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It is widely assumed that literacy empowers.  But many who advocate for literacy forget that many individuals and groups who do not have literacy skills, also lack the skills to communicate in the majority language.  The valuable written information that is available usually exists in the majority language, or a regional or international language.  So the vast majority of literacy learners are challenged by two separate hurdles.  Literacy programs often assume that by giving learners reading skills they will automatically be empowered.  When little reading literature exists in the local tongue, they seek to create it through community or learner-generated newspapers, basic primer and other simple content.  Yet this approach overlooks the fact that for newly literate learners to get access to the existing reading materials that can help them improve their lives, they must be able to read – and comprehend—the majority language. 
Second language programs are often delivered to refugees, migrants and those who have left their native region or land, often due to hardship reasons.  These programs often focus on teaching the content of the second language without any regard to whether a learner is literate in the language being taught, or literate in any language.  Non-literate or semi-literate students enter a program and are overwhelmed by the amount of language production that they cannot grasp and feel a sense of shame in comparison to other more literate students who can quickly make meaning from writing on the board, handouts and other written material.  These non-literate students lag behind, use group work and more advanced learners as a crutch, and come out of the second language program with a still-hazy understanding of the language.  Most teachers are also completely unaware of the special needs of these learners and have no training in how to teach literacy per se, opposed to a second language.  In one instance, a group of drivers clamoured to their employer for 6 months for an English program.  An international, highly skilled language teacher sacrificed his time to take on an English course.  Various hoops were jumped through to secure funding and the group stated in high spirits. Yet, the entire cohort of students dropped out within 3 weeks, almost wholly due to the inability of the instructor to comprehend the learning level and special needs of illiterate students. 

Conversely, literacy programs often completely disregard the fact that the burgeoning writers are completely non-conversant, or only semi-conversant in the language in which they are learning literacy.  Through the courses students often read, write, and speak sloughs of words of which they do not understand the meaning or have only same hazy idea.  In one Uzbek-speaking class literacy classrooms in Northern Afghanistan, students could not successfully exchange greetings with a visitor in the majority language, and spoke Uzbeki throughout the class, but yet were able to read aloud the written texts aloud in the majority language, Dari.  These literacy learners sought two keys of access to world of options through gaining literacy and language skills simultaneously.  Yet they ended up being able only to pronounce words on a paper which had no meaning to them.  When they could not grasp a simple verbal exchange of 10 words in the majority language,  what options did their newly-found literacy open for them?  Only a certificate.  And a certificate opens some doors.  But it does not give learners the skills to keep walking once they have passed through the door.

This paper proposes that special attention must be given to addressing the needs of non-literate learners in second language programs and that literacy programs pay special attention to the needs of learners becoming literate in a second-language.
Why the Special attention?

771 million people, or 1 out of every 5 persons in the world, are illiterate.  75 % of the world’s illiterate inhabitants live in just 12 countries (UNESCO, 2006).   The majority of these countries have extremely multilingual populations. Of the world’s 771 illiterates, a great amount are held back by double-bound ropes:  first lack of knowledge of the majority language, and second, inability to read or write in any language.
Hassan Mohammed, one of the founders of the Afghan Development Association who implemented educational programming throughout the reign of the Taliban, defined poverty as:  a lack of choices.  The funding thrust of recent years has focused attention on moved from tertiary, to primary, then back to secondary education, without any recognition that those who were left out by the formal system, have ventured into adulthood, and have 30-40 years ahead of them where they need to be productive income-generators, yet they lack key tools for “hal-mosheqelat” i.e. the tools for solving their everyday problems, and raising the level of income for their family, overcoming shocks and keeping family members healthy.   
When the government has developed resources and information to help its constituents, these are most often written and available only in the majority language.  In order to enter the sphere of economic engagement, be it trade, small business or “middleman-ing”, in order to seek formal employment with the government as a teacher or health worker, in order to fill out forms and registration cards needed to vote or receive benefits, in order to access health care, in order to seek social benefits following catastrophe, both literacy and knowledge of the majority language are necessary.  

The compounded effects of lack of access to information, lack of access to current events, lack of access to credit and lack of access to social safety net benefits, solidify the illiterate of many minority language speakers’ status in society.  Those who do have the skills to access these benefits and do have these tools, use them.  And so, the international NGO hires the guard who speaks English, the bank gives the loan to the man who can fill out the application, and this group is left behind. They begin in poverty without options, do not acquire the tools to create options, and while others are busily opening doors, they are left behind--still without the skills to broaden their choices, overcome their problems and move ahead. 
Making Meaning 
What is reading for, if not to understand?  What good does it do to know how to write, if you don’t know what to write? 
When literacy is achieved, it has no useful application in the world, unless the reader understands the language she is reading, and the writer knows how to form sentence and communicate his meaning. 
Literacy and language are two faces of the same coin.  With a second language, one communicates meaning with verbal symbols acquired after learning the mother tongue, whereas through literacy in a second language one communicates meaning in a non-native language and with non-native written symbols. 
An adult who is learning literacy in the mother tongue is taking an already familiar form and putting new clothes on it.  However when she is learning both a new language and literacy she is using two different sets of clothes.  When this adult is part of a marginalized group, by speaking and reading, she must also learn to communicate according to the lifestyles and ideologies of the speakers of the majority language.  Each of these issues is a separate skill, a separate layer of meaning and comprehension that can grant or deny her access to the social privileges that literate, majority-speakers enjoy.
Stephen Krause discusses the ‘n+1 theory’ in which individuals learn best when they are exposed to new content that is one notch above their currently state of understanding.  It is no wonder that the gargantuan programs of the 1970s were not successful in retaining literacy skills.  If learners were overwhelmed at the exposure stage by incomprehensible language, how could their newly learned writing skills stay with them?
Helen Abadzi conducted research and found that neurologically children learn differently than adults.  Children tend to pick up phrases of meaning and process them as a unit.  This leads them to be able to learn quickly but without complete mastery at each stage.  However, adults tend to learn by analyzing disparate parts, and putting them together.  This means that they learn more thoroughly but in a more analytical, less natural way.   Abadzi presupposed that at the rate which adults learn literacy, they continue to spend so much time recognizing each part that they forget the overall meaning of the text. Her theory was interpreted to mean that it is worthless to try and teach adults to become literate and these beliefs were used to steer funding away from adult literacy for several decades. 

Though the results were disheartening, yet the value of this research demonstrates the essentialness of meaning to effective learning.  If the adult brain cannot make meaning from  as series of written symbols, fast enough not to lose interest, then this learner will never be engaged enough to want to turn the page.  Today millions of adults around the world are enrolled in adult literacy programs and are learning to read and write in a language that they do not understand.   
For an adult, what remains familiar is the world.  In contrast to child learners, adult learners know their world and they know what it is all about.  So whether it is developing speaking, writing or ideological skills in a second language, this is a matter of equipping the communicator with increasing complex sets of tools and symbolic systems to communicate their meaning, i.e. enabling them to clothe meaning in various layers.

 “Becoming literate is not a direct path from illiterate to semi-literate to literate but a messy process of acquiring skills without formal and consecutive learning” (Rogers, 2004).  The same is true for a minority language speaker who may live in the majority language milieu or have access to it.  This individual may know how ask for the next bus stop and may be able to recognize the sign for mechanic shop. But they may not be able to ask for any further directions besides the name of the bus stop and they may not be able to read the types of car parts that each vendor sells. And having the skills to walk into an office, and coherently communicate the intention to apply for a job maybe we well be his reach.  
Many use their patchwork literacy and language skills in context-specific ways (cite Brian Street and Alan Rogers).  For instance, one driver was able to complete his driving log in the majority language and send a basic text mobile phone message in the international language, yet he could not read a basic sentence written by a first grader in either language. This individual could not write a correct sentence using Roman or Arabic characters but was able to produce meaningful communication in both languages, to the extent necessary for him to receive his monthly salary.  In another example, the phenomenon of internet “chat” has enabled youth around the world to create a spontaneous pidgin English, which is not necessarily correct but creates comprehensible meaning with potential friends and international lovers.  Indeed, the roaring of hormones are one of the best motivational forces for seeking to understand and be understood. 

Rarely does one have the luxury of having a uniform level of learners in a classroom.  For instance in one classroom in Afghanistan, there were learners who were at various ends of the spectrum, from being literate in both Roman and Arabic characters and having basic communicative competency --to being completely illiterate in the international, national and local languages and taking 5 lessons to count up to ten, and still skipping the number ‘8’ every single time. 

Both literacy and second language programs must start with what the learners already know.  And both literacy and second language programs should understand that the prior knowledge maybe patchwork and will vary accordingly to life experience and population group.  Learning programs must then be constructed in a way that allows a learner to bring what literacy or second language knowledge they have to the table, but also provide a systematic scaffold --in which the learner can first hang what she knows, understand where her gaps are, then acquire what she does not know. 
One linguist has taken advantage of constructing a bridge between these worlds. Freire revolutionized the world he expanded the limits of making meaning through pedagogy. One up and coming linguist, KN Anandan of Kerala, India, has taken Freirean pedagogy one step further.  He has piloted programs in which he has framed second language learning around emotionally engaging discourse, i.e. – a plot!  

Second language materials, be they for literate or non literate learners often recycle old grammar style texts and replace them with monotonous random conversations.  “Joseph and Julie went to the store”. ““Where did they go?”  The teacher and the student are both identifying the already obvious and engaging in boring, random conversation about people who mean nothing to them. 
Anandan proposes to make discourse meaningful.  He introduces plots and characters.  The learner meets, for instance, Sunil, and follows him through his life as his father gets tuberculosis, as he suffers in his studies, as his teacher takes pity and pays his school fees, and then as she is ridiculed for giving him special privileges.   Through these ongoing dialogues, the learners identify with Sunil, they see themselves in the characters, their heart is pinched with sorrow and sweetness and they want to know what happens next. The plot draws on the emotions of the reader, touches elevated emotions of compassion and sacrifice and other spiritual themes, and interweaves social issues of power, status, through dominance of the male teacher. 
Special Learning and Teaching Needs of Non-literate Second language learners
When in northern Afghanistan literacy classes, I asked village facilitators how they coped with receiving teaching materials in the majority language, and a classroom full of second language speakers.  These facilitators, depending on their level of capacity, were ingenious at devising coping mechanisms.  Some of the teachers would take home the materials each evening and painstakingly translate every sentence.  (Would that literacy programs capitalized on the labors of translation that teachers produce). Others would summarize the materials verbally with the students and then have students read and provide extensive translation as necessary.  Some facilitators chose to add on an extra 45 minutes to beginning of the class where they would introduce the vocabulary for the day.  Some students were noted to produce numeracy work in the majority numeral system while they named and describe their numeracy activities in the vernacular. Although, these students and teachers were ingenious in the face of lack of resources, still these teachers and learners deserve special attention to cope with the extra hours and load that teaching literacy in a second language placed on them. 

The Experiential Learning Cycle moves through the processes of:

Experiencing  (  Sharing  (  Processing/Analyzing   (  Generalizing   (  Applying. 

When teaching in a classroom, the teacher must recognize that a learner must go through this process for two very different inputs- the second language system, as well as the written symbols of this system.  With each new piece of content introduced the learner must complete this cycle to ensure that learning is retained.  So separate focus must be given to oral comprehension and production of L2 and comprehension and production of L2.  However, the teacher must also keep in mind that learning is cyclical and spiral; it not occur neatly and systematically, nor the same way with every learner, nor is every learner uniform in their abilities. 

To enable teachers to adequate respond to the needs of non- or semi-literate second language learners, a special component on training can be inserted into the professional development program of language teachers to enable them to recognize, understand, and respond to a need for enhanced literacy development for second language learners.

Training for village facilitators must also specifically address second language acquisition pedagogy and help the facilitator to distinguish what problems students will encounter due to lack of literacy, vs. lack of second language learning, how to assess the language vs. literacy skills of her students,  how to layer meaning so that students first comprehend what is meaningful in a verbally and then learn how to communicate it in writing and how to teach a multi-level with various levels of both literacy and second language acquisition present in the same group. 

Training is probably one of the most effective ways of influencing teaching because of the one-on-one contact and assurance that the stimulus has reached the participant (unlike a manual which may never be read).  But it is learning materials steer the course of each days lesson—these materials should reflect these concepts and guide the literacy facilitator or language teacher in her daily teaching.  
Pedagogically, materials should: 

· Utilize best practice in pedagogy, second language acquiation and literacy theory whether addressing literacy or second language acquisition needs. 
· Emphasize first comprehension of  meaning, then writing, practicing literacy only when meaning has been solidly established 

· Receive review by curriculum or language experts - The value of review by a curriculum specialist is invaluable. Though expensive it can add value, whenever feasible.

· Not expect non-literates or minority speakers to comprehend or produce at the same pace as other members of the class. 
· Hone in on authentic texts. 

Even when solid pedagogy suggests that literacy learners learn first in their mother tongue, learning materials and often even authentic materials have not been developed or are of poor quality.  Literacy and other types of educational programs do not have the time, human resource labor, or technical skills to develop these further.  Facilitators can be trained to innovate local materials, and this in-class creativity has produced great innovation and engagement at the classroom level, but this has also run up to barriers of time, and level of education of facilitators. 
Rather than developing a whole set of complementary materials for literate and non-literate language learners, a basic strategy for introducing and reinforcing learning with non-literates can be taught to teachers and can be integrated into every lesson. 

Basic Strategy for Adapting an Existing  Literacy Lesson to a Second Language Learner 

1. The facilitator reviews the lesson for challenging vocabulary, language use and majority language ideas and ideologies. 

2. In advance of the literacy lesson, an additional, introductory session is conductd in which oral communication, practice and exercises are used to establish communicative fluency among learners before written work is attempted.  
3. The facilitator proceeds with the literacy lesson, with a specific focus on ensuring that comprehension of meaning is successful, as well as comprehension of written form.

4. If the class is composed of multiple language groups, those not fluent in L2, can come to class in advance of other students.
Basic Strategy for Adapting an Existing Second Language Lesson to  a Non-Literate Learner
1. The teacher presents the concepts of the lesson orally to both literate and non-literate learners.  The teacher focuses on comprehension of meaning for all. 

2. Where there are additional teaching aids available, written input is presented to both groups.  However, for activities that focus on reading comprehension and writing production, the literate and semi-literate speakers are divided into two groups and the teacher spends specific time working on reading comprehension with the semi-literates while literates are enabled to work more independently

3. If the group of non-literates and semi-literates is only a fraction of the class size, this group is given special exercises and activities to increase their competency at reading and writing the majority script outside of the body of class, or during group time.

4. The teacher sometimes bridges levels, by occasionally placing literates and semi-literates together in the same group.  However, this strategy is not to be used too often, because semi-literate are already very equipped at relying on others to meeting their literacy needs. 
The Social Milieu Of Non-Literate Second Language Learners 

Language is a tool.  Literacy is a tool.  Literacy and language are also layers of access.  They do not empower in isolation. If your mother is sick and what she needs medicine from the pharmacy in the town, what good does it to do to be able to read and write whether there is no road between her and the city, and to get to the main road don’t have money to pay for transport and your father will not let you go alone.  Once you get to the city you won’t be able to ask for directions because you don’t speak the majority language and when won’t be able to read the signs to know which store is the pharmacy.    Each one of these are layers of access—or layers of limitation—i.e. tools that are within your grasp for being able to achieve your objective.  For instance, just as being able to understand verbal directions is one means of getting to your destination, being able to read a map adds another layer of tools to being able to achieve your objective.    Literacy and language need to be viewed with the panoply of complete tools and layers of successful living of which they form a part.  They do not occur in isolation and they do not enable in isolation.  When adults are distant or marginalized from the privileges and rights, lifestyles and ideologies of the speakers of the majority language, the layers of meaning and access are layered on further. 

Many literacy learners, when asked, choose to learn in the majority language, even when they do not know it.  They want access to jobs, status, trade, government recognition and all the other perks and privileges that come with being able to speak and read in the majority language. 

The goal of teaching a second language to non-illiterate adults, or teaching literacy to minority language speakers, should be to promote fluency in both languages without devaluing use of the mother tongue.  Fluency and literacy in the national language should in no way  to be equated with assimilation to national culture, but rather the ability to linguistically and culturally code-switch between L1 and L2 (cite black speech guy) 

If literacy and language are layers of clothing, the person is the same underneath, at the essence of nakedness.   Putting on layers of clothing makes this person perceived differently by different groups and enables the dresser to communicate different images to different groups. The enlightened speaker often knows what they want to say.  Language and literacy make it comprehensible to the hearer.  Even the non-literate woman who does not necessarily know what to say or feel empowered to communicate or think differently – even she knows her world.  Giving her the tools, without enabling to her discover what she wants to say, gives her a tool with no objective.  Giving her the tools, and not letting her know her world is just as good, but just different than the majority language speakers’ world – leads her to become a puppet rather than a speaker.
ESL and EFL curriculum materials have diversified in their population and approach.  The same should be done with literacy materials for L1 and L2 speakers, when economically feasible.  Many times the speakers of the minority language group are not large enough to develop customized materials for each group.  However, national level literacy materials should cover each of these minorities and represent them in the text. 
Socially, materials should:

· Reflect social, economic, cultural and religious conditions of minority language speakers 

· Target the population appropriately.  When it is uneconomical to target every population, teachers should be trained on how to take the printed lesson materials and make them accessible to their particular context.
· Promote national unity with diversity 

· Validate the value of speaking the minority language and of the identity of its constituents. 

Language teachers and literacy facilitators should also be trained to recognize the gradations of social hierarchy that accompany being a native speaker of the majority language, or being literate.  When they are sensitized to the subtleties that can be harmonizing influences, rather unknowingly widening the divide. 

Funding  
“And inasmuch as God hath made the achievement of everything conditional upon material means……………”
- Baha’u’llah
The UNESCO Global Monitoring Report on Literacy cites that the budget allocated to literacy comprises 1% of the national education budget of most countries, whereas the average allocated to basic education is 28.3% (UNESCO, 2006).   

Literacy programs are often severely underfunded; first they lack commitment on the part of the donor in comparison to other aspects of education funding.  When they are funded they often lack significant investment in materials development, an expensive, time-consuming and labor intensive process.  And amidst all these constraints most literacy programs find it unfeasible to develop literacy materials in 2, 3, and 4th local languages.  Therefore strategies must be found to cope with these limitations.  Methods do exist to make these literacy materials more accessible to a second language cohort. 

Yet, every nation is engaged in teaching the national language to the primary children in its schools, whether or not they know the majority language or not.   “Whether they want to or not, schools play a significant role with respect to the vitality of EL communities.” Malone, 2003, Bilingual Education and Bilingualism).  The gargantuan amount of resources invested in language teaching for primary school children offer  an unharnessed resource for literacy and language learning. 
Three options exist: 

· ESOL and Language Educators develop an awareness and devote special attention to the needs of non- or semi-literate learners in the processes of material development and training teachers.

· Literacy program implementers develop an awareness of the pedagogy of second language acquisition and apply this in the processes of material development and training teachers.
· Formal schools devote special attention to the literacy and language learning needs of children so that another generation of semi-literate, semi-fluent users of the majority language is not created. 

Through these means, it is hoped that literacy programs can address the needs of  second language learners, and language programs can address the needs of non-literate learners. 
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