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In the beginning adult ESL classroom, we often find 

great diversity in terms of age, native language, years of 
formal schooling, and academic and literacy skills. Some 
students arrive in class with many years of prior 
schooling, solid literacy skills in their L1, and familiarity 
with the Roman alphabet. These students may also have 
classroom competencies like good handwriting and 
organization. They may already understand simple 
activities like T charts, matching, sorting, and Bingo. 
Grammar and spelling may come fairly easily for them.  

Other students arrive in our ESL classes without 
these basic classroom competencies. They may not be 
prepared to jump into language learning that relies 
heavily on print literacy and good handwriting. Who are 
these students? They may be refugees or immigrants 
who 

- speak non Roman alphabet languages and lack L1 
literacy 

- are literate in a non-Roman alphabet language and 
need to learn the letters and sounds of English  

- did not receive formal schooling in their home 
countries 

- speak a Roman alphabet language but are not 
literate  

- speak a Roman alphabet language but have gaps in 
their L1 literacy skills 

How can we help these emergent readers with the 
challenge of building solid literacy skills while they learn 
to speak English for daily life and work?  

For many instructors, a decodable reader is a great 
choice because it provides the basic literacy instruction 
that emergent readers need while building a foundation 
for future learning. At the River and Other Stories for Adult 

Emergent Readers (Wayzgoose Press, 2016) offers an 
effective approach for these learners and their teachers. 
I developed At the River while teaching adult ESL 
beginners in our community college’s New Arrival 
School. Most of the students were from Southeast Asia, 
Africa and the Middle East; most had 0-4 years of prior 
education, no knowledge of the Roman alphabet, and 
very little spoken English. Over a five year period, I 
refined this approach which helps teachers with the key 
components of literacy instruction for ESL emergent 
readers: Explicit phonics instruction; contextualized 
instruction; consistent routines for learning; and 
comprehensible input.  

 Students need systematic and explicit instruction 
in the letter names and letter sounds of English. They 
need to be able to recognize and produce the sounds of 
English, say the letter names, and write our upper and 
lowercase letters. At the River uses a gradual phonics 
progression, introducing short vowels, single 
consonants, and digraphs sh, ch, th, and ck in specific 
groupings which are research-based and class-tested. 
Students learn to blend sounds into CVC (consonant-
vowel-consonant) words, then read the words in 
sentences and stories. Students acquire an internal 
decoding tool that they can apply to words they 
encounter in daily life.  

Emergent readers need explicit phonics instruction, 
but it must also be relevant and contextual. The most 
effective literacy instruction is “both meaning-based 
and explicit” (Vinogradov, 2008). For example, 
teaching a list of decodable words such as cat, fat, hat, 
bat, and rat is not as effective as teaching a story with 
decodable words for everyday life such as pan, pot, 
mom, dad, and kid. At the River features phonics 
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practice with relevant decodable words, then puts the 
words into simple stories about Pam, Bob, and their 
family. Students easily identify with these everyday 
situations which helps them retain the sounds and 
words they have learned.  

 Consistent and predictable classroom routines 
help students acquire literacy skills. When teachers 
reuse interactive activities and games, students can relax 
because they know what is expected of them. Teachers 
can also relax as they present new sounds and words 
using activities that students already know. Each unit of 
At the River reviews 
and recycles the letters 
and sounds that came 
before. Decodable 
words learned 
previously are put into 
ne 

w stories and new 
contexts. The 
teacher’s guide 
provides a detailed 
lesson plan for Unit 1 
as well as other 
repeatable literacy 
activities. Download the guide for free at 
http://wayzgoosepress.com/books/at-the-river-and-
other-stories/.  

 Students need comprehensible input which also 
helps lower their affective filter. As we know from Lev 
Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) and 
Stephen Krashen’s theory of i + 1, the most effective 
instruction starts by eliciting  prior knowledge and 
starting at students’ actual skill level, not at the level 
where the teacher thinks they ought to be. The 
instructor provides scaffolded instruction, each lesson 
taking them one small step closer to their goal of basic 
literacy in English. When students receive literacy 

instruction that is too high for them, their affective filter 
goes up and they are too overwhelmed to learn deeply. 
When they receive literacy instruction that starts at the 
right place, they can breathe a sigh of relief, relax, and 
acquire literacy skills from the ground up. At the River 
starts low enough for absolute beginners, and builds up 
their skills so that they can use mainstream ESL 
textbooks or other decodable readers such as Sam and 
Pat 1, What’s Next, or Talk of the Block (short vowel 
series).  

 The basic literacy skills acquired through At the 
River can be applied to 
new words outside of 
the text. For example, 
Unit 2 teaches the 
sounds for d, j, l, and 
n, and it reviews the 
Unit 1 sounds: short a, 
m, p, s and t. After 
students have 
mastered these letters 
and sounds, the 
instructor can present 
a simple form that 
asks for name, 

address, and telephone number. Because students know 
the letters a, m, d, s, l, and n, they can start to make 
connections and recognize these words. At the River 
provides focused and concentrated practice with a few 
letters at a time, which can then be extended and 
applied to other words that students need to read.  

 We can meet the challenge! We can help our ESL 
emergent readers acquire basic literacy skills while they 
learn to speak English. For more information, please 
visit www.emergentreaders.org and 
http://wayzgoosepress.com/books/at-the-river-and-
other-stories/.  
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