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“Postcards from America”: Linking Classroom and community in an ESL class

Eileen Landay. English Journal. (High School edition). Urbana: May 2001. Vol. 90, Iss. 5; pg. 66, 9 pgs

Summary: This article written by Landay, and provides a very interesting look at how ELL/LEP learners could learn about their new home, involve their community and use photography and drama to embellish their writing.  She follows a group of senior high school students from Central Falls, Rhode Island as they embark from the Dominican Republic to their new home.  This class of thirty students took photos, wrote poetry, stories, and generally shared their newfound home with other students initially, and the community as the project grew.  

They began by photographing their “lives” by taking photographs of their homes, their families, extended family, and new environment.  They would then transcribe these images into words.  The photos were mounted alongside their photographs.  The author calls this process of “translating visual images into print texts (2).”  This project pulled resources from the community of “classroom/school, students’ homes/neighborhoods, and community services/businesses/the arts/higher education and social services (2).”  The overall theme was to engage the learners in the acquisition of skills through workshops including photography, writing, and drama.  This project attempted to provide a holistic venture that would foster literacy with these young adults.  The goals for the class were simple to “help students understand the importance of photographing their lives and see that stories of their daily experiences would be of interest to others, to identify what those stories were, to find a way to tell those stories photographically (3).”

The instruction is presented through a team approach and provided each young adult with a mentor who would help process his or her work.  They received cameras from the Nikon Camera Company and a laptop with a video projector to help with class instruction.  They began by taking “statue (3)” pictures of each participant.  They would use these pictures to introduce the members of the project, and it was a starting place where everyone had prior knowledge about the subject.  The educators felt that learning a new language could be beneficial when exploring the visual and then bringing the language to the picture.  An informal assessment of oral and written skills improved by participation in the project.  They each became photojournalists.

As they learners became more skilled in photography, writing and reading, they had quite a collection of work.  The challenge then became “to take the stories and photographs they generated and develop a theatrical production to present to the larger community (5).”  Through community collaboration and persistence.  Members of the theatrical community mentored the learners through physical and vocal exercises.  They set a performance date and presented their “Postcards from America” project.  By using the project as the purpose of all their hard work, those related to production helped the learners see the fruits of their labor.  The payoff was more than any of them expected.  

The learning that connected to their families, to their homes and communities helped create a bond between that young adult and their learning environment, their neighborhoods, and their individual homes.  The work committed to this project is gargantuan, but when you see the outcomes and realize that you helped make education tangible for these young adults, it is worth all the investiture of time, and worry, and sweat.  What a beneficial learning experience and how connected the community feels towards these new residents and the residents to their new village.  After all, isn’t that what it takes to raise a new learner?

Connections:  Our class participates in Internet projects with other elementary schools around the United States, Canada, and Mexico.  If there were more time in each day, there would be many different types of experiences that helped promote community, literacy, and learning.  We have participated in a few activities where we are able to tell about our community and learn about the cities, towns and areas where other students live.  We participate (my 6th year for this project) in a “Write Across America” postcard exchange.  We learn a little about a learning community from their information that they provide to us on a postcard that depicts something about their local community.  We send to 110 classes this year with 3 in Canada and 2 in Mexico, the remaining 105 are within the U.S.  Another project that we began this year is “Connecting Us Culturally,” where we describe some information about a chosen topic:  Food, Clothing, Money, Languages, etc… and we provide information about our geographical area and the unique customs for our area.  We are participating in the project where the “home” is in Canada; there is one Greek participant, one from Hawaii, some from Wisconsin, New Mexico, Guam, and several from other U.S. states.  We have participated in the “Internet Groundhog” project where we predict if Punxsutawney Phil is a good predictor of the weather or not.  We have classes that participate in Canada and the United States.  Finally, we are participating in a fall leaf exchange with 10 other classrooms across the U.S. and Canada.  It is very cool to learn about geography, other cultures, and sharing MAIL!  These activities although more passive than the one described in the article help bring the world to us and send our view of our world to another classroom.  Most of our kinders are learning to acquire information, and this helps make their learning more personal.

Discussion:  Would you participate in a project like this if it were offered or you could create an experience like this one?  What do you feel would be the worth in this for the school, the learners, and you?

Extension:  There are several ways to bring the world to you by Googling (Google.com) Internet projects and a grade level.  You could also find an international class or class within the U.S. that would become your pen pal.  If you were ambitious and had a real zeal for this, any one of us could pull a fabulous, hands-on learning experience and personalize it for our learners and their interests.  Do we dare try?

