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At the end of this webinar, participants will 
be able to:

• Describe the first four principles of 
effective adult language education and 
apply them consistently in their 
teaching. 

• Evaluate the assets students bring to 
the classroom.

• Create engaging activities that reflect 
learners’ assets, incorporate real-world 
relevance, and integrate multiple 
modalities of English.
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Effective instruction 
builds on adult learners’ 
existing assets

Principle 1
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family life

Adult Learners’ Funds of Knowledge



In the Classroom 

• Foster an environment that is 
inclusive, safe, and respectful

• Ask about learners’ lives and 
encourage them to share about their 
lives and experience

• Give learners autonomy over what to 
share and when

• Make explicit links between new 
content to previous experience



Google slide Introduction
Learner Survey
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Activities to foster
Principle 1 



• Each learner creates one slide 
about themselves using images, 
pictures, and text

• View as a presentation to help 
create of community of learners

• Framing questions:

o What do you like to do?
o Where are you from?
o What do you value?
o What are things you have 

done in the past?

Google Slide Introduction



• Create a survey at the start of the 
course

• Ask about learners’:
o backgrounds and skills
o needs
o goals

• Google forms or survey monkey
• Teacher/student conference
• Students interview each other

Learner Survey (1/2)



Sample Questions
• What is your preferred name?

• What languages do you speak?

• What is a job that you like doing? What do you 
enjoy about this job?

• What are some skills you have?

• Do you have any hobbies?

• What is a long-term goal you have (5 years)?

• How will this class help you with your goals?

• What can I do to support you and your goals?

• Do you have any specific needs or challenges 
you want me to know about?

Learner Survey (2/2)



Effective instruction is 
clearly relevant to adult 
learners’ needs

Principle 2



Consider Basic Needs

• 211 & United Way usually have great 
resources guides.

• Keep a list of service providers in your area 
such as:
o Food Banks
o Bilingual counselors or social workers 
o Rent assistance programs



In the Classroom 
• Draw explicit connections to show how 

learning is applicable to students’ life 
situations and contexts. 

• Plan activities that are built on the functions 
that learners carry out in their daily lives 
(such as giving and following instructions, 
working on a team, asking questions to 
obtain information).

• Incorporating real-world tasks in classroom 
activities that require learners to 
communicate with one another to solve 
problems or complete tasks (Condelli, 
Wrigley, & Yoon, 2009; Miller, 2010; Peyton, 
Moore, & Young, 2010; Wiggins & McTighe, 
2005).



Choice boards
Information gap activity
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Activities to foster
Principle 2 



▪ Teacher can organize a choice board so that each square 

focuses on a particular: 

o Dimension of Language (Discourse, Sentence, Word 

Levels)

o Mode of communication: Interpretive (Listening, 

Reading, Viewing) and Expressing (Speaking, Writing, 

Representing)

o Key Use of Language (narrate, inform, explain, argue)

o English Proficiency Level (to review past level, 

strengthen current level, stretch to the next level)

o Learning style -visual, auditory, kinesthetic, verbal
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Choice Boards
▪ Students complete any three activities 

in a row across the board.



• Requires learners to communicate to 
complete the task

• Provides practice asking and 
answering questions

• Students work in pairs to complete an 
information sheet. 

• Partner A needs partner B’s 
information 

• Partners take turns asking questions 
to complete the information.

Information Gap Activity (1/2)



Information Gap Activity (2/2)

Famous Women



Effective instruction 
connects its methods 
with adult learners’ 
goals

Principle 3



Encouraging Goals Setting

• Adults have a lot of demands on their 
time. Setting goals helps with focus and 
setting priorities.

• Goal setting acts as a roadmap for 
people to follow when it comes to 
overcoming challenges and achieving 
things in life.



In the Classroom 

• Give students a plan for the course 
with overall goals

• Help learners set goals and show how 
they align with the course

• Provide objectives at the beginning of 
each lesson and assess whether 
objectives were met at the end of the 
lesson.

• Model tasks for learners and explain 
how those tasks will promote 
learning.



SMART Goals
Objectives
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Activities to foster
Principle 3



SMART Goals (1/3)
Specific

Is the goal clear? Does it answer questions like who, what, when, 
where, and why?

Measurable
How will you know you’ve achieved your goal? Can you measure 
your progress?

Attainable
Is this goal realistic? Can you complete the goal?

Relevant
Is this goal important to you right now? Does it fit with larger 
goals you have?

Time bound 
Do you have a realistic deadline for achieving this goal?



SMART Goals (2/3)

Long-term

I want to speak better English so I 
can get a better job.

SMART

I will improve my English listening 
and speaking skills to get a job as 
a health office manager in a year. 

Short-term

I want to have conversations in 
English.

SMART

I will have three short 
conversations each week in 
English about different topics. 



SMART Goals (3/3)
Using Goals

● Set a class goal so you can model goal setting and 
progress monitoring

● Share individual goals

● Encourage self-monitoring of goals

● Schedule regular check-ins (small group and share 
out)

● Celebrate success as students make progress

● Encourage resilience when challenges arise

● Goals are flexible! Encourage students to adjust 
goals as circumstances change.



Objectives (1/2)
● Objectives provide a roadmap for 

learners

● Help frame a lesson plan

● Post clear objectives for each lesson

○ Read the objectives with the 
learners 

○ Review the objectives at the end 
of the lesson and assess whether 
the objectives were met

Observable Not Observable

evaluate understand

create know

orally describe recognize

categorize think

demonstrate realize



Objectives (2/2)
Objective examples

● Students will be able to write three sentences comparing New 
York City and Los Angeles (using sentence frames; using a word 
box)

● Students will be able to orally list the steps of how a bill becomes 
a law (using a graphic organizer) with a partner.

● Students will be able to debate the pros and cons of receiving 
grades in small groups (using sentence frames; using a graphic 
organizer).



Effective instruction 
integrates all 
communication 
modalities

Principle 4



In the Classroom 

• Authentic communication tasks often 
entail integration of the four 
modalities of listening, speaking, 
reading, and writing. 

• Balance modalities across lessons. 
(Reflect on learning objectives)

• Encourage learners to use stronger 
modalities to support development of 
the others (Burt, Peyton, & Van Duzer, 
2005; Center for Applied Linguistics, 
2010; Vinogradov & Bigelow, 2010).



Class Story
Semi-scripted Role Play
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Activities to foster
Principle 4



Class Story
• Have one learner tell a story of an experience 

from their life. This could be from work, family, or 
a community activity.

• While they speak, write the story on the board in 
simple sentences.

• Ask the class comprehension questions about the 
story. 

o Wh-questions for information

o Choice questions

o Yes/No questions

• Have the students re-tell the story to a partner 
(or small group) without looking at the board



• Choose any type of common interaction

○ Ordering at a restaurant
○ Conference with a child’s teacher
○ Scheduling a doctor’s appointment

• Each partner drafts a script, but doesn’t 
know what the other partner will say. 

• Partners need to listen and respond 
appropriately

• Scaffolds: modeling, sentence frames, 
vocabulary list/brainstorm, outline of the 
interaction
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Semi-Scripted Role Play



Doctor’s Appointment Example
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At the end of this webinar, participants will 
be able to:

• Describe the first four principles of 
effective adult language education and 
apply them consistently in their 
teaching. 

• Evaluate the assets students bring to 
the classroom.

• Create engaging activities that reflect 
learners’ assets, incorporate real-world 
relevance, and integrate multiple 
modalities of English.
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Thank you!

Mathilda Reckford

mreckford@cal.org 
Dr. Kate Moran

kmoran@cal.org 
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Take our survey!
The Center for Applied Linguistics is interested in learning more about the professional 

development needs of Adult ESL instructors.

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/CALAdultESL

https://www.cal.org/
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/CALAdultESL
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