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ABSTRACT

The following paper is a report on a class that was taught
to elderly Cambodian refugees in the Philippine Refugee Pro-
cessing Center in 1881. It covers the development of the class
from its inception to its final party for "graduation”. There v
were many hurdles for the students to overcome in their learning. ;
The strategies that were used to aid the students in overcoming
these are discussed and described. Relevant curriculum, a suppor-
tive environment in the classroom, and achievahle goals are the
three key elements that are noted as necessary for success in
such a class.
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- INTRODUCTION

The following paper is a report on the development of a class
for senior citizens that I had the opportunity to teach in 1981,
What happened in that class was exhilarating. Academically, it
dispelled the countless adages of old dogs and new tricks. And
for me personally, it opened my eyes to what was happening psycho-
socially to the students in the class.

This study will attempt to follow the class from its inception
to its finish in order to highlight the factors that brought the
students past their fears and blocks to language learning and into
experiencing success in the classroom, The impact of that success
brought me to chronicle what happened during the class and to re-
search the broader topic of "lifelong learning" (a2 catch-phrase in
educational gerontology). The students in my English as a Second
Language (ESL) class seemed to rediscover their vitality. They made
the first steps towards reclaiming their concept of themselves as
valuable human beings.

After summing up the report of the class that I taught, a case
will be made for extending E5L training to elderly immigrants living

in the Hnited States.




BACKGRGUND

In 1981, I was werking as an ESL supervisor in the Philippine

Refugee Processing Center in Bataan. In the camp, there were many

elderly refugees who were aver the age limit (60 years of age) for
the ESL program. Some of these elderly had no family members with
themy, nor were any waiting to sponsor them in the States. They

were entirely on their own.
One Cambodian woman, Khim Khon, was 68 years old. She had lost

every person in her family to the war. When she was asked through
an interpreter why she had not just stayed in Cambodia, why she was
giving up sverything that she had known to face the struggle of

starting a new life, she had an immadiate answer. GShe said clearly

and vehemently in English, "Cambodia, no good!!" She, like so many
of the elder refugees, had virtually no English, and little, if any,
literacy skills in her native language. What she did have was sheer
determination to survive.

I designed a class for twenty-five senior Cambodians that began
on June 24, 1981, and ended six weeks later on August Sth. We met
three times a week for an hour and a half each night for a total of
25 hours of English. Appendix A charts the language that was actually

mastered by the students in that time.




THE INMPETUS

There were 17,000 refugees in the camp in 1981. And, amid the
tidal wave of needs that were being met, the needs of this slder
group (which I will define as 80 and older)} were passed over. The
elders that did slip into classes with the younger students found
themselves surrounded by classmates who were able to ahsorh patterns
and sounds with a great deal more facility that they were., Thay
could not keep up. With 25 or more other students in the class, the
teachers were not able to individualize instruction to meet the needs
of the one or two older students that might be in the class., And so
it was that those people who were facing some of the most frightening
and difficult futures - with all the problems of a refugee plus the
dimension of advanced age in a youth-oriented society - were the
pecple that the grogram was least able to help.

In a refugee resettlement publicaticn, the following problem
areas were ldentified as serious issues faced by elderly Indochinese
refugees in the United States:

1. The changing attitude of the Indochinese youth (loss of

traditional values).

2, Stress in American sceciety on the develogment of the youth,
and an apparent lack of respect for the aged.

3. Challenges or pressures being placed on the elders to give
up their old values and adapt to the new American systems
and values. )

4. Changing roles:

a. No longer being responsible to preserve the culture.
b. A disappearance of the traditional role of advisor due
| to ilnappropriateness of their life experience to the

new socisty,

W




c. Lack of placg (and money) in society (family break-up
leaving them dependent on govermment services).
5. Personal concerns:
2. Being placed in a nursing home.
b. Having noc place to practice Buddhist worship.
c. Funeral arrangements.

6. Psychological factors:

da. Loneliness, -
b. Low self-worth and self-esteem.

€. HNostalgia and longing for home.

d. Unrealistic thinking and expectations ahout their
daily lives and future.

€. Hopelessness and depression.

It was with these issues in mind that I decided to start a special
class for the elderly. At that time, I had no great hopes for what
would be accomplished linguistically in an £SL class for students of

P this age group. What I did hope to accomplish was to give the students,

first and foremost, a positive experience with learning something new.

Secondly, by learning something that was directly related to their
future life, I hoped to inspire them to enter into that life with less

timidity about exploring it further.
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THE SUPPORT AND WORK CREDITS

There was a great deal of enthusiasm fFor the class right from
the start from everyone in the camp. The administration helped to
locate a free classroom, the refugee education leader helped to
recruit the students, and various coordinators, teachers, and friends
encouraged me with offers of support classes mow and again for physical
exercise, and, in keeping with the Cambodian spirit, interludes of
dancing and singing.

Sokhum Sin, a Cambodian man on the Cultural Orientation staff
at the camp, had lived in the United States for many years as a parf
of the Cambodian diplomatic corps. He agreed toc conduct sessions
For the class on expectations and on life in America.

For each hour that the students were to attend class it was
arranged that they would receive a much-valued "work credit".

These credits were necessary for the refugees to accumulate before
they would be allowed to leave the camp for resettlement. Receiving
work credits for their time in class gave the students a means for
contributing to their own needs, or to the needs of their family in
a8 very respectable and worthwhile manner. It gave them something to
offer, proved their usefulness, and provided an initial spark of

motivation for enrolling in the class.




THE CHOICE OF CLASSRCOMN

The First night of class was gloriocus chaos. I can harely

say "hello" or "goodbye” in Khmer. And the tiny classroom, chosen

For its closeness to the students' living guarters (billets), and

its high visibility in the neighborhood (as well as for its lack of
missing light hbulbs) proved overwhelmingly attractive. EVERYBODY
came. Had it not been for Channa Huot, a twenty-one year old daughter
of one of the students, I would have been at a great loss to explain
that indeed, the class, as it had heen advertised, was just for the
"grandparents”" and that younger relatives were not going to be allowed
to take “grandmother's" place in class because she was "too old to
learn.” Channa became my official translator and ally that night, and

continued to be my excellent assistant.

The students were as varied in personality and background as they
were in age. There were sisters, spouses, fathers and widows ranging
in age from 55 to 72 years of age. But they had one common purpose
and spirit which brought them together in that classroom that first
night: it was a desire to be a part of what was happening around
them, and to learn English and/or whatever they could about America
before they departed from the camp. That motivational spirit was
something I had assumed and that I was countino on. It was the
necessity for that spirit that directly influenced my choice aof
location for the classroom.

The building was set in a cleared field in the middle of a
neighborhood. It was, therefore, physically obvious when the elders
were attending class. They could be seen walking to the class.

-They could be heard when they practiced during the class by their

friends and relatives who haovered outside by the windows and doorway.




They could be heard calling their "good-nights"™ to their classmates
as they made their way back through the billets after class. The
neighborhood was keenly aware of the effort and the progress that
the elders were making.

This awareness within the community was a delicate and yet
cardinal element of the project®s goals., In as much as the elders
wanted to be taking part in the process that was changing their
lives and their families, it was absolutely essential that their

friends, family, and neighbors should at least be aware of what the

elders were doing. Without the awareness, there would be no community
support. Without that support, without that sharing in the pride, the
class would be operating in a vacuum, which is hardly a medium for
growth of any kind. '

As it was, having the brightly 1lit classroom right in the middle
of the neighborhood made it not only easily accessible to the students,
but made it THE center of activity in the evening. Grandparents were
escarted to and from the school, Younger neighbors who were studying
during the day would stand outside the windows while we practiced, now
and again calling in answers to their hesitant friends, joining in for
both the choral drills and for the applause when someone in the class
did something nmew or special on his/her own.

It was ohvious that something of great interest was taking place
at the school. And, it was not long before everyone knew why I came to
the neighborhood in the evenings. New students enroclled every week,
Elders from ather neighhorhoods found their way to the class. They

wanted to join and to learn. They wanted to be a part of the graup,

part of whatever it was that was happening.




THE STUDENTS

The students were recruited from a neighborhood of Cambodians
that had been scheduled into the Khmer Guided Placement Program.

This program was an accelerated resettlement project that meant that
the students would be placed in selected sites in the United States
within a matter of weeks of entering the Processing Center in Bataan.

0f the twenty-four students who enrolled, eighteen of them were
women. MNost of them came from the country-side. Though a few of the
students had attended schosol in Cambodia, only two of them were able
to write Khmer. For the rest, holding a pencil or a piece of chalk
was a completely new experience, QDuring the first week of class, they
were extremely shy about their clumsy attempts to draw the letters
that composed their names, but they were also determined to complete
writing them, no matier how long it toek them.

Orally, their control of English was limited to "Hello,” and
YHow are you?" Some could respond to "What is your name?" They
were timid about speaking to me, and often the only answer I could
elicit to any questian was a bowed head and a giggle.

Though their eyesight was weak, and arthritis made sitting in the
small desks uncomfortable, it was the deterioration of their teeth that
affected the class the most. Lack of teeth made for very poer articula-
tion, Their embarrassmeni over this was acute, and was something that I
had to seriously take into account. Pronunciation was one of the first
areas in which I made the choice to praise effort over mastery. B8y
stressing intomation over pronmunciation, I was able to give the students
sincere positive reinforcement for whatever efforts they made to communi-
cate in English. The success that they then experienced in expressing
themselves to me built up their confidence in their abilities, and this

had the long-run effect of improving their overall communication skills.




They were not pressed fer- precision or perfection when it was not in
their purview. Their response to this was willingness to experiment
with new sounds and words. It led to the strengthening of their trust
in me; 1t was not long before they began to initiate conversation with

me without the aid of the translator.
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STUDENT HURDLES

"Student hurdles" for students over the age of sixty has a
distinct definition. Their needs, though maybe not unigue to the
group, are certainly exaggerated. The hurdles that must be crossed,
though similar to those of any other class, are compdunded by dis=-
abilities as well as a fear of failing that is particular to students
in their later years.1 Declining eyesight and hearing, arthritis,
and a slowing of the thinking process are all possible handicaps that
elder students can bring to class with them. Additionmally, the idea
that learning is for the young is a psychalogical barrier that can
keep elder students from reaching their Full potential,

If health is maintained, I.0. does not significantly change with
age, This has been proven in longitudinal studies of students over a
periad of 20 years (Blum, Jarvik and Clark: 1970). Thus it is the
misconception that age affects learning that can be a major factor in
hindering students from achieving at age sixty as much as they could
have at age twenty-five. If students maintain that they are "too old,”
their negative attitude can work as a self-fulfilling prophesy that
will actually keep them from learning.

In an article titled "Aging: A Positive Growth Experience,”
Sister Rose Therese Bahr noted that "several needs should at least
Be partially satisfied if pasitive behaviors are to emerge from the
aging individual".2 She listed eight of their major psycho-social
needs: positive self-concept, self-esteem, comaunication, belonging,
independence, privacy, respect as a spiritual heing, and loving-and
tauching.3 Without meeting these needs, there is little chance for
canfidence to develop. With confidence and a positive sel f-image,
elder students can overcome almost all of the physical disabilities
that they may have to contend with and bring the full of their learning

powers to the eclassroom.

S T IO PRI Py
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In retrospect, I ean. see that most of thase needs mentioned by
Jister Therese, to one degree or another, were being met during the
ESL class that I had in the Philippines. As the weeks went on, the
students grew more confident in their abilities to complete tasks set
before them. They became boisterous both physically and verbally.
Students were cheered when they did something right. (They were also
sometimes yanked to their seats by their neighbors if they did some-
thing in error!) They helped each other constantly. In many ways,
they ran the class,

Each student was given individual attenticn and their accomplish-
ments were measured only against their own previous work. Yam Lo Chan
was able, after about three weeks of class, to copy her name on the
board from an index card. Fur'that, she was praised. And, though it
had been embarrassingly difficult for her at first to make the connec-
tion between the symbols written om the card and her actual name, she
soan was eager for me to "check™ her work and would loudly proclaim
across the classroom, "Teacher, come here!" so that I could see what
she had done., She knew that she had progressed and she was proud of it.

The classroom was the private domain of the students. One of them
was charged with keeping the key to its lock. Visitors were not allowed
to enter during class time unless they were asked to "come in!" Students
gecorated the room; it was theirs in every sense. In as much as a four-
walled classroom was an alien learning environment for them {many had
never had any sort of formal schooling), the development of their sense
of ownership of the classroom space helped them to feel at ease. I can
see now that it was playing at least a partial role in meeting their
needs of belonging, independence, and privacy.

There can be a variety of physical hurdles for students {o overcome
in any class. In terms of the elderly, Carol Kasworm has found that
accomodations must be made in class for "potential losses of hearing,
sight, kinesthetic sense, and motor coordination. Further, the time
span cf classroom activities should consider the diminishing energy

levels of older adults."™ 4
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Strategles for overcoming such physical disadvantages were
a high priority for me whenever I was making lesson plans and visual
aids. I found that bigger sometimes can he better! The students
eye problems were constantly brought to my attention. Eyeglasses
were 8 scarce commodity. And, though distance fFrom the bhlackboard
in the small room was not much of a praoblem, glare from the florescent
lights was. I partially solved that by drawing whatever figures I
was using on both the extreme left and right of the board. (Though
this may sound time consuming, it is important to realize that the
pace of the class was deliberately unhurried.) Otherwise, visuvals
were always done on large white paper with heavy black ink,

Poor hearing acuity was ene foreseen difficulty that I attempted
to overcome through a teaching technigque. It was'easy enough, through
exaggeration, to relieve a few of the visual problems of the students,
but I could not imagine myself shouting out English in double digit

decibles as a model of American cammunication. MWhat I did find as a

practical tool was to use a "trick” that I had picked up from the Silent
Way: using silence as an active part of practice.

When I was modelling a mew sound or phrass, I would pause after
each of three models for a few seconds of silence, letting the sounds
sink in. After the third model I would cue the group as a whole to
repeat the utterance once. The students quickly saw the pattern to my
procedure, and came to expect and even demand it. If I ever happened to
Forget the third model, it was invariahly pointed out to me quite clearly
that I had not followed the "rules," They were comfortable with known
patterns; deviations from those patterns was cause for rebuke.

The response to this pattern of modelling was excellent. The
sounds that the students produced were remarkably clear, and their
recall of them was much better than I had anticipated. Three reasons
came to mind that might explain this success.

First, it was a slow manner of modelling, paced by my perceptian of
the students' ability to assimilate new material., It did not rush them.

Secondly, it grabbed their attention. I would stand guietly in front of
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the class giving the students time to collect themselves, and to
gather the energy and mental concentration that they needed to
override thelr physical disabilities. Uccasionally, I would even
have them take a long, deep breath before beginning to introduce a
new item so that they would be fully calm and focused befure they
toak their next "step™. Thirdly, material introduced in this manner
was non-threatening to them. They knew that they were going to hear
the utterance three times and then would be asked to first respond
in a2 large group. No one was ever put on the spot; no one was made
to lose face. It was the effort alone that I was after, the effort
that was "rewarded,” and the effart that resulted in the students®

SUCCeSS.
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'WORKING STRATEGIES

There were two prominent themes that played a part in every
aspect of working with this class. The first was a presupposed
respect for the adult minds of the students and their own knowledge
of what was best for themselves. These students were over Fifty-
five years of age. They had learned a great many things in their
lives, but little of that learning had taken place within the structure
of a classroom. They were excited at the very idea of being in 2 class,
and especially in one soley for students of their own age group. {(And,
it can not go without mention that the class was being taught by an
American, which did, in that situation, have its measure of prestige.)
This excitement manifested itself during the class in constant interaction
among the students. In any other situation, this might be seen as less
than adult classroom behavior. In this case, it was not only "allowed,"”
it was relied upon.

The students discussed, in Khmer, the lesson's meaning, their
teacher's actions, their physical discomforts, the daily news, and
whatever else was on their minds. "Allowing" for this was part of what
made the class work, It brought the students closer together. This
closeness was very important for them because of the fact that learning
directly from ane another (versus learning From books) has traditionally
been the Cambodian strategy for learning and sharing needed skills. 8y
recognizing the students' ability and need to give the class its operating
structure, however inefficient it may have seemed campared with customary
classes, I gave them a means for exerting control, and showed them that
I respected their needs, that I was willing to work with them according
to their "rules.”

Roger Hiemstra has found that learning is faciliatated in older
learners by actively involving them in the entire teaching/learning pro-
cess. This includes, "assessing needs, planning content, securing
resources, and involvement in implementatian".5 In my own rough

approximation of this in Bataan, it certainly played a significant role
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in the students' efforts to assimilate the material and in their
willingness to work when it was time to work. They felt respect;

they gave respect. And it was upon that respect that trust was built.
They knew that they were setting the pace, and as time went on, that
their guestions were welcomed, that review was available when they asked
For it, and that vocabulary or phrases that they were interested in
learning could be made part of the lesson.

In return, they tackled with enthusiasm any task that was given
them to doc whether it was as new and confusing as using a teletrainer
(most of the students had never held a telephone before) or as complex
as learning the American money system. They never balked. Before we
would begin a new topic (such as health or giving directions) I would
use Channa, the transliatar, to elicit From the students examples af
what they might need to say in a particular situation. For example,
they would tell me what they might say to the doctor, or what they
might expect a caller to say on the telegphone and how they might res-
pond to that. This helped the students to focus on the task, and to
realize the importance of learning the £nglish that was associated
with it, When they felt that what we were learning was something that
they needed, they quickly assimilated that English into their vocabulary.

Judith Roumani canfirms that "conclusions suggest that plder people

have no patience for apparently meaningless or irrelevant learning, while

in significant learning, their results, given enough time, egual those

of younger learners" (underlined in the original).

The second of the themes was one that was realized only after being
with the students for more than a week. It was that trying was succeed-
ing. It developed quickly from a glimmer of a belief on my part into a
strong affirmation. I had thought, initially, to facus tha class on
confidence building, and in my naivete, I had thought that that was a
fairly straight forward task. It was not long before I realized just
what it meant to meet that objective. Building self confidence meant

that first, the students had to come to terms. with their fear of failure.
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Failure had an extremely special meaning to a group such as these
elderly refugees who had lost most, if not all, of the things and

the people who were most important to them. Most precious of all,
they had lost their self-esteem. In class, that self-esteem was once
more at stake. Fear of failure, of losing face, was playing an active
role in their learning process. It significantly affected the way in
which I worked with them in class.

Roumani agrees that "among the elderly, the desire for success

is often outweighed by fear of failure” ? (emphasis in the original).

The physical disabilities, though acute, became only a minor concern;
once recognized, they could be dealt with on a physical plane. It

was the dread of taking risks that was the terrifying hidden hurdle

for these students. To ask them to make the effort and take the risk
was asking them to face ome of their greatest fears. Whenever they did
that, in whatever size, shape or form that it took, that was something
very, very special. For them to respond to "What is your ID number?",
to take chalk in their own hands and face the hlack heoard, not to mention
attempting to write their names, these were things worthy of the highest
praise and warm, positive reinforcement. And that is what they got -
from peers, from their teacher, and often with cheers from the ever-

observant "Glee Club" in the darkness beyond the doorway.
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FDSMAT AND PRESENTATIONS

The overall format for the class was fairly traditional: warm-
up, review, introduction, practice, and wrap-up. It was the allotment
of availahle time that was somewhat deviant from standard procedure.
Warm-up was extensive. Review spiraled throughout each lesson. 1In-
troductions were kept short and simple. Practice was done through a
variety of very brief exercises and then ane ma jor hands-on task.
Wrap-up began with some sort of physical body movements (Total Physical
Response review, or simple stretching) and a condensed review of the
night's material. The actual time that was spent on working with
new items was probably about forty minutes out of a ninety-minute
class. It was as if to take three steps in one night, we first had
to move back two. To progress in any other fashion was to waste pre-
cious time and energy.

Items to be presented were chosen for their ability to be seen,
touched, or acted out. When something was introduced, it was introduced
using as many of the senses as was at all possible. Sounds were first
silently shown with exaggerated mouth Formatinhs. For example, the
sound of "ch" was first introduced by miming a sneeze. Actions were
accompained by body movements. "Come” was motioned with the hand.
"Need" was with both hands aver the heart. Feelings and sensatians
were dramatized first with facial expressions and tones of voice. Tty
interpreter would help me by translating what the students were verbal-
izing in Khmer about my actions. For example, I would mime "crying" and
Channa, the translator would tell me, "They say you are sad.” From then
on, that particular facial expression would be used to elicit the English
werd "sad" from the students. Negafiue statements were always accompained
by a shaking of the head.

Such actions and exaggerations during the intreductions were used
in hopes that the students could use them as mnemonics devices. The

students were nearly all non-literate and had to rely completely on
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thelr memory to retain new material. My idea was that if they could
attach the new input to something that they were already very familiar
with and/or some physical movement, then the chances of retaining

that material were much better. For the limited material that we

covered, this seemed to prove true.

In keeping with that assumption, much of the practice time was

spent working with Total Physical Response (TPR) technigues. There

was a triple value in using this. It seemed to help the students to
remember, it gave me an observable measure of what they understood,
and it helped to provide a light informal atmosphere that the students
responded to with alacrity.

An example of this comes from the evening that we were working on

"can" and "cannot". It was not clear to me if the students were merely

mimicking my actions or if they really understood the meaningful diff-
erence between "I can see", and "I cannot see.” Through Channa, I

asked them to demonstrate to me the difference. Sok Sen, who had one

rare pair of glasses held together with rubber bands and paﬁer clips,

took off the glasses, ?nd said, "I cannat see!”™ At that point, Yin

Chheng stood up and said, "I can see.” Then he picked up the tattered

glasses, put them on, and said, "I cannot see. Glasses no good,"” while

he mimed bumping into the desks around the classroom. The class roared;
there was no doubkt that everyone understood.

The atmosphere was relaxed; the format was informal. We took a lot
of time warming up and reviewed whenever there was the slightest uncer-
tainty as to what we had covered already. And we never practiced to per-
fection. I depended heavily on the supposition that if the students felt
that they were making some sort of headway, that they would be willing to
try again, and in that tryimg, they would reach the limits of their capa-
bilities. The better they felt about themselves, the better they would
actually become.

Carol Kasworm supports this proposition. She writes, “fducation for
older adults should not be oriented ta precision, task-demanding, produc-
tion model learning. Although learning outcomes are of importance for

older learners, there should be far greater emphasis on the environment,

the process, and the association of the learnming activities to self‘—-esteem."8
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PACE VERSUS PROGRESS

Initially, in teaching the class, the most chvious difference
for me was the pace. It was different, and yet the same, for the
goal of good pacing is to go as rapidly and smoothly as the students
can effectively go. The students had a pace; I had to meet it, and
for me that meant even physically slowing down my movements. IFf I
moved too quickly from one visual cue to another, some of the students
would give a respomse as if I had not moved from the first cue, others
would not respond at all, I found that if I placed the cues far apart
around the room and physically moved from one to another, giving the
students time to make the mental change that they needed, then the
responses were more accurate.

In researching this observation, I found that "one of the most
clearly established phenomena of aging is the tendency toward slowness
of perceptual, motor, and cognitive prucess."g The students in my class
in the refugee camp clearly demonstrated this to me. It was better to
review something than to forge ahead at a fast pace if time were ever
a factor. It seemed to confuse the students tremendously if I had to
relntroduce something because the first introduction had been rushed
or wnclear. I found that time was not in any way wasted if I paused
between activities and carefully checked not only my lesson plan, but
the amount of remaining time and the pulse or energy level of the class.

Rapid drills were disastrous with these students. What worked well
was to first establish clear meaning of the words that were to be practiced
and then actively practice them in a variety of ways. In a study done by
Rabert Calhoun and Beverly Gounard on paired-word association with the
elderly, it was shown that "optimal performance occurred when meaning-
fulness was increased, pacing was controlled hy the learner, and repeat-

ed practice trials were given”.

R
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Having the students take the role of the teacher in our class
was very successful. I would, for example, give the pointer to one
of them and have them come to the front of the room and lead the
class in a drill. Having the students lead the class increased their
personal self-esteem and self-confidence, and put control of the pace
entirely in the hands of the students. It took the central focus off
of me, freeing me to pay closer attention to the students' performance.
And, it was entertaining (this by no means being the least of its merits).
Working in a variety of small groups (from pairs to groups of five)
was also successful with the students, Their abilities with the language

were quite varied, as were their rates of acguisition. By working in

small groups, many of these disparities were allayed as students helped

students work out difficulties on a one-to-one basis. M#e were z2ble to

move through some very complex material (such as the American'money-
system) in a relatively short periogd of time by working im small groups.

Another manner of practice that proved popular with the students was

R role playing. The time involved in setting up the role play, in making

o
A

both the language and the situvation meaningful, was extensive -- some-
tihes, as with the telephone role play, as much as two nights. Plus,
for these students to actually move into position to act out their parts
took time. But the results were outstanding. The students were enthu-

siastic and creative with the language., It was clear that they could

see the value in what they were learning and through their use of the

language it was obvious that they had intermalized what they had prac-

ticed.

I would rather say it was more the relative progress of the class

that was slow than the pace. Steps forward were minute compared with

tlasses of younger students and made only after tremendous investment
in terms of time and student risk. Time was given, during exercises
and in transitions, for the students to mentally process the material

being worked on. Care was taken to insure clarity of meaning, and to




21

insure that students felt secure in what they were doing. A great

deal of warm-up time was spent in readying the students for the

language sitwation we wouid be dealing with later in the lessan.
Hiemstra has also found the "groundwork® stage to be critical.

He writes, "In a two or three-hour session, as much as one hour

might be invested in the preparatory stage....(T)he commitment toward,

and the feeling of ownership for the subsequent learning builds

meaningfulness into subsequent activities that more than makes up For

any 'lost’ time".11 The students moved slewly, but steadily, and as

their confidence grew, their joy in learning made the hours fly.
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. . THE INTERLUDES

There was more to the class than ESL. There were regular weekly
sessions with a co-worker, Flaine Himmelfarb, who led the class in
simple exercises. She would have the students stretch and bend and
breathe deeply. She had students come to the front of the group to
be leaders. Her sessions grew more and more uproarious as the students
grew to trust her, and they were delighted whenever she came to class.

Will Prior was also a regular guest. He brought with him his
ukelele and taught the students the words and movements to "Ballin'
the Jack™ ("First you put your two knees close up tight..."). The
nelghborhood observers waiching us went wild, During the final party
at the end of the six weeks, the students brought in cassette tapes af
Cambodian music and immediately began to dance to them. My translator
was astounded. "They have never danced together like this," she said.
"Only in this class!!" It was, apparently, a breakthrough.

The sessions with Sokhum Sin, the cultural orientation advisocr,
were taken very seriously. They were conducted entirely in Khmer, and
I can only say that they were lively, emotional discussions concerning
the family, living conditions in America, and such issues as fumeral
arrangements, The intensity of the sessions left me with no doubt as
to the importance of such opportunities to voice the special concerns

that the students as a group had.
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-THE CONCLUSIGN

What began in uncomfortable awkwardness ended in dancing. The
students were awarded certificates of attendence for their partici-
pation after the final class, and a "graduation party" to end all
graduation parties ensued. There was not a shadow of iphibition to
be seen or heard as the students celebrated not only their class,
but themselves. We laughed until tears were streaming down our
Faces. We exchanged addresses in the United States. Khim Khon was
leaving for Chicago; Sok Sen for Little Rock. Yam Lo Chan handed
me a pilece of paper with her name printed across it. I asked Channa
if Yam Lo Chan knew where she was going. "She doesn't know yet,"
Channa replied. "But she says if you give her your phone number,
she will call you when she arrives{"

I could not help but think that evening what a change had
come over the students in such a short period of time. They were
fully in charge that evening. Six weeks before they had been pain-
fully timid about even speaking their own name out louder than a
whisper, They had sat stiffly in their desks with their heads bow-
ed. Now, they were calling me to come to dance with them. "“Teacher,
come here!" I was the ane being dragged to my feet. I could only

hope that they could carry that spirit with them to their new homes.
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o . IN SUMAARY

I have tried for many months to come to some conclusions about
just what it was that made the class successful. The fFears and blocks
to language learning that these students had were enormous. They had
every excuse not to learn, and yet they did. They learned a little
ahout English, alittle about America, and a great deal ahbout their
own still vibrant potential.

Three key elements can be isolated that led to the students'
success. The first is that they valued the material that we were
studying. They knew it was very important for their new life. Second-
ly, a supportive environment was established. Family, friends, peers,
and I, as their teacher, provided psychological and social buffers
from the anxieties the students had of losing face in their effort
to improve themselves. Thirdly, they found that they were ahle to

achieve their goals and that learning was not restricted hy age. This

realization allowed them to concentrate their efforts on the tasks at
hand and achieve whatever measure of success that they were capable of.

It brought them passed their fears and into the world of learning.
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Appendix A
- .25 HOURS OF ESL
STRUCTURE: Subject/verk/complement
Examples: I am cold.
I need help.
I can walk.
PRONOUNS ¢ she, he, I, you, my, your, his, her
VERBS 3 can, need, take, give, walk, write, speak, see,
hear, come, go, spell, be{am, is).
NEGATION: Examples: I am not Vietnamese.
I cannot see.
GREETINGS: Good morning
afternoon
evening
bye
night
How are yoU?..........Fine, thanks,
Come in!
VOCABULARY colors
numbers (counting in time and money)
chalk/pen/pencil
book/notehook
days of the week (Monday -~ Sunday)
body parts
man/woman

month/year
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25 HOURS OF ESL
home/school/store/work
floor/door/wall/window/chair

glasses
good
here/not here

guiet

Thank yoU.s....You're welcome
family members (son, dawghter, hushand, etc.)

address/age/birth

SIGN RECOGNITIBN: MEN/LADIES, IN/OUT, ON/OFF, OPEN, PUSH/PULL

SURVIVAL SKILLS: Use of the telephone

Clarifications (Please repeat; I don't

understand, etc.)
Directions (left, right, up, down, etc.)

Qfﬁ Apologies (I'm sOrry.......It's okay.)
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A CASE FOR EXTENDING ESL TRAINING TGO THE ELDERLY

"Unfortunately, many pesople believe that older immigrants have
no need for English language skills because of their inmsulation with-
in close-knit ethnic communities. Yet researchers and social workers
from Hispanic and Asian American communities argue against (that)....
(M)ost older foreign language speakers live alone, are financially
independent of their children, and must imteract with the English
speaking culture every day,"12 Yet, "most institutions which provide
educational programs for persons over 60 disregard the minority elder-
ly and language skills."13

Priorities in the United States do favor the young. This makes
life particularly miserable for senior citizens from Indochina. 0One
Cambodian woman in Boston told her family that she would prefer to be
étarving at the hands of the communists than living life as she must
in America. Pho Bau Long, the Senior Cross-Cultural Advisor at the
Center for Applied Linguistics pointed out that “the refugees are
euphoric in the camps. But once they settle into American society,
that euphoria dies. The elderly realize that even thovugh they left
their couniry for the sole reason of being with their family, their
children soon go away from them., They get jobs, and they become
very involved with their new personzl struggles in America. They
don't have time for the old people.” 14

The isgolation that this creates has led to some very unusual
behavior. 1In 8Boston, five grandmothers have left their homes and
moved in together. G5Said a caseworker I interviewed there, "They
ran away from home. The first family had no idea where their
grandmother had gone to for about four days.” The desire for
campanionship in this case outweighed even the strong traditions

of family ties and duties. 5Said the case worker, "Cne family was

very uvpset., They lost their babysitter.”




R
o

28

There are quantities of materials and programs for the elderly
from the white middle class sector of society. They have banded
together to form the Gray Panthers. Educational institutions have
gpened their doors to them in the form of Elder Hostels which affer
free classes to students over the age of 65. Senior Volunteer Pro-
grams have been designed to put the skills and knowledge of retired
pecgple to use again.

But anly recently has the Administration on Aging (A.0.A.)
begun the work of extending such services and support toc minorities.
Sean Sweeney, the Director of A.0.A. stated that, "The Administratimn
on Aging recognizes that the base of knowledge concerning minmarity
aging has lagged measurahly behind other fields of gerontology hoth
quantitatively and gualitatively.™ > He added that,"...neither the

A.0.A., nor institutions of higher education and training have res-

ponded adequately to the needs of racial and ethnic minority commu-

nities (Asian American, Blacks, Hispanics, and Native Americans.)"16

Az a result,-beginning in 1977, "specific criteria measuring the
institution's resources and commitment to minority aging concerns
were made a substantial part of the evaluation of gerontology program
applications under hoth Title IV A and Title IV E prugrams."1?

It is passible.FDr elder nan-native students to learn the skills
that they need to survive. These skills include learning to speak
English. Thav Sort, one of my Cambodian students from the Phillip-
pines, wrote (through an interpreter) that she needs very much to
learn more English, and that she is "trying to learn with the help
of a friend"”. G5She said that she wants to "talk with Americans....

I would shop at stores and supermarkets if I could speak English,”
she wrote. "And I would like toc read more."

ESL classes can provide not only a means for the non-English
speaking elderly to begin to manage their own affairs such as shop-
0ing, but can also serve to meet their psycho-social needs. Learn-

ing something that is directly related to their life situations, and
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taking firm positive steps toward making those lives more meaningful
and fulfilling can only work to imgrove their self-concept. And, as
Bahr noted, "the attitude ome holds toward oneself is a key in the
manner One relates to others. Those who believe that they have self-
worth treat themselves with dignity and respect, have a positive out-

look on life, and thus become the fully functioning person they imagine

themselves to be."18
Emglish in and of itself is not the answer to every issue faced

by elderly immigrants. But it can be used as a forum for discussion
of topics that are of concern to them. It can provide an important
opportunity for them to socialize and to belong to a group. It can
give them the skills to function independently in the English-speaking
environment in which they live. English is nat a panacea, but it can
be 2 vital instrument in the effort to reach the human goal of self-
actualization,

The pages that follow chart the problems, and the suggested:
solutions to those problems, that need to be considered when planning
a class for elder students., The charts represent ideas culled from a
great variety of resources: articles from journals, newspapers, and
magazines; Educational Resources Information Center studies; medical

texts; interviews with teachers who work with the elderly; and my own

personal experience.
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- Physiclogical

-visual

nmcawwon<.

-fatigue

-susceptibility to
glare

~reduced color
sensitivity

-hypertension

-decrease in noise
level tolerance

-slowness in movement

~slowness in cognition

-increased ' suscepti-
bility ﬁo.mmjmnmp
illness (calds, flu,
etc.)

-decrease in amount
of material able to
store at aone time
in memory

-low treshold of

stimulus overload

HURDLES TO FORMAL CLASSROOM LANGUAGE LEARNING FOR Drcmm ADULTS

nmwn:nwnmwnmw

-self-confidence is low
-stress is high

-fear of failing is high
:m:xwmn<.w: a mixed age-
level class (dignity at
stake)

-uncomfortable with a
young teacher

-distrust of change
-need for relevant
material in order to

associate meaning

Organizational

-do not use efficient
learning strategies
~da not use:
mpemonics

mediators

associations

have greater difficulty

with complex tasks

unable to focus an

one subject while

screening others

sonwcﬂwwo:mw

-fear w:mw,w:m
language is hard
to learn (psycho-
logical distance)

-distrust or dis-
like of the people
or culture that
speak the language
(social distance)

~interested in

"other-than-aca-

demic' objectives

Other

-maney

-lack aof
transportation
-dislike of

night classes
-educational
background

~lack of knowledge
of available
class

-literacy
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Psysinlogical

-Provide:
comfortable
chairs
bright lights
(watch glare)
good acowustics

comfortable
temperature

-stretch occasion~
ally

-use deep breath-
ing to relax,
regain focus

-eliminate extra-
neous nNoOlses

~-limit material in
one unit .

-allow for self-
pacing

~give EXTRA TINE

-make provisions
for disabled

Psychological

-provide supportive
atmosphere

-pive early success
~do not focus on tests
~use group work

-respect past experience
and adult dignity

-use freguent praise

~provide an older teacher

-use clearly obtainable,
short-term goals

~give over control of
teaching/learning pro-
cess to students

~increase relevancy to
students' lives

-allow for self-pacing,
student~centered ap~-
proach, and individual
instruction

-take consultant role:
facilitate student
interaction after
establishing contant
meaning

-increase warm-up time
and investment time

SUGGESTED SOLUTIONS

Organizational

-teach organizational
skills

-encourage associations

~provide direction for
approaching assigned
tasks (how to begin)

-use deductive reasoning
to introduce new mat-
erial

~simplify units of a
task; decrease complex-
ity

-allow for TINE for -
students to organize

-repeat frequently and
at spaced intervals

-make use of verbal/
visual associations

~increase relevancy
and meaningfulness

Motivational

—_— e ———

-use tranlators to discuss
target culture, questions
and problems/difficulties

students are having

-introduce special teach-

ers and friends to expose

students to differaent
native speakers

~provide non-linguistic,
interpersonal objectives

-tap personal interests,
goals, skills, for
curriculum

Other

-provide materials
free for mwcamnwm

-lpcate near a bus
stop

~schedule hours in
the day for class
(no night classes)

-check for literacy

-use personal contacts
to advertise the
class
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Summary of Recommendatlcons

Roger Hiemstra:

1. Physical conditions (lighting, temperature, seating, acoustics)

should be the best possible for older learners.

2. Define individual needs and abilities in terms of prior educa-

tion, sex, how long since the student has had structured educa-

tion, previous exposure to foreign languages.

3. Individualize teaching as far as possible. Some older learners

may succeed with younger students; others may need a separate

class.

4, WMake material relevant to older learners, i.e. eliminate material

dealing with life of young students, and substitute material drawn

from their own lives.

5. 0Oiminish emphasis on speed., Provide opportunity for self-pacing.

¢

6. Define attainable short-term goals in terms of a “contract”.

7. Break material down (and study periods) into short units for

better conecentration.

8. To Facilitate memorization, present materials both verbally and

visually. Allow time for absorption into long-term memory.
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9. Integrate new material into previously existing structures of

knowledge.

10. Without lessening responsibility for material, reduce anxieties

and insecurity through consciousness of role as counselor.

11. Be sensitive and alert to potential difficulties.

Suggested techniques:

1. Small groups (10) facing each other.

2. Visual stimulus combined with sound stimulus.

3. Use & variety of review strategies often.
4, Invelve learners in organizimg content material.

5. Use concrete stimuli -~ but ones that reduce discriminability.

6, Avoid competition and complexity, 19




8.
9.
10.
1.
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Suggestions from Carol Kasworm
taken from:

*01d dogs, children, and watermelon wine"

Believe that old age does not stop learning.

Understand and accept the aging process as a natural adaptation

in the life cycle.

Provide a warm supportive relationship.

View the classroom as a means to interact, learn, and grow in both
content and in life transition.

Believe that older adults are coﬁpetent and a rich resource

far learning and teaching.

Construct an environment that maximizes theilr success in both

introduction of learning content, and in diminished hearing,

eyesipght, kinesthetic sense and lawer energy levels.

Remember that illiteracy can be a problem of the elderly and
therefore do not use the blackboard unless it is appropriate.
Do not assume that elders learn in concert.

Promote self-paced learning.

Give positive feedback.

Continue to learn fram them.ZD
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