra help after school or at lunch.  She also feels that because of her language, cultural, and immigrant background has allowed her to relate well to ESOL students.  This means that students will go to Ms. L for help with non-academic issues.  For instance, on more than one occasion, she has played “relationship counselor” to her ESOL students, as they navigate the turbulent waters of teenage romance.

Teacher Strengths
Ms. L believes that relating to the students is her greatest strength.  Unfortunately, that doesn’t help with classroom management.  Being able to explain mathematics in another language is helpful for students when they are confused and lost in English.  She has a deep understanding of mathematics that helps her explain concepts in ESOL-friendly language.  She also has twenty years experience tutoring math, which helps her anticipate when and where students will become confused.

Teacher Needs

Ms. L believes that she could improve her classroom management.  For example, she would like to be able to control the socializing of her ESOL students.  She would also want to be able to reach more of her unmotivated or insecure ESOL students.  She would also like more strategies to help students read mathematical questions, word problems, and texts with more clarity.  She feels that her students often get lost in this area and she doesn’t always know the right way to get them out, or have the time to devote towards individual instruction.  For instance, students might not understand what a question is asking and it might not be evident until a test that they are confused in that area.  At this point Ms. L believes it is too late for her to provide appropriate help and instruction for them to succeed.  She would like to be able to anticipate these difficulties earlier in order to address them in a timely and effective manner.

Personal Philosophy

The observation of Joe Smith has shown that the role of the ESOL teacher is to educate students in functional language skills, offer content that is academically challenging, and helps students acculturate to the new language and culture.

Students need to be able to understand the language structures that allow them to communicate effectively.  Joe breaks down his instruction of grammar or difficult structures in his writing class, so that students can understand the pieces, them put them together into a comprehensible whole.  He also allows for different learning styles, strategies and intelligences in his classes.  He makes lessons that will allow students to showoff their stronger skills, but also practice and strengthen their weaker language skills.  He bases his ESOL instruction on the TESOL standards that we have discussed in our courses, so that the students will use each one of these important skill areas.  He is continuing to adapt, use, and develop reading and writing strategies that are effective for the differentiated levels of his students in those classes.

Students also need to access content the same as the rest of the student body in the school.  This content should be presented in a way that is challenging, but as seen by Vygotsky, able to be accessed through proper scaffolding.  Joe has used many techniques to access this content knowledge, like reading strategies and a focus on specific vocabulary development.  The use of CALLA theories, strategies, and materials will help in developing more content and ways to teach content in the future.

Finally, students need the cultural understanding to be able to function in the new language and society and the role of the teacher is to foster this cultural development side by side the language acquisition.  Joe regularly gave examples and materials that helped students learn about American culture, for instance a lesson on Halloween and Thanksgiving during a reading class.  He could work on further anticipation of cultural confusion in various areas, but is sensitive to the cultural needs of his students and continues to find ways to open his students to the new cultural landscape they inhabit.

	Chart 1: ESOL program

	Levels
	Length of Classes
	Classes per Week
	Types of Instruction

	METS 1/2 


	45/90 mins
	1(45), 2(90)
	Language-based ESOL, and Content with ESOL accommodations

	ESOL Levels 1, 2, 3, 4, 5
	45/90 mins
	1(45), 2(90)
	Thematic language based ESOL

	U.S. History, National/State/Local Government, Social Studies Lab (basic level)
	45/90 mins
	1(45), 2(90)
	Content with ESOL accommodations

	MAPS A/B (basic maths), Sheltered Algebra I, Sheltered PGA (Principles of Geometry and Algebra), METS Math lab
	45/90 mins
	1(45), 2(90)
	Content with ESOL accommodations

	Matter and Energy (science), Biology
	45/90 mins
	1(45), 2(90)
	Content with ESOL accommodations

	Reading, Writing Skills, TOEFL Practice
	45/90 mins
	1(45), 2(90)
	Language-based ESOL


Instructional Materials

Joe Smith teaches one ESOL program at the high school level, ESOL 3, and he shared the following materials for his course.  I have chosen to focus on this one level deeply rather than every level, for the sake of brevity and deeper clarity.

	Chart 5: Materials Used – ESOL Level 3

	L

E

V

E

L
	Textbook(s)
	Meets TESOL Standards and curriculum
	Appropriate to level
	Sensitive?
	Differentiation
	Learning Styles, Intelligences, and Strategies

	3
	MCPS Instructional Guide ESOL Level 3
	Somewhat- not originally based on TESOL standards- based on thematic units, but adaptable to the standards
	Yes- discusses themes that are too high for lower level, but too low for a higher level
	Yes- activities and strategies are adapted to address relevant student issues and allow for student discussion and input
	Yes- offers different ways to teach different content and gives strategies to be able to access difficult material 
	Yes – shows various ways to teach & assess skills using different styles, intelligences, and strategies, allows access to difficult material- esp. the novels

	3
	Making Connections: Teacher’s Guide, Student Textbook, Student Workbook
	Yes- has activities in speaking, reading, writing, and listening, but not linked to standards
	No- too easy in some cases
	Somewhat- there are immigrant issues inside but the text is a little outdated
	No
	Somewhat- there are different learning styles, strategies, and intelligences, but they are outdated

	3
	Voices in Literature Silver: Teacher’s Guide, Activity Masters, Student Journal & Activity Book,  Student Tape
	Somewhat- focuses on reading mostly, Goal 2 & all standards, and perhaps Goal 3, Standard 3
	Yes
	Yes- the books use relevant material, with a focus on immigrant stories & issues touching on students’ lives
	No
	No- formulaic and focused on reading and reading strategies almost exclusively

	3
	Grammar in Action: student workbook
	Yes- best adapted to TESOL standards
	Yes
	Somewhat- it is mostly about American culture with some points related to students’ lives
	No
	Yes- gives various activities that use different styles, strategies and intelligences

	3
	Sing Down the Moon, Tucket’s Ride, Park’s Quest, Sees Behind Trees, Journey of the Sparrows (novels)
	N/A- part of the reinforcement of reading instruction in the guide and thematic instruction
	Somewhat- depending on the class these texts are difficult, maybe too much
	Somewhat- the relevance is questionable, but many have immigrant-like themes
	N/A- see the Instructional Guide
	N/A- see the instructional guide


Assessment Procedures

	Chart 6: Placement, Promotion & Exit

	Level
	Placement
	Promotion
	Exit

	1
	IPT test – given by the county school system, given a score that loosely corresponds to ESOL level; R/T, Counselors, and if possible an ESOL teacher look at a writing sample to determine level as well
	Grade (A or B usually), Teacher Recommendation, based especially on reading and writing performance, Resource Teacher- R/T (ESOL Dept. Head) Approval
	IPT Test (score 4 on IPT with teacher recommendation), grade, and Department Discretion, Parental Request and Waiver for program

	2
	IPT test
	Grade and Teacher discretion 
	IPT Test (score 4 on IPT with teacher recommendation), grade, and Department Discretion, Parental Request and Waiver for program

	3
	IPT test
	Grade and Teacher discretion 
	IPT Test (score 4 on IPT with teacher recommendation), grade, and Department Discretion, Parental Request and Waiver for program

	4
	IPT test
	Grade and Teacher discretion 
	IPT Test (score 4 on IPT with teacher recommendation), grade, and Department Discretion, Parental Request and Waiver for program

	5
	IPT test
	Grade 
	Complete level successfully, passing grade (A-D), (score 4 on IPT with teacher recommendation), Parental Request and Waiver for program


7

