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The Value of LEA 

for English Language
Learners

An Overview

W e have long advocated the use of the Language Experience
Approach (LEA) with students whose native language is not

English. This instructional approach for English language learners (ELLs)
makes sense as a method and works in the classroom. It is based on what
is known about how oral language is acquired and about how the skills of
reading are most easily learned. As a flexible approach, it meets the unique
and varied needs of students who are learning English. In this chapter, we
present the rationale for LEA and the key elements of the methodology.
Succeeding chapters elaborate on and extend this overview.

LANGUAGE ACQUISITION AND READING

The process of language acquisition cuts across language and cultural bar-
riers (D. E. Freeman & Freeman, 2004; Krashen, 2003a; Lightbown & Spada,
2006; Pinker, 2000; Ritchie, 1978). A first language is acquired in informal,
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nonacademic settings through nonthreatening daily interactions with
family and friends. Early acquisition can be hindered in settings where the
language user is frequently corrected or reprimanded for incorrect speech
(Gary, 1978); it is enhanced by adults’ eager attention to and acceptance of
the child’s language use. Acquisition occurs most effectively when there is
a need to know, the chance to try, and the freedom to err without penalty.

Several principles are as true for acquiring a second language as they
are for acquiring a first language (D. E. Freeman & Freeman, 2004; Krashen,
2003a; Lightbown & Spada, 2006). Initially, second language acquisition
takes place most effectively in informal, real-life settings where the learner
freely interacts with fluent speakers of the target language. The more
meaningful and purposeful the situations are to the learner, the better. For
example, conversation about making needed purchases in a store is likely
to further acquisition more effectively than a textbook exercise with little
relevance to the learner’s life. Beginners need to use the new language in
supportive, nonthreatening environments in which mistakes are accepted.
For example, the novice benefits by talking with friends who ignore errors,
focus on the intent of the communication, and encourage further speech.
The novice must also have many opportunities to listen without being
forced to respond, a situation that affords the chance to become familiar
with the sound of the language; grasp as much as possible; and benefit
from seeing gestures, intonation, and facial expressions as well as hearing
words. Free to concentrate on listening rather than formulating a response,
the language learner has a better chance of comprehending.

Those who have learned to read and write in their native language are
likely to have an easier time learning to read and write in English because
they already understand the purposes of these forms of communication
and are adept at using them (Education for All, 2006, p. 203). Those who
have not yet learned to read and write their native language have simul-
taneous challenges: learning English, understanding the processes of read-
ing and writing, and developing skill in these processes. Some have
additional challenges because the oral and written forms of their lan-
guages serve different purposes: Oral skills are not fully useful for com-
prehending written communications and vice versa. Learners who have
become literate in such a language need to acquire new skills and per-
spectives when gaining literacy in English, a language in which the oral
and written forms have similar features and serve similar purposes. If the
native language of a learner does not have a written form, the learner has
the additional challenge of getting used to the concept of written language
while learning to read and write English.

In general, the reading process is mastered most easily when beginners
read texts that are relevant to their lives, when the words of the texts are in
their listening and speaking vocabularies, when the grammatical struc-
tures of the texts are similar to those they use orally, when they are learn-
ing in a supportive environment, and when they have many opportunities
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to practice with reading materials of their own choosing. These principles
hold true when individuals are learning to read a new language.

LANGUAGE LEARNERS’ 
CHARACTERISTICS AND NEEDS

Learners of a new language share some characteristics despite their cultural
and linguistic diversity. Their native language is no longer adequate for
their daily needs or for the more complex language requirements of school
or workplace. They must learn a new system of sounds and symbols that is
somewhat, perhaps even radically, different from the system they have pre-
viously known. Younger learners, who usually acquire second languages
with ease, may adapt readily to the new sound and symbol system (Ritchie,
1978). Older learners, however, may have never heard certain sounds in the
new language, may have difficulty discriminating these unfamiliar sounds
from other sounds, and may consequently have more difficulty reproduc-
ing those sounds. They may also be hesitant to attempt to use the new lan-
guage if they feel self-conscious about their efforts. Several English sounds
are difficult for certain ELLs. For examples of cross-language comparisons,
see Refugee Educators’ Network (1997) and Trager (1982).

Aspects of students’ cultures can also influence their progress in learn-
ing English. For example, consider two students from the same country
who speak the same native language but whose backgrounds differ.
Although they share some cultural similarities, one has grown up in an iso-
lated rural area where the people have little access to newspapers, books,
or broadcast media, and the other has lived in an urban area, surrounded
by books, magazines, television, and the Internet. The parents of the first
have had little need to read and write and are not comfortable learning
English, whereas the parents of the second are highly literate in their native
language and are determined to learn English. Both sets of parents want
their children to become fluent in English and achieve well in school, but
they cannot provide equivalent language-learning support at home.

When learners have minimal responsibilities and can concentrate only on
learning a new language, as is true for many young children and for older
students who do not have family responsibilities, the learning can be enjoy-
able and satisfying even when the process is difficult. However, learners’
basic survival may depend on their use of the new language, as is true for
many older students who are supporting families or who are the designated
members of their families to master the new language. With such added pres-
sures, learners’ lives are challenging and may even be frightening. Not only
are they faced with mastering another sound and symbol system, but they
must also understand new vocabulary and idioms as quickly as possible
while adapting to American culture. Even if they have relocated with high
hopes for a better life, they will experience at least some difficulties as they
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adjust. The older the student, the more unnerving the situation may be and
the more unwilling the student may be to interact with native speakers, the
very behavior that will increase the learner’s fluency. On the other hand,
older individuals who are learning a new language may have more extensive
life experience, greater motivation to learn, and more resourcefulness as
learners, all of which can mitigate the challenges they face. In addition, their
learning may be easier to the extent that they can make meaningful connec-
tions between their native language and the language they are learning.

In sum, although learners of a new language may share some charac-
teristics, they also vary considerably, depending on their age, their past
experiences, their motivations, their current life situation, and key features
of their native language. As Crawford (2007) points out, it would be best
not to think of ELLs as a subgroup of learners at all, given that they vary
on so many dimensions. Figure 1.1 contains a summary of key character-
istics of ELLs that are salient in an instructional setting.
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Figure 1.1 Characteristics of English Language Learners

As indicated by the graphic, each characteristic interacts with all the
others. The result is a unique pattern for each individual. To illustrate how
different patterns of these characteristics lead to diversity within a popu-
lation of ELLs, here are some examples of recently arrived immigrants:

An eight-year-old boy is the youngest in a family of six. The parents
have conversational fluency in English, having taken classes in the
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language before they immigrated to the United States. He has
learned some English because his family members speak English as
much as possible at home. They also socialize with the English-
speaking families in the neighborhood, two of whom have eight-
year-old sons who are in the boy’s class and who interact with him
frequently in school and at home. The boy likes these friends,
eagerly converses with them, and must use English when interact-
ing with them.

An eight-year-old girl is the oldest of three children whose father
speaks some English but has two jobs and is away from home
much of the time. The girl’s mother speaks no English, is preoccu-
pied with caring for the two other children, and relies on the eight-
year-old to make telephone calls and handle other necessary
communications, including exchanges with an English-speaking
doctor who is treating one of the younger children. The eight-year-
old girl has few English skills, but she knows her mother counts on
her and willingly enters into conversations in English when she is
needed. However, because many of the inhabitants of her neigh-
borhood speak her native language, she does not have to speak
English often.

An eight-year-old boy is one of five children whose mother and
father speak a little English and who are eager for their children to
learn the language and teach it to them. The boy is the most out-
going of the children, has made many friends at school, and uses
English with them and with his teachers as often as he can. He is
learning the language rapidly and prides himself on being able to
teach his parents and siblings what he knows. He gives informal
English lessons from time to time at home. When parents and sib-
lings watch American television, they expect the boy to explain
what is being said.

A sixteen-year-old girl is an only child. Her parents moved to the
United States when the father was invited to be a guest professor
at a university. He speaks English fairly well; the mother and girl
are learning English with the help of a private tutor. The father’s
colleagues invite the family to social events regularly, and through
these activities, the girl has made one friend her age whom she sees
in school. She is somewhat shy, and although she attempts to respond
in English when addressed directly, she does not initiate interac-
tions with native English speakers. Outside of school, she hears
English primarily during her tutoring sessions.

A sixteen-year-old boy is the only child of a family that left their
homeland as refugees with only a few possessions. They are being
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helped financially by a local church group, but neither parent has
found work and both are having a difficult time adjusting to their
new life. The mother and father stay together in their home most of
the time and rely on their son to obtain food and other necessities
for them. He is having an easier time adjusting to their new life but
is often frustrated by not knowing the words he needs when shop-
ping. He is an excellent soccer player and is in demand by the boys’
team at his school. Although playing on the team boosts his spirits
considerably, the matches afford him few opportunities to hear or
practice English.

A sixteen-year-old girl is one of three children in a family that has
moved from an isolated, rural area in their home country to a
densely populated neighborhood in a large U.S. city. The other children,
both several years younger, are excited about their new life, but the
shy sixteen-year-old avoids interacting with anyone outside the
family. She seldom speaks in school and spends most of her leisure
time at home, helping her mother with household chores.

A young man has just moved with his mother, father, and two
younger sisters from a metropolitan area in his home country to 
a comparable city in the United States. As a high school graduate,
he hopes to attend a university in the United States. For now, he
works to help support the family. He has also enrolled in English
classes at a nearby community college, which he attends two nights
a week after work. He studied English for three years in high
school and is now eager to refine his oral and written expression in
preparation for enrolling in an American university.

A young woman has moved with her husband from a small town
in her conflict-ridden native country to a small town in the
American Midwest. They left behind almost everything and have
begun a new life with the help of the members of the church that
sponsored their immigration. She and her husband watched
American television in their native country and learned some
English from those viewing experiences, but neither understands
English well and both are hesitant to speak English. They are
together attending English classes offered by a local university
with which their church has connections.

The school may not adequately acknowledge the high degree of diver-
sity that exists in the ELL classroom because the primary goal is the same
for all: to comprehend and use English fluently as efficiently as possible.
The school’s focus is likely to be on teaching rather than on learning—that
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is, on presenting the established curriculum rather than tailoring instruc-
tion to the characteristics and needs of the learners.

Instruction can best accommodate to diverse learners when the class-
room approximates a natural, real-world setting, filled with language.
Such a context will give learners numerous opportunities to interact with
fluent English speakers in meaningful situations. This is most easily
accomplished when ELLs are given daily opportunities to interact directly
with English-speaking classmates in pairs or small groups, both to social-
ize and to talk about what they are all learning. If most ELL instruction is
provided in special language-learning classrooms, the students will need
regular opportunities to talk and engage in academic work with English-
speaking peers. A particular value of such interactions is that ELLs will
hear words and phrases repeated many times. Such repetition ensures
retention, and although it can be approximated with textbook drills or
classroom exercises, it is much more meaningful and effective if it occurs
in purposeful conversation with classmates.

Interaction with small numbers of native speakers of English also
gives ELLs the chance to practice English. They will make errors in vocab-
ulary and usage, and these can lead to embarrassment or frustration if an
individual student is speaking in front of the whole class, but if students
interact in pairs or small groups, the feeling of performing is reduced.
Classroom practice stations or activity centers, designed for use by an
individual or a few students at a time, can serve a similar purpose.
Such centers can contain videos, audio tapes, computer programs, and
popular songs, as well as books, pictures, and objects to stimulate observ-
ing, browsing, listening, talking, reading, and writing. Such centers will
be especially effective when ELLs and native speakers work with the
materials together. Such interactions are aligned with two key recom-
mendations put forth for ELLs by the National Council of Teachers of
English (NCTE, 2006): that teachers recognize English language learning
as a gradual process that builds on students’ native-language skills and
that students in the classroom use English in realistic situations that are
nonthreatening.

Besides needing many opportunities to hear and practice English,
ELLs also need explicit instruction in reading and writing. Ideally, the
instructional approach is an integral part of the natural communication
setting that has been established in the classroom and is perceived as
highly relevant, meaningful, and purposeful, with real communication as
its focus. For example, many students will learn the English words to a
favorite popular song much more readily than they will learn words pre-
sented in a textbook lesson, and they will more enthusiastically write if
they are participating in a chat room or updating the class Web site or a
personal blog than they will if they are completing a written exercise in a
textbook. See Chapelle (2001) and Warschauer (1995, 1997) for examples of
digital communication activities and their value for ELLs.
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These principles are aligned with the following selected recommenda-
tions made in NCTE’s (2006) position paper on English language learning:

• Introduce reading materials that are culturally relevant.
• Connect readings with students’ background knowledge and 

experiences.
• Replace discrete skill exercises and drills with many opportunities 

to read.
• Provide opportunities for silent reading (in students’ first language

or English).
• Read aloud frequently to students so that they become familiar with

the sounds and structures of written language.
• Read aloud while students have access to the text to facilitate con-

necting oral and written modalities.
• Recognize that first and second language growth increases with

abundant reading and writing.

TEACHING READING AS 
A COMMUNICATION PROCESS

LEA meets the needs of diverse ELLs while meeting the expectations of
established literacy curricula. Three important features of LEA are central to
its success as an instructional approach. First, students use their strengths
as speakers and listeners in learning to read and write. Second, balanced
attention is given to comprehension, word recognition, sight vocabulary,
and composing so that students develop as well-rounded readers and 
writers. Third, the specific instructional strategies at the heart of LEA are
grounded in established principles of learning. Here is a summary of how
these features come into play in the creation and use of a dictated account
in English, from the shared experience that is the basis of the account to the
post-dictation work with the account as the primary reading material:

Before Creating the Account

• Speaking. Engaging in an interesting common experience, learners
offer observations and thoughts, thereby practicing English in a com-
fortable, natural setting. They focus on expressing ideas, not on pro-
ducing error-free statements. This reduces anxiety students may feel
about using English. At the same time, because their English is incor-
porated in the dictated account, their efforts are acknowledged and
honored. The process is the same whether the students are in the ele-
mentary grades, in secondary schools, or in adult classes. The expe-
rience and conversation may vary with the students’ age, as will the
teacher’s interactions with the students, but the process of formulat-
ing and expressing thoughts about a common experience is the same.
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• Listening. As students take turns talking about the experience, they
listen to one another. Because all have shared the experience, listen-
ers have a good chance of comprehending what the speaker is say-
ing. Because their comprehension is not tested, they can concentrate
on gleaning as much as possible from the speech of others without
worrying about understanding everything or having to demonstrate
their understanding for the teacher.

Creating the Account

• Composing (oral). The dictated account comprises the learners’ own
statements; what they say is recorded by the teacher and becomes
the text that all read. The statements included in the account are not
ordinarily the first remarks students make about the experience.
Rather, they are composed orally with the support of the teacher and
with the full recognition that they will be captured and preserved in
print. Thus, the account reflects not statements spoken casually but
statements that have been intentionally formulated or composed. As
such, the process of dictation develops skills that students can use
when they write themselves. The expectation is not for error-free
statements, only statements that reflect the students’ best efforts. The
content of the statements, as well as the style of expression, will vary
according to the students’ age, background, and interests. For
example, eight-year-olds and sixteen-year-olds may both respond
well to a classroom experience in preparing food and dictate an
interesting account, but they are likely to notice different aspects of
the experience and dictate different observations and comments.

• Listening and reading. As the teacher leads students through the
first readings of the account, the learners hear and read their own
words several times. The text is highly meaningful, having been 
created on the spot by the contributors. At this point, students are
relying primarily on their auditory memory of what they dictated,
coupled with repetition, to say the words correctly. Although listen-
ing to an account and then reading it in unison is, for many people,
associated with the primary grades, this step is as important for
older students as it is for young children and is based on the same
principle of learning: Repetitions of highly meaningful statements
help students fix the statements in memory, and that is the first step
in learning to read the account on their own.

After Creating the Account

• Reading. On successive days, learners reread the account with the
teacher’s help and on their own. Because these readings are sched-
uled over the course of several days, the practice is what is known
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as spaced or distributed practice, which has been shown to be supe-
rior to practice that is concentrated into one short period of time
(Cepda, Pashler, Vul, Wixted, & Rohrer, 2006). Distributed practice
with highly meaningful material proceeds with relative ease. Students’
repeated exposure to the words in their account leads them to recognize
and retain many of the words. 

• Developing word-recognition strategies. As students read the account
over successive days, they also engage in a variety of account-
related activities that help them learn to use context clues, structural
analysis, phonetic analysis, and reference materials such as dictio-
naries to identify unfamiliar words. Learning these word-recognition
strategies is an integral part of an LEA program and helps students
make the transition from reading their own dictated accounts to
reading a variety of other-author material. Older students who have
learned to read in their native languages may have already acquired
a good foundation in these strategies and thus are likely to transfer
this learning to reading English.

• Writing. Learners are encouraged to use the dictated account and
related activities as a springboard for their own writing. When 
writing original compositions, students again have a chance to use
English for natural and meaningful communication purposes.

The dictated account has immediate relevance as a reading text since it
directly reflects the learners’ own experiences, vocabulary, and language
patterns. Attention and motivation remain high, and learners’ self-worth is
reinforced when they see their own language in print. Students develop an
understanding of phonetic analysis and other word-recognition strategies
in the context of these highly familiar texts. From the start, LEA provides
ELLs with a meaningful, personally rewarding experience in learning to
read English and in supporting their efforts to write English.

In using LEA, students are not expected to conform to the sequence
and content of a predesigned program. Rather, the teacher plans experi-
ences and activities to meet the students’ identified needs and interests.
The teacher chooses dictation topics that are likely to be meaningful and
frequently consults the students for ideas. The teacher may also suggest to
students which of their statements to include in the account or may help
students shape their contributions so that the account reflects their best
efforts with English, thereby giving them opportunities to develop skill
and confidence as users of English. At the same time, errors in oral usage
or in reading an account are accepted as a natural part of the process.
Expectations are determined by what the student can do at each stage, not
by external standards of performance. The same is true for the skills and
strategies that learners develop in conjunction with their dictations. Each
student’s acquisition of a sight vocabulary, word-recognition strategies,
and writing skills proceeds at a pace that is suitable for the student.
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USING THE LEA FRAMEWORK 
AND LEA STRATEGIES FOR INSTRUCTION

It is as much a mistake to give all ELLs the same literacy instruction as it
is to give any heterogeneous group of learners exactly the same tasks to do
and requirements to meet. ELLs come to school with different degrees of
the characteristics, as shown in Figure 1.1, and therefore have different
needs. Their pace of learning also varies, as does the extent to which they
retain what they learn. In addition, their age, background of experience,
and cultural heritage all influence their learning in general and their
growth toward English literacy in particular. For these reasons, it is impor-
tant to see LEA as comprising both a framework for instruction and a
highly flexible set of instructional strategies that can be combined and
modified in various ways to suit the needs of the diverse students in any
given class from the primary grades through and beyond high school.

The LEA framework includes these components:

• Shared experiences that afford opportunities for observation and
conversation

• Accounts about the experiences (dictated by the students to the
teacher) that serve as the primary texts for reading instruction

• Reading texts (dictated accounts) that reflect the students’ individual
and cultural perspectives

• Additional texts for reading practice (e.g., books, magazines, and
digital texts)

• Daily opportunities to practice reading dictated accounts and 
additional self-selected texts

• Regular opportunities to write in English and to build, refine, and
extend writing skills

• Regular opportunities to build vocabularies for listening, speaking,
reading, and writing in English

• Instruction in specific word-recognition strategies (phonetic analysis,
structural analysis, the use of context clues, and the use of dictionaries)

• Instruction that builds students’ skill at comprehending written
English, from the comprehension of their original dictated accounts
to the comprehension of the additional texts they choose to read and
of textbooks and other required readings

Specific LEA strategies include:

• Planning engaging experiences for students that encourage them to
speak English

• Facilitating talk among students during and after planned experiences
• Taking dictation from students based on a shared experience and

reading the account to and with students
• Using dictated accounts to build students’ sight vocabulary and

reading fluency
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• Using dictated accounts to teach specific reading skills (e.g., the use
of context clues and phonetic analysis)

• Using the process of oral composing and students’ dictated accounts
as the basis for students’ own writing

This book provides detailed suggestions for planning and managing
LEA instruction for ELLs, with a focus first on developing oral language
and creating dictated accounts, then on teaching word-recognition strate-
gies and building writing skills. The LEA procedures are suitable for
students of any age; it is the specifics that vary depending on students’
ages and interests. A topic that interests a seven-year-old will not neces-
sarily engage an adult learner although the students’ skill with English
may call for the same instructional procedures. The ways directions are
given and students are addressed also vary with students’ ages, as do the
types of additional reading materials provided in the classroom. Students’
ages also affect the extent to which they can work independently on vari-
ous activities.

PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS

In advocating an instructional approach that simulates natural language
learning and that is tailored to meet student needs, we recognize that our
suggestions may not suit the policies and structures of some schools. For
example, it is a common practice to form newcomer classes for ELLs taught
by specially trained teachers who focus on helping students become fluent
with English. Many students in such classes appreciate having a specially
trained teacher and classmates who share their excitement, anxiety, hopes,
and concerns as new arrivals to the United States. Students in such classes
can develop a camaraderie that eases their transition to the new culture
and gives them needed encouragement in learning English. At the same
time, these classes tend to isolate ELLs from native English speakers, and
the greater the isolation, the less chance ELLs have for the natural interac-
tions that most effectively and enjoyably increase their comfort and flu-
ency with English. Some ELLs keep to themselves even though they
would like to socialize with other students because their daily schedule
affords them so few opportunities to interact with others.

The alternative to having separate newcomer classes is to distribute
ELLs across regular classrooms, with the expectation that regular class-
room teachers, who may have minimal knowledge and experience with
ELL needs, will help them develop fluency with English while attending to
the needs of the other students. Such an arrangement may be frustrating to
both the students and the teachers. Teachers feel overwhelmed; students
withdraw, unable to follow what the teacher and the other students are
saying and unable to articulate what they do not understand.
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Ideally, ELLs of all ages need teachers who can help them develop their
language skills, meet the demands of the regular curriculum, and use 
language naturally through interactions with native speakers. To organize
such a program while giving equal attention to the academic needs of
native speakers is a significant challenge for a school, and solutions are not
obvious. We do not claim to have all the answers but will suggest practical
solutions when we describe the kind of ELL instruction we believe is ideal.
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