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OBJECTIVE

My objective in pursuing this project was to meet a specific need among the ELLs in my community.  The need for computer skills was specifically addressed by the ELL teacher, here, at Montpelier’s Union Elementary, as well as by the ELL adults who attend Central Vermont Adult Basic Education.  These adults, who I work with, happen to be the parents of the ELL children who attend Union Elementary.  What I am in the process of doing is combining the needs of the ELL children with the needs of their parents, involve the community, bridge the gap between the homes of ELLs and school, encourage ELL parents to be a part of their children’s education and empower the learners with a skill that could possibly be an economic asset.  

This project is on-going and long term.  My hope is that by presenting the steps and phases of this project and sharing the availability of local resources, other teachers can use this as a guide to facilitating the teaching of technological skills to their ELL’s.  

A Little Background…

In September of last year, a family of Meskhetian Turks was resettled here in Montpelier.  The family is large and extended:  two adult brothers, their wives and children.  They were later joined by their parents, who now live with them.  Each brother has three children, the oldest of which is ten years old.  The school age children attend Union Elementary school. The two brothers and their families live across the street from one another close to the center of the city.  The parents of the brothers live with the youngest brother, as is the custom.  Before finding work, the adults attended Central Vermont Adult Basic Education (CVABE) twice a day, four to five times a week for ESL classes.  The grandparents stayed home to watch the little ones and received ESL support later in the day with home visits.  Once the adults started working and their work schedules varied, they were unable to attend class as frequently, but willing and able to maintain a staggered class schedule.  I initially started to work with the adults at CVABE twice a week, but again, as they began to find jobs, scheduling became more difficult and I now work with the two brothers and one wife once a week.  Since beginning work, their English has improved significantly.  They are eager to learn as much as they can and expressed a desire to learn about computers during class this winter.

Union Elementary School teaches Technology once a week for forty-five minute sessions, beginning in kindergarten through the fifth grade.  CVABE has computers and language programs but no ESL tech. support.   The homes of the families are warm yet sparsely furnished with donations and basic necessities.  Suffice to say, they did not own computers.  Their only access to them was through CVABE and school.  Thus, Phase I of the project was underway.
PHASE I

the computers

After learning about the need for computer skills (note: “computer skills” encompasses keyboard skills and word processing and ultimately, the use of internet skills) what I needed to do was to get computers for the families for use in their homes.  Desperate and at ground zero, I called our school system’s tech. support team and asked if they had any computers available for donation.  They, in turn, pointed me in the direction of our city’s Recreation Dept. director who informed me that he indeed had a basement full of older computers and was willing to donate as many as needed.  In fact, he seemed to be anxious to be rid of them.  Bingo!  As my family and I recently upgraded our home computer, I had one available to give and I only needed one more.  After sharing with my students about the computers I had available, they seemed excited yet wary.  Knowing their homes were sparse, I asked the elementary school to post in the classified section of their newsletter, the need for small tables and chairs.  The community was more than generous…
Step 1:  Utilize your community’s resources starting at the school level.  The leads are innumerable and there is a wealth of untapped materials.  Don’t be afraid to be brash and brazen.

PHASE II
getting the computers up and running

After delivering the computers to the families and setting them up in the house, what I needed to find was someone who was computer savvy and who could work out the kinks and make the computers functional.  As I am challenged in all things technological, I was of no use.  Wanting to continue my collaborative-school wide approach to this project, I spoke with the ESL teacher at Union Elementary and she directed me to Matt McLane, the guidance councilor at Montpelier High School and the head of the Community Based Learning (CBL).  Community Based Learning is a 0.50 – 1.00 credit course offered at the high school.  The program is a “learning by doing” experience that utilizes the community as an extension of the classroom.  Also, a wonderful extension of the ideology I was trying to promote and employ in the execution of this project.  Matt introduced me to an 11th grade student named Jonathan Peach-Kenworthy.  Jonathan is easy going, intelligent and computer savvy, to say the least.  He’s comfortable around adults, easy to talk to, possesses a dry wit and a global intelligence.  He was exactly what I was looking for. After explaining my project to him, he asked great questions, offered even better ideas and appeared eager to be a part of the project, both short and long term.  We exchanged e-mail addresses and made a plan to get him into the homes of the ELL families and get the computers up and running.
Step 2:  See step 1.  Also, think broadly, in terms of school resources; utilizing and integrating various grade levels and programs.

PHASE III

the keyboard
Now that I had Jonathan on board, I needed to coordinate a day and a time to go to their homes and get the computers functioning.  Once this was completed, I needed to decide where, how and what programs we were going to teach.  In an effort to involve the adults in their children’s learning, I thought I would find out what programs were being taught at the elementary level and coordinate it with the adults learning.  Again, I went back to the elementary school and spoke with the principal about the possibility of downloading the tech. class keyboarding programs and making them available for use in the homes of the ELLs.  Due to copyright issues, I wasn’t able to use the school programs.  She did, however, point me in the direction of the tech. team, once again, to find out what they might have available. (We’ve since been playing phone tag and I’ve yet to get any program they might have available).  My plan is to get a typing program for use at home for the parents and the children.  It was during this meeting with the principal that I was able to plan the next phase of this project…
Step 3:  Don’t get discouraged and be vigilant with the phone!

PHASE IV

bridging the home to school connection

Once the computers have been programmed, it’s my hope, with some gentle prompting, that the parents and children will practice their typing skills at home.  I also plan to incorporate what they (the adults) are learning at home with their learning at CVABE.  When they begin to show some command of the computers and keyboarding, I have made arrangements for the use of Union Elementary computer lab.  This was done during my meeting with the principal.  My plan is to arrange a weekly or biweekly schedule of classes for both the parents and children to learn basic Word applications over the summer.  This is to be done with the help of Jonathan: the computer whiz, me: ESL instructor and an interpreter.  Due to the nature of the computer language, a language in and of itself, as well as the instruction and language proficiency level of the learners, an interpreter is vital.  Knowing this, I again went to the ESL instructor at the elementary school and she was able to give me the names of two women who speak fluent Russian and would be happy to volunteer their time.  I am excited about the prospect of teaching the parents and children together, within the children’s school, no less.  Research has shown that schools that experience success with minority language students often involves the parents in their children’s learning (Commins and Miramontes, 2005, p.141).  
Step 4:  Read or re-read part III of Commins and Miramontes Linguistic Diversity and Teaching. (see references).  Also, find or create a resource for interpreters.  They are a wonderful resource to have for consulting and/or work the ELLs in the community.
PHASE V

the internet

Availability and the use of the Internet is the final phase of this project.  However, implementation of this phase is a long range goal as it is contingent on the students learning basic computer skills, reading skills and on some level cultural awareness.  My plan is again, community based, as it involves the use and free access to the Internet at the community library, thus perhaps promoting literacy as well as access to a technology that would otherwise be unavailable to them (the parents).  Also, it incorporates learning, via access to a community resource.  The long range goal of this phase of the plan is adult based and could be taught at CVABE as the practical aspects and usage of the Internet for adults and children often varies widely.  However, this doesn’t discount the applications and importance of e-mail and web sites used in and for their children’s learning.  Again, this is a long range goal… 
The needs of our ELL communities are great and vary widely.  I can’t stress enough how important is it to involve your community in not only identifying the need(s) but as a resource in meeting those needs.  I was more than pleasantly surprised the willingness and generosity of all those involved at every level, so far: parents, educators, administrators and students.  No two communities are alike and as I said, needs vary.  Meeting those needs is a process.  It’s my hope that I’ve been able to provide to my peers and colleagues a clear step by step approach to a process of needs based service learning that involves the community, empowers our ELLs and bridges the home – school – community connection with minority language learners.
If anyone has any questions or suggestions, please feel free to contact me at robfam4@comcast.net.  
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