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TECHNICAL 
ASSISTANCE 
GUIDE The Office of Adult and Career Education Services (OACES), a 

department of the Rochester City School District, and the Catholic 
Family Center (CFC) have collaborated to support various commu-
nity agencies in their efforts to provide services to new Americans.

This guide was partially funded by the New York State Office of 
New Americans (ONA). ONA supports programs that encourage 
new Americans to fully participate in New York State civic and 
economic life by providing training for English Language Students, 
helping legal permanent residents navigate the path to citizenship, 
and encouraging entrepreneurship. ONA is taking steps to protect 
new Americans as they transition to full participation in New York’s 
communities.
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Adult Education is instruction, often at no cost, for adult students 

who want to improve their employability, education, or English 

language skills. Adult Education programs offer basic reading, 

writing, math, and problem-solving classes, English language 

lessons, employment preparation and training, Test Assessing 

Secondary Completion (TASC) preparation, and other basic 

educational services for adult students. Adult Education includes 

Adult Basic Education (ABE), Adult Secondary Education (ASE) as 

well as English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL / ESL).

Adult Education programs are for adults 16 years of age and older 

who are not in school, who have academic skills below the 12th 

grade level, and/or who need help learning English. The goal 

of Adult Education is to help adults reach their full potential as 

workers, family members, and citizens.

Adult Education is funded in part by the federal and state 

governments, with local and community support. Many programs 

receive grant funding from private and corporate sources. The 

New York State Education Department’s (NYSED) Office of Adult 

Career and Continuing Education Services (ACCES) unit oversees 

Adult Education programs in New York. ACCES works with public 

schools, community-based organizations, colleges, correctional 

facilities, and other agencies to provide Adult Education services.

In Rochester, the Office of Adult and Career Education Services 

(OACES) is a workforce preparation organization that helps adult 

students learn the skills they need for success in the workplace and 

outside the classroom.

With unique focus on the education and employment needs of 

New York State’s adult citizens, several vital interests and goals can 

be best served through:

• Ensuring that the needs of adults and out-of-school youth are 

met through efficient and effective access to relevant services, 

programs, and opportunities offered by the NYSED.

• Encouraging full participation of adults with disabilities.

What Is adult educatIon?
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• Enhancing post-secondary transitions by developing the capacity of 

individuals to engage in post-secondary education leading to high-

quality employment opportunities.

• Promoting workforce investment through unified collaboration 

with the New York State Department of Labor and State and local 

Workforce Investment Boards to assure that individuals have access to 

a “one-stop” source for a full range of services leading to high-quality 

employment opportunities.

• Supporting individuals experiencing poverty and relying on public 

services to develop their capacity to earn income and develop assets 

toward greater economic independence.

• Utilizing a more comprehensive and effective representation for 

adults in coordinating services and program initiatives with New York 

State agencies such as the Departments of Labor and Health, the 

Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance (OTDA), the Office of 

Children and Family Services, and the State University of New York 

(SUNY).

There are multiple literacies addressed by Adult Education.

• Survival Literacy

• Oral/Speaking and Written Literacy

• Cultural/Social and Civic Literacy

• Workplace and Employment Literacy

• Health Literacy

• Financial Literacy

• Technological and Digital/Electronic Literacy

• Geographic Literacy

• Media Literacy

• Environmental Literacy

• Scientific Literacy

The importance of each of these literacies in an individual’s life 

varies based on specific circumstances.  They all, however, have the 

potential to greatly affect the life of every adult and his/her family. 



Literacy begins within the family and is reinforced, whether positively 

or negatively, in subsequent generations. Adult Education seeks to 

reinforce, promote, and support literacy to help adults reach their full 

potential as workers, family members, and citizens and in turn continue 

the cycle of literacy into the future.

Adult Education provides for the Community in numerous ways:

• Adult Education programs benefit businesses, workers, and job seekers. 

Businesses encourage Adult Education in order to provide and sustain 

a highly skilled and specialized workforce   a workforce with the skills 

to perform a variety of tasks or workers with “cross-functional” skills. 

Workers may receive promotions, gain more power in the job market, 

or become more valuable employees by enrolling in Adult Education 

programs.

• Adult Education training facilities often house state-of-the-art 

equipment such as computers and computer-based training equipment.

• Adult Education programs benefit families. Increased literacy and 

skills translate to a higher earnings potential for the household. 

Parents’ literacy levels directly correlate to their children’s educational 

success (according to the National Center for Families Learning).
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Each year close to 50,000 refugees and 500,000 immigrants 
come to the United States from around the world. As of 2009, an 
estimated 15.2 million refugees were relocated around the world. 
Rochester, New York receives approximately 1 percent of the 
refugees that arrive in the United States each year. The primary 
resettlement agency in Rochester is the Catholic Family Center of 
Rochester.

Who Immigrates To The United States?
A migrant chooses to leave their country to seek a better life. 
Their decision to migrate has been made freely for reasons of 
personal convenience and without any external force.

An immigrant also chooses to leave their country. There are 
several categories of immigrants:

• Relative Sponsorship

• Employment Sponsorship

• Lottery System

• Student Visa

Refugees are forced to flee from their country and cannot return 
unless the situation that forced them to leave improves. Some 
are forced to flee without any warning; many have experienced 
torture and trauma. The motivating factor for refugees is safety 
and protection from political, religious, and ethnic persecution.

An asylum seeker is a person who typically comes to the United 
States as a visitor and after arriving seeks asylum for religious 
and/or political reasons.

IntroductIon to 
teachIng englIsh as 
a second language 
(esl) students and the 
refugee experIence
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Refugee Resettlement During The Past Few 
Decades
Countries of refugee origin are Afghanistan, Iraq, Congo, Colombia, 
Sudan, Vietnam, Eritrea, Soviet Union, Ukraine, Somalia, Burma, 
Cuba, Sudan, Iraq, Laos, Cambodia, Ethiopia, Bhutan, Chad, Kosovo, 
Croatia, and Serbia.

What Have Refugees Experienced?
Refugees have a variety of experiences and every individual’s 
“refugee journey” is different. Most have faced deeply painful and 
traumatic experiences while many have survived a range of physical, 
psychological, and emotional traumas.

Many common experiences of persecution include torture, beatings, 
rape, disappearance or killing of loved ones, imprisonment without 
trial, severe harassment by authorities, land confiscation, and 
conflict-related injuries. Many refugees have spent months, years, or 
even decades living in refugee camps or urban slums.

Many refugees are forced to depart their country without being able 
to pack their belongings or say farewell to their friends and families. 
These refugees have to flee with no notice, taking with them only 
the clothes on their backs.

Why Is It Important To Have ESL Instruction?
It’s vital to have ESL instruction due to the following:

• 5.8 million permanent legal residents are in need of English-
language instruction to pass the naturalization test and be able to 
participate in civic life.

• 2.4 million immigrant young people aged between 17 and 24 years 
need English instruction in order to pass the high school equivalency 
examination or to begin post-secondary education without 
remediation.

Understanding the Learner 
Being a successful adult education ESL teacher is to understand your 
students and why they are attending your class. ESL students come 
to school with many attributes that contribute to their academic 
development and English-language proficiency. Age, cognitive 
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ability, native language literacy, personality, personal confidence, 
motivation, and education are all factors that will impact how 
they will learn and develop in their language acquisition process. 
In addition, factors that promote literacy achievement include 
quality of instruction, time spent on task, how long the student 
has been attending school, and overall interaction with others.

Life Experience
Adults bring a lifetime of experience to the classroom setting. 
Many refugees come to the US because they want a better life not 
simply for themselves, but more importantly, for their children. 
Others come for religious freedom and the ability to choose how 
to worship. In addition, teachers should keep in mind the cultures 
from which students come as that may impact learning either 
positively or negatively.

Motivation
In general, adult students are highly motivated and often attend 
class because they have high regard for education and learning. 
Those individuals classified as refugees often have frequent 
absences which are not due to a lack of motivation on their part, 
but rather due to the mandates placed on them for medical, 
social services, and employment training appointments. Some 
individuals want to increase their language ability in order to 
learn every aspect of American culture while others simply want 
the skills to obtain employment.

Many attend ESL classes so they can improve their English ability. 
Those that do not have a high school diploma may also want to 
improve their English ability in order to pass the Test Assessing 
Secondary Completion (TASC) and earn a diploma or to enter 
post-secondary education. Each student has different needs and 
wants. It is important to have a welcoming environment which 
will nurture and enable the student to obtain his/her goals.

Immediate and Long Term Goals
Adult students usually have very specific and immediate goals. 
Many focus on the immediate goal of getting the English today to 
get a job tomorrow. Many want to acquire the language because 
it’s essential to satisfy their most basic physical and social needs. 
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They must speak it in order to get food, clothing, shelter, medical 
attention, as well as to participate in social and political institutions. 
Then, there are the individuals who have had English training in their 
native countries. When they enter the United States, they possess 
both short and long term goals. Primarily, the concern is to secure 
employment and gain the credentials needed for advancement or to 
pursue post-secondary education.

Social Interaction
Some students attend ESL classes for social reasons. They enjoy 
meeting and getting to know new people; the ESL class is a place 
where they can fulfill those needs. One thing to remember in general 
about adult students is that they are much more likely than younger 
students to come with specific purposes for their learning. They are 
more likely to know what they want to learn and why they want to 
learn it.

Native Culture
One of the most surprising things for many teachers is the influence 
that the native culture has in the classroom. For example, in many 
oriental cultures, the teacher is a highly respected individual and 
there is a great social difference between pupils and teacher. In 
other cultures there is less distance between students and teachers, 
and students expect to have a more interpersonal relationship with 
the teacher. Students come with their native cultural view of:

1. What a teacher should say and do

2. What should happen in the classroom

3. How a language should be taught

Understanding the culture of the ESL students in the class might 
mean you have to modify some of your behavior so as not to offend 
your students and gain their respect as the teacher. It also means 
that you will have to explain to them the differences in cultural 
expectations and encourage them to move towards the norms of the 
society in which they are currently living.
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About the Language
Being a successful ESL teacher is to become aware of the 
language and how it is used. Even though you have probably 
spoken English for years (maybe even all of your life) and have 
been taught the language formally in school, you may not be 
aware of many of its aspects that give non-native speakers a hard 
time. Very often the things that give your students the hardest 
time are things that come most naturally to a native speaker. 
You should aim at teaching your students language that will help 
them achieve their goals. Second languages are learned the same 
way the individual’s primary language is learned, by receptive and 
listening comprehension, oral development and pronunciation, 
and lastly reading and writing. Oral development is critical. ESL 
students must have plenty of time to interact with the language 
orally through interactive discussions and conversations.

Motivating Students to Keep Coming to Class
One of the best ways to keep students motivated is to help 
them feel that they are progressing towards their goals. In order 
to do this, you will have to determine what their goals and 
integrate them with the programs goals. One way to proceed 
is to conduct informal discussions to determine their goals. 
This may require the assistance of interpreters because of the 
variety of the students’ native languages. Once the goals have 
been determined, materials and activities that are relevant to the 
goals should be chosen. Make exciting activities! If activities are 
truly exciting, students will not want to miss class because they 
know they will be missing the “action”. If you help your students 
develop feelings of respect and friendship for one another, those 
ties will also draw them back to the class.

Accommodating Students in the Classroom 
Environment
The material you present in any level ESL class needs to 
correspond with the students’ proficiency levels. If it is too easy 
or too difficult, the students will become bored or disengaged. 
Always remember that a welcoming, friendly approach is 
necessary as it creates a positive learning environment where 
students feel safe and open to learning.
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Additional Resources
Church World Service 
www.cwsglobal.org

New York State Education Department 
www.nysed.gov

United States Conference of Catholic Bishops 
www.usccb.org

Sources
Adult Career and Continuing Education Services 
www.acces.nysed.gov

Center for Disease Control and Prevention 
www.cdc.gov

Introduction to ESL Teachers Guide: Adult Education Center, 
Texas A&I University, Kingsville, Texas 
(C. Ray Graham & Mark M. Walsh) June 1996 
www.humanities.byu.edu/elc/Teacher/esl_teachers_guide.pdf

Nazareth College 
www.naz.edu

Refugee Week 
www.refugeeweek.org.au/index.php
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oaces.net


