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Instructional Practices Used in LifePrints: ESL for Adults
 (information provided in response to requirements of the Adult Education and Family Literacy Act of 1998* )

Introduction
A central goal of LifePrints: ESL for Adults is to prepare ESL students for communicating
effectively in English in their life at home, in the community, and in the workplace. The organizing
principle of LifePrints is context, rather than language structure. That is, in LifePrints, language
learning is contextualized in the everyday life experiences of immigrants, their neighbors, their
coworkers.  Adult language learners bring diverse life experiences that are rich sources of sharing
in the ESL class.  By tapping into familiar roles and experiences, LifePrints allows learners to see
their past experiences as valuable in their new environment and helps them sustain their dignity
during a time of transition.  A key idea behind LifePrints is that what the learner does with
language is more important than what he or she knows about language, and that language is most
effectively learned in authentic contexts.

These pages outline instructional practices used in LifePrints, and lists research that validates the
LifePrints approach.

Overview of LifePrints’ Structure
In each level of LifePrints there are five separate, but linked components: the Student Book,
audiotapes, the Teacher’s Edition, the Teacher’s Resource File, and LifePrints Assessment. Using
LifePrints is a video-based training package. Also, the Basic English Skills Test (BEST,
developed by the Center for Applied Linguistics) is an optional feature of the LifePrints program.
LifePrints levels are correlated to the Student Performance Levels (levels of student proficiency)
which can be identified by the BEST and by CASAS.

The Student Books offer these features (among others):
• relevant adult contexts
• progression from visual to text-oriented material
• emphasis on paired and group work
• integration of listening, speaking, reading, and writing, to reflect natural language use
• teaching of grammar by first having students use and internalize language and only then

focusing attention on the rules
• discussion of cross-cultural experiences, attitudes, and values
 
 The Teacher’s Edition gives detailed suggestions for the teaching of each Student Book page.
Suggested teaching steps include:
• teacher preparation and materials
• warm-up (suggestions for getting started on a lesson and for eliciting prior knowledge,

information, and questions from the learners)
• presentation (suggestions for teaching activities/exercises, and demonstrations of new language

structures)
• expansion/extension--suggestions for additional classroom practice and applications out of

class
                                                
* Title II of the Workforce Investment Act



2

SCANS, EFF, and NRS

• LifePrints lessons correlate well to SCANS (Secretary’s Commission on Achieving
Necessary Skills). The series focuses on the basic skills, thinking skills, and  personal qualities
that underlie the competencies considered necessary for success in the workplace (resources,
information, interpersonal, systems, and technology). It also provides extensive opportunities
throughout for students to practice and demonstrate these essential competencies and
appropriate language for using them in everyday life contexts as well as work situations.

• LifePrints covers the EFF (Equipped for the Future) content standards, under the umbrella of
the four categories of skills (communication skills, decision-making skills, interpersonal skills,
and lifelong learning skills). The series also covers the EFF role maps for citizen/community
member, parent/family, and worker through the content in individual lessons.

• The NRS (National Reporting System) recommends that students be measured using CASAS
and SPLs (see above). The LifePrints series is correlated to CASAS and SPLs. This makes it
easy to use LifePrints while following NRS guidelines.

Response to LifePrints

 “LifePrints moves beyond the traditional survival skills to include opportunities for students to
learn about expressing their emotions in English and being students in classroom settings.  Thus,
the materials do not view students simply as potential workers but as human beings who need to
learn to use English for a wide range of purposes.” ... “LifePrints is the busy teacher’s dream,
providing a complete package” [that includes student workbooks, audiotapes, teacher’s editions,
teacher resource file, assessment materials, and a trainer’s guide for preparing teachers to use the
materials].

Patricia Byrd, Alan Forsyth, & Rebecca Sherbahn,
TESOL Journal

 “The real achievement of [LifePrints] is to make it possible for inexperienced instructors and
tutors (even those with no background in teaching ESL) to walk in and help the students learn
English.”

Hands-on English

 “...LifePrints, an ESL text aimed specifically at the adult learner, is based on a very definitive
theoretical perspective which holds that the diverse life experiences of adult language learners are
rich sources of authentic input and should be incorporated into adult ESL classes... Each unit in
LifePrints is a separate, authentic context which is not only relevant but also rich in linguistic and
cultural skills which are easily transferable to the daily life of the adult ESL learner.”... “[The]
LifePrints [books] are packed with 128 pages of interesting and useful information, and there is no
doubt that it will be of interest−and use−to its intended audience.  The accompanying cassette tapes
offer clear and remarkably authentic conversations to accompany each lesson.”... “This textbook is
as devoid of stereotypes as any I have seen.”... “I would highly recommend LifePrints for any
adult ESL learner.  It promotes conversation, teaches necessary skills, points out cultural
differences and addresses topics typically not seen in textbooks, but which nevertheless are
foremost on the minds of adults new to an English-speaking country.”

Deborah Levy, TESL-EJ
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“This well-conceived series is clearly written for adults, using high-interest situations and language
relevant to new arrivals. The book is organized by survival topics . . . familiar for beginning ESL
texts, but in this series they are presented more seriously and in greater detail, with the aim of
giving the students information they need to participate and make decisions. Language structures
are introduced only as they are needed in context. The many illustrations are detailed and
expressive, which is especially useful for literacy level students.”

Practical Resources for Adult ESL: A Selection
Guide to Materials for Adult ESL and ESL/ESOL
Literacy, by Anna Silliman and Abigail Tom, Alta
Books Center

Comments by People in the Field

“LifePrints first impressed me because it incorporates the latest findings about second-language
acquisition and methodology into practical lessons for non-English speaking adults. In addition, it
includes all the necessary tools for a comprehensive ESL program . . . Even a novice teacher can
do a professional job by following the lesson plans in the teacher’s manual. The series is well
thought out in terms of content, organization, and presentation for both the teacher and student.
Other teachers have also commented on how quickly students mainstream into the American
lifestyle while using this series.”

Laurel Young, Teacher/Language Specialist, TN

"LifePrints has been effective for us because it begins with exercises that allow conversation to
take place.  The topics are things that students can relate to, such as lifestyles and survival skills."

Agnes Flores, Executive Director
Corpus Christi Literacy Council, TX

"Our teachers have found that LifePrints provides their learners with a lot of material that's very
applicable to their students' lives... The combination of using the audiotapes with the written word
is a very effective teaching tool."

Marlene Berning, Director
Project LEARN/YWCA, Cincinnati, OH

Instructional Practices
The following information is in response to the instructional practices requirements of the Adult
Education and Family Literacy Act of 1998.  It describes some of the instructional practices used
in LifePrints.

Contextualized Learning via a Communicative Approach
LifePrints uses a “communicative approach” where language is used for realistic communicative
tasks. The language that is presented and practiced is meaningful and functional. Language is
presented in meaningful contexts that aid comprehension, stimulate interaction, and present
appropriate uses or applications for the language being taught.

Unlike more traditional programs, LifePrints has learners do things with language, rather than
analyze it. Learners deal with issues in their lives and learn the language needed to deal with those
issues in English. To the extent that grammar is taught, LifePrints embeds it within the
frameworks of language instruction, around topics and functions. Practice in phonemic awareness
and sound/symbol relations is provided in warm up and extension activities in the Teacher’s
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Edition and the Teacher’s Resource File.  Also, the alphabet cards offer suggestions on how to
focus on pronunciation issues.

One of the developers of the series, Allene Grognet, says that the first step in developing
LifePrints was to speak to many people who’d been in ESL classes and ask them “What did you
not get in your ESL class that you wish you’d learned?”  People’s responses had to do with not
having learned the language for specific contexts.  Two typical responses were: “Nobody ever told
us the language we should use in embarrassing moments.” and “I never got in my class language
to use when the police stop me, or when I have to fill out an official form, what do I look for?”
The idea for a series based on contextualized learning grew out of that.

Importance of Contextualized Learning
According to Wrigley and Guth (1992):
• There are two main models of ESL instruction: the skills-based model, and the social context

model.  Advocates of the skills-based model claim that literacy consists of a set of skills that
exist independently of the context in which they are used. Proponents of the social context
model hold that “literacy develops out of the need of humans to communicate and share
meaning. In this view, literacy encompasses a set of social practices influenced by individual
goals, collective experiences, and societal values. This model is reflected in approaches that
focus first and foremost on communication and meaning.”

• One criticism of the skills-based model for ESL is that phonics requires an understanding of
the English sound system, knowledge that many ESL literacy students have not yet acquired.
Because of this, experience has shown that “many, if not most, learners spend only a few
weeks in phonics-based programs and leave before they get a chance to read or write anything
they care about.”

• “Meaning-based approaches that focus on meaning and context instead of letters and sounds
are based on research in psycholinguistics and cognitive psychology.”

• “The basic tenet of whole language is that language must be taught and learned as a whole.
Any attempt to break it into parts (vocabulary lists, phonics patterns, grammar exercises)
destroys the spirit of language.  A second principle holds that the four language
modes−speaking, writing, listening, and reading−support each other and must not be
artificially separated.”

 
 The Federal Office of Refugee Resettlement’s Mainstream English Language Training project
(MELT) formulated standards for adult refugee English language training programs (Grognet,
1997).  These strongly reflect a contextualized learning orientation.  MELT identifies five key
things about language teaching and learning:
• language is most effectively learned through a curriculum reflecting authentic contexts
• comprehension precedes production
• a low anxiety level is key
• assessment is part of teaching
• programs need to be able to demonstrate that there has been measurable progress in learners’

English proficiency
 
 According to Grognet, “...[T]he major paradigm shift for MELT programs was to focus language
instruction on enabling learners to demonstrate what they would be able to do with language as
opposed to demonstrating what they know about language, i.e. grammar and vocabulary.”
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 Swain’s (1985) research indicates that for conversation to be an effective tool in language learning,
it isn’t sufficient for learners to hear and comprehend what someone is saying.  They must also be
able to produce language in conversation and have it be understood. This active production of
language is a keystone of using LifePrints.
 
 One very good way to foster real-life communication is to place students in “cooperative groups.”
Crandall (1995) writes about the benefits of “cooperative learning” where “learners with different
strengths and needs are brought together in cooperative groups.”  This sort of grouping provides
“a relatively comfortable, low-anxiety environment,” and fosters “more student interaction and
time for students to talk or write and to receive helpful feedback on their contributions.”
 
 Competency/Task-Based Instruction
 LifePrints exemplifies competency-based instruction (focusing on the competencies adults need to
participate and succeed in the U.S.), while at the same time creating an environment for learner-
centered instruction. To help students acquire competency, LifePrints modules move the student
through a series of experiences: from being in a drugstore where they discuss prescriptions and
dosages with a pharmacist, to administering medicine to a sick child... and so forth.  The intention
is to focus on natural language use and meeting daily needs.  This competency-based focus relates
well to the opportunities throughout LifePrints to practice and demonstrate SCANS skills and
competencies. These activities are primarily done in groups—although they can be adapted as
necessary for one-to-one situations.
 
 Importance of Competency-Based Instruction
 The obvious advantage of competency-based instruction is that it teaches how to use the new
language in real-life situations the learner is likely to encounter. Savage (1993) defines
competency-based education as “a functional approach to education that emphasizes life skills and
evaluates mastery of those skills according to actual learner performance.”  The U.S. Office of
Education defines it as: “a performance-based process leading to demonstrated mastery of basic
and life skills necessary for the individual to function proficiently in society.”  Savage also says
“ESL literacy instruction is competency-based if the needs of the students have been assessed, the
competencies have been selected based on those needs, the instruction is targeted to those
competencies, and the students are evaluated based on performance of those competencies.”
 
 In a 1991 article entitled “Communicative Tasks and the Language Curriculum,” David Nunan
discusses “task-based language teaching” (where “tasks” are the things people do in their
everyday lives, such as buying shoes and making reservations).  According to the author, this
approach to language teaching is characterized by:
• emphasis on learning to communicate through interaction in the target language
• use of authentic texts in the learning situation
• opportunities for learners to focus on the learning process
• learners’ own personal experiences are seen as important contributing elements to classroom

learning
• attempts are made to like classroom language learning with language use outside the classroom

Nunan further adds, “In task-based language teaching, syllabus content and instructional processes
are selected with reference to the communicative tasks which learners will (either actually or
potentially) need to engage in outside the classroom and also with reference to theoretical and
empirical insights into those social and psycholinguistic processes which facilitate language
acquisition.”
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Creating the Environment for Learner-Centered Instruction
LifePrints provides resources suitable for a learner-centered environment where learners help
direct what happens in the classroom.  Problem-solving exercises, where students learn to function
well in various real-life situations, are prominent in LifePrints.  The “Expansion/ Extension”
activities are particularly useful in this regard. These can be used by the teacher to extend the lesson
or increase its difficulty.  These activities, and those in the Teacher’s Resource File, allow the
teacher to tailor each unit to the needs and interests of the particular class.

Importance of Learner-Centered Instruction
Learner-centered instruction draws heavily on the principles of the participatory approach,
originally developed by Paolo Freire in Brazil.  It seeks to create instruction that is meaningful and
empowering for students by emphasizing shared decision making and by examining issues critical
to learners’ lives.  Taylor (1992) shows how participatory instruction helps students improve their
reading, listening, speaking, and writing skills.  The flexibility of LifePrints and the accompanying
teacher’s materials allow this to happen as the teacher and students decide it is appropriate.
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