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Abstract 
 

Community-based second language classes for adults with immigrant/refugee backgrounds 

often draw upon “survival English” frameworks; these approaches aim to equip language learners 

with the basic language they need to accomplish instrumental goals but do not align with current 

research in second language pedagogy (Auerbach, 1985). This dissertation draws upon theories of 

meaning-making (Kress & Selander, 2012; New London Group, 1996) and strengths-based 

paradigms (e.g. Gorski, 2016) to explore how adult second language learners and teachers can 

revise “survival” ideologies to make space for critically reflective, creative, and humanizing 

language encounters in community-based adult second language classes. The dissertation proposes 

critical creativity, which combines tenets of critical pedagogy with approaches to teaching that 

prioritize learner agency and creativity, as a framework which makes space for these goals.  

Through ethnographic approaches as well as artifact analysis, interviews, and surveys, the 

dissertation begins by characterizing community-based adult ESL classes and learning materials 

in the United States, examining how “survival” has become the default organizational thread of 

these contexts. It explores how learners, teachers, stances, and classroom activities facilitate 

meaning-making opportunities. Finally, drawing closely on work with students and teachers, the 

dissertation explores how teachers and students subvert “survival” as the ideological crux of their 

language teaching/learning activities through critical creative approaches. The dissertation ends 

with a multi-modal set of voices offered by students from community-based adult second language 

classrooms at all levels. Together, the chapters characterize a pedagogical context that is prolific 

yet underrepresented in second language acquisition and applied linguistics research—

community-based adult second-language courses—and illuminate the work of learners and 

teachers in this context through a lens of resilience, creativity, and agentive meaning-making.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction: From Survival to Critical Creativity 

Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day; teach a man to fish and you feed 
him for a lifetime. ~famous proverb ~ 

 

In 2013, I taught an English class for Hakha Chin refugees at a community center in 

Indianapolis. Early in the fall, the center hosted a back-to-school picnic near a wooded lake. At 

the picnic, several older white men who had grown up in the area positioned their lawn chairs and 

fishing rods around the lake, hoping to catch fish. When a young Hakha Chin boy walked up to 

the pond, one of the men offered to teach him how to fish using his spare fishing rod. After patiently 

listening to the man’s demonstration for a few minutes, the boy waded into the pond, clapped his 

hands into the water, and drew out a squirming fish: the first catch of the day. The story circulated 

widely that day, with the men fishing laughing about how they had thought they would help teach 

a boy to fish. This boy approached the lake not to ask for a fish, nor to be taught how to fish, nor 

to charismatically perform his catch; he just wanted to fish. 

In community-based second language settings, teaching approaches are often motivated by 

“teach someone to fish” ideologies, with teachers and materials designers benevolently hoping to 

“donate” (Freire, 1981, p. 43) immigrant and refugee adults the language knowledge they need to 

reach goals. However, these well-intentioned models become deleterious when they lead us to 

assume to know things for another person. In the case of fishing, our beliefs about the process of 

fishing, tools that facilitate fishing, and properties of fish themselves can inform our assumptions 

of what someone else needs to know. When it comes to language teaching, we as teachers and 

materials designers may act based on assumptions about language or about what students need to 
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know about language and content, rather than working with them to create a context in which we 

explore with them what they already know and what they need and want to know.  

In community-based language classes, individual instructors and programs enjoy unique 

freedom to determine language objectives and learning goals, though these decisions are 

sometimes based on folk interpretations of language and language learning. In language classes I 

report on in future chapters, for example, teachers tend to default to teaching basic grammar and 

survival vocabulary, believing these themes are most helpful to students despite research that 

indicates otherwise. However, emphasizing vocabulary or grammar in isolation is more akin to 

teaching about a fish than engaging in fishing, and this approach doesn’t provide learners the 

practice using language necessary for language acquisition. Reducing language to features like 

vocabulary, pronunciation, or grammar alone equates language with getting things done, thereby 

reducing someone’s role as a language learner or immigrant to a series of problems that could be 

solved with the right understanding of language features. 

In addition, reducing language to instrumental features can lead educators and students 

alike to attribute interactional successes or failures to acquisition of these language features alone. 

However, interactions fail or succeed for all kinds of reasons, many of which do not involve 

grammar and vocabulary. One example that frequently emerges in textbooks and classes (and 

which I will refer to in subsequent chapters) is the theme of communicating with a landlord. A 

language learner could use all the appropriate vocabulary words and grammar structures to report 

a problem or request help but still not accomplish their goals in this scenario because their 

interlocutor is disinterested, disagreeable, inaccessible, or does not share the same understanding 

of the situation or preferred outcomes. Indeed, even as a highly proficient speaker of English, I 

sometimes fail as a tenant at convincing my property managers that issues in my apartment are 
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worth addressing; my problem is not that I lack the language to communicate housing concerns, 

but rather that I lack power and agency in my role as a tenant. Conversely, a language learner who 

hasn’t acquired certain vocabulary words or grammar structures can engage in a very successful 

interaction, as indicated by even early studies in the field (Schmidt, 1983; Schumann, 1986). For 

all these reasons, the “teach someone to fish” approach to second language pedagogy, while well-

intentioned, can reductively associate survival, empowerment, and success with the metaphorical 

“fishing rods” of vocabulary, grammar, and the expertise conveyed by teachers, even though 

learners can be most empowered by tools they already have, rather than by language features 

someone has taught them. For teachers, this might mean guiding learners to understand new 

ecologies in which they live so they can best hone these tools.  

This dissertation explores ways in which teachers, learners, course materials, and 

classroom activities can expand the focus of “practical” or “instrumental” language, thereby 

making space for critically reflective, creative, and humanizing language encounters. The title, 

subversive survival, acknowledges that language learners and teachers already disrupt the survival 

ideologies common for adult second language contexts. For example, a textbook prescribed for a 

course I taught only offered them the verbs cut, sell, build, take care of, drive, deliver, and collect 

to describe what they did “at work,” but when asked about their career goals, their responses 

included activities like advocating, giving advice, helping others, solving problems, and engaging 

in human rights issues (see Snell 2016, p. 78). By expressing their wide-ranging humanizing goals, 

rather than the limited, service jobs offered by the textbook, the students subverted the options 

offered to them. As they indicated in follow-up interviews and conversations, survival was closely 

connected with being human, growing, and gaining acknowledgement for what they were already 

doing. The term “subversive survival” also considers the ways that teachers’ and learners’ 
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existence or survival itself supplants the expectations of established institutions. The Hakha Chin 

boy who walked past a group of men (unsuccessfully) fishing and caught a fish with his hand is 

an example of thriving in a way that subverted the expectations of others. The other men fishing 

had friendly intentions when they offered to teach him to fish, and all of them were surprised at 

the boy’s demonstrated expertise. Inviting that expertise would have required the men fishing to 

consider that the possibility of multiple ways of fishing, and openness to exchanging these 

strategies as co-fishers. In the classroom setting, subverting survival requires teachers to navigate 

power structures and their own positionalities, disrupting the “expert” or “teacher-as-guide” 

positions that are easy to maintain when it comes to conjugating verbs, but harder when it comes 

to navigating complex issues students experience, such as marginalization and racism. 

This dissertation proposes critical creativity as a pedagogical framework which makes 

space for these capacities. This term combines tenets of critical pedagogy with approaches to 

teaching that prioritize learner agency and creativity. Critical creative approaches invite students 

to compose or engage in aesthetic/poetic texts and experiences, not mainly as a means to 

accomplish a linguistic objective, such as improving pronunciation or mastering a grammatical 

structure, but in order to reflect on and dialogue about the world, play with language, and take a 

humanizing stance.  

Research Questions 

With the goal of moving away from “teaching” survival, and instead capitalizing on learners’ 

existing strengths while addressing their needs and goals, the dissertation will seek to explore the 

following questions: 

1) What are the characteristics of community-based adult ESL classes in the United States, 

and the materials designed for learners in these contexts? 
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2) How has “survival” become the default organizational thread of these contexts?  

3) In what ways do learners, teachers, their stances, and classroom activities facilitate 

meaning-making opportunities? 

4) In what ways do teachers and students subvert “survival” as the ideological crux of their 

language teaching/learning activities through critical creative approaches?  

Frameworks of Strength Across Communities 

Bodies of literature have taken resilience, participant strength, and persistence as points of 

departure across contexts and communities, considering not only pedagogies, but also research 

approaches and researcher positionalities. Community-based adult second-language contexts do 

not have their own trending resilience framework, but can draw upon models in other disciplines 

and communities. First, though, I must acknowledge the limitations of the term “resilience.” In 

looking for a term to describe the thread across communities, I have considered other terms like 

resistance, endurance, survivance (Vizenor), and persistence. Each of these terms, too, poses 

inaccuracies. Resistance suggests active defiance, resilience a charismatic grit. Persistence and 

endurance (Phillipps, 2018) are used in indigenous studies to suggest strength in continuing what 

has always been, but refers in education literature to completing one’s formal (typically K-12) 

schooling. Thus, though I am unsatisfied with any blanket term to categorize the models I introduce 

below, each construct explores a theme related to strength or resilience in a unique context, 

considering pedagogies, community knowledge, human rights, and researcher positionality. 

Although each theory in this cluster of work addresses a unique context and history, they all 

respond to a similar set of problems facing communities that have historically been objects of 

deficit-based research ideologies. I will call them “resilience,” “strengths-based,” or “persistence” 

frameworks while also acknowledging the flaws in these labels. 
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Discourses of Damage/Desire  

Tuck (2009) points out the trend of “damage-centered research” (p. 409) with Native 

communities. Though these paradigms are motivated by those seeking justice, Tuck notes the 

“long-term repercussions of thinking of ourselves as broken” (p. 409). This research, in which 

individuals are invited to speak, but “[o]nly speak your pain” (hooks, 1990, p. 152), is motivated 

by theories of change which aim to hold perpetrators of oppression accountable by making them 

aware of the damage oppression causes (p. 414). Though these discourses played a role in raising 

awareness of oppressions that researchers could refute, Tuck argues that researchers should now 

work to “craft our research to capture desire instead of damage” (p. 416). Desire focuses on 

presence without ignoring the past or future. As Tuck puts it, 

Desire, yes, accounts for the loss and despair, but also the hope, the visions, the 
wisdom of lived lives and communities. Desire is involved with the not yet and, at 
times, the not any-more. In many desire-based texts (Anzaldúa, 1987; Cheng, 
2001; Didion, 2005; Williams, 1992) there is a ghostly, remnant quality to desire, 
its existence not contained to the body but still derived of the body. Desire is 
about longing, about a present that is enriched by both the past and the future. It is 
integral to our humanness. (p. 417)  

Desire does not dismiss the realities of damage, but rather acknowledges what Avery Gordon 

(1997) calls complex personhood (p. 4). As the name suggests, complex personhood regards 

individuals—and their actions and decisions—as multifaceted, influenced by collective as well as 

individual histories and memories, and beset at times by contradiction. In education, complex 

personhood may explain why a researcher or educator could be both committed to emancipatory 

pedagogy yet also lead a teacher-centered classroom with content targeting a standardized test, or 

why a student could highly value education yet spend a great deal of time on endeavors that seemed 

to interfere with school. Following Grande (2004), Tuck (2009) urges readers to “afford the 

multiplicity of life’s choices for one another” (p. 421) by interpreting them through a lens of desire 
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rather than deficit. In other words, she encourages a stance that assumes others can and do make 

decisions for that are best for them based on their knowledge, identities, and multidimensional 

needs. In the case of adult education, discourses of desire would reject claims that students or 

schools are failing based on test scores and instead assume that an effective means of assessing 

learner growth has not been developed yet. Rather than focus on inconsistent learner attendance, 

it would assume that students are navigating complex lives while also caring deeply about their 

educations. Desire-centered interpretations recognize the multiplicity of human beings (and data) 

and, when presented only with deficit explanations or discourses, they creatively envision 

alternatives.  

Survivance 

Like Tuck, Vizenor (2008), a scholar in American and Native American studies, rejects 

tropes of victimization and discourses of damage. His construct replaces the discourse of survival, 

which implies simply living after victimhood, with survivance, an arguably subversive act of 

creativity and agency. Survivance describes how “various ways Indigenous people thrive and 

persist in contemporary society despite histories that claim their defeat (Phillips, 2018, p. 353; 

Vizenor, 1994). Survivance is closely tied with creative acts. As Vizenor (2008) writes, “the nature 

of survivance creates a sense of narrative resistance to absence, literary tragedy, nihility, and 

victimry” (p. 1). Survivance thus can be a lens through which literary texts and oral stories can be 

understood, and it sheds light on the creativity, literary imagination, integrity, agency, and humor 

with which individuals persist. While the construct of survivance rejects narratives of defeat, it 

doesn’t minimize traumatic histories. Since Vizenor coined the construct, scholars have used 

survivance to process trauma through acts of creativity. LaPensée (2013), for example, created a 

digital social impact game called Survivance which invites players to journey through Indigenous 
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life cycles, performing quests under the guidance of Elders’ wisdom. The game culminates with 

participants creating an “Act of Survivance,” or a reflective piece of art related to an experience 

of healing, to share with others in their communities. 

 

Humanizing Research  

Humanizing Research (Paris & Wynn, 2014) is a paradigm within the social sciences which 

calls researchers to recognize and push against inequities while collaborating with their research 

participants. Paris (2011) defines humanizing research as “ethnographic, qualitative, and social 

language research with marginalized and oppressed communities” (p. 137). It is, she goes on to 

describe, 

a methodological stance which requires that our inquiries involve dialogic 
consciousness-raising and the building of relationships of care and dignity for both 
researchers and participants. Although such a stance is important in all research, it is 
particularly important when researchers are working with communities who are 
oppressed and marginalized by systems of inequality based on race, ethnicity, class, 
gender, and other social and cultural categories. This ethical need for a humanizing 
stance emerges as both researchers and participants seek to push against inequities not 
only through the findings of research but also through the research act itself. (pp. 140-
41) 

 
Working with indigenous youth, McCarty, Wyman, & Nicholas (2014) note that there are many 

ways "outside researchers' language crossing, no matter what the intention, could be deeply 

dehumanizing" (p. 96). For this reason, reflection and collaboration is critical. They recommend 

that marginalized and oppressed communities develop “triple vision” (p. 99) which validates and 

advances academic, youth, and wider community projects. Importantly, they also note that 

developing such a humanizing stance “takes much longer to develop than the classic ethnographic 

year, since it requires researchers to develop the relationships necessary to consider their research 

goals, processes, and products in light of youth and adult community members' concerns" (p. 99). 
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This framework encourages researchers to consider their relationships with their participants and 

actively work to create a dignifying research approach. 

Equity Literacy  

Like humanizing research, equity literacy (Gorski 2015, 2016, 2017) seeks to challenge 

inequities within education. This framework helps educators reframe foci of cultural awareness, 

cultural sensitivity, or diversity appreciation and instead seek to deeply understand “even subtle 

ways in which access and opportunity are distributed unfairly across race, class, gender identity, 

sexual orientation, (dis)ability, language, and other factors” (Gorski, 2017). In this framework, 

teachers are pushed to not only appreciate diversity (including diversity within groups of students 

experiencing poverty/class disparities), but also to advocate for equity by recognizing, responding 

to, and redressing inequities, and by laboring to create and sustain thoughtful, bias-free 

instructional cultures. This educational culture includes high expectations, assessment via methods 

other than test scores, and approaches to teaching based in evidence. Learners, too, are taught to 

view the world through an equity lens, and benefit from high expectations, high order pedagogy, 

and engaging curriculum.  

 

Funds of Knowledge  

Funds of knowledge is a framework designed for public school educators so that they can 

recognize wide and varied forms of knowledge students bring to the classroom. In their edited 

book Funds of Knowledge: Theorizing Practices in Households, Communities, and Classrooms, 

Gonzalez (an anthropologist), Moll (a scholar in education), and Amanti (a teacher) (2005) 

introduced the construct of funds of knowledge as “based on a simple premise: People are 

competent, they have knowledge, and their life experiences have given them that knowledge” (pp. 
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ix–x). As a theoretical construct, a funds of knowledge approach seeks to bring immigrant 

families’ wide variety of knowledge to classroom settings. Family’s funds of knowledge, 

cultivated through their social and economic histories, can become cultural resources for teachers, 

who can “include parents and families in the formula for educating children and seriously listen to 

and value their funds of knowledge” (Gonzalez et al., 2005, p. 150). Funds of knowledge include 

families’ strategies for survival in everyday life, including sharing family chores, economic 

strategies, household knowledge, religious ceremonies, transborder knowledge and travel, 

extended family networks and social life, formal and informal literacy customs and practices, 

intergenerational interactions, and ethnic identity. Gonzalez, Moll, and Amanti collaborated to 

train teachers to follow this framework in order to interview families and construct curricula based 

on students’ funds of knowledge. In sum, life experiences are the basis of these funds of 

knowledge, and the belief is that teachers can build curriculum and relationships based on the 

knowledge of the children and their families in their classroom. Thus, this is a model of affirmation 

rather than a deficit model of education. 

 

Symbolic Competence 

Emerging from the field of applied linguistics and discussions around intercultural and 

communicative competence, symbolic competence considers language learners’ competences that 

other models of language acquisition do not address. Developing her notion of the Third Space 

(Kramsch, 1993), Kramsch (2006) proposes symbolic competence as a goal of language/culture 

teaching, based on the stance that “[l]anguage learners are not just communicators and problem 

solvers, but whole persons with hearts, bodies, and minds, with memories, fantasies, loyalties, 

identities” (n.p.). Kramsch (2009) proposes symbolic competence not as a set of standards to 
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measure, but “a savviness, i.e., a combination of knowledge, experience, and judgment” (p. 118). 

However, it is also “a mindset” that can occur when an “individual learns to see him/herself 

through his/her own embodied history and subjectivity and through the history and subjectivity of 

others” (Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008, p. 668). In addition, the construct offers a more nuanced 

perspective on relationships between interlocutors, specifically considering language learning in 

contexts of inequality (Kramsch, 2006b, p. 358).  

 

Capabilities Framework  

The capabilities framework, grounded in critical pedagogy and informing such diverse 

fields as higher education, intercultural competence, and ESOL, also expands understandings of 

what learners learn and do with language. Nussbaum’s (2000) list of central human functional 

capabilities (cited in Crosbie, 2014, p. 94) includes play, senses, imagination, thought, and “control 

over one’s environment.” Crosbie (2014) adds to this list capabilities such as “voice and agency; 

critical reasoning; reflection and knowledge use; affiliation; identity and ontological being; senses, 

emotions and imagination; learning dispositions; cosmopolitan citizenship; mobility; L2 literacy 

and communication; creativity” (p. 104). These capacities are important because they seek to 

develop learners’ identity, agency, and sense of social justice, rather than simply language 

proficiency. Supplementing Crosbie’s (2012) capabilities framework, for languages and 

intercultural communication, Lederach (2005) focuses on building five capacities, all of which 

require creativity and imagination, such as viewing presenting issues as part of wider patterns, 

embracing complexity, and hearing and engaging multiple identities (p. 121). Phipps proposes an 

additional element for intercultural dialogue: silence (p. 122). The capabilities frameworks invite 

space for humanizing capabilities which communities have cultivated but which may go unnoticed 
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in traditional, standards-based frameworks.  

 

Critical/Participatory Pedagogy 

Critical and participatory pedagogies invite students to be involved in creating curriculum 

and solving problems they identify, rather than having teacher-directed instruction. Taking up 

Freire’s concerns with teacher-centered approaches that “[reinforce] the silence and passivity of 

powerless people, rather than creating conditions which allow them to identify and think critically 

about problems" (Auerbach & Burgess, 1985, p. 490), Auerbach & Burgess distinguish between 

problem solving and problem posing. They liken problem solving to a system of “educational 

welfare” (p. 490) in which teachers anticipate what learners’ problems are and how to solve them. 

In a problem posing approach, on the other hand, teachers invite students to “enter into the process 

of thinking critically about their reality” (Auerbach & Burgess, 1985, p. 491), as teachers think 

about their own realities. The purpose of problem-posing, participatory instruction is not to solve 

students’ problems but “to involve them in searching for and creating their own alternatives” 

(Auerbach & Burgess, 1985, p. 491). Critical and participatory pedagogies aim to tackle issues of 

equity, but by prioritizing student voices over those of teachers or those in power.  

 

Rights-based Pedagogies 

While critical and participatory pedagogies cultivate individuals’ awareness and agency, 

other pedagogies focus explicitly on students’ human rights. To inform their settlement program 

in New Zealand, Hayward & U-Mackey (2013) draw upon a “rights-based” (United Nations 

General Assembly 1948), pedagogical approach with a focus on critical thinking, problem-solving, 

and intercultural skills. In their approach, course themes are “framed within a context of 
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enhancement of rights, such as the right to safety, freedom of speech and belief, gender equality, 

respect, and the right to healthcare and education entitlement” (p. 432). This is important because 

programs that do not provide space for these components may be implicitly sending cues to 

newcomers to try to “fit in” and “not to question” (p. 433; Auerbach, 1995; Vasta, 2007). The 

authors point out that refugees may feel disempowered due to the often involuntary nature of 

migration (p. 430). Therefore, the program emphasizes group problem-solving (p. 433), power-

sharing, inclusivity, and critical inquiry (p. 434), and integration as “two-way and non-conformity-

oriented” (p. 431; Ager & Strang, 2008). 

Resilience Paradigms as Multidimensional 

The resilience frameworks introduced above come from work across diverse communities 

of practice, but they share the goal of expanding the agency of individuals while resisting deficit 

discourses. Rather than position materials as curricular “saviors”, and language as the only barrier 

to learners’ access into an imagined society, without examining the roots of marginalization or 

challenging those who benefit from it, resilience paradigms acknowledge learners’ creativity and 

funds of knowledge, inviting learners and teachers alike to examine systemic inequities in their 

lives. I summarize some of the features of resilience paradigms in the table below. 

Table 1: Resilience Paradigms for Second Language Instruction 

Resilience Paradigms 

Prioritize students’ rights and acknowledge their wide-ranging capacities 

Examine the roots of marginalization and avoid connecting access into society with language 

instruction/learning alone 

acknowledge the creativity, funds of knowledge, and resources that communities and individuals 

use to thrive even in cases of systematic, historic marginalization 
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work on reframing deficit discourses of "victimhood,” “helplessness,” "limited linguistic 

proficiency," or "damage," rather than taking these as points of departure 

acknowledge serious issues of social justice and inequity, and provide space to examine them, 

rather than attributing problems to linguistic deficits 

Problem-pose and inquire with students, without trying to pre-empt their needs or provide 

solutions for them 

 

Approaching a situation believing one already knows what someone needs to know—as 

the “teach someone to fish” models necessarily do—can unintentionally attribute a deficit to 

students. This is a key concern resilience paradigms address in general, one I hope to address in 

this dissertation. Fortunately, resilience pedagogies are defined by multiple dimensions of 

instruction (teaching, reflection, relationships, materials, activities, student voices, etc.). 

Therefore, just as the strongest materials do not facilitate learning if they are not used 

appropriately, teachers who are working with materials or contexts that do not inherently promote 

resilience can still facilitate a pedagogy of resilience together with their students. The 

multidimensionality of resilience paradigms allows multiple opportunities for novice and 

experienced educators alike to grow.  

In sum, I argue that resilience paradigms acknowledge subjects' funds of knowledge 

without dismissing inequities, whereas survival paradigms focus on an imagined "target 

culture/language" to which participants need access, erasing inequities and framing language 

proficiency as the key to this access, thereby portraying the world as "remnants of Dick and Jane," 

as Allan Luke puts it. I consider a key theoretical framework for this dissertation, critical creativity, 

a resilience paradigm. Following resilience models, the dissertation will adopt a stance of student-
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teacher resilience in community-based adult second language contexts. In the following section, I 

will describe another key piece of the dissertation research which follows from resilience models: 

teacher/researcher positionality.  

Teacher/Researcher Positionality 

In order to prioritize paradigms of resilience for our students/participants, we as teachers 

and researchers must be aware of our own positionalities. Cameron et al. (1992) present three 

research positionalities that researchers may adopt towards their participants: 1) ethical, reflecting 

the "appropriate concern that subjects do not suffer damage or inconvenience while participating 

in the research, and that the contributions of subjects are adequately acknowledged" (Norton, 2000, 

p. 23), 2) advocacy, or a researcher’s commitment to do research for subjects, not just on subjects, 

and 3) empowerment, which is "characterized by research that is on, for, and with subjects" (p. 

23). “Teach someone to fish” methodologies might by characterized by the ethical or advocacy 

positionalities, while the aims of resilience paradigms require involving participants in the research 

in meaningful ways that stretch even the empowerment positionality. 

Even when researchers seek to conduct research on, for, and with participants, reflection 

on positionality is critical, especially when the participants may be marginalized in some contexts. 

Lather (1986) explores what it means to “do empirical research in an unjust world" (p. 257), 

advocating for “empirical accountability” (p. 260) and against "theoretical imperialism," or 

attempts at methodological consensus that promote trending perspectives as universal (p. 261; 

Thompson, 1978; see also Bottomore, 1978). She argues that "a more collaborative approach to 

critical inquiry is needed to empower the researched, to build emancipatory theory, and to move 

toward the establishment of data credibility within praxis-oriented, advocacy research" (p. 272). 

She encourages researchers to critically examine how to diverge from the "rape model of research" 
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(Reinharz, 1979, p. 95), described as “career advancement of researchers built on their use of 

alienating and exploitative inquiry methods” (p. 261). Indigenous Action Media (2014) offers 

another term for the career advancement of researchers working with vulnerable populations: “ally 

industrial complex” (p. 10), describing those who advance their careers off of the struggles they 

seek to address. Close collaboration with participants can help researchers avoid methods that are 

exploitative, even if unintentionally so. Collaboration begins with “deep respect” for the research 

participants’ capabilities, even in the face of oppression (p. 262). In addition, researchers can 

engage in "collaborative theorizing" (Kushner & Norris, 1980-81, p. 27), which is characterized 

by negotiation with the community of participants throughout the research process (p. 264, see 

Kushner and Norris, 1980-81). By inviting reciprocity and reflection, this interactive approach 

thereby guards against dangers of research: “imposition and reification on the part of the 

researcher" (p. 265). Following Fay (1977), Lather argues that self-reflection and deep 

understanding is the goal of emancipatory research even more so than generating “empirically 

grounded theoretical knowledge" (p. 266). In their edited volume, Paris & Winn (2014) propose 

participatory action research, critical ethnographies, activist ethnography, (re)storying collective 

narrative, and even refusing research as types of methodologies that foreground respect and 

humanizing research.. 

In considering what it means for a researcher to be a “worthy witness” (p. 295) of the 

communities they observe, Winn & Ubiles (2010) note a tension for researchers: "At times scholars 

will have access to rich data; however, scholars must make difficult decisions that require integrity 

and humanity" (p. 298). In a research interview, this might happen when a researcher decides to 

turn off an audio recorder for the comfort and privacy of a participant, even if the participant’s 

input would have been valuable for the research questions. Briggs (1986) points out the importance 
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of reflecting on communicative norms of communities under study, not just those assumed to be 

part of an interview script" (p. 94). Heller (2008) also warns that researchers must be sensitive 

about how their data collection instruments are interpreted by participants in research. For 

example, filling out a questionnaire may be reminiscent of “complying with State bureaucratic 

procedures of social control” (p. 256). Winn & Ubiles (2010) connect the ethical tenets guiding 

these research decisions to the three R’s of responsibility, respect, and reciprocity (p. 296). Being 

a worthy witness may mean discerning when a learner or participant needs the researcher to be a 

confidant, not a researcher. Other keys of worthy witnessing, according to Winn & Ubiles, include 

the ability to demonstrate responsibility in the form of dependability and accountability, to exercise 

reciprocity, and ritualize respect (p. 307). Duncan-Andrade (2006) also note that the concept of 

cariño should be central (p. 455; Winn & Ubiles, p. 297). Winn & Ubiles (2010) admire the work 

of scholar-researchers who “are in the center of the struggles in the communities in which they 

work, yet they gracefully move to the margins" (p. 299). Researchers who are worthy witnesses 

prioritize the concerns and needs of those they work with over data or their own agenda. 

Researchers doing work at the university are required to go through training and multiple 

layers of permission when working with so-called “human subjects,” but we can take this process 

a step farther and reflect on our roles as “human researchers” and “human teachers.” Taken 

together, this body of literature points to the importance of scholars reflecting on their 

positionalities and methodologies as they seek to promote humanizing, resilience pedagogies. 

Overview of Chapters 

In this section, I will outline how the chapters move from analyzing the context and history 

of “survival” to proposing critical creativity and humanizing research as a way to subvert this 

history. The dissertation is organized into three main sections: Emergence of Survival as Crux of 
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Community-Based Adult ESL Contexts (chapters 2 and 3), Theoretical Underpinnings of a Critical 

Creative Approach to Meaning-making (chapters 4 and 5), and Subverting Survival in Community-

Based Adult ESL Contexts (chapters 6, 7, and 8). This first chapter introduces the dissertation and 

its theoretical underpinnings in frameworks of resilience. 

Chapter 2, Characterizing Community-Based Adult ESL Classes from an Equity 

Perspective introduces the context of this project: community-based adult second language 

learning classrooms in the United States. In community-based classes—including those affiliated 

with community colleges and grassroots programs—students tend to be adults with immigrant and 

refugee backgrounds. Their teachers and tutors tend to be volunteers (who typically do not have 

formal teaching training) or part-time/adjunct employees who are de-professionalized through 

systemically being denied the stability of full time employment. I draw upon existing literature to 

define and characterize federally unfunded community-based adult second language (specifically 

ESL) classes, which will be the focus of the dissertation. Unlike their federally funded 

counterparts, programs not funded by the federal government are free from standardized testing 

mandates and documentation status requirements, allowing them more freedom in curricular 

design, though requiring them to seek alternative funding sources. Along with characterizing 

community-based ESL classes in this chapter, I also challenge some implicit assumptions about 

the learners in community-based ESL contexts, such as the assumption that they are mostly 

“newcomers” in need of learning survival language, and explore ways to move towards 

professional social justice by attending to the unique needs of learners and teachers in these 

contexts. By pointing out issues in how teachers and learners in community-based adult second 

language settings are characterized, professionalized, and supported, this chapter makes the case 

for considering this pedagogical context through a lens of social justice. 
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Chapter 3, “Still Just Surviving?: Reflection on Communicative and Humanizing 

Meaning-Making Opportunities in Community-Based Adult ESL Textbooks,” considers 

existing curriculum—specifically popular textbooks—designed for adult ESL learners with 

immigrant and refugee backgrounds. It begins by reviewing literature on textbook analysis in adult 

ESL contexts (most of which take a CDA approach) and problematizing textbooks’ myopic focus 

on market/standards-driven “survival ESL” themes at the expense of the communicative and 

humanizing approaches prioritized in other teaching contexts. The chapter then presents focal texts 

from the three most popular commercially produced textbooks marketed for adult ESL programs 

and, using the theoretical frameworks of social semiotics and humanizing education, analyzes the 

meaning-making opportunities they afford learners (both as language users and agentive human 

beings). Though these books address themes identified common-sensically as important, such as 

going to the doctor or talking about work, the materials discursively otherize learners through 

us/them binaries which promote banal nationalism, encourage stereotypes, and erase or tokenize 

learners’ experiences. Then, I present alternative theoretical constructs and analyze a Canadian-

based problem-posing curriculum that adopts a humanizing, participatory stance while still 

focusing on relevant workplace themes. I finish by suggesting an alternative theoretical construct: 

subversive survival, which I will develop in future chapters. 

Stemming from my pilot study, Chapter 4, Critical Creative Approaches in 

Community-Based Adult ESL Classes: Student Perspectives, uses survey data and classroom 

artifacts collected ethnographically from January 2016-December 2018 to explore quantitatively 

how learners rate their language proficiency in various areas before and after a creative semester. 

After a literature review on theories of creativity in language learning, I explore types of creative 

activities (with curricular examples and qualitative examples from my classroom) that learners can 
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engage in as part of their instruction. These activities are related to themes important to students’ 

lives, but are not strictly survival oriented. Using these examples, I discuss the humanizing and 

meaning-making affordances, focusing on meaning-making as a creative, collaborative process, 

rather than a property of texts or individuals. Then, I present the surveys, using ANOVA 

(performed through the statistical software R) to analyze the significance of students’ responses. 

This chapter explores 1) ways community-based adult ESL students engage critically and 

creatively with themes important to their lives as they collaboratively produce texts, and 2) 

students’ perceptions about participating in a critical creative pedagogy. While this chapter 

establishes the types of creative processes students can engage in, and the fact that they identify it 

as beneficial to their growth as language users, the next chapter will closely read the texts that 

students produce. 

Chapter 5, Poetry as Design in Community-based Adult ESL Classrooms: Meaning-

Making with Creative/Aesthetic Texts, draws upon the theoretical framework of multiliteracies 

to study creative meaning making in community-based adult English as a Second Language 

classrooms, focusing on how the theoretical framework of Design can illuminate teachers’ 

understanding of what adult ESL learners are doing with language through poetry. In the findings, 

which include collaboratively-produced texts from adults in community-based adult ESL classes, 

I will consider how learners employ the Available Designs afforded by poetry and discussions 

about poetry to engage in the Design and Redesign processes in their ESL classes. 

Following gaps introduced in chapter 3, Chapter 6: Dialogic Approaches to Exploring 

Culture in Community-Based Adult ESL Classrooms, will explore how to discuss culture 

dialogically. Despite the robust literature about teaching intercultural competence, little has been 

written on exploring culture in community-based English as a Second language settings. 
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Educational materials about culture designed for these contexts tend to be prescriptive, displaying 

rules and norms without inviting dialogue that is otherwise valued in language teaching. This 

chapter addresses this gap by dialogically exploring perceptions of adults in a community-based 

ESL class towards cultural themes, with the goal of moving towards reflective pedagogy about 

culture in community-based ESL contexts. Data, which were collected over the course of a 

fourteen-week community-based English as a Second Language course from September to 

December 2017, include surveys about students’ perceived cultural knowledge, interest learning 

about culture, and comfort interacting with Americans, as well as student-produced texts and 

responses to texts exploring cultural themes. Students were eager to dialogue about culture, and 

they indicated increased cultural understanding and interest after a fourteen-week session, as well 

as interest in forming more intercultural relationships. The chapter presents examples of student-

produced texts and invites instructors to consider how to reflectively choose materials, teach, and 

dialogue about culture in community-based ESL classes. 

Drawing upon creativity theory (Tin), “Chapter 7, “Creative Collaborations in Adult 

ESL Classrooms: Three Community Language Tutors’ Pre-Understandings, 

Contradictions, and Growth Points,” explores how volunteer community tutors theorize and 

apply their learning to teaching adult second language learners. In previous chapters, I have 

critiqued survival approaches and the materials that promote them. While I still maintain these 

concerns about structures and systems that lead to certain pedagogies, I adopt a strengths-based 

stance towards the teachers and their practice, using classroom observation and interview data to 

show how teachers thoughtfully apply what they have learned about teaching, although their 

application doesn’t necessarily result in novel meaning-making potential for the students. I will 

suggest that a critical creative approach, which draws upon creativity theory, critical pedagogy, 



 31 

and Communicative Language Teaching, can help facilitate meaning-making in ways that 

traditional approaches—which tend to combine survival themes with CLT—do not. Furthermore, 

I will demonstrate how community volunteers working with adult ESL students employ traditional 

and critical creative approaches in community settings.  

Inspired by an absence of materials that involve the “uninterrupted voices” of 

immigrant/refugee students (Gulliver & Thurrell, 2016, p. 57), Chapter 8, “Equity Literacy 

through Critically Creative Student Voices,” presents a multi-modal set of voices offered by 

students from community-based adult second language classrooms at all levels. Resulting from 

close collaboration with students and teachers, this chapter features poetry, fiction, memoir, video, 

and other texts created by student for their peers. In addition to presenting the materials, I will 

share student perspectives which they offered through interviews and informal conversations, and 

I will outline ways that teachers can facilitate activities which center the authentic and 

uninterrupted voices of students. 

Together, these chapters will characterize a pedagogical context that is prolific yet 

underrepresented in second language acquisition and applied linguistics research—community-

based adult second-language courses—and illuminate the work of learners and teachers in this 

context through a lens of resilience, creativity, and agentive meaning-making. 
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Part I: Emergence of Survival as Crux of Community-Based Adult ESL Contexts 
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Chapter 2 

Characterizing Community-Based Adult ESL Classes from an Equity Perspective 

Adults in the United States may decide to pursue English language classes at any life stage 

and for a variety of reasons. Some are newcomers to the United States and hope to cultivate their 

basic English language and literacy in the months after their arrival. Others have lived in the United 

States for decades but the demands of working and raising families have made it hard for them to 

regularly attend classes. Whether seeking language development or new friendships, they find free 

opportunities to learn in community-based ESL classes. 

What is a Community-based ESL Class? 

Adult second language learners in the United States who cannot afford or do not wish to 

pay high prices for for-profit intensive language programs or credit-bearing university courses, or 

who do not qualify for the government-funded community college language courses which require 

documentation and recent refugee status (Snell, 2013, p. 9), can turn to community-based ESL 

classes. Community-based adult ESL programs are non-credit-bearing courses—generally 

intended for adults with immigrant and refugee backgrounds—which take place informally in 

schools, churches, libraries, homes, and community centers, typically at no cost to adult learners. 

Though some classes offered to adults with immigrant and refugee backgrounds are government 

funded, including those funded through contracts with refugee resettlement programs (such as 

Catholic Charities or IRC) or at adult learning centers (often affiliated with K-12 schools or 

community college Adult Basic Education programs), this chapter will focus on describing the 

characteristics, affordances, and challenges of community-based ESL classes that are not 

government funded. Programs that are not government funded include small religious-based 

programs (Durham & Kim, 2019) or grassroots efforts organized by volunteers wanting to meet 
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the demand for free classes. Contrary to government funded programs, which are required to report 

data about the number of students participating, their levels, and their teachers, unfunded, 

grassroots community programs may not be tracked, making these contexts less visible in 

professional literature on language learning. 

Despite unfunded community based programs’ limited visibility compared to their K-12, 

university-level, and government funded adult basic education counterparts, the status of not being 

federally funded offers these programs flexibility in terms of curriculum as well as who is allowed 

to participate. Grassroots community-based programs may be more accessible to students who do 

not have official documentation status. Many government-funded programs require students to 

provide proof of documentation, such as a driver’s license, or restrict classes to adults with refugee 

status who have only been in the United States a certain amount of time. Classes not funded by the 

government, on the other hand, can admit students who cannot produce this documentation, as 

well as adults who have already been in the United States for decades. Unfunded programs also 

have potential flexibility when it comes to curriculum and standardized testing. While standardized 

testing—often driven by curricular standards (BEST Literacy, 2008; CASAS, 2008; National 

Reporting System, 2016;)—is mandated and tied to funding in government- and grant-funded 

programs (U.S. Department of Education, 2016a; U.S. Department of Education, 2016b), 

community-based programs do not have these requirements, allowing instructors more agency 

over their curriculum.  

The same affordances that make unfunded community-based adult ESL classes welcoming 

to a wider and more diverse range of learners can, however, also lead to structural and pedagogical 

challenges. One benefit and challenge is the diversity of the student participants. Students in these 

classes tend to have immigrant and refugee backgrounds, but the length of time they’ve been living 
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in the United States, their home languages and regions of origin, experiences with literacy and 

formal education in their native languages, and proficiency in English vary widely, along with 

their language learning goals. Often, a varied range of levels exists within a single class, and it 

may be hard for instructors to simultaneously address the widely diverse needs of all the learners 

in their classroom. In addition, because funding is typically limited or nonexistent, curriculum 

maps, books, and other learning materials, along with classroom technology and internet access, 

are not necessarily available at all, let alone aligned with current research (Nelson Christoph, 

2009). Instead, individual instructors, who typically teach part-time or as volunteers, are expected 

to bricolage a curriculum from donated materials, online resources, and activities they create 

themselves (Snell, 2013; Nelson Christoph, 2009). Because instructors tend to be volunteers or 

work part-time, there is a high turnover rate and limited opportunities for professional 

development. This turnover is exacerbated by the de-professionalization of trained teachers. When 

programs regard teaching as something anyone (or, in some cases, any native speaker) can do, they 

may rely on the labor of volunteer and/or unqualified teachers, leading or forcing trained teachers 

to work elsewhere (Durham & Kim, 2019; Snell, 2013). 

This chapter will characterize the unique context of community-based adult ESL 

classrooms in the United States, explaining that though these classroom resources, adult learners, 

and instructors vary widely, grassroots or unfunded community-based classrooms share structural 

characteristics that distinguish them from other second language learning contexts. Among these 

characteristics are a rich diversity of learners and pedagogical flexibility coupled with vulnerability 

for teachers and learners who may be destabilized, silenced, or marginalized institutionally, 

politically, and professionally by the context. I will begin the chapter by summarizing literature on 

learners in community-based second language classrooms, then moving on to discuss teachers, 
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best pedagogical practices, and professional development in these contexts. From there, I will 

transition into sections on the curricular ideologies which inform teaching and proposed 

considerations for doing research in community-based adult ESL classrooms.  Finally, I will 

discuss the implications of this literature and these practices on equity for community-based adult 

learners and their teachers, and how fields related to applied linguistics can contribute. Typically, 

professional literature does not distinguish between funded and unfunded community-based 

programs, even though not all immigrant and refugee adults qualify for both types of program. I 

will argue that grassroots or unfunded community-based adult ESL classes serve a unique group 

of learners unserved by any other language teaching context—including government-funded 

community-based adult ESL classes—and should therefore be regarded in the professional 

literature and research as a unique teaching context meriting further study. 

 

Data on Community-Based Adult ESL Learners 

Community-based ESL programs remain vastly understudied in comparison to their 

university, EFL, and K-12 language teaching contexts, where much of the data informing second 

language theory and pedagogy is drawn. The limited existing research on community-based 

classrooms often focuses on federally-funded programs (see, for example, Bigelow & Schwarz, 

2010; Condelli & Wrigley, 2008), excluding data from programs that are not funded federally 

largely because these contexts don’t have federally mandated reporting requirements that make it 

easier for programs to keep track of participants. This published data may not accurately reflect 

learners across all community-based settings, but rather only those learners with institutionally 

recognized documentation, such as refugee status. However, even if these data are incomplete and 

exclude smaller, grassroots programs, they can offer some insights into characteristics of adult 
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immigrant and refugee language learners: Condelli & Wright (2008) conducted a government-

funded study drawing from 495 students from 38 classes in thirteen federally-funded adult ESL 

programs across seven states. The students in the study spoke 30 languages, but 68% reported 

Spanish as their first language, and 59% were from Mexico (p. 114). The students had an average 

of 3.1 years of formal schooling in their home country and had an average reading level between 

1st and 2nd grade (p. 118). 72% were female. Existing studies of federally-funded adult ESL 

classes reveal that the levels of learners also varies widely. Bigelow & Schwarz (2010) report that 

an estimated 17-21% of adults enrolled in community-based programs are at the beginning literacy 

level (p. 1). This percentage does not count adults who participate in programs that are not federally 

funded, including immigrants without the documentation required to enroll in federally funded 

programs. English as a Second Language learners accounted for 46% of learners enrolled in adult 

education programs in 2006-2007 (Burt, Peyton, & Schaetzel, 2008, p. 1), and nearly half were at 

the beginning level, as measured by the National Reporting System (NRS) (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2008). In sum, existing studies of federally funded programs reveal that a large 

population of adult learners enrolled in adult ESL courses are at beginning levels. 

Even learners who manage to enroll in a class may experience barriers to attending. In the 

United States, adults may struggle with confidence and finding time (Bigelow & Schwarz, 2010; 

Schwarz, 2005; Auerbach, 1996; Cook & Quiñones, 1983). Bigelow & Schwarz also point out the 

“inaccessibilty” of English classes in the United States, especially classes near neighborhoods 

where learners live (Bigelow & Schwarz, 2010, p. 3). Yet regular attendance is important for 

learning. Unsurprisingly, students with higher rates of attendance grew in reading comprehension 

as well as oral communication skills (Condelli & Wrigley, 2008, p. 127). In their study, Condelli 

& Wrigley (2008) found that on average, their participants “attended about two-thirds of possible 
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time (rate of 0.64) and just under an average of seven hours per week,” (p. 120) for a total of 129 

hours over 16 weeks (p. 131). Transportation, childcare, and work schedules are also barriers even 

when classes are free (Bigelow & Schwarz, 2010, p. 3), and in general, characteristics of privilege, 

such as schooling and good health, are also correlated with language proficiency in refugee adults 

(van Tubergen, 2010). Even learners who qualify for courses have challenges accessing them.  

 

Teachers and Professional Development in Community-based Classrooms 

Professionalization and Professional Development 

Professional development of teachers is often inadequate in community-based contexts and 

warrants more attention (Durham & Kim, 2019; O’Connor, 2018; Ho, 2017; Snell, 2013; 

Whitehead, 2009; Belzer, 2006). In a study of 38 teachers across several federally-funded ESL 

programs, Condelli & Wrigley (2008) found that “teachers in the study were relatively 

homogeneous. They were generally new, inexperienced teachers and although well credentialed, 

had little training or professional development in teaching adult ESL or ESL literacy" (Condelli & 

Wrigley, 2008, p. 130). Their study reveals that even teachers credentialed in teaching or second 

language methodologies did not necessarily have professional development related to teaching 

basic adult literacy and ESL. But professional development is critical because “[e]ducators must 

understand learners’ strengths and needs to craft suitable educational programs and curricula, as 

well as productive and welcoming learning environments” (Bigelow & Schwarz, 2010, p. 18). 

Because of all of the skills involved with teaching, it can be detrimental to learners when programs 

use unqualified volunteers as teachers (Durham & Kim, 2019; Chao & Kuntz, 2013; Pennycook 

& Coutand-Marin, 2003; Perry & Hart, 2012; Belzer, 2006), not to mention undermine the 

expertise of trained teachers.   
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When teachers are not appropriately trained or if turn-over rate is high, the learners can 

suffer. Nelson & Appleby (2015) cite Tshabangu-Soko and Caron’s (2011) study of Somali Bantu 

and Burundi refugees on their ESL classes, which were survival-based and taught by teachers with 

no TESOL qualifications: “Though the students (mostly women) were reluctant to appear 

ungrateful, when pushed for their views they acknowledged that their teachers rarely spoke to them 

in ways that they could understand and the classes were not helping them learn English at all, 

despite their need and great eagerness to do so" (p. 322). Without TESOL qualifications and 

professional training, the teachers in the study were unable to effectively facilitate learning with 

their adult students, leading their students to become discouraged. Drawing upon interviews with 

learners and teachers, including program coordinators and bilingual tutors, Benseman (2014), too, 

found that the learners experienced more positive learning experiences in classrooms with 

bilingual tutors and with teachers who were more experienced. Because of these results, she 

recommended “greater professionalism, increased professional development (especially about 

working with low-level learners), and greater access to cross-cultural training” (Benseman, 2014, 

p. 2). This research finds that learners assessed their multilingual tutors and professionally trained 

teachers to be most effective. 

Research suggests that professional development is needed in a variety of areas related to 

teaching adult language learners. Bigelow & Schwarz (2010) call for increased professional 

development for teachers working with adults with beginning literacy levels, and note that there is 

very little research about adult language learners who are also acquiring literacy for the first time 

(Bigelow & Schwarz, 2010, p. 1; Burt, Peyton, & Schaetzel, 2008). An essential component of this 

professional development, according to Bigelow & Schwarz (2010), is "[s]ensitivity to learners’ 

prior experience with formal education” (p. 17). Fernandez, Peyton, Schaetzel (2017) identified 
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"professional development and opportunities to collaborate" as needs for adult ESL teachers in the 

area of writing (p. 16). Collaboration is particularly important as teachers/tutors feel isolated. And 

exploring teaching in military conflict zones, Nelson & Appleby (2015) acknowledge the “lack of 

teacher expertise (and professional development opportunities) as to how to best identify and 

address the learning/language needs of students in conflict zones” (p. 319; see Cadman & Brown, 

2011). These studies identify the need for professional development across multiple areas, 

including writing, emerging literacy, and trauma.  

 

Teaching Strategies 

A limited body of literature has explored pedagogical practices that have been shown to 

increase learning among community-based language learners. Benseman (2014) lists strategies 

such as L1 support, allowing learners with similar L1s to work together, and group work, even if 

it takes learners time to adjust to this “learner-centered” environment (p. 4). Benseman also lists 

ideal teacher qualities, including patience, understanding that trauma can impact learning, using 

realia, professional development, sustaining a supportive classroom environment, showing respect 

for learners, finding ways to practice the language outside the classroom, and having access to 

pastoral care and resources that learners may need outside the classroom (Benseman, 2014). These 

effective practices combine knowledge of pedagogy with understanding of language acquisition.  

The way teachers interact with learners is critical. Carter & Henrichsen (2015) consider 

how to address reticent adult ESL learners, or learners who appear withdrawn, reserved, or 

anxious. Reticence may indicate PTSD, but the authors emphasize that classrooms which engage 

learners’ “positive second-language identity” (p. 17) may encourage “second-language 

confidence” (MacIntyre et al., 1998, p. 551). They point to factors like intergroup climate, trust 
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and rapport, and construction of “a secure classroom environment that will nurture learners’ 

second-language confidence and their positive self-perceptions related to their second-language 

identities" (Carter & Henrichsen, 2015, p. 19). Though there is limited literature on teacher-student 

interactions in community-based classrooms, studies suggest that they are important for learning.  

In addition to creating a safe classroom environment, some education scholars have 

considered how to use instruction to challenge inequalities outside the classroom. Drawing upon 

a socio-contextual approach to family literacy, Auerbach (1989) creates a classroom context in 

which immigrant parents address social problems they encounter outside the classroom, while 

working on literacy (Chao & Mantero, 2014, p. 95). Others approach such goals through projects. 

Petersen & Nassaji (2016) examine project-based learning in ESL classrooms. They characterize 

project-based learning as more extended, “complex tasks, based on challenging questions or 

problems, that involve students in design, problem-solving, decision making, or investigative 

activities; give students the opportunity to work relatively autonomously over an extended period 

of time; and culminate in realistic products or presentations” (Thomas, 2000, p. 1). Projects are 

collaborative, focused on meaning, and have an end-result or goal (Petersen & Nassaji, 2016, p. 

16). In addition, they allow students to bring together multiple ways of using language. Storch 

(2015) reminds educators that it is collaborative pair work that facilitates language learning, not 

just pair work alone (p. 1). Project-based collaborative learning can allow learners to discuss and 

address inequities outside the classroom as they learn language. Altogether, this literature reveals 

that teacher training is critical for student success, but unfunded community-based second 

language courses tend to draw upon volunteer teachers.  

 

Background experiences 
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Learners in any context should feel that their past experiences and knowledge are valued 

in their language classrooms, but community-based ESL teachers may need to be especially 

deliberate about privileging the funds of knowledge of adult second language learners whose 

experiences and expertise may be quite different than that of their teachers. In my experiences, 

adult learners are quick to describe their perceived linguistic “deficiencies” without pointing out 

impressive funds of knowledge such as multilingualism, agricultural expertise, leadership 

experiences, and creativity. This is exacerbated by a sense of isolation; research has shown that 

immigrant parents, for example, often self-identify as having limited English proficiency and lack 

of access to social engagement in recruiting support outside their ethnic communities (Campano, 

2007; Chao & Mantero, 2014, p. 93-94). However, instead of accepting these perceptions, teachers 

and researchers can work to challenge them, look for ways in which institutions unknowingly 

contribute to deficit views of learners, and celebrate learners’ strengths. One way teachers can do 

this is by developing their own equity literacy (Gorski, 2015, 2016, 2017), which Gorski (2017) 

defines as a “framework for cultivating the knowledge and skills that enable [educators] to be a 

threat to the existence of inequity” (p. 1). In the context of adult ESL classes, equity literacy 

involves understanding the way students’ forms of knowledge are silenced. Bigelow & Schwarz 

(2010) cite Klassen (1991) and Klassen & Burnaby’s (1993) ethnographic study in Canada of 

adults with limited print literacy who “were capable and competent outside of their ESOL class 

and felt diminished and uncomfortable only in class, where their language was deemed deficient" 

(Bigelow & Schwarz, 2010, p. 4). Other research shows that immigrant and refugee adults can 

help their children be successful even with limited formal schooling and literacy (Bigelow & 

Vinogradov, 2011, p. 123; Bigelow, 2007). Equity literate educators can be aware students’ 
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strengths and reflect on how we can draw upon learners’ many forms of knowledge and challenge 

inequities while they learn English. 

 One simple way to privilege learners’ knowledge is to connect it to learners’ communities. 

Condelli & Wrigley (2008) found that connecting learning to learners’ lived experiences results in 

increased skills over time (p. 122). Working with emergent readers, Bigelow & Vinogradov (2011) 

concur that “[a]dults need contextualized, meaningful instruction that is age and level appropriate, 

and this instruction needs to be explicit and systematic " (p. 123). Pedagogically, these humanizing 

connections can be made by using learner-generated texts, such as the Language Experience 

Approach (Geva & Zadeh, 2006; Bigelow & Vinogradov, 2011, p. 124), and incorporating 

relatable photographs which resemble learners and with which learners can identify (Bigelow & 

Schwarz, 2010, p. 16; Williams & Chapman, 2008). Engaging in peer collaborative learning can 

also help literacy development (Burt, Peyton, & Schaetzel, 2008, p. 3; Albers, Hellermann, & 

Harris, 2007; Taylor, Abasi, Pinsent-Johnson, & Evans, 2007; Watanabe & Swain, 2007). 

Teachers can connect learning to learners’ communities by using language in context (looking at 

literacy through texts instead of words and letters in isolation), using images relatable to learners, 

and allowing opportunities for students to collaborate. 

Native language 

Learners’ native language is one of their deepest assets and background knowledge. 

Despite literature unequivocally touting that native language support has numerous benefits for 

learners (Auerbach, 1993), English-only policies remain common, especially in classes taught by 

volunteers without access to applied linguistics research (Snell, chapter 7). Mori (2014) notes that 

educators should reflect on the “purposes behind adult ESL education and the role this plays with 

monolingualism,” lamenting the lack of support for bilingual education in adult learning contexts 
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(Mori, 2014, p. 168). Native language support is particularly critical at beginning literacy levels. 

Bigelow & Schwarz (2010) cite a plethora of research suggesting that adult learners with limited 

print literacy “tend to persist better in native language literacy classes” (p. 14; Auerbach, 1993, 

Cook & Quiñones, 1983; Gillespie, 1994; Ingersoll, 2001; Lado, 1991; Wrigley & Guth, 1992). 

Learners can ask clarification questions as well as discuss learning matters “frankly and 

coherently, instead of feeling helpless and overwhelmed in an English-only class" (Bigelow & 

Schwarz, 2010, p. 14; Gillespie, 1994). Condelli & Wrigley (2008) found that teachers’ use of 

students’ native language had a positive effect on students’ growth in reading comprehension (p. 

123) and oral communication skills (p. 128). This was particularly important in cases in which 

instructions were more complicated than the language it took to perform the activity, and students 

could focus on the activity, reducing the “confusion and anxiety of not understanding the 

instructions" (Condelli & Wrigley, 2008, p. 128). This and a large body of literature unequivocally 

points to the value of learners’ native language, both for learning and for their emotional well-

being in the classroom. 

Learners also concur with these findings, reporting that they appreciate native language 

use. Somali Bantu and Burundi refugee women admitted in interviews that though they appreciated 

their volunteer instructors, they wanted multilingual learning support (Nelson & Appleby, 2015, 

p. 322; Tshabangu-Soko and Caron, 2011, pp. 427-28). Condelli & Wrigley hypothesize that 

native language use “may provide less of a linguistic and more of a psychological advantage. Free 

from the anxiety of having to survive on English only in the classroom, these adults now have the 

opportunity to focus on learning and take in more information than otherwise possible” (p. 128). 

In sum, humanizing research involves considering learners’ perspectives and background 

experiences; in the second language classroom, this means allowing native-language support. 
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Trauma 

 Trauma may be another barrier to learning that teachers should better understand. It is a 

well-known fact that learners with refugee backgrounds (as well as other learners) have 

experienced trauma, but, as Benseman (2014) points out, there is a paucity of research on teaching 

adult learners who have experienced trauma (p. 1). She writes that "despite their supportive 

learning environment the students are suffering from loneliness, depression and lack of appropriate 

expert counselling, lack of legal and language rights and information and have few opportunities 

to speak English outside the class and to integrate with members of the host community” (13). 

Inspired by a community of practice framework (Lave & Wenger, 1991), Borrow Finn (2010) 

argues that language instructors need to understand how PTSD influences second language 

learning and pedagogy. She notes that there are three forms of stress migrants may experience in 

any combination: migration stress, acculturative stress, traumatic stress (p. 587). Nelson & 

Appleby coin the phrase “refugees of mind” to refer to learners who “either are in conflict 

situations or have lived through them, and who often have few material resources but abundant 

legacies of trauma” (p. 327). Though it is important not to re-traumatize students by asking them 

to recount their stories (Altherr, Van Roekel, & Snell, 2019), teachers can educate themselves on 

trauma and work to create safe and welcoming classroom spaces for students.  

 

Rehumanizing Pedagogies 

Just as individual learners are different, the ways in which they have experienced or react 

to trauma will also be different. However, attending English classes is a big step in the recovery 

process because it is one way for migrants to begin to “create a life for themselves in the United 

States" (Borrow Finn, 2010, p. 588). Community, according to Borrow Finn, is a big part of 
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addressing trauma, and "ESL classes play a critical role in providing refugee trauma survivors with 

a social context for language learning" (p. 589). As the literature above has indicated, the social 

context is a critical motivation for many community-based language learners. Nelson & Appleby 

(2015) explore the role of language teaching in times of military conflict zones and during or in 

the aftermath of conflict, including after an individual impacted by conflict has relocated (p. 314). 

They argue that  

[e]ducation can serve as a rehumanizing influence, to counter the dehumanization 
that characterizes war and conflict situations; thus, it is also important to help 
(re)build a sense of community and connection, and to recognize and foster 
resourcefulness, resilience, and creative expression. Most significantly, the design 
and practice of English language teaching in, for, and from conflict zones—as 
elsewhere—should not be concerned solely with linguistic objectives in a narrow 
decontextualized sense, but rather should equip students for critical communicative 
engagement with events occurring in the world outside the classroom and in the 
wider sociopolitical sphere (see Appleby, 2005/2006, 2010; Coleman, 2011; 
MacPherson, 2006; Toh, 2003). (Nelson & Appleby, 2015, p. 323) 
 

These authors, too, emphasize the importance of community and connection as well as creative 

expression.  

Creativity can facilitate language learning in a humanizing way. Nelson & Appleby (2015) 

recommend three strategies which align with some of Kumaravadivelu’s (2003) macrostrategies 

for language learning: 1) make learning participatory (p. 324), 2) use critical discourse inquiry (p. 

324), and 3) experiment with arts-based learning (p. 325). In participatory approaches, "English 

language class is co-created as a supportive, resourceful community” (p. 324). Because these 

approaches may not be familiar to learners who are used to structure-centric language teaching, 

they may need to be explicitly modeled. Creative approaches are important because they not only 

“engage students’ creative capacities,” but they also make the class “a space for rehumanizing via 

artful expression, and valuing orality (not just literacy)” (p. 325; see also Bigelow, 2010; Emert, 

2013; Harris, 2012; Mareng, 2010). Teachers can draw upon literature and their own understanding 
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of who learners are to develop effective, humanizing teaching practices, and institutions which 

employ them can support this journey by recognizing the importance of investing in their 

professional development (see, for example, Johnson & Golombek, 2016). 

 

Curricular Ideologies 

Survival English 

 As Bigelow & Vinogradov (2011) importantly point out, "[c]lassrooms and programs are 

not neutral actors in the process of building literacy among adult L2 learners" (p. 129); therefore, 

it is important to reflect on and, if necessary, challenge, programs and curriculum. One common 

approach to teaching adult beginning-level English learners is through the use of “survival” 

materials, which are typically communicative and “situationally oriented around daily living tasks" 

such as going to the doctor, buying groceries, or interacting at a child’s school (Auerbach & 

Burgess, 1985, p. 477). These themes are certainly important for newcomers, and Auerbach & 

Burgess (1986) acknowledge that survival curricula aim to help immigrant and refugee adults 

become self-sufficient. However, as a previous section points out, learners are not always 

newcomers. In addition, Auerbach & Burgess argue that “despite good intentions, the content and 

forms of many survival curricula may result in perpetuating passive and subservient roles for 

students" (p. 772). For these reasons, survival English programs may be unwittingly contributing 

to learners’ economic marginalization (Bigelow & Vinogradov, 2011, p. 129; Tollefson, 2006). 

Furthermore, Auerbach & Burgess (1985) note that survival English materials have a “hidden 

curriculum” (p. 478) which reflects middle class values, assigns students a lower place in society 

and does not take into account learners’ lived experiences. In addition, failure to address challenges 

of students’ realities, such as long lines and wait times, crowded clinics, and limited fiscal 
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resources and discrimination “neither prepares students for what they might encounter nor 

legitimates these experiences when students encounter them" (p. 480). Survival English ideologies 

are common sensically good intentioned, but they impose more than “neutral” language on 

students who often already occupy marginalized positions in society. 

Survival approaches can also limit adults’ opportunity to act and dialogue on their own 

behalves as part of language courses. Following Freire (1981), Auerbach & Burgess (1985) argue 

that “the greatest danger of this approach is that it reinforces the silence and passivity of powerless 

people, rather than creating conditions which allow them to identify and think critically about 

problems" (p. 490). In their discussion about concerns, the authors acknowledge that "[t]here is 

little doubt that newcomers need to know the language associated with finding jobs, housing, 

health care, and so on. Refugees and immigrants are immersed in a process of profound 

transformation, and they need the tools to be able to confront changes. The question is not whether 

they should be taught the language of survival, but how and to what ends" (p. 492). In other words, 

the problem with “survival” approaches is not that students are learning about doctors visits or 

housing, but that these learning activities present this language as neutral, without inviting them 

to change inequities about how they experience these “survival” themes in their everyday lives.  

The terms that we use to describe learners are also not neutral, but reflect our ideologies 

towards who they are and what they need to do with language. Adult learners with immigrant and 

refugee backgrounds—especially those participating in beginning-level language and literacy 

courses— are regularly referred to in the literature as “newcomers” (see, for example, Auerbach 

& Burgess, 1985; Bigelow & Schwarz, 2010). “Newcomers” refers to recent arrival in the United 

States, and literature to this date has not problematized this term. Part of the reason this term has 

not been problematized is because it reflects the status of many participants in federally funded 
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program, who typically qualify for courses in their first months and years of arrival with refugee 

status. However, learners in community-based programs who do not have official refugee status 

are frequently not newcomers. Many have lived in the United States for years or decades while 

they have worked and raised families, but for various reasons (time, finances, work, or 

documentation concerns) have been able to attend a formal class. Even when these adults self-

select into beginning level classes, they often already know basic vocabulary related to survival, 

including vocabulary and phrases related to work, going to the doctor, shopping, and schooling, 

though they may hope to deepen their language and literacy. Referring to adults in beginning-level 

classes as “newcomers” is problematic not only because it is inaccurate, but also because it can 

shape curricular decisions to focus solely on “basic survival” language.   

 Auerbach & Burgess (1985, 1986) propose that involving learners as equals could be a 

solution to some of these concerns. They distinguish between problem-posing and problem-

solving approaches: "In problem-solving approaches, teachers are expected to have answers to 

student questions; in problem-posing approaches, teachers work out answers collaboratively with 

students" (Auerbach & Burgess, 1986, p. 773). The former is a form of “educational welfare” 

(Auerbach & Burgess, 1985, p. 490) which, at best, only reflects immigrants’ realities but does not 

collaborate with students to “explore their options” (Auerbach & Burgess, 1986, p. 774). In the 

latter approach, however, the goal is not to find solutions for students, but "to involve them in 

searching for and creating their own alternative" (Auerbach & Burgess, 1985, p. 491). This 

collaborative approach also encourages teachers to be reflective about the curriculum and ask 

about implicit social roles as well as “how much opportunity for creative and critical thinking is 

allowed" (p. 492). Critical thinking is important because it draws upon students’ existing 
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knowledge and acknowledges that, though they may be beginning learners, they are able to think 

about their lives in complex ways. 

 

Ideologies about Literacy 

These curricular ideologies extend to how literacy is implicitly defined or taught. 

Considering L2 learners who are emergent readers, or “becoming literate,” Bigelow & Vinogradov 

(2011) acknowledge that much research frames literacy “as a set of skills: alphabetics, vocabulary, 

fluency, and comprehension (e.g., Curtis & Kruidenier, 2005)” (Bigelow & Vinogradov, 2011, p. 

121). Though decoding has a role in literacy, even these should be learned “through meaningful 

and authentic instruction” (Bigelow & Vinogradov, 2011, p. 121). Magro (2006-07) concurs that 

literacy should be defined more broadly and even include “emotional and social literacies such as 

motivation, interpersonal effectiveness, critical thinking, and cultural awareness" (cited in 

Benseman, 2014, p. 2). This body of literature suggests that learners should be exposed to more 

than just the phonemes and orthography of language, but practice these things in context.  

Many researchers define literacy in terms of relationships (Norton, 2010; Chao & Mantero, 

2014; Auerbach, 1989; Barton & Hamilton, 2000). Van Lier (2004) considers literacy “a matter of 

relationships” resulting from social and environmental interactions (p. 53). Barton & Hamilton 

(2000) recognize that language and literacy are “observable in events which are mediated by 

written texts” (p. 9; cited in Chao & Mantero, 2014, p. 95). Vygotsky (1978) makes the case that 

literacy is co-constructed and the result of peer collaboration. Due to the social nature of literacy, 

it is also very individualized and “involve values, attitudes, feelings and social relationships” 

(Barton & Hamilton, 2000, p. 7; Chao & Mantero, 2014, p. 98). Students can experience literacy 

with their peers, families, and teachers, not just through interactions with worksheets and 
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textbooks. 

 Many theoretical and conceptual frameworks apply these social definitions of literacy to 

researching language learners and learning in community-based contexts. Chao & Mantero (2014) 

draw upon a “family literacy ecology of communities” framework (p. 90) to explore church-based 

ESL programs, which they argue function as "social mediators for situating immigrant adult 

English learners within real-life communities, empowering their family literacy, accessing 

communities of power, and having a voice in the larger society" (p. 90). Inspired by a community 

of practice framework and Following Lave & Wenger (1991), Borrow Finn (2010) uses a 

community of practice framework to study how learners who have experienced trauma can grow 

as they learn English in a classroom community, and Mori (2014) follows a language socialization 

framework to study learner ideologies toward English, other languages, and language users. In 

addition to studies about teaching approaches and strategies, others focus on non-linguistic “skills” 

and connections, such as van Rensburg & Son’s (2010) computer literacy skills program for 

Sudanese refugees with limited English proficiency and computer experience in the Netherlands. 

Chao & Mantero (2014) discuss the role of church-based ESL programs to enhance ESL 

proficiency and family literacy without promoting linguistic assimilation or devaluing learners’ 

home languages (p. 107). 

Researcher/Teacher Positionality 

“[D]ialogic meaning-making extends beyond the researcher/participant relationship and into 

the relationships between scholars like us who share a desire to create humanized spaces in the 

academy” (Blalock & Jensen, 2014, p. 405). 

By reflecting on their positionalities and practice, teachers and researchers can create 

humanizing educational conditions for students. Paris (2011) defines humanizing research as 
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“ethnographic, qualitative, and social language research with marginalized and oppressed 

communities” (p. 137). It is, she goes on to describe, 

a methodological stance which requires that our inquiries involve dialogic 
consciousness-raising and the building of relationships of care and dignity for both 
researchers and participants. Although such a stance is important in all research, it 
is particularly important when researchers are working with communities who are 
oppressed and marginalized by systems of inequality based on race, ethnicity, class, 
gender, and other social and cultural categories. This ethical need for a humanizing 
stance emerges as both researchers and participants seek to push against inequities 
not only through the findings of research but also through the research act itself. 
(pp. 140-41) 

 
We, as teachers and researchers, must understand the sociocultural, political, historical, economic, 

and local contexts from which students come and in which we teach (and which have enabled us 

to teach) and do research. A key ethical tenet for conducting humanizing research and pedagogy 

is a commitment to understanding who learners are as human beings, and how their identities and 

the circumstances they face impact our relationships with them inside the classroom. In addition, 

I will argue that this commitment to understand must be paired with deliberate reflection, self-

examination, and an indefatigable commitment to collaborate with and advocate for learners using 

all of our professional and academic resources.  

University-affiliated researchers are required to go through training and multiple layers of 

permission when working with so-called human subjects, but this process rarely asks them to 

consider themselves as human researchers. Winn & Ubiles (2010) describe what it means for a 

researcher to be a “worthy witness” (p. 295) of the communities they observe, explaining that it 

requires prioritizing student needs above research outcomes. They note a tension in researching: 

"At times scholars will have access to rich data; however, scholars must make difficult decisions 

that require integrity and humanity" (p. 298). They connect the ethical tenets guiding these 

decisions to the three R’s of responsibility, respect, and reciprocity (p. 296). Being a worthy 
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witness may mean discerning when a learner or participant needs the researcher to be a confidant, 

not a researcher. Other keys of worthy witnessing, according to Winn & Ubiles, include the ability 

to demonstrate responsibility in the form of dependability and accountability, to exercise 

reciprocity, and ritualize respect (p. 307). Duncan-Andrade (2006) also note that the concept of 

cariño should be central (p. 455; Winn & Ubiles, p. 297). Winn & Ubiles (2010) admire the work 

of scholar-researchers who “are in the center of the struggles in the communities in which they 

work, yet they gracefully move to the margins" (p. 299). These scholars do not promote themselves 

as they work, but prioritize the needs and concerns of the community. 

Humanizing research requires not just self-awareness, but awareness of the teaching or 

research relationship. In chapter 1, I presented Cameron et al.’s (1992) three research 

positionalities that researchers adopt towards their participants: 1) ethical, reflecting the 

"appropriate concern that subjects do not suffer damage or inconvenience while participating in 

the research, and that the contributions of subjects are adequately acknowledged" (Norton, 2000, 

p. 23), 2) advocacy, or a researcher’s commitment to do research for subjects, not just on subjects, 

and 3) empowerment, which is "characterized by research that is on, for, and with subjects" (p. 

23). Working with indigenous youth, McCarty, Wyman, & Nicholas (2014) explore what it means 

to conduct humanizing research for and with their participants. They note that there are many ways 

"outside researchers' language crossing, no matter what the intention, could be deeply 

dehumanizing" (p. 96). For this reason, reflection and collaboration is critical. They recommend 

that marginalized and oppressed communities develop “triple vision” (p. 99) which validates and 

advances academic, youth, and wider community projects. Importantly, they also note that 

developing such a humanizing stance “takes much longer to develop than the classic ethnographic 

year, since it requires researchers to develop the relationships necessary to consider their research 
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goals, processes, and products in light of youth and adult community members' concerns" (p. 99). 

Without investing in these relationships, teachers and researchers cannot fully understand the 

perspectives of participants. 

Relationships and community member concerns should inform all aspects of ethnographic 

methodologies. Briggs (1986) argues that "any type of interviewing will be plagued by serious 

procedural problems if it is not based on sensitivity to the relationship between the communicative 

norms that are presupposed by the interview and those that are more broadly characteristic of the 

population under study" (p. 94). Though he points out that tape-recording interviews is important 

because it makes the metacommunicative properties of speech accessible to researcher later, 

"video equipment is vastly more intrusive" (p. 100). Unlike the tape recorder, which participants 

grow oblivious to over the course of the interaction, video-recorders provoke an “enhanced self-

consciousness [which] can lead to a shaping of one's behavior in accordance with the image one 

wishes to project" (p. 100). Heller (2008) adds that recordings alone are not sufficient for 

understanding data, but field notes help contextualize them (p. 258), and Lather (1986) suggests 

that “sole reliance on the participants' perceptions of their situation is misguided because, as neo-

Marxists point out, false consciousness and ideological mystification may be present” (p. 269). 

Briggs also emphasizes the importance of including researcher questions and blunders in 

transcriptions, noting that we can no longer avoid this “exposure” under the "mask of 'scientific 

objectivity'" (p. 111). Heller (2008) also warns that researchers must be sensitive about how their 

data collection instruments are interpreted by participants in research. For example, filling out a 

questionnaire may be reminiscent of “complying with State bureaucratic procedures of social 

control” (p. 256). Practices a teacher or researcher may take for granted as acceptable may not be 

comfortable for a participant, especially if they have experienced abuse of power in the past.  
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Lather (1986) explores what it means to “do empirical research in an unjust world" (p. 

257), advocating for “empirical accountability” (p. 260) and against "theoretical imperialism" (p. 

261; Thompson, 1978; see also Bottomore, 1978). She argues for the importance of collaborating 

with communities, rather than doing research on them, in order to "” empower the researched, to 

build emancipatory theory, and to move toward the establishment of data credibility within praxis-

oriented, advocacy research" (p. 272). Without such critical reflection and collaboration, it is 

possible to engage in the "rape model of research" (Reinharz, 1979, p. 95), which Lather describes 

as “career advancement of researchers built on their use of alienating and exploitative inquiry 

methods” (p. 261). To begin a collaborative approach, research "must be premised on a deep 

respect for the intellectual and political capacities of the dispossessed" (p. 262). In addition, 

researchers engage in "collaborative theorizing" (Kushner & Norris, 1980-81, p. 27), which is 

characterized by negotiation with the community of participants throughout the research process 

(p. 264, see Kushner and Norris, 1980-81). This interactive approach “invites reciprocal reflexivity 

and critique,” thereby guarding against “the central dangers to praxis-oriented empirical work: 

imposition and reification on the part of the researcher" (p. 265). Following Fay (1977), Lather 

proposes that “the goal of emancipatory research is to encourage self-reflection and deeper 

understanding on the part of the persons being researched at least as much as it is to generate 

empirically grounded theoretical knowledge" (p. 266). In their edited volume, Paris & Winn (2014) 

include chapters on various humanizing methodologies, including participatory action research, 

critical ethnographies, activist ethnography, (re)storying collective narrative, and even refusing 

research. In sum, many types of research methodologies could be humanizing, but humanizing 

research requires scholars to reflect on their positionalities and methodologies. 
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Conclusions 

 A review of scholarship and practices related to community-based adult ESL classrooms 

confirms that learners and their teachers are regularly marginalized within their educational 

contexts. TESOL professionals and researchers can extend professional justice to these contexts 

by conducting humanizing research, training teachers, understanding unique characteristics of 

learners, and advocating for institutional resources to be allocated to the most vulnerable 

population of learners. 

Giving adult ESL learners outdated learning materials and classroom resources, a teacher 

or tutor who is not trained, or instructions not to speak in their native language is not just a poor 

allocation of resources. These are acts of symbolic violence and send the message that research-

based practices which govern other language learning contexts are not prioritized in community-

based adult learning contexts. Such assumptions can erode teacher and learner confidence, 

opportunities, and further marginalize them by reproducing injustices they experience outside the 

classroom. Similar equity and social justice concerns arise when TESOL students at the 

undergraduate or graduate level are not offered courses on how to teach adult ESL learners or 

emergent readers, or when organizations relegate potentially full-time teaching positions to 

volunteers or adjuncts, choosing instead to direct the funding to administrative overhead. When 

other TESOL learners and professionals have well-equipped learning environments and secure 

jobs, while those working with vulnerable populations do not, professionals in the field as a whole 

should consider this a crisis of equity and access. As language teaching professionals, regardless 

of our teaching context, we have the responsibility to work to address equity concerns for others. 

We can do this by allocating time and resources to train teachers and volunteers working with 

learners, promoting full-time positions for teachers working with this population, and advocating 
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for redistribution of university resources. Additional resources could include paid or for-credit 

internships for students working with community-based classrooms, funded TA/GAT positions 

within TESOL programs to teach and/or conduct research in community-based settings, professors 

doing research on language learning in community contexts, organized advocacy, and graduate 

courses and professional development seminars addressing issues related to language learning in 

community based contexts. 

Community-based adult ESL classes often exist in the periphery of language teaching, as 

they are typically under-funded, under-researched, and organized by volunteers. Yet the human 

beings involved deserve equitable access to effective pedagogy. Just as it is not acceptable for 

community health clinics to supply untrained volunteers as physicians to address the need for 

health care, the need for community-based language instruction should not justify employing 

underqualified staff in subpar conditions.  The field of applied linguistics as well as university 

applied linguistics /TESOL programs and professional organizations can promote access for these 

learners by continuing research dedicated to assessing and addressing needs,  allocating teaching 

resources to these contexts, advocating to agencies with funding, advocating for teachers as 

professionals, and offering training to teachers and volunteers.  
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Chapter 3 

Still Just Surviving?: Reflection on Communicative and Humanizing Meaning-Making 

Opportunities in Community-Based Adult ESL Textbooks 

The previous chapter described ways that learners and teachers in federally unfunded 

community-based adult ESL courses are denied equitable access to professional teaching and 

learning conditions their counterparts in other educational contexts enjoy, such as full-time 

positions, teacher professional development, and representation in peer-reviewed research 

informing best practices in second language pedagogy (see also Snell, 2013). This chapter will 

explore a parallel concern: materials and approaches to teaching ESL in community-based settings 

are market-driven by “survival” based curricular standards (Auerbach & Burgess, 1985)—rather 

than principles of second language pedagogy (such as those outlined in Kumaravadivelu, 2003; 

Brown, 2007) and humanizing education (Paris, 2011; Paris & Wynn, 2014), thereby 

professionally ostracizing adult learners and their teachers. More specifically, this chapter will 

present examples from existing textbooks designed for adult immigrant/refugee ESL learners and 

consider how the themes and pedagogical activities designed around them support or disregard 

learners’ meaning-making opportunities as language users and agentive human beings.  

 

The Hidden Curriculum 

In “The Hidden Curriculum of Survival ESL,” a seminal piece published in TESOL 

Quarterly, Auerbach and Burgess (1985) critique Survival ESL curriculum, which is designed to 

be “situationally oriented around daily living tasks” (p. 477). These survival tasks are instrumental 

and include themes such as going to the doctor, getting a job, going shopping, or communicating 

with school teachers and office staff. In their piece, Auerbach & Burgess argue that “survival ESL” 
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materials are well-intentioned but feature a “hidden curriculum” which “unwittingly present[s] an 

idealized view of reality, a patronizing attitude towards students, a one-sided approach toward 

culture, and a model of language acquisition which is only superficially communicative” (p. 490), 

while socializing students into subservient roles. Rather than include students in curriculum and 

acknowledge their life experiences, “survival ESL” assumes for students what they need to learn, 

and then presents it to them with little opportunity for dialogue or communication. Their article 

provoked extended professional dialogue in the form of Authors Respond columns in the following 

issues.  

Current adult ESL materials do not market themselves as “survival” curricula like their 

textual counterparts from the ‘80s, but that does not mean that they have shed the market-driven 

survival ideologies which prioritize themes that are supposedly practical over approaches 

facilitating second language acquisition, such as communication and interaction (Kumaravadivelu, 

2003; Brown, 2007). Drawing from the stated learning objectives, textbook resources, and 

pedagogical activities in three popular textbook series for community-based adult ESL learners, 

this chapter will consider the meaning-making opportunities textbooks and textbook activities 

offer adult learners. I will reflect on the key construct of meaning-making (Kress & Selander, 

2012) from two perspectives: second language acquisition theory and humanizing education.  

I will begin the chapter with a literature review on textbook analysis in adult second 

language learning contexts. Then, I will introduce the three focal adult ESL curricula and their 

stated linguistic and pedagogical objectives. In the section that follows, I examine the curricular 

content of the focal materials, how learners are positioned, and the extent to which the stated 

ideologies align with current academic dialogue on language teaching. In the final section, I will 
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consider how alternative ideologies, such as symbolic competence and multiliteracies, may help 

move beyond survival frameworks to promote humanizing language learning.  

 

Textbook Analysis: Theoretical Underpinnings 

Commercially produced textbooks enjoy a “magical hold” on learners and teachers alike 

(Kumaravadivelu, 2012, p. 21; Bori, 2018, p. 2), and “exert a powerful influence” over what 

happens in classrooms that incorporate them (Gray, 2013, p. 11). They are often uncritically 

regarded as "official discourses" (Gulliver, 2010, p. 726) and present themselves as “authoritative, 

obligatory, and correct" (van Dijk, 2001) as well as “value-free” (Canagarajah, 1993). Though 

textbooks reduce lesson preparation time, provide an organized sequence of learning, support 

teachers, and offer supplementary resources (McGrath, 2013), they have been criticized for being 

unhumanizing (McGrath, 2013; Rinvolucri, 2002), imitating other textbooks rather than draw upon 

findings from second language acquisition research, and marginalizing teachers and learners 

(McGrath, 2013). Materials designers make decisions about presence and absence, silence and 

voice, and do so “at times with specific educational ends and consequences in mind; at other times 

subject to the idiosyncrasies of local context; at still other times simply reproducing without 

question the ‘received wisdom’ of a curricular or literary canon" (Luke, 2015, p. 214). Though 

textbooks have many affordances, they have been criticized for reproducing problematic 

discourses uncritically, without reconsidering their purpose or impact on learners. 

 Several researchers have also complained that language textbooks do not reflect principles 

of second language learning (McGrath, 2013). Gilmore (2007) laments that research findings often 

“linger” in academic journals rather than finding their way into the classroom (p. 112; Bouton, 

1996). Communicative competence falls into this category, says Gilmore, along with 
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pragmalinguistic, discourse, and genre competence. In a study of Italian textbooks, for instance, 

Aski (2003) found that activities relied on traditional, mechanical activities, rather than negotiation 

of meaning, to practice structures. In addition, textbooks’ representations of culture are often 

“limited, biased or inaccurate" (McGrath, 2013). This research concludes that language textbooks 

across teaching contexts often prioritize presentation and practice of grammar over culture, 

communication, and principles of second language pedagogy. 

In addition to not applying tenets of second language acquisition, some textbook materials 

contain content that is superficial, irrelevant, and violating to learners. This can be especially true 

about textbooks for learners with immigrant and refugee backgrounds. Duff (2015) notes that, in 

these contexts, "curricular content is sanitized and idealized, omitting references to hardships, 

strife, socially marginalized ethnic minorities (whether as speakers or learners of the language) 

and debates, or other content that may be highly relevant to learners" (p. xii; see also Thornbury, 

1999, 2010; McGrath, 2013). Among the excluded themes, reports McGrath (2013), are 

PARSNIPS (politics, alcohol, religion, sex, narcotics, -isms, and pork). Along with omitting 

PARSNIPs and students’ lived experiences, textbooks often "position newcomers within gendered 

and racialized national communities" (Gulliver, 2010, p. 727) and socialize women in particular 

into “middle-class values linked to domesticity" (Pavlenko, 2005, p. 276). Gulliver (2010) cites 

research on ESL textbooks’ authoritative discourse on economics, the environment, religion, social 

control, gender roles, consumption, and everyday life (Chen, 2005; Lee, 2005; Liu, 2005; Ndura, 

2004; Porreca, 1984; Suaysuwan & Kapitzke, 2005) (p. 727). Adults are often infantilized (Jung, 

2013) or excluded from research altogether (Norton, 2006; for a literature review, see Mathews-

Aydinli, 2008). By assuming an authoritative voice on topics, textbooks can condescend to, 

silence, and erase learners’ voices and experiences.  
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Often, the authoritative construction of value-free, uncontested truth is situated within 

imagined nation-states, usually in the language of instruction. Gulliver (2011) points out ways that 

ESL textbooks in Canada participate in banal nationalism (Billig, 1995) in the form of marking 

the nation through flags, maps, routine deixis, and nationalized symbols (Gulliver, 2011, p. 119). 

Such texts are “banal” but not always “benign,” as they “teach not only symbols like flags and 

maps, but they teach the emotions one should feel about Canada, legitimise Canadian claims to 

nationalized space, and they imply a community of Canadians who share a set of beliefs and 

practices” (Gulliver, 2011, p. 130). Among other ways, this nationalism is reflected in how 

Canadian textbooks "imagine Canada as a redeemer of immigrant newcomers" (Gulliver, 2010, p. 

725). Gulliver (2011) reminds us that “when ‘we’ speak ‘as Canadians,’ we are engaging in 

everyday nationalism" (p. 131). The same is true, of course, when teachers or materials speak on 

behalf of any imagined nation-states, particularly those with colonial histories. Attention to 

language in textbooks reveals how they perpetuate these taken-for-granted values. 

One of the taken-for-granted values represented in language textbooks is the idea of a 

unified national-cultural “we.” Critical discourse analysis of ESL textbooks and citizenship 

curriculum has revealed that language textbooks discursively otherize immigrants, legitimize 

imagined nation-states, and perpetuate stereotypes by using us/them binaries (Pashby, Ingram, & 

Joshee, 2014, p. 18; Gulliver, 2018, p. 70; Schneer, 2007, p. 605; Gulliver, 2010, p. 727). For 

example, Gulliver & Thurrell (2016) find that Canadian texts position learners as “immigrant and 

refugee students who are assumed to need to learn about ‘our’ good things" (Gulliver & Thurrell, 

2016, p. 57). van Dijk (2002, 2006) analyzes the “ideological” processes through which groups 

create and present themselves “as a nationalized ‘we-community’ while either implicitly or 

explicitly constructing and negatively presenting another group" (Gulliver & Thurrell, 2016, p. 
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49). Sometimes, this othering occurs in texts and textbooks in which “unmarked” imagined native 

speakers and citizens “present seemingly authoritative texts to those positioned as marked by the 

texts, reproducing racism while providing little space to undermine it" (Gulliver & Thurrell, 2016, 

p. 46). A brazen but not uncommon example of this would be a textual image which portrays a 

white police officer instructing a person of color about the laws. As a counterexample, Gulliver & 

Thurrell (2016) cite Canadian Snapshots (Kingwell et al., 2005) as effectively presenting the 

voices of nonwhite Canadians at length as they “express complex and challenging ideas of what it 

means to integrate into Canadian society" (Gulliver & Thurrell, 2016, p. 56). Problematic we/them 

binaries cannot be eliminated without representation from a variety of authentic voices from the 

textbook’s target learners. 

In addition to marginalizing and misrepresenting learners, materials can marginalize 

teachers (McGrath, 2013). Materials are often designed with the goal to “save learners” from 

teacher deficiencies, sometimes through attempts at “teacher-proof materials that no teacher, 

however deficient, would be able to teach badly with” (Allwright, 1981, p. 6). This approach 

credits the materials-designer, and not the learners and teachers, for language learning, and 

therefore robs teachers of agency. 

Concerns with language textbooks for adults with immigrant and refugee backgrounds are 

well documented. Many studies examine textbooks from a lens of critical discourse analysis 

(Gulliver 2010, 2011), critical theory or social justice (Gray, 2013, p. 13). Critical discourse 

analysis of textbooks, while contributing valuable insights about authoritative discourses and 

hidden curriculum, has been (unfairly, perhaps) criticized for “cherry picking” (Weninger & Kiss, 

2015). As an alternative, Kiss & Weninger (2013) take a semiotic approach to analyzing culture 

in EFL textbooks, exploring the potential of visual and textual elements in textbooks as semiotic 
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resources (p. 20). According to the authors, this approach “takes as its key analytic task to explicate 

how contextual semiotic resources shape the process of meaning making” (p. 22). These resources 

include not only textbooks, but texts, tasks, and pedagogical approaches in interaction with 

learners’ experiences. They find that texts and visuals are often used as a vehicle for semantic and 

grammatical meaning, leaving out culture and stifling learners’ freedom to create meanings (p. 23; 

Johns & Davies, 1983). Semiotic analyses recognize that pedagogical tasks paired with materials 

can shape students’ meaning-making potential, but these approaches do not address social justice 

as directly as their CDA counterparts.  

The literature review above has indicated that language textbooks often do not incorporate 

communicative theories prominent in second language acquisition research; however, racism, 

misrepresentation, and erasure of learners’ experiences are more disturbing trends. This chapter, 

which undertakes concerns that previously published critical discourse analyses brought to light, 

will adopt a reflective semiotic approach to understanding the linguistic and humanizing meaning-

making opportunities language textbooks offer adult ESL learners. It will explore the meaning-

making potential of textbooks and activities, starting with their marketed objectives, from 

linguistic (second language acquisition) and humanizing angles, providing a framework of 

considerations for teachers and materials designers working in community-based adult second 

language learning settings to apply to their own teaching context and materials. The next section 

begins by examining ideologies of textbook marketing towards meaning-making, as reflected in 

the linguistic and learning objectives marketed on each textbook’s website. 

 

Methodology 
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I will examine the linguistic and humanizing affordances of English as a Second Language 

textbooks created and marketed for adults with immigrant/refugee backgrounds, starting with 

stated objectives and then reflecting on texts and activities.  

 

Selection of Textbooks and Passages 

Throughout this chapter, I will closely analyze excerpts from three curricular materials: 

Basic Oxford Picture Dictionary (Gramer, 1993), Ventures (Savage et al., 2018), and Future: 

English for Results (Pearson, 2017). I chose these textbooks because they are among the few 

textbook series commercially developed for adult learners with immigrant and refugee 

backgrounds. In addition, these were the most popular and current books available to teachers and 

tutors in the context in which I am teaching and collecting data. I chose the passages that represent 

common themes in all three series: jobs/work, family, and feelings. Though the focal examples I 

chose represent common themes in adult ESL textbooks, I acknowledge that they do not 

comprehensively represent the affordances and limitations of all textbook activities. Instead, the 

focal examples and my analysis provide examples of reflections about linguistic and humanizing 

meaning-making that teachers and materials designers can consider as they analyze and create 

resources in their own localized contexts. 

Frameworks of Analysis 

Under the umbrella of social semiotics, or socially-shaped practices of meaning-making, 

the discussion will be informed by two bodies of literature about language learning in community 

based adult contexts: 1) second language acquisition theory (Kumaravadivelu, 2003; Brown, 2007) 

and 2) humanizing research in education, which Paris (2011) describes as a “stance and 

methodology, working with students in contexts of oppression and marginalization” (p 137; 
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McCarthy et al., 2013, p. 95). From the lens of second language acquisition, which is concerned 

with effective approaches for teaching/learning languages, I will ask what types of questions the 

materials present, with whom they invite learners to interact, and the communicative opportunities 

available to learners. From the lens of humanizing education, which considers the critical stance 

of teachers/researchers and students/participants, I will consider the assumptions materials make 

about what learners need to know, how they position learners as subjects, and how they imagine 

learners’ pasts, present, and futures. These questions can be summarized as 1) How are learners 

positioned as human beings? 2) What are the linguistic affordances of the materials? 

Stated Linguistic and Pedagogical Objectives and Ideologies 

Basic Oxford Picture Dictionary 

The Oxford Picture Dictionary (1992), published by Oxford University Press, is available 

in English as well as thirteen bilingual editions. Dictionaries include teaching supplements, such 

as worksheets, lesson plans, printable picture cards, supplementary activities, and tests, as well as 

questions at the bottom of the page. At under $15 on Amazon, this textbook is the least expensive 

of the options analyzed, motivating its adoption in funding-strapped community-based programs. 

It also includes “correlations to state and national standards” (although the website does not specify 

which standards). The Basic Oxford Picture Dictionary (1993), which includes simpler vocabulary 

for “beginners struggling to learn English,” is marketed as “[a] topic-based dictionary that focuses 

on everyday, key vocabulary.” It uses colorful illustrations to introduce learners to vocabulary in 

twelve themes: Everyday Language, People, Family, The Home, The Market, Meal Time, Clothes, 

Health, The Community, Transportation, Work, and Recreation. According to its promotional 

materials online, “Realistic scenarios and modern artwork are easy to relate to and these, together 

with story pages and practice exercises, have been applauded for their success in promoting critical 
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thinking skills” (Oxford University Press, 2019). The website did not identify the source of the 

applause or how the dictionary defines or promotes critical thinking. 

Ventures 

Ventures (Savage et al., 2018) is a six-level, standards-based textbook series published by 

Cambridge University Press for adult and young adult ESL learners in adult education programs. 

The series includes textbooks, workbooks, CDs, online resources, tests, study materials, and 

visuals. Sets of curricular standards play a prominent role in the language marketing Ventures. The 

website describes the content as “the best of both worlds,” citing “a comprehensive curriculum in 

real-world language with a scope and sequence that covers every major set of standards” 

(Cambridge English, 2019). Ventures is correlated with the CCRS (College and Career Readiness 

Standards) and ELP (English Language and Proficiency) standards, as well as the NRS (National 

Reporting System) for Adult Education and CASAS (comprehensive adult student assessment 

system) standards. The website links to correlations between each book in the series and ten 

different sets of standards.  

Rather than describe its methodology, the website text uses words like “integrated-skills,” 

“practical communication,” “flexibility,” “learner persistence,” “real-world language,” and 

promoting student and teacher success. Ventures promises to “work seamlessly,” offer multilevel 

support, and equip instructors well. The focus on teacher success through scripted curriculum 

echoes Allwright’s (1981) observations that teachers are believed to lack the agency and 

professionalization to succeed at their jobs without the help of a teacher-proof curriculum. Many 

teachers/tutors working in community-based classes do so as volunteers, often without formal 

pedagogical training. By endeavoring to teacher-proof the materials, the textbook companies 

attempt to address this challenge for adult education contexts, which still rely heavily on volunteers 
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(Durham & Kim, 2019; Snell, 2013). The curriculum themes, consistent at each of the six levels 

of the series, reflect their designers’ focus on “practical” features of communication and include 

units titled 1) Personal Information, 2) At School, 3) Friends and Family, 4) Health, 5) Around 

Town, 6) Time, 7) Daily Living, and 8) Free Time. Within these themes, the skills, vocabulary, 

and grammatical foci change at each level. In this sense, meaning-making in this textbook rotates 

around the axes of these eight themes and the grammatical structures practiced within them at each 

level.  

Future: English for Results 

The third textbook series I will analyze, Future: English for Results (Pearson, 2017), is a 

six-level program published by Pearson which “addresses the diverse needs of adult learners and 

empowers them with the academic, workplace, and media literacy skills they need to meet the 

challenges of learning English and achieving their personal, career, and educational goals” 

(Pearson, 2017). Future markets itself as focusing on “21st-Century skills” and adopting “a more 

expanded concept of literacy” which includes essential work skills, digital literacy, civic literacy, 

financial literacy, health literacy, and global literacy. The WIOA (Workplace Innovation and 

Opportunity Act) takes the center of the series logo, surrounded in the graphic by the names of 

three priorities of the Act: College and Career Readiness, English Language Proficiencies, and EL-

Civics. Separate pages of the website list how specific pages for each level of the textbook series 

correlate with standards for each of the priorities and link to pacing guides for each level of the 

series.  

In the list of 21st-Century Goals and Competencies referenced in a digital brochure on the 

Future website, the pronouns alternate between the first person possessive plural “our” and third 

person possessive plural “their,” creating a distinction between the world of the “us” and the world 
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of the “them,” or the students (who are sometimes referred to as “future citizens”). These us/them 

binaries parallel those identified in the literature as othering immigrants and legitimizing the 

nation-state in which they are learning a colonizing language (Pashby, Ingram, & Joshee, 2014, p. 

18; Gulliver, 2018, p. 70; Schneer, 2007, p. 605; Gulliver, 2010). In this textbook series, the stated 

expectations for the world of the “we” seem to align with an implicit, idealized American, leaving 

potential space for the “them” (the students) in the “we.” For example, under the competency of 

“Personal, social, and civic responsibility,” the textbook notes that “Adults must understand their 

community responsibilities in order to promote the protection of our environment and the ideals 

of our democratic society” (emphasis mine). This statement exemplifies Gulliver & Thurrell’s 

(2016) findings that representations of national culture teach a nation-state (in their research, 

Canada) to immigrants and refugees “while positioning them, particularly those with 

intersectionally marked identities, as lacking in relevant cultural understandings (p. 46; Derwing 

& Thomson, 2005; Fleming, 2003; Gulliver, 2010, 2011; Ilieva, 2000, 2001; Thomson & Derwing, 

2004). Switching between pronouns linguistically reminds readers that the space of the “they” does 

not always or automatically belong to the “we.” In this example, the pronouns flag the 

responsibilities as belonging to the students, while the environment and democratic ideals belong 

to an ambiguous first-person plural that may or may not include the students.  

These us/them sentiments are echoed in the textbook materials themselves. In a unit on 

renting a home, for example, students are asked to describe what they are not allowed to do as 

tenants. In units called “Know the Law!” and “Knowing the Law,” published in the fourth and 

fifth book of the series, respectively, students are asked to use if/then clauses to describe the 

consequences of breaking the law. In these lessons, which will be described in more detail below, 
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the onus of following the law falls on the they, which is responsible for protecting the environment 

and ideals of an imagined we which may not include them, or may include them only conditionally. 

Similarly, under the competency of “Self direction and risk-taking,” the text notes that 

“Adults must be able to set goals for their own work or learning, and must be willing to make 

mistakes while pursuing their goals, understanding that we learn from our mistakes.” Here, the 

text grounds the goal-setting and mistake-making objectives for the “they,” the students, on 

understandings gained from the experiences claimed by the “we.” Using evidence from the “we” 

to make decisions for the “they” linguistically displaces the expertise and experiences of the “they” 

in favor of those of the “we,” mimicking the ways they are disenfranchised and disempowered 

outside the classroom. In addition, this language promotes banal nationalism by imagining a 

community of native speakers (“unmarked” Americans) who share a set of values and lifestyle to 

which the learners (“marked others”) are expected to conform (Gulliver, 2011; Gulliver & 

Thurrell, 2016). Finally, under the competency, “Ability to prioritize, plan, and manage,” the bullet 

point notes that “Workers and students must learn to prioritize their tasks and plan their days” 

(emphasis mine). It is interesting that, in this competency, the text identifies the learners as 

“workers” and “students” instead of “adults,” as in the other bullet points. The choice to use the 

word “workers” instead of a synonym like “employees” or “professionals” echoes the workplace 

development priorities, but also positions learners as manual laborers. This sentiment is reflected 

in other standards-based materials for adult learners presented below, and is an example of how 

adult learners are infantilized (Jung, 2013). 

The curriculum is marketed as “results-driven.” Though the website does not explicitly 

define “results-driven,” it features a list of what the program accomplishes. Four of the eight bullet-

points explicitly or implicitly reference standardized tests, citing higher scores on standardized 
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tests, preparation for standardized tests, multiple pathways to assessment, and higher academic 

achievement (often as measured by standardized tests). Though the program claims to prioritize 

creativity and critical thinking, the language promoting it suggests that knowledge is acquired by 

students and bestowed by the materials, which, according to the website, students “need” and the 

curriculum “provides” and “equip[s] them with.” In other words, “success” is the object students 

are given, and the materials are marketed as bestowing students success, rather than as the tool that 

is bestowed and can help them capitalize on existing strengths. This echoes the language of the 

Ventures series marketing, as well, and is also documented in existing literature that reports how 

learners are othered and positioned to learn the “good things” about the imagined target language 

community (Gulliver & Thurrell, 2016, p. 57; Derwing & Thomson, 2005; Fleming, 2003; 

Gulliver, 2010, 2011; Ilieva, 2000, 2001; Thomson & Derwing, 2004). 

Curricular Materials and Activities: Humanizing and Linguistic Affordances? 

As illustrated above, marketing for current adult ESL materials does not explicitly mention 

the terms “survival English” or “survival ESL” in the learning objectives, pedagogical priorities 

stated within the materials themselves, or the websites which promote them. Instead, the stated 

learning objectives suggest that curriculum is driven by standards. However, the standards on 

which the curricula are based echo the ideology of survival approaches, using terms like 

“everyday,” “practical,” and “essential skills.” This marketing-driven focus on standards-based 

survival language could have the effect of channeling curricular and intellectual resources away 

from principles of second language acquisition and teaching, which are not referenced in the 

marketing. Luke (2015) expresses concerns with standards-based instruction, which encourages 

pursuit of methods that “optimize measureable outcomes” (p. 211). For one, “this model of 

teaching and learning as neutral, universal, non-ideological and acultural phenomena has found 
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fertile ground in an educational marketplace where language and linguistic competence are now 

viewed as measurable and, indeed, purchasable commodities” (p. 212). Teaching and learning are 

not neutral and cannot always be objectively measured. In addition, the trend has the effect of 

“mak[ing] the individual learner’s cognitive and behavioral performance, rather than the 

achievements of community, culture, or cohort, the object of analysis and accountability" (p. 212). 

Fleming (2012) found that the Canadian Language Benchmarks, for instance, an official national 

assessment and curricular document, positioned “ESL learners as powerless and passive. They are 

viewed as recipients of programming that is designed to normalize them into a dominant culture” 

(p. 610). As learners are discursively positioned as the direct object of dominant culture 

programming, or as objects of curriculum by which they “are empowered” (Pearson, 2017, n.p.), 

their meaning-making opportunities as agentive human beings are stifled. 

In the next section, I will present excerpts from the textbooks introduced above and argue 

that these existing materials for adult ESL learners restrict their meaning-making opportunities by 

continuing to feature deficit thematic ideologies and offer limited options for learners to engage in 

meaningful communicative interaction with interlocutors other than the teacher and textbook.  

Basic Oxford Picture Dictionary: Occupations 

The Basic Oxford Picture Dictionary (2003) chapter on occupations features 

predominantly low-wage, low-education jobs, including “sewing machine operator,” “janitor,” 

and “painter” (pp. 88–89). Below the pictures, there is an activity titled, “Talk about the pictures” 

which features the following four questions: “Name the workers who wear a uniform. Name the 

workers who work outdoors. Name the workers who work indoors. Name the workers who drive 

at work.” The right side of the page asks students to point to pictures and ask questions about their 

professions, as well as state which occupations they would like to do. Other pages in this unit 
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instruct learners to count and name the pictures. These are examples of display questions, which 

invite learners to provide answers (often one single, correct answer) already known to their 

instructor (Long & Sato, 1983). Referential questions, on the other hand, which ask learners to 

provide information not known to the instructor, have been found to elicit longer and more 

syntactically correct responses (Brock, 1986). No referential questions are included on these 

workbook pages, which only invite learners to provide simple, known answers. 

In the following pages, entitled, “At Work,” (pp. 88–89), students are given a list of verbs 

that they would do “at work”: fix, cut, sell, build, take care of, drive, deliver, and collect. In the 

section below, titled “Talk about the pictures,” learners are given the following five tasks: “Name 

three things you can fix. Name three things you can cut. Name three things you can sell. Name 

three things you can drive. Name three things you can deliver.” Again, these questions pose only 

display questions, with students expected to answer questions with a single answer that is already 

known. Pedagogically, the materials limit students to asking and answering questions about the 

things on the page that they can do or actually do, while their other occupational skills, goals, and 

experiences are left unexplored. It is hard to imagine how these limiting questions encourage 

communication, let alone promote critical thinking, as the marketing language claims.  

Even as the materials’ marketing claims “realistic scenarios and modern artwork,” they 

pigeonhole learners into specific occupational roles. This list of verbs is limited largely to blue-

collar service jobs, excluding verbs of higher thinking and activities that students are already 

engaged in or would like to engage in, such as advocating, giving advice, helping others, solving 

problems, or engaging in social/human rights issues (Snell, 2016). Like the Future series, the book 

uses the term “occupations” instead of a synonym like “professions.” Exposure only to vocabulary 

associated with low-wage jobs neglects to capitalize on students’ wealth of knowledge, 
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multilingual identities, and unique experiences. By highlighting only verbs associated with low-

wage jobs, language textbooks deny students the language and opportunities to discuss their 

present capacities and past experiences as well as how their work connects to their future dreams 

and goals as individuals. Auerbach and Burgess (1985) point out that such a curriculum “shape[s] 

students’ roles outside the classroom” (p. 476). The language also otherizes learners. Instructions 

use the pronoun you, which could either serve as an alternative to the indeterminate pronoun one 

or as a second person personal pronoun. Using the second-person pronoun draws attention to the 

fact that these jobs are addressed to the you, the students, and distances it from the voice of the 

textbook. In addition, by focusing on these themes, “students are taught the language associated 

with being on the bottom of the power hierarchy” (p. 484). Although it is true that many adult 

immigrants and refugees work low-wage jobs when they move to the United States, the textbook 

misses the opportunity to critically deconstruct this phenomenon. 

The Oxford Basic Picture Dictionary chapter on feelings contains numbered illustrations 

with the corresponding emotions they represent listed below. (To get a sense of potential 

challenges students may face while trying to identify these images, try to guess the emotion 

depicted in each picture before looking at the labels below.) The pictures rely heavily on shared 

cultural understanding, as well as “middle-class values linked to domesticity" (Pavlenko, 2005, p. 

276). In the far upper left corner, a white woman expresses the emotion “surprise” while opening 

a gift box containing a necklace. The picture representing “tired,” for example, depicts a blonde, 

white man wearing a tie and carrying a briefcase and jacket. He is smiling as he stands in front of 

a door, presumably after a long day of work at an office job. Below, an image corresponding with 

“homesick” depicts a soldier in uniform holding a photograph of a woman on a beach (presumably 

a partner or family member he misses). And the feeling “embarrassed” is represented by a man 
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(also in a business suit and tie with a briefcase at his feet) sitting on a couch while a young boy 

points out his mismatched socks. Not all learners (nor educators, for that matter) may associate 

these images with the corresponding emotions, particularly if their experiences with work, 

military, or feeling embarrassed or surprised do not match the middle-class American connotations 

represented in the pictures. Like the previous example, the tasks in this section include display 

questions and pointing out people, telling a partner an emotion to act out, and “talk about your 

feelings.”  

The materials introduce emotion words, but they do not leave space to explore when a 

learner may want to or be allowed to share their feelings with another person, and how the context 

of sharing feelings may be influenced by histories, power dynamics, personal comfort revealing 

emotions, and other factors. As Kramsch and Whiteside (2008) point out, speakers do not all have 

“equal speaking rights and opportunities” (p. 646) in a given interaction. Speakers rarely share 

equal power with their interlocutors, and adult students in particular may lack the institutional 

legitimacy (Kramsch, 2016) which gives them the authority to speak as an equal in certain contexts. 

Moreover, it is not always appropriate to speak about one’s emotions in certain contexts or in 

particular social relationships, and learners may not want to speak about personal. Refugee learners 

in particular have gone through significant traumas, and it is common for their tutors to be curious 

and want to ask about their histories (Altherr Flores et al., 2019). However, teachers and tutors, 

not just the ESL learners in their classrooms, need to understand the complexities, vulnerabilities, 

and power dynamics around dialoguing about feelings and emotions, and these materials do not 

offer the option for such a dialogue. The selected pages in two units of this textbook introduce 

learners to relevant vocabulary, but they do not engage them communicatively or take the 

humanizing “stance” Paris (2011) referred to which acknowledges their experiences. 
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Ventures 

The Ventures series, as the marketing suggests, deliberately focuses on not just presenting 

vocabulary, but allowing learners to practice speaking, reading, writing, and listening. Vocabulary 

is introduced, scaffolded, and woven throughout activities in the chapter. In the introduction to a 

unit called Friends and Family, the level one textbook in the Ventures series introduces vocabulary 

by asking students to look at images and identify family figures they see. The characters resemble 

a family unit and are labeled with Spanish-language names (Juan, Carlos, Maria, Ana, Hector, and 

Luisa). In the household depicted in the book, the mother is in the kitchen, standing over a pan at 

the stove while also talking on the phone. In the same room, the father figure sits at a table, eating 

a sandwich. The grandparents are in the adjacent living room; the grandma figure is watching a 

television which depicts two donkeys while the grandpa figure lounges in an armchair. Upstairs, 

the sister figure sits at a desk in her tidy room decorated in various shades of pink and purple, 

presumably doing homework. In the bedroom next to hers, the brother figure jams to music, the 

bedsheets falling unmade onto a sloppy floor in the background behind him.  

The following pages in the unit introduce grammar and lessons centered on the themes of 

family and friends. The section on writing, for example, is introduced with a template labeled 

“U.S. Census Bureau.” Learners are asked to interview each other and write down answers to 

questions such as “What’s your name?,” “Are you married or single?,” and “How many sisters do 

you have?” Below this activity, they read a text which describes another picture of a family. In the 

text, a speaker named David describes his family members, who are featured in the image below. 

David’s nieces are cooking, his nephew is watching TV, his sister is studying, and her husband is 

reading a newspaper. Learners are instructed to write the words “cooking,” “watching TV,” 

“studying,” and “reading” next to the images which represent them. On the next page, learners 
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draw their own family members, write what they are doing, and answer questions about who they 

live with and whether they are married or single. 

These activities are more pedagogically sound than their counterparts in the Oxford Basic 

Picture Dictionary in the sense that learners are invited to practice the language. The census 

activity scaffolds them into thinking of their answers before they are asked to write a text, and the 

reading also models potential responses to these answers. The learners are able to provide 

demographic answers that may be unknown to the teacher and other students. However, they are 

still only invited to provide a prescribed variety of answers. The word banks for questions about 

who lives with them are limited to immediate family members. In addition, the textbook instructs 

them on how to respond to questions about their marital status and number of children; they are 

limited to saying that they are “married” or “single,” but not provided any other potential 

relationship status. In addition, students’ family experiences may not fit into the templates that the 

textbook provides. In the Ventures series, for instance, learners are asked to describe who lives 

with them, but they are only provided a word bank of immediate family members. Though a word 

bank supports students with options, their experiences may include vocabulary not in the word 

bank that materials designers could not predict.  

The Ventures unit on Family also represents the family unit in a narrow way. The female 

figures tend to be shown in the kitchen or studying, while the male figures are engaged in leisure 

tasks like eating, watching TV, or listening to music. In addition, the textbook appears to represent 

a Hispanic family, using Spanish names and featuring burros on the TV the grandparent-figures 

are watching. However, the home depicted in the picture otherwise is void of cultural emblems. 

Using Hispanic names in a household depicted neutrally otherwise is an example of what Gray 

(2013) defines as dominance through mentioning, in which a “previously erased group gets a name 
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check but the issues surrounding its erasure or its members’ struggle for recognition on their own 

terms is not explored" (p. 7). In this example, diversity seems to be represented purely through the 

names assigned to the cartoon characters, and perhaps stereotypically on the donkeys painted on 

the television screen. The characters, though they have Hispanic-sounding names, are otherwise 

depicted as “remnants of Dick and Jane" (Luke, 2015, p. 207), in a nuclear family setting 

occupying traditional domestic and gender roles. The children’s rooms, for instance, are painted 

in gendered colors (pink for the sister figure and blue and green for the brother figure). In sum, the 

text on family life provides learners with some vocabulary about family members, and the 

grammar they need to state the people in their families, but stereotypes and tokenizes families and 

gives students limited communicative opportunities to describe their family lives and experiences. 

Future: English for Results 

 In the eighth unit of the fifth book in the Future series, titled “Knowing the Law,” students 

read and learn about various legal matters, including their rights. The example below shows the 

reading on sexual harassment. The activity is communicatively scaffolded, with students first 

defining sexual harassment and discussing their experiences with sexual harassment policies. They 

read a definition and policy and discuss the content, as well as students’ perceptions of the content. 

The goal of this activity, as identified at the bottom of the textbook page, is for students to 

“recognize sexual harassment in the workplace.” Other laws are the subject of the rest of the 

chapter. In the corresponding workbook pages, students are asked to practice writing “if” clauses 

about what happens to characters when they jaywalk, trespass, get arrested, or can’t afford an 

attorney. 

By addressing sexual harassment and including a text informing students of their legal rights, this 

textbook series acknowledges a critical stance that the other texts do not. However, while the text 
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focuses on how to identify sexual harassment, students still may not be aware of their recourse or 

have space to dialogue about the vulnerabilities of seeking assistance.  

The text also takes an authoritative stance on the issues, as evidenced by the title of the 

reading, “What you need to know about sexual harassment.” Once again, the textbook addresses 

students as the “you,” and takes the liberty of providing them with information, thereby positioning 

students as consumers of information it has to provide, rather than co-constructors of knowledge 

with their own experiences. The textbook, contrary to what it states, may in fact not know what 

students need or would like to know about sexual harassment. Moreover, learners may 

understandably not want to discuss their personal experiences, and reading texts from varied 

perspectives can allow them to dialogue about the theme while remaining distant, if they would 

like to. Finally, the workbook pages on legal advice are designed to be informative. However, they 

inform learners about the consequences of committing crimes, when they could explore resources 

for getting help if they are victims of crimes, for example, or ask learners to contribute their 

knowledge and experiences. In this way, “instructional materials play the role of cultural mediators 

as they transmit overt and covert societal values, assumptions and images” (Ndura, 2004, p. 143; 

Gulliver & Thurrell, 2016). These texts present the supposed uncontested truth of “equality under 

the law,” leaving de facto experiences of harassment unexplored. No diverse voices are included 

in these texts, which report from the perspective of an authoritative textbook, and “diverse” images 

are included only superficially in the form of individuals representing various racial backgrounds 

but who seem to share the neutral experience of equality under the law. In a reading of immigrant 

success stories in Canadian materials, Gulliver (2010) finds that texts introduce diverse voices to 

support the assumptions of the text (p. 730). Following Fairclough’s work on intertextuality, 

Gulliver (2010) calls this tendency “feigned dialogicality” (p. 730). By missing these opportunities 
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to include the authentic experiences of individuals they present, the materials neglect to take the 

humanizing stance which acknowledges learners’ experiences of oppression (or, in this case, 

harassment). 

Summary of Curricular Content (Discussion) 

Other than vague phrases such as “research based,” marketing materials for community-

based adult ESL textbooks meagerly reference SLA theories or pedagogical approaches, leaving 

the question of how the curriculum is inspired. The answer is found in the marketing materials, 

which heavily cite various sets of assessment standards related to “survival” themes that the 

textbook producers describe as useful, practical, and everyday. However, “practical” or 

“everyday” topics are not relevant to learners’ lives if they are not presented within a humanizing 

stance which also facilitate language learning: authentically, communicatively, critically, and with 

opportunities for learner dialogue. Within the context of survival themes, the materials offer 

varying degrees of communicative affordances. The OPD presents vocabulary and asks learners 

to demonstrate comprehension by pointing and or naming what they have learned. Ventures 

scaffolds instruction, presenting vocabulary and pairing it with grammar, reading, writing, 

speaking, and listening activities, allowing learners to interact with it in multiple ways. However, 

except for a few open-ended demographic questions that learners answer through interviews or in 

scaffolded writing tasks, most of the interactional activities take place in carefully crafted, 

superficial exchanges between learners and the textbook, rather than through encounters between 

learners, and most questions are display questions. Only Future offers learners exposure to 

reading, writing, and discussion, along with the opportunity to dialogue about critical issues like 

sexual harassment, share their background knowledge, and consider how they feel about the 

policies they read. Overall, the materials limit communicative opportunities for learners. 
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Focusing on making the materials more communicative by offering more opportunities for 

comprehensible input (Ellis, 1997, p. 138; Krashen, 1985; Echevarría, Vogt, & Short, 2008, p. 79), 

negotiated interaction (Mackey, 2002, p. 380; Kumaravadivelu, 2006, p. 106-107; Brown, 2007), 

and pushed or comprehensible output (Swain & Lapkin, 1985; Krashen) would address concerns 

related to second language acquisition, but would still not be enough to subvert the dehumanizing 

survival ideologies. Without considering learners’ needs as human beings, even the most “urgent” 

themes could even oppress learners’ voices, dreams, and agency. Rather than acknowledge the 

human agency of learners and teachers, the language in marketing materials as well as the curricula 

themselves tend to dichotomize the “you” or “them” of the learner and the “we” or omniscient 

narration of the materials designers. These binaries other learners while giving textbook producers 

an authoritative role in determining what students (and teachers) should do in the classroom 

(typically presenting vocabulary and grammar structures that align with established curricular 

standards). The “you” and “them” dichotomy offers linguistic evidence that textbook makers tend 

to anticipate what they believe learners need, even though their predictions may not be accurate or 

appropriate. In these materials, learners are not invited to think critically about their lived 

experiences. In other words, the materials anticipate practical language needs but offer few 

communicative opportunities to explore them through a humanizing stance. In the final section, I 

will consider characteristics of humanizing learning materials which promote communication and 

learning and present excerpts from a textbook I believe accomplishes these goals. 

 

Subverting Survival: Expanding Meaning-Making Pedagogy 

Novel approaches to meaning-making which do not rely on curricular standards have been 

proposed. Considering the gaps of communicative approaches, Kramsch (2006a) reminds us that 
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“[l]anguage learners are not just communicators and problem solvers, but whole persons with 

hearts, bodies, and minds, with memories, fantasies, loyalties, identities.” As such, they need not 

only “items of vocabulary or communication strategies, but embodied experiences, emotional 

resonances, and moral imaginings” (p. 251). In other words, they need more than purely 

communicative approaches. Symbolic competence as a curricular paradigm promotes reflecting 

on subject positions and deconstructing seemingly “neutral” elements of language learning and 

use. Gulliver & Thurrell (2016) also push for deeper discussions for learners in adult ESL classes. 

They conclude their article on denials of racism in textbooks by noting that “ECL [English as a 

Colonial Language] educators are uniquely situated to facilitate honest and nuanced conversations 

on these topics, but are not supported by ECL textbooks to do so” (p. 57). The ways teachers frame 

textual resources can determine how learners are allowed to make meaning, and the types of 

meaning-making they engage with. Even without textual support, teachers can provide 

pedagogical support for humanizing and linguistic meaning-making (just as the presence of 

communicative and humanizing materials alone would not ensure a communicative, humanizing 

experience for learners). Kiss & Weninger (2013) recommend “unguided semiosis” (p. 25) which 

first invites learners to explore their understanding of texts that isn’t constrained to lexical and 

grammatical features. This approach “embraces uncertainty, and accepts that learning is a dynamic 

and unpredictable process which emerges through the interactions of participants and their ideas" 

(Kiss & Weninger, 2013, p. 26). Gray (2013) describes a move towards "towards a pedagogy of 

scaffolded talk in which the language that is learned is the language which emerges in classroom 

interaction–rather than the one which had been selected and pre-packaged for mass consumption" 

(pp. 9-10). Tomlinson (2003), too, argues that humanizing education involves connecting with 

learners’ lives and meaningful experiences, such as physical movement, emotion, and being 
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involved ‘intellectually, aesthetically and emotionally’ (pp. 162-63; McGrath, 2013). These texts 

agree that learners should be invited to dialogue about themes related to their experiences, and 

point to the importance of teachers creating conditions for this dialogue to happen. 

 

Problem-Posing 

In a textbook called Problem-Posing at Work: English for Action, published in Alberta, 

Canada by Grass Roots Press, Elsa Auerbach and Nina Wallerstein (2004) present a series of 

lessons for immigrant adult English learners around the theme of work. As the title suggests, the 

authors adopt a problem-posing, critical approach to language learning. The book does not 

reference standards, but in the opening lessons, the authors make the approach explicit to students. 

Rather than use we/they language, the authors address the students in relation to other students 

with immigrant backgrounds, whose voices are deliberately featured prominently in the text. 

Rather than assume the discursive position of omnipotent, anonymous narrator, they introduce 

themselves candidly as the “we,” or “the authors of this book” and include their own pictures, 

stating, “We believe that everyone has knowledge in this class—not just the teacher” (p. 19). By 

connecting the “we” explicitly to their roles as the textbook authors, they position themselves in a 

dialogue with students about curricular decisions, rather than as anonymous but authoritative 

decision makers. The nine units are titled Learning English, Working in a New Country, Power at 

Work, Making Money, Getting Through the Day, Health and Safety, Moving Toward Equality, 

Unions, and The Big Picture. The lessons, which touch on themes ranging from globalization and 

deportation to discrimination and organizing, feature thought-provoking images, comics, and 

learner stories, and invite students to reflect.  
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The lessons, the authors describe to the students, ask learners to “discuss your own 

experiences, think about specific problems that immigrant workers face and why they exist, read 

stories by immigrant workers, learn about your rights, develop strategies for making your work 

life better, learn language and skills to use to work on problems, find information that will help 

you understand and act on these problems, practice actions that help you work on the problems, 

reflect on your work” (p. 19). In this list, the learners have agency to reflect, discuss, read, and 

apply their learning. Furthermore, they are responsible for finding the information; the authors do 

not assume they know the skills, information, and actions that learners need to practice.  In 

addition, the lessons ask learners to give feedback to the teacher on what they liked and didn’t like, 

how the lesson could be improved, and their hopes for the class. Doing this creates a dialogue 

between teachers and learners, rather than framing the teacher or textbook as an expert. 

 Activities in Problem-Posing at Work: English for Action invite students to answer 

primarily referential questions related to their experiences. An activity on page 203 presents a 

comic about the challenges of promotion as a disenfranchised minority and English learner. After 

questions that invite students to contextualize the text, the questions ask learners who works certain 

jobs (men, women, white workers, people of color, immigrants, North Americans), and who 

discrimination helps or hurts. On page 109, a text presents the story of an employee who was 

dependent on his boss and had no recourse when he was not paid minimum wage. Another activity 

asks learners to critically analyze safety pamphlets to determine whose voices are included and 

what information is left out. Then, it lists interview questions about workplace health and safety 

concerns. All of these activities humanize learning by starting with learners’ experiences, 

including experiences of marginalization and discrimination. Rather than act as an authority on 

these experiences, the texts invite learners to dialogue and pose solutions based on information 
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they read. All the lessons take place in a work context and take learners’ experiences as a point of 

departure. The lessons are communicative, as well, because they invite learner dialogue about 

questions and experiences unknown to the teacher, giving the students an abundance of 

opportunities to interact with each other, and not just the textbook or teacher. Though this book is 

only available in Canada (in fact, I had to special-order it from Grass Roots Press), it provides an 

example to teachers of how to incorporate learner voices into language materials in order to 

increase communicative opportunities and make their learning humanizing. Unlike many of the 

examples presented from Ventures, the Basic Oxford Picture Dictionary, and Future: English for 

Results, the texts ask referential questions, rather than simply display questions, present the 

authentic voices and experiences of immigrant adults, not just tokenized names or cartoon 

representations, resist you/we dichotomies, and do not shy away from critically deconstructing 

challenging realities like racism and discrimination. In this way, they adopt a humanizing stance 

and also facilitate meaningful dialogue as adults learn.  

Discussion 

In this chapter, I have presented focal texts from three textbooks and considered 

opportunities for humanizing and communicative meaning-making in adult ESL classes. The 

analysis has exposed a dual concern with the standards-based curricula that exist for adult ESL 

learners with immigrant and refugee backgrounds: 1) They do not incorporate principles of second 

language acquisition and 2) they avoid taking up a humanizing stance towards learners’ 

experiences, including potential experiences of oppression. The activities offer limited 

opportunities for meaningful interaction, the themes center around survival tasks, and materials 

make assumptions about learners’ roles in the English-speaking world, representing them in 

stereotypical gender roles and casting them as manual laborers and sometimes even potential 
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criminals. In addition, though textbook creators may anticipate diversity and present more 

inclusive images, they do not include students in co-constructing meaning with the images they 

choose, limiting their participation. These findings reveal that, though materials for adult learners 

are no longer marketed as “survival ESL” materials, they have adopted survival ideologies in the 

form of curricular standards (based on language and cultural benchmarks) focused on “practical” 

language which drive curriculum and marketing, while the principles of second language pedagogy 

and humanizing education—considered important in other educational contexts—are relegated to 

the background. In addition, the materials are marketed as a curricular savior for teachers and 

learners, who are othered by language that talks about, rather than to or with them. In sum, the 

discourse, words, and labels of survival ESL have changed while the approaches have not. For 

these reasons, I conclude that national standards which promote survival ideologies should be 

reconsidered in favor of more humanizing, pedagogically principled approaches.  

The trend towards standards and survival is concerning even for community-based 

programs that are not government funded and therefore not bound to a specific set of national 

standards, as even these programs can become standards-based and survival-focused when the 

available materials are driven by national standards which promote survival ideologies. In other 

words, survival approaches limit the ways we can think about language learning and teaching, 

even in programs that, at least in theory, have the freedom to design their own activities and 

learning objectives. However, the flexibility in how standards are implemented is evidenced in the 

unique ways each textbook series prioritizes certain standards and creates content around them. 

This flexibility suggests that standards requirements do not necessarily have to be incompatible 

with a curriculum which prioritizes symbolic competence, SLA, and humanizing education. 
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Using the literature reviewed above, I would like to summarize some questions for 

educators to consider as they prepare and evaluate lessons and activities. These questions can help 

guide educators to create their own materials or choose/modify existing resources in order to move 

away from purely survival themes, incorporate best practices related to language teaching, and 

engage learners as human beings. 

• Does the activity invite learners to answer referential questions with answers not known 

to the teacher, rather than mostly display or yes/no questions?  

• Do materials/activities invite learners to interact with someone other than the textbook and 

teacher (such as each other or others in their communities)? 

• Are there stereotypes or deficit narratives implicit in the texts or images (women in the 

kitchen, migrants working low-wage jobs, a middle-class White person “rescuing” a 

person of color)? 

• Are students invited into the process of determining what they need to learn about 

language or content, or does the text assume these needs for them? 

• Do the images authentically represent learners and their lives, or are there elements that 

are stereotypical, cartoonish, or tokenizing?  

• Who is the stated or implied narrator in the materials? Do the materials include the 

authentic voices of students or individuals with similar experiences? 

• Are the learners represented in dignified ways and as doing more than working domestic 

or retail jobs, looking for housing, seeking medical or social services, and exchanging 

demographic information? 
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• Does the content thematically engage learners as more than just consumers of a service 

(medical, educational, retail, etc.)? For example, do they touch on neighborly exchanges, 

relationships, emotions, histories, senses, and memories?  

• If a learner were to imagine their identity through the eyes of the materials, what would 

that identity look like? 

• Would you describe the materials’ stance as humanizing? Do they consider the context of 

oppression learners may have experienced inside or outside the classroom without 

reproducing this oppression? 

Auerbach and Wallerstein’s (2004) textbook Problem Posing at Work provides an example 

of textbook activities that allow opportunities for meaning-making within the context of work, 

interrogating and deconstructing the survival theme in order to meaningfully address it. In addition, 

Kramsch has proposed symbolic competence as a theoretical addition to communicative 

competence which acknowledges learners as human beings, and not just language learners. 

Another way to promote symbolic competence could be through the use of aesthetic texts which 

offer multiple perspectives and voices about the world—not just those of the textbook creators or 

teacher—and which learners could explore using multiliteracies. This will be a focus of future 

chapters. 

 

Conclusions 

In this chapter, I have argued that, despite the push for pedagogies of communicative 

competence and symbolic competence in second language teaching contexts, paradigms of 

“survival” continue to dominate curriculum for community-based adult ESL classes. Though these 

survival paradigms are not explicitly named, they are integrated into the curricular standards 
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developed for adult learners. To demonstrate this trend, I have presented learning objectives and 

classroom materials designed for community-based adult ESL courses and consider how 

ideologies of survival (often under the guise of curricular standards) are reflected in these 

materials, while communicative and humanizing ideologies are omitted or stifled. Furthermore, I 

have argued that there are particularly few opportunities for meaning-making, agentive and 

creative language use, and critical dialogue in materials designed for adults with immigrant and 

refugee backgrounds, even though agency, creativity, and critical thinking are highly valued 

components of language curriculum in other contexts, and even featured in curricular claims made 

by the marketing materials. However, instead of gesturing towards these priorities, materials 

designed for adult ESL learners tend to gesture towards various benchmark standards, which drive 

the market for these materials. Fortunately, teachers and learners can (and already do) subvert a 

pure focus on “survival;” subversive survival will be the theme of future chapters. 
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Part II: Theoretical Underpinnings of a Critical Creative Approach to Meaning-making 
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Chapter 4 

Critical Creative Approaches in Community-Based Adult ESL Classes: Student 

Perspectives 

In the last chapter, I first described how commercial materials designed for adult ESL 

learners with immigrant/refugee backgrounds prioritize survival-based themes and grammar-

centric tasks over the principles of second language acquisition research and a humanizing stance. 

This chapter proposes critical creative approaches as an alternative to survival approaches, 

suggesting that students can creatively employ multiliteracies (New London Group, 1996) to 

collaboratively explore issues relevant to their lives while learning language. The chapter explores 

how students create and engage with aesthetic texts in their ESL classes, as well as how they 

perceive these approaches. After presenting examples of how students use multiliteracies to engage 

with language creatively, I will explore students’ perceptions of participating in critical creative 

approaches to language learning, including their perceptions of how their language skills in general 

develop over the course of a community-based ESL class. The chapter will address the following 

research questions: 

1) In what ways do adult ESL learners collaboratively engage with critical creative themes 

important to their life and language learning goals? 

2)  How do adult ESL learners feel about whether critical creative approaches support or 

conflict with their overall language development in speaking, listening, reading, writing, 

and culture before and after a course which emphasizes interactions with aesthetic texts? 

 

Theoretical Underpinnings  

What are creative/aesthetic approaches? 
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Creativity is defined in academic literature in very different, sometimes conflicting ways 

(Jones & Richards, 2016; Fischer & Golden, 2018; Plucker, Beghetto, & Dow, 2004). Studies on 

creativity tend to focus on one of four main angles: characteristics of creative people, 

characteristics of creative products, the processes people go through in creative tasks, and 

environmental factors that promote or hinder creativity (Ellis, 2016, p. 32; Tin, 2015, p. 407). 

Jones (2015) summarizes the discussion in the introduction to the Routledge Handbook on 

Language and Creativity: 

For some, creativity is located in the minds of individuals; for others, it is more a 
matter of an interaction among broader social forces. For some, the term ‘creativity’ 
is used to describe a process undertaken by individuals or groups, whereas others 
use the term to describe the characteristics of particular products such as linguistic 
forms, works of art, or clever solutions to problems. (p. 21) 

 
Jones suggests that these sometimes competing definitions are all valid, arguing that "linguistic 

creativity" must consider at least the following four aspects: the semiotic resources available for 

creativity, the cognitive processes that make creativity possible, the social processes necessary, 

and the product (whether a textual artifact, interaction, transformation of relationship, etc.) (p. 21). 

In this sense, these different angles all help illuminate the complex construct of creativity. 

Following the “creative people” angle, some studies have explored the roles and 

perceptions of teachers in promoting creativity. Looking at the process of developing teacher 

creativity, Fischer & Golden (2018) define teacher creativity as “an interaction between aptitude, 

process and environment, by which an educator, through the accumulation of mini-insights of 

varying magnitudes, finds novel, contextually adapted ways to improve the teaching and/or 

learning experience" (p. 102). Their emphasis on “mini” insights reflects their belief that creative 

thinking is not a static trait, but can be cultivated (p. 104). Fitriah (2017) examined teachers’ 

perceptions about creativity in an Indonesia higher education EFL context and concurred that the 
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willingness to learn continuously was the most important quality of creative teachers. Fischer & 

Golden (2018) add that developing a “creative, action-oriented approach” requires a lot of “applied 

pedagogical theory and tacit knowledge” (p. 100) and note that tapping into their own creativity 

as teachers allowed them to foster creativity in their students. 

Because, as Tin (2015) points out, “finished products by themselves do not give clues about 

the way in which the ideas and language are formulated" (Tin, 2015, p. 412), semiotic approaches 

to creative language teaching are most interested in the environmental and interactional conditions 

which foster creativity, rather than creativity as a property of individuals or texts. Narey (2017, p. 

175; 2008, 2014) defines creativity as a human phenomenon of thought and action emerging from 

seeing the need for change, generating ideas for change, and enacting change. By focusing on 

creativity as a transformative process, rather than a property of materials, she follows Cope & 

Kalantzis' (2009) iteration of a pedagogy of multiliteracies and recognizes the role of learner 

agency in creative design. 

Studying Creativity Empirically 

In the past five years, researchers have started to ask how creativity can be measured. 

Maley & Kiss (2018) explore ways to measure creativity, noting that, like poetry, it "tends to 

escape standardised measurement" (p. 251). They propose quantitative and qualitative ways to 

measure creativity. Quantitative measurements include looking for linguistic features of texts, 

noting when students use novel features in their work, or looking for language play (p. 255). This 

approach views creativity as a quality of individuals which are visible in texts. Surveys and 

questionnaires are also possible to understand "what people think, believe, and do in relation to 

creativity" (p. 256). Another option, classroom observations, offer the opportunity to explore the 

environmental and interactional features that foster creativity, examining, for example, how often 
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teachers provide open-ended questions which "have the potential to develop divergent thinking or 

the exploration, elaboration, clarification of ideas" (p. 258). Focus group studies can explore the 

techniques teachers use to promote creativity, how they design lessons, and ideas about links 

between language and creativity (p. 259). Qualitative options for measuring creativity include 

critical discourse analysis and semiotic analysis, which “aims to understand how the learners 

interact with the materials and create personal meanings that can be shared and discussed in the 

classroom" (p. 260). Semiotic materials analysis emphasizes that, “although teaching materials 

heavily guide students in what meanings they should make, it is worth letting them explore ideas 

and unleash their creative potential in a loosely structured discussion" (Maley & Kiss, 2018, p. 

260; Chen, 2010; Kiss & Weninger, 2013, 2017). In other words, semiotic materials analyses 

acknowledge the ways materials can frame meaning-making potential while holding that asserting 

meaning-making arises interactionally and is not necessarily inherent even in the most aesthetic 

texts. 

Affordances of Creative/Aesthetic Materials in the Language Classroom 

Studies have also examined the affordances of specific creative texts, such as poetry, on 

student outcomes. Certo (2015) presents research on poetry using mentor texts in a 5th grade 

classroom and concludes that "poetry writing is more than creative luxury in elementary writing 

curriculum” (p. 78). Hess (1999) found poetry is valuable for peace education as well as useful for 

teaching listening, speaking, reading, and writing. In a Japanese EFL class, Iida (2011, 2017) found 

that writing English haiku had positive effects on students’ development of L2 academic literacy 

skills and awareness of voice in L2 writing. Reppert (2004) examined the impact of children’s and 

adult literature on adult graduate students’ oral fluency. They found that children's books were 

"somewhat interesting and helpful for language study,” and adult poetry was even more so. In a 
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study of an immigrant women’s writing group, Swan (2012) investigated the effect of a writing 

group on immigrant women’s skills, identities, and communities, finding that the group improved 

the English proficiency and community between the women. This approach, following Alosaimi’s 

(2014) notion of “meaningful literacy,” considers writing a humanizing, embodied experience.  

Approaches which incorporate creative/aesthetic materials can impact outcomes for 

students. Liao, Chen, Chen, & Chang (2018) investigated the impact of a creativity pedagogy on 

academic performance, creativity, and motivation in an elementary EFL class. They placed some 

of the 256 children in the study in a control group with a traditional EFL curriculum and others in 

an experimental group with "regular curriculum-infused activities for creativity.” An ANCOVA 

revealed that the creative approached approved the children’s learning performance, creativity, 

and motivation.  

 

Creative Approaches to Language Teaching 

In addition to exploring the affordances of specific creative/aesthetic texts, other research 

has offered pedagogical suggestions for teaching creatively. Palmer et al. (2006) offer tips for 

teaching creative elements of language such as idioms and figurative language. They include 

explicit instruction, dialogue in context, modeling with independent practice, visualization, and 

use of native language. Smith (2012) describes a program in which a library organized discussion 

around civic texts. Creativity in Applied Linguistics has also been associated with literariness (see, 

for example, Hannauer, Hall, Carter & McRae, & Widdowson). Kramsch (1996) argues that the 

challenge for using literature in the classroom is "to make students' common-sensical ways of 

making meaning visible by rendering them less familiar than usual" (p. 162). In this sense, 

literature exposes them to different and even conflicting ways of viewing the world. The results of 
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valuing creativity in adult ESL classrooms could be not just new meanings with words, but new 

emotional and relational meanings. Finally, creative language learning can be approached from a 

critical angle (Tavin, 2017; Tavin & Anderson, 2003; Li, 2011; Choi, 2016). Li (2011) argues that 

the "best expression of one's criticality is one's creativity" (p. 1223), and Choi (2016) poses 

“creative criticality” as a way to promote multilingualism and translanguaging (p. 154). In all of 

these cases, criticality and creativity are posed as strategies for expanding students’ repertoires. 

Tin (2013, 2015, 2018) defines creativity as "the playful use of language to construct new 

and surprising meaning" (Tin, 2013, p. 387), arguing that creativity is a condition for second 

language learning, a form of learner autonomy and motivating for students. Though she does not 

suggest “creative” and “communicative” approaches are mutually exclusive, she suggests that 

SLA's focus on "communicative" tasks emphasizes using language to talk about utilitarian, known 

meanings, while creative approaches can instead emphasize language for making new, unknown 

meanings. Following Vygotsky (2002), she and other scholars (Littleton, Rojas-Drummond, & 

Miell, 2008; Chin, 2014) warn that creative tasks can promote creativity and the study of creativity, 

but it often takes time for participants to develop the trust necessary to facilitate creative 

collaborations (Tin, 2015, p. 411). Examining student work in creative tasks such as acrostic 

poems and similes, she argues that strategic formal and semantic constraints can promote 

creativity. Typical language learning tasks, she says,  

often prompt learners to review what they already know to express known meaning 
while limiting their search for riskier, unknown areas (for example using a given 
sentence structure ‘there is . . ./there are . . .’ to express what is seen in a picture or 
given as known information). In contrast, a constraint that leads to creativity needs 
to prompt learners to search among the unknown to construct new meaning, while 
limiting their search through what they already know. (p. 390) 
 

Tin (2018) suggests two phases in designing creative tasks for language learners: 1) the idea 

generation phase: generating ideas and forms without knowing what they will be used for), and 2) 



 97 

the idea exploration phase: Exploring the ideas generated within the constraints imposed (formal 

or semantic rules) (p. 103). 

 

Creativity by Design: Multiliteracies 

A semiotic approach to critical creativity follows the New London Group (1996)’s 

pedagogy of multiliteracies, whose key construct, Design, holds that "we are both inheritors of 

patterns and conventions of meaning and at the same time active designers of meaning" (p. 65). 

Design, in other words, describes both product and process. Drawing heavily upon Systemic 

Functional Linguistics (SFL), they propose six design elements (Linguistic Meaning, Visual 

Meaning, Audio Meaning, Gestural Meaning, Spatial Meaning, and Multimodal patterns of 

meaning) which are accompanied by four elements of pedagogy: 1) Situated practice, which draws 

on experience of meaning-making in lifeworlds, public realm, and workplaces, 2) Overt 

Instruction, in which students develop an explicit metalanguage of Design, 3) Critical Framing, in 

which the social context and purpose of Designs of Meaning is interpreted, and finally, 4) 

Transformed Practice, in which students, as meaning makers, become Designers of social futures. 

These approaches emphasize students’ lived experiences and agency as they use language they are 

learning. 

To move towards a literacy pedagogy, the New London Group proposes a "metalanguage 

of multiliteracies” (p. 73) based on three elements of Design: Available Designs, Designing, and 

The Redesigned" (p. 74). Available designs include resources such as grammars, genre, styles, 

dialects, and voices. Designing involves the process of remaking meaning and involves activities 

such as speaking, reading, listening, or writing. Its functions align with Halliday’s metafunctions 

of language.  Finally, the outcome of Re-designed is transformed relationships between engaged 
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learners and “new meaning, something through which meaning-makers remake themselves” (p. 

76). The New London Group suggests that the notion of Design "restores human agency and 

cultural dynamism to the process of meaning-making" (p. 88).  

In the twenty-two years since the original “programmatic manifesto” was published, 

pedagogues have applied the approach advocated by the New London Group to reach diverse 

learning contexts. Castañeda et al. (2018) used the New London Group's (1996, 2000, 2003) 

multiliteracies framework as a lens for teaching and learning multimodally through digital 

storytelling in a youth summer camp and found that Latinx ELLs can thrive in a classroom and 

families can be engaged when creative projects are embedded in the curriculum" (p. 11). In a first-

grade classroom, Crafton et al. (2017) view art as a semiotic system integral to meaning-making 

and capable of adopting a social justice stance. The authors shared a text with their classroom 

about an elderly woman being evicted from her home and asked the children to respond to it. They 

conclude that "young children are capable of challenging (or helping to perpetuate) social 

injustices related to gender, race, and class differences. Issues of equity and social justice are part 

of young children’s lives" (p. 83). Following the New London Group’s construct of Available 

Design and re-design as well as Kern (2000, p. 46) Lopez-Sanchez (2009) advocates the use of 

texts at all levels of curriculum, including beginning levels (p. 32), arguing that 

Texts are critical because they offer learners the chance to stand between two 
viewpoints and between two cultures. They can be the locus of the thoughtful and 
creative act of making connections between grammar, discourse, and meaning, between 
language and content, between language and culture, and between another culture and 
one’s own. (p. 33) 
 

Though texts offer valuable affordances for language teaching, texts themselves are not 

enough to promote critical and creative approaches. Leander & Boldt (2011) politely critique 

“Pedagogy of Multiliteracies,” arguing that the text has critical limitations in how it defines “text” 
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and treats the literate human body. Their concerns that the manifesto “is saturated with text-

centrism" (p. 32) stem not just from the way the New London Group frames literacy, but from a 

belief that static frames are inappropriate means of examining the dynamic process in which “the 

always-emerging body interacts with the always-emerging environment" (p. 30). The authors 

reflect on how “a body in motion is not identical to what we afterward describe” (Leander & Boldt, 

2011, p. 32; Massumi, 2002, p. 4), and treating it as such runs the risk of creating “cultural freeze-

frames” (p. 36) of data. Thus, they shift their analysis “from concerns about the particular meanings 

‘coded’ within activities or even the meanings given by them, post hoc, to explain their activity, 

toward an emergent mapping of affective intensities and their effects produced across texts, bodies, 

and interaction" (p. 38). Leander and Boldt present a case study of a focal young learner, Lee, who 

“enacted” rather than articulated literacy (p. 27). Enacting literacy involves active—sometimes 

even physical—participation and engagement with literacy, rather than passive consumption and 

response. Later, Leander & Hollet (2016) ask what it means to take an embodied temporal 

approach to learning crossing settings” (p. 100) and consider the “[l]earning body crossing 

settings” rather than “learning across settings” (p. 101). These concerns echo arguments for 

focusing on the interactional and environmental angles of creative Design, rather than features of 

individuals and texts.  

Summary and Gaps 

The literature review reveals that a lot of attention has been given to creativity, though 

research is informed by different definitions of creativity. The professional literature reports a 

number of approaches to bringing creativity into the language classroom. Studies that have 

considered creative/aesthetic approaches typically have taken place in university-level EFL or K-

12 ESL contexts, rather than community-based adult ESL classrooms. Since 2015, scholars have 
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invested more attention to how to measure creativity, as well as looking at the 

semiotic/interactional conditions for fostering creativity, rather than considering creativity a 

property of teachers, students, texts, or materials. The New London Group’s (1996) Pedagogy of 

Multiliteracies remains a germane framework for promoting meaning-making, focusing on 

interactional and environmental features of creativity without naming them as such. I have found 

no studies examining critical creative approaches in community-based adult ESL classrooms, or 

studies which examine adult ESL students’ perceptions of creativity in their language classes. This 

chapter will address these gaps and contribute to the existing literature by exploring 1) ways 

community-based adult ESL students engage critically and creatively with themes important to 

their lives to collaboratively produce texts, and 2) students’ perceptions about participating in a 

critical creative pedagogy. 

 

Methods 

Participants and Context 

 The qualitative data for this study were drawn from texts created by adult ESL learners 

across four semesters (January 2016-December 2018) in Southwest Arizona. Learners were adult 

ESL students. Data collection of creative texts took place in two classrooms. The first was at a 

library in the city’s south side, at a class sponsored by an adult literacy program in Tucson. The 

second site was a family resource center on the campus of a public high school. Quantitative 

(survey) data took place during a fifteen-week semester in Fall 2017 at the family resource center.  

 

Conceptual Framework 
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For this chapter, I will define critical creative approaches as those which invite students to 

create or interact with aesthetic texts and experiences not mainly to accomplish a linguistic 

objective, such as improving pronunciation or mastering a grammatical structure, but to reflect, 

interact with others, think critically and dialogue about the world, play with language, and take a 

humanizing stance (Paris, 2011; Paris & Wynn, 2014). This echoes Maley’s (2015) definition of 

creative writing as "any kind of writing which has an aesthetic or affective rather than a purely 

pragmatic intention or purpose" (Babaee, 2015, p. 77). The critical creative approach is defined 

not by the type of text involved, but by how the texts or materials are incorporated into the 

activities. For example, a poem could appropriately be used in a critically creative approach, but 

the approach ceases to be critically creative if students are merely asked to use it to learn 

vocabulary, rehearse pronunciation, or “tie the poem to a chair with rope/ and torture a confession 

out of it” (Collins, 1988). At the same time, even a text that is not typically considered aesthetic, 

such as a student discussion about their weekends, could be used in a critically creative approach 

if students are invited to dialogue, make connections, and respond creatively/critically to it. 

Pedagogically, a critical creative approach means making space for students’ questions and 

connections and using creative expression as a way to explore the depth of their insights and 

experiences. Following Freire (1974), students are not forced to explore any certain topic, but 

involved in a dialogic classroom community in which they work together to pose questions and 

are welcome to raise any topics with their peers and instructor; these topics become the basis for 

future class discussions.  Again, aesthetic texts such as poetry, music, film, crafts, collaborative 

work, movement, and dialogue or questions that emerge from the students may all provide 

affordances for critical creative approaches. A critical creative approach may take an aesthetic text 

as a point of departure or may ask students to create one in response to a discussion. However, the 
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key is that the creativity/aesthetic properties don’t come from the texts themselves, but rather from 

the discussion, connections, and dialogue that they stem from and invite. 

Course Materials 

In the class at the center of this study, we worked with a variety of texts and genres, 

including poetry, art, scrapbooking, skits, letters, self-selected individual writing of various genres, 

and collaboratively generated texts. Table 2 presents examples of creative texts and activities with 

which learners engaged throughout the session. Texts were selected that were rich in content but 

also linguistically accessible for beginning-level learners. Therefore, selected poems were often 

short, in order to allow space to dialogue about the language and content in the space of a single 

class session. However, they were selected for content that adults could engage with “at the level 

of their intellect and the depth of their humanity” (Carr & Snell, 2012). In other words, they dealt 

with themes that invited reflection about deep themes, such as the self, relationships, love, and 

loss, but that were linguistically accessible to learners at a beginning level. 

Table 2: Texts students engaged with and produced 
Text Type Description Themes / Content 

Poetry 

Haiku life dreams and goals, 
syllables 

Read Nayyirah Waheed’s (2013) poem “salt” 
and write response poems 

self care and love, 
if/then clauses 

Learners write lines based off of Darrow Jr’s 
(1970) book and then form these lines into 

poems 

intergenerational values, 
parenting roles, 

past/present/future 
tenses 

Post-it note poems life dreams and goals 

Art Learners observe and respond to kurt halsey 
frederiksen (2012a, 2012b, 2013) artwork 

support, bravery, self-
care, music, memories 
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Learners respond to images depicting gender 
roles (Darrow Jr., 1970), each accompanied by 

a short text 

gender roles, roles and 
occupations 

Students illustrate literal and figurative 
meaning of idioms with time Idioms of time 

Learners depict the 2016 presidential election with drawing and text 

Scrapbooking 

After bringing in and discussing pictures on a 
variety of themes, learners write texts about 
photos of their choice, revise the texts, and 

arrange them into scrapbooks 

personal and family life 

dreams for the 
future/career 

home/place (Tucson) 

Student self-
selected texts and 

genres 

At home or in class, learners write texts or poems on the topic and in the 
genre of their choice, then share with their peers 

Collaborative texts Learners work together to generate texts on a variety of themes 

Skits Learners collaboratively create and perform 
skits, then recreate them 

customer service 
encounters, visiting the 

doctor 

Letters 
Suggestions for a friend new to Tucson modal verbs (can, could) 

Advice to self at age sixteen modal verbs (could, 
should) 

Memes Memes shared informally amongst students, primarily through Whatsapp 
class group 

  
As Table 2 indicates, these creative texts often had connections to grammatical structures (such as 

if/then clauses, past and present tense, and modal verbs) and instrumental themes (such as visiting 

the doctor or interacting with a cashier), but class sessions equally emphasized content and 

experiences that did not directly relate to immediate survival or communication, such as self-

reflection, dreams, intergenerational relationships, sense of place, and bravery. Moreover, students 

typically engaged with texts, genres, and performances collaboratively. In addition, students raised 
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topics related to critical or social justice issues, including but not limited to current border events, 

colonialism, politics, violence, and oppression; the themes they raised became part of the course 

content.   

 

Data Collection and Analysis 

Data were collected in two beginning-level adult English as a Second Language classrooms 

in the American southwest from January 2016-December 2018. I collected classroom artifact data 

from students in January 2016-December 2018. The survey and interview data collection took 

place from August 2017-December 2017. In the initial days of class, I explained the project and 

invited students to participate in any of the following 1) filling out surveys, 2) participating in an 

individual or group interview, and/or 3) allowing me to collect (or take pictures of) classroom 

artifacts they created individually or in groups. From August through December 2017, ten students 

participated in an interview about creativity and motivations for learning, and fourteen students 

participated in pre- and post-program surveys and consented to allow me to use the work they 

produced. This chapter will focus on classroom artifacts and data collected from the pre- and post-

program surveys. 

Data for this project consisted of student-produced classroom artifacts, pre- and post-

program student surveys, a survey about creativity and student motivations for learning, field 

notes, and interviews with ten students (three individually and one as a focus group). Through a 

university-sponsored Research and Project grant, participants were compensated $25 for 

participation in the semi-structured interview and for completing the survey about creativity and 

motivations for learning in December 2017.  
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Classroom Artifacts 

 Classroom artifacts consisted of texts that students wrote individually or in groups during 

or outside of class. When student consented to let me use their classroom artifacts, I took a picture 

of the texts on my phone after class and immediately returned the texts so that students could have 

them to take home. I organized their texts on my computer by theme and date, making notes about 

them in my field notes.  

Surveys 

At the beginning and end of the program, students filled out a two-page survey. Pre-

program surveys were designed to inform instruction and contained fifteen questions about what 

students wanted to learn, how they rated their proficiency in reading, writing, speaking, listening, 

and knowledge of culture, whether they considered themselves to be creative, and whether they 

enjoyed creative activities. Post-program surveys contained twenty-two questions. In addition to 

inquiring about their post-program proficiency, the surveys asked them to rate where their 

proficiency had been at the beginning of the program. It also asked participants to rate their level 

of creativity and how much they had enjoyed creative activities in the class. Other survey questions 

on both the pre- and post-program surveys were not included in this study but addressed students’ 

experiences and understanding of culture, their short- and long-term goals, their sense of 

community, and their confidence using English. Pre- and post-program survey data were analyzed 

statistically through Analysis of Variance using the statistical software R (R Core Team, 2013).  

In addition to the pre- and post-program surveys, the ten participants who participated in 

the interviews also completed a short survey in which they indicated their motivations for learning 

English and how they felt about engaging with creative texts in their ESL classroom. These surveys 
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were offered in English and Spanish; seven students elected to complete the survey in Spanish, 

and three completed it in English.  

Conventional and Creative Student Work 

Conventional Course Textbooks 

 For the course in which data collection took place, students had access to commercially 

produced language textbooks (see, for example, Savage et al., 2018). Examples such as these are 

analyzed in more detail in chapter 3. The activities in this text covers a variety of common themes 

in beginning-level ESL classes: work, family, demographic data about oneself, and place of origin. 

In a text called “Student News,” for example, learners read demographic information about a new 

student named Pedro. They add capital letters where appropriate and then complete a chart with 

information about Pedro. In another, students look at a picture titled “International Festival.” The 

cartoon represents a group picture of students, with each student wearing a shirt with a flag on it. 

Students are instructed to change the words and make conversations using Is/is not questions, such 

as “Is he from Mexico? No, he isn’t.” In another activity in a unit on family, learners are given a 

cartoon representation of a family tree and are asked to fill in the titles of family members using a 

word bank.  Finally, in a unit on work, students are shown a picture of a café, and they are asked 

to point to people in the café who work various professions (server, businessperson, cashier, cook, 

electrician, nurse, nursing assistant, and construction worker. All of these activities follow familiar 

structures for language lessons, introducing learners to specific vocabulary and grammar structures 

and asking them to practice these structures, typically by dialoguing about them in relation to 

images from the textbook. In this way, the language is self-contained and students can practice it 

in the context of the textual characters’ lives. These activities follow traits of communicative tasks, 

in which, as Tin (2013) describes it, students communicate meaning known to them to others as 
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they move from a controlled phase to a free phase (p. 395). Their tasks usually include practicing 

grammatical structures or vocabulary words that have been modeled for them, retrieving 

information from the text, making observations about the images on the page, and asking each 

other questions using target structures. Below, in complementation, I will present various examples 

of creative texts students produced around similar themes, drawing upon language relevant to their 

own lives. 

 

Scrapbooks 

            

              

Figure 1: Scrapbooks 
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The six images portrayed in Figure 1 are excerpts from scrapbooks students created on 

themes of their choice, ranging from family to the classroom community to career dreams and 

descriptions of place. These student-produced texts address themes commonly found in textbooks 

and learning materials, such as family, work, and home. However, the way students are asked to 

interact with the themes contrasts with their course textbooks. For example, one of the textbooks 

available to students provides them vocabulary for family and asks them to answer questions about 

a cartoon character family tree, thus allowing them to practice using words for family. In the 

scrapbook activity, one student shared a picture of her mother and wrote a paragraph about how 

her sister took it for her, and how this made her happy. In this text, the student accomplishes the 

grammatical objectives stated in her textbook by using vocabulary related to family. In addition, 

she describes emotions related to the picture (happy, relaxed, lovely, emotional). She uses the 

conjunction “because” and quotation marks to indicate speech. Finally, to produce this text, she 

engaged in a revision process, writing it out first in pencil/pen, making revisions, and finally, 

typing and formatting the final product. The creative nature of the task enabled her to engage in 

this writing and revision process and to create an authentic text about her life; thus, she employed 

language about family beyond the vocabulary and grammar exercises about cartoon characters 

depicted in her textbook. She was also able to share the text with her classmates, many of whom 

disclosed similar experiences of living far away from beloved family members with whom they 

stayed in touch through texting and exchanging pictures. 

Similarly, in the text about Tucson, the student author described her home. Rather than 

state her address, as the course materials available to students ask learners to do, she provided her 

attitudes towards Tucson. She used the conjunction “because,” the comparative “more ___ than 

____,” and the idiomatic expression “the same as.” These conjunctions were not something we 
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learned in class, but rather language she generated authentically because she wished to use them 

to communicate about her home. 

Finally, one student created a scrapbook about her dream job: owning a bakery. She 

designed a logo that she would like to use in her future bakery, took pictures of her baked goods 

(and even brought them in for others to try), and wrote out the ingredients and steps to making 

some goods. Rather than identify vocabulary words and grammar associated with various jobs, or 

state skills she had, this student selected and employed vocabulary related to her own dream job 

(and, in fact, a job she is already pursuing, as evidenced by her work). In addition, the activity 

allowed her to engage in a peer revision process, and she drew upon resources such as her peers, 

online dictionaries/translators, and her instructor as she put a dream onto paper. 

All of these texts were created by adult ESL learners and deal with themes commonly 

found in basic language learning materials; the material was scaffolded, so students discussed 

some of the vocabulary and grammar before students began the task, and they used similar 

language themes as they would in other texts, such as the Ventures series. However, the scrapbook 

activity allowed students to add their own aesthetic touch, grammatical structures, vocabulary 

words, images, drawings, and text.  

 

Idioms with Time 
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Figure 2: Idioms with Time 

In the example in Figure 2, students playfully illustrate common idioms related to the theme of 

time. Before this activity, students had been working with a list of idioms, and each student chose 

one to represent visually. After each student had created a drawing to represent an idiom, I 

collected all of their work and photocopied the drawings so that each student could have a 

collection of the material they had created together. Thus, one affordance of this creative activity 

was the meaningful audience of peers with whom students could share their work. They also got 

to take home the collection of texts. 

One learner chose to represent the expression “wasting time” with a literal drawing of a 

waste basket. Another student drew a party, writing “we are you?” in a speech bubble next to a 
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stick figure who had been partying. When a classmate corrected the “we” to “where,” the author 

of the text responded that the stick figure had been drinking and could not speak English 

accurately. The group appreciated and accepted this explanation and decided not to change the 

misspelling, even after discussing the differences between “were” and “where.” But as Tin (2015) 

points out, the finished text alone would not do justice to the way this “error” came to be. The 

creative process through which the students arrived at the error is important. 

Another writer chose to represent the expression “better late than never” in Spanish only. 

Instead of taking on the role of student, she created the representation as a letter from the 

personification of time to the audience, writing 

It’s better late than never when you have a dream because to fight is worth the victory 
and fight until you can reach you can achieve anything with effort it’s better late than 
never Sincerely, Time. (This is my translation of the original Spanish text.) 

 
This creative positioning act, accompanied by drawings of hearts, frames the letter as an 

intimate message from Time itself. The writer plays with rhyming, incorporating rhymes of words 

that end in -ar. She also plays with line breaks at the end of the poem, separating “better late” from 

“than never,” which she places on the right end of the page. In doing so, she incorporated poetry, 

including line-break enjambment, and her first language into a lesson on time idioms. The student 

also translanguaged, writing the direct translation of the English idiom as the title and first lines 

(mejor tarde que nunca), but ending with the Spanish equivalent of the same idiom (mas vale tarde 

que nunca). This example illustrates what Severino (1994) calls “inadvertently poetic 

interlanguage” (p. 26), as the author puts English in Spanish in dialogue, even though she primarily 

chose to write in Spanish. 

Whereas a conventional lesson using time as a survival theme might have asked students 

to write sentences using expressions of time, or to match words and definitions or describe their 
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daily schedule, this approach invited them to use words and images to illustrate common idioms 

related to time. Though this lesson incorporates a theme common in survival materials—time—

the activity opened the space for students to engage creatively with the topic through a lesson 

which “include[d] a wider variety of language experiences, including playful ones” (Pomerantz & 

Bell, 2007, p. 576). In doing so, they framed themselves as creative producers of texts as well as 

reflective adults, not just beginning-level language learners. This activity allowed them to 

creatively engage their linguistic as well as artistic imaginations to practice language. In addition, 

they are constructing unknown meaning (meaning new to self) through language (Tin, 2015, p. 

395), rather than communicating meaning known to them.  

 

Self-Selected Texts 

            

Figure 3: Self-selected texts 

In the first example in this set, on the morning of the 2016 Presidential Election, a group 

of students predicted outcomes of the election. (In the class following the election, we had a very 

serious and emotional conversation about what the election meant for us, and how we as a 

community could move forward). In the second text, an individual participant writes about the 

journey of parenthood. It also draws upon literary devices, such as simile, parallel structure, and 
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imagery. In this text on parenting, the author moves beyond presenting demographic facts about 

how many children she has, and instead reflects on the journey of parenthood itself. In the text, the 

author likens parenthood to growing up. She writes that parents “learn with the children” as they 

teach them, and notes that parents teach children not only survival strategies, such as “to eat, walk, 

and play,” but also about human relationships and “what is better or not for them.”  As Choi (2016) 

points out, even these texts which were composed in English can be regarded as multilingual 

"because their very conception is based on the use of different aspects of their linguistic repertoire, 

knowledge, resources, and intuitive understandings" (p. 154). In this case, students are drawing 

upon their experiences and understandings with politics and parenting. 

 

Board Notes 

Another affordance of the approach of working with creative/aesthetic texts was the focus 

on student-generated language. After each class, I took pictures of the board, which was typically 

covered with words students asked about and “side” discussions we had based on their questions.  

            

.             

Figure 4: Board Notes on Relationships 
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During these discussions, driven by the students, we moved into deeper, more critical themes, 

which I typically recorded on the board as they talked. For example, we discussed relationships, 

sexual violence, and gender at several points. The discussions arose in response to class texts we 

read or discussions about what students did over the weekend. At one point, the students discussed 

past and present definitions of consent. Another time, a woman asserted that she would never 

marry a widow because she didn’t want someone to idealize a late spouse. Another time, a male 

student asked two older women why some relationships failed, and whose fault it was. I wrote the 

question on the board and we discussed the answers. Other times, we discussed qualities of a good 

partner. One student asked a lady who had disclosed an abusive past relationship if her partner had 

any positive qualities; she answered that she admired that he had stepped up to raise his siblings. 

Again, these discussions allowed students to not only reveal information that they knew but their 

classmates and teacher did not, but also to construct meaning that was new even to them. 

..   .   

Figure 5: Board Note Discussions 

Other times, board notes centered on playful connections about language, such as the 

coincidentally similar sounds between “tenacious” and “teenagers,” or the phonetic and/or 

orthographic similarities between words like “true, truth, through, threw, and throw.” Still other 

times, we discussed context and register, such as a discussion about which synonyms for feces 

were appropriate to use in different situations. 
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Figure 6: Board Notes on Colonization 

 

Other times, we discussed critical issues related to our lives. When school was out for Columbus 

Day, we discussed the different histories (Columbus Day vs. Indigenous People’s Day) and similar 

histories around the colonization of Mexico, then students wrote examples of colonization today.  

 

Figure 7: Board Notes—This Is Why I’m Here 

Another day, students wrote about their stories of moving to Tucson and finding the classroom 

community. At the end of the discussion, they rewrote the discussion in the form of a poem.  
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This section has presented a very small sample of the ways students in a beginning level 

adult ESL classroom have created and responded to aesthetic texts. As the texts and board notes 

illustrate, the students and instructor work together in the critical creative approach, using aesthetic 

texts, their own connections, and their experiences as a catalyst to dialogue and respond. The 

aesthetic texts may be introduced at the beginning of the session, or they can be something students 

create in response to a discussion. Though the goal is to give students the freedom to explore 

critical themes, the students have agency to choose when or how they raise these themes. Although 

later chapters will provide more thorough analysis of students’ engagement with aesthetic texts 

and poems, these texts show that students can create linguistically complex texts related to their 

lives or of their choice when they are invited to do so. The complexity extends beyond grammatical 

structures into the themes they choose to address, which touch on relationships, growth, and 

emotional responses, rather than demographics, consumerism, or instrumental exchanges with a 

service provider. Though textbooks introduce vocabulary and grammar and provide opportunities 

for learners to practice it, teachers may be able to expand learner engagement with classroom 

themes—and expand the themes themselves—by incorporating creative activities into the 

language classroom. The next section will explore how students feel about creative approaches to 

learning. 

Findings (Research Question 2): Learner Perceptions of Creative Approaches 

Research question 2 asked how adult ESL learners feel about whether creative/aesthetic 

approaches support or conflict with their overall language development in speaking, listening, 

reading, writing, and culture before and after a course which emphasizes interactions with creative 

texts. The survey questions asked how adult ESL learners felt about 1) their own creativity as 

individuals, 2) how they perceived creative approaches to support or conflict with their overall 
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language development in speaking, listening, reading, writing, and culture, and 3) their motivations 

for learning English. Though scholars have rightfully pointed out that the four skills plus culture 

is a limiting way to view language, I chose to ask about the skills separately to account for the 

diversity of experiences and strengths for learners in these contexts, some of which enter the 

classroom with high speaking and listening proficiency but struggle to read and write, others who 

can read and write but struggle to speak and listen in English, and still others who can listen and 

read but struggle to speak or write in English. Others, still, report knowing some English but not 

having a lot of American contacts with whom to dialogue about culture. Dividing these questions 

according to traditional language skills helps discern whether the learners felt equal gains in certain 

areas or if they felt the creative approach emphasized one mode. 

Learners’ Perceived Proficiency 

 At the beginning of the course, participants ranked their proficiency in reading, writing, 

speaking, listening, and culture (“pre-program”). At the end of the course, participants ranked their 

proficiency in each of these areas again (“post-program ‘now’”) and also ranked where they 

believed their proficiency had been before the program had begun (“post-program ‘before’”). 

Average results are displayed in Table 3. 

Table 3: Learners’ Self-Reported Proficiency 

 Pre-program post-program 
("before") post-program ("now") 

Reading 2.4 2.4 3.6 
Writing 2.6 2.5 3.4 

Speaking 2.4 2.2 3.5 
Listening 2.5 2.1 3.6 
Culture 2.6 2.1 3.7 

 
Data on students’ perceived proficiency were analyzed in R using a two-factor, within-

subjects ANOVA, with “time” (at the beginning of the program, before entering classes, and after 
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the program) and “skill” (reading, writing, speaking, listening, culture) as the factors, and students’ 

perceived proficiency as rated on a 5-point Likert scale as the dependent variable, with 5 being 

“very high” and 1 being “very low.” The time was significant (F(2,151)=29.37, p<.0001), with 

students reporting much higher proficiency levels at the end of the program than before. This was 

true across all skill sets (reading, writing, speaking, listening, and culture). Skill type was not 

significant (F<1), with learners reporting gains equally across all skill types, and the interaction 

between time and skill type was also not significant (F<1), indicating that students did not report 

gains in some skills significantly more than others in each of the three levels of time. 

A follow-up test performed a pairwise comparison of time to determine if there was a 

difference between how learners rated their pre-program proficiency before the course and how 

they rated their pre-program proficiency at the end of the course. The pairwise comparison 

revealed that these ratings were not significant (F(1,115)=2.11, p>.1). This means that learners 

rated their pre-course proficiency at about the same level on a 5-point Likert scale at the beginning 

of the program and at the end. In other words, when they were asked on the last day of class to 

identify where their level of proficiency had been before the course had started, their responses 

were not statistically different than when, on the first day of classes, they rated their proficiency. 

This was true across categories of skill. This means that learners did not feel that their proficiency 

in one skill (e.g., writing) improved significantly more or less than another.  

 

Learners’ Self-Reported Creativity 
 

To measure self-reported creativity, participants were given a pre-survey which asked them 

to respond to the following statements on a five-point Likert scale, with 1 indicating “not at all” 

and 5 indicating “definitely yes”: 1) “I am a creative person,” and 2) “I enjoy doing creative 
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activities.” At the end of the semester, they were given a follow-up survey in which they responded 

to the following statements: 1) “I am a creative person,” 2) “I enjoy doing creative activities in my 

class.” Table 4 reports their average responses on a 5-point Likert scale, with 1 representing 

“strongly disagree,” and 5 representing “strongly agree.” 

Table 4: Learners’ Reported Creativity 
 Pre Post 

I am a creative person 3.4 3.6 
I enjoy creative activities in class 3.6 4.5 

 

Data on students’ reported creativity was analyzed using two one-factor, within-subjects 

ANOVAs. On the first ANOVA, “time” (pre- and post-program) was the independent variable and 

level of creativity was the dependent variable. In the second one-factor ANOVA, “time” (pre- and 

post-program) was the independent variable and students’ reported level of enjoying creative 

activities was the dependent variable.  

The analysis of time (pre- and post-program) by students’ reported creativity level (as rated 

on a 5-point Likert scale in response to the question, “I am a creative person”) was not significant 

(F(1,22)<1). This result suggests that being in class for a semester did not impact how creative 

students ranked themselves to be; they did not rank their creativity level statistically lower or 

higher at the end of the semester than at the beginning.  

However, the analysis of time (pre- and post-program) by students’ reported enjoyment of 

creative activities (as rated on a 5-point Likert scale in response to the questions, “I enjoy creative 

activities” and “I enjoyed creative activities in class”) indicated that students’ reported enjoyment 

of creative activities was significant (F(1,22)=8.05, p<.01). This indicates that their enjoyment of 

creative activities was significantly higher at the end of the semester than it was at the beginning. 

Motivations for Learning 
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 The research questions can be further illuminated by students’ responses to the survey on 

their motivations for learning English and their perceptions of creative activities (see Table 5).  

Table 5: Students’ motivations to learn English and perceptions of creative activities 
Motivations to learn English (check all 

that apply) 
Feelings about creative activities in the ESL 

class (check all that apply) 

work 70% They seem fun 90% 

children 60% I enjoy learning about my classmates' 
perspectives 80% 

getting to know others 50% I learn about culture 80% 

learning about American culture 50% I feel like I learn more than usual 20% 

travel 40% I feel confused 10% 

study 30% I feel like I don't learn a lot 0 

fun 20% I think it's a waste of time 0 
 

Students’ principle motivations were instrumental “work” (70%) and “children” (60%). Only 20% 

of students indicated that “fun” was a motivation to learn English. However, when it came to 

creative activities, 90% of the students surveyed indicated that they felt that creative activities were 

fun. 80% of students indicated that they enjoyed learning about their classmates’ perspectives 

during creative activities, and 80% mentioned that they felt they learned about culture during 

creative activities. Interestingly, however, few students indicated that they felt like they learned 

more than usual (20%), and no students indicated that they didn’t feel like they learned a lot.  

 It is interesting that “fun” was the lowest ranked motivation to learn English, with only 

20% of students reporting it, but that “fun” was the most common student perception of creative 

activities in their ESL classrooms, selected by 90% of participants. One possible explanation could 

be that students find the creative activities fun, but not useful or relevant. However, none of the 

students indicated that they found these creative activities to be a waste of time.  
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Interpretation/Analysis 

This study investigated ways in which adults interacted with and produced creative texts 

in the adult ESL classroom, as well as their perceptions of creative approaches. Students engage 

dynamically with creative texts, even at beginning levels. Though many of these texts cover similar 

content as their textbooks, creative texts are unique in that they provide students opportunities to 

connect the content to their own lives, engage with multiple modalities, and work with content 

(grammatical structures, artistic representations, vocabulary, questions, voice, etc.) left out of 

conventional learning materials. This is a finding that could be the subject of future research 

attention. In addition, the resulting discussions allowed learners to create new insights and meaning 

that were not only new to their classmates, but to themselves.  

Even learners who did not report considering themselves creative reported enjoying the 

creative approach. Survey results indicate that students ranged widely on how creative they 

reported themselves to be (ranging from 2-5), and their reported levels of creativity were not 

significantly different between the beginning and the end of the program. However, their 

enjoyment of creative activities, as ranked before the program began, was significantly higher than 

their reported level of enjoyment of creative activities. Even learners who did not identify as 

creative people reported enjoying creative activities as part of their ESL class. This finding 

suggests that learners do not have to self-identify as “creative” in order to enjoy a creative, text-

based pedagogical approach.  

 Furthermore, results indicated that learners reported improving significantly over the 

course of the program, as measured by their self-identified proficiency at the start of the program, 

their self-identified proficiency at the end of the program, and their report at the end of the program 

of where they believed they had been at the beginning of the program. These findings suggest that, 
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although this approach did not explicitly focus on “skills,” learners self-identified growth in all of 

these areas, including speaking, and listening, and understanding of culture. 

I chose to incorporate quantitative data in this study to determine how students felt about 

creative activities, with the hypothesis that instrumental themes and poetry are not entirely in 

tension and can each support learners’ language development, but that creative approaches offer 

affordances in their own right. The surveys are important, because they allow students to provide 

feedback, rather than solely rely on teacher and researcher perspectives. Both the survey data and 

the creative texts that students produced suggests that using creative activities and texts in adult 

ESL classrooms offer many affordances. Some of them are summarized below: 

Language Affordances: 

• Students reported improvement in reading, writing, speaking, and listening 

• They participated in identifying relevant vocabulary and grammatical structures 

• They made connections between words they had heard outside of the classroom and their 

spellings 

• Students discussed register and context 

• Students engaged in multiple modalities (print, drawing, digital, photographs), genres, and 

languages 

• Students engaged in a revision process with their work 

• Students wrote for an audience other than their teacher and peers 

Critical/Social/Other Affordances: 

• Students had fun and reported enjoying activities (even more than they predicted they 

would) 

• Students enjoyed learning about each other’s perspectives 
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• They connected the themes to their personal lives 

• They reported learning about culture 

• They got to explore more complex themes (or the same themes in more complex ways) 

when compared to traditional lessons. 

The students who participated in this project engaged in creative activities as they were learning 

English as a second language learning class. The results also indicate that creative activities do not 

need to be at odds with communicative activities or instrumental themes. Students engaged in 

reading, writing, and speaking heavily as they interacted with creative texts, and they often also 

engaged with basic language they might need to “survive” using English. However, the difference 

between a deliberately planned creative approach and a purely survival-based or communicative 

approach is that, in a creative/aesthetic approach, the point of departure is not addressing a deficit 

or a gap in students’ abilities, but collaborative engagement with an interesting text. Such an 

approach changes how students are viewed as learners, language users, human beings living in a 

community, and thinkers. Rather than starting with gaps in students’ meaning-making abilities, 

such as the need to learn a grammatical structure they have yet to master, or the need to learn about 

a communicative situation, they begin by engaging with texts and materials as competent equals. 

As they do so, learners, their classmates, and teacher can collaboratively bring in thematic content 

and grammatical structures as they become relevant.  

Because meaning-making and aesthetic approaches to language learning have not been 

widely studied in community-based adult ESL classes, opportunities for future research are ripe 

and may include the following questions: How could meaning-making resources of adults in 

community-based ESL courses be studied empirically? How do certain teaching practices or 

materials undermine the meaning-making material available to students in adult ESL classrooms? 
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What are some affordances of creative or literacy-based approaches in community-based adult 

ESL contexts? These questions will be the focus of future chapters.  
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Chapter 5 

Poetry as Design in Community-based Adult ESL Classrooms: Meaning-Making with 

Creative/Aesthetic Texts 

Poetry is not a luxury. It is a vital necessity of our existence. It forms the quality of the light 

within which we predicate our hopes and dreams toward survival and change.  

(Audre Lorde, 1977, p. 37) 

Meaning-Making in Community-based Adult Language Learning Contexts 

Though an abundance of academic literature supports the inclusion of aesthetic activities 

in university and K-12 L2 learning contexts, less attention has been focused on aesthetic 

approaches in community-based adult ESL contexts. When poetic texts are brought in to these 

contexts, they typically serve to illustrate grammatical themes or vocabulary, rather than l’art pour 

l’art. This aesthetic absence reflects a taken-for-granted assumption that materials designed for 

adult language learners with immigrant/refugee backgrounds should prioritize basic, instrumental 

language before students engage with aesthetic or creative texts.  

But even when teachers and textbooks don’t bring poetry and other creative texts into adult 

second language classrooms, the learners themselves often do. When I facilitated English classes 

with Hakha Chin refugees in southern Indianapolis, Joshua, a 70+ year old pastor and respected 

leader in his community, sang a Hakha Chin song he had written himself about his journey to the 

United States. Ana, a community health leader and advocate for women in the Mexican 

community, shared her love for poetry in Spanish during a beginning-level ESL class I taught in 

southern Tucson, and requested that we write bilingual poems. For these students, poetry was not 

a luxury, but a cherished and familiar art form and means of processing their experiences in their 

native languages. In this chapter, I will illustrate how the Design process works in community 



 126 

based adult second language learners, arguing that poetry is not a luxury, even at the beginning 

level. In making a case for poetry, I will argue not only that poetry offers adult learners a familiar, 

humanizing, and intellectually stimulating means of engaging with language, but also that studying 

interactions with poetry can allow teachers to broaden the ways they understand learners make 

meaning through Design (New London Group, 1996). 

Specifically, this chapter will draw upon the theoretical framework of multiliteracies (New 

London Group, 1996) to illustrate creative meaning making in community-based adult English as 

a Second Language classrooms, describing how a pedagogy of Design can illuminate our 

understanding of what adult ESL learners are doing with language through poetry. I will use 

illustrative student data to consider how learners employ the Available Designs afforded by poetry 

and discussions about poetry to engage in the Design process in their ESL classes. This exploration 

is guided by the following questions: 

1. How do learners in a community-based adult ESL class engage in the Design process? 

2. What insights do the examples of student poetry provide about creative ways adult learners 

make meaning, even at beginning levels? 

3. What insights do these examples provide for other teachers implementing the Design 

process in community-based adult ESL classrooms?  

I will frame this chapter’s exploration of meaning-making through theories of 

multiliteracies and social semiotics. Following a pedagogy of multiliteracies (New London Group, 

1996), I will begin by reviewing the interactional and multimodal features of meaning-making, 

and the affordances of the meaning-making (Design) process for learner agency. Then, I will look 

at potential affordances of poetry for second language learning and meaning making, considering 

factors such as learner agency in the Design process, interaction, and multi-modal learning 
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opportunities. From this literature, I will suggest that participating in a poetic process of Design 

can give learners access to humanizing pedagogy that expands traditional grammar-centric and 

survival measurements of learning and invites students to engage as creative, reflective, and critical 

thinkers. By engaging with poetry in creative ways, learners expand and subvert the survival 

ideologies offered to them. 

Theoretical Underpinnings: Language and Meaning-Making 

Meaning-Making as Design: Multiliteracies Frameworks 

In a seminal “programmatic manifesto” (p. 73), the New London Group argued that 

education's "fundamental purpose is to ensure that all students benefit from learning in ways that 

allow them to participate fully in public, community, and economic life" (p. 60). Acknowledging 

the “vast disparities in life chances” (p. 61), the group aimed to reconceptualize literacy teaching 

to account for linguistic and cultural differences in students and to prioritize learner agency and 

critical pedagogy in the process of literacy learning. As Cope & Kalantzis (2009) summarized the 

pedagogy when they reviewed it over a decade later, 

"a pedagogy of multiliteracies requires that the enormous role of agency in the 
meaning-making process be recognized, and in that recognition, it seeks to create a 
more productive, relevant, innovative, creative and even perhaps emancipatory, 
pedagogy. Literacy teaching is not about skills and competence; it is aimed at 
creating a kind of person, an active designer of meaning, with a sensibility open to 
differences, change and innovation. The logic of multiliteracies is one that 
recognizes that meaning making is an active, transformative process, and a 
pedagogy based on that recognition is more likely to open up viable life courses for 
a world of change and diversity." (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009, p. 175) 

 
As Cope & Kalantzis describe, a pedagogy of multiliteracies is not about teaching skills, 

but a process which recognizes and nurtures students’ agency, uniqueness, and 

experiences. In sum, this pedagogy acknowledges that students are diverse people capable 

of changing their worlds. 
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The New London Group’s key construct, Design, holds that "we are both inheritors of 

patterns and conventions of meaning and at the same time active designers of meaning" (p. 65). In 

this way, Design considers both the process of creating and the product that results. The process 

of Design—which also includes Redesign—begins when learners draw upon available linguistic 

conventions and resources and then retool, reuse, bricolage, and reappropriate them to make 

meaning. The result of the design process is the Redesigned. 

To articulate their pedagogy, the New London Group drew heavily from theories of 

theories of meaning-making, such as social semiotics (van Lier, 2004) and systemic functional 

linguistics (Halliday, 1971; see also Martin, 2016), which, following Halliday, views language as 

"meaning potential, a system of choices that lies before the speaker" (van Lier, 2004, p. 74). 

Systemic functional linguistics (SFL) conceptualizes language as a semiotic system (Martin, 2016, 

p. 36), with grammar as the major semogenic (meaning-making) resource on two main levels: 

lexicogrammar, which focuses on the meaning-making potential of clauses and grammar, and 

semantics, which focuses on the meaning-making potential of texts (p. 37). Through the concept 

of metafunctions, SFL organizes language structures by the types of meanings they enact: 

ideational, interpersonal, and textual. In Halliday’s words, the ideational function expresses how 

"language serves for the expression of content" (Halliday, 1971, p. 90). The ideational function 

describes the content or idea conveyed in an utterance. The interpersonal function, on the other 

hand, describes how speakers “intru[de] into the speech event” by conveying attitudes, evaluations 

and commentaries. Speakers can also exercise the interpersonal function when they set up 

relationships between themselves and the interlocutor and adopt specific communication roles, 

such as informing, questioning, persuading, greeting, and encouraging (Halliday, 1971, p. 90). 

Halliday describes the interpersonal function as “both interactional and personal” in the sense that 



 129 

it expresses an individual’s inner and outer self (Halliday, 1971, p. 91). The final, textual function, 

is internal to language and concerned with the creation of texts, which Halliday (1971) defines 

broadly as “an operational unit of language” and (Halliday, 1971, p. 92). Texts can be long, short, 

spoken, written, or multimodal.  

Drawing upon social semiotics, the New London Group (1996) proposed a "metalanguage 

of multiliteracies” (p. 73) based on three elements of Design whose functions align with Halliday’s 

metafunctions of language: Available Designs, Designing, and The Redesigned" (p. 74). Available 

designs include resources such as grammars, genre, styles, dialects, and voices. Designing involves 

the process of remaking meaning and involves activities such as speaking, reading, listening, or 

writing. Finally, the outcome of Re-designed is transformed relationships between engaged 

learners and “new meaning, something through which meaning-makers remake themselves” (p. 

76). Revisiting their approach, Cope & Kalanztis (2009) move away from “meaning-making 

systems,” such as the ones Halliday describes, and instead focus on addressing conventions 

through open-ended questions, such as “to what do the meanings refer?” (representational), “How 

do the meanings connect the persons they involve?” (social), “How are the meanings organized?” 

(structural), “How do the meanings fit into the larger world of meaning?” (intertextual), and 

“Whose interests are the meanings skewed to serve?” (ideological) (p. 176). The New London 

Group suggests that the notion of Design "restores human agency and cultural dynamism to the 

process of meaning-making" (p. 88). In this way, literacy pedagogy moves beyond the nuances of 

language or even language in context, but about facilitating critical inquiry and an agentive stance.  

 

Meaning-making as Social Process: Kress, van Leeuwen, & Selander 
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Drawing upon semiotic multimodal theory as a theoretical framework, Kress and Van 

Leeuwen also explore meaning-making through the lens of Design. Kress (2012) argues 

that interaction is foundation for meaning-making, as opposed to meaning transfer related to 

shared experiences (Kress, 2012, p. 372). Meaning-making around shared experiences also forms 

the basis for community. In social semiotics, a community, which can comprise of two or more 

individuals, is defined not by shared identity or knowledge, but by recognition of these shared 

events (Kress, 2012, p. 372). Therefore, meaning-making resources are shaped by members of a 

community and they “always reflect the concerns, values, etc. of that community” (Kress, 2012, 

p. 383). Culture and community are important constructs to consider because some meaning-

making resources are privileged over others. For example, in teaching, classroom curricula are 

“likely to be based, implicitly, on the epistemologies of one set of resources” and presented to 

learners “who may have no or lesser access to this set and its epistemology but have access to 

others” (Kress, 2011, p. 249). For example, textbooks may draw upon “school” knowledge, while 

some learners may not have experiences with formal education but have vast knowledge of 

agricultural, creative, and other epistemologies. Multimodal representation can illuminate 

meaning-making by “bringing that which had been treated as implicit into explicitness” (Kress, 

2011, p. 257). When epistemologies are made explicit, teachers can facilitate the Design process. 

In Kress & Selander’s (2012) multimodal semiotic framework, Design encompasses both 

communicative resources and social interactions (p. 266). They outline a design-oriented, 

multimodal understanding of learning in which interaction is critical and central issues include 

meaning-making, role of learner agency, how and by whom knowledge is produced 

and recognized. In their framework, they problematize approaches in which a teacher thinks of the 

need for a product and then designs conditions for that product to be created (p. 265), proposing 
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instead the need to consider meaning-making as an interactional social process (p. 265). This 

interactional approach invites research questions related to meaning-making as well as issues of 

power, such “is the agentive work of learners as interpreters acknowledged and recognized? And 

is recognition given to non-canonical forms of representation, whether in modes or in genres, 

through which learners give expression to and materialise their meanings as interpretations” (p. 

268). They, like the New London Group, stress meaning-making as a joint process, with the goal 

of recognizing and facilitating learner agency. The products and processes resulting from Design 

can then be applied to new contexts, solve other problems, and transform “given” information into 

new representations. In this way, multimodal semiotic theory compliments the Design process and 

pedagogy of multiliteracies. 

 

Pedagogies of making meaning 

Language teachers often consider meaning making through the lens of communicative 

language teaching (CLT); however, Design addresses gaps in CLT by expanding CLT’s focus on 

use and competence to meaning-making and Design. Among the core tenets of CLT is the view of 

language as “a social tool which speakers and writers use to make meaning” (Savignon, 2007, p. 

211). From a pedagogical lens, this focus on meaning translates into teaching communicatively, 

working on developing language skills required to engage effectively with an interlocutor. 

However, CLT is theoretically related to semiotics in the sense that it recognizes language use as 

“serving the ideational, the interpersonal, and the textual functions, as defined by Halliday, and is 

related to the development of learners’ competence in each” (p. 211; Kramsch, 2006, p. 249). 

Though Kress & Selander (2012) do not address CLT, they argue that the design and re-design 

process redistributes the power of meaning making. In this way, Design addresses gaps in CLT. 
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While notions of competence offer participation “limited by the rules of competent use within tight 

social conventions,” design allows people “to project [their] wishes, desires, proposals, forward 

into an imagined social future” (p. 267). As Kress & Selander put it,  

The move from ‘use’ and ‘competence’ to ‘making’ and ‘design’ gives rise to a 
quite different sense of agency. “Use” often refers to an instrumental approach, and 
competence to a more or less pre-defined and fixed set of “achieved” qualities. 
“Meaning-making”, “making” and “design”, on the other hand, refer to the very 
process of engagement, transformations and sign making to explore the world and 
take part and communicate with others in a certain context. (Kress & Selander, 
2012, p. 267) 

 
In other words, rather than focusing on instrumentalities of competence, Design focuses 

more on agentive meaning-making.  

Following the New London Group’s construct of Available Design and re-design, 

Lopez-Sanchez (2009) argues that language learning is “about gaining access to that ‘axis 

of potential meanings’ and restructuring (or redesigning) those meanings as we become 

members of a number of communities that use the language" (p. 32). Teachers, for their 

part, can help students gain access to potential meaning by recognizing not just the 

instrumental communications learners accomplish with language, but also the meaning-

making processes in which learners engage. Meaning-making resources can include choice 

of genre and multimodal features such as font size and style, color, layout, movement, etc. 

(Kress & Selander, 2012, p. 268). When teachers acknowledge the resources used by a 

learner to select, interpret, and transform resources, the teacher-student relationship 

changes (Kress & Selander, 2012, p. 267). Ultimately, privileging student resources and 

meaning-making over traditional or teacher-centered measures of meaning-making is one 

of the main goals of Design pedagogies. Poetry, which offers flexibility in form, invites 
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creativity and multiple interpretations, and highlights the author’s voice, affords particular 

meaning-making potential. 

 

Poetry and Meaning-Making 

Approaching poetry as a means to create and consider new understandings, Hanauer (2004) 

defines poetry as “a literary text that presents the experiences, thoughts, and feelings of the writer 

through a self-referential use of language that creates for the reader and writer a new understanding 

of the experience, thought, or feeling in the text” (p. 10). Previous scholarship finds various 

affordances of poetry, including peace education (Hess, 1999), development of academic literacy 

skills and voice awareness (Iida, 2011, 2017), and oral fluency (Reppert, 2004). However, less 

attention has been given to the process of approaching or creating a poem dialogically (for 

examples, see Pellegrino, 2018; Kramsch, 1993), even though poetry is “highly conducive to 

processes of self-reflection and personal discovery” (Hanauer, 2014, p. 14). Hanauer (2014) notes 

that “It is not an unusual concept for students that, when writing a poem, the writer can explore 

their own experiences and present subjective viewpoints. It is unusual for them that this could be 

a legitimate endeavor within the language classroom” (p. 15). Students in community-based adult 

ESL classes, which have been shown to focus primarily on survival tasks and generally are not 

housed in language/literature departments like their foreign language counterparts, may have even 

fewer opportunities to explore their subjective viewpoints through poetry. 

Design approaches can also facilitate creativity and language play. Tin et al. (2010) 

examine the perceptions of creativity (as revealed in the evaluation of creative poems) of teachers 

and students in an Indonesian context. In the first task, students worked together to write four 

acrostic poems and select the one they found most creative. In the second task, teachers and 
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students evaluated the poems and selected the most creative. She asked what views of creativity 

emerge from students' and teachers' evaluation of poems, and 2) what characteristics of creativity 

are reflected in popular poems. Tin and colleagues found that the characteristics of creative work 

included content, language, aesthetic effect, and moral value. On the semantic level, the most 

creative pieces showed contrasting sides to a topic. On the lexical level, the most creative poems 

featured head words that less frequently were associated with the key word. On the syntactic level, 

creative poets combined words in unusual, pleasing ways. Design approaches allow students to 

play with features of language like Available Design to create new meanings. 

 

Gaps 

Collectively, the literature emphasizes that interaction and social context are critical 

components of meaning making, and also notes that power imbalances (inside and outside the 

classroom) are a critical reality that are not always acknowledged in theories and approaches to 

studying meaning-making. Design/meaning-making focused approaches to language teaching may 

address this gap. Currently, literature on semiotics/meaning-making has limited reference to 

community-based adult ESL classes, a unique context of language learning, and generally lacks 

examples of literacy-based approaches (Lopez-Sanchez, 2009, p. 36). At the time of this literature 

review, I found no studies exploring Design approaches in beginning-level adult ESL classes. This 

chapter will address these gaps by exploring how adults engage in meaning-making by interacting 

with and producing creative/aesthetic (specifically poetic) texts in beginning-level ESL classes. It 

will also illustrate how the Design process plays out in community-based adult ESL contexts. The 

chapter will situate and describe the meanings learners enact within social semiotic theories and 

pedagogies, focusing on meanings learners create through Available Designs. I will argue that the 
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Design process allows learners to expand their meaning-making potential beyond basic survival 

language and showcase their humor, creativity, and critical thinking. 

 

 

Research Design 

 Drawing upon the theoretical frameworks of multimodal semiotic analysis (Kress) and 

multiliteracies (New London Group, 1996; Cope & Kalantzis, 2009), this chapter will use creative 

texts—specifically poetry—produced collaboratively by learners in community-based adult 

second language classes to explore approaches to Design. Community-based second language 

classes are typically language courses offered free-of-charge to participants who are often 

immigrants and refugees, and are non-credit bearing, commonly taught by volunteer instructors, 

and tend to be offered in community settings such as schools, churches, libraries, or community 

centers. Following Kress and Selander (2012), the chapter will explore “means for making 

meaning beyond those which have traditionally been acknowledged” (p. 266) in these language 

learning contexts. This means that, rather than focus on grammar and survival themes, the analysis 

will center on creative ways learners draw upon all the resources available to them. In addition, 

the project is grounded in the assumption that aesthetic approaches (Kramsch, 2006) to teaching 

language and culture can facilitate meaning-making in adult second language contexts. 

 

Participants and Context 

Data were collected in a beginning-level adult English as a Second Language classroom in 

the American southwest from January 2016-December 2018. The classes, which I taught, met at a 

public library and a family resource center at a local public school and were volunteer-taught by 



 136 

an instructor affiliated with the university. Participants, all women from Mexico, Peru, Argentina, 

Iraq, and Sudan, voluntarily attended the class free-of-charge. Most were mothers, and the school 

system provided childcare for babies and toddlers as well as transportation to and from classes. In 

the initial days of each of the six semesters I collected data in each class, I explained the project 

and invited consent for me to use their classroom artifacts. Thirty-five students participated. 

 

Methods 

I will explore adult second language learners’ meaning-making by analyzing student-

produced poetic texts. Student-produced artifacts were collected during the course of a 

community-based ESL class which I (the researcher) taught. With students’ permission, I took 

pictures of texts they created individually or collaboratively. Students attended the course free-of-

charge, and I developed a curriculum according to their expressed interests and goals. Though I 

collected many texts throughout the course, including other creative texts (letters, drawings, skits), 

informative texts (anecdotes, etc.), and other exercises, this chapter focuses on poetic texts. The 

goal of the poetry writing was to provide students opportunities to play with language outside of a 

“survival” paradigm and stimulate engaging, deeper discussions.  

Following the belief that meaning-making is collaborative, I will also describe and analyze 

the processes and contexts in which students produced aesthetic texts. The students interacted with 

a variety of texts and genres over the course of the semester. For this chapter, I will examine several 

poems produced by students. In my analyses, I will consider key features of meaning-making 

theories and pedagogies, such as interaction in the Design process, multimodality, and the 

movement from Available Designs to Design and Re-Design. From this analysis, I will draw a list 
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of suggestions for approaching and evaluating the process of poetry as Design in community-based 

adult ESL contexts.  

 

Findings: Elements of Design in Student Poems 

 This section analyzes elements of Design in student-produced poetry. The student 

examples of poetry illustrate how students take the Available Designs and make meaning through 

Design. Their resulting work, the Redesigned, has retooled, bricolaged, and reused resources from 

original poetic texts and their own experiences in order to make creative meaning. In this analysis, 

I will draw upon four poetic activities. Because the Design elements are not just inherent in the 

texts themselves, but part of the process of how they were created and received, I will also describe 

Design elements in students’ process of collaboratively creating and responding to poetry. 

If/then poems 

 

                        

                            
 

Figure 8: If/Then Poems 
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In this activity, students engaged in Design and Re-design using a “mentor text” (Certo, 

2015, p. 78), a poem by Nayyirah Waheed (2013), featured on the top left of Figure 8. During 

class, the students and I first read the poem together and discussed our initial reactions. Then, 

students wrote their own poems in a similar structure. Though we had not explicitly studied if/then 

clauses, the poem invited us to address this grammar point. In this sense, the poem activity offered 

an Available Design: the lexicogrammatical if/then clause and the conjunction “but,” as well as 

students’ understanding of the semantic contrast this clause allows them to set up. Waheed’s poem 

exemplifies this semantic contrast by echoing the language in the first clause (“does not want me” 

and “end of the world”) in the second clause (“do not want me” and “the world is nothing but 

endings”). This repetition situates two similar phrases within the if/then clause in order to 

emphasize the contrast between the subjects: “someone” (in clause one) and “I” (in clause two). 

This contrast is the crux of Waheed’s poem: the agency of the “I” has more impact than that of the 

“someone” to the speaker of the poem. Through the if/then clause, the writer is able to enact this 

meaning grammatically. 

Learners engage in meaning-making (Design) around this “if/then, but if/then” structure in 

their own poems, whose content they choose. The poem to the left of Waheed’s text includes very 

similar language in each of its clauses: “if I do exercise and eat fast food I feel good, but if I do 

exercise and eat nutritious food, then I feel good and healthy.” The two clauses are distinguished 

by the words “fast food” (in the first clause) and “nutritious food” (in the second), and the student 

uses this minor distinction of word choice within the “if/then, but if/then” structure to point out 

that both food options make her feel good, but nutritious food makes her feel good and healthy. 

Thus, she adds a new conjunction—and—to the lexicogrammatical structure in the mentor text. 

The above student texts each fulfill the ideational function of language by expressing unique 
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content within this similar grammatical structure, using overlapping Available Designs to create 

unique Design.  

 Along with addressing the ideational function, the students fulfill the interpersonal 

metafunction of language in the Design process by stepping into the speech event, expressing their 

attitudes, voices, commentaries, and humor. They create humor by playing with readers’ 

expectations of the grammatical clause and repetition within it. For example, a reader of the poem 

on the bottom left may have expected the first line of the “if” clause to repeat in the second, reading 

along the lines of, “If I eat cake, I will get fat, but if I eat healthily, I will not get fat.” The mentor 

text sets up this expectation by paralleling the vocabulary, repeating “world” and “ending” in each 

clause. However, the author plays with this expectation; instead paralleling the content “if I eat 

cake,” in the first line of the second “if” clause, she moves this parallel content to the second line, 

writing, “but if it doesn’t matter to me, then I will eat more.” This student creates humor and adds 

her voice precisely because she understands and then plays with the expected structure of the 

clause, changing the condition away from what the speaker of the poem does (eat or not eat cake) 

to the speaker’s attitude (but if it doesn’t matter to me). In this way, the poem exemplifies second 

language writing as “beautiful, aesthetically pleasing, innovative and designed to surprise” 

(Hanauer, 2014, p. 12). This is an act of engaging with the interpersonal function because the 

author creates humor by shaping the way the listener interacts with the lexicogrammatical aspects 

of the poem. In addition, the author subtly challenges expectations that one’s decision to eat cake 

(or not) should hinge on one’s caring about the relationship between eating the cake and becoming 

fat. The speaker chooses to reject this expectation, thus Redesigning the expected meaning and 

cultural expectation. 
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The author of the bottom right poem also plays with the interpersonal function, informing 

the reader that what is “no problem” for her is “the end of the world” for her spouse. The language 

“end of the world” echoes the content of the mentor text. In this way, the author engages in Design 

and Re-design. She starts with the Available Design of the mentor text, which provides a 

grammatical structure and some vocabulary as a form of initial scaffolding. From there, she moves 

into an act of Design by adding her own voice and content to the piece. In doing so, the author 

engages in Re-Design. In this poem, she is far from simply positioning herself as a learner of the 

if/then clause or the conjunction, “but.” By engaging in this Re-Design process, learners are not 

just practicing grammatical structures, but exercising their human agency as they make meaning. 

The poems presented above were written on a white board in students’ own handwriting. The act 

of performing the poems contributed to the Design process, as learners were able to laugh and 

commiserate as they shared their texts.  

 

Haiku Dreaming 

 As part of the opening class after a holiday break, we began by discussing dreams. Students 

brainstormed and wrote down their dreams.  

 

Figure 9: Dreams 

Then, we played with transforming these dreams into the form of a haiku. According to Iida (2008), 

Haiku was established by Shiki Masaoka in the late 19th century to emphasize individual creativity 
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as a modern art (p. 173). Haikus are a short poetic form that invite attention to the rhythm and 

syllables of language. After students wrote out their life and language goals, they focused on 

juggling content and form, producing the following poems: 

   

Figure 10: Haiku Dreams 

 Though not all of the poems fit the precise standard meter of a haiku, they represent 

significant revision from the free form sentences in which students originally wrote out their 

dreams and goals. Meter, in fact, is only one important piece of haiku poetry. In addition to haiku 

and linguistic conventions, Iida (2008) recommends an evaluation rubric which includes personal 

voice (equal balance of human mind and nature), audience awareness (providing readers with 

multiple interpretations), and natural flowing organization (p. 178). Through the textual affordance 

of the haiku form, students get to simultaneously enact the ideational function and the interpersonal 

functions of language, drawing upon the Available Designs of the structure but including their own 

meanings. Articulating their goals is an expression of the ideational function, while using the first 

person to state them in the form of a haiku conveys the interpersonal function. In few words, 

learners evoke the interpersonal function to describe their attitudes, sharing that they have “big 

dreams” (poem 1) and “many goals” (poem 2). The speaker of poem 3 shares her hope and that 

she will be “happy.” (In fact, as her writing indicates, she had originally written “very happy,” but 

took out the qualifier to keep the syllable count consistent with a traditional haiku; in this way, she 

is balancing her interpersonal attitudes with the constraints of the textual form.) In framing their 

language goals within a poetic structure, students Redesign their roles, establishing themselves as 

strategic and skilled creators of poetry.  
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Tú eres mi otro yo 

Students can also take existing materials and their multilingual identities to engage in 

poetic Design and Redesign. In winter 2016, after overhearing a couple of students discuss how 

much they loved poetry, we decided to spend a class writing poems collaboratively. We started by 

reading Valdez’ (1971/2012) bilingual poem “In Lak’Ech” together. The poem was declared 

illegal in Tucson Unified School District after the school board and state court shut down the 

district’s successful Mexican-American studies program, whose culturally relevant curriculum 

was deemed “just offensive” by the then-state Superintendent of Public Instruction (Planas, 2015). 

Teachers in the district opened their Mexican-American Studies courses with the poem, which 

promotes empathy respect. 

Tú eres mi otro yo / You are my other me. 
Si te hago daño a ti / If I do harm to you, 
Me hago daño a mí mismo / I do harm to myself; 
Si te amo y respeto / If I love and respect you, 
Me amo y respeto yo / I love and respect myself 
 
After reading the poem together, I asked each student to come up with additional lines to 

the poem. Students wrote their lines on the board and read them aloud to the class. I also asked 

each student to copy the stanzas they had written on a piece of paper. Some students followed the 

structure of the original poem, writing cause and effect sentences in each language, such as “If I 

___, I ___.” Other students created their own forms, drawing upon their knowledge of other 

conventions of the genre of poetry by incorporating elements such as rhyme. The original poems’ 

contents, students’ multilingualism, and the poetic form all formed part of the Available Designs. 



 143 

        

      

Figure 11: Student Extensions to “In Lak’Ech” 

Students could choose to write as much or as little as they wanted; some students wrote 

several lines, while others wrote one or two. I did this activity on a day when only Spanish speakers 

were present, and most of the students wrote their original lines in Spanish, then we worked in 

groups or as a class to translate the lines into English. Along the way, we discussed translation 

questions and idioms in students’ work, such as the phrase “van de la mano”, which we translated 

as “go hand in hand,” and learners engaged in a complex writing process which included reading, 

drafting, discussing their writing, editing, revising their writing at the sentence level and text level, 

and sharing their work with an audience of their peers. 

After students had created their own lines in their own handwriting, I made a copy of all 

of the lines for each student, along with a copy of Valdez’s (1971) poem. I gave students scissors 

and asked them to cut out each line so they had a strip of each line of the poem. Then, I asked 

students to arrange the strips to make their own poems using any of the lines that they wanted. 
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(They also had the option of adding additional lines or choosing not to use all of the lines.) Students 

taped the lines in the order they chose onto the paper.  

 

      

 

Figure 12: Student Poems 
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At the end of the activity, each person performed their poems to the group. Many of them indicated 

that they were impressed by the variety of different meanings students created from the set of lines. 

The ability to create multiple forms of meaning—forms which are not anticipated by the teacher 

or textbook and not marked as right or wrong—is a strong affordance of creative pedagogies of 

Design. I printed all of the students’ poems for them to take home. By creating and sharing the 

poems, the participants engaged in meaning-making while acting as “empowered subjects” 

(Kincheloe, 2005, p. 343). The process of creating and sharing the poems was a significant piece 

of the meaning-making process. 

In an informal survey, I asked students to complete at the end of the class session, multiple 

students indicated that the poetic activity was one of their favorite activities of the semester 

because it allowed them to use Spanish as well as English and dialogue thoughtfully about deeper, 

relevant issues, such as love and respect. By creating bilingual poetry, they engaged in what 

Canagarajah (1999) calls “a highly creative and rigorous process of negotiating the extent to which 

local discourses can be fused with the established modes of English communications, without 

transgressing the integrity of either” (p. 212). Through this process, students drew from their 

multiple identities inside the classroom (as English learners and native speakers of Spanish) and 

outside the classroom (as adults experiencing and reflecting on themes like love and respect). They 

drew upon their knowledge of the genre conventions of poetry to create their own, sometimes 

following the model and sometimes straying from its conventions. This act moves beyond 

“monological knowledge” (Kincheloe, 2005, p. 326). Monological knowledge, like survival 

English, “reduces human life to its objectifiable dimensions, that is, what can be expressed 

numerically, but also is incapable of moving beyond one individual’s unilateral experience of the 

world” (Kincheloe, 2005, p. 326). In this Design process, however, students display their 
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heteroglossia and multivoicedness. They all started with some similar Available Designs (the same 

poem, the same task, and similar linguistic resources). However, each student also brought special 

experiences which led them to create unique poems.  

This is Why I’m Here 

The act of Design does not have to start with a published poetic text. Students can engage 

in Design by using the Available Designs of their conversations and experiences, Redesigning the 

outcomes collaboratively through poetry. This activity started when students started sharing their 

stories and asking each other, “Why are you here?” One of the newer students, a Mexican woman 

in her sixties, shared a story of fleeing from extortion and fear. As she told her story, she and her 

classmates asked clarification questions about vocabulary related to the story, and I wrote the 

words on the board for them as she spoke. When she ended the extended story, she said, “This is 

why I am here,” then asked me to confirm that sentence was accurate and write it on the board. 

After hearing their classmate share a deeply personal story, the other students quickly jumped in 

to offer words of support and encouragement, telling her that she had a safe community here, and 

that they were glad she was here. As they spoke, they also asked for clarification on how to form 

these sentences, such as “I trust you, so I’m confident.” Some of the words in Spanish didn’t have 

one obvious English equivalent, such as the word “confianza,” which can mean trust/familiarity, 

confidence (security), so we discussed a few options. At the end of the conversation, as students 

were copying down the words and phrases from the board, I asked them if they wanted to work 

together to reframe the discussion in the form of a poem. They did, and this was the result. 
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Figure 13: This Is Why I’m Here Poem 

By creating this poem after a discussion, the learners engage in what Cope & Kalantzis (2009) call 

applying creatively, by “making the world anew with fresh and creative forms of action and 

perception” and “express[ing] or affect[ing] the world in a new way, or that transfers their previous 
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knowledge into a new setting” (p. 186). They rewrote their discussion in the form of a poem, 

choosing the final words of their classmate’s story as the first words in the poem, then adding a 

variety of reasons that they were here in Tucson and in the classroom. The final lines address the 

classroom community, and the last line bookends the first, stating in English and Spanish “I’m 

glad you are here.” The first and last lines, “This is why I’m here” and “I’m glad you’re here,” 

respectively, are multivocal and could have been written by a single speaker or by multiple voices. 

As the students wrote, they talked about the meaning of the word confianza in Spanish, which they 

could translate to “trust” or “confidence,” giving the sentence “tengo confianza en Ustedes” a 

multi-layered meaning which they emphasized by keeping both possibilities in the English 

translation, rather than choosing a single word.  

 This activity, which moved from the oral modality of an informal discussion, to the written 

modality of a poem written in multiple languages in the unique handwriting of multiple authors 

and in many colors, allowed students to engage in the Design process. The Available Designs for 

their poem came from many sources, from the languages they know to the discussion they had just 

shared to their willingness to open up to the markers available to them. Through the Design 

process, they remake the discussion into a poem, framing it deliberately as they write. Through 

this process, they Re-Design the content, taking a story that started with fear and flight and 

emphasizing being “here” in a supportive community. 

Lessons Learned: Approaches to Teaching and Assessing Poetry as Design  

Analysis of the student-produced poetry and the process through which they created it 

revealed that learners engaged in Design in two main ways: 

1. They recreated or reacted to a discussion they have had (whether spontaneously or 

prompted by the teacher) in a new genre (in this case, a poem) using several Available 
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Designs at their disposal, such as the languages they speak. This occurred when they wrote 

haikus in response to a discussion on their learning goals (prompted by the teacher) and 

also when they engaged in a discussion about “this is why I’m here” (prompted by 

classmates).  

2. Learners recreated (Design) a poem based on a “mentor” text or other poem, as they did 

when they reacted to the Waheed and Valdes poems. In these examples, the poems offered 

them Available Designs, In the activities, they played with keeping some elements of the 

original poems while switching up others. For example, the students rewriting the Waheed 

poem all chose to conserve the if/then clauses and change the content, but some of the 

students writing lines to the Valdes poem chose to play with the structure while continuing 

the same theme.   

Though these findings may apply to other contexts, they are especially important to note in 

community contexts, which tend to more strictly follow survival approaches, with limited 

opportunities to engage in Design or create the Redesigned. The examples above show how 

learners were able to take the Available Designs in poetry and, through the Design process, create 

the Redesigned. Through this process, learners had greater expressivity to say the things that they 

want. 

The following questions may guide approaching and assessing Design activities. Teachers 

and learners can celebrate the presence of some of these features of agentive Design, in which 

students draw upon multiliteracies, their social context, and multimodalities to make meaning. 

These questions can guide educators to thinking about the multiple ways students are making 

meaning in ways that do not relate to traditional measurements like vocabulary or grammar. 

Available Designs: (Poetry reminds us that we can play with Available Designs) 
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• Did learners draw upon multiple social resources to make the meaning, including prior 

knowledge/experiences, their peers, online resources, experiences in their current and other 

communities, their family or friends, and their instructor? 

• Did learners make meaning that drew upon existing multilingual knowledge? For example, 

did they, as Florentino did, create a new idiom in English by drawing upon a Spanish 

idiom? 

Design: (Poetry allows learners to display and explore their humanness). 

• Did learners use humor or elements of surprise or use language in an unexpected or novel 

way? 

• Did learners share something that the teacher and other students wouldn’t have otherwise 

known? 

• Did it take the contributions of more than one learner to make the meaning? 

• Did the meaning and product change through a process of revision and/or dialogue? 

• Did learners apply meaning in multiple modes, genres, or forms? 

• Did they incorporate literary devices or grammatical structures in novel ways? 

Redesign: 

• Did learners offer commentaries on something in nature or the world?  

• Did the learners contribute to a discussion about a social justice issue, or add a new 

perspective? 

• Did the learners learn something about themselves? 

Conclusions 

 In this chapter, I have used theories of meaning-making—particularly Design— to analyze 

poetry produced collaboratively by community-based adult ESL learners. The data have 
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demonstrated that students not only perceive the creative activities in their ESL classes as fun and 

worthwhile (see chapter 4), but that creative activities allow them to engage with language in 

complex ways, as they take Available Designs of linguistic resources, grammar, structures, 

content, and class discussions, and create new meanings from them. The examples presented in 

this chapter show that the participants are not only making meaning using familiar language, but 

subverting and expanding meanings offered by the texts in order to introduce their own voices or 

reinterpretations, thus engaging in Redesign. The findings suggest that approaches and questions 

related to Design, rather than traditional grammar-centric measures of language proficiency—

could inform assessment of adult learners’ meaning-making in community-based language 

learning settings. 
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Part III: Subverting Survival in Community-Based Adult ESL Contexts 
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Chapter 6 

Dialogic Approaches to Exploring Culture in Community-Based Adult ESL Classrooms 
 

 It is Monday morning, and thirteen women gather around tables, drinking coffee and 

socializing in Spanish; they have just dropped off their children or grandchildren at school and are 

waiting for their English class to start. The women have lived in the United States for as little as a 

few weeks and as many as a few decades, but they have all self-selected into a beginning-level 

English as a Second Language class into which they bring a wide variety of experiences. Though 

they are all parents (and, in some cases, grandparents), they range in age from early twenties to 

sixties, come from rural and urban areas in Mexico and Latin America, speak different varieties of 

Spanish, and have completed anywhere from three years of primary school to post-secondary 

vocational training. The class, volunteer-taught and offered free-of-charge at a family resource 

center in the local public school district, does not have textbooks and is not state-funded, allowing 

teachers and learners to collaboratively select class themes. This semester, the students have 

requested to learn more about “American culture,” and I, the instructor, face the pleasant challenge 

of determining how to “teach” and dialogue about this diverse theme in a way that is neither 

essentialist (grouping all members of a language, region, or culture as if they shared the same set 

of qualities) nor condescending to the students. Inspired by students’ request to “learn about 

culture,” and my own reflections and shortcomings while attempting to do so, this paper explores 

ways teachers can adopt a creative, dialogic approach to teaching culture in community-based 

language learning settings, while also problematizing the notion of a single “American culture.” 

In addition, this project is an invitation for teachers working in community-based settings to 

dialogue and critically reflect on how cultures are represented, taught, and discussed in their own 

teaching contexts. 
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This chapter addresses the need to shift away from the teaching of culture as fact in 

community-based language classrooms and instead adopt a “dialogic approach” to teaching 

language and culture (Kramsch, 1993, p. 225; Morgan & Cain, 2000; Morgan & Mattos, 2018; 

Lee, 2016; Alexander 2004, 2008; Wong, 2011). As Kramsch explains, a dialogic approach “does 

not offer any certainties, nor […] resolve any conflicts” (pp. 231-32), but rather seeks to allow 

opportunities for reflection, discussion, and even confrontation as participants explore their 

orientations towards their own cultures as well as their host cultures. In the context of reading 

comprehension, Aukerman (2013) describes dialogic pedagogy as “not a matter of simply 

nurturing and celebrating student understandings, but rather of engaging students in dialogue about 

text in which understandings are transformed through encountering the understandings of others” 

(p. A7). In this pedagogy, Aukerman goes on to explain, meaning is “responsive, emergent and in 

flux” (p. A8). Dialogic approaches also promote critical thinking by uncovering and examining 

taken-for granted assumptions and considering various viewpoints in the dialogue (Gieve, 1998; 

Benesch, 1999). The current piece invites teachers in community-based settings to consider what 

a multifaceted conversation about culture could look like in community-based English as a Second 

Language contexts, posing the following questions: 

1) How do adult learners with immigrant/refugee backgrounds describe having encountered 

and made sense of American cultures, both through situated interaction and through 

relational perceptions of their own and American cultural forms? Under what 

circumstances can their notions about culture become more nuanced? 

2) How can teachers pedagogically respond to learners’ perceptions and experiences 

towards American culture to create an atmosphere of critical dialogue about culture in the 

community-based adult ESL classroom? 
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Theoretical Underpinnings: What do we teach about “culture,” and why? 

Motivations and Goals for Teaching Culture 

How culture tends to be taught in ESL curricula is “not arbitrary” (Byram & Feng, 2005, 

p. 162) but shaped by the “often unarticulated” (Byram & Feng, 2005, p. 162) and often 

unconscious ways instructors, administrators, materials designers, and learners understand culture, 

as well as by these stakeholders’ assumptions about the goals of language teaching in relation to 

culture. By the 1990s, researchers had discarded the myth that there is a static or “objective native 

culture (C1) or target culture (C2)” (Kramsch, 1993, p. 205), and increasingly have adopted more 

relational and situated definitions of culture. Some define culture in terms of changes in the self, 

spawned by exposure to or interaction with others. Agar (1994) describes culture as “what happens 

to you when you encounter differences, become aware of something in yourself, and work to figure 

out why the differences appeared. Culture is an awareness, a consciousness, one that reveals the 

hidden self and open paths to other ways of being” (p. 20). Bakhtin (1986), too, emphasizes the 

role of interaction, arguing that “outsidedness is a most powerful factor in understanding...A 

meaning only reveals its depths once it has encountered and come into contact with another, 

foreign meaning” (p. 7). One opportunity for different meanings to come into contact is through 

dialogue about different ways of being. 

The emphasis on perspectives of “outsidedness” and “difference” for cultivating 

intercultural understanding makes the English as a Second Language classroom a ripe place to 

explore L2 and L1 cultures alike, as languages and cultures are intertwined (Risager, 2007). 

According to Byram (1997), “the acquisition of a foreign language is the acquisition of the cultural 

practices and beliefs it embodies for particular social groups” (p. 22). A wide body of research 

describes how culture and cultural awareness may be taught in second and foreign language 



 156 

classrooms. Rather than focus on behaviors that individuals should do or not do, Peterson (2004) 

outlines twenty-two characteristics that have been found to facilitate the development of 

intercultural competence. These characteristics include open-mindedness, creativity, willingness 

to have your own views challenged, ability to see a familiar situation from unfamiliar vantage 

points, and sense of humor (p. 96). In his watershed book Teaching and Assessing Intercultural 

Communicative Competence, Byram (1997) defines critical cultural awareness as “the ability to 

evaluate, critically and on the basis of explicit criteria, perspectives, practices and products in one’s 

own and other cultures and countries” (p. 101). Following Byram’s work, Belz (2007) defines 

intercultural communicative competence as “the ability to view the self through the eyes of the 

other, an act of psychological de-centering which may lead to a critical re-assessment of one’s 

taken-for-granted world” (p. 163). These conceptions of intercultural communicative competence 

and critical cultural awareness share an emphasis on critical reflection and self-reflection.  

Teaching Culture in Adult ESL Classes 

Debate about teaching culture through reflecting on the self and others typically takes place 

in university settings or in English as a Foreign Language classroom contexts. While teachers in 

these contexts are often calling for “intellectually legitimate, humanistically oriented, cultural 

‘content,’” teachers in community-based ESL contexts tend to face a different institutional 

pressure: a push to “acculturate” newcomers (Kramsch, 1995, p. 2). For this reason, literature on 

intercultural communication geared to adults acquiring additional languages in second-language 

settings—including, of course, immigrant and refugee adults—tends to discuss culture differently, 

typically focusing on how well individuals adapt to a “target: culture and language, both inside 

and outside of a classroom (Schumann, 1986; Bilge, 2017; Taie & Afshari, 2015, p. 606). This 

common stance is problematic, framing adults with immigrant and refugee backgrounds not as 
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agentive thinkers with experiences and perspectives that can be brought to bear on taken-for-

granted cultural norms, perhaps even to challenge these norms, but rather as newcomers who, as 

such, need to learn and perhaps adapt to a set of rules and norms in order to be successful. These 

conceptual and practical disparities among academic literature on culture, how learners are 

positioned, and how culture is taught in community-based adult ESL classrooms are reflected in 

learning materials.  

Materials commonly provide explicit or implicit lists of rules for what one cannot and must 

do in a new culture, particularly in contexts which involve teaching adult learners with immigrant 

and refugee backgrounds. In Canada, Gulliver (2010) found that language textbooks "imagine 

Canada as a redeemer of immigrant newcomers" (p. 725), while citizenship guides (Gulliver, 2018) 

and ESL textbooks (Gulliver & Thurrell, 2016) minimize Canadian racism and uncritically 

construct Canadians as committed to diversity. In the U.S. American context, organizations 

contracted by the State Department explain the “rules of life” in the United States, such as the need 

to send children to school on time, to refugees as soon as they arrive (Amos, 2016; CWS, n.d.). 

The Refugee Center Online, whose mission is to “[use] technology to help refugees and displaced 

individuals build new lives in the United States,” published a list of ten tips for “adjusting to 

American culture.” The tips advise newcomers to “say sorry,” “stand in line,” and “hold the door 

open for other people,” among other things (Refugee Center Online, 2018). Learning information 

about truancy rules can help newcomers avoid unintentionally breaking a law that didn’t apply in 

other places they lived; however, instead of presenting students with a top-down list of rules, they 

could instead hold a discussion about the pros/cons of these rules, and who they serve. In addition, 

cultural “tips” do not work the same in every situation or for every individual, and dialogue would 

allow participants to explore the nuances of when these tips would be appropriate or when they 
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would choose to disregard them. For example, participants could reflect on and observe who says 

sorry, and when, whether they notice any connection between demographic characteristics and 

apologies, or whether these norms are similar or different when they apologize in other languages. 

Materials and resources are often designed to make important “facts” (Guilliver & Thurrell, 

2016), such as legal and administrative procedures, available to newcomers, and to help them avoid 

accidentally violating social norms that would cause them to be perceived negatively. 

Unfortunately, contextual factors—such as the overall paucity of pedagogically-sound materials 

developed for this population of learners, limited funding and marketing incentives to produce 

such materials, and limited time and institutional authority for critically oriented language teachers 

to constructively scrutinize them—perpetuate the trend. The culture-as-fact approach may persist, 

in part, because stakeholders feel that a main learning goal is to socialize adult students into the 

rules of an imagined nation state (Gulliver, 2011; Hayward & U-Mackey, 2013; Auerbach, 1995; 

Vasta, 2007). They may hold this view overtly or it may stem from the fact that existing materials 

imitate other materials (McGrath, 2013) and “reproduce[e] without question the ‘received wisdom’ 

of a curricular or literary canon" (Luke, 2015) rather than taking a reflective, critical approach. 

However, language teaching practitioners have long called for teacher “reflection, creativity, and 

decision making based on ongoing teaching practice” (Canagarajah, 2016, p. 20; Kumaravadivelu, 

1994), and as they work for systemic changes, community-based instructors can consider how to 

address culture in their local classroom contexts in ways that invite discussion and reflection on 

their part and on the part of their students. 

 

Curricular Examples 

The image depicted in Figure 14 was developed in Germany in 2015 to educate refugees 
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about social expectations in Germany (ARD Bildungskanal, 2015). Each image contains a lesson 

about German culture, such as the importance of eye contact and shaking hands, the stated norm 

that “people who have a problem can ask other people (also older people) for help friendly and 

calmly,” and the permissibility to “show [one’s] sexual preference in public.” Other images in the 

16-image gallery focus on what is not allowed in the host culture. These images include messages 

such as “children must not be hit” (Figure 14), “women are to be respected, no matter what they 

wear,” and “conflicts must not be solved with violence.” Finally, the materials warn of the 

consequences of disobeying the rules, such as going to jail and “hav[ing] disadvantages in the 

asylum procedure.” Characterizing such harsh consequences for disobeying cultural expectations 

prompts fear in learners, rather than an invitation to dialogue. 

 

Figure 14: “Children must not be hit” (ARD Bildungskanal, 2015) 

Though understanding values and trends in a different culture can empower individuals 

and give them agency to recognize how certain behaviors may be perceived, images such as those 

presented above are not dialogic and could be revised to engage students in critical reflection. 

Instead of depicting migrant individuals as uninformed at best, and as perpetrators of child abuse, 
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sexual assault, and violence, at worst, a dialogic approach could attempt to engage students in a 

discussion about these complex themes in distinct times and spaces. Furthermore, instead of 

viewing materials which implicitly threaten their target audience with jail or deportation for not 

following the stated rules, thereby using themes of punitive violence as an occasion to threaten 

learners with punitive violence, students in a dialogic classroom may discuss their rights.  Next, 

instead of looking at pictures warning against abuse, sexual assault, and violence, learners might 

enjoy space to discuss forms of child discipline, sexual interactions or consensual displays of 

affection, and conflict resolution which are socially acceptable, as well as the nuances of who 

decides what is acceptable. The pictures also portray the host culture as receptive to the migrant 

newcomers, but migrants are not always welcome (as one image confirms with a “NOT 

WELCOME” sign hanging on the wall of an immigration officer, gesturing to a newcomer who 

violated these expectations to leave), and learners may want to share how they have experienced 

feeling “welcomed” or not. One of the images portrays two migrant men approaching an elderly 

woman on either side, asking her for help which she enthusiastically offers. The students would 

benefit from dialogue about what to do if she did not respond favorably to their request for help, 

or about their own experiences feeling assisted or dismissed. Likewise, the individuals in the 

pictures are depicted as perpetrators of crimes, but in a dialogic setting, they could discuss what 

they can do in the more likely scenario, in the current sociopolitical climate, that they are the 

victims or witnesses of harassment, abuse, or racism. And though instructions to openly express 

one’s sexuality may aim to be welcoming, they dismiss the traumatic and violent sexual orientation 

discrimination that may have led some asylum seekers to seek refuge in the first place (Murray, 

2018). In sum, teachers could create more dialogic conditions to address the themes portrayed in 

these materials by considering learners’ experiences as asylum seekers, inviting learners to 
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dialogue about the depicted situations, and giving them helpful information about how they could 

respond, what their recourse is, and what community resources are available to support them.  

In framing materials, educators should consider how images are interpreted by their 

intended audience. If these images are teaching their audience to view themselves “through the 

eyes of the other” (Belz, 2007, p. 163), for example, then they send a powerful message about how 

migrants are viewed, as evidenced by an image in which the only color included is the bold, red, 

capitalized “NOT” in the sign “NOT welcome.” In sum, these materials on teaching culture—

published in 2015—reflect a familiar ideology in materials available for teaching culture to adults 

(particularly adults with immigrant and refugee backgrounds) in second language contexts. They 

may be well-intended but are highly problematic for a number of reasons, including the limited 

way in which they depict the characters as well as the limited opportunities they provide readers 

to dialogue, evaluate the claims the materials make about the self and the other, interact, and think 

through the encountered differences. In addition, these materials assume that the onus of cultural 

communication or “intercultural responsibility” (p. 119), which Guilherme, Keating, and Hoppe 

(2010) define as “developing full and reciprocally demanding professional relationships" (p. 79), 

falls on the immigrant (Holmes, 2015, p. 119). It is problematic to put the responsibility of 

intercultural communication solely on immigrant and refugee adults, especially when their 

interlocutors do not receive them with full relational reciprocity. In addition, such an approach 

ignores these adults’ wisdom, relational knowledge, and the fact that they may not want to fully 

comply to the relational and interactional expectations of others. 

Other Approaches to Teaching Culture 

One alternative way to teach culture is by drawing upon student voices, rather than the 

authoritative and anonymous offered by texts that offer unexamined cultural tips to newcomers. 
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The circumstances that lead some language learners to migrate/seek refuge critically shape their 

experiences of “culture.” An American who has always called her city “home” and a learner 

seeking refuge may learn to understand each other and the life circumstances which lead them 

each to view the world in a certain way, but because of the ways their life circumstances allow 

them to exist and be perceived in the world, they cannot experience and understand culture in the 

same ways. To humanely explore these circumstances, teachers and learning materials should 

include the authentic and “uninterrupted voices 

 of minority participants” (Gulliver & Thurrell, 2016, p. 57). The voices which make up the 

curriculum can come from students themselves or from those who have gone through similar 

experiences. 

Prioritizing student voices also acknowledges the mutual influence of migrant newcomers 

and long-time community members (Croucher & Kramer, 2017; Kramsch, 1995, p. 4), which has 

been under-recognized in literature that focuses on migrants’ adaptation to the host culture. As 

Guajardo et al. (2008) point out in their work with Mexican American communities, approaches 

which allow students to critically dialogue and interrogate their experiences not only inspire 

students’ sense of ownership and identity, but challenge persistent practices of “Americanizing” 

and assimilating students “through intense instruction in the culture and language of the dominant 

society” (p. 18). Rather than prescribing culture of the dominant society, instructors can encourage 

students to reflect on their own practices and how they interact with common values in the 

community in which they live.  

Instructors can also frame discussions about legal matters and social norms in terms of 

learners’ rights, rather than in terms of what one cannot or should not do. Describing the rationale 

behind an intercultural settlement program in New Zealand, Hayward and U-Mackey (2013) 
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develop a rights-based pedagogical approach to language with a focus on critical thinking, 

problem-solving, and intercultural skills. In the “rights-based” approach (United Nations General 

Assembly 1948), course themes are “framed within a context of enhancement of rights, such as 

the right to safety, freedom of speech and belief, gender equality, respect, and the right to 

healthcare and education entitlement” (p. 432), all of which can be related to cultural themes. The 

program emphasizes group problem-solving (p. 433), power-sharing, inclusivity, and critical 

inquiry (p. 434), and integration as “two-way and non-conformity-oriented” (p. 431; Ager & 

Strang, 2008). Discussing human rights is a way to value learners’ well-being and agency instead 

of prioritizing their conformity to cultural norms. 

 The literature review summarizes taken-for-granted materials and trends in culture 

teaching materials, as well as humanizing alternatives. Rather than attack the materials, those who 

created them, or those who work with them, I cite the literature to remind us how pervasive some 

of these ideologies about culture are, and how we have opportunities to revisit them. This chapter 

provides an example of how I have explored students’ notions of culture and created an 

environment of dialogue in my classroom one semester. The project will address the overarching 

question of how instructors in community-based English as a Second Language classrooms can 

dialogically approach teaching, discussing, and choosing materials about culture in a thoughtful 

way that considers the needs and interests of learners in their local contexts with immigrant and 

refugee backgrounds, rather than those of the majority host culture. In addition, it will document 

some of the nuances of students’ perceptions of culture and ways I have responded pedagogically. 

Methods 

Data Collection and Participants 
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Data were collected in a community-based English as a Second Language class for adults 

in southern Arizona, 65 miles north of the Mexican border. The class meets three days a week for 

90 minutes at a time at a Family Resource Center operated by a local public school and is available 

with free transportation and childcare for parents and caregivers of children in the district. Each 

semester, the classes meet for two seven-week sessions (fourteen weeks total), with open 

enrollment throughout. I (the instructor and researcher) have been teaching the course two 

mornings a week since Fall 2016, for a total of three hours per week. Though the class is not 

limited to women, only women attended at the time of the study, and the majority of participants 

typically have been women. This may be because the class is offered through the local school 

system during the day, and those who attend do not have traditional day jobs during this time. In 

addition, the school offers free childcare, making the class a viable option for parents with small 

children not yet in school. Thirteen adults took part in the study. All participants spoke Spanish 

(L1) and came from Mexico (11), Honduras (1), and Argentina (1). However, the class also 

includes women from other linguistic and cultural backgrounds, including learners from Sudan, 

Syria, China, Russia, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and Afghanistan.  

Data collection, which took place from August through December 2017, consisted of four 

components: (a) brief pre-session, mid-session, and post-session quantitative surveys, (b) written 

texts and responses produced by students during class, (c) board notes generated collaboratively 

by the instructor and students during class discussions, and (d) field notes from the 

instructor/researcher about the class discussions. Finally, after the course ended in December, I 

audio-recorded a one-hour follow-up discussion with seven of the participants about their 

perspectives about the course. To make sure all voices were represented, I allowed each participant 
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in the interview time to answer each question, and I drew data across small groups of students and 

individual work.  

The board notes included group work and any text the instructor or the students wrote on 

the board during class. Each day during or after class, I took pictures of the board to document 

ideas and vocabulary the discussion had generated, as well as any unexpected themes that had 

arisen. I documented the field notes in an online journal after each day of class. I took an 

ethnographic approach, writing who had attended, what we had discussed as a class, dialogue that 

arose among the students, and questions and comments the group raised. The follow up discussion, 

which we held in Spanish (a language in which I am proficient), included semi-structured 

questions, but I invited students to elaborate, dialogue with each other, and make associations as 

they wanted. In this way, it felt more like a discussion than a group interview. The questions I 

asked to initiate and guide the conversation included: “Tell me about your experience learning 

English (When did you start learning? In what ways did you learn in formal contexts, and in what 

ways did you learn in informal contexts? Who were your teachers and classmates? What activities 

did you do?). Tell me about your time living in an English-speaking country. In what ways did 

you use English when you first moved? In what ways do you use English now? What motivates 

you to learn English? What made you decide to attend a class? What are your favorite things to do 

in ESL class? What kinds of activities do you not enjoy as part of your ESL class? What aspects 

of American culture are you most interested in learning about in your ESL classes? What do you 

find different about American cultures and the cultures of your home country?” When applicable, 

I followed up from their survey responses. After I obtained consent from participants, I placed an 

audio-recording device at the center of the table. After the interview, I used the recording to fully 
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transcribe it. For this manuscript, I included supporting quotes related to themes that one or more 

students identified. 

This class in general, as well as this project in particular, adopts a dialogic approach and 

Vygotskian-inspired (Vygotsky, 1930-1934/1978) social constructivist paradigm, which holds that 

“learning is a social process, learners are co-constructors of knowledge, the interpretation of 

experiences within specific social and cultural environments is basic to the construction of 

knowledge” (Stevenson & Beck, 2017, p. 243). To this end, students collaborate to dialogue, read, 

write, and respond to texts, incorporating grammatical themes in context. Egan-Robertson (1998) 

found that writing—especially about critical issues such as race and racism—can be understood 

“a site of interaction in which a critical awareness about issues of culture, language, and power 

[are] explored” (p. 481). Writing in community-based ESL classrooms can allow adult learners to 

explore the interstices of language, culture, and their lives. Collaborative and individual writing is 

incorporated into daily activities, allowing learners—many of whom are beginning ESL learners 

and some of whom are emergent readers (Bigelow & Vinogradov, 2011)—time to reflect and 

express themselves, as well as opportunities to connect words they hear in their daily lives with 

the print on the page.  

Materials and Methods 

During the course, students participated in interactive activities related to culture. 

Following Kramsch (1993), dialogic activities were exploratory and collaborative. Typically, they 

included visual elements, which made complex themes more accessible to beginning-proficiency 

language learners. For this project, I will define text as “any semiotic entity which has a sense of 

(social) completeness” (Kress & Selander, 2012, p. 266), including poems, photos, news headlines, 

and poems. Most texts we used were short with accessible language and, at times, illustrations. 
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Stevenson and Beck (2017) point out that these seemingly simple texts can be particularly effective 

due to the “juxtaposition of the seemingly innocent medium with a hard-hitting message” (p. 242). 

The language was understandable but the themes were critical and thought provoking.  

The goal of the activities was to facilitate discussion and stimulate critical thinking while 

deliberately avoiding reductive, exclusive, or essentializing answers, such as “In America, we…” 

Themes were chosen that related not only to national or linguistic cultures, but cultural themes 

which may also vary by region, class, and generation, to name a few examples. In other words, 

topics were chosen and activities were created with the goal of collaboratively exploring the 

complexity and individual variability of culture and cultural views, and most importantly, of 

inviting student voices into this examination. It is beyond the scope of the current paper to 

exemplify all of the pedagogical activities included in the course. However, a general outline of 

activities is included below:  

• Pre- mid- and post-program quantitative surveys which included questions about 

perceived cultural knowledge and comfort level in American culture, as well as learning 

goals (administered in weeks one, seven, and fourteen, after obtaining IRB approval and 

student consent) 

• Two-part in-class worksheet about culture in which students (a) worked to identify 

cultural values (in their own cultures and in the United States) with respect to themes 

including time, education, gender roles, daily routines, politeness, family life, and 

politics, to name a few, and (b) stated what they wanted to learn about American culture. 

• Discussion of images generated by the teacher and students related to American cultures 

(ranging from Black Lives matter signs and images of Trump protests to McDonalds, 

Hollywood, and football mascots.) 
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• Discussion of greetings after which students were given the task of noticing (a) when 

someone they observe uses “how are you?” as a greeting, and (b) occasions in which 

people they observe shake hands, wave, hug, or kiss upon greeting or taking leave. 

• Group task about gender roles in which students were presented with images and 

statements from Whitney Darrow Jr.’s (1970) book “I’m Glad I’m a Boy! I’m Glad I’m a 

Girl!” and asked to explain if they believe the statement was true for their parents, if it is 

true for them/their children, if they like it that way, and why or why not.  

• Picture project in which students took pictures of their own meals for a week and looked 

at images of “a week of American meals,” then discussed their mealtime traditions.   

• Examination and discussion of images related to race throughout American history. 

Quantitative data included three short surveys (each consisting of two to three questions related to 

culture) administered in week one, seven, and fourteen, after obtaining IRB approval and student 

consent. The surveys were informally given to students to determine their previous experiences 

and interest about learning about a variety of topics. (Other survey questions were related to 

participants’ language goals.) The goal of the survey was to determine students’ perceived 

understanding of “American” culture(s), the degree to which they wanted to learn about the 

American culture, and their reported comfort level interacting with Americans, as well as how 

instruction impacted these three measures. Though fourteen weeks is a short timeframe in which 

to thoroughly teach culture or engage in extensive dialogue, it served as a period during which to 

explore these issues. To explore the research questions, the manuscript will present the surveys 

about culture, student perceptions of cultural differences, student input during a focal class 

discussion on gender roles, and consider how these discussions and perceptions illuminate the 

teaching of culture in community-based adult ESL contexts.  
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Findings 

Surveys 

Research Question 1 asks how adult learners with immigrant and refugee backgrounds have 

encountered and made sense of American culture. I first explored these questions by asking them 

to rate their understanding of American culture, interest in learning about culture, and comfort 

interacting with Americans in their community at the beginning and end of the course. All survey 

answers were reported on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (almost none) to 5 (“almost 

always” or “very much”). A summary of the survey results is included in the table below  

Table 6: Students’ Self-Reported Culture Data 

Question Pre-session Mid-session Post-session 

Understanding of American culture 2.62 2.43 3 

Desire to learn about American culture(s) 4 4.43 n/a 

Comfort interacting with English speakers 3.38 3 3.3 

 

In the survey administered in weeks one and seven, students were asked to indicate on a 

Likert scale whether they agreed or disagreed with the following statements: (a) I understand 

American culture, (b) I want to learn about American culture, and (c) I feel comfortable interacting 

with Americans.  The mean score for question one was 2.62 in week one, 2.43 in week seven, and 

3.0 in week fourteen. The mean score for question two rose from 4.0 in week one to 4.43 in week 

seven, and the mean score for question three fell from 3.38 in week one to 3.0 in week seven before 

rising to 3.3 in week 14.  

In the survey administered in week fourteen, students were asked to respond to the 

following two questions: (a) I understand American culture, and (b) I want to interact more with 
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Americans. The mean score for the first question rose to 3 in week fourteen (from 2.62 in week 

one and 2.43 in week seven), and the mean score for the second question was 3.3 in week fourteen. 

The results indicate that students reported increased understanding of American culture from 

weeks one to week fourteen, increased desire learning about American culture from weeks one to 

week seven, and increased interest in interacting more with Americans from weeks one to fourteen. 

Students elaborated more on their interest interacting more with American friends and neighbors 

during the focus group interviews, which took place in Spanish. During the interviews, participants 

also elaborated on their comfort level interacting with Americans, which dipped from week 1 to 

week 7. The dip may be because we were reflecting on interactions during the class, leading 

students to assess them more critically. One participant said that she greeted her neighbors and 

they didn’t respond warmly, leading her to wonder whether the lukewarm greeting was due to 

racism, cultural differences, or other reasons. Other participants shared similar experiences about 

uncertainty regarding interactions with Americans in their lives. However, their perceptions of 

comfort rose again by the end of the course.  

 

Perceived Cultural Differences 

I continued exploring how adults made sense of culture through a multi-week class 

discussion in which I asked students about their perceptions about American culture(s) and ways 

American culture(s) differ from cultures in which they grew up. Students started brainstorming 

their ideas in small groups and then we debriefed and compared answers with a whole-group 

discussion. Commonly reported cultural differences on students’ individual worksheets and group 

discussions included family life, respect for laws, friendliness, food customs, raising children, and 
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religion. After small group discussions, students wrote down their perceptions of American 

cultures and cultures where they are from on a Venn diagram (see Figure 15). 

 

Figure 15: Students’ Perceptions of American Culture(s) 

As a follow-up to this activity, students worked in groups to explore cultural similarities 

and differences with respect to key themes, including traditions, politeness, daily life, values, time, 

gender, police, rules, family life, politics, religions, and education. The data presented below are 

drawn from these discussions and classroom artifacts. Figure 16 illustrates collaborative group 

work on the themes of perceptions of police, values, and rules in Mexico and in the United States. 
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Figure 16: Students’ Perceptions about American Rules and Values 

In these activities, participants described how family is very important to them, while they 

perceived American families to be “not as close” and “not united.” They reported believing that 

American children had more sexual and social freedoms, as well as the freedom to eat whatever 

they wanted, in contrast to Mexico, where children are protected and “moms give kids a lot of 

food.” They acknowledged, however, that despite the prevalence of fast food restaurants and 

advertisements, as well as depictions of American consumption of fast food, they suspected these 

stereotypes were exaggerated and not representative of what typical Americans ate. To address 

their curiosity, I later asked some of my friends and relatives to take pictures of their meals for a 

week, and then I shared them with the students, confirming their suspicions that the “American 

diet” was more diverse than fast food and even varied greatly among individuals. Drawing upon 

social media networks and other contacts, I received pictures from a diverse group of people from 

different cultures and regions, ranging from university students to grandparent figures. Students, 

too, took pictures of foods they prepared and shared them in a class Whatsapp group.  

As demonstrated in Figure 16, child discipline is another way in which students perceived 

their cultures to differ from American norms. When comparing rules in their own culture to 

American rules, they wrote that, in the United States, “you can’t corporal punishment to the child,” 
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whereas in Mexico, “you can use the chancla.” The chancla is a sandal notoriously used by mothers 

in Mexico as a disciplinary tool. NPR writer and book critic Juan Vidal (2014) observes that the 

practice of using the chancla for discipline is discussed casually within Latino cultures (n.p.). In a 

2013 YouTube video called “The Secret of The Chancla,” a woman identified on the screen as Dr. 

Jennifer Espinosa ironically describes “why Hispanic children are so well-behaved” (Rios, 2013). 

Dressed in a suit, Espinosa tells her audience that “[t]he secret is Hispanic culture, which 

emphasizes boundaries, developmental growth, and a traditional technique known as la chancla” 

(Rios, 2013). The video went viral, receiving over 5 million views. Images of the chancla are 

represented humorously in this video and memes and even “hold a high degree of sentimental 

value” to those familiar with the fear it elicited in them as children (Vidal, 2014). Despite this 

emblem of corporal punishment, polls indicate that Hispanic mothers and American mothers 

reported similar beliefs about spanking as a punishment (Vidal, 2014). In other words, the iconicity 

of la chancla does not correspond with higher reported rates of corporal punishment among 

Hispanic populations. Indeed, though the students joked frequently about the dreaded chancla, 

including by sending each other chancla memes on the class Whatsapp discussion, they described 

their own discipline practices differently, sharing how they were more “protective” than they 

perceived American parents to be and exhibited more caution about the influences in their 

children’s lives (e.g., by not as readily allowing them to have sleepovers with other children). 

Students drew upon these experiences as they worked to make sense of American disciplinary 

practices. 

Students perceived American parents to have less authority over their children, and noted 

that their children were taught at school that government institutions such as Child Protective 

Services or the police could remove children from their homes if their parents used corporal 
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punishment. Several mothers reported feeling panicked about these warnings, which they 

interpreted as threats that their children could be taken away. Their fears may be warranted, as 

evidenced by the unfortunate fact that Latino and Black children are disproportionately 

overrepresented in the child welfare system when compared to their percentage in the general 

population and children of immigrants (Lincroft and Dettlaff, 2010, p. 1). In other words, 

overrepresentation in welfare systems such as Child Protective Services is a reality that Latino 

immigrant families have to deal with more than their non-immigrant and White counterparts. 

Because parents are aware of these facts, and because they did not grow up in the United States, 

and are therefore less aware of the laws, they reported fears that an action viewed as appropriate 

parenting in their country may be perceived as grounds to remove a child from a home in the 

United States. We addressed these concerns by discussing reasons children could be removed from 

a home (such as abuse and neglect) and reasons they couldn’t (such as for correcting a child), as 

well as at what age children could be left unsupervised at home. (Though our state has no official 

law on this, students discussed their insights as parents.) I shared with the students that despite 

how teenagers are depicted as having extreme freedoms and getting into trouble in the movies, 

many American parents took similar precautions that the parents in the class described, such as 

getting to know their children’s friends, limiting their technology use, and enforcing curfews. The 

participants recognized implications in different parent-child interactions in the United States and 

in their home countries, and these implications (e.g., having their children removed from their 

home) weighed on them when they thought about these “cultural differences.” 

Participants also reported perceived differences in friendliness, citing that in their cultures, 

people are “friendly” and “greeting is important,” while Americans are more “reserved” or “cold.” 

Despite their perceptions of Americans being cold, participants expressed that in the United States, 
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people obey traffic laws and laws in general. They also perceived Americans as volunteering, 

donating organs, and caring for their pets. They cited the free health care in their countries as well 

as the significance of religion, predominantly Catholicism. Interestingly, the students did not 

mention race or racial conflict in their discussion of perceptions of culture, but they did bring it up 

in their collective list of things they wanted to learn, with one woman asking about “How to survive 

to CCC [KKK] behavior” (She clarified during discussion that she meant KKK), and other students 

chimed in in agreement.  Though the students did not share any personal experiences with the 

KKK or other organized hate groups, their comments indicated that they were aware of and 

concerned about their existence. In their interviews, however, they did share they felt “harassed,” 

“judged,” “persecuted,” “unsafe,” and “out of their comfort zone” due to the anti-immigrant 

sociopolitical climate (including but not limited to the legacy of the violent racial profiling which 

took place during the tenure of former Sheriff Joe Arpaio). These students’ concerns with 

organized hate groups are unsurprising in a political climate in which migrants are regarded with 

suspicion, hate, and violence, but they are not typically addressed in materials about culture. 

In groups, they also expressed a desire to learn about Native Americans and natural 

medicines, as well as more about food, history, and culture in general. Students’ interest in learning 

about Native American histories makes sense not only because at least twenty native American 

tribes currently exist in Arizona, but also because the region formed part of Mexico and was home 

to Mexican natives until it was stolen in the Gadsden Purchase in 1854. In the course, we discussed 

and compared the histories of violence and marginalization of indigenous people in Mexico and 

in the United States, but unfortunately, at the time of the study, I could not find any ESL materials 

which presented authentic voices of Native Americans. The absence of minority voices in 

textbooks is a reality so pervasive that even the most critically-minded educators can start to take 
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it for granted, but students’ comments revealed their awareness that the “America” they saw 

represented in popular culture likely did not reflect all Americans, and they particularly wanted to 

learn more about Native Americans and other marginalized minority groups. 

 

Dialogic Explorations 

Research Question 2 asked how teachers can pedagogically respond to learners’ 

perceptions and experiences towards American culture to create an atmosphere of critical dialogue 

about culture in the community-based adult ESL classroom. One response, as I described above, 

is to have a candid dialogue, like the one we had about child discipline, which makes explicit some 

norms in the American legal system without dismissing their valid concerns. Along with these 

impromptu discussions, we began to dialogue about some of students’ perceptions more critically 

as part of deliberate classroom activities. 

Throughout the initial discussions, I noticed that students commonly mentioned their 

perception that Americans were cold or unwelcoming. Before beginning a dialogue about the 

nuances of American greetings and leave-taking, I asked students to observe how those around 

them greeted and interacted over a weekend, jot down notes about their observations, and prepare 

to discuss these customs. One student’s notes are shown in Figure 17. 
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Figure 17: Student Observations about Greetings 

Students observed how community members interacted, and then we discussed the nuances of 

greeting in different situations. According to my field notes, students also recognized that these 

nuances are also present in their greeting and leave-taking rituals in their own languages and social 

circles, although they reported not having thought about them extensively. Discussing greetings in 

English prompted them to think about the nuances of greeting in their own languages. 

A Dialogic, Text-based Exploration of Gender Roles 

Students also addressed gender roles in their individual and group discussions. In one 

discussion, a group of four students cited their culture as machista, explaining that “women cook 

more” and “men take care of their families.” During this activity, they did not connote machismo 

as purely negative or positive, but rather started engaging in a conversation about the benefits and 

disadvantages of machismo, citing unbalanced division of household chores and domestic violence 

as potential disadvantages, and family responsibility, cohesion, and “feeling protected” as 

advantages.  

Inspired by this brief but engaging discussion, we explored their perceptions as a whole 

class in more depth during a classroom discussion about gender roles on a different day. In this 
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activity, I presented students with images from Whitney Darrow Jr.’s (1970) satirical book I’m 

Glad I’m a Boy! I’m Glad I’m a Girl!, such as the image presented in Figure 18. Examining images 

of gender roles is important not only because students brought it up themselves, but also because, 

as Dentith, Sailors, and Sethusha (2016) emphasize in a study of gender representations in reading 

materials in South Africa, “representation of gender roles and identities in school materials may 

contribute to changes in the perceptions of women and girls in society” and “changes in these 

representations might actually lead to new configurations of the roles and identities of women and 

girls in a given society” (p. 415). Because all but two participants in the class since I began Fall 

2016 have been women, representation of women is relevant to the lived experiences of the 

students, and these texts provide an engaging, accessible way to dialogue about women’s attributed 

and adopted roles in their homes and in society, without pressuring students to disclose details of 

their personal experiences on this sensitive subject unless they choose to. In this activity, students 

discussed whether the depicted roles were true for their parents/grandparents, whether they are 

true for themselves and their children, and if they like the roles.  

Students engaged in a complex dialogue in small groups and as a whole group, providing 

examples from their personal lives and sometimes problematizing them. For example, one image 

in Whitney Darrow Jr.’s (1970) text I’m Glad I’m a Boy; I’m Glad I’m a Girl depicts a boy 

kneeling in front of a toy car and toy airplane, fixing the airplane with a tool. In the screen next to 

him, a little girl stands with a broken doll stroller by her side. She holds up a wheel, presumably 

broken off from the toy, towards the boy. Underneath the images, the text reads, “Boys fix things. 

Girls need things fixed.” One student contested the gender roles on the grounds that “construction 

was not my mom’s livelihood but she built our house.” Another student challenged the images 

labeled “Boys can cook. Girls can eat,” sharing that “My dad never directly said he love me, 
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cooking was his way to show us he love us.” After discussing these roles, the class generated a list 

of pros and cons of gender roles. A summary of students’ arguments in their own words is listed 

below: 

Students’ arguments for traditional gender roles 
• “Some roles can’t be exchanged (ex: Men can’t give birth).” 
• “Physically, men are usually stronger.” 
• “Gender roles are good for family life.” 

Students’ arguments against traditional gender roles 
• “You get tired of doing things you don’t like doing.” 
• “It puts limits on me and the things I can do.” 
• “The pay is not equal for equal work.” 
• “Hard times helped women find their independent side.” 
• “Gender roles limit both men and women.” 
• “Strength is not just physical.” 
• “In the past things were different. My mom didn’t have dolls and my dad didn’t have 

trucks. They played with corn.”  
 
In their list of pros, students noted that gender roles created order and that some were 

“natural” (for example, the general tendency of men to be physically stronger than men and the 

fact that only women can bear children). Their arguments against gender roles included the 

limitations, unequal pay, and the fact that “strength is more than just physical.” In this discussion, 

students even challenged the activity itself, with one student positioning the debate within socio-

economic contexts and noting that this image didn’t apply to her family: “my mom didn’t have 

dolls and my dad didn’t have trucks. They played with corn.” She pointed out that both of her 

parents grew up on farms, and gendered toys (or any toys) were not common. Another student also 

mentioned the importance of historical context, noting that “hard times” (such as war, for example) 

“helped women find their independent side.” As the instructor, I helped students form their ideas 

into English sentences and wrote unfamiliar words on the board, but they drove the dialogue, 

respectfully challenging each other as they explored the issue. In their own discussion, they talked 

about issues of gender expansion and exchanged stories of how members of their families or circles 
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of friends were received when they came out; this discussion began when one student shared that 

older family members were initially appalled when they found out her sibling was in a same-sex 

relationship, but their disapproval very slowly faded over time. Other students had family members 

who were still estranged due to sexual orientation, and one student confessed to feeling torn 

between religious tradition and their love for a family member defying it. Through a dialogue in 

which her peers gently challenged her, she decided that though she felt uncomfortable, she would 

support her own children no matter what their sexual orientation. These activities were not 

produced in advance as part of the curriculum, but created in response to students’ discussions and 

contributions in the initial class sessions. 

 

Discussion 

In this paper, I have presented data in the form of surveys, student comparisons of cultures, 

and a discussion of gender roles to explore the ways in which students in a community-based adult 

ESL classroom perceive and dialogue about culture. As a study, this project had limitations and 

opportunities for expansion in the future. The study was limited to one semester; however, student 

perspectives are likely to be different in each teaching context. In the future, recording and 

transcribing class sessions could allow for a more fine-grained analysis of the depth of student 

discussions, as well as expose the variation in students’ attitudes and perceptions. Analyzing 

student writing about cultural themes could provide additional data for analysis, and interviewing 

students in more depth could provide additional insights into their perceptions of dialoguing about 

these themes in their language class. Finally, there are innumerable themes we could have 

explored, and the activities presented above explore just the surface. In the future, teachers from 
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other contexts could collaborate to offer examples and analyses from their own classrooms on 

diverse themes related to culture.  

But despite these limitations, the perceptions that students shared in the three parts of this 

study revealed highly nuanced experiences interacting with American cultures. In their discussion, 

in addition to identifying concrete differences, they disclosed their fear of Child Protective 

Services and the Ku Klux Klan. Our class activities generated from themes they identified in their 

dialogue, and conversations since then have included marriage rituals and pressures, sexual 

harassment, double standards across categories of race and gender, border policies and violence, 

and examples of modern colonialism. From the discussions, it became clear that students’ lived 

experiences as immigrant women in a violent, anti-immigrant political and social climate and their 

family and social histories played a role in their perceptions of culture. Teachers of adult learners 

with immigrant and refugee backgrounds must understand that their students’ notions of American 

cultural forms move beyond Halloween and Happy Meals and are closely connected with things 

like first- and second-hand experiences of racism, marginalization, gender expectations, parenting 

expectations, migration and colonial histories, language identities, military presence in their 

former countries of residence, media coverage, and knowledge about hate and violence perpetrated 

by organized groups like the KKK and politicians. Ignoring these themes in a dialogue about 

culture would itself be an act of erasure. Without presuming they can do all these themes justice, 

teachers can begin prioritizing critical dialogue about culture with students by starting to dialogue 

and raise awareness amongst themselves. 

Discussion of Survey Findings 

The study began with a survey to determine how the students in class feel about learning 

about culture in their ESL class, how much they feel they understand American culture before 
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starting class, and how comfortable they feel interacting with their American peers. Results from 

the pre-survey reveal a high interest in learning about culture (4/5), a lower reporting of 

understanding American culture (2.62/5), and a mixed level of comfort interacting with Americans 

(3.38/5). These findings suggest that, while the adults in this class did not feel confident interacting 

with Americans, they were highly interested in learning about themes related to American culture 

during their language course. The ratings changed in the mid-survey, when the students reported 

a slightly higher interest in learning about culture (4.43/5), a slightly lower reporting of 

understanding American culture (2.43/5), and a neutral level of comfort interacting with 

Americans (3/5). Finally, in the post survey, students reported a higher understanding of American 

culture (3/5).  

It is interesting that, on average, students’ reported knowledge about American culture 

dipped in the mid-term, even as they reported higher interest in learning about culture. This could 

be because discussions about culture during the brief session were not enough to give them 

confidence to claim they understood American culture, but it prompted their interest in learning 

more. In addition, the dialogic, open-ended nature of the discussions may have led them to realize 

that these themes were much more complex than they may be represented in materials that treat 

culture as a series of facts. More thorough interviews with students, in addition to the surveys, 

could help illuminate these findings. Though the surveys were anonymous, it is also possible that, 

later in the semester, students felt more comfortable admitting less comfort with Americans than 

they had indicated in the pre-program survey.  

In follow-up discussions, students shared that they particularly valued opportunities to 

interact with English speakers during class. In an interview, they elaborated that they didn’t have 

opportunities to interact meaningfully with English speakers other than the instructor and guests 
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to the class, sharing that they mainly interacted with other Spanish speaking parents and neighbors 

during their daily lives.  

For example, in a follow-up interview, one student said,  

No puedo hablar mucho de [la cultura] porque no convivo con gente que sea 
nativa de aquí, yo creo que la única persona eres tú. […] Mi circulo de amistad es 
prácticamente las chicas que van a [las clases …] No he tenido mucha 
oportunidad de convivir con alguien que podría decirte cosas muy muy básicas 
que todo el mundo sabe: de qué festejan en Halloween, qué es el día del pavo… 
 
I can’t speak much about [culture] because I don’t hang out with people who are 
natives of here. I think the only person is you. My circle of friends is practically 
the ladies who attend classes here. I haven’t had many opportunities to interact 
with someone who could tell you very very basic things that everyone knows, like 
what they celebrate on Halloween, what is Thanksgiving… (author’s translation) 
 
This student shared that although she was living in the United States, she experienced 

barriers to forming relationships with English speaking community members. Her feelings parallel 

existing literature that reports that migrants may feel that their neighbors make “little effort to 

communicate with or learn about them, their background, culture or language" (Holmes, 2015, p. 

112; Butcher, Spoonley, and Trlin, 2006), and that it may be hard for foreigners to develop 

relationships with English speakers in the United States. Gareis and Gareis (2012) studied 

international student friendships in the U.S. and discovered that 38.11% of the participants 

reported having no close American friends (p. 320) and desiring more meaningful interaction with 

host nationals (p. 324). Other studies show that students’ home region and host region significantly 

impacted their satisfaction with their time abroad and the friendships they developed, and that 

experiences of discrimination understandably discourages international students from pursuing 

friendships (Lee & Rice, 2007; Ward & Masgoret, 2004; Gareis, 2012, p. 312). Though there is 

not a body of literature exploring this, adult immigrant and refugee students in community-based 

classes may have an even harder time developing relationships since they are not immersed in an 
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educational system, may not work with American community members, and experience 

discrimination. Indeed, in the interview, students confided that they were not sure whether to 

attribute their neighbors’ seeming unfriendliness to cultural differences or to racism. Though it is 

beyond the scope of this study to discuss intercultural friendships and exchanges, these findings 

suggest that learners in this class are highly interested in sincere conversations with English 

speakers (which could include long-term and more recent dwellers of Tucson, and both native and 

non-native English speakers) outside the classroom, and that they view these relationships as a 

way to mutually share about culture.  

 

Dialogic Activities about Culture 

In the data, I also presented student perceptions in the form of two dialogic activities on 

themes related to culture which both prompted and arose from class discussions. The first focal 

activity, in which students discussed and compared their own cultures to American cultures, 

revealed their nuanced encounters with American culture.  

Though they did not mention race and racism in their discussion, they did ask to learn about 

strategies for dealing with the KKK, suggesting that racial harassment (whether their own 

experiences or those of others) was a critical piece of American culture for them, and one whose 

history they wished to understand more. Therefore, activities and materials designed for teaching 

culture in English as a Second Language classrooms should acknowledge that racism and 

harassment are realities that students may be experiencing, preparing to experience, or aware that 

others are experiencing, and instructors should provide opportunities to dialogue about these 

themes. Materials that just represent a set of descriptors about the characteristics or norms of the 

majority host culture do not leave space for discussion of hard realities which may be part of the 
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lived experiences of marginalized students; they should also include authentic voices of 

individuals with experiences that parallel those of learners. 

Participants’ discussion of discipline also revealed uncertainties about American culture 

and laws about child discipline. These uncertainties would be left unresolved by an image such as 

that depicted in Figure 14, which only depicted an angry mother-figure hitting a frightened child 

and announced that hitting was not acceptable. Despite representing that angrily hitting a child is 

unacceptable, the image in Figure 14 does not address appropriate forms of discipline implemented 

by a loving parent. Rather than contribute to existing fears of parents by threatening them with 

going to jail or having their children removed, activities could explore various forms of discipline 

across generations and cultures, how and when various forms work, and when discipline can cross 

the line into abuse. A text including voices such as the students in the course could prompt other 

learners to offer their perspectives. Such a discussion would more appropriately address the 

complexities of discipline and empower parents not only by allowing them to understand forms of 

discipline that were and were not legally and socially acceptable and addressing fears that their 

children could be removed from their home, but by giving them the opportunity to collaboratively 

dialogue about shared challenges and approaches to bringing up children. 

Students’ concerns about discrimination and racism raise an important point: though 

themes like national holidays and food may come to mind quickly when one thinks of culture, 

there are more realities which impact marginalized learners. The “attitudes” and “beliefs” which 

make up culture and form part of Byram’s (1997) model are certainly not neutral, but can be 

connected to darker realities like racism, discrimination, and stereotypes. Immigrant and refugee 

individuals often experience realities like discrimination and limited power, and these realities tend 

to be excluded from materials or discussions about culture, even though they deeply influence 
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these individuals’ experiences in the host culture as well as what they learn about what it means to 

live as a migrant in a new culture.  

Together, these activities and students’ perceptions helped answer the overarching question 

of how to adopt a dialogic approach to teaching culture in community-based second-language 

classrooms. Students’ feedback—including their requests to learn about Native American cultures, 

medicines, or “real” diets of Americans—reflect their understanding that there is no single 

“national culture” or set of facts that is true about all Americans, along with their subsequent desire 

to learn more about the variety of cultures. Learners—even at a beginning proficiency level—

enthusiastically respond to opportunities to explore and dialogue about the variety of cultures they 

encounter inside and outside of the classroom. 

 

Challenges and Future Opportunities 

 Instructors teaching adults with immigrant and refugee backgrounds in community-based 

contexts can agree that there is a paucity of appropriate, respectful materials for teaching and 

dialoguing about culture. However, this gap invites dialogue. Based on students’ input, I suggest 

that teachers can do the following: 

• Be aware that students and teachers alike may associate culture with nations, facts, and 

media representations, and part of teaching culture is discussing and deconstructing all that 

makes up culture. 

• Be aware of ways that students may be marginalized in ways their teachers do not realize 

or understand, and learn about local histories and sociopolitical factors that may impact 

students’ sense of well-being inside or outside the classroom. 

• Be careful not to present a Pollyanna approach to culture, representing migrant experiences 
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as excessively positive without offering opportunities to dialogue about harsher realities 

that shape their experiences. 

• Find ways to invite learners to interact with other English speakers who are as diverse as 

possible (including non-native and native speakers representing various generational, 

ethnic, linguistic, regional, and socioeconomic identities)—not just as learners or 

informants but as equal-footed interlocutors in conversation. 

• Reflect on the explicit and implicit ways that materials may be patronizing learners, such 

as suggesting they must conform to certain rules, not inviting them to share, or not 

representing their voices in the materials. 

• Analyze cultural artifacts, images, and texts together with students, openly and without 

looking for a fixed or “right” meaning.   

• Never let first-person plural pronouns, blanket references to nation-states, or linguistic 

absolute statements about culture, such as “In America, we do/don’t…”, fall under your or 

your students’ gaze without interrogating them. 

• Whenever possible, include materials that offer the authentic voices of other individuals 

with similar immigrant/refugee experiences, not stories fabricated by textbook producers 

or imagined native speakers informing learners about rules. 

 

Conclusions 

Even when instructors seek to avoid reinforcing simplistic ideas of culture, they must be 

prepared for students’ notions of culture to be complex. Learners may associate “culture” with 

stereotypical holiday traditions, food customs, and media images. Or their understanding of culture 

may be shaped by racism, prejudice, marginalization, colonial and military histories, and 
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discrimination they have heard about or experienced firsthand. Because one’s subject position 

impacts how she experiences culture, it may not be possible to teach from the top down, without 

dialogue.  

Instead of presenting materials which present “facts” about the majority host culture, which 

can disenfranchise marginalized students by ignoring or corroborating their fears, educators can 

provide learners opportunities for dialogue and self-reflection, which are critical for the 

development of ICC. For example, the activities that students participated in revealed the complex 

ways in which they think critically about culture, and the complex factors which shape their 

understandings. In the discussion of gender roles, for example, students did not reach consensus, 

but dialogued about multiple perspectives which spanned not just cultures, but generations and 

also varied at the individual level. In doing so, they were engaged in activities that facilitate 

intercultural communicative competence, including “critical engagement with otherness and 

critical reflection on self” (Byram, 1997, p. 71). The objective of these activities was not “to reach 

a right or wrong solution, nor even to find ways of bridging the gap, but to identify and explore 

the boundary and to explore oneself in the process” (p. 231).  

This chapter has offered examples of dialogue about culture in one community-based ESL 

classroom, and invites instructors in programs to collaborate and consider how they can deepen 

reflective thinking about culture in their own courses and curricula, particularly when working 

with learners with immigrant and refugee backgrounds and in community-based teaching settings. 

Instructors can begin by reflecting on the materials they use or that are available to them and 

consider the affordances and gaps of such materials, as well as whose voices are represented within 

them. This study has demonstrated that these critical discussions should take place in community-
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based language learning contexts, and teachers do not have to wait until learners develop advanced 

linguistic proficiency level to engage in this critical thinking process and dialogue about culture. 
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Chapter 7 

Creative Collaborations in Adult ESL Classrooms: Three Community Language Tutors’ 

Pre-Understandings, Contradictions, and Growth Points 

Drawing upon creativity theory (Tin, 2011, 2013, 2015, 2018) this chapter presents a case 

study of how volunteer community tutors of adult ESL teach and conceptualize their roles as 

teachers. After participant observation and interviews with volunteer teachers in three community 

language classrooms, I examine how collaborating to develop critical creative activities, which 

draw upon creativity theory, critical pedagogy, and principles of second language acquisition 

theory, can broaden the roles teacher-tutors see themselves as fulfilling, thereby facilitating 

increased meaning-making opportunities for students. The following questions will guide this 

journey: 

1. What “pre-understandings” (Johnson & Golombek, 2016) about language and language 

learning do community volunteers reveal as they apply their pedagogical training to 

materials design and lesson planning? Specifically, what do they envision as the goals of 

their lessons, and how do they enact these goals in the classroom? 

2. What “growth points” (Johnson & Golombek, 2016; McNeill, 2000, 2005) or 

contradictions do community tutors experience as they make sense of what is happening in 

their classrooms? 

I will begin by reviewing bodies of literature on creative approaches to teaching language 

and tutor/teacher ideologies. After the literature review, I will introduce a case study of three 

classrooms, describing the context and teachers involved in each, as well as methods for data 

collection and analysis. Then, guided by research question 1, I will report on the initial 

observations of each teacher’s lesson. For each, I will point out the tutors’ intent, the meaning-
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making affordances for students, and opportunities for future growth. Afterward, following 

research question 3, I will describe the creative activities teachers developed, focusing on meaning-

making affordances for students and the insights teachers shared in interviews. I will end by 

suggesting that training for community tutors of adult language learners can increase meaning-

making opportunities for students by providing tutors collaborative, creative learning 

communities. 

 

Theoretical Underpinnings 

Training for Community Literacy Volunteers 

The oft-cited gaps between state and federal funding per K-12 student ($7,500 in 1998) 

compared to adult basic education students ($310) continue to widen (Nelson Christoph, 2009, p. 

82), leading literacy programs to rely on volunteers. However, volunteers should be well-trained 

in order to provide adult students with access to quality instruction. A body of literature has 

investigated the roles of community volunteers in literacy programs for adults with 

immigrant/refugee backgrounds. However, most focus on learning outcomes; few studies examine 

and evaluate volunteer training in adult literacy programs (Whitehead, 2009). Studying volunteers 

is important because they continue to be the primary instructors for these learners (Henrichsen, 

2010), partially because adult literacy programs tend to operate on "shoestring budgets" (Perry & 

Hart, 2013, p. 111; Anderson et al, 2009; McKenna & Fitzpatrick, 2004; Sandman-Hurley, 2008). 

These shoestring budgets lead many programs to decide to employ volunteer tutors, rather than 

staff teachers.  

 Volunteers often decide to teach in literacy programs for humanitarian reasons, including 

the belief that literacy contributes to social justice (O’Connor, 2018). But social justice is not an 
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automatic outcome of good intentions.  As many have pointed out, good volunteer intentions do 

not guarantee positive outcomes for student learning (Belzer, 2006; Burt, Peyton, & Schaetzel, 

2008; Gilbertson, 2000). Students’ learning suffers when their volunteer instructors are not trained, 

and underprepared teachers lacking teaching competencies can do “more harm than good” in ESL 

programs (Durham & Kim, 2019, p. 6; Chao & Kuntz, 2013; Pennycook & Coutand-Marin, 2003; 

Perry & Hart, 2012; Henrichsen, 2010). However, despite the importance of training, volunteer 

teachers are not given adequate training or professional support (Ho, 2017, p. ii; Webb, 2018).  

Some programs offer limited pre-service tutor training, but this does not always transfer to 

teaching practice (Belzer, 2006). Therefore, less pre-service training and more ongoing “just-in-

time” (Belzer, 2006) or “systematic, ongoing” (Durham & Kim, 2019, p. 8) training based on the 

specific needs and strengths of students and tutors would more effectively facilitate tutors’ 

professional growth. In a case study, Perry (2013) attributed a volunteer’s success to personal 

dispositions (such as cultural sensitivity) as well as professional development, including self-

education, seeking mentoring and outside expertise, and purposeful reflection on her teaching.  

Durham & Kim (2019) also emphasize the importance of giving volunteers the opportunity to 

share.  

 

Teacher Cognition: Mindful L2 Teacher Education 

Even professionally trained language teachers enter the profession with “largely 

unarticulated, yet deeply ingrained, everyday concepts about language, language learning, and 

language teaching” (Johnson & Golombek, 2016, p. 517). Understanding these deeply ingrained 

concepts is important because there is an “inextricable relationship between teacher identity and 

classroom practice” (Kanno & Stuart, 2011, p. 250) for beginning and experienced teachers alike 
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(Johnson & Golombek, 2016, p. 12). In other words, teacher understandings will impact how and 

what they teach and how they interact with students. 

Emerging L2 teachers may experience contradictions when they find that "[w]hat is 

imparted in teacher education programs, or in literature advocating particular approaches to or 

goals in language teaching, may be at odds with the larger sociocultural, institutional, and historical 

discourses shaping a particular teaching context" (Johnson & Golombek, 2016, p. 12). Johnson & 

Golombek (2016) evoke McNeill’s (2000, 2005) construct of “growth points”—or the 

“contradictions” between what a teacher envisions happening and what actually happens during 

teaching—as opportunities for teacher educators to initiate thoughtful dialogue with teachers-in-

training.  

Emotions are also closely tied to how teachers experience contradictions. First, 

experiencing contradictions can lead to an emotional response. Johnson & Golombek (2016) 

observe that the pre-service/novice teachers’ "maturing capabilities are expressed as intensely 

emotional ‘highs and lows’ that emerge from being asked to perform as self-directed teachers 

before they have the necessary competence to do so" (p. 43). Community volunteers are often 

tasked with teaching before they have had any professional development. These contradictions can 

result in cognitive/emotional dissonance or instability, leading teachers to experience “a crisis of 

confidence” or even blame their students or themselves (p. 45). Teachers’ emotions may also 

provide insight into how they are making sense of the contradictions they experience. According 

to Johnson & Golombek (2016), teachers reveal their contradictions through “emotionally 

indexing language and behavior in such moments" (p. 45). Therefore, attention to teachers’ 

emotional language can help teacher educators understand the contradictions teachers face and 

how they make sense of them. Finally, the emotions of teacher educators are important, and it is 
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important for teacher-educators to “stay attuned to our own subjectivities in the emergent, 

relational interactions we co-construct with teachers" (p. 43). Because of the close relationship 

between emotions and contradictions, teacher educators can be most effective when they are highly 

attuned to their teacher mentees’ emotions and experiences, as well as their own. 

 

Obuchenie, Perezhivanie, and growth points 

The emotions of teachers and learners come together and provide a nexus for collaborative 

dialogue. Taking a Vygotskian approach to teacher education, Johnson (2015) and Johnson & 

Golombek (2016) consider obuchenie, or the collaborative teaching/learning relationships and 

dialogue which involves a teacher educator mediating novice L2 teachers as they teach and learn. 

In order for a teacher educator to engage in the dialogue of obuchenie, she must understand 

teachers’ pre-understandings, or "the competence learners bring to bear on a novel event or 

experience" (p. 517; Miller, 2011, p. 377). Teachers’ pre-understandings can be accessed through 

perezhivanie, Vygotsky’s term for their subjective interpretations of their lived experiences (p. 

42). Perezhivanie captures “the emotional and visceral impact of lived experiences on the prism 

through which all future experiences are refracted (see van der Veer & Valsiner, 1994)" (p. 42). 

Both obuchenie and perezhivanie can be enacted and revealed through dialogue. In one study, 

Johnson (2015) reported that a teacher educator recognized a team of teachers’ pre-understandings 

of the concept of parallelism, and dialogically pushed them to broaden their understanding of the 

theme and how to teach it (p. 525). In sum, carrying out obuchenie requires teacher trainers to 

“attend to what our teachers bring to our interactions: where they are coming from and how they 

understand what they are experiencing” (Johnson & Golombek, 2016, p. 42), as well as their own 

emotional responses.  
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 All of these considerations are part of what Johnson & Golombek (2016) call “Mindful L2 

Teacher Education.” Mindful L2 Teacher Education is about creating conditions for teacher 

growth and “exposing teachers to psychological tools” (p. 164) as they merge their theoretical, 

pedagogical, and content knowledge. As they summarize it, 

"Mindful L2 Teacher Education entails attention to what teachers bring to their 
learning-to-teach experiences (pre-understandings), how teachers are experiencing 
what they are learning (perezhivanie), the emergent, contingent, and responsive 
nature of teacher/teacher educator mediation (responsive mediation), the 
development of new understandings (concept development) in situations where 
teachers’ pre-understandings are inadequate, and the mediational means 
(mediational spaces, tools, and activities) through which teachers begin to 
reconceptualize how they think about and attempt to enact their instructional 
practices in the setting in which they teach" (p. 170) 
 

Mindful education involves understanding not just what teachers are doing in the 

classroom, but why and how they feel about it, and working with teachers to dialogue and 

grow together. 

Freirean Reciprocal Dialogue 

 Understanding teachers’ pre-understandings, experiences, and other ideologies is 

important because these things impact teaching methods. In the context of agrarian reform, Freire 

asserts that “methodological failings can always be traced to ideological errors” (Goulet, 2005, p. 

x), though problematic ideologies—such as paternalism and “non-reciprocity between experts and 

‘helpees’” (p. x) are often implicit. In Education for Critical Consciousness, Freire (1974) 

considers how to train teachers working with historically marginalized adults to teach effectively 

while also developing attitudes of respect and reciprocity with their students. In his introduction 

to the work, Denis Goulet remarks that a teacher’s “ability to dialogue with educatees in a mode 

of reciprocity” is the mark of a successful educator (p. xii). Reciprocal dialogue—which involves 
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an attitude of respect and collaborative problem-solving—is important between teachers and 

students as well as between teachers and teacher educators.  

 Freire offers educators ideas of what reciprocal dialogue can look like, both ideologically 

and pedagogically. Ideologically, he emphasizes the importance of developing “horizontal 

relationships” and finding “solutions with the people and never for them or imposed on them” 

(Freire, p. 13). Pedagogically, he recommends incorporating into lessons culture circles, dialogues, 

group debates, stimulating visuals, and themes chosen by groups rather than by the teacher. 

However, incorporating these elements into lessons is not enough to transform teaching into 

“education rather than domestication” (Freire, 1974, p. 45). These pedagogical elements, while 

important, are “the purely technical aspect of the procedure” (Freire, 1974, p. 45). Teaching 

pedagogy is much easier than creating new attitudes—attitudes of dialogue—especially if they 

were absent in our own educational experiences (p. 45). For this reason, focusing on attitudes and 

dialogue is at least as important as the details of a pedagogical approach, according to Freire. 

Creativity in Language Learning by Focusing on Unknown Meanings 

Researching creativity with second language learners “in the periphery” (such as Karen 

refugees from Burma), Tan Bee Tin (2011, 2013, 2015, 2018) models classroom activities that 

promote reciprocal, collaborative attitudes and activities. She argues that, following 

communicative approaches, traditional language learning tasks focus on talking about known 

meaning. For example, learners are given a sentence structure such as “there is/there are” and 

asked to describe what they see in a picture. Even traditional learning tasks that invite students to 

share new information with an interlocutor, such as referential questions that invite learners to 

share information about their families with their partners, tend to prioritize known meaning, since 

the information is not new to the person sharing it. Tin argues that students should instead be 
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invited to focus on unknown meanings, or meaning “new to self.” Along with increasing learner 

motivation, focusing on these new meanings allow learners to broaden existing vocabulary and 

grammar and combine words in unfamiliar ways.  

Tin (2013) proposes that strategic use of formal and semantic constraints can promote 

creativity, which she defines as "the playful use of language to construct new and surprising 

meaning" (p. 387; see also Tin, 2011). In constraint tasks, learners are prompted to search among 

unknown (or not-yet-articulated, I would suggest) to construct meaning. In Tin’s method, learners 

engage in an idea generation phase and an idea exploration phase. In the idea generation phase, 

they generate language and language forms without knowing exactly what the goals of the final 

tasks will be or the meaning their forms will take. In the “idea exploration phase” that follows, the 

instructor reveals a constraint, and the learners are encouraged to construct new meaning within 

this constraint.  

Tin (2013) cites a number of examples in her own work. For example, in the idea generation 

phase, students write adjectives corresponding to the first letters of each other’s names (p. 392). 

Moving into the idea exploration phase, they use the adjectives to write a poem about the members 

of a class to help learn each other’s names and build community. Another example, cited in chapter 

4, is when learners talked about their life and learning goals in the idea generation phase. Then,  

they wrote about their life dreams in a haiku form. 

In sum, while many communicative tasks prioritize communicating known meanings, these 

creative activities have the goal of constructing new or unknown meanings, partially by playing or 

stretching what is known. In a sense, this is a form of scaffolding. The approach gives students 

agency to generate language relevant to them while still providing guidance through a semantic 

theme or grammatical structure. The “constraints” are not all imposed at once, and they invite 
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playing with language and generating new forms. Linguistically, they are working with a lot of 

new vocabulary, but they are generating it themselves or learning it from their classmates, rather 

than memorizing it from a list or a textbook. They are working with grammatical forms, but they 

apply their own content to the forms, rather than using pre-generated content (about fictional 

textbook characters, for example) to practice the form. In this way, they are producing new 

meanings and using language playfully, creatively, and authentically.  

Gaps 

The literature review reveals that volunteer community language teachers tend not to have 

access to the same professional development opportunities as their professionally trained 

counterparts, such as K-12 or university instructors, even though volunteer community tutors are 

largely responsible for providing language instruction to community-based adult language learners 

with immigrant and refugee backgrounds. Teacher education research across contexts suggests 

that reciprocal dialogue between students and teachers, and between teachers and teacher 

educators, can lead to growth. Teacher educators can target contradictions or growth points as 

opportunities for reciprocal dialogue. Alongside addressing attitudes and emotions, the act of 

facilitating creative activities which move beyond “known meaning” may be a way for teachers to 

promote reciprocal dialogue in the language classroom. 

The chapter will address gaps in the existing literature by considering community language 

tutors, focusing on their reasoning teaching (Johnson 1999), or “the complex ways in which 

teachers figure out how to teach a particular topic, with a particular group of students, at a 

particular time, in a particular classroom, within a particular school” (Johnson & Golombek, 2016, 

p. 7). Specifically, this chapter employs reciprocal dialogue to explore volunteer teachers’ evolving 
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pre-understandings and the contradictions they experience as they collaborate to facilitate creative 

language learning activities. 

Methods 

Theoretical Framework  

This chapter will explore how participating in a collaborative, creative approach to lesson 

planning through the Tin’s constraints model can enrichen the pedagogical and creative 

complexity of lessons teachers create while cultivating horizontal (Freire, 1974, p. 40) 

relationships between learners and teachers. While previous chapters have emphasized how such 

creative approaches benefit learners by expanding their meaning-making opportunities, this 

chapter will focus on how teachers work with and reflect on creative, collaborative activities. Data 

will be analyzed by drawing upon Freire’s reciprocal dialogue, and analyzed using key themes 

from Johnson & Golombek’s (2016) Mindful L2 teaching, such as pre-understandings and growth 

points. 

Teaching Context 

Literacy Connects 

All classes where research took place were offered through Literacy Connects, a local non-

profit providing five different literacy programs in Tucson. The ELAA (English Language 

Acquisition for Adults) program, one of these programs, offers ____ classes across Tucson each 

semester, all staffed by teams of volunteers. From January-May 2019, when data were collected, 

____ volunteers were teaching ____ classes at public schools, libraries, and community centers. 

The ELAA program has three main staff members, one of which is in charge of coaching 

volunteers. Volunteers are expected to commit to at least twelve hours of pre-service training, 

followed by professional development and coaching each semester. Kate, the volunteer trainer, 
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served in the Peace Corps, obtained an MA degree in Language, Reading, and Culture, and 

regularly presents and attends professional conferences. She is energetic, dedicated to coaching 

tutors, and committed to keeping up-to-date with research. Trainings focus on the importance of 

communicative teaching, respecting adults’ diverse background knowledge and experiences, and 

engaging students with thoughtful activities. Literacy Connects does not accept federal funding, 

and as a result, is not mandated to require standardized testing. Most importantly, the organization 

does not have to ask participants for any form of documentation to participate. Because individuals 

in the Tucson community can attend classes free-of-charge regardless of documentation status, 

many learners attend who wouldn’t have access to other language classes.  

Centro de Recursos Familiar Southwest | Southwest Family Resource Center 

 

 

Figure 19: Centro de Recursos Familiar Southwest / Southwest Family Resource Center  
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Southwest Family Resource Center / Centro de Recursos Familiar Southwest is located in 

South Tucson. On the thirteen-mile drive from the University of Arizona, the road markers change 

from miles to kilometers. The Center is affiliated with the local public school district and offers 

free breakfasts and lunches, as well as activities for parents and families. Students ring a bell to be 

let in the building, where they are free to walk to their classroom (taking a meal, if they wish). The 

classrooms feature white boards, tables, and chairs, but no Wi-Fi or other technology.   

Pat Saito retired from a prosperous career as an Environmental Engineer before deciding 

to volunteer teaching an intermediate ESL class. Warm weather, food, culture, relaxed traffic, and 

a “pocket of blue” drew her to Tucson from a colder, more crowded city, and she decided to 

volunteer at a non-profit to “give back to and connect with [her] community.” After attending two 

training sessions, she assisted in an adult learning classroom for a few months, and then became 

the sole teacher for an intermediate English as a Second Language class. She loves her students, 

but finds the preparation daunting. “There is such a wide world of options, that you really don’t 

know where to start,” she explains.  Often, she starts by choosing a theme that is practical to her 

students, like going to the doctor or getting a job. “You have to go find the materials and it’s never 

exactly right, and so I end up copying, pasting, editing,” she laughs at the list she has rattled off, 

“and trying to make it relevant.” Pat estimates spending six hours a week searching for and 

modifying materials for her class, which meets twice a week for 90 minutes, but she struggles to 

create “continuity” in her curriculum. Feeling isolated, she volunteered to participate in a 

collaborative research project about designing creative lessons in adult ESL classrooms. 

Pat’s native language is Japanese, and she remembers learning English as a young child 

when she moved to the United States. She shares that she should probably learn Spanish, because 

all of her students speak it, but she wants them to speak English only in her classroom.  
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Woods Memorial Library 

Woods Memorial Library is located in a dynamic part of central Tucson. Its location along 

a bus route and proximity to numerous stores and apartment complexes makes it a popular 

destination for visitors of all ages. It, along with other public libraries in Pima county, is guarded 

by an armed security guard who assumed in active role in enforcing library policies, such as 

making sure tables and chairs were arranged appropriately. On my first visit, this guard entered 

the classroom and asked me to leave because I had unknowingly wheeled my bike into a prohibited 

area. (talk more about the problems with armed guards given students’ lives—and Lana’s/LC’s 

attempts to address these through rights-based conversations, but that it impacted/damaged 

students to experience officers in their classrooms). Students in this class came to Tucson from all 

over the world. The classroom doubles as a community meeting room and has long tables, chairs, 

and white boards.   

 Two volunteer tutors co-teach the intermediate class. Thaina, a 20-something tutor, is a 

professional teacher in Brazil, where she grew up. In addition to teaching at Woods, she teaches 

ESL online. Karen, her co-teacher, retired many years ago and has been volunteering at Literacy 

Connects for years.  

Palo Verde  

Palo Verde is a public high school which has a family resource center on its campus. The 

teacher, Bobbi, lived abroad in the United Arab Emirates for eight years and taught English. She 

also received a TESOL certificate from UC Santa Barbara, but before starting to tutor at Literacy 

Connects, she had only worked one-on-one with learners, rather than having an entire class.   

Data Collection 
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 Data include classroom observations, individual 60-minute teacher interviews, and 

student artifacts. I also conducted 60-minute group interviews with students and student surveys. 

I observed at least five sessions (90-120 minutes each) for each of three class contexts, for a total 

of 30 hours of participant observation across three classrooms. After the five sessions, I 

conducted an interview. Class sessions were organized as follows: 

Visit 1:  I introduced myself, explained the project, and gave students an informed consent form 

about the project to take home. During class, I recorded notes about how many students were 

there, how long they worked on each activity, and what materials they used. I noted what the 

teacher said and what the students were asked to do. 

Visits 2-5: I observed classes, taking notes above. Sometimes, I led or co-led parts of the lesson. 

Students who consent would allow Amanda to quickly make a copy (or take a picture) of the 

work they produced in class, so that they would take their work home. 

Visit 6: I conducted a survey (which took approximately thirty minutes) and a 60-minute interview 

(group discussion)/survey about students’ reactions to the creative project. With students’ 

consent, I audio-recorded interviews for the purpose of transcribing them later. 

On the day of student interviews, I gave students interview questions in English and 

Spanish and allowed them to discuss the questions in small groups of 3-4. After they had discussed 

the questions, we can together as a whole group and I debriefed with them, inviting them to share 

more and allowing them to elaborate on themes I thought I heard emerge.  

 

Data Analysis 

Before, after, and between sessions, I communicated with teachers about plans and 

debriefed the sessions. I did not audio-record these interviews, but I recorded the content of the 
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discusses in my field notes. I audio-recorded and transcribed student interviews, but did not code 

them for this manuscript. Instead, I used the data to member-check the results. 

At the end of the five sessions, I conducted more extensive teacher interviews. Interviews 

were audio-recorded and lasted approximately sixty minutes. I asked teachers questions about their 

teaching backgrounds and experiences, classroom practices and rules, teaching decisions, views 

about creativity and critical thinking, and understanding of students (for a full list of questions, see 

Appendix). 

After completing the interviews, I loosely transcribed them and coded them according to 

the following themes which emerged from the dialogues and from Johnson & Golombek’s (2016) 

work on Mindful L2 Teaching: Pre-understandings, dissonance/contradictions, beliefs and practice 

about materials/lesson design, beliefs about goals of ESL instruction/curriculum, teacher 

gatekeeping roles, student needs, and motivations and goals for teaching. As I present the results 

from the observations, I will interweave the comments and perspectives teachers shared in 

interviews and conversations throughout the semester. 

 

How Community Tutors Envision and Enact their Roles: Initial Observations 

Woods 

 Karen introduces her lesson by telling students it is grammar hour. She divides students 

into five groups and gives each group a grammar worksheet with one of the following five themes: 

1) three parts of English verbs, 2) examples of past, present, and present perfect tenses, 3) when 

“since” is used, 4) when “for” is used, 5) how to make comparisons with short adjectives, 5) how 

contractions are used with the present perfect tense. 
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The group I’m with is tasked with making comparisons. They have three circles they have 

to compare according to size (big, bigger, biggest) and three pictures of money ($1, $20, and $100) 

they have to compare according to expense (expensive, more expensive, most expensive). One of 

the students in my group argues that the answers should be “cheap, expensive, and more 

expensive.” The instructor corrects him.  

Each group draws their answers on the board. As a whole group, instructor tells students 

they will be reviewing last week’s grammar, which will focus on tenses or grammatical themes a 

doctor may use. The review includes 1) irregular verbs, 2) differences between “since” and “for,” 

3) comparative and superlatives, and 4) use of contractions in the present tense. After this review, 

the instructor introduces new grammar: irregular verbs. She tells students their goal is to learn five 

irregular verbs for each class meeting. She explained that she decided to ask them to learn five 

verbs because a former student told her this had helped her learn English. This weeks’ verbs are 

get, give, have, come, and see.  

After this, the instructor divides students into As and Bs. She gives them a list of phrasal 

verbs (get away, give up, give in, come across, see to, have over) and goes over each verb as a 

whole group. Students are given a worksheet where they ask and answer questions using these 

verbs. For homework, she gives students a worksheet on using phrasal verbs. She made up the 

worksheet herself. The top instructs students to practice the phrasal verbs “get, give, come, have, 

see” by guessing the meanings and filling in blanks, such as “I didn’t think he was telling the truth. 

He didn’t come across as an honest person.” Each day before class, she collects the homework and 

tells students what she is “pleased” or “displeased” to see the students do. 

 Karen’s lesson plans reflect her pre-understandings that grammar is a key piece of language 

instruction. These pre-understandings result from her perezhivanie, or experiences learning 
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languages herself. However, she experiences contradictions which challenge this notion as she 

observes her co-teacher, an experienced language teacher, engage students in communicative 

activities. These contradictions led her to seek additional professional development workshops and 

try to incorporate more communicative opportunities into her lessons. Karen shared a lesson plan 

with me and explained the ways she hoped to incorporate communicative principles into her plan. 

In the grammar exercise, she intended to have students work in small groups to determine the 

grammar rules, and then teach what they learned to their classmates in other groups. She hoped to 

have them discuss about the meanings of phrasal verbs with their partners, and work together to 

guess how they were used.    

 Karen’s class structure also reveals her pre-understandings of the role of a teacher. She 

maintained close control of the class and mainly lectured. The emotions she expressed in the 

classroom were closely related to students’ performance, as she explained to them that she “liked” 

or “was displeased” at their homework, and that she was “excited” when she heard them use a 

grammar concept.  

Southwest 

It is Tuesday, January 28th. Eight students (seven females and one male) are present in Pat’s 

class. The tables are lined in a row in front of the board. Behind them are rows of tables with 

computers. Pat asks me to sit in the back, at one of the computers. All students are Spanish 

speakers. The instructor writes the class objectives on the board: 1) Learning English alphabet 

pronunciation, 2) Practice making doctor appointments. She also writes Super Bowl on the board 

and points out that the Super Bowl is Sunday. She asks who likes to watch it and says she likes the 

game because traffic is good and she can do other things. She explains that football and soccer are 

different. A student shares that in Mexico (in Spanish), football is called “American soccer.”  
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Pat asks them to take out a worksheet from the previous session on getting to know each 

other. The worksheet had seven verb charts for the verbs “play, like, drive, know, work, have, be.” 

At the bottom of the worksheet, there were seven “Find someone who” questions, each 

corresponding “Do you___” questions. Pat had created the questions based on students in the class, 

so they included, “Find someone who was born in Hermosillo/ Were you born in Hermosillo?” 

and “Find someone who works for Tucson schools? Do you work for Tucson schools?”  

The instructor says she would like to go over the grammatical difference between “find 

someone who likes to dance” and “Do you like to dance?” She explains why you ask “do you 

like,” which does not have an “s,” but “who likes” with an “s.” She explains that you add an “s” 

with regular verbs, but irregular verbs such as have/has change. 

Then, the instructor tells the class they are going to practice making a doctor’s appointment 

over the phone. She asks students when they need to make appointments in English. As they think, 

she writes a list on the board: appointments, emergencies, school, shopping/stores, call in sick, 

order food, pay bills. Pat mentions that spelling the alphabet in English is important. She passes 

out a worksheet with the alphabet on it. Next to each letter is a noun that starts with that letter and 

a picture of the noun. Pat leads the class in practicing saying each letter and spelling words. On 

the back of the worksheet, Pat has written out an “English alphabet pronunciation for Spanish 

speakers.” Next to each letter of the alphabet, she has typed its Spanish equivalent (ei, bi, si, etc.).  

The class brainstorms potential questions a doctor might ask a patient. (What’s wrong? 

What’s your name? Do you have insurance? Address, birthday, patient status, etc.). Then, Pat 

passes out a worksheet on medical symptoms. The two-columned worksheet lists thirty-eight 

medical symptoms, such as pain, tingling, shortness of breath, and convulsions. As a class, students 

write translations next to the vocabulary words and go over the meaning. Around 10:20, fifty 
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minutes into the class, the instructor passes out a worksheet with a dialogue on it about making an 

appointment for a father over the phone.  

Then, Pat gives students a word written on a strip of paper. She asks them to spell it out, 

reminding them to slow down and answer clarification requests. Examples include “headache,” 

“vomiting,” “numbness,” “dizziness,” “diarrhea.” They do this activity as a whole group, and she 

calls on individual students to respond.  After this activity, Pat and I model the dialogue. In pairs, 

they practice a phone call to a medical office, repeating and spelling out words.  Then they switch 

partners 2-3 times, spending the rest of the class (about thirty minutes) on the activity. 

 

Figure 20: Phone Call to Medical Office 
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Pat’s lesson reflects her pre-understandings of instruction and what students need to learn. 

She is committed to teaching as much as possible, and plans lengthy lessons which address 

multiple themes. Pat has clearly spent a lot of time preparing her lessons, and she has invested 

hours into creating her own worksheet materials. She has attended as many professional 

development workshops as possible, and she seeks to keep lessons “interactive” by having students 

dialogue about their preferences through partner interviews before she introduces the grammar.  

One of Pat’s strongest pre-understandings relates to the role of English in instruction. She 

is firmly convinced that instruction should be in English only, and that students should only speak 

English in class. However, this belief leads to a contradiction, as she also wants to find ways for 

students to bring in their own knowledge into the classroom.  

Palo Verde 

 Bobbi is leading an activity on being a tenant. She brings in three paragraphs of a text 

(below) which will form the base for a reading and discussion activity. She divides the group 

into three, gives each group one paragraph, and has them read it together. Then, she asks her 

students to share what they read with the other students in the class. As they talk, Bobbi writes 

down key vocabulary words and clarifies their meaning. 
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Figure 21: During Your Tenancy 

Bobbi’s choice of text and activity reflects her pre-understanding/perezhivanie of who 

students are and what they need to learn. The choice of this text suggest students are tenants. 

Though the jigsaw activity promotes reading, the content of the text reflected only the landlord’s 

view on tenancy.  

Summary: Tutors’ Practices and Ideologies 

 The initial observations revealed community tutors’ pre-understandings about who 

students are, how they should learn, and content and approach to language teaching. In the next 

section, I describe the creative collaboration phase, where I would explore whether these pre-
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understandings resulted in any contradictions as they incorporated more creative, collaborative 

activities and fewer survival themes into instruction. 

Creative Collaboration Phase: Presentation of Results 

For the creative collaboration phase of the project, I asked teachers if they would allow me 

to collaborate with them to create and/or teach activities using Tin’s model of constraints, 

described in the literature review. The goal of using Tin’s model was to provide teachers with 

another framework for planning lessons—using communication and exploration of unknown 

meanings, rather than survival and grammar—as starting points. This model challenges the 

veneration of “survival” themes for language learning. I modeled the first example.  

Got Anger? 

Idea generation: Students brainstorm words that have to do with anger, emotions, culture, and 

strategies on a mind map before listening to a radio article on anger. 

Idea exploration: Students use the mind map to write an acrostic poem using the title of the article 

we have discussed: Got Anger. 

For this task, we used Tin’s constraint method as a pre-reading and reading exercise about 

a short clip published on NPR titled, “Got Anger?” In the idea generation phase, each group created 

a mind-map on themes from the text: anger, culture, emotions, and strategies. They were instructed 

to write any words or phrases that came to mind related to these key words.   

Figure 22: Got Anger? 
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After discussing the mind map, we listened to the radio clip. After students had 

comprehended the text, we moved to the next phase in Tin’s model. In the idea exploration phase, 

students took the title of the text they had just read and, using each other’s words as well as the 

discussion from the board, wrote their own acrostic poem on the theme. Then, they performed their 

poems, compared them, and discussed similarities and differences. 

 

Who’s Speaking? 

Idea generation: Students write down a problem on a post-it note 

Idea exploration: Students role play a phone dialogue between two individuals (of their choice) 

discussing that problem. 

In Woods Memorial Library, we performed a constraints task related to phone conversations.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 23: Who’s Speaking? 

Ask the Doctor 

Idea generation: Students write out health conditions on post-it notes 

Idea exploration: Students write a comic strip dialogue between a doctor and patient about one of 

the health problems. 
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For my creative collaboration with Pat, she wanted to continue on the theme of health, 

since she had been teaching it in the previous several weeks. After considering potential activities, 

Pat found a Calvin and Hobbs cartoon for the students. She explained she liked it because it 

contains everyday (authentic) language and deals with the theme of going to the doctor.  

Figure 24: Ask the Doctor 

We began the lesson by asking students to brainstorm illnesses. Their responses were 

creative and surpassed any that we would have conjured, including hyperthyroidism, gestational 

diabetes, and gout. She then led a lesson on the cartoon in which she pre-taught vocabulary, and 

then the students read the comic and engaged in comprehension discussion questions. Finally, 

students wrote their own doctor-patient interaction as a cartoon using one of the illnesses they had 

generated at the beginning of class.  

Pat led the discussion and introduced the Calvin and Hobbes cartoon, which we modeled 

as a dialogue and then students repeated. Students were highly engaged when discussing 

differences between health care in Mexico and in the United States. They all laughed when one 

student complained that American doctors always prescribed Tylenol for everything. Several 

students later represented and referred to this shared joke when they drew their comics. Students 

used many advanced idioms, such as “that does it!” and “couch potato.”  
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Roses are Red… 

Idea generation: Students brainstorm words that rhyme with “blue” 

Idea exploration: Students use their list to write a variation of a “roses are red” poem 

For Valentine’s Day, Pat and I collaborated to do another creative activity. 

As students came in, Pat had them select origami papers and cut them out while they 

waited for class to start. Then, we began by asking them to brainstorm words that 

rhymed with blue. Pat introduced them to the famous Valentine’s poem “roses are 

red…” and a few other versions. Then, she asked them to complete the phrase “Love is ____,” and 

she introduced them to the song “L-O-V-E.” They read along with the lyrics and sang as she played 

it for them. Finally, she introduced the activity: writing a Valentine’s card to a person of their 

choice. She invited them to use their “Roses are red…” poems, their “love is…” poems, or any of 

the terms of endearment we had written on the board. Students chose to write to their partners and 

children, and some took extra paper home to finish the activity. Since this was a personal activity, 

I felt it was inappropriate to ask to take pictures, but two students volunteered their work for me 

(see below). 

 

            

Figure 25: Valentines 
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Discussion: Pre-Understandings, Contradictions, and Growth Points 

Pre-Understanding: Teaching as Giving Back 

Tutors understood volunteer teaching as a way to “give back to,” “get involved with,” and 

“connect with” the community, particularly in retirement or during life seasons when they had 

more free time. However, they experienced dissonance when they realized how much time 

teaching took. Pat explained, “I thought I would have so much time after I retired, but that hasn’t 

turned out to be the case.” She laughs, “There are still only 24 hours in the day.” Pat sighed as she 

lamented that finding relevant materials “the hardest part, and I think that takes me way more time 

than I thought it would.” She estimated spending an average of five or six hours a week looking 

for lessons. Even after tutoring for five years, Bobbi agreed that planning “takes a lot of time” and 

can feel overwhelming.  

The understanding of teaching as giving back also led to emotional dissonance when 

students attended irregularly. Pat lamented that it was hard to plan because “you plan and then a 

totally different group of students shows up.” Even when I explained that an abundance of 

literature confirmed that irregular attendance is part of the context of teaching community-based 

classes to adults with busy lives and many responsibilities, she asked me to add a question in the 

student interviews about why attendance was irregular. She was concerned that it had to do with 

her teaching or students’ disinterest, despite abundance of literature indicating irregular attendance 

is part of the context of teaching community-based classes to adults with busy lives and many 

responsibilities. When we talked to students, they affirmed that appointments, transportation, and 

life in general were the reasons students sometimes participated irregularly. Pat understood in 

theory that her students were engaged and prioritized learning, but were also busy adults juggling 
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multiple responsibilities, but she still experienced this as a conflict, as her perezhivanie indicated 

that she still didn’t fully understand why students couldn’t block out the time to attend consistently. 

The teachers found it overwhelming that “giving back” took so much time and that students didn’t 

always acknowledge their hard work by attending regularly.  

Pre-Understanding: English Only  

Pat and Bobbi held the opinion that their students should speak English only in order to 

learn most effectively, and they brought this pre-understanding into their first days of class. When 

I asked about class expectations, Pat explained, “I do tell the students and have told them that this 

is an English—an intermediate ESL class, and therefore, we will all speak English.” When asked 

about classroom expectations or rules, Bobbi and her co-teacher, Kathy, also shared that “we don’t 

have a whole lot of rules. […]. “Obviously we talked to them about trying to use English as much 

as possible as opposed to Spanish.” Bobbi’s co-teacher added that, “I feel like that [speaking 

Spanish] is a crutch that’s hard for them to let go of. It’s easy to sort of swing back to that, and 

sometimes they start off trying to explain to another student that’s maybe a little bit lost, and then 

it sort of devolves into using that all the time.” Bobbi remembered how students in her class “got 

themselves back on track” when another person in the group didn’t speak Spanish, and made sure 

to include them using English, even if they also used Spanish. By referring to students’ native 

language as “a crutch,” and stating that “obviously” English was the goal, the teachers reveal their 

understanding that English as the preferred language in the classroom.  

The “English only” ideologies also contradict teachers’ beliefs about including students in 

curricular decisions. Though the teachers consult their students about what they would like to 

learn—with all three reporting surveying students about class themes on the first day of class—

they impose this “English only” expectation early on. Pat says, “I told them at the beginning, and 
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I reinforced it during the first few classes, and I think they pretty much get it to the point where 

they’re telling each other, ‘no Spanish.’” I asked Pat how the students reacted to this expectation, 

and she said, “They agreed because they wanted to improve their English.” The other teachers, 

too, reported having an English-only policy that students agreed to (but didn’t always follow) for 

the same reason. Like Pat, Bobbi established this expectation, as her students playfully noted when 

they chimed in in unison to say that the “teacher” came up with English only rules. Pat’s 

perezhivanie likened using Spanish with disrespect. While talking about how much she loves her 

students, she equated speaking Spanish with disinterest and lack of focus, sharing that “other 

classes are not as respectful” and “talk in Spanish.”  53:00  

However, their convictions about “English only” policies contradict with their realization 

that using other languages can help their students. Pat concedes that “If [using other languages] 

will help someone get the lesson, then I think it’s valid,” and says she has told her students “we 

will all speak English, although you know, you can look up words on the phone and you can help 

your neighbor if you need to in Spanish if they don’t understand” (14:30). She also explained that 

she sometimes asks students about songs or poems in their home countries. Karen was the only 

tutor who reported a flexible stance towards other languages. She echoed Pat’s sentiment, saying 

that although she “certainly encourage[s] them to use English, I notice particularly with the 

Spanish-speaking students, once in awhile one of them can explain something that works really 

well for another student, so I don’t have any problem with that at all.” 

Pre-Understanding: Language as Structure  

Teachers revealed an understanding of language as the structure of the language. In practice 

as well as in our conversations, this came out as prioritizing grammar instruction and equating 
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“teaching English” with “teaching grammar.” Karen articulated this sentiment when I asked her 

about her goals for teaching:  

What I’m interested in is making the most of every minute in these classes for the 
students because their exposure is so slight and their need is so huge. Part of what 
I choose is dependent upon hearing them talk to each other or try to talk in class 
and seeing what could be given as an exercise. For instance, some time ago, I think 
maybe it was last fall, I became aware that there was a real need to teach the 
comparative because they weren’t comfortable with that and it wasn’t coming out. 
So if I observe or listen to something then I try to teach it. And then I just try to 
think about which area of grammar I could give them that would be most helpful. 

 
In describing how she identified student needs, Karen focused solely on grammar, mentioning the 

comparative and phrasal verbs as recent topics would be most helpful to her students. It is 

important to note that Karen is a grammar aficionada, and even corrected her own grammar within 

the course of the interview. For example, when talking about classroom expectations, she said, 

“One time we had to insist that three speakers of Thai not sit together because they talked—

betwe—well this would be among—themselves. They talked among themselves, and it was 

distracting.” Karen admitted that her interests and experiences with grammar motivated her to 

focus heavily on grammar in her own classroom. 

The belief that language teaching is about teaching the structures of language caused 

dissonance when teachers felt they were not prepared with background knowledge about language. 

Pat explained, “Because […] language is not my background, then I have to refresh myself on like, 

what is a modal, and what does it mean and what are the rules? And so I have to learn it all over 

again before I can even begin to think about putting together a lesson. So, it’s work.” In a different 

interview, Bobbi expressed the same sentiment, sharing, “sometimes it’s about understanding the 

grammar points because I don’t understand the grammar points and I want to make sure I 

understand because I don’t understand them. It takes a lot of time.” Both tutors believed that they 
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had to learn rules about language before she could teach it, and therefore spent a lot of their 

preparation time trying to understand grammatical rules rather than on other things. 

Critical Thinking Not a Goal/Outcome of Instruction 

In addition, the pre-understanding of language as structure formed a lens through which 

tutors interpreted what was going on in the classroom and their roles. For one, it framed their 

understanding of critical thinking as a means to analyze grammar. When asked if critical thinking 

played a role in the classroom—either as a goal or an outcome of teaching—, all of the teachers 

referenced other language skills, specifically grammar. Karen expressed that she did “not see it as 

an outcome,” adding that “it would be an outcome if they become more competent in the language, 

but it’s certainly not the goal. That’s down the road when they have larger vocabularies.” Pat also 

likened critical thinking to grammar, answering, “Well I think they have to do critical thinking if 

they are going to use grammar correctly. I thought they got it, but they’re still putting ‘s’ where it 

doesn’t’ belong.” 37:00 These instructors both thought of critical thinking as dependent on 

language structure and vocabulary. 

 Similarly, when I asked Bobbi about critical thinking, she responded, “I think they’re 

getting to the point where we can do more of that [critical thinking], but I feel like language wise 

[…], Literacy Connects generally deals with lower functioning [pauses, dissatisfied with this word 

choice] people with less English […] These guys [in this class] are going pretty well, but they 

usually come in very— lacking confidence and not hardly being able to speak, so I’m not sure 

about critical thinking.” Thus, Bobbi also indicated a pre-understanding that grammatical 

understanding should precede critical thinking. She also noted that she has never specifically or 

directly emphasized critical thinking in her classes, partially because it is “not part of the 

assessment checklist.” When I asked her about the assessment checklists, she explained that she 
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and her co-teachers looked at curriculum guides “usually from some English textbook that we’re 

not using” and compare them to their own lessons to see if they’re covering certain grammar 

points. Because textbooks list grammatical concepts on their checklists, and not critical thinking, 

the tutors do not emphasize it as much. 

 Yet despite this, Bobbi did report students talking about critically thinking. She described 

how her students talked about prejudices and stereotypes, border patrol, and their process of 

coming to believe that whether someone is “nice” or unfriendly has more to do with the individual 

than their skin color. In addition, the belief that language was about language structure 

contradicted, at times, their other asserted belief to connect classroom content with students’ lives, 

leaving them to focus on structure, not politics. Pat explained, 0:45 “We try not to go into anything 

political […] I know we don’t go into anything that would require them to say they are or are not 

citizens, so if we go into border issues, immigration, and refugee, I’m thinking we are getting kind 

of close to that line.” The goal to remain “neutral” contradicts literature that suggests language and 

language learning are never neutral. In fact, Pat herself described politics (the “pocket of blue” in 

Tucson) as one of the reasons she moved to the city and got involved tutoring, but she doesn’t see 

it as impacting her job. 

 Confidence as a Main Goal 

 Equating “language teaching” and “grammar teaching” also contradicted teachers’ beliefs 

that communication and confidence are also critical goals and outcomes of language courses. 

Karen, for example, named “greater confidence in speaking” as her learning goal, emphasizing 

that confidence is “absolutely the greatest goal.” Bobbi, too, shared that “I’ve been encouraged 

having a few students say things, like ‘I have more confidence.’ I’m encouraged that they’re 
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getting into the community more, talking more. That’s probably the best part.” When I asked her 

if she saw encouraging such confidence as one of our roles as teachers, she affirmed, 

I feel like that’s more important than anything to me, because they can have bad 
grammar, but if they’re confident, they will learn, and I’ve found that with my own 
language learning, like if I had a lack of confidence or people put me down for 
trying to speak, you kind of don’t want to try, but I think when people say “oh you 
speak such great Arabic,” then I’d be like “oh really?” I’d keep trying, keep making 
a fool of myself. But I think definitely—our classes do that a lot because we do a 
lot of encouragement.”  
 
By saying that “they can have bad grammar, but if they’re confident, they will learn,” Bobbi 

contradicted the importance she had placed on grammar. Karen, on the other hand, saw grammar 

as the means to greater confidence speaking. 

Teachers’ belief that language teaching was about teaching structure acted as a lens through 

which they interpreted what was going on in the classroom. This belief allowed them to justify 

“not going into anything political” and not focusing on critical thinking, other than as a means to 

analyze grammar.  

Professional Isolation 

Another growth point that teachers acknowledged was their lack of professional 

development. Though they held strong beliefs about language (such as the importance of speaking 

English only and learning grammatical structures), they also admitted having limited knowledge 

about how they worked. Both Pat and Bobbi confessed spending a lot of time trying to understand 

the grammar they wanted to teach, and Pat said she would like to understand “more theory of how 

languages are learned.” Both teachers indicated spending an exceptional amount of time preparing 

for classes. As Pat described it, “there is such a wide world of options, that you really don’t know 

where to start, and I think they put together a curriculum for the first two days […] but as far as 

teaching a lot of the topics you want to cover, like grammar, like modals, there is no unit. You 
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have to go find the materials and it’s never exactly right. And so I ended up copy/pasting, editing 

(laughs) and trying to make it relevant.” 

The combination of teaching alone and not having pedagogical training led to a sense of 

isolation. Pat, who had been a volunteer tutor for about a year, talked a lot about the unexpected 

isolation that she experienced while teaching and how collaboration helped ease these feelings. 

“Not having a co-tutor or assistant or anything, I’m kind of on my own,” she explained, “so it 

really helped” to participate in collaborative lesson planning during this project. She also noted 

that the collaboration “made me focus more on lesson prep. So I really had to pay attention and 

not leave everything till the last minute.” Pat expressed a desire for more collaboration, saying 

being paired with a co-teacher “would have been preferable instead of jumping in” to teaching on 

her own. She also recommends pairing “beginners” to teaching with tutors who “understand more 

theory of how languages are learned.” Both teachers saw collaboration and training as means of 

combatting the professional isolation they experienced as community tutors. 

 

Affordances of Creative Approach  

At the end of the interviews, I asked teachers about how they felt about the creative 

collaborations, and whether the creative activities they designed allowed students to interact 

with language in different ways than other materials. Pat answered that “I think it offered 

them an opportunity to share their knowledge, what they have learned, and to display it in a 

fun format. And it also gave them an opportunity to share their sense of humor.” We 

discussed students’ jokes about American doctors always prescribing Tylenol, and how this 

joke showed up in multiple students’ comic strips. After the Valentine activity, Pat was 

touched that students wanted to take more Valentine cards home to work on outside of class, 
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reported feeling “encouraged when they all took at least one more. They actually thought it 

was fun enough to do at home.” She also noted that “[students] like to show what they know. 

They like to be able to be creative, come up with fun things that they share. They enjoy 

sharing what they’ve learned.” 

Bobbi added that the collaborations allowed her to focus on teaching principles, such as 

letting students talk more and giving them time to answer. She said that after co-teaching, “I 

realized I need to do more of the listening and let them talk.” She felt that a unit she led on poetry 

she subsequently developed “worked so well because I gave them a lot of time, a lot more time 

than I normally would, and I feel like they really appreciated that.” In addition, when they did 

poetry, she “was sort of consciously thinking how to build it up.” She worked with limericks and 

rhymes, and noted that, “we didn’t focus on grammar so much, we were focusing more on 

practicing reading, writing, performing. Observing others put teaching principles into practice—

like we did in the collaborations—is important because, as Johnson & Golombek (2016) note, 

"even teachers who are conceptually committed to a certain instructional approach may still 

struggle with implementing activities in their classrooms that align with that approach for various 

reasons, eventually reproducing the very practices that they had hoped to change" (p. 115). Bobbi 

noticed this when she said, “I feel sometimes I get kind of—I’m sensitive about student-teacher 

talking ratio and I know the students are supposed to talk more, but I get excited, or I get off on, 

‘gee I really want to teach them this,’ and I just really need to slow down.” Working collaboratively 

to design and teach creative activities allowed her to focus on letting students talk more—a 

principle she valued but couldn’t always implement in the classroom. 

Future Research Opportunities and Conclusions 
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Initial observations and discussions with tutors revealed that they felt obligated to use 

certain frameworks for teaching. Most commonly, they felt obligated to teach grammar and 

survival themes using English only. Tin’s “idea generation” and “idea exploration” phases give 

teachers a new framework for organizing lessons which focuses on communication and creativity, 

rather than content and structure, as points of departure for language learning, thus expanding their 

understandings of what students can do with language. 

Reciprocal dialogue with teachers throughout the course revealed their pre-understandings, 

contradictions, and growth points they experienced as they taught. Among other things, they 

revealed their understandings of language as form and survival content, their belief that English 

should be the only language present in classes. Contradictions included their frustration with 

inconsistent student attendance, their insecurity and exhaustion creating lessons, and their feelings 

of isolation. Future research could consider the roles of professional learning communities for 

teachers. In some cases, volunteerism can take that away, making teachers feel isolated in spaces 

where they could otherwise technically enjoy creative freedom and space to play. 

Future research should also consider teachers’ professional understandings more deeply. 

The community volunteers in this study were committed to growing as teachers, but their identified 

teaching and content priorities were at times at odds with those a professionally trained teacher or 

scholar might have chosen. In addition, sometimes volunteer tutors’ pedagogical and theoretical 

knowledge was at different stages. For example, Bobbi created an effective jigsaw activity 

(pedagogically), but the content was problematic, as it instructed them to be more considerate of 

their landlords. Pat, on the other hand, struggled to put together the pieces of an activity in ways 

that allowed students enough time to dialogue. Future research should specifically consider how 

community tutors acquire the different types of knowledge (pedagogical, theoretical, content, etc.) 
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which make up quality language teaching. Future research could also examine reciprocal student-

tutor dialogues. 

Community volunteers offer their time and commitment to teaching learners who otherwise 

might not have access to language instruction, such as immigrant and refugee adults. Their work 

is important not only to the adults they teach, but the organizations which mobilize them. Quality 

teacher education should be available to them, not only so that they can become more effective 

teachers, but so that they are emotionally supported within a community as they grow. 
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Chapter 8 

Developing Equity Literacy through Critically Creative Student Voices 
 

Adult learners participating in community-based adult ESL classes have shaped the 

dissertation in many ways—as students and learners, as interview participants, and as colleagues 

and friends. In this final chapter, these individuals collaborate with me to feature their own work. 

The chapter answers Gulliver & Thurrell’s (2016) call for “uninterrupted voices” of learners to be 

featured more prominently in language textbooks and courses. These authors cite Canadian 

Snapshots (Kingwell et al., 2005) as an example of a textbook series that effectively does this, 

thereby acknowledging the reality of racism that learners experience in their lives—a reality which 

other textbooks quietly deny. In chapter 3, I cited Auerbach & Wallerstein’s (2004) English for 

Action: Problem-Posing at Work as another textbook (also from Canada) which features the 

authentic, uninterrupted voices of language learners to address workplace inequities. In their book, 

Auerbach & Wallerstein take a problem-posing approach (Freire, 1981), presenting their teaching 

philosophy candidly for students in a chapter on “Inside the class.” In the text, the authors state 

that they “believe people learn English best by: communicating about real problems, reading about 

real people, connecting their learning to their own lives, and using what they learn outside of class” 

(p. 19). Following this philosophy, they go on to present lessons which ask learners to share their 

own experiences, read stories/anecdotes written by immigrant workers, learn about their rights, 

reflect on problems, and grow linguistically by addressing the problems they have identified.  



 227 

Responding to Gulliver & Thurrell’s (2016) call for “uninterrupted” student voices (p. 57) and 

drawing upon the resilience paradigms introduced in chapter 1, such 

as critical/participatory language learning (Auerbach & Wallerstein, 

2004; Freire, 1981), equity literacy (Gorski, 2015, 2016, 2017), and 

desire-based frameworks (Tuck, 2009), this chapter will present 

examples of multimodal texts co-created by students in community-

based ESL classes who participated in other pieces of this research 

and whose texts have been featured and analyzed in other chapters. 

In this chapter, they contribute not as learners or research participants, but as materials developers 

and core designers of course content. The chapter will also present ways teachers can invite and 

employ these student-created texts in their classrooms.  

By intentionally bringing in texts designed by learners and those with similar experiences, 

rather than texts designed by someone else for or about learners, teachers can practice equity 

literacy, which Gorski (2017) defines as a “framework for cultivating the knowledge and skills 

that enable [educators] to be a threat to the existence of inequity” (p. 1). Equity literate educators, 

Gorski explains, can recognize, respond to, and redress educational biases and inequities in 

materials, practices, and interactions. In chapters 2 and 3, I outlined some of the inequities that 

persist in community-based contexts, including but not limited to how learners are positioned. 

Gorski argues that educators’ traditional, well-intentioned focus on multiculturalism and diversity 

fails to address systemic inequities. In other words, being aware of and sensitive to students’ 

diverse identities, needs, and experiences is not enough if teachers do not intentionally work to 

address inequities. In the context of this dissertation, equity literate educators would critically 

analyze texts that position immigrant and refugee individuals in deficit roles, for example. In 



 228 

addition, equity literate educators labor to create and sustain bias-free and equitable classrooms, 

schools, and institutional cultures, including by holding high expectations for students and 

incorporating higher-order pedagogies. In adult ESL classes, educators can create equitable 

classrooms by incorporating principles of second language acquisition which challenge students 

to engage in higher-level cognitive and creative tasks. By centering students’ voices—from their 

descriptions of ordinary life to their reflections on social justice issues and inequities—while also 

promoting rigor, teachers can learn about their students and find ways to facilitate discussions 

involving higher-order pedagogies. As I have argued in other chapters, students also benefit from 

activities which allow them to think critically, craft their own voices, and draw upon their 

experiences in the world. 

Pedagogical Underpinnings 

Creativity and higher order tasks begin with the ideologies underlying teachers’ lesson-

planning decisions. In the observations I reported in Chapter 7, teachers tended to choose a 

grammatical concept or a practical theme (such as “going to the doctor”) as the axis for each lesson 

they planned. However, once teachers chose a theme or grammar concept as a point of departure 

for a language class, they reported having to search for or create additional texts that illustrated 

that theme. The teachers I interviewed indicated that this creates a lot of work, anxiety, and 

incoherence for them. Furthermore, when teachers speak for their students through creating texts, 

the resulting lessons are less authentic and interesting. Though they can facilitate language 

practice, teacher-invented scenarios do not necessarily represent learners’ experiences, and may 

even erase or minimize them. Examples include texts depicting friendly neighborhood police 

officers in climates where police brutality and anti-immigrant sentiments are realities, texts in 

which white middle class characters enthusiastically provide assistance to their immigrant and 
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refugee neighbors, texts which focus on immigrants’ duties as tenants rather than on their rights, 

and dialogues in which immigrant subjects use their language skills to unproblematically make an 

appointment at a health clinic, without barriers to access related to insurance, interpretation 

services, or discrimination.  It is common for individuals other than students (such as teachers or 

materials developers) to invent such scenarios, despite prevailing language across educational 

contexts about “student-centered” curriculum that draws upon students’ life experiences. When 

students’ experiences and goals are the point of departure for lessons, they can deepen their 

language knowledge while also addressing issues that are not directly or obviously related to 

language that impact their interactional experiences. Teachers can bring students’ experiences and 

goals into the classroom simply by inviting them to talk or write about their own lives. As this 

dissertation has argued, student-centered discussions thrive in environments of critical creativity.  

 One way teachers can facilitate student creativity is by starting with equity objectives, 

rather than themes, topics, or traditional learning objectives. An equity or creative objective can 

be as simple as, “Students will have an opportunity to share something with the class that no one 

else knows,” “each student will share a desire or opinion,” “students will identify and discuss the 

roots of a problem,” or “students will collaborate to discuss solutions to a problem.” All of these 

examples, though not as specific as learning objectives themselves, follow tenets of equity literacy 

(https://www.equityliteracy.org/equity-literacy) and frame the content learning objectives teachers 

can subsequently choose. Traditional learning objectives give the impression of neutrality, as if 

there were a fixed set of content about “going to the doctor,” “talking to a boss,” or 

“communicating with a landlord” that everyone experiences in the same ways using the same 

language. However, if class activities are first grounded in equity objectives which prioritize 

student voice and creativity, the activities and dialogue start to look different than if they are purely 
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grounded in content. If teachers take “students will discuss an inequity” as a starting point, lessons 

on being a tenant can no longer just introduce vocabulary and practice dialogues for having a 

landlord fix something. Though students and teachers may do these things, they will also have a 

candid dialogue about social justice issues related to being a landperson or a tenant. In one of my 

classes, students had a dialogue about the challenges of finding healthcare without insurance, and 

even having insurance from other regions accepted by health care gatekeepers. This discussion 

highlighted that if a patient cannot even get past reception desk to see a provider, language about 

saying which body parts hurt is not enough to help them accomplish their goals. If teachers start 

with equity goals, which can include incorporating higher level cognitive tasks, to inviting students 

to share their opinions, to reflecting on inequities, they can put less pressure on themselves to think 

up a perfect lesson, and instead facilitate opportunities for student-centered dialogue. The 

assessment, too, becomes different, and teachers can celebrate students sharing their voices even 

if every student has a different proficiency level. 

Considerations 

It is important to note that “text” is defined broadly. Texts do not have to be complex or 

long, and they do not have to be written. Any text—including sentences, words accompanying 

pictures, words or sentences written in other languages, spoken language that students generated 

and someone else wrote down, artwork, or audio—can work to display students’ authentic and 

uninterrupted voices. This can be a helpful activity for LESLLA learners (Bigelow & Vinogradov, 

2011; van de Craats, Kurvers, & Young-Scholten, 2006) and more advanced learners alike. 

Students can also scaffold each other, with those in more advanced levels writing texts for students 

who are at more beginning levels. In this way, working with texts can promote community even 

in multi-level classrooms. 
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Many of the texts students created address everyday themes, such as food or family. Even 

the most ordinary activities can become critically oriented when students are invited to provide 

input. For example, in my class, students brought up colonialism themselves, as well as issues 

related to domestic violence, during conversations about Columbus Day and familial relationships. 

These didn’t emerge because a teacher said, “today we are going to talk about…,” but rather 

because the class environment invited dialogue, and because they felt safe, welcome to speak 

“adjacent” to the topic, and engaged with the materials, they could reflect on these issues in class. 

Much literature has addressed authenticity and discussed what makes a text authentic or 

not. Though engaging with this literature is beyond the scope of this chapter, I will argue that the 

texts students create more authentically represent their experiences than traditional materials, 

which typically feature immigrants as subjects, but were written by an author who has not shared 

their experiences. Similarly, I will suggest that texts written by others (such as learners from a 

different class) are authentic when students are able to engage with and react to them, perhaps 

agreeing or disagreeing with them, responding to peers, and connecting the texts to their own lives. 

Facilitating the Creative Process 

In the following section, I will present ways that teachers can facilitate a process where 

students create and engage with texts in their own classrooms. The objective was to allow students 

to write and dialogue about themes of their choice, not chosen in advance by the teacher. An 

additional objective was to allow students to engage in a rigorous pre-writing, writing, and revision 

process that mirrored the type of writing process that would take place in other courses and which 

involved a meaningful audience of their peers. In this section, I will outline a few ways that 

teachers can incorporate creative activities into lessons, starting with modeling texts that follow in 
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the final section of this piece or texts their own students write. Adults participating in community-

based ESL classes created these texts in January-May 2019. 

Student Texts: Drafting and Brainstorming 

On the first day of this project, we started by discussing a variety of thought-provoking 

questions. I wrote these down on note cards, asked students to choose a card and find a person in 

class to ask the question to. After the pair had discussed their answers, they would choose 

another question card and talk to a new partner. I let students select the questions they answer, 

and though some asked about personal information, such as childhood memories, I was careful to 

have some that didn’t require them to share information about their past or personal lives, and to 

let students choose the questions they responded to. Here are some of the questions we answered:  

• What are you proud of? Why? 

• Describe a memorable place you have been. 

• What topic do you know a lot about, or what unique skill do you have? 

• Tell us about how you met someone you love.  

• Tell me about something beautiful in nature where you come from. 

• What are you passionate about? 

• Who do you admire? 

• Describe an embarrassing moment you can now laugh at.  

After students discussed the questions for several minutes, I told them that they would 

choose one of the questions and write about it. Before I asked them to write, I chose a text that 

another student had written in Fall 2017 to read together as an example: 

 
When I was six years old, I was living in Caborca, Mexico. My grandfather 
had a brother in the United States, and whenever he came to Mexico, we threw 
a big party. I remember all the family went to the beach. My grandparents 



 233 

have fourteen children, and they were all married, so I have a lot of cousins. 
When we went to the beach, we needed more than ten cars to go there.  
 
I remember that special year, when Luis came from the USA to Caborca, he 
gave me a rag doll with a lot of clothes. When we were at the beach, we caught 
a wistle, which is like a hurricane. We camped on the beach when this 
happened. We finished the food and were trapped in the cars for three days.  
 
It was the last time with Luis in Caborca, because when he came back to the 
USA, he was diagnosed with stomach cancer and passed away a few months 
later. It was hard, because I loved him so much. My rag doll was with me a 
long time, until my mom threw it away.  

 
We read the text aloud together and discussed elements of the text we liked, such as the 

vivid details of taking ten cars and camping on the beach. Students also noted that the text was 

bittersweet—since it was in honor of a family member that died—but a sweet testament to this 

family member’s memory.  We wrote down the characteristics of this text that we liked and kept 

the list on the board. Then, I gave students 20-30 minutes to choose one prompt and quietly write 

their own texts, focusing on getting words down on the page and not worrying about grammar. I 

played quiet music and circulated to answer any questions students had, but I avoided looking over 

their shoulders so they wouldn’t feel like I was evaluating them. Altogether, this activity took 

about an hour, and we spent the rest of the class on other activities. Students really enjoyed talking 

with their classmates about the themes and having dedicated quiet time to write. Examples of “first 

draft” and “final draft” texts that students wrote are below. 

Before the next class, I provided feedback on the texts students wrote. While I did comment 

on a couple of patterns of error, such as if a student did not use the past tense, I mostly focused on 

reacting to the text and asking questions. In class, I started by writing a series of questions on post-

it notes and sticking them to the board. The questions were designed to help students expand their 

work. I asked them to think about their piece, take a question from the board, and talk about it with 
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a partner. When a set of partners had finished discussing the questions they chose, they could put 

the question back on the board, choose another question, and find another person to discuss it with. 

The questions included the following: 

• What did you smell? 

• What did you see? 

• What did you hear? 

• What did you eat? 

• What was the weather like? 

• What were the people around you wearing? 

They discussed these questions with their peers and then had a chance to add more detail 

to their story. After this activity, I introduced a peer review. We started with the features of the 

strong text we had read the class before. I also asked them questions like, “Write one question 

for the author about the story” and “Circle two places where you want more detail.” We 

discussed the difference between “telling” and “showing” using examples from the Caborca text 

we had read the day before as well as examples I found in the writing they had shared with me 

the previous week. My co-teacher and I circulated and talked with groups of students, with the 

goal of helping them articulate vivid details of their stories. As they worked, I consulted with 

each student one-by-one. We typed out the revised texts together. I invited them to bring in or 

send me pictures for the following class. Below is an example of a text a student wrote after the 

peer review: 

San Carlos, Sonora 

 

Some of the most beautiful beaches of Sonora are located five and a half hours 

away from Tucson, AZ. The most characteristic symbol of San Carlos is the 
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Tetakawi Hills, which means “goat breast” in Yaqui dialect. I like to climb it 

and see the whole panorama from the top of the hills. 

 

One of my favorite places to eat breakfast is “El estero del soldado.” When I 

was a little girl, my father used to take my family every Saturday to enjoy 

a delicious breakfast and feel the breeze and hear the peaceful sound of the 

waves hitting the shore. 

 

One of my beloved beaches is Play los Algodones, Cotton Beach, where you 

can find amazing dunes and also you can rent horses. It is a dreamy 

experience to have a horse back ride early in the morning along the beach, 

feeling the air in your face with your hair loose is where you can touch the 

freedom of your soul. You can visit and swim with the dolphins if you like 

the cold water. You can also rent a yacht and they will cook for you. But the 

most enchanting thing is the sunset, oh! What a wonderful experience and 

you can tell it is recognized world wide.  

 

In that area, you can find San Jose de Guaymas, a place where you can find 

450 year old Sahuaros, they are very huge and impressive. You need up to 

four people holding hands to round them up. And lastly, what I liked the 

most is that I lived there for four whole years, and I felt that I was a princess 

riding four wheelers, motorcycles, horses, yachts, and enjoying the 

wonderful companionship of my family and friends.  

 
In this example, the student included a lot of rich details, such as translating the name of the 

hills, and describing the air in her face with her hair down. 

In the third class, we performed the texts for each other. We brought in snacks and started 

by brainstorming characteristics of interesting performances. Then, students took their texts, which 

I had printed for them, and practiced performing them with a partner. I asked them to give feedback 

to their partner on one thing they had done well in the performance and one thing they could 

improve, then they switched partners. Finally, we gathered in a circle and students read their texts 

to the group, clapping after each performance. I used my phone to audio-record the readings with 

students’ permission, letting them know that this was optional. Students who showed up but hadn’t 
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participated in previous classes just read texts that other students had written and shared. For the 

next class, I printed out the final copies of the text with the pictures, and I sent those and the audio 

clips to students. Double clicking on the audio clip will play the sound. 

 
A perfect day I have had was the day of my wedding. It 

was March 20, 2010. I was so happy; everything was 

perfect like we had planned. After the ceremony, we had a 

surprise from my aunt to tell us we were not sleeping in our house because 

she had paid for a hotel that night, and our brothers-in-law and their wives 

decided to go with us. There were four families. We were so happy, and I’ll 

never forget that day in my life. (start at 1:25) 

 
Peer Review 

The peer review process allowed students to share their work with an authentic audience 

of peers and recognize where their peers wanted more detail. It also allowed students more time to 

put their experiences on paper and focus on the story, rather than editing and grammar. In the first 

example, the student wrote 63 words in thirty minutes. However, after a few days of follow-up 

discussions, she expanded the text to 247 words in which she described her home in much more 

detail. She added names and descriptions of specific plants her family grew, as well as an anecdote 

about her mother never using the washer her children pitched in to buy her.  

 
 

I am from Guanajuato, México. I like my country and my 

town because of the green landscape and beautiful flowers. We 

have mountains, rivers, and reservoirs that catch the rainfall. 

The weather is very temperate. In the mountains, we have rich vegetation: 
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cactus, tunas (the wild prickly pear fruit of the cactus), cactus without 

spikes (nopal pelon, or “bald nopales cactus”), garambullos, and bisnagas, 

or edible pineapples on the cactus. You pick them in July and they are very 

sweet. We have another kind of edible baby cactus that is called nopal 

nopalero because if you cut it, the plant continues to spread and grow. We 

also enjoy a lot of tree fruit. My mom has orange trees, pomegranate trees, 

guava trees, avocado trees, fig trees, peach trees, and chirimolla, which has a 

thick, green peel, sweet white center, and black seeds. When the chirimolla is 

little, it has little points on the peel, but when it grows, the points go away. 

She also has chavacán, which is like an apricot. We also have two different 

kinds of peaches—white and yellow—and a plum tree. She also has nogal (a 

pecan tree). She loves gardening, planting trees, and raising animals. Even 

though we bought her a washing machine, she doesn’t like to use it and 

instead washes all her clothes by hand. I prefer being inside, but when I visit, 

I love watering the trees, weeding, cleaning the yard, and feeding the 

chickens, roosters, and turkeys.   

 
In Africa’s story below, she recounted an experience where she used a word for “your 

welcome” that a man in a clothing store didn’t understand. In her revision, she clarified that the 

word she used was a hybrid of “thank you” and “de nada,” and a character on a prominent 

Mexican TV show used it, so she thought it was correct. This information, along with the detail 

she added about the encounter and her attempts to be polite to a friendly elderly man, made her 

revised story much more vivid.  
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An embarrassing moment for me that was funny later 

was when I came to the USA for the first time. My husband 

took me to some stores, and I remember I was at Macy’s. An 

old man was coming out of the store, and I wanted to be 

polite to him. The old man was in his 70s or 80s, he was American, and he 

looked very nice. I went and opened the door for him, and he said, “thank 

you,” and I answered, “denanquiu” (denan-kyou). This was a mix between 

“de nada” and “thank you.” In Mexico, it’s very common to say this because 

there was a TV show called Carabina de Ambrosio with a character named 

Piggie. When someone told her, “thank you,” she would answer, 

“denanquiu,” a mix between “de nada” and “thank you.” People in Mexico 

thought that was correct, and that it was funny. But in Macy’s, the old man 

looked at me like, “what did you say?” and my husband told me, “that word 

doesn’t mean anything.” The correct answer was, “you’re welcome.” At first 

it was so embarrassing to me, but then it was really funny.  
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TED Talks 
 
In another class, my students took an additional step and created their own TED talks over the 

course of a few months (January through May 2019) based on texts they had outlined. They 

developed this idea collaboratively, and I facilitated in the course design. At the beginning of the 

session, students agreed that speaking and listening were two areas they really wanted to practice 

that semester. To address this request, I showed them a TED talk one class. Before the talk, I gave 

them question cards about the theme, and after, we discussed whether they agreed or disagreed 

with the speaker. I played the talk with English subtitles on .75 speed, and students reported feeling 

that the language was accessible, even if they were only getting the gist at times. After this session, 

the students asked if we could watch a TED talk every day, so we did. Typically, we devoted at 

least 45 minutes of class once a week to discussing and watching a TED talk, and other class 

periods, we spent the last fifteen minutes of class watching them.  

  After a few sessions, I invited students to create their own TED talks. We began 

slowly by brainstorming topics, writing outlines, and discussing our themes in small groups. Over 

the course of several weeks, students shared drafts, and I conferenced with them and provided 

them with templates to get them started. Finally, students shared their themes, which ranged from 

visions of new ways to help migrants, nail care, and perceptions of poetry to culture in Mexico, 

family sports, and wheelchair care. One student presented her TED talk on wheelchairs, a theme 

that she explained she selected due to its relevance to her family. She and other students reported 

feeling very nervous, but feeling a strong sense of accomplishment after presenting. 

Implications and Future Research 

The multimodal texts shared in this chapter represent students’ diverse voices and weeks 

of work. Though this work centers around adult ESL students, similar projects could be undertaken 
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across other contexts, including university-level and K-12 language courses. Students and teachers 

in classrooms of all levels can create texts on any topic by engaging in a scaffolded revision and 

peer review process. For example, in community-based adult second language classes, students 

could discuss food-related customs, bring in a picture of a favorite meal they make/eat, and write 

down the recipe. Then, they could dialogue and write a text about where they enjoy the meal. They 

can also write texts about family members or people they admire, or explore solutions to a problem 

(such as my student who wrote about her dreams for helping other immigrants navigate things she 

experienced when she arrived in the United States). In university or K-12 courses, students could 

undertake research and create presentations or texts related to topics of interest in their own 

communities. Though these texts don’t necessarily relate to equity issues in obvious ways, teachers 

promote equity simply by inviting students to share their voices, solutions, and perspectives in 

everyday class activities, and by using materials developed by and with—not just for—their 

students and those with similar experiences.  Throughout this project, I have collected several 

examples of texts my students have created individually and collaboratively during classes. They 

have given me permission to share these texts, which I draw upon when I want to give examples 

to other students. Future work can expand these examples across diverse contexts of language 

learners. 
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Appendix: Teacher Interview Questions 
 

Background 

• Tell me about your teaching background and experiences. (Example: Years/months 

teaching, profession/degree/training (as relevant), types of training, region(s), teaching 

context, level taught, teaching materials used, teaching themes) 

• What got you interested in teaching in this context (i.e., Literacy Connects)? 

Teaching 

• Tell me about the themes you teach. How do you choose them?  

• Tell me about the materials you use. How do you select them? 

• How do you choose your learning goals?  

• What kinds of rules or expectations do you have in your classroom (attendance, 

language)? How do you decide on these expectations and communication them to 

students? 

• How do you balance meeting students’ practical needs as beginning language learners 

with their life experiences as adults?  

Students 

• What issues (related or unrelated to language) do you think are important to the students 

in your ESL class (examples: what jobs do they have or want to have, what contact do 

they have with people in other places, what human rights issues are concerning them 

right now?).  

• Do you see critical thinking as a main (direct or indirect) goal/outcome in your class? 

How so? Why or why not? 
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• What types of training would you like to have as a teacher to meet your students’ learning 

needs?  

Activities 

• Look at this textbook exercise (selected from materials available for adult ESL learners). 

What do you see? How do the images and layout make you feel? What do you think 

you/students would do with language during this lesson? How do you feel about 

learning/teaching this topic? What would you say are the overall strengths and/or 

weaknesses of this lesson? 

• We have been doing a lot of creative activities. Think about ______ activity. (I have 

some examples of the handouts and what students did.) What do you see? How does it 

make you feel? What have the students done with language? How did you feel about 

teaching it? What do you consider the strengths and weaknesses of this lesson? 

Creativity 

• We have done creative activities this semester. What have you liked, if anything, about 

collaborating on these creative lessons, and what has been challenging?  

• What have you learned about yourself, your students, or your teaching through these 

creative activities? 

• Are the things students are doing with language different than things they would be asked 

to do in traditional textbook activities? How so?  

• How do you see yourself taking applying the lessons you’ve learned (about yourself, your 

students, or teaching in general) in your future teaching? 
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