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Introduction

In 1977 I surveyed educators, volunteer tutors and students from non-English speaking backgrounds currently involved in community language and literacy programs funded by the Adult Community Education Unit, across South Australia. My research aimed to determine the degree to which  of the policies, professional development and curriculum used in community language programs were appropriate for students from non-English speaking backgrounds (NESB).

Educators & Tutors - Responses

Goals of NESB students
The initial response to the area of goals was unanimous. Educators and tutors stated that all NESB students want to improve all 4 macro skills (i.e. speaking, listening, reading & writing) as opposed to any specific combination. However, when educators/tutors listed specific goals in their own words and the percentages of students wishing to achieve them, it became clear that the majority of goals focused predominantly on the use of speaking and listening skills for survival and effective integration into society.

Some of the goals indicated learners wanted to:

· communicate in the community;

· communicate better at work;

· converse with native speakers;

· understand Australian people &

· talk to children’s teachers.

In fact, where specific goals (such as those above) where stated:

· 26 of the goals primarily involved speaking and listening;

· 9 of the goals involved reading and writing; 
and

· goals involved all 4 of the macro skills.

As one educator pointed out, developing speaking skills in class is critical, particularly since native languages are usually spoken at home. Often the students’ only real opportunity to practice their oral skills occurs within the class setting. The educator added students often fail to identify the importance of listening in effective oral communication.

Certificate of Preparatory Education (CPE)

This is a curriculum document which the funding body encourages community language, literacy & numeracy programs to use.

Educators gave very vague responses as to how they use the CPE:

· ‘to keep track’ or ‘check I’ve covered the basics’;

· to gain ideas and references to suitable resources;

· selecting ‘bits’ of ‘some’ of the modules.

The majority of tutors (20/27) readily admitted to not using the CPE at all, whilst the remaining 7 use it occasionally in the same way educators do.

Instead educators highlighted it’s weaknesses including:

· unsuitable for use with elementary (beginner) English as a Second Language (ESL) student;

· nominal attention given to the development of speaking and listening skills;

· it takes much longer to complete modules (or parts of) due to the level of English the ESL students have in comparison to their English speaking counterparts &

· it is based on outcomes not the individual’s personal needs.

The sketchy details combined with one educator’s comment that the CPE is “useful for funding”, suggest it gets limited use and when it is used, it is only selected bits of modules as opposed to whole modules. No formal assessment takes place and therefore students do not complete modules. Students therefore can not use the stage 1 CPE modules completed in community programs as a stepping stone into the stage 2 CPE modules offered through TAFE Institutes, which was one of the original intentions for community programs using this curriculum!

Professional Development

Over the last 3-4 years, an accredited adult literacy tutor training course Good Practice has been periodically offered to educators and volunteer tutors. In 1997 an ESL tutor training course was offered for the first time. Apart from periodic workshops and conferences, these courses form the basis of professional development in the sector therefore I felt it was worth exploring their suitability for programs with ESL students:

Good Practice is generally viewed favourably and is recommended by several educators and tutors as a good starting point. However some of its pitfalls include:

· it ignores the fact that some tutors undergoing training may already have tutoring experience;

· it doesn’t address teaching people from NESB (eg. cultural awareness, the macro skill of speaking and therefore pronunciation and intonation, are all excluded);

· it is aimed at 1:1 tutoring and therefore doesn’t address group dynamics, group delivery etc. – Although 1:1 tuition is the ideal, if there aren’t sufficient volunteers this isn’t always possible for educators.

The ESL Tutor Training Course

The ESL Tutor Training Course had only been offered in community programs once at the time of conducting this research, and only 1/3 of the educators who responded had completed it. The feedback was very positive although it did mention that some of the ESL course overlapped with areas already covered in the Good Practice. For this reason it was suggested that some of the initial ESL tutor training sessions could be condensed in order to leave more time to explore the teaching of pronunciation, grammar and punctuation.

There was general agreement that the two courses need to be integrated in some way either by adding an ESL module to the I course or by creating one course, the biggest part of which would be based on the ESL Tutor Training course.

Surprisingly, of the 27 tutors who responded to the survey only 13 had completed either of the 2 accredited tutor training courses. Of these 13 people, 6 had completed both Good Practice and the ESL Tutor Training.

In recent years there has been a strong push for educators and tutors to complete accredited training. The above figures would suggest there has been limited success in ensuring educators and tutors teaching in community language, literacy and numeracy programs have undergone accredited training.

Only one respondent knew of a person who had used the accredited status of a tutor training course to gain RPL or credit transfer with a TAFE. By using accredited training it was hoped that pathways would be created for people undergoing training. It would seem this has not happened.

There seems to be a 50/50 response as to whether or not accredited training is important to people. The majority of respondents would have completed either of the courses even if they weren’t accredited.

Some pointed out that the accredited status is more likely to be seen as important to ‘younger’ people. Several people commented that having completed an accredited training course increased their self-confidence as well as that of their student, knowing their tutor is ‘qualified’. This is particularly useful given that in some countries, volunteers are held in very low esteem, so having a qualification is seen as an important issue when working with some NESB students.

It was mentioned that the word ‘accredited’ is frightening to some, especially given that many of the educators and tutors haven’t attended study for many years.

The Dream

Finally educators and tutors were asked to comment on how they could best meet the needs of their NESB students. The majority of responses fell into three categories: contact hours, resources and program promotion.

48% of educators felt contact hours should be increased with one educator suggesting a minimum of 6 contact hours per week (4 hours language, literacy and numeracy + 2 hours for conversation, guest speakers, excursions etc. to acquaint NESB students with Australian services, way of life etc.). One educator also commented that several students attended more than 1 program in order to increase the number of contact hours they can receive. Difficulty in providing flexibility in program delivery hours to suit students’ needs was also raised as a difficulty associated with such limited contact hours per program.

It was also felt the student contact hours a program provides, should reflect the literacy/language ability of the students as well as taking into account any disabilities.

Tutors also perceived the need for an increase in funding which would:

· increase paid staff hours leading to an expansion of the number of classes provided;

· increase the number of weeks that classes are offered, that is to operate for 41 weeks of a school year not the current 36);

· allow classes with a speaking and listening focus to be provided in addition to classes with a heavier emphasis on reading and writing skills. This would in effect mean return to the days of separately funded discussion classes and literacy programs;

· expand programs so that all students in all centres would have access to classes twice a week, and,

· allow more time to participate in everyday tasks such as shopping, banking etc., with students in order to provide learning opportunities in real life settings.

Continuity in funding was also raised although this was not elaborated on.

60% of educators and tutors felt more resources were needed including translated resources such as bilingual dictionaries and course workbooks, conversation activities with a real communicative function (as opposed to busy work), videos, cassettes etc. One educator commented that more often than not, the resource boxes only have 1 or 2 resources which are suitable to a particular program and would therefore prefer the resources could be borrowed separately rather than in the current ‘box’ mode.

Program promotion was the third main area of concern. Surprisingly it was the tutors who raised this issue, all implying that with better advertising (via television, radio, ethnic radio/clubs, translated information packs available to migrants/refugees on arrival etc.) the number of people involved in community language, literacy and numeracy programs would increase markedly.

Other items on the wish list for the ideal NESB program included:

· introduction of a curriculum suitable for use with NESB students;

· continuing flexibility re use of the CPE;

· readily available equipment such as tape recorders, televisions & video recorders, and

· a return to focusing on teaching as opposed to student contact hours, evaluations, questionnaires (This was exemplified in one educator’s comment - “Teaching has become a numbers game.”).

So what do the NESB students want???

The student survey, answered by 86 people, was very short and simple (in order to try and overcome the language barrier), asking the same question three different ways. The results of this survey are summarised below.

Q1. The most important English skills I want to learn are:

14
speaking and listening




5
reading and writing




61
speaking, listening, reading and writing




6
ticked more than one response

Q2. I want to use my English to:

10
get a job




8
do a course




49
Communicate at the shops, with my children’s teachers, with my work mates etc.




19
Other – the responses to this category included:

· general communication x 6

· understanding news, radio TV etc. x 1

· communicating with Australian people x 1

· understand news, music, movies x 1

· as a member of an association who travels over seas, I want to be able to understand when people speak to me x 1

· open my own business

· help my children with homework x 2

· write to friends x 1

· fill out forms x 1

· reading English newspapers, books x 2

· write and spell better x 1

Q2. I want to learn English so I can …

· talk to people x 49

· be understood x 1

· teach music to English speaking students 

· x 1

· talk to my children’s teachers x 3

· understand television x 1

· explain my feelings x 1

· communicate with my children’s friends 

· x 1

· be independent x 1

· shopping x 2

· talk on the phone x 3

· access to further studies x 1

· get a job x 2

· read things I need to x 2

· to gain confidence with reading and writing x 4

· fill in forms x 2

· read signs x 1

· take phone messages x 1

Clearly, the responses to questions 2 and 3 reflect a heavy emphasis on the need for good oral communication skills.

Conclusion

There seems to be a considerable difference between the macro skills educators/tutors and the students perceive as being most important. The students’ goals reflect a very clear desire to focus on speaking and listening skills in addition to working on their reading and writing skills.

Given the students’ goals focus predominantly on oral communication, it would seem that the CPE is certainly not the most appropriate curriculum for use with NESB students.

However, prior to investing money into a more appropriate curriculum the following may be worth considering. Given the vagueness of educators’ responses in relation to how they use the CPE, the low number of tutors using the CPE, and the lack of formal assessment leading to students applying for RPL as TAFE; further research may be warranted in order to ascertain if and how the CPE is actually being used in all community language, literacy and numeracy programs.

In the area of professional development, it would seem that the Good Practice course needs to be expanded to include the teaching of NESB students to cater for educators/tutors working in programs with a mixture of English and non-English speaking background students. Ideally, the ESL Tutor Training course should also be offered regularly so that tutors working in language programs (which only have ESL students) have a course which covers the teaching of ESL students in greater depth than a single module added to Good Practice.

RPL needs to be granted in both courses to allow for tutoring experience as well as areas of overlap between the two courses.

Despite the additional expenses incurred when providing accredited training, it would seem:

· less than 50% of educators/tutors have completed either of the accredited courses;

· participants would have undergone the training regardless of whether or not it was accredited, and

· only 1 person has used the accredited status of the course to gain RPL or credit transfer therefore very nominal success in creating pathways for educators/tutors has been achieved.

A vast number of respondents felt more substantial funding was needed in order to provide more classes within their centres, including classes with a focus on speaking and listening skills.

Resources still pose a problem for many programs, something which could easily be redressed by adding ESL specific resources to the current ACE Unit resource collection housed with the ACE Regional Officers.

Promotion via the mass media is still viewed as an essential component of successful community language, literacy and numeracy programs as is the need for greater flexibility in student contact hours..
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