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elcome to the July 2022 issue of PROGRESS! Our
summer issue centers on how our work in adult
education impacts immigrant and refugee groups
in our communities. Virginia has experienced tremendous
growth in its foreign-born populations and the articles in this
issue highlight a range of innovative and inclusive practices
that programs around the state are using to best serve adult
refugee and immigrant groups. This issue also focuses on
trauma-informed, inclusive, and asset-based approaches to
programming and instruction to build community, create safe
spaces for learning, and support these new Americans’ transitions into their new lives here in the United States.
Drs. Salta Liebert and Grant Rissler (p. 3) from Virginia
Commonwealth University’s Wilder School of Government
and Public Affairs start us off with a discussion of the importance for adult educators to stay current with the numbers,
needs, and contributions of immigrants. They share the many
ways adult education programs can tap into refugee support
networks and facilitate the process of immigrant integration
through intentional, data-driven program design and instruction. They also provide maps and resources that can aid in
determining needs in your local areas.
Kate Ayers (p. 8), the Executive Director of ReEstablish
Richmond, a refugee resettlement organization in the
Richmond metro area, introduces using trauma-informed
care and focusing on understanding collective cultures as
strategies to build trust when working with refugee groups.
Laura Clark (p. 12) with Virginia’s Community Colleges
(VCCS) Student Success Center follows with the importance of
trauma-informed care for all our adult learners and how using
a trauma-informed approach can create spaces where learners
feel a sense of belonging and can thrive.
Mary Lynch (p. 17) from Literacy for Life in Williamsburg
highlights their partnership with World Education, Inc. to pilot
an equitable digital literacy ecosystem for refugees living in
the Peninsula region—a project to expand access to education
and community building through technology, including access
Continued on p. 2>>>
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to the Internet. Read an interview between the Executive
Director of Computer CORE, Donna Walker James, and Nagia
Khaldi Kurabi (p. 19), a former student and current staffmember of Computer CORE from Syria, about the connections
between teaching digital literacy skills and supporting immigrants’ transitions into their new cultures.
Hali Massey, our ESOL Specialist, writes about VALRC’s
Serving Refugees Professional Learning Community (PLC)
(p. 25), as well as strategies to implement asset-based
approaches to instruction and beginning literacy instruction.
Beth Clifton (p. 30) from Fairfax County Adult ESOL shares
how their participation in VALRC’s Serving Refugees PLC has
impacted their programming for refugees and immigrants.
Darlene Fahrenkrug (p. 14), an adult ESOL instructor, offers her
strategies and resources for developing a virtual community
for her Afghan women learners. Melanie Siteki (p. 34) provides
her tips for supporting beginning literacy learners within a
multi-level ESOL classroom, and Cathy Cabrey (p. 36) shares
her story about finding adult-relevant phonics and phonemic
awareness materials. Beverly Ingram and Debbie Tuler (p. 38)
from the Thomas Jefferson Adult Career Education program
write about creating a Festival of Cultures to celebrate the
adult learners in your community.
Adult education programs serve a vitally important role in
providing a safe space for learners to set and reach new goals,
build communities, and springboard to successively higher
levels of education, training, careers, and civic engagement.
This issue is dedicated to the incredible work being done to lift
up the voices and experiences of adult learners from all over
the globe, and we hope the stories and ideas in these articles
inspire all of us to keep up the amazing work, to learn from
each other, and to provide innovative, inclusive, and impactful
supports for new Americans across our state.
To learn more beyond the issue, visit us to find resources,
read the latest news, and access professional development and
networking opportunities on our website and through our
communications. Explore the VALRC website and sign up for
updates.
Dr. Kate Daly Rolander is the Director of Literacy Programming
and Workforce Education Specialist at the Virginia Adult
Learning Resource Center (VALRC). She leads the team of
educational specialists in carrying out the VALRC mission
of equipping the field of adult education and literacy with
essential skills and resources through an equity mindset.
In addition, Kate also supports Virginia’s development
and implementation of career pathways programs, assists
instructors and staff in tailoring instruction for workforce
readiness, and coordinates the state’s PluggedInVA programs.
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The growth of Virginia’s immigrant communities also requires
adult education providers, including community-based literacy
organizations (CBLOs), to stay up-to-date on the numbers,
needs, and contributions of immigrants and the role adult
education can play in supporting immigrant integration.

Tools for Keeping
Virginia’s Immigrants
Visible in Adult Education
by Dr. Salta Liebert
I
& Dr. Grant E. Rissler
mmigrants have long been
essential threads in Virginia’s
fabric, but the importance
of this diverse set of communities
to the Commonwealth increased
greatly in the past 30 years.
Virginia’s immigrant population
grew from just over 300,000
people and 5% of the population
in 1990 to more than 1 million
and 12.6% of the population in
2020 (Migration Policy Institute,
2022a). In 2019, immigrants in
Virginia represented $33.6 billion
in spending power and paid $13.4
billion in taxes, including $4.1
billion in state and local taxes
(New American Economy, 2022).
Immigrants represent 22.8% of the
STEM workforce, 31% of physicians,
14% of nurses and 18.7% of health
aides in Virginia (Migration Policy
Institute, 2022b). Research shows
that 19% of Virginia businesses
were owned by immigrants in 2019
and these businesses made up
34% of the “main street” business
community (Goren et al., 2021).
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Need for Visibility

What is immigrant integration?

Many of these contributions are made
possible by Virginia’s excellent education system, including its network of adult education
providers. The growth of Virginia’s immigrant
communities also requires adult education
providers, including community-based literacy organizations (CBLOs), to stay up-to-date
on the numbers, needs, and contributions of
immigrants and the role adult education can
play in supporting immigrant integration.
However, as immigrant integration scholar
Jamie Winders (2012) points out, a key factor in the ability of local governments and
non-profit organizations to respond to the
needs of immigrants in their community is
whether immigrants are “visible” through
data, representative networks like governing
boards, and through personal interactions
with service providers. This visibility often
increases when a critical mass of immigrants
settles in one geographic area, but smaller or
more dispersed immigrant groups can often
stay invisible for significant periods
because immigrants often encounter
cultural, linguistic, legal, and resource
barriers to entering many of these
“visible” spaces.

Integration is defined as “the process by
which members of immigrant groups and
host societies come to resemble one another”
(National Academies of Sciences, Engineering,
and Medicine, 2015, p, 2). As such, the concept
is distinct from assimilation or acclimation,
which have often implied that immigrants
adjust, and the host society remains
unchanged. Instead, integration implies that
both immigrants and the society around
them adjust to each other, ideally in a way
that improves the well-being of both. Fully
integrating immigrants in the United States is
important because integrated immigrants can
realize their human potential—maximizing
their contributions to the workforce, to public revenue through taxes, and to their civic
communities.

This article endeavors to support
adult education providers and CBLOs
by:

Legal
Spatial

• providing a definition of immigrant integration to serve as a
common reference point;
• reviewing the different dimensions of integration highlighted by
research and the inter-relationship
among them; and
• providing a window into several
sources of data about immigrants
in Virginia that may be useful both
for “seeing” immigrants in order
to do outreach to specific communities and making the case for
English language learning (ELL)
programs to funders.
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What are the dimensions of immigrant
integration?
Scholarship on immigrant integration
highlights several dimensions that shape
the different opportunities and barriers an
immigrant may encounter in their individual
integration journey:
• The legal framework that determines
a person’s immigration status, which in
turn affects their eligibility for different
benefits;
• Socioeconomic factors, like working or
learning new skills that help get a better
job;
• Sociocultural factors, like learning a new
language or political and social views;
• Health and getting access to medical care;
• Civic and political factors, such as participating in community meetings or
volunteering;
• Family relationships, including marrying
within or outside of a home culture, and
• Spatial factors, such as access to immigrant
specific service providers and whether
immigrants settle in “ethnic enclaves.”
It is worth noting that in the integration
journey of immigrants, these dimensions
overlap, interlock, and interact with each
other in significant ways. Immigrants who are
spatially isolated from service providers, or
who lack legal immigration status, may face
greater challenges in accessing services that
can help them in gaining language and job
skills that would advance their socioeconomic
and sociocultural integration.
What data is available on immigrants in
Virginia and my area?

zation of data, finding key figures can be
difficult. Several organizations provide helpful
compilations of U.S. Census Bureau data at
the state level:
• The Migration Policy Institute provides
compilations of state data, as well as
estimates of key populations such as undocumented persons—for Virginia’s profile
visit https://www.migrationpolicy.org/data/
state-profiles/state/demographics/VA.
• The American Immigration Council provides key compilations of census data at
the state level—see https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/research/
immigrants-in-virginia.
• The ESRI Living Atlas (a geographic information systems (GIS) company) also
maintains an authoritative database of
the Census Bureau’s 5-year American Community Survey (ACS) data on immigrants.
https://www.arcgis.com/home/item.html?id=33fc8f99605747fa936f4568b6a59fca
Utilizing data from the ESRI Living Atlas,
an interactive set of maps developed by the
authors provides information on the immigrant communities at the locality (county/
city) and census tract level and may be of use
to adult education and CBLOs: https://bit.ly/
seeingimmigrantsinVA.
Included in the set of maps are information
about the naturalized and non-citizen immigrant populations visualized as a dot density
map (see image), areas where large portions
of the population are limited English proficient, and data on the number of students in
Virginia school systems who report speaking a
language other than English at home.

As with many key groups in society, significant data about immigrant communities is
available from the U.S. Census Bureau (you
can learn a lot about your community by
searching for it at https://data.census.gov/
cedsci/). However, for those not intimately
familiar with the Census Bureau’s organiPROGRESS Volume 32, No. 3
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We hope these resources can assist adult education providers, including CBLOs, in understanding
the growth of immigrant communities in their areas and informing outreach/marketing efforts
to those communities.
References
Goren, L., Stewart, C., & Cassidy, M. (2021).
Virginia immigrants in the economy.
The Commonwealth Institute. https://
thecommonwealthinstitute.org/research/
virginia-immigrants-in-the-economy/
Migration Policy Institute (MPI). 2022a. Key
demographic and labor force trends &
sociodemographic and linguistic profile
of underemployed immigrant adults with
health-related undergraduate degrees:
United States and selected states. [Data
table]. MPI. https://www.migrationpolicy.
org/sites/default/files/mpi-demographicunderemployment-trends_us-25states_
final.xlsx
Migration Policy Institute (MPI). 2022b.
State immigration data profiles:
Virginia. [Data set]. MPI. https://www.
migrationpolicy.org/data/state-profiles/
state/demographics/VA

p. 6

National Academies of Sciences, Engineering,
and Medicine. (2015). The integration of
immigrants into American society. Panel
on the Integration of Immigrants into
American Society, M.C. Waters and M.G.
Pineau, Eds. Committee on Population,
Division of Behavioral and Social Sciences
and Education. The National Academies
Press. doi: 10.17226/21746
New American Economy. 2022. Immigrants
and the economy in: Virginia. New
American Economy. https://www.
newamericaneconomy.org/locations/
virginia/.
Winders, J. (2012). Seeing immigrants:
Institutional visibility and immigrant
incorporation in new immigrant
destinations. The ANNALS of the
American Academy of Political and
Social Science, 641(1), 58–78. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0002716211432281

PROGRESS July 2022

Dr. Saltanat Liebert is Associate Professor at the L. Douglas Wilder School
of Government & Public Affairs at Virginia Commonwealth University in
Richmond. Her research focuses on immigration policy and comparative
governance. She is the author of “Irregular Migration from the Former
Soviet Union to the United States” (Routledge, 2009) and is the coeditor
of “Public Administration in Post-Communist Countries: Former Soviet
Union, Central and Eastern Europe, and Mongolia” (CRC Press, 2013). Her
publications appeared in journals, such as Public Administration Review,
Review of Public Personnel Administration, and International Journal of
Public Administration.
Dr. Grant E. Rissler is an affiliate faculty member of the L. Douglas Wilder
School of Government and Public Affairs at Virginia Commonwealth
University. His broad research focuses on social equity and peacebuilding,
with particular focus on state and local government roles in the immigrant
integration process and responsiveness to immigrant communities. His
research has appeared in State and Local Government Review, the Journal
of Public Management and Social Policy, Administrative Theory & Praxis and
the Journal of Interpersonal Violence.

How does adult education fit into the dimensions of
immigrant visibility and integration?
The specialists at VALRC and adult education providers across the state
envision the role of adult education in the dimensions of immigrant
integration as a catalyst for connection between adult immigrant groups
and services along with communities of support they need to thrive.
The dimensions highlighted in this article closely align with the essential components of our English language and civics education programs:
socioeconomic factors through new skills development, sociocultural factors through
language learning, health factors through health literacy programming, and civic factors through civics education and citizenship preparation.
Our adult education programs hold the potential to be a lifeline for new Americans. An important way to strengthen our capacity to positively impact immigrants’
lives in their new communities is to utilize our partner agencies and organizations
to enhance our own awareness of who is living in our communities and what their
short- and long-term goals and needs are. The resources in this article include several
tools to do just that: increase our awareness of immigrant populations who may need
services, connect to other immigrant-serving organizations to provide all-around support that align to the dimensions of immigrant integration, and develop integrated
supportive services that are goal-oriented and are accessible when and where group
of new Americans need them. We at the VALRC are committed to helping all of Virginia’s adult education programs connect with both new learner populations and
new partners to increase our visibility and our impact. Contact us at the VALRC for
questions and ideas regarding instruction and program design, identifying and building partnerships with other immigrant-serving organizations, and locating data about
immigrant groups in your local areas.
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Building
Bridges of
Trust for
Virginia’s
Newest
Refugee
Families: A
Practical
Guide

by Kate Ayers
Virginia doubled the
number of refugees that
it resettled in this fiscal
year, resettling 4,381
people in Charlottesville,
Richmond, Hampton,
Roanoke, Harrisonburg,
and Northern Virginia
(Refugee Services, n.d.).
p. 8
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H

earing all of the traumatic evacuation
stories of the newly arriving Afghan
community has reminded me about
the importance of trauma informed care. The
sheer numbers of Afghans who resettled in
Virginia means that many new faith communities and volunteers are stepping up to help
and cross-cultural communication may be
new to them. As a previous special education
teacher, I understand the struggle to meet
both the educational and emotional needs of
students. I recently heard Dr. Suzy Ismail at the
Cornerstone family counseling services speak
and was inspired by how her work could be
translated to the classroom.

Understanding the History
Virginia has been informally resettling refugees1 since the 1930s when the first group of
Jewish refugees arrived in Richmond, but the
refugee resettlement program that we know
of was not formalized until 1980 with the
passing of the Refugee Act. This program has
had bipartisan backing from its inception until
2016, but Virginia has been welcoming refugees from across the globe ever since.

Understanding the Current
Landscape

Hampton, Roanoke, Harrisonburg, and Northern Virginia (Refugee Services, n.d.). The
majority were from Afghanistan, making Virginia one of the top 5 states across the United
States to resettle Afghan evacuees.
As this newest group of newcomers comes
into your classroom, honing your trauma-informed care and cultural competency
strategies will be essential in order to develop
the trusted relationships needed to foster a
positive learning environment.

Understanding the Trauma:
Triple Trauma Paradigm
When it comes to trauma-informed care,
teachers must start by understanding the full
story of their students’ experiences. Understanding the “Triple Trauma Paradigm”
(Beckman et al., 2005, pp. 22–23) can help you
better understand the extent of trauma that
your students experienced and are still experiencing. This paradigm divides the refugee
experience into three stages where different
kinds of traumatic experiences occur:
Pre-Flight: The conditions that lead to
someone deciding to flee their home could
include harassment, experiencing or witnessing violence, loss of job or housing,
food insecurity, living underground, imprisonment, and/or societal chaos.

Prior to October 2021, Virginia’s resettlement program had been cut in half due to the
previous administration’s immigration policies.
This meant that when hundreds of thousands
of people were evacuated from Afghanistan
in the fall of 2021, the resettlement system
had a lot of catching up to do.

Flight: When people leave their home and
are seeking safety, they can experience
fear of being caught and having to return;
living underground; illness; separation;
isolation, crowded, and unsanitary conditions; long waits; great uncertainty of the
future; and loss of home and possessions.

Virginia doubled the number of refugees
that it resettled in this fiscal year, resettling
4,381 people in Charlottesville, Richmond,

Post-flight: When people reach their destination and try to resettle in a new place,
they may experience unsatisfactory societal

It is important to acknowledge that the data in this article only reflects individuals who qualify to receive benefits
through the Office of Refugee Resettlement. The numbers do not reflect the thousands of asylees and asylum seekers who have also had to flee their homes due to violence, human rights violations, and persecution but have not
been able to obtain immigration status that allows them the same benefits.

1
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and economic conditions; transportation,
language, and cultural barriers; racial/ethnic discrimination; family separation; shock
of new climate and geography; inadequate/dangerous housing; unemployment/
underemployment; bad news from home;
and/or loss of identity/roles.
It is important to understand that
your students who had to evacuate from
Afghanistan experienced additional layers
of trauma during their flight and post-flight
stages. Many Afghans got on an evacuation
plane with no more than the clothes on their
backs and had to live on U.S. military bases
for months before being allowed to resettle
permanently. Because so many people needed
to be resettled in a short period of time, the
post-flight stage has been more traumatic
than normal due to capacity limitations in
resettling communities. Housing shortages,
long waits for healthcare appointments, and
delayed school enrollment will all impact the
students walking through your door.

Understanding the Culture:
Collective vs. Individualistic
Culture
(Brown, 2021)
While it is impossible to understand and
adapt to all the cultural nuances your students
bring into the classroom, striving to be more
culturally aware builds bridges of trust with
your students.
A good starting point for being more culturally aware is to start with knowing if your
students are from a collective or individualistic
culture. While the United States is individualistic, most displaced people tend to come from
collective cultures (Ballard et al., 2016, p. 5.3).
In the rest of the article, I will highlight a few
tenets of the collective culture and specific
strategies to use that will lead to building
more trust in your classroom.

p. 10

1. Tenet: The power differential between
student and teacher tends to be much
larger for collective cultures.
Strategy: Integrate choice into lessons
to give the student some power in their
learning, but create boundaries around
the choices so that the student isn’t overwhelmed by the number of choices. When
students insist on calling you a formal
name, go with it. Lessons that require students to question or debate the teacher
may not work as well.
2. Tenet: Collectivist cultures typically have
less personal space (except for division
between genders) and prefer working
as a group. Sharing answers may be construed as cheating in an individualized
society but may be viewed as supporting
one another in a collectivist culture.
Strategy: Allow for the students to work
together and allow them to move physically toward one another during group
work. Be clear when you want them to
work on their own and not share answers.
3. Tenet: Collectivist cultures are polychronic,
meaning time is fluid. Being on time and
understanding the value that Americans
put on time is a learning curve that your
students must overcome when resettling
in the United States.
Strategy: Understand that their tardiness does not typically equate with
disrespect—be patient and help them
overcome this learning curve by designing lessons to help them understand how
Americans typically value time.
4. Tenet: Collectivist cultures tend to be
more visual and focus on the context
rather than the content of the communication.
Strategy: You need to focus more on tone
of voice, eye contact, facial expression,
and body positioning (nonverbal cues) of
your students. These are more accurate
indicators of how they feel as opposed to
the words they are using. (And use visuals
as much as possible!)
PROGRESS July 2022

Building trust with anyone (especially individuals who have experienced trauma) takes
time. It is easy to want to bypass this relationship building when you understand how far
the student may need to go before becoming
English proficient.
ReEstablish Richmond is a local nonprofit
with the mission to connect refugees to the
resources they need to establish roots, build
community, and become self-sufficient. For
more information or to find out how to get
involved, visit: www.reestablishrichmond.org.
(We always need ESL tutors!)
Kate Ayers joined ReEstablish
Richmond in 2013, motivated
by her participation in the
“Just Faith” program, a class
focusing on social justice issues
around the world. Holding a
master’s degree in teaching,
she previously worked as a
special education teacher and
department chair in Hanover
County for 11 years, while also
serving as a volunteer mentor
for refugees in the Richmond
community. Kate is currently a
member of the Office of New
Americans Advisory Board,
and her dedicated efforts
continue to build a supportive,
trustworthy community for
refugees and new immigrants
living in Richmond.
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Trauma-Informed
Care: What’s All
the Fuss About?
by Laura J. Clark

I

t seems that everywhere you look these
days, there is a conversation about
trauma-informed care. With more
people learning about this important body of
work, the implications for how we live and
work together become increasingly clear. But
what is this work all about?
What is Trauma?
For many people, trauma is what happens
with life-altering events like accidents, natural
disasters, war, or horrific abuse. All of these
events are without a doubt traumatic to those
who experience them and are learning to
cope in the aftermath. But there can be other
things that cause the body to move into survival mode.
Dr. Dan Siegel, a clinical professor of psychiatry at the UCLA School of Medicine, defines
trauma as “an experience that overwhelms a
person’s ability to cope” (NICABM, 2019). This
definition creates a better understanding of
how things that seem less dramatic can cause
the body to move into the same survival space
because a person’s experience has surpassed
their ability to cope and likely does not have
the ability to process completely to reach a
resolution.
Why Does it Matter?
It is the unresolved experience, whether
others recognize it as life-altering or not,
that continues to live in the mind and body. It
influences how we experience the world.
Think for a moment of your favorite
smell, the one that immediately transports
p. 12

you to another place and time. Maybe it is
your mother’s perfume or your favorite food
baking in the oven that brings you to a place
of joy.
We have each lived our own life, however,
and things that are delightful to our senses
may bring someone who has lived a different
life to a much different place. Perhaps your
mother’s perfume was worn by someone who
harmed them or your favorite food reminds
them of something they lost long ago.
It is hard to remember that everything
we encounter has been tagged by our past
experiences as a predictor of whether what
comes after is good or bad. If it is good, our
body prepares to relax and enjoy. However, if
it’s bad, our body begins its most important
task—protecting from harm and avoiding
danger by using what is often referred to as
the flight, fight, or freeze response. A person
may run away, tantrum, fight, become silent,
or even faint to try to return to safety.
It does not matter if the threat is real or
perceived. If the brain is making a prediction
based on all its past experiences that what
comes next is a threat, the body will engage
in behaviors to keep the person safe or to get
them to safety.
Doesn’t All of This Belong with Mental
Health Professionals?
Working with an individual to address
the sources of trauma in their life and its
long-reaching impacts absolutely belongs in a
professional therapeutic counseling relationPROGRESS July 2022

ship. Being trauma-informed does not prepare References
someone to handle these kinds of issues any
Grotberg, E. (1995). A guide to promoting
more than learning CPR prepares someone to
resilience in children: Strengthening the
do open heart surgery.
human spirit. The Hague: Bernard van
Becoming trauma-informed provides a
Leer Foundation.
framework to help individuals learn how the
NICABM: National Institute for the Clinical
brain and body work, how past experiences
Application of Behavioral Medicine. (2019,
influence our understanding of the world,
August 2). Why trauma affects some
and what we can do to have more compassion
people more than others, with Dan Siegel.
with one another. It also helps us learn how
YouTube. https://www.youtube.com/
not to make things worse for someone who
watch?v=yb4dgkk0kEk
is struggling to feel safe and connected in a
situation.
How Can the Impact of Trauma be
Mitigated?
Having the ability to work through the
difficulties in life is the key to overcoming
trauma and its impacts. Building resilience
can happen across the lifespan and can begin
at any stage of life. Resilience is taught and
modeled by healthy adults and can also be
shared in the community. Connecting with
external support, building internal personal
strength, and growing social and interpersonal skills are the required components of
resilience. All three components are necessary.
(Grotberg, 1995)
What Can I Do?
Becoming trauma-informed is a terrific
first step in helping individuals who have had
their lives impacted by situations that have
overwhelmed their ability to cope. Learning
to bring calm into challenging interactions
is a valuable skill that helps everyone get
things done more effectively. Creating spaces
where people feel like they can be safe and
connected allows for a sense of belonging to
develop. These are skills that take both practice and intention. But in the long run, they
help us create a world that is more compassionate and offers hope to others.

Laura J. Clark serves as the
Assistant Vice Chancellor
for Student Success and
Professional Development
and the Executive Director
of Virginia’s Community
Colleges Student Success
Center. Her 20 years in higher
education have focused on
helping students meet their
goals and equipping other
higher education professionals
to do the same. She has
worked with international,
under-resourced, and
historically marginalized
student populations. She is a
fearless advocate for creating
welcoming campuses and
classrooms where everyone
can chase their dreams. She
has equipped almost 1,800
higher education professionals
to be trauma-informed
individuals as a certified
trainer with Community
Resilience Initiative. Laura
is a first-generation college
student who earned a
bachelor of science in
psychology from Virginia
Polytechnic Institute and
State University and a master
of science in counseling and
human development with
a specialization in student
affairs administration from
Radford University.

To learn more about becoming a trauma-informed individual, please visit the Community
Resilience Initiative. Their webpage links to
training resources as well as other research
and communities of learning.
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Virtual ESOL Classes for Afghan Women
by Darlene Fahrenkrug

L

ast year, I taught two virtual English
classes for Afghan women at a
beginning level (including emergent
readers). They studied on Zoom four hours
a day, four days a week to develop their
English, digital literacy, and workforce skills
in the Literacy Council of Northern Virginia’s
Destination Workforce® program. This article
includes some of the strategies and resources
that were used to facilitate language learning
opportunities in the community of learners.
These women were new to using a laptop
and Zoom, and many had only been in the
U.S. for a short time. They were processing
trauma and grief, yet celebrating daily when
they conquered a personal goal like going to
the grocery store by themselves, reading a
food label, or riding a bus. The course design
provided opportunities for them to connect,
build confidence, practice skills, and make
progress toward their goals.

Their orientation packet contained annotated screenshots of visual vocabulary such as
the battery power icon, power button, sign
in screen, and password. It also included the
process for joining Zoom, creating a Gmail
account, signing in, and sending a Gmail.
During class, I referred to the packet frequently as we practiced these skills, and
learners continued to annotate the document in their L1. Using this packet gave them
confidence and helped develop learner independence. They felt very proud when they
could solve their own challenges without
needing to ask a family member for help.

Orientation
Before the course started, learners participated in an orientation. This included 1:1 time
with a staff member to practice the digital
literacy skills they would need to unlock their
loaner laptops and sign into Zoom the first
day of class. They received their schedule for
class and contact information for the organization and instructor.
p. 14

Resource: Quizlet
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Building Community
The learners were placed into levels by
assessment, and initial focus included building
class community. These activities also provided
an in-depth needs analysis since the learners
had varying educational backgrounds.
One objective was to practice asking and
answering personal identifying information
questions. Each day we would practice a new
“Question of the Day”, and after several days,
we started to use a Wordwall Random Wheel.
Learners could respond using their own information or fictional provided information.
Using the screen share and remote control
options in Zoom, learners practiced navigating on my screen until they could follow an
inserted hyperlink in the chat to practice in
breakout rooms with their peers. After each
question was asked, it could be removed to
prevent repetition or left in for questions that
needed reinforcement.

for their eyes to rest. Each question was highlighted to make it easier for emergent readers
to participate, and the free Didact Gothic font
was used to differentiate lower and upper
case i, the number 1, and lower and upper
case L. Pictures were chosen that did not cut
off or isolate a body part such as a foot or
hand when practicing vocabulary about the
body. Since representation is critical, high
quality photographs that resembled the class
were chosen for illustrative purposes.
Each hour, brain breaks for a few minutes
provided moments to stretch, blink our eyes,
take some deep breaths, and check in. At the
end of each day, learners completed a formative assessment, reflection, and homework
assignment. In between, we practiced digital
literacy skills, numeracy, conversation, reading, writing, listening, vocabulary, grammar,
and lots of English… with a bit of translanguaging as well. Often, Screencastify videos
were used to provide flipped
content as a preview to class
activities, such as digital literacy skills or readings with
embedded comprehension
questions.

Wordwall Random Wheel

Resource: Class Routine Slides

Resource: Wordwall Question of the Day
Teaching Strategies
Many of the learners were processing
recent trauma. Each class followed a structure
designed to provide support and stability.
They knew we would start with class routines
such as asking and answering questions about
the day, date, time, weather, a Social and
Emotional Learning (SEL) check in, objective,
and an introductory conversation. During
the conversation, time was spent listening
to learners reflect on their daily challenges
and lessons were adapted to provide practice
for the language they needed to meet those
challenges.
The number of words on each slide was
minimized to provide plenty of white space
PROGRESS Volume 32, No. 3

Communication was a key
part of consistent learner
engagement. Learners were
asked to contact the instructor before missing
a class or being late. They turned in homework by taking pictures, Zoom screen sharing,
using What’s App, or typing in the Zoom chat.
Providing choices helped dismantle barriers
to participation. Conferences were held frequently to provide feedback and to check
in. During learner conferences, a volunteer
worked with the rest of the class, or the class
worked in small groups.
Volunteers
We were fortunate to have a volunteer
aide for one hour each day supporting our
class, as well as an additional volunteer aide
that worked with our emergent readers
for one hour each day. Each week, I sent
an email with information about our unit
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and focus of the week as well as prepared
a Google Doc with daily lesson plans for
each set of volunteers. The daily lesson plan
gave volunteers a way to see previous work,
collaborate with their volunteer team, and
pull out vocabulary, phrases, and questions
that needed reinforcement.
Resource: Sample Volunteer Lesson Plan- Literacy Tutor

folding prior to writing the email included
practicing typing our names in the Zoom
chat, using emails for several of our reading
passages, noticing that they always have certain pieces (e.g. subject, greeting), and then
labeling those items in a few emails. Then,
we completed a cloze of an email and put an
email’s pieces into order on Jamboard. We
watched a Screencastify video demonstrating
how to create an email. Finally, we worked on
creating emails together, with additional support being provided to learners by requesting
to control their screen.
Resource: Jamboard
Each class was an experience for me to
learn more about facilitating language opportunities for beginning learners and meeting
their needs. I’m excited for the next virtual
class to start in a few weeks and hopeful that
we will be able to resume in-person classes
soon.
Additional Resources
Serving Refugees PLC Panel Discussion

Lesson Plans and Projects
I used backwards planning from desired
outcomes to create Project Based Learning
(PBL) assignments based on learner identified
areas of need. Each differentiated project contained personalized choices to provide learner
agency and scaffolding to help them succeed.
After completing an objective for learners to identify their child’s school, grade, and
teacher, it was clear that the class did not
have the information to contact their children’s teachers. A project was created for
them to collaborate on a Google Doc, copying
and pasting hyperlinks with descriptions and
pictures for the learner identified questions:
What is the uniform today? What is for lunch
today? How can I talk to my child’s teacher?
Resource: Google Doc
Another project involved giving advice to
a friend through an email. The lead-up scaf-
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Maryland TESOL ESL Story Banks: Jamboard/Wakelet/Color Vowel Chart/Flippity
Activities
Bow Valley College Readers
Reading Skills for Today’s Adults (Marshall-ABE)
New Readers Press: What’s Next? Series
Northstar Digital Literacy

Darlene Fahrenkrug has been
an Adult ESOL Instructor since
2012. She graduated with
a bachelor’s and a master’s
degree in English (linguistics),
as well as a graduate
certificate in TESOL and a
CELTA. Her focus has been on
facilitating inclusive classes
that develop learner agency as
well as English, digital literacy,
and workforce development
skills. She is passionate about
leading educators through
professional development and
programs through compliance
with federal assessments.
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REFUGEE INTEGRATION
THROUGH
DIGITAL
EQUITY
by Mary Lynch
Through its partnership with World Education
and Commonwealth Catholic Charities, Literacy
for Life seeks to ensure that refugees resettling
in the Peninsula area have access to Internet
service, devices, and digital literacy skills so that
they can benefit from Literacy for Life’s existing
ESOL services.
Literacy for Life, a community-based literacy organization in Williamsburg, has been
awarded funding from World Education, Inc.
to pilot an equitable digital literacy ecosystem among refugees living in the Peninsula
region. The project seeks to eliminate barriers
that might stand between local refugees and
their ability to integrate into their communities through educational opportunity.
Literacy for Life empowers adults by building foundational skills for success in life and
work. Areas of instruction include reading,
writing, math, and English language along
with special programming to address specific
needs such as high school completion, college
and career preparation, health literacy, financial literacy, and digital literacy. Instruction is
provided virtually as well as in-person by professional staff along with trained community
volunteers.
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World Education is a nonprofit organization dedicated to improving people’s lives
around the world through education and
social and economic development programs.
The U.S. Division of World Education advances
equity through education to support adults,
their families, and communities to thrive.
Transforming Immigrant Digital Equity
(TIDE), a project of World Education, seeks
to dramatically expand access to English for
Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) learning
and related immigrant inclusion services for
immigrants and refugees through scalable,
sustainable program models and services that
optimize the use of technology.
Literacy for Life is one of three pilot
sites nationwide building a local ecosystem
of partners and stakeholders to ensure
equitable ESOL learning and digital inclusion
opportunities for immigrants and refugees in
their communities.
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For its TIDE project, Literacy for Life is
partnering with the Newport News location
of Commonwealth Catholic Charities (CCC).
The mission of CCC is to provide quality,
compassionate human services to all people,
especially the most vulnerable, regardless of
faith. CCC’s diverse services include Refugee
Resettlement, which consists of housing placement, case management, school enrollment,
health and language support, and education
and employment services.

those individuals’ needs. Tutors will meet
one-to-one or in small groups with learners
in order to teach them to use their specific
devices. Needed skills will range from turning
on a device, to linking to WiFi , to downloading and opening a Zoom app. In addition
to teaching digital literacy skills, tutors will
also help their learners to develop the basic
English language skills they will need in order
to participate in ESOL classes or take advantage of other Literacy for Life services.

Through its partnership with World Education and Commonwealth Catholic Charities,
Literacy for Life seeks to ensure that refugees
resettling in the Peninsula area have access to
Internet service, devices, and digital literacy
skills so that they can benefit from Literacy for
Life’s existing ESOL services.

Transforming Immigrant Digital Equity is a
pilot project. During the process of serving the
refugee clientele of Commonwealth Catholic
Charities, Literacy for Life will develop networks and partnerships, untangle logistics,
and develop curricula and teaching strategies so that the TIDE model can be scaled
to serve additional underserved immigrant
populations. With Internet connectivity, digital literacy skills, English language skills, and
access to Literacy for Life’s diversity of services,
exponential numbers of immigrants in the
Peninsula region will be positioned to pursue
their goals, contribute their gifts to the community, and achieve their dreams.

The first hurdle that Literacy for Life’s project will address is Internet access. Literacy for
Life staff are researching opportunities for residents to obtain free or affordable WiFi and
devices. Sources include existing government
and social service programs as well as private
donations. Staff will assist individual refugees
to apply for the assistance that will be most
appropriate for their situation.
Internet access and a device, however,
are of little value if the individual lacks the
digital literacy skills to take advantage of
them. The refugees served by Commonwealth
Catholic Charities vary widely in their educational backgrounds, English language skills,
and digital literacy skills. Some will already
have the skills needed to immediately enroll
into Literacy for Life’s existing slate of virtual
services, which include ESOL classes at various
levels along with health literacy classes, career
coaching, and more. Those individuals will be
able to begin attending immediately, as soon
as their device and connectivity are in place.

Mary Lynch is Literacy for
Life’s (LFL) Human Services
Coordinator. In her role, she
enrolls students, trains tutors,
matches pairs, and provides
ongoing support. Previously,
Mary taught community
college English and was a
Peace Corps volunteer in
Papua, New Guinea. Mary
volunteered as a tutor with
Literacy for Life when she was
a student at William & Mary
(‘92) and she returned as a
member of staff in 2010.

Others in the refugee population, however, will require significant skill development
before they can take advantage of their connectivity. Literacy for Life will rely upon its
nearly 50 years of experience recruiting and
training volunteer tutors in order to meet
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Computer CORE (Community
OutReach and Education): A
Nonprofit Partner for Teaching
Computer Skills and Opening Doors
for Immigrants
by Nagia Khaldi Kurabi & Donna Walker James
Computer CORE (Community OutReach and Education)
is a nonprofit organization founded in 1999 in Alexandria
with the mission of preparing underserved adults statewide in Virginia to pursue their career aspirations with
foundational computer and professional skills. Computer
CORE is one of the only programs in Virginia that focuses
solely on digital literacy for adults. We do, however,
collaborate with other entities that offer digital skills
training in conjunction with other services, such as adult
education, literacy programs, and the libraries.
Computer CORE serves adults 18 and over and our
student population is around 95% immigrants who come
from over 100 countries. Our students are 95% people of
color, 70% women, and the average age is about 45.
We would like to share with you first-hand the impact
that CORE has with the immigrant community. What
follows is an interview with Computer CORE’s Community
Outreach and Student Success Manager, Nagia Khaldi
Kurabi, conducted by Computer CORE’s Executive Director, Donna Walker James.

People come
to us lost and
don’t know what
to do—we show
them how to
succeed.

Background:
Nagia Khaldi Kurabi is a former student of Computer
CORE. She first visited the U.S. in 1983 and moved here
permanently from Syria in 1987, receiving her citizenship
in 1990. Learn more about Nagia’s story.
Nagia is the Community Outreach and Student Success
Manager at CORE. Known as our “student whisperer,”
it is her responsibility to interact with all the students
to make sure they understand everything from signing
up on-line, to pre- and post-assessments, how to Zoom,
which online classes to take, and what opportunities are
available after Computer CORE. She never gets tired and
never gives up on a student—especially never allowing
them to give up on themselves. She frequently uses her
own story to motivate others.
PROGRESS Volume 32, No. 3
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Interview:
DWJ: Nagia, for this issue of PROGRESS
we have been asked what is the relationship
between teaching digital literacy skills and
assisting immigrants to acculturate to the
United States and find success.
NKK: As an immigrant myself, before
discovering Computer CORE, I felt like a forgotten person. American culture is not my first
culture and English is not my first language.
I was not raised here. Even though I speak
English fluently now, it is not my mother
tongue. Speaking is always challenging. It
has always been hard to fit in. I had to work
harder, had to learn the language and culture,
how to survive, and prove myself to be who I
am right now.

“Call Nagia” or “Call CORE.” I follow up, I call
again and again once they express interest
and I don’t give up on anyone. We don’t give
up.
Sometimes our immigrant students feel
like I am telling their story and speaking their
thoughts. The immigrant community appreciates Computer CORE.
Who are we? We are not any one group.
It’s just all of these melting pot people helping each other. Building connections between
U.S.-born students and immigrants from
around the world. Helping the immigrants
helps the community altogether. Getting more
people into higher paying jobs helps the Virginia economy.

Let me bring
the example of
our work with the
family of six from
Learning computer skills helps
Afghanistan who
have just arrived
us feel good about ourselves. It
in Richmond.
builds up our confidence. We are
These are people struggling to
not helpless. Not worthless. This
exist in a country
they just came to.
program lets you know that you
They all wanted
can do it.
to take our virtual
computer classes
When people
and we were able
first come to this
to deliver refurcountry and land
bished desktop
in Virginia, they find it hard to connect to serand laptop computers for them to keep at no
vices. No one knows where to go—they feel
cost. The mother needed beginning 00 classes,
like no one is answering the phone or getting
such as English conversation, Bridges to Sucback to them. In most cases, they have expericess, and personal development. Two of the
enced the trauma of war, natural disaster, or
sisters needed our 101 classes such as Microother hardships in their home country.
soft Word and Excel. Another sister needed
People come to us lost and don’t know
our 201 classes such as Intermediate Excel.
what to do—we show them how to succeed.
The brothers wanted Cloud Computing and
We don’t give out jobs, but we help them
Python Coding to lead to an IT job. This family
with the skills needed to get jobs and the con- comprises much of what we do, as some were
fidence to say they know how to do the work
working, looking for work, or planning on
in interviews. We help them update their
going to college. The family was looking for a
résumés and write professional emails.
program like CORE that could accommodate
I have a lot of connections in the immigrant different ages, different levels of English language skills, and computer skills. They could
community and people know to tell others,
not find anything until a former CORE student
In the beginning, each
immigrant struggles with the
language and/or
culture and wants
to fit in. They all
want to work and
have to work, but
there is a lot of
competition and
pressure.

p. 20

PROGRESS July 2022

who is their cousin told them about Computer
CORE. This one program could accommodate
the whole family.
It is important to remember that not all
immigrants and refugees need English or
remedial education. Many know a lot and can
advance quickly.
DWJ: Why are they seeking a program like
ours? There are many adult basic education
programs and nonprofits that help people,
including some specialized in immigrant
issues. What about learning computer skills is
particularly important to immigrants?
NKK: Learning computer skills helps
us feel good about ourselves. It builds up
our confidence. We are not helpless. Not
worthless. This program lets you know that
you can do it.
With computers, there is a struggle to
ask anyone how to do the simplest things.
Without these classes, we spend hours and
hours trying to learn how to do things. CORE
doesn’t just throw things at you. We help
our students from step one, where you are
at—even if you are at zero—until you become
proficient in computer skills. This does not just
happen overnight—it is not just one thing.
College expects you to know these things, but
Computer CORE starts where you are. Step-

by-step. Then we prepare you to go out into
world.
There are also students who want to work
hard to get much higher paying jobs for which
they will need certificates. We are beginning
to work more on certifications, but some
students need other classes such as English
conversation, Bridges to Success, and personal
development to help acculturate before they
can excel with certifications.
Our goal is to improve their computer
skills and career skills so we can improve our
community to make it better. Our eventual
goal is to improve our community. We do this
by offering the classes and refurbished computers at no cost to enrolled students. We
also help people receive free Internet service
through the Affordable Connectivity Plan
(ACP).
DWJ: In your opinion, why is it so important
that Computer CORE services be offered at no
cost to participants?
NKK: It is so important to be free because
our students are struggling to find jobs and
make it in this country. We serve low-tomoderate-income communities who cannot
afford to go to private schools and pay
thousands of dollars.

Nagia coordinates Computer CORE students and volunteers for a live event.
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Partnering with CORE
Although we are not funded by the Virginia adult education system, since 1999,
Computer CORE has built up an expertise in
teaching adults by listening to the needs of
our adult students and creating programming around their educational and workforce
goals. In response to our students, CORE
teaches digital content in virtual classrooms
in the evenings. We carefully group students
into classes based on their skills levels (00, 101,
201). Instructors match the starting point and
the pace of instruction to student needs—
starting where each student is at. Listening
to student comments and questions, having
at least two instructors in the classroom, and
making use of breakout rooms are helpful
strategies. Also, providing multiple ways to
receive the information—live, recorded, and
print—are important. Many English language
learners appreciate being able to pause and
replay the recordings and use closed captioning. Since moving online, in response
to student interest and volunteer instructor
availability, Computer CORE has added courses
in Python Coding, Cloud Computing, SQL, and
other advanced subjects. For the most part,
these are introductory classes starting from
very basic knowledge, but moving learners
new to the topics to higher levels
of understanding and eventually
to certifications.
Computer CORE has many existing partnerships and is available
to work with adult education
programs to provide the digital
literacy component of your offerings where we can be helpful. An
example of how CORE collaborates
with adult education is with the
statewide rollout of Code Beats for
Adult Learners, developed by Dr.
David Shepherd in the Engineering
Department at Virginia Commonwealth University. Code Beats is
an adult coding program taught
online. It uses hip-hop beats to
make coding accessible and fun.
Virginia Adult Learning Resource
Center (VALRC) introduced Dr. Shepherd and
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Computer CORE and helped advertise this free
coding camp for adults to adult education, literacy, and workforce development programs
all over Virginia. Computer CORE assists by
handling student registration and providing a
no-cost six-month Intro to Coding with Python
(ITCWP) class as a follow-up. Many students in
Coding/ITCWP have continued on to a community college coding class with the Community
College Workforce Alliance (CCWA) leading
to a PCAP certification—also free to eligible
students.
Other areas where CORE can collaborate with adult education programs include
connecting our largely immigrant and refugee student body to GED® and high school
diploma programs. We have a large number
of students without these credentials looking
to improve their educational levels and enter
the workforce.
Please share your ideas and digital needs with
us at info@computercore.org. Our full contact
information is:
Computer CORE
201 N Union Street, Ste 110
Alexandria, VA 22314
info@ComputerCore.org
(703) 931-7346

Computer CORE online class.
Drawing by Mack Robinson.
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Since 1999, Computer CORE has prepared
underserved adults to realize career
aspirations with foundational computer
and professional skills.

5,000+
Graduates
200+

Students per term

600+

Students per year

100

Countries of Origin

95%

70%

Students
of
Color

Women

95%

Students from
low-income
households
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Donna Walker James, Executive Director,
Computer CORE. Under James’ leadership,
Computer CORE pivoted to 100% online
no-cost classes, expanded course offerings,
re-invigorated the distribution of free
refurbished computers, and co-created a
Virginia-wide coding program collaborating
with the Virginia Adult Learning Resource
Center and Virginia Commonwealth
University on a project known as Code
Beats. Computer CORE also now has a Help
Desk for basic computer questions that
can be addressed virtually: 866-977-3033
or helpdesk@computercore.org. James
spent most of her career in workforce and
education-related roles as well as a variety of
nonprofit positions in and near Alexandria,
Virginia. She earned both her B.A. in urban
studies and M.S. Ed. at the University of
Pennsylvania.
Nagia Khaldi Kurabi, Community Outreach
and Student Success Manager, Computer
CORE. A graduate of Computer CORE, Nagia
joined the Computer CORE staff as Student
Recruiter and Classroom Associate in 2018
and advanced to Community Outreach and
Student Success Manager in 2021. In this
crucial role at CORE, Nagia is able to fulfill
her long-term commitment to help others
by assisting new immigrants and refugees
improve their lives in the United States. She
serves as liaison to the greater Northern
Virginia community, working along with
CORE staff and volunteers to engage, enroll,
and place applicants in classes that meet their
needs, ensuring students receive the skills
they need to learn computer technology,
increase career development skills—and
ultimately improve their lives. With her drive,
background experience, and skills, Nagia is
ideally suited to her role and exceeds beyond
the job description with her unflappable,
upbeat demeanor. Nagia previously worked at
BB&T Bank as an Assistant of Business Banker
and assisted the City Executive in Springfield.
Nagia has a degree in physical therapy from
Syria and several credits from Northern
Virginia Community College. She has recently
been accepted into George Mason University
as an undergraduate student where she will
enter the bachelor of individualized study
(BIS) program.
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CODE BEATS FOR ADULT LEARNERS
SAVE THE DATE
September 20-October 27
Thanks to a grant from Virginia Commonwealth University, Code Beats for Adult Learners
will be back this fall better than ever! We’ve been able to tailor our music and learning methodology even more to adults and involve inspirational leaders working in computer science and
music. Compute CORE Board Member, programmer, and rap recording artist, Abel Meri, and
local Hip Hop artist Dumi RIGHT are just two individuals that we are excited to introduce to
participants.
Code Beats is open to all Virginia adult learners at no cost and we invite parents to participate with their children and instructors to participate with their students. While Code Beats
takes place online every Tuesday and Thursday evening at 7 p.m. (with a Wednesday help session), we invite programs to host live streaming sessions at your site so that you can engage
your learners with something new and exciting.
This 6-week boot camp focuses on FUN and is followed by a 6-month Intro to Coding with
Python bridge class with Computer CORE, also at no cost and which follows a similar schedule.
From there, learners can continue on with the Python PCAP credential course offered by the
Community College Workforce Alliance (CCWA) and supported through Fast Forward funding.
This computer coding pathway has been proven to bring adult learners to an industry-recognized credential and high-paying jobs in under a year. Start spreading the word to your
community and be on the lookout for promotional materials coming soon!
Questions? Contact Katherine Hansen.
p. 24

PROGRESS July 2022

Serving
Refugees
Professional
Learning
Community
(PLC)
by Hali Massey

V

irginia has historically been a state
that serves refugees resettling in the
United States. However, after the
U.S. withdrew from Afghanistan in the summer of 2021, our state saw another increase
in the number of refugees temporarily and
permanently resettling here. Adult education
has an important role to play in the process
of refugee resettlement in America as we
are able to provide English language classes,
employment training, and a sense of community to those who are new to our country
and to Virginia. As many programs across the
state have started to receive student referrals
and requests for educational services from
their local refugee resettlement agencies, we
at VALRC wanted to provide a space for programs to share how they were working with
partner agencies, preparing for an increase
in beginning literacy learners, and providing
culturally responsive education in order to
PROGRESS Volume 32, No. 3

Adult education
has an important
role to play in the
process of refugee
resetlement in
America as we are
able to provide
English language
classes, employment
training, and a sense
of community to
those who are new
to our country and
to Virginia.
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effectively serve this increased population of
refugees in Virginia. To this aim, we began
offering the Serving Refugees PLC in Spring
2022.
The goals of this professional learning community included:
• providing technical assistance to programs
who are already or expect to serve refugees
in their adult education programs;
• connecting those who may be new to serving refugees to practitioners experienced
in serving this student population in order
to share promising instructional (in-person
and virtual) and outreach strategies; and
• providing resources and support related
to teaching emerging English language
learners including asset-based approach
strategies and culturally responsive
practices.
Throughout our five-month PLC, we had
guest speakers from across the country who
presented on the following topics:
• Connecting with the refugee resettlement agencies and community liaisons for
recruitment and engagement of participants
• Utilizing an asset-based approach strategies
for working with emerging English language learners
• Training ESOL or ABE teachers in low-literacy, virtual, and in-person instruction
• Utilizing culturally responsive practices to
support instructing refugees
Over the course of the PLC, we were able to
collect and share resources related to serving
refugees, both from Afghanistan and in general. We provided effective beginning literacy
instruction and utilized culturally responsive
and asset-based approach strategies to create
a safe learning environment for our refugee
learners. These resources can be found on the
PLC Padlet, which is an open resource for any
adult educator working with refugees. In addition to accessing this resource, practitioners
are able to add resources and share the Padlet
with others.
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Two important components of this PLC
were asset-based approach and beginning
literacy instruction strategies.
Asset-Based Approach Strategies
The following instructional strategies present English language instructors with the
opportunity to bring learners’ assets to the
forefront of the classroom and the language
learning journey as a starting point for further
developing proficiency in English.
1. Assess Assets
In adult education, there tends to be a
focus on pre- and post-testing learners
and on how learners can increase their
proficiency levels for reporting purposes.
While understanding where our learners
are on the spectrum of English language
proficiency is vital to delivering effective
instruction, understanding how learners
are already engaging with English in their
everyday lives can also have a significant
impact on instruction.
Asset Assessment: Instructors can administer an asset assessment, which is similar
to a needs assessment, but instead, it
allows learners the opportunity to share
their experiences and strengths when
it comes to engaging with the English
language. Instructors can then use “I
can” statements from learners to include
familiar content and linguistic features
in the classroom in order to build learner
confidence before moving onto more
challenging content.
• Resources:
o Principles of Inclusive Teaching &
Asset-Based Pedagogy
o Asset-Based Pedagogy
2. Incorporate learner voice into the classroom
Instructors can provide opportunities for
learners to share their voice, stories, and
narratives in the classroom. This allows
learners to feel validated in their life
experiences and creates opportunities for
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learners to be the subject matter experts
in the classroom.
The Language Experience Approach:
Using the Language Experience Approach
(LEA) is a very effective activity for giving
voice to learners at all proficiency levels.
This is an activity where instructors ask
learners to share a story verbally while
the instructor or a peer writes the story
down. This activity results in student-generated texts that can be used for further
learning activities. The benefits of this
activity include the fact that the student-generated text includes vocabulary
and grammatical structures that are familiar to learners and that can be used as a
place from which to grow that language
knowledge.
• Resources:
o The Language experience approach
and adult ESL learners
o Steps for Creating a Language
Experience Story: Video Demonstration
Response prompts: Another strategy
for incorporating learner voice and
experience into the classroom is to use
problem-solution, growth-mindset, and
suggestion prompts that allow learners to
share their thoughts, opinions, and experiences on a focused theme. Instructors
need to ensure that these prompts are
relevant to the current topic of the classroom content and to adult life in general.
In addition, instructors can scaffold these
prompts with images or videos.
This compilation of resources provides
examples of incorporating learner voice
into the adult ESOL classroom.
3. Provide the opportunity for learner
self-assessment
Another strategy for highlighting and
leveraging student assets is to provide
opportunities for learners to self-assess
their own progress.
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Exit Tickets: Instructors can provide exit
tickets after lessons for learners to indicate what they understood and what they
would like to explore more. Using positive
and asset-based language is key so that
learners do not feel demotivated by this
reflection. For example, instructors can
ask learners for a “glow”, something that
is going well and a strength, and for a
“grow”, an area that they want to keep
improving and focusing on. These activities
also lend themselves well to visual representations which help to scaffold these
more abstract ideas.
K-W-L Chart: Instructors can also use a
K-W-L chart for self-assessment which asks
learners to indicate what they know (K)
and what they want to learn or wonder
(W) about a topic, and then reflect on the
topic after a lesson or series of lessons by
indicating what they learned (L).
Goal-Setting Activities: Integrating
goal-setting activities into the classroom
provides learners with an opportunity to
reflect on where they are and where they
would like to go. In adult education, we
place a lot of emphasis on college and
career readiness and ensuring that our
learners continue their education past
English language classes, but it is important to understand what language goals
the learners themselves have and how
those goals can be used to provide support
in pursuing larger life goals. These goal
setting lesson plans provide some strategies and tools for teaching goal setting
with adult English language learners.
These activities and strategies also help
learners shift from dependent to independent learners which aligns with the aim of
delivering culturally responsive education.
4. Utilize learner heritage language in the
classroom
One asset that all of our English learners bring into the classroom is that they
already speak a different language.
Whether they are literate or not in their
heritage language is a consideration,
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but even if they are not literate, they are
fluent in at least one other language.
English language instructors can leverage
our learners’ language abilities for developing proficiency in English.
This webinar on Translanguaging as an
Antiracist Practice presents additional
opportunities for using heritage languages in the classroom.
Beginning Literacy Instructional Strategies
1. Leverage student strengths
One aspect of life experience that adult
literacy learners bring into the classroom
is their personal accounts of situations
regarding language use. Literacy learners typically have strong verbal language
skills that can be advantageous in the
literacy classroom. They also have experience with language acquisition by living
and navigating life in a new country.
In addition, these learners are bringing
their own funds of knowledge into the
classroom. It is important to focus on
what students have and build from there
instead of only focusing on what is lacking. Using these experiences and funds of
knowledge also allow learners to build
confidence while participating in literacy
instruction.
2. Connect instruction to real world
application
Literacy instruction for adults can be
challenging for a lot of reasons but one
main challenge is that most literacy learning materials and activities are geared
towards children and not adult learners. Not having adult-relevant materials,
activities, and instruction can significantly
affect learners’ motivation, persistence,
and confidence. The instructional practice
of connecting literacy instruction with
real-world application is vital for establishing relevance for literacy instruction,
creating a learning environment that
feels appropriate and comfortable for the
adult learner, and providing opportunities for immediate application of learned
material.
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Strategies for connecting instruction to
real world application include:
• Contextualize literacy skill instruction
and practice: Use vocabulary applicable to real-world scenarios and
situations and focus on readily needed
literacy skills.
• Integrate authentic materials into the
classroom: Utilize written materials
that learners encounter in their everyday lives and ask learners to bring in
written materials that are applicable
to their lives.
3. Provide explicit literacy instruction
Depending on literacy learners’ prior educational experiences, the classroom may
be a new environment for them. Additionally, our education system in the U.S.
uses a teaching style and has a culture
that may be different from that of our
learners. For these reasons, using explicit
instruction ensures that we are not making assumptions about what learners
understand about or are able to do in
our classrooms. Explicit instruction means
that instructors are using direct and clear
instructions, models, and examples so that
learners understand what is expected of
them and how to engage with learning
activities in the classroom.
Strategies for providing explicit instruction include:
• Provide models and scaffolds: Use
“show and tell” for all learning activities, providing explanations and
instructions in a variety of ways (using
written and spoken language and
images).
• Chunk materials: Break class content
and activities into smaller more manageable chunks so that learners can
focus on one concept or task at a time
and avoid feeling overwhelmed by
what is happening in the classroom.
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4. Utilize a balanced approach
While literacy instruction is essential to
the language development of our literacy
learners, this does not mean that literacy instructors should take focus off of
language learning. Balanced instruction
refers to including within literacy instruction both meaning-based instruction that
is focused on comprehension as well as
phonics-based instruction that is focused
on decoding. The benefits of using this
approach include that it develops relevance and context for classroom materials
and allows learners to stay focused on the
goal of comprehension.
Strategies for utilizing a balanced
approach include:
• Use a meaning-based approach: This
approach is focused on having students learn whole words. Students
need to develop a sight word bank
and then work on using those words
in sentences and stories. This sight
word bank then serves as a basis for
phonics instruction. It is important for
instructors to start with words that are
verbally known to students and that
are commonly seen in public such as
words on signs and on forms.
• Use a whole-part-whole approach:
This approach starts with a whole text,
and then instructors pull out specific
parts to analyze for phonics/phonemic awareness skills and then go back
to the whole text. This approach also
acknowledges the need to contextualize phonics instruction.
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by Beth Clifton
Definitely take
advantage of VALRC
PLC offerings. The
Refugee PLC was
invaluable with many
resources still available
to attendees that we
can go back and look
through for additional
professional growth.

A

How Virginia’s
Refugee PLC Has
Impacted Fairfax
County Public
Schools’ Adult
ESOL Program

s part of the leadership staff and teacher instructional support at Fairfax County
Public Schools’, I am sharing how our Adult English to Speakers of Other Languages
(ESOL) program participated in VALRC’s spring Refugee Professional Learning
Community (PLC) and was able to apply what we learned. Four leadership staff and six
teachers attended the VALRC Refugee PLC. These teachers, and myself as the ESOL Resource
Teacher, were asked to present at our own program’s Spring Term PLC, which has a miniconference format.
All teachers attending our program’s Spring Term PLC were asked to rotate between stations for two rounds of demonstrations. Some of the presentations included strategies and
resources teachers learned in the Refugee PLC: “Serving Afghan Refugees” by Sarah Pimentel
and Jenna Lightner, “Culturally Responsive Teaching to Address Cultural Shock and Trauma in
Low-Level Learner Classrooms” by Ernesto Luna, an “Overview of the Language Experience
Approach” and “Deficit Discourse and Translanguaging” by Pavithra Rajesh. In addition, my
presentation was “I am” lessons to affirm student identities and voices.
In the VALRC PLC
resources, I saw the “I
am” ABE Curriculum
which enables students
to affirm who they are
and counter stereotypes. I expanded the
#Iam ABE lessons so that
they aligned with our
program’s work with
English language proficiency standards (ELPs)
and our LEARN lesson
plan format. I adapted
these lessons and added
resources. At our prop. 30
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gram PLC, teachers were given time to review the lessons and record their thoughts using a
3-2-1 reflection in a flower bloom I created to go along with the PLC’s spring theme.
The “I am” lessons that I created address the following topics at different levels: beginning
level, “Refuting Stereotypes,” for intermediate level, “Resisting Stereotypes,” and for the
advanced level, “ I am Statements.” The beginning level uses pictures, words, and sentence
frames whereas the advanced level has students go further and construct paragraphs. They
align to the Ventures Unit 1 about personal information and can be utilized within the first two
weeks of class to have students get to know each other. I aligned the lessons to ELPs 2 and 3 for
academic language development. Lastly, I incorporated our ESOL Services language functions
and graphic organizers to extend the materials. The final lessons I adapted include the original
#IamABE lesson content, but also have full lesson presentations.

Two of our teachers Sarah Pimentel and Jenn Lightner presented at the Spring PLC on
overviews of “Serving Afghan Refugees” which were takeaways from resources provided at
Session 1, Session 2, and Session 3 of the VALRC Refugee PLC. Their presentation covered the
vast differences of Afghan Refugees and included experiences on immigration status and
community as well as implications for classroom takeaways. Sarah and Jenna also presented
on trauma-informed care and practices which indicate that students who have faced trauma
do best in welcoming classrooms with high structure and high warmth. Examples of traumainformed practices that they covered included mindfulness and regulating ideas.
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Another teacher, Ernesto Luna, presented on Culturally Responsive Teaching to address
cultural shock and trauma in emergent learner classrooms. First, he shared the eight
competencies of culturally responsive teaching. Then, Ernesto shared facts about Afghan
culture, which included the Afghan socialization structure and creating a community space for
beginning learners with peer learning, writing groups, and establishing group goals. Ernesto
also included verbal aspects of communication and pointed out that beginning learners will
benefit from hand gestures incorporated into literacy development. He also stressed the
importance of one-on-one meetings with learners which helps minimize traumatic responses
as well as utilizing sensitivity in group placement of men and women, which is helpful and
culturally responsive as some might do better in a separate environment as opposed to a
heterogeneous grouping.
Pavitthra Rajesh, one of our advanced teachers, presented on the Language Experience
Approach, an overview of deficit discourse and translanguaging. In the presentation, deficit
discourse is language and labeling that minimizes the assets refugees bring to the United
States. For example, low literacy is seen as a main reason for an achievement gap. Another
example is labeling English Learners as “Limited English Proficient.” Translanguaging enables
learners to build on their linguistic diversity featuring their assets equal footing is given to
native languages and English. Students share their pronunciation for vocabulary words in their
native languages.
For the LEA, Pavithra adapted
the procedure overview from The
Language Experience Approach
from the Victoria State Government that was shared at the
VALRC Refugee PLC. She then
created a step-by-step guide for
teachers to follow.
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You may access our program Spring Term PLC presentation materials on this Padlet- FCPS
Adult ESOL- Spring PLC to see an overview of the resources. Click on the resource to open it
and click the arrow to download. If you have questions about anything presented, you may
reach out to me, Beth Clifton at baclifton@fpcs.edu.
Definitely take advantage of VALRC PLC offerings. The Refugee PLC was invaluable with
many resources still available to attendees that we can go back and look through for additional professional growth.
Beth Clifton is an Instructional
Resource Teacher with the
Adult ESOL Program of
Fairfax County Public Schools,
providing one-to-one teacher
coaching and support as
well as collaborating on
program-wide professional
development. Beth holds an
M.S. in education (TESOL)
from Shenandoah University
and a B.A. in music education
from Southeastern University.
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Tips for
Addressing
ESOL
Beginning
Literacy
Learners
within a
Multi-Level
Classroom

by Melanie Siteki

T

his spring, I participated in the
Beyond Basics: ESOL Beginning
Literacy course offered by VALRC.
Although I currently teach advanced English
language learners (ELLs) with the REEP
Program in Arlington, over the years I have
also taught emerging readers and writers in
intermediate level classes. In both of these
cases, I found myself trying to meet the
literacy needs of a small group of dedicated
learners within a larger class. The practical
notes that follow, based on experience and
what I learned in the Beyond Basics: ESOL
Beginning Literacy course, apply mostly to this
kind of multi-level scenario.
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Literacy pull-out groups plus in-class support: In my intermediate level classes, I pulled
out 3 or 4 students for literacy instruction
once a week while the rest of the class was
working in the computer lab with a lab assistant. This was effective, but after participating
in the literacy course, I would also provide
additional support within the larger class
according to Universal Design Learning (UDL)
and best practices for a multi-level classroom.
Examples would include planning an objective for each learner, additional scaffolding,
homogeneous and heterogeneous groupings
depending on the task, modifying materials,
and providing multiple means of representation with the help of volunteers if possible.
Spelling cards: In the pull-out groups, I had
learners make custom work-related spelling
flashcards to study for the following week. For
example, one individual chose words from his
restaurant’s special-of-the-day which he had
difficulty writing and another used vocabulary
related to her daughter’s school. This practice
is something that could benefit all learners in
a class.
Dialog journals: Learners responded in
their journals for homework and also had
them on-hand during class as an alternative
activity if they felt it was a better use of their
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time than a given speaking activity. While
this activity can be time-intensive if used on a
large scale, dialog journals, like word-related
spelling cards, are individualized and can
be used as one of several various stations to
choose from for the whole class.
Language Experience Approach (LEA):
The basis for this approach is a story that the
English Language Learner (ELL) relates orally
and the teacher transcribes. This story is then
used as the text for any number of activities, including copying, reading aloud, cloze
activities, picture-word or picture-sentence
matching, and more. Drawing on learners’ life
experiences and expertise is a rich source for
both content and motivation.
Whole-part-whole approach to lessons:
The literacy needs of my current (advanced)
students are different, but the whole-partwhole approach can be used when planning
lessons for any level, with big-picture activities
coming first, in context. Then, the “part” portion of the class can be differentiated, where
groups of learners can dig into whatever is
most helpful for them—with those learners
who are newer to the Roman alphabet working on literacy activities while others may
focus on discrete aspects of grammar—before
coming back together again to apply what
they have learned in a real-life context.
No matter the level of the learner, we can
increase confidence about their literacy goals
and progress by doing needs assessments and
regularly checking in about progress. Being
able to participate in a professional learning
community focused on sharing instructional
strategies to best meet the needs of beginning literacy learners is well worth the time
and effort spent.
Melanie Siteki is an
instructor who has taught
a variety of levels with the
Arlington Education and
Employment Program (REEP)
in Arlington. She started
teaching online during the
pandemic and currently
teaches an advanced online
class using REEP’s Advanced
Culture, Civics, and English
Studies (ACCESS) curriculum.
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The Beyond Basics: ESOL Beginning Literacy facilitated online course, offered by
the Virginia Adult Learning Resource Center (VALRC), is an in-depth follow up to our
popular ESOL Basics course.
Teaching adult English language learners
who struggle with reading and writing—
perhaps because they never went to school
in their home country and are not literate
in their native language—may seem like
an intimidating prospect. It is true that it’s
not always easy. However, as anyone who
has taught such a group of students knows,
working with literacy learners is also very
rewarding.
Beyond Basics: ESOL Beginning Literacy
gives participants the tools needed to work
with literacy learners. VALRC specialists
have culled the latest research to familiarize
those enrolled with what literacy learners
bring to the classroom, provide the best
approaches for working with these students,
and help instructors better prepare for classroom time. Participants share activities and
lessons with each other and receive feedback. In the end, all will have a repository of
strategies, activities, and lesson plans to use
with beginning literacy English language
learners.
Lessons and resources included in the
course:
• Understanding Literacy Learners and the
Literacy Classroom
• Print Awareness, Sound/Symbol Correspondence & Emergent Readers
• Orality & Literacy & Standards Alignment
• Multilevel and Balanced Instruction
Strategies
• Assessment and Technology
• Preparing for the Literacy Classroom
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A Journey to Find Adult-Relevant
Phonics & Phonemic Awareness
Materials
by Cathy Cabrey

Phonics” by jeffdjevdet is licensed under CC BY 2.0.

I

had been teaching English to adult
emerging readers using traditional
beginner English as a second language
(ESL) books as guides for several years when
my frustration reached a peak. The students,
primarily from Afghanistan, were improving
well with their speaking and listening skills,
but their ability to read beyond a collection
of sight words hit a wall early in the process.
The instructional books I used (as do so many
other ESL teachers) promoted the use of the
three-cueing system for students to guess
their way to a new word. Pictures, context,
and first-letter sounds; however, do not create
real, usable reading skills and my ESL students
had no ability to progress to levels beyond my
classes without learning how to read.
I spent a lot of time researching different
programs that focus on teaching English language learners how to read independently.
Some were very costly and difficult to apply in
the classroom while others were not focused
on the adult learner. The one that piqued my
interest the most was abcEnglish, created by
Jennifer Christensen. I reviewed the sample
lessons and books and was quite impressed. I
signed up for a 30-day trial and was convinced
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this could change how I teach students to
read forever.
According to the research in The Science
of Reading: A Handbook (Snowling & Hulme,
2005), it is very important to include phonics
and language comprehension to effectively
and efficiently teach students to read. I am
seeing a lot of states around the country
already incorporating this approach into their
curriculum for K–12 students. To boil it down:
Decoding + Language Comprehension =
Reading Comprehension
At my suggestion, The Rappahannock Area
Regional Adult Education (RARAE) program
piloted the abcEnglish program for the 2020–
2021 academic year and I was the sole teacher
to use it in the classroom. During this year,
five of the top ten most improved students in
the RARAE ESL program were in my pre-literacy and emerging-literacy classes, which were
taught 100% online.
The key features that sold me on the program
were:
• Systematic and sequential phonics
skill-building
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• Phonemic awareness training
o Segmenting & blending sounds
• Decodable, connected text for reinforcement of new skills
• Diverse images, adult & English language
learner (ELL) friendly
• Simple pages/screens without extraneous
information to distract learners
• Built-in teacher prompts and instructions
within each lesson
• Techniques that break the guessing habit
• Placement and assessment tests for progress-tracking
• 4 levels
o Consonant and vowel sounds with simple CVC words
o Blends, vowel teams, silent e rule, r- and
l-controlled vowels
o Multi-syllable words, consonant & vowel
patterns, trigraphs, digraphs and silent
letters
o Word morphology
• Fast-track option for students who have
decoding skills in their own languages
• Online library of vocabulary, grammar, and
real-life stories for developing language
comprehension
• Suggested lesson plans
• Updated on a regular basis
abcEnglish is based on The Science of Reading at its core, but specifically designed for
adult English language learners. You can read
about the research that went into the program’s development here and how it is used
in the modern ESL classroom (both in-person
and online) by clicking on the links:
• The Science of Reading: Implications for
LESLLA
• The Science of Reading: A Workshop of
Adult Literacy Educators

• Training Webinar: Orientation to using
abcEnglish Teaching Resources
• Sample phonics lessons
• Book previews
Teaching adult ESL students to read can
seem like a daunting task, especially to students with very little experience in the English
language or those without decoding skills in
their heritage language.
But even students who are in higher level
ESL classes struggle with the basic phonics
skills needed to read new, more complex
words without an instructor’s assistance. They
count on their ability to memorize instead
of sounding out/decoding new words. An
understanding of phonics would allow them
to head to community college or advanced
schools with true reading skills and increased
confidence in their abilities to succeed.
I highly suggest incorporating a literacy
program like abcEnglish that supplements
your current teaching experience and expertise with the phonics skills your students need
to meet all their English language goals without limitations.
Reference
Snowling, H. C., & Hulme, C. J. (2005). The
science of reading: A handbook. (1st ed.).
John Wiley & Sons, Incorporated.
Cathy Cabrey started teaching
English language learners
as a volunteer in 2015 at
the Campagna Center’s
New Neighbors program in
Alexandria. She began teaching
as a professional in 2019
at the Rappahannock Area
Regional Adult Education in
Fredericksburg where she still
works today as an instructor
and Literacy Mentor for
fellow teachers. Cathy has a
B.S. in hotel administration
from Cornell University and a
graduate certificate in teaching
English as a second language
from George Mason University.

o Includes a case study of 5 students using
different methods
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Creating a Festival of Cultures to
Empower & Celebrate Adult Learners
in Your Community

E

by Beverly Ingram & Debbie Tuler

very May, the Thomas Jefferson Adult
Career Education program at Piedmont Virginia Community College
(TJACE@PVCC) in Region 10 hosts a Festival
of Cultures that empowers and celebrates
the diverse backgrounds of our ESL and GED®
students. The festival grew over 14 years
before the COVID-19 pandemic to be a large
community-wide event. During the pandemic lockdown, the festival went virtual but
returned this past spring as a mini, in-person
event for friends and family of TJACE students
and staff, with an attendance of around 200
people. Here we describe this latest version.
Festival of Cultures 2022: Visualize walking
up to your school one Sunday afternoon. A
tent and tables line the entrance. One of your
local Afghan families displays oriental carpets,
some students play musical instruments,
and a student is painting traditional henna
designs— students and their families line
the walkway with posters and exhibits they
have worked on in class, showing traditional
costumes and items from their countries.
Everyone appears happy and confident.
Students are proud of their posters, and
it shows in their stance and in the joy on
their faces. They are speaking in English or
pointing to pictures if their language is more
limited. The students are teaching those
around them about their countries, and as
we know, teaching is the highest form of
learning. Students and guests interact with
each other in positive, friendly ways. Inside,
several students have taken charge of the
p. 38
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potluck room, telling those arriving with food
where to set up. Each food item is labeled
with a name and key ingredients, so people
know what meets their dietary restrictions.
The buffet line is out the door but it does
not matter as everyone in line is thrilled to
socialize along the way. This is community.
At 3 p.m., an announcement is made to
meet under the tent for the talent show.
A Congolese man performs a singsong, an
Argentinian couple perform a tango, a Venezuelan plays guitar, an Afghan dances, and
a Mexican girl sings from her heart. Some
signed up in advance to perform while others
were inspired to do so on the spot. Students
are given responsibility and choice in how to
express themselves, both with exhibits and
performances, and it is emotional. Deep learning comes through this type of experiential,
meaningful, and project-based activity.
Travelers get their “passports” stamped
as they visit exhibits and once they have 15
stamps, they can select a free book. Picture
dictionaries were popular this year.
The opportunity for students to be leaders
is important to integrating and gaining
confidence as they acculturate into the United
States. Some students have lost this role that
they had before while others would never
have been in a situation to lead or perform
due to their gender or socio-economic status.
Yet when a safe space is created, they shine—
and this small experience will spiral into all
areas of their life and work. This is civic

participation.
Our Process: So how do we get there? Six
to eight weeks before, event organizers visit
each classroom with a slideshow heavy on
visual examples, creating excitement about
an upcoming event—through planning and
organizing, students learn. There is a lot of
talk about food, traditional clothing and
crafts, and forming groups to work together—
student leaders naturally emerge from this
process. The organizers and teachers explicitly
put as many parts of this event into the hands
of the students, creating an atmosphere of
excitement, ownership, and shared goals.
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Teachers guide or facilitate the development
of group or individual posters, slideshows,
videos, or other projects while incorporating
level-appropriate writing and speaking
activities. Topics may include a general
country overview, food, dance, crafts, games,
history, or personal story. Projects provide
multiple levels and choices of learning
styles for students to explore in a safe and
low-stakes atmosphere. Hands-on group
learning opportunities abound. Students are
motivated by a desire to present their best.
This is empowerment.
Teachers volunteer to run a kids crafts
table, the welcome table, and book distribution. The local library brings the book mobile
and helps students get library cards. Several
local organizations that work with our students have information tables.
You may think of other ways that your
students, staff, and community partners can
participate in planning and hosting an event.
Conclusion: Our focus from the beginning
was on amplifying student voices, facilitating their participation and integration in
the community, and demonstrating to the
community what our students bring. It has
always been about celebrating diversity and
it is a Festival of Cultures because we all—
whether native-born or immigrant—have
culture. This year’s mini-festival (or glorified
potluck) felt like a return to our beginning,
with students at the heart. As a teacher, it is
a joy to engage students in creating culture
posters or exhibits—incorporating oral communication, writing, reading, art, math, and
even science and social studies—to present
and share with a real audience that goes
beyond classroom walls.

Beverly Ingram is the Festival of
Cultures Coordinator and has
been teaching English language
learners ages 5–75 for more
than 20 years in four countries.
She is honored to be working
with and learning from our
international community
members. In Virginia, she
presently teaches TJACE Adult
Education programs, PVCC
Writing Composition for
EL’s, and provides language
coaching for UVA Darden
Business School students and
UVA medical doctors. Beverly
has a B.A. in international
relations from The American
University in Paris, masters level
coursework in second language
acquisition and teaching, a
Virginia teaching license with
an ESOL endorsement, TEFL
certification, and is an academic
and personal growth coach.
Debbie Tuler has worked in
adult ESL for more than 30
years in multiple roles including
teacher, curriculum developer,
instructional coach, and
program coordinator. Currently,
she is the ESL Specialist in
Region 10. She founded the
Charlottesville Festival of
Cultures in 2004 with another
colleague and a student
committee.

For more information on project-based
learning which can inspire you to develop
your own region’s Festival of Cultures, take a
look at “What is PBL?” from PBL Works.
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From the VDOE

Welcoming
Immigrant
Students

W

hat can our data tell us about the
English learners in our adult education programs? Much of what
is revealed in the statewide data is evident
in your classes, programs, and communities.
Our English learners come from around the
world, have diverse educational backgrounds,
and speak a wide range of other languages.
Beyond what the data show, however, we
know that they bring a range of perspectives
and experiences to our class discussions and
enrich our understanding of their native countries, as well as our own as we see American
culture through their experiences here.
Before we begin an article on data trends,
however, we must acknowledge that the years
of the COVID-19 pandemic have been especially difficult for our immigrant communities.
Whether they are essential workers working
in challenging circumstances, confronting
health access disparities and illness in their
families, or staying home to help their children
with online schooling, adult English learners
have had less time for their own education.
Again and again, the paragraphs that follow
will reference the fact that the program year
(PY) of 2020–2021 shows a dip in enrollment
among English learners. The preliminary data
available now (June) for PY 2021–2022 indicate that our student population is stabilizing
and enrollment patterns—if not totals—are
nearly back to pre-pandemic patterns. We are
grateful to the instructors and administrators
who weathered the disruptions with creativity
and who continue to welcome students and
offer instruction. And, we truly appreciate the
commitment of the learners who persisted and
those who have returned.
PROGRESS Volume 32, No. 3

Here are some statewide trends that you
can share with your students to spark discussions about their communities, their dreams,
and their goals for education, integration,
and employment.
We teach English. English language acquisition
(a.k.a. English for speakers of other languages
or ESOL) and integrated English literacy and
civics education (IELCE) programming account
for the majority of the total student enrollment in Virginia—except for PY 2019–2020
when it dropped below 50 percent. The
preliminary data for the current year, PY 2021–
2022, show that we are back to the trend of
having well over half of our students enrolled
in ESOL or IELCE classes.
We serve minorities, mostly women. Hispanic
students are the largest demographic group
in our statewide data, accounting for approximately 40 percent of our total enrollment.
Hispanic women, specifically, are the largest
single group served in the state. Our male student population was significantly lower during
PY 2020–2021, dropping to below 30 percent
of the total enrollment. The preliminary data
for PY 2021–2022 show that women make up
68 percent of the student population.
We teach immigrants. Not surprisingly, given
the enrollment in ESOL and IELCE classes, we
see that the majority of our students are immigrants who began their education abroad. A
consistent 60+ percent of our students began
their education outside of the U.S. except
for the PY 2020–2021 when this percentage
dipped to 56 percent.
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A majority of our immigrant students have
secondary or postsecondary credentials.
Another consistent pattern is that well over
half of the foreign educated students we
serve have more than a high school diploma
or equivalent. In fact, did you know that every
year including the current year but excluding
PY 2020–2021, Virginia has served over 2,000
immigrant students who already have a
postsecondary or professional degree when
they enroll with adult education?
Our students speak a wide variety of languages. While adult education reporting
requirements do not include the collection and
reporting of preferred languages, our Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA)
partners at the Virginia Employment Commis-

sion (VEC) do collect that information. Their
data show that for individuals seeking services
at the VEC, the most commonly preferred
non-English language in Virginia is Spanish,
followed by Korean, Amharic, Arabic, Vietnamese, Persian, Urdu, Tagalog, and Chinese. This
information reflects the data collected by the
American Community Survey, which is presented graphically on DataUSA.io/profile/geo/
virginia.
How are these trends reflected in your
classes or programs? Discuss these data points
and explore the DataUSA website with your
students to understand what instructional and
career pathways your program can offer to
support immigrant students’ educational and
career needs and goals.

2. Expanding Supports for Immigrant Integration: Creating IELCE Career Pathways

This summer, the Office of Career, Technical, and Adult Education’s (OCTAE) Enhancing
Access for Refugees and New Americans
project is hosting a seminar series to highlight diverse strategies and practices in adult
education for serving immigrant and refugee
populations and increasing their economic,
civic, and linguistic integration into their
communities. The Expanding Supports for
Immigrant Integration series will include
three seminars. Dr. Heidi Silver-Pacuilla and
the Literacy Council of Northern Virginia
(LCNV) will be contributing.
1. Expanding Supports for Immigrant Integration: Sustaining Robust Partnerships
This seminar will showcase strategic
approaches to partnership that support IELCE and immigrant integration
programming, including using regional
partnership approaches.

This seminar will showcase a variety of
strategies for supporting immigrants
and refugees in career pathways. Strategies include incremental credentialing,
on-ramps and bridges to IELCE/IET programming, and the use of navigators.
Date: August 11th from 3–4:30pm ET |
Register Now!
3. Expanding Supports for Immigrant Integration: Engaging Diverse Populations
This seminar will highlight state policies,
service models, and practices that engage
diverse populations, including internationally trained professionals (ITPs) and
learners with emerging levels of English
proficiency and/or literacy.
Date: August 18th from 1–2:30pm ET |
Register Now!
Questions or requests about the series can
be made by sending an email to the Enhancing Access Project Team at EARN@rti.org.

Date: July 22nd from 12:00 p.m.–1:30
p.m. ET
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Special News
Please join us in congratulating our VDOE colleagues!

Dr. Sue Mansfield was honored as GED® State Administrator of
the Year at the GED® Annual Conference in Atlanta.

Dr. Heidi Silver-Pacuilla has been selected to serve as NASDAE
Chair-Elect, a position that she started on July 1, 2022.

Virginia has been featured in Advance CTE’s News Brief: Improving Equity and Access to Quality CTE Programs for English
Learners and VDOE’s Career and Technical Education Newsletter.
In the article, Making Good on the Promise: Improving Equity
and Access to Quality CTE Programs for English Learners, Virginia
is cited for having “developed and disseminated a catalog of
industry credentials that included testing accommodations for
ELs” (p. 6).
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PROGRESS CALENDAR

AUG
11

Expanding Supports for
Immigrant Integration: Creating
IELCE Career Pathways
3:00 p.m.–4:30 p.m.
Virtual seminar

17 Virginia’s Registered

Apprenticeship Program &
CRAFT Project Grant
12:00 p.m.–12:30 p.m.
Virtual “Lunch & Learn”

18 Expanding Supports

for Immigrant Integration:
Engaging Diverse Populations
1:00 p.m.–2:30 p.m.
Virtual seminar

22 Virtual VA Online Courses

for Adult Education (AEFLA
grantees)
Contact CTAE for more
information.
Richmond, VA

SEP
19–23 Adult Education &
Family Literacy Week

22

VALRC Online Courses
begin (schedule subject to
change)
Beyond Basics: ESOL
Beginning Literacy (6 weeks)
English Language Proficiency
Standards (ELPS) & Adult
Educators (6 weeks)
Improving Reading
Instruction in Meaning Skills
PLC (6 weeks)

28–OCT 1 National

Council of Teachers of
Mathematics (NCTM) Annual
Meeting & Exposition
Los Angeles, CA

OCT
3–5

ProLiteracy Conference
on Adult Education
San Antonio, TX

11–14 Annual American

Association for Adult and
Continuing Education (AAACE)
Conference
Milwaukee, WI

12–15 Southeast Teachers
of English to Speakers of
Other Languages (SETESOL)
Conference
Richmond, VA

19–21 Literacy Education

and Second Language Learning
for Adults (LESLLA) Symposium
Tucson, AZ

20–22 National Career

Pathways Network Conference
(NCPN)
Atlanta, GA

24–27 Virginia Association
for Adult and Continuing
Education (VAACE) Conference
Virtual

25–26 National Center

for Families Learning (NCFL)
Conference
Virtual

NOV
1–2

Career Pathways:
Research, Practice, and Partners
Summit
Richmond, VA

