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INTRODUCTION
 

What is the English Language Learner Program  
and What Are Its Goals?

According to recent census figures, 55.4 million or 20% of the U.S. population, speak a 
language other than English at home. For most of these multi-language people groups, 
English isn’t their heart language making many unable to read a Bible, complete a job 
application, follow directions on a prescription or access an ATM.

To address this critical need, the American Bible Society created the English Language 
Learner program, in conjunction with the Bank Street College of Education* designed to 
provide culturally appropriate, Bible-based literacy materials for adults in need.  

Its goals are:

• To provide students a foundation in basic English-language practices needed 
to function more effectively in their daily lives;

• To break the cycle of illiteracy;

• To establish a relationship between a caring tutor and the adult student, while 
at the same time involving the family as much as is possible and appropriate;

• To establish in the adult student the conviction that reading is a useful, 
desirable, and enjoyable activity; and,

• To provide the adult student with basic reading skills, using the Contemporary 
English Version of the Bible (CEV) as the source for the reading materials

 To bring new resources with long-term community involvement impact to underprivileged 
areas.
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Why Does the American Bible Society Consider Literacy So Important?

People in our society who cannot read competently are at risk. At-risk children come from homes 
where adults either cannot or do not read, and where reading may be regarded as a task that is 
too difficult to accomplish. Such homes exist at every level of society, and for a wide variety of 
reasons. Adults, particularly immigrants, who do not possess sufficient reading skills cannot read 
aloud to children in these homes, nor do the adults ordinarily spend time reading on their own. 
This kind of environment tends to create a cycle of illiteracy that can continue from generation to 
generation. In today’s world, being unable to read significantly decreases an individual’s chances 
to get ahead in life. At the same time, it increases their chances for poverty, crime, and misfortune. 
Recent studies show that adults without basic literacy skills account for 75% of the unemployed 
and 60% of prison inmates – and 85% of youngsters who appeared in court were unable to read. 
Adults who do not have a high school diploma earn an average of 42% less than adults with diplomas.  
Illiteracy is passed to children by parents who cannot read or write. [See “The Economics of Literacy,”  
at http://literacy.kent.edu/Oasis/Pubs/econlit.htm and its bibliography.]

With your help and commitment as a tutor, the American Bible Society English Language Learner  
Program will take a major step toward breaking the cycle of illiteracy which keeps so many 
people from achieving their full potential.

How Were the Stories for the Three “Mission: Literacy English Language 
Learner Program” Books Written?

First, thirty stories from the Bible were selected. Ten stories were chosen to present the life of 
Jesus; the remaining twenty were chosen from both the Old and the New Testaments. Each story 
was then prepared as 12-page illustrated chapters, written specifically for English Language 
Learners. There are a total of three books, each containing ten stories.

Because of the desire to be as faithful to the biblical text (Contemporary English Version) and 
narrative as possible, the stories often include words that may seem too hard or unusual for 
someone who is just starting to read. Certainly no primer in a traditional reading series would 
include words such as “light” and “fruit” and “Bethlehem.” However, in “Mission: Literacy” 
words like these are necessary from the very beginning in order to make it possible for all of the 
program’s goals to be achieved. It’s not possible to present stories from the Bible and remain 
faithful to the original text while at the same time using a controlled vocabulary of very easy words.

How Is the Vocabulary Used in the Books Taught?

When buildings are under construction, scaffolding has to be provided for the builders. As the work 
continues, the time comes when the scaffolds can be removed and the work can continue without 
that support. This is equally true when building literacy as it is when building a house: emergent  
(beginning) readers need scaffolding to help them learn. In her 1997 article, “Selecting Texts for  
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Beginning Readers,” Elfrieda Hiebert asserts that “the metaphor of a scaffold has often been used in 
the research literature to describe features that, like a building’s scaffold, provide temporary, adjustable  
support for emergency readers.” The key words here, as indicated by the emphasis, are “temporary” 
and “adjustable.” As learning continues, the scaffolding can be adjusted little by little to the growing  
skills of the student, and the time will come when that support can be completely eliminated.

A number of scaffolding measures have been built into the program in order to make sure that the 
vocabulary used in the stories does not cause significant problems: 

a. Tutors are encouraged to offer plenty of help with the biblical vocabulary and never 
to let students become involved in a struggle to figure out these words and phrases. 
These vocabulary items are identified in the Teaching Notes provided for use with 
each story.

b. Tutors are encouraged to pronounce all the difficult words aloud for the students  
before letting them try to read those words alone.

c. The full-page illustrations for the stories have been made vivid and compelling, so 
that students will be motivated to keep reading to find out what happens. 

d. Predictability of text has been identified in research as one of the most important 
elements of scaffolding. The earliest stories in the ABS series have been written with 
special attention to providing predictable text structures.

e. Above all, tutors are encouraged to tailor each Reading Session to the individual 
student’s needs. The framework of the program makes that possible in a way which 
would not have been feasible in a classroom setting.

The adult students in this program will come from a wide variety of backgrounds and will enter 
the program with very different levels of knowledge and preparation. Some will have extremely 
limited reading skills; others may lack sufficient skill to function adequately in their chosen life 
roles but may need only to have existing skills strengthened and polished. Tutors, therefore, are 
encouraged to tailor each session carefully to the individual student’s needs. 



6

WHAT IS READING?
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WHAT IS READING?

What Is Reading?

Reading is the ability to get information about meaning from symbols—usually symbols on paper 
or on a computer screen—that represent the sounds of a language. Readers use many different  
strategies as they decode these symbols and construct their meaning.

How Is Reading Taught?

There are many different ways to teach reading. Almost always, the adult students you tutor will 
already have had some experience with one or more of them. In your Reading Sessions, you 
will be using a balanced reading instruction method. Balanced reading instruction combines two 
methods that have long histories: sight reading and phonics. 

What Is Sight Reading?

Sight reading (sometimes called “whole word” or “whole language” reading) occurs when the reader  
looks at the whole word without concern for the individual letters it contains. Many words in the 
“Mission: Literacy” series of 30 stories are best learned that way. Some are words that have to 
be learned by sight in any reading program, like the word “one.” Some are words from the Bible 
that are hard to sound out because they are taken from languages other than English, such as the 
names of people and places from biblical times. Some are words in which, because of historical 
changes in English, letters that were once pronounced are now silent, like the letters GH in “light.”

Emergent readers can learn to recognize sight words by their shape on the page and the way 
they look. Additional information about those words—information provided by the context, by 
the illustrations, by the student’s life experience and background knowledge, or by the tutor—
reinforces that learning.

You will find an alphabetized list of the words from the 30 stories that are best taught as sight 
words in this handbook.

What Is Phonics?

The term “phonics” refers to reading by sounding out the letters of a word and putting them 
together, based on the rules of the sound system of the language. (Note: You may sometimes 
see or hear phonics referred to as “phonetics.” However, phonics is a method of teaching speech 
sounds; phonetics is the scientific study of speech sounds.) For any language in which every 
letter had only one sound, no one would ever have to memorize a word in order to read it. But 
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English is not that kind of language, and sounding out English words can sometimes be difficult. 

The basic tool in phonics for sounding out words is the phoneme, which is the smallest item in a 
language that can make a difference in meaning. For example, the M sound in “mat” and the B 
sound in “bat” are called phonemes. 

What Is Balanced Reading Instruction?

We have strong evidence that people who fail to master the connections between the sounds of 
spoken English and the letters of written English have a hard time becoming skilled readers. This 
makes phonics very important. But we also know that sight reading is necessary for learning to 
read English, because so many English words—and so many of the most common and important 
English words—cannot be sounded out.

The disagreements over whether sight reading or phonics is the better method have been so intense 
over the years that they have been called “the reading wars.” But research has made it clear that the 
best method is the balanced method, which uses a combination of sight reading and phonics,  
supplemented by varied activities that reinforce learning. As Debra Johnson [Johnson1999] explains:

Recent research... confirms that the teaching of reading requires solid skill instruction, 
including phonics and phonemic awareness (awareness of the separate sounds of words) 
embedded in enjoyable reading and writing experiences with whole texts to facilitate 
the construction of meaning. In other words, balanced reading instruction... combines 
the best of phonics instruction and the whole-language approach to teach both skills and 
meaning and to meet the reading needs of individual children.

You will find more information about teaching reading, as well as the addresses for some Internet 
resources on the topic, in this handbook. 

Reading Instruction Overview

We know amazingly little about how people read or about how they learn to read. Much research 
has been done on the question of exactly what happens when people read; many books and  
articles on the subject have been published. But research involving the human brain is difficult 
and cumbersome; often the results of different studies are contradictory, or are based on very 
small experiments. Most of what we know for sure is information about what our eyes do when 
we read, not about what our brains and minds do. 

Scores of methods for teaching reading have been proposed and published over the years, but 
only a handful of them have been scientifically tested. No one method has ever been scientifically  
proved to be the best way to teach reading. Similarly, we know very little about how people write 
or about how they learn to write, except when writing is studied as a “motor skill.” The pleasant 
and welcome surprise, under the circumstances, is that most people who want to learn to read 
and write, and who are provided with literacy instruction, do become literate.
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Since this is the way things are, trying to choose “the perfect reading instruction method” is a 
mistake. What matters most is choosing a method that the majority of experienced educators and 
reading specialists agree is effective. Balanced literacy instruction, the method chosen by the 
American Bible Society “Mission: Literacy Program” meets that standard. It combines two methods:  
first, teaching reading by relying on “whole language” and sight reading; second, teaching reading  
by phonics (sounding out words). In addition, because there is considerable evidence that learning  
to write at the same time that one is learning how to read is also effective, a decision was made to 
include a moderate amount of writing instruction in the program.

We know much more about how people learn to speak and understand their native languages 
than we do about how they learn to read. All infants learn their language (often more than one 
language) without having to take any lessons. They begin using words from their language by 
roughly a year old, and by the time they are about five years old, they speak it fluently. There are 
individual variations, of course; everyone has heard of some child who learned to speak much 
more quickly or who used only a dozen words before age four. But the one-year to five-year 
timetable holds for the overwhelming majority all around the world. 

This is true even for infants facing special challenges. (We see significant differences only when there  
is severe disability, or in the very rare case of total lack of exposure to language.) A child of five may  
say “wabbit” for “rabbit,” and will always have a more limited vocabulary and sophistication than an  
adult. But the child can do everything with language that is necessary to qualify as a fluent native  
speaker. That is, the child can put words together to make sentences, can ask and answer questions,  
make and understand commands, make sentences negative, put together requests and promises and 
exclamations, and so on through a very long list, just as an adult can. Infants and young children 
have a remarkable ability to figure out the rules for speaking and understanding a language just from  
being around other people who use that language, without any sort of instruction.

Learning to read and write a language is very different from learning to speak and understand one. 
Almost no one learns to read or write unless they take lessons in reading and writing. There is no 
universal timetable for such learning. One person may read by the age of four; another may live a  
lifetime without ever learning to read. But everyone, no matter what his or her age, comes to reading  
instruction already equipped with the knowledge necessary for speaking and understanding the 
language, and that provides a solid foundation for the reading instructor to build upon.

A non-literate student who looks at a page with an illustration of a baby and a dog expects that 
the words written on the page will have something to do with babies and/or dogs. A non-literate 
student who sees that a word begins with B knows that the word can’t be “cat” or “horse” or 
“liberty.” A non-literate student already knows a tremendous amount of information about what 
kinds of words usually go together, what kinds of sentences usually go together, and what kinds 
of things languages can be used for. All this information, and much more, is ready and available 
for the emergent reader to draw upon while learning to read and write.

The most essential part of learning to read is what can best be described as “getting it.” “Getting it” 
means that the student understands that there is a reliable way to link a squiggle on the page or on the 
computer screen with a sound of the language, and understands that you can put the squiggle-and-
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sound pairs together to make words. Once that happens, the student can use all the rest of his or her 
knowledge about language and the world, and reading progress then becomes a matter of practice. 

Until this does happen, however, even a student who can instantly recognize and pronounce 
every letter of the alphabet can’t start reading. A student may recognize a dozen words such 
as “Coke” or “Stop” without realizing that they are different in any way from symbols like the 
circle with a slash through it that means something is forbidden.

For reading to happen at all, the systematic link between symbol and sound has to be understood. 
And for reading to become useful and pleasant, there has to be ample opportunity to practice 
the skill. Any method of reading instruction that (a) makes it possible for students to learn and 
understand the sound/symbol link, and (b) offers students a chance to practice reading, is a good 
method. The more interesting the reading material is, and the more interested the instructor is, 
the better the chances are that the method will succeed.

Sight Words

Sight words are difficult for emergent readers because they all appear to resist the rules of the 
English sound system. Sometimes (as with many of the biblical names of persons and places) 
this is because they’ve come into English from other languages; sometimes it is for other reasons. 

Many sight words are critically important to reading because they are used so often in written 
English. All of them are best taught to emergent readers by relying on the sight reading approach. 

Here is the list of the sight words in the thirty stories, arranged alphabetically:

A:  Adam, all, already, also, anchors, angel, anybody, anything, are

B:  Babel, Balaam, been, birds, build, building, busy

C:  calf, captain, care, city, clothes, come, coming, coins, could, couldn’t, courtyard, 
cousin, covered, curse

D:  dead, desert, didn’t, die, died, disciples, do, doing, done, donkey, door, dove [the bird], doves

E:  early, earthquake, Egypt, either, enough, Esau, Esther, eyes

F:  famine, field, fierce, fight, first, flood, floor, fought, friend, friends, fruit, from, front

G:  Gabriel, ghost, girl, Golgotha, gone, governor, grew, guard, guarding, guards, guilty

H:  half, heard, heart, Hebrew, Hebrews, Hezekiah, high, hour, hours, hurried, hurry, hurt, here

I:  idea, into, isn’t, Israel, Israelites
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J:  Jacob, James, Jericho, Jerusalem, Jesus, Jewish, Jews, John, Joseph, judge

K:  kneeled, knew, know

L:  lies, light, lighter, lightning, listening, lost, love

M:  manger, many, Mary, Miriam, Moab, money, moneychangers, mother, murder

N:  neighbor, neighbors, news, Noah

O:  of, off, oh, oil, on, once, one, ones, onto, order, ordered, other, out, outside

P:  palace, Paul, people, Persia, Peter, piece, Pilate, plague, plagues, poem, poison, priest, 
promise, promised, prophet, prove, put

Q:  questioned, questioning, questions

R:  ready, right

S:  said, Samaritan, Savior, says, Scriptures, serious, shepherds, should, sign, Silas, sinking,  
soldier, soldiers, Solomon, some, somebody, son, sons, straight, surprised, sword

T:  talk, talked, talking, their, though, thought, tight, to, tomb, trial, trouble, turn, turned, 
two

U:  (none)

V:  (none)

W:  walk, walked, walking, want, wanted, wanting, water, were, what, who, whoever, 
why, woman, women, won, wondered, word, words, work, working, world, worse, 
worship, would, wouldn’t, wounds, wrong

X:  (none)

Y:  young, younger

Z:  (none)

Help with Some Difficult Words

With the words listed below, we can offer emergent readers a little extra information to help them 
anchor the words in their memories. Almost every “irregularly spelled” word of English could be 
given an explanation of this kind, but most of those explanations would be too complicated for 
use in a literacy program.
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The examples below have been chosen because there is a simple and brief explanation that students 
can easily understand: that a long time ago these words were pronounced far more closely to the way 
they are spelled. The way we say them in English has changed, but the way we spell them has not.

1. “clothes”
The TH was pronounced.

2. “fight, high, light, lightning, neighbors, right, thought, through, tight, enough”
The GH (which was once a single meaningful sound—a phoneme—of English) was pronounced. 

3. “half, talk, talking, walked”
The L was pronounced.

4. “kneeled, know”
The K was pronounced, and KN was an acceptable English consonant cluster.

5. “shepherds”
This was formerly “sheep herds” and “sheep herders” but has become a single word over 
time. This can be confusing for students who’ve learned that PH in English is pronounced 
like F. But “shepherds” didn’t come into English from Greek the way “telephone” did, and 
that’s why this PH isn’t pronounced as an F.

6. “sword”
The W was pronounced, and SW was an acceptable English consonant cluster.

7. “two”
The W was pronounced, and TW was an acceptable English consonant cluster. 



13

The English Sound System: A Brief Overview

INTRODUCTION

We all make many different sounds every day. Sounds like sneezes, coughs, hiccups, laughter, 
clapping, and whistling may have a rough meaning - for example, laughing usually means that 
the person who is laughing thinks something is funny. But the meanings of these sounds can 
change from one situation to another, and you can’t rely on them. 

The 38 sounds that make up the English sound system are different. These sounds are called  
phonemes. Whenever a speaker of English says a word that uses the phoneme /b/, all other 
speakers of English who hear that sound recognize it as the first sound in “boy” and the last 
sound in “rib.” They don’t have to wonder whether the person who said it meant something else. 
(Note: The traditional way to write phonemes is to put them between two slashes.)

Phonemes are sounds that can change the meaning of a word in a language. We know that /b/ and 
/m/ are both English phonemes because you can delete /b/ from “bad” and replace it with /m/ to 
make a different word (“mad”) that has a different meaning. You can delete /m/ from “hum” and 
replace it with /b/ to make a different word (“hub”) that has a different meaning. 

Sounds that aren’t phonemes may make a word sound different, but they won’t change its meaning.  
You and I may say the vowel E in “bed” differently, but when we hear it both of us will still  
understand it as the word “bed.” For us to hear it as “bad” or “bid” or “bud,” a completely different  
vowel phoneme would have to be used. 

Some languages have two /b/ phonemes—one that’s followed by a puff of air and one that isn’t. 
Suppose a speaker of that language said “bad” aloud twice, first with one of those two /b/ phonemes  
and then with the other. Because English has only one /b/ phoneme, English speakers would just hear the 
word “bad” pronounced twice. They wouldn’t hear two different words with two different meanings. 

If every English phoneme were always spelled out by just one letter, any literate person would 
know right away how a particular written letter would sound when it was pronounced out loud. 
However, English isn’t like that. 

English has letters that are used to spell out more than one sound—like the letter C, which is 
used for both the phoneme /s/ and the phoneme /k/). English also has phonemes that are spelled 
out with more than one letter—like the phoneme /f/, which is sometimes spelled with the letter 
F (as in “fox”), sometimes with the letters PH (as in “phone”), and sometimes with the letters GH (as 
in “enough”). These two facts create a reading environment that is often hard to explain to emergent 
readers. You will find that task easier if you have a good basic understanding of the sound system. 

Please don’t worry about the technical terms in this overview. There’s no need for either you or 
the students to learn those terms; you just need to understand how the system works.
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DIVIDING THE PHONEMES INTO GROUPS

When we think about dividing up English letters into sets, all we have to do is divide them into 
one group of vowels and one group of consonants. We don’t have to have definitions for “vowel” 
and “consonant” to get that done; we only have to list the letters that are in each group.

When we think about English in terms of sounds, however, things are a little more complicated. 
We have to divide the list of vowels and the list of consonants into groups, and we do need definitions. 
In the material below, we’ll look at each of these groups very briefly. 

When we human beings speak, we use the flow of air through our vocal tract—which is the 
mouth, nose, and throat together—to create sounds. We can define consonant sounds as those 
sounds that interfere with the flow of air through the vocal tract. We can define vowel sounds as 
those sounds that let the air flow freely.

Consonant Phonemes

1. The stops

English has six phonemes that are called stops because they completely stop the flow of air 
through the vocal tract. We can’t pronounce a stop out loud unless we put a vowel sound before 
it or after it. The stops are:

/p/ as in “Paul” 
/b/ as in “boy” 
/t/ as in “tent” 
/d/ as in “dig” 
/k/ as in “king” 
/g/ as in “girl”

2. The fricatives

English has eight phonemes that are called fricatives. They don’t stop the air from flowing 
through the vocal tract, but they interfere with it in a way that causes friction in the air and gives 
these sounds a hissing and buzzing quality. The fricatives are:

/th/ as in “think” 
/TH/ as in “those” 
/f/ as in “fish” 
/v/ as in “vines” 
/s/ as in “sea” 
/z/ as in “zoo” 
/sh/ as in “sheep” 
/zh/ as the S in “Persia”
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Please put your fingertips on the front of your throat and say “Sssssss” aloud; then, with your 
fingers still in the same place, say “Zzzzzzzz” aloud. You’ll notice that when you say “Zzzzz” you 
can feel a vibration under your fingertips, but when you say “Ssssss” there’s no vibration. What 
you’re feeling when you say “Zzzzzz” is the vibration of your vocal cords in your throat, a vibration  
that is called voicing. The /s/ is voiceless, which means that the vocal cords don’t vibrate when 
you say it; the /z/ is voiced, which means that the vocal cords do vibrate when you say it. 

All of the English stops and fricatives occur in pairs like /s/ and /z/ that are exactly alike in every way 
except that one is voiced and the other one is voiceless. It’s important to know that because many of the 
facts about English spelling and pronunciation that matter for literacy are the result of voicing rules.

Voiced Pairs Voiceless Pairs

 /p/ /b/
 /t/ /d/
 /k/ /g/
 /th/ /TH/
 /f/ /v/
 /s/ /z/
 /sh/ /zh/
 /ch/ /j/

For example, the word “hopped” has the letter D as its last letter, but that D spells out the  
phoneme /t/. This isn’t because English spelling is “irregular” in some way. It’s because English  
has a rule, which says that when any two stops are pronounced one right after the other they 
have to match in their voicing. The word “hop” ends in /p/, which is voiceless. When the voiced 
phoneme /d/ is added to turn “hop” into “hopped,” the /d/ has to give up its voicing to follow the 
voicing rule. It’s still spelled with a D, but the sound it spells out is the phoneme /t/, the voiceless 
member of the /t/-/d/ pair. In the same way, when a stop and a fricative are pronounced one right 
after another, their voicing has to match. 

This isn’t a problem for students who are native speakers of English. The voicing rules are part 
of their mental grammar of English and they use them automatically. But students who are native 
speakers of other languages are understandably confused when they see the letter D and are  
expected to pronounce it as if it were the letter T. And many English-speaking students will ask 
you questions like, “How come that D in “hopped” sounds like a T?”

This same process is involved in many other areas of English. Think of the word “bugs.” “Bug” 
ends with /g/, which is voiced. When we add the plural ending “-s” to it, we don’t change the 
spelling to “bugz,” but we pronounce the “-s” ending as if it were a Z, because voiceless /s/ has 
to change to voiced /z/ to follow the rule. 

It’s important to understand the basics of this process, so that you will understand what’s  
happening and be able to explain and answer questions when they do come up. Suppose a student  
who’s trying to sound out the word “hopped” asks you why the final D is pronounced like a T. 
It’s not helpful, and it’s not accurate, to answer with, “English spelling is just very irregular.” 
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These sound shifts from a voiced to an unvoiced phoneme, and vice versa, are absolutely regular 
and predictable.

When you do need to explain the concept of voicing to students, you don’t have to rely on just a 
description in words. You can have them say “Ssssssss” and “Zzzzzzz” aloud, with their fingertips  
on the front of their throats, as explained above. This lets them discover the meaning of the concept  
for themselves, by direct personal experience.

3. The affricates

English has two sounds that start out as stops and end as fricatives, called affricates. The affricates are:

/ch/ as in “church” (starts as /t/ and ends as /sh/)
/j/ as in “judge” (starts as /d/ and ends as /zh/)

Like stops and fricatives, the affricates are a voiceless/voiced pair, and they have to follow the 
voicing rules for matching in that feature. The phoneme /ch/ is voiceless; /j/ is voiced. That’s 
why, when we change “reach” to “reached,” the final D in “reached” is pronounced like a T.  
This is a regular and predictable result of the English voicing rules.

4. The nasals

English has three phonemes, all voiced, that are called nasals. Like stops, they stop the flow of 
air through the mouth. However, when nasals are pronounced, the air continues to flow through 
the nose. You can’t hum a stop, but you can hum a nasal. The nasals are:

/m/ as in “men”
/n/ as in “net” 
/ng/ as NG in “ring”

5. The liquids

English has two phonemes, both voiced, that are called liquids. The liquids are:

/l/ as in “lake” 
/r/ as in “red”

6. The glides

Finally, we come to the three English glides, which are the least “consonantal” sounds among 
the consonants. (That is, they are the consonant sounds that interfere least with the flow of air 
through the vocal tract.) The glides are:

/w/ as in “woman” (voiced)
/y/  as in “yoke” (voiced)
/h/ as in “home” (voiceless)
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Vowel Phonemes

1. The tense vowels 

English has four vowels that are called tense vowels because you have to make the muscles of 
the mouth and tongue tense to pronounce them. They are:

/e/ like A in “angel” and EY in “they”
/i/ like E in “Eve” and I in “machine”
/o/ like O in “go” and OA in “oak”
/u/ like U in “rule” and OO in “loom”

You will recognize the first three of the tense vowels above as part of the set traditionally called 
“the long vowels” of English. The other vowels in that set are the phoneme /ai/ described below 
and pronounced like the word “I,” and the sound represented by the letter U in “united.” (U, by 
the way, actually contains two phonemes—first /y/ and then /u/.) 

It’s important to understand that these are not really long vowels in the sense that many other  
languages (Navajo, for example) have long vowels. In Navajo, a word spelled “ma” has one 
meaning and is pronounced as /ma/, while a word spelled “maa” has an entirely different meaning  
and is pronounced as /maa/. That is, the double vowel in “maa” takes longer to say than the 
single vowel in “ma,” because the speaker actually pronounces both of the A’s in “maa.” English 
does have double letters, but it has no double phonemes, so that both “be” and “bee” are pronounced  
as /bi/. For native speakers of English this is not a problem, but for non-native speakers whose 
languages do distinguish between long and short vowels it can be confusing.

You will need to use the term “long vowels” when you talk about the traditional set (usually 
represented as the letters A, E, I, O, and U), because “long vowels” is the term students will hear 
from their teachers and will have to be able to use on standardized tests. 

English often uses double consonants the way many other languages use accent marks: to tell the  
reader how a vowel should be pronounced. “Hoping,” with one letter P, uses the vowel phoneme /o/;  
“hopping,” with two letter Ps, uses the vowel phoneme /a/. The way we know which vowel sound 
to use is by the presence or absence of the second letter P. The doubled consonant isn’t there to be 
pronounced, as it might be in an Italian word. It’s there to tell the reader how to pronounce the vowel  
that comes before it. This is another predictable and reliable pattern in the English sound system. 

2. The lax vowels

English has another set of vowels called lax vowels because the muscles of the mouth and throat 
are less tense when they are pronounced than they are for pronouncing the tense vowels. The lax 
vowels are:

/E/ like E in “well” 
/I/ like I in “big” 
/a/ like A in “father” and O in “top”
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/ae/ like A in “can” and the first A in “Adam”
/uh / like U in “bus,” O in “wonder,” and the second A in “Adam”
/U/ like U in “bush” and OO in “look”
/aw/ like A in “wall” and AU in “caught”

These vowels are traditionally called the English “short vowels” in the classroom and on tests, 
and that is the term that you will need to use in talking about them with students. 

3. The diphthongs

There are also three English vowel phonemes that are called diphthongs; they start out as one 
vowel and end as another. The diphthongs are:

/ai/ like I in “bite” 
/oi/ like OY in “boy” and OI in “oil”
/au/ like OW in “cow”

BEYOND THE PHONEME

Every English phoneme is just one unit of sound. The rules that apply to phonemes (for example, 
the voicing rules we’ve been discussing above), apply to each phoneme by itself as one unit of 
sound. But English also has a sound system element that applies to more than one phoneme at 
a time, called stress. English stress, which is heard by native speakers as slightly higher pitch, 
slightly louder volume, and slightly longer duration, can be on one or more words, or on parts of 
words; it’s often called “emphasis.”

The difference between the two “converts” in “the convert” and “to convert” is indicated only by stress. 
The first one is a noun pronounced “CONvert” and the second is a verb pronounced “conVERT.” 

The two sentences “I have instructions to leave” and “I have instructions to leave” mean quite 
different things. “I have instructions to leave” means that someone has told me I have to leave; 
“I have instructions to leave” means that I have a set of instructions and I’m supposed to leave 
them. The two sentences use exactly the same letters and exactly the same phonemes, but they 
put stress on different words, creating two different meanings. 

Stress is also used to carry emotional messages in English. Look at these two sentences:

1. “Why do you eat so much junk food?”

2. “Why do you eat so much junk food?”

Sentence #1 is the sort of question a doctor might ask, and it’s emotionally neutral; the questioner 
simply wants to know the answer to the question. Sentence #2 is different: The person saying it is 
either angry or upset or both. Again, all the letters and phonemes and words are exactly the same in 
both sentences, but the meanings are very different, and that difference is caused entirely by stress.
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CONCLUSION

Most of the variations in English dialects are in the vowels. No matter what dialect of English 
you speak, you will pronounce almost all of the consonants just as other dialects do. (The most 
common exception is for words like “witch” and “which”; for some dialects, both of those words 
begin with the phoneme /w/, while in other dialects “witch” begins with /w/ and “which” begins 
with /h/ and then /w/.) 

Vowels vary much more from dialect to dialect. In some dialects, for example, “Don” and 
“dawn” are pronounced exactly alike. In other dialects, the vowel in “Don” is /a/ but the vowel 
in “dawn” is quite different. Some dialects pronounce “roof” with the vowel phoneme used in 
“put”; others use the vowel phoneme in “soup” instead. In some southern dialects, the /E/ phoneme  
is so long and drawn out that a word like “well” almost seems to have two syllables; in other 
dialects that’s not true. 

The system we are using for vowels in this literacy program can accurately be called an “average” 
system, but it won’t be exactly right for every student (or every tutor). This is to be expected, and it 
almost never causes problems in real communication. The only time native speakers of English are 
confused by vowel sounds is when they hear a word pronounced all by itself—on a spelling test, 
for example—or in isolated sentences such as “Don is an English name.” In real communication 
such confusion is rare, because other information is available to make clear what word is intended.

Note: The symbols that have been used for the phonemes in this overview aren’t the standard set. 
They were chosen because they can all be typed on an ordinary keyboard. When you read articles 
about phonics and phonemes, you will see a number of different symbols. But you will always 
be able to figure out which phoneme a symbol represents by looking at the example words in the 
article.
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THE ABC’S OF TUTORING

The Five Basic Tutoring Scenarios 

It’s impossible to predict every potential tutoring situation because the details and arrangements 
will vary from site to site and from one student group to another. However, the five tutoring 
scenarios below are a good basic assortment, and you will be able to adjust them to fit individual 
situations. You may want to use several of the scenarios in a single Reading Session, depending 
on the material you’re teaching at the time. 

Note: The word “book” is used as a cover term in the descriptions below, but you could be  
presenting any sort of instructional material. 

Scenario A:

You work at a flipchart easel or a chalkboard and present the material to the whole 
group of students.

This scenario is like the situation in an ordinary school classroom, and will be familiar to  
everyone. It has the advantage of letting you present information to all of the students at the same 
time, as a single group.

Scenario B:

You work at the front of the room, holding up the book for everyone to see, and you present  
the material to the whole group of students.

To use Scenario B you will need to remember to hold the book in such a way that every student 
can see it clearly at all times. (If there is a student in the group with impaired vision, this scenario 
may not be suitable.) As with Scenario A, the advantage is that all the information can be  
presented to everyone present, all at the same time.

Scenario C:

You work with each student in turn while the other students follow along in their books.

With this scenario, you may sit or stand at the front of the room and speak directly to one student at 
a time, or you may go sit or stand beside that one student. Or you may call on one student at a time 
to come to the front of the room and sit beside or across from you. In all of these arrangements, the 
other students would be following your presentation of the material in their own books. 

The advantage of this scenario is that it allows for one-on-one interaction between the tutor and 
each of the students in the group. It’s particularly appropriate for phonics instruction, for example.  



21

However, it requires careful management. The time spent with each student should be kept 
roughly equal. You need to make sure that each one-on-one interaction is completed before you 
move on to another student, and isn’t abruptly cut off. You need to speak clearly and carefully, so 
that the other students will be able to understand what’s going on and can follow the interaction 
easily. Finally, you need to make sure that the other students are actually paying attention. This 
can all be done, but it takes practice and it isn’t always easy.

One drawback is that each student’s performance will be a public performance. If the student 
makes mistakes, misunderstands, has to ask numerous questions, or has to ask for information 
to be repeated, all of that will be seen and heard by the other students. A student who is having 
trouble may feel too uncomfortable to work honestly with the tutor. (That is, the student may only 
pretend to understand, just to keep from being embarrassed in front of the other students.) The  
students who are waiting for their turn may become impatient and resentful, especially when the 
tutor is interacting with a student who works slowly. However, when the students in a group enjoy 
one another’s company and you are comfortable with the technique, this scenario can work very well.

Scenario D:

You work with each student in turn, and while that’s going on, the other students do assigned 
work of their own. For example, the other students could be doing a writing activity, or reading a 
book silently, or playing a reading game that’s quiet enough not to be a distraction for others.

This scenario has the advantage of providing an opportunity for one-on-one interaction between 
tutor and student with a reasonable amount of privacy, and it lets you tailor the material for an 
individual student. The rest of the students are occupied with other activities, which means that 
they’re not sitting and waiting for their turn with you. When the activities assigned to them are 
carefully chosen, their independent work will be useful and satisfying. 

This arrangement does require you to repeat the same instruction for each student in turn, and 
that can be time-consuming. But the opportunity to tailor that instruction to the individual needs 
and skills of each student is a strong benefit. Suppose, for example, that you are tutoring a group 
in which some students have much stronger literacy skills than the others do. In that situation, 
Scenario D may be your best choice. 

Scenario E:

You divide the students into groups, and they work on their own while you move among  
them, observing them and providing any help that may be needed.

This scenario works well for writing activities, art activities, and reading games; it can also be useful  
for other parts of the Reading Session. Two students could be working on Personal Dictionaries, 
another two could be writing a skit, and you could be providing individual phonics instruction for 
a fifth student. This arrangement also allows for peer tutoring, where a student whose literacy skills 
are more advanced works with one or more students who need help improving those skills.
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Scenario E has many advantages. It requires detailed planning, however, and management can 
be a challenge.

The key to tutoring any group of students successfully–no matter what tutoring strategy you 
choose–is careful advance planning. When a Reading Session is interesting and well-organized 
and keeps moving right along, the students will stay focused on the material. 

There should be no gaps in the session–no times when you seem to be trying to decide what to 
do next. Gaps of that kind provide opportunities for the students to begin talking to one another 
and to become involved in behavior that distracts from or interferes with your tutoring. It’s hard 
to regain control of the session after such things happen, and it always means a loss of valuable 
teaching time. The way to avoid these problems is to work out your plan for the session in  
complete detail ahead of time.

This doesn’t mean that you should never deviate from your plans. You may realize during a 
session that a particular activity or discussion is going so well that cutting it off to follow a plan 
would be counterproductive. You should use your own good judgment in such cases. But your 
plan should always be there, ready to use when you need it.

THE READING SESSION

Goals for the Reading Sessions

These two goals for the Reading Sessions should always be kept in mind:

a. To make it possible for the student to understand the meaning of the written text; and

b. To help the student to realize that reading is an activity to be looked forward to and enjoyed.

Children learn all activities by “doing them.” Just as a child learns to ride a bicycle, with the support 
of a parent, by getting onto it and trying to ride it, the same is true with reading. Your most important 
tutoring technique is to support adult emergent readers in their attempts to read interesting stories.
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A Session Pattern for the “Mission: Literacy English Language 
Learner Program”

The sessions will be roughly one hour long; a suggested schedule for the session is provided below.  
Feel free, however, to adjust this pattern to suit the individual student and the particular site. 
Some of the items in the schedule – discussion, for example – may be woven through the entire 
session, even though they are listed separately below. 

WELCOME

This part of the session has two purposes: to help the students feel comfortable; and to help them 
settle down and unwind (after a day at work, for example). It may include a snack, or perhaps 
music or a prayer. It should always include a few minutes of friendly conversation before the 
actual work begins. 

Decisions about whether there should be snacks or music or prayer (or some combination of 
those choices) should be made at each site, for its program as a whole; you don’t want one tutor 
providing a snack while another tutor never does. These decisions should be made before the 
program begins, so that everyone will be fully informed.

INSTRUCTION

Note: If you are unfamiliar with any of the terms used below, you will find them defined in 
the “Definitions of Terms Used in Reading Instruction” section in “Additional Resources” 
tab in this handbook.

PRE-READING STRATGIES

1. Pass out copies of the chapter book that you will be using to the students during the session.  
Identify the specific story that you will be working with, saying its title aloud and calling attention  
to its opening illustration.

2. Go through the story with the students in a Picture Walk, asking questions, encouraging 
discussion, and being careful to say things that will let you include difficult words and words 
from the biblical vocabulary. 

Note: As soon as your group of students no longer needs a Picture Walk, you should feel free to 
drop it from the pattern. If only one student needs it and the others don’t, it should be skipped 
and that student should be given extra help later in the session. Otherwise, the slower student will 
feel conspicuous and the other students are likely to resent the delay.



24

3. Read the story aloud to the students while they follow along silently in their books.  
Explain that silence is required for this step, but that discussion and questions will be allowed for 
the next step.

DURING-READING STRATGIES

1. Read the story aloud while the students read aloud along with you, as a choral reading. For 
this step the students–after raising a hand and being called on–may ask questions, make comments,  
and participate in discussion about the story.

2. Now have the students read the story aloud, taking turns, while you listen. One student reads 
a page, then the next student reads the next page, and so on to the end of the story, with you  
providing help whenever it’s needed. If you are working with a single adult student, have the 
student begin to read the selected story and offer your help as he or she reads. 

Note: For some emergent readers, the tutor help may consist of your telling them not to worry 
about words in the story that might be difficult, because if they can’t figure out a word, you will 
read it along with them.

For others, it may mean that you’ll begin by reading the story aloud while the student reads aloud 
along with you.

For a student who has serious problems with reading or who have very limited reading skills, 
you may have to break the reading-aloud process into three parts. First: You read the story aloud 
yourself, with the student following the reading silently. Second: You read the story aloud along 
with the student. And, third: You ask the student to read the story aloud independently. 

How much of the story you work with at once – one page at a time, several pages, or the entire 
story – will depend on how long (or how hard) the story is, and on the student’s abilities and needs. 

3. A strategy to keeps the adult learner engaged is to assign speaking roles to the students and 
have them read the story aloud one more time as a skit. You will take the role of the narrator; you 
will also read sequences such as “Moses said,” “said Moses,” and “Moses asked,” with the students 
reading the quoted speech for the role that you’ve assigned to them. If there aren’t enough speaking  
roles in the story to go around, have the students read the quoted sequences as a choral reading. 

Note: When you run short of time in a session and need to leave out one of the steps, this is the 
one that should be dropped.

4. Finally, ask the students to re-tell the story in their own words, asking for volunteers first 
but calling on individuals, if necessary. Let one student tell about half the story, call on another 
student to finish the re-telling, and then ask the other students if they have anything to add.

“Re-telling the story” doesn’t mean that the students are expected to recite the story word for 
word, just that they should be able to tell you what happened in the story. Students should be 
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allowed to do the re-telling of their part of the story without interruption. When you can see that 
corrections are needed–for example, when it’s clear to you that a student didn’t understand the 
story–you should try to fix that. But you should do that only after both students have finished 
their re-telling and the other students have finished adding additional material. 

It’s very important to remember that the point of this re-telling is only to make it possible for you 
to know whether a student understood what was read. It should not be used to judge (or to try to 
correct) grammar, pronunciation, or word usage. 

When the student has trouble sounding out a word or phrase, or doesn’t understand what it 
means, you should provide help and information. The Teaching Notes for each of the stories will 
alert you to items that might be likely to cause problems of this kind.

Keep in mind that it’s okay if the student relates the story in his or her own dialect. The ability 
to switch from Hispanic English or African-American English or Southern Mountain English to 
Standard English on the printed page (called “code switching”) is a useful skill, but it has little to 
do with understanding the story, and that is what matters. Telling someone who says “Mary from 
Nazareth” instead of “Mary was from Nazareth” that their speech is incorrect only teaches the 
student that reading is an unpleasant task fraught with humiliation and confusion. From the point 
of view of students with this dialect difference, they did say, “Mary was from Nazareth.”

POST-READING STRATEGIES

Phonics and Writing

Every story has a set of detailed Teaching Notes that will lead you step by step through the phonics 
and writing parts of the session.

Discussion

Now you and the students can discuss the story, talking about it just the way you would talk 
about something you had seen on the playground or on the evening news. The Teaching Notes 
contain information that will help you with this part of the session.

Additional Activities 

Each of the Teaching Notes sections suggests activities tailored to the particular story. Many 
activities based on the Bible stories are possible: writing stories, essays, letters, or poems; acting 
out skits; drawing pictures, diagrams, and maps; playing word games; working with phonemic 
awareness activities; making reading-related items such as bookmarks; and many more.
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Years of research have shown that merely repeating information over and over is far less helpful  
than having learners work with the information in different ways and forms. Every such  
transformation of the information will reinforce the learning process.

The more varied activities that you can include in your Reading Sessions the better. You can 
choose activities from the Reading Activities and Reading Games sections in this handbook, or 
from the Internet resources. Student Exercises tailored to each of the stories and reading levels 
have also been provided for your use. 

Closing

Like the Welcome section, this part of the session is intended to make the students feel comfortable.  
Any questions that are left over from the session (or perhaps from a previous session) should be 
answered, if possible. Any concerns the students have should be resolved. Your goal is to have 
students leave every session looking forward to the next one and feeling that the session they 
have just completed was a valuable learning experience.
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Special Situations Overview

Reading Sessions with Multicultural Students

It’s much easier for people to learn to read in their native language than in a foreign language. 
This means that when you provide English literacy instruction for a student who isn’t a native 
speaker of English, you will have a different teaching situation to deal with. Many things that are 
obvious to native speakers will have to be explained in detail. Some things that native speakers 
learn almost effortlessly will require much hard work from both you and the student. There are 
two major sources of possible trouble: phonemic awareness differences, and dialect differences.

Phonemic Awareness Differences

Native speakers of a language hear the phonemes of their own language; however, they don’t 
hear the phonemes of other languages as phonemes unless they have been specifically taught to 
do so. For example:

For native speakers of English, the P sound is one and only one phoneme (written as /p/). It’s the 
first sound in “page” and the last sound in “ship.” Many languages have two P phonemes, one 
that’s followed by a puff of air (written as /ph/) and one that’s not. In those languages, /pat/ and  
/phat/ would be two different words with two different meanings. But a native speaker of English  
would hear those two words as exactly alike and would be puzzled by the claim that they were 
different words with different meanings. English native speakers do use both of those P sounds 
when they speak English. You can check this for yourself easily. Put your hand right in front of 
your mouth and say aloud first “pat” and then “spat.” You’ll feel a puff of air after the P in “pat,” 
but not after the P in “spat.” Because the difference between the two P sounds isn’t phonemic in 
English—isn’t part of the system of sounds that change meaning—you don’t hear it, but the fact 
that you can feel it makes it clear that it’s there.

It’s important to understand this, because a student who isn’t a native speaker of English may not 
be able to hear some of the English phonemes, just as you are aren’t able to hear that /ph/ phoneme.  
In some languages, for example, /sh/ and /ch/ are just one phoneme, the way that /p/ and /ph/ are 
a single phoneme in English. Suppose a tutor says to a student who is a native speaker of that  
language, “That word is not ‘sheep,’ it’s ‘cheap’.” The student will hear the tutor’s sentence as 
either “That word isn’t ‘sheep,’ it’s ‘sheep’” or “That word isn’t ‘cheap,’ it’s ‘cheap’.” It’s not 
surprising that the student is confused and that misunderstandings are likely.
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In Navajo, the English /t/ phoneme and the English /d/ phoneme are just one Navajo phoneme. An 
English speaker who is trying to learn Navajo often gets tangled up in a dialogue like this one:

English speaker: “How do you say ‘no’ in Navajo?”
Navajo speaker: “Toota.”
English speaker: “Oh. Toota.”
Navajo speaker: “That’s right. Dooda.”
English speaker: “But I thought you said it was ‘toota’!”
Navajo speaker: “I did. Dooda.”
English speaker: “Wait...is it ‘toota’ or ‘dooda’?”
Navajo speaker: “I don’t understand your question.”

Only time and practice can clear up the confusion a non-native speaker of English might experience  
in a Reading Session. What’s important is not to assume that the student isn’t trying, or is being 
deliberately uncooperative. Always assume that the confusion is because that student’s native 
language isn’t English until you have evidence that there’s some other reason. 

In the real world, this is usually a non-problem. When you hear someone say, “The sheep is in 
the pasture,” you will understand that the word is “sheep” even if it’s pronounced like “cheap.” 
It’s only a problem when words are said by themselves, something that happens very rarely in 
daily life. If the student is looking at a picture of a ship, and you ask, “What is that word?” and 
are told that the word is “sheep” or that it’s “chip,” give the student the benefit of the doubt.  
Assume that from the student’s point of view he or she has said “ship.”

Because young children still have the amazing language learning ability they were equipped with at 
birth, they can straighten this out for themselves fairly quickly. (You will notice that in immigrant  
families that have been in the United States for a year or more the parents usually maintain their  
native accent, but the children almost always have no trace of that accent.) Adults no longer have 
that language learning ability, but their maturity and experience help them compensate. What is 
needed here is simply patience.

Dialect Differences

Problems related to dialect differences may happen in two situations: with students whose native 
language is not English; or with students who are native speakers of English, but whose native 
dialect is significantly different from Standard Written English. The approach to tutoring will be 
similar for both groups, because the English spoken by a non-native speaker is also a dialect that 
is different from Standard Written English.

The main thing to remember is that your goal is not to make the student’s spoken English conform  
to Standard Written English. Your goal is to improve the student’s ability to read English, which 
will be written in the Standard variety.
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Suppose you show a student a picture of a man riding on a donkey and hitting it with a stick, and 
you ask, “What do you think is happening in the picture?” Suppose the student answers, “The 
man hitting he donkey.” So far, so good. When you then ask the student to read the words on the 
page, one of two things may happen:

1. The student reads the text as “The man is hitting his donkey,” the way it’s written on 
the page. This tells you that although the student’s dialect isn’t Standard English, he or 
she does know how to read Standard Written English. In this case, there is no problem.

2. The student reads the text as “The man hitting he donkey.” In this case, there is a 
problem, and you will need to provide help. Say to the student, “You’re right.

That’s what the words mean. But those words are written in School English. Let’s go over them 
together, one at a time, and sound them out.” 

In both cases, be careful not to suggest changes in the student’s spoken English. Such suggestions  
only interfere with the learning process and embarrass the student. 

Reading Sessions with Students Facing Special Challenges

With a student challenged by disability or impairment, tutoring may be more difficult. And because 
every such situation is different, it’s impossible to predict exactly what steps you will need to take. 
There are a few basic guidelines, however.

The most important thing to remember is that there’s no reason to assume that the student can’t 
go through the literacy program satisfactorily. It may take longer and there may be bumps 
along the way, but it usually can be done. A guiding principle of the American Bible Society’s 
“Mission: Literacy Program” is that Reading Sessions must be tailored to the needs of the individual 
student; you’ll want to follow that principle.

To do this, you will need the most current information. That information is available on the  
Internet, where Web sites can be found for almost every condition that might interfere in any way 
with learning. Just go to http:// www.google.com, type the name of the student’s disability or 
impairment in the search box, and follow the links.

Sometimes these predictions will obviously be right. Certainly a student who is profoundly deaf 
won’t be able to hear what you say, and special arrangements will be needed. A mentally challenged  
student will need extra patience and care. Sometimes a claim that the challenged student has no 
limitations will be made only because family members are afraid the student might otherwise be 
kept out of the program. In other cases, the statement may be accurate.

Get as much information as you can about the specific challenges the student is facing. If special  
arrangements will be needed—a sign language interpreter, for example—discuss them with the 
appropriate personnel at your site in advance, to find out whether the necessary resources are 
available. Then do your best to make certain that your student gets as much benefit from the 
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program as possible. Let the student set the pace in Reading Sessions whenever you can. Offer 
constant encouragement. For the challenged student, even a very modest improvement in literacy 
skills may mean a much larger improvement in his or her quality of life.

The Elderly Student

 Tutoring elderly students is often like tutoring younger ones, except that many elderly persons 
have age-related impairments in vision, hearing, or memory. You should address these problems 
just as you would the problems of students whose challenges are not age-related. However, keep 
in mind that these students may be exceptionally sensitive, even touchy, about their impairments. 
They may even be unwilling to admit that the impairment exists. Be careful about this, and don’t 
press the issue; just provide as much extra time and extra patience as is needed. 

SOME COMMON PROBLEMS

There are a few problems that come up over and over again in literacy instruction, no matter 
what the situation. Here are a few of the most common ones that you’re likely to run into, with 
suggestions for handling them.

“My student doesn’t trust me.”

Often students who need literacy instruction have had to go through so many negative reactions 
and so much rejection in the past that they’ve learned always to expect the worst to happen,  
especially in an educational setting. This is even more likely to be true for students who are  
facing other problems such as poverty or a difficult home environment.

Remember that the “Mission: Literacy Program” has no requirement that a specific number of 
books has to be read in a specific amount of time. If you have to spend several Reading Sessions 
with a wary student just making it clear that the sessions are a safe place for learning, that’s all 
right. In the long run, the student will learn more that way than if you try to rush things. That 
doesn’t mean that you can’t go right ahead and teach, only that you should be extremely patient. 
This student may need many demonstrations that mistakes won’t be met with harsh criticism or 
ridicule before he or she will be willing to participate fully.

“My student is ashamed of needing literacy help.”

In our society, people who can’t read and write often feel that illiteracy is the same thing as 
stupidity. Even when they know that’s not true, they may believe that everyone else thinks it is. 
When a student makes a mistake in your session and says something like, “I can’t do it! I’m just 
stupid! “ say firmly and confidently, “Of course you’re not stupid!” and move on. The student 
may respond with “Yes, I am stupid! Everybody says I am!” But the fact that you’ve said it’s not 
so (and that you say it again on other occasions) matters, and will be remembered. The cure for 
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this problem is better reading skills; as the student begins to succeed in reading, the burden of 
undeserved shame will be lifted. 

“My student doesn’t enjoy the Bible stories.”

Just say, “Different people like to read different things. I understand that. Just remember that 
these Reading Sessions are really going to help you become a good reader, and then you’ll be 
able to read whatever you want to read.”

“My student has very bad grammar.”

What counts as “good grammar” in a society is more a matter of fashion than anything else.  
Because English uses the same words for moral rights and moral wrongs as it does for grammatical  
rights and wrongs, there tends to be a feeling that “Standard English” is correct and perfect and 
all other forms of English are somehow deficient. But Standard English really exists only as 
Standard Written English; there is no such thing as a single spoken Standard English. 

The problem for speakers of other varieties of English is that their success in adult life depends 
in many ways on their learning to use and understand the Standard forms when they read and 
write. Since the major purpose of the Reading Sessions—as the name indicates—is to teach reading,  
it’s better to “correct” the student’s grammar as rarely as possible, even in the writing activities.

“My student doesn’t want to do any of the writing activities.” 

Students who feel that they desperately need to learn to read may be afraid that time spent writing  
is time taken away from achieving that goal. Talk to the student about this, and encourage him or 
her to give you a chance to demonstrate how valuable writing is in learning to read. 

“My student thinks she knows everything and keeps arguing with me.”

A perennial problem in teaching adults is often they have as much to unlearn as to learn. When 
they’ve had to work very hard to learn something, it often has an emotional significant for them 
that is out of proportion to its real importance. This is unfortunate, and your response should 
be not anger but compassion. It’s a real barrier to their progress; it’s not something to get angry 
about, and it’s never anything personal. 

Let your student argue, but don’t argue back. Listen respectfully, but don’t allow yourself to be 
drawn into a discussion or disagreement. When the student has finished lecturing you, say, “I 
hear what you’re saying. Now. . .” and move on to whatever comes next.
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Involving the Family
For reading to become a natural part of the students’ lives, it needs to become part of their family life. 
Students need to know that family members approve of what they’re learning and are interested in 
how they’re getting along in the program. They need their family’s support and encouragement. In 
turn, family members need to know what the students are doing, and they need to feel that they, too, 
are a valued and important part of the literacy team.

Sometimes you won’t able to involve family members, for a variety of reasons over which you will 
have no control. Even then, you should make every effort to let them know that their participation 
will always be welcome.

Strategies for Involving the Family

Many strategies for involving the family are described in the literacy literature. In the summary 
that follows, the cover terms “family” and “family members” are used; but it should be understood  
that for some students the involved persons would be co-workers, neighbors, close friends,  
colleagues, and the like, instead of relatives.

Tutors should try to make family members feel that they—together with the individual student 
—are part of the “American Bible Society Mission: Literacy Program.” Try to arrange meetings 
with spouses and other family members, so that you will have opportunities to offer explanations 
and to ask and answer questions. When face-to-face meetings aren’t possible, you can often get 
information to family members by telephone, by mail, or by e-mail. 

An information packet can be given to the student to take home to the family, if necessary.  
It should include at least the following items:

a. a welcome message to the family;
b. a description of the program and its goals;
c. the schedule the student is expected to follow;
d. an information sheet describing activities which are recommended for families to use 

when helping with a student’s literacy efforts;
e. contact information explaining how the family can stay in touch with the tutor and the program.

Communication with the family is encouraged throughout the program in the same fashion. Each  
tutoring site will, of course, need to tailor this process to its own circumstances and available resources.

Resources for Involving the Family 

A wealth of information on this topic is available to you on the Internet, offering many different 
suggestions and strategies from which you can choose according to your own needs. Here are 
two Web resources that you may find useful.
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Definitions of Terms Used in Reading Instruction

Affix: Any piece that can be added to a word to make it a different word but that cannot stand 
alone as a whole word by itself. An affix at the beginning of a word (like “un-” in “unhappy”) is 
called a prefix; an affix at the end of a word (like “-ing” in “reading”) is called a suffix. All affixes 
are also morphemes.

Choral Reading: When two or more people read a text aloud together, the way a choir would 
sing a piece of music.

Collaborative Writing: When someone helps an emergent reader or writer by sharing the task 
of writing. This is done by taking turns, with the helper writing one sentence (or one word or 
phrase) and the student writing the next. 

Constructing Meaning: The way readers use many different types of information—their life  
experience, knowledge about the language, background knowledge about the topic, and so on—
to construct a meaning for the written symbols on the page.

Context: The context of any sequence of language is made up of the other words, phrases, and 
sentences that are close by. For example, to find out whether “the bank” means the bank of a river 
or a bank for doing business, it’s necessary to look at (or listen to) the rest of the surrounding  
language. If there are illustrations, they are also part of the context.

Conventions of Print: The set of things that a literate person knows about how written language 
is used, such as the fact that words are made of letters, that (for English) reading is done from left 
to right going from top to bottom on the page, and so on.

Decoding: The processes that readers use to work out the meanings of written words.

During-Reading Strategies: Strategies and techniques used to support and guide a reader while 
reading is actually going on.

Echo Reading: When one person reads a part of a written text out loud and another person  
responds by reading the same material aloud.

Emergent Reader: A beginning reader; someone who is in the early stages of learning to read.

English Language Learner (ELL): A person who is in the process of acquiring English and has 
a first language other than English. Other terms commonly found in the literature include language 
minority students, limited English proficient (LEP), English as a second language (ESL), and  
culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD).

Morphemes: Meaningful sequences of sounds or letters that cannot be divided into smaller 
meaningful parts. For example, “walked” has two morphemes—“walk” and “-ed.” Neither one 
of those morphemes can be divided any further. “Elephant” has three syllables, but is only one 
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morpheme of English; it can’t be divided into smaller meaningful parts. Some morphemes are 
words; others are only parts of words.

Phonemes: The sounds of a language that can be combined to make morphemes. The word “cot” 
is made of the three English phonemes /k/ and /a/ and /t/. Substituting the phoneme /g/ for the 
phoneme /k/ in “cot” will change the meaning of the sequence, giving us the word “got” instead. 
When substituting one sound for another doesn’t change the meaning of a sequence of language, 
the sound is not a phoneme.

Phonemic Awareness: A reader’s awareness of the sound system of a language, including its 
parts (the phonemes), and the rules for combining those parts into words and sentences. 

Phonics: A system for teaching the relationship between the sounds of a language and the symbols 
that are used to spell out those sounds.

Picture Walk: “Walking through” a story or book before actual reading begins, looking at the 
cover and the pictures and talking about them, asking questions to encourage the reader to bring 
background knowledge to mind, and introducing unfamiliar words and concepts in advance. Picture 
walks are a valuable pre-reading technique.

Post-Reading Strategies: Strategies and techniques used after reading is finished to reinforce 
the reading experience and help with the learning process.

Prefix. See Affix.

Pre-Reading Strategies: Strategies and techniques that help students get ready to read a particular text.

Sight Word: A word that a reader recognizes on the basis of the way it looks, without sounding 
it out or analyzing it in any way. 

Sounding Out: Using the rules of the sound system to decode a particular word, often one  
phoneme at a time.

Stress: Emphasis on a spoken syllable. In English, stress can change meaning. A stressed syllable 
is usually heard as a little bit higher and louder than an unstressed syllable.

Suffix. See Affix.

Student: In the American Bible Society Mission: Literacy Program, “student” is used as a cover 
term for anyone who is being tutored in the program, whether that person is formally enrolled in 
a program of instruction or not.

Word Families: A group of words that share a common pattern, such as “led, bed, Fred” or 
“black, blue, blister, blaze.”
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Internet Resources

The Internet is a treasure house of information that makes it possible for every literacy program to 
have access to resources that once would have been available only in large cities and at universities. 
The list of Web locations below will introduce you to some of the best of those resources. Much 
of the ELL literature focuses on teaching children. It is useful to review some of these resources as 
many of the principles that are offered are interchangeable, with slight modifications for the adult 
English Language Learner.

Because online information is constantly changing, it’s always possible that an address below 
may turn out not to be current; you may try it and get only an error message. When that happens, 
go straight to the Google search engine (at http://www.google.com) and type the name of the 
resource into the search box. If clicking on the link that Google shows you still gives you only an 
error message, don’t give up; there’s one more thing to try. Click on the “Cached” link; that will 
take you to whatever information about the resource Google still has stored in its archives. If that 
also fails, you will know that the resource is no longer available.

Bank Street College’s Guide to Literacy

This valuable site (hosted by Bank Street College) offers an abundance of resources. One useful 
section focuses on English Language Learners. The site includes such sub-topics as “Developing  
Literacy Skills for ELLs,” and also includes typical tutoring session for the “very beginning reader,”  
with links to “Pre-reading Strategies” and “Sample Games.” The Internet address is:  
http://www.bankstreet.edu/literacyguide

The Center for Adult English Language Acquisition

The CAELA Guide for Adult ESL Trainers was prepared for professional developers and training 
staff to use in training novice and experienced teachers of adult English Language Learners. This 
guide contains valuable resources for preparing and implementing professional development 
activities for ESL instructors, including a variety of materials to assist trainers in their English 
language instruction. The website address is: http://www.cal.org/caela/scb/CAELAGuide.pdf

Center for Applied Linguistics (Fairfax County, Virginia)

This site will acquaint participants with the fundamental knowledge and skills that are required 
to teach reading effectively to adult non-native speakers of English. The content is based on 
research on the reading process in general, on the process of learning to read as an adult, and on 
learning to read in another language. The website address is: 
http://www.scribd.com/doc/48676440/Teaching-Reading-to-Adult-English-Language-
Learners-A-Reading-Instruction-Staff-Development-Program
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Center for the Improvement of Early Reading Achievement (CIERA)

This site has an indispensable Web-links page that will take you to almost every significant early 
reading resource on the World Wide Web. The Internet address is: http://www.ciera.org

The categories of links provided are:

OERI National Research and Development Centers
Reading and Literacy Related Sites 
International Reading Association (IRA) and State and Local Council Links 
Early Childhood Education Links
Multicultural and Multilingual Education Links 
Professional Organization Links; Education Links 
Regional Educational Laboratories 
U.S. Department of Education Links 
CIERA Member Universities 
Homepages of CIERA Researchers

Education World

Go to this site for a brief article on “Whole Language and Phonics: Can They Work Together?” 
There is also a sidebar of helpful links. The Internet address is:  
http://www.education-world.com/a_curr/curr029.shtml

ESL Lesson Plans and Resources

This site includes online teaching materials for the adult English Language Learner. It includes 
supplemental tutoring materials like crosswords, word searches, flash cards, verbs, songs, creative 
writing activities, work sheets, and phonics information. The site also offers additional resource 
links to other specific topics related to ELL. The website address is:  
http://www.csun.edu/~hcedu013/eslplans.html

Learning To Read: Resources for Language Arts and Reading Research 

This site is indispensable, and should be bookmarked. It has materials that address almost every question 
a literacy tutor might have. The page is a set of links under a number of different headings, including:

Balanced Literacy
Interesting Research
Interactive Lessons
Professional Organizations and Publications
Book Publishers and Authors
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Under “Balanced Literacy” you will find brief and useful resources on a multitude of topics; for 
example, “Reading Models,” “What Is Guided Reading?,” “Reading Comprehension Strategies,” 
“Teaching Word Identification,” “Interactive Writing,” “What are Concepts and Conventions of 
Print?”—and much more. You will also find a set of simple materials that you can use for literacy 
assessment (measuring skills and progress) here. The Internet address is: http://www.toread.com

Minnesota Literacy Council: Online Training

The Minnesota Literacy Council offers training for adult literacy volunteers and professional  
development courses for Adult Basic Education teachers and staff. There are also a few courses that 
offer content directly to adult learners. The intended audience is adult learners and the practitioners 
who work with them. The website address is: http://online.themlc.org

Teaching ESL to Adults

This website is a growing resource for teachers and tutors teaching English as a Second Language 
to adults. All of the information included in the site was developed by a teacher who currently 
teaches English as a Second Language. The website address is:  
http://www.teaching-esl-to-adults.com/America Reads

The U.S. Department of Education

The U.S. Department of Education offers a host of materials that are designed to help immigrants 
and others who have not yet developed proficiency in English to acquire the basic knowledge 
and skills they need to function effectively as parents, workers, and citizens. The site provides 
resources and links for ESL instructors.  
http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ovae/pi/AdultEd/englit.html
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ONLINE ACTIVITIES

Crossword Puzzles—at http://www.manythings.org/cs . This site offers many very simple crossword  
puzzles; navigation is simple, and no extra software is required. The higher number the puzzle 
has, the more difficult it is. The puzzles with low numbers (and especially those with only picture 
clues) are easy enough for young children to solve. 

Jan Brett Classroom Help-a-longs—at http://www.janbrett.com/classroom_helpalongs.htm . 
This page has links to many different useful materials, including Dolch Word Lists, Dolch Word 
Flash Cards, and High Frequency Word Lists.
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