Study Circle Focus
Description: This study circle is a professional learning activity for teachers of beginning ESL literacy adult students, those learners with little or no first-language literacy. With a special focus on reading development for these learners, teachers explore relevant research and its implications for best practices in the classroom. The study circle participants engage in both at-home reading and reflective classroom tasks that inform and deepen discussions and allow for maximum professional growth.
Timeframe: 3 meetings of 3 hours each over the course of 6-8 weeks. 9 hours total.
Clear objectives are identified for each topic, but the overall objectives of this Study Circle include the following.
The participants will:
1. Become familiar with relevant research in literacy and language development in beginning literacy adults who are learning a new language.
2. Articulate connections between relevant research and effective classroom practices with beginning literacy adult students.
3. Identify useful resources (for both students and teachers) that can enhance teaching and learning.
4. Receive and provide support and ideas in this group setting, thereby creating more effective, more engaging, and more satisfying teaching and learning experiences in beginning literacy adult ESL classrooms. 
 
How does this Study Circle exemplify the core features of effective professional development (Desimone, 2009)?
· Content Focus: This professional development activity is extremely focused. The target audience is teachers of beginning ESL literacy adult learners, and this study circle will specifically focus on reading instruction for these learners.
· Active Learning: This professional development activity will involve a series of meetings for a small cohort of practitioners. Each meeting will involve discussion and sharing to identify innovative, evidence-based solutions to classroom concerns about learners and their literacy development. Each meeting will be preceded and followed up by at-home reading and reflective classroom-based tasks that will generate richer and deeper discussions during the study circle meeting.
· Coherence: This professional development activity is organized in a logical progression in order to explore in depth several key issues in teaching this specific population of learners. Coherence is achieved by building on what teachers already know, exploring teacher beliefs on each topic and encouraging communication and openness to learning, and aligning improvements with state and program policies. The study circle will move in a circular fashion, first looking to relevant research on a specific topic, providing time and tasks to assure comprehension. Then, taking this new knowledge into account, study circle participants examine connections from that research to their own classrooms and experience. Finally, specific tasks and subsequent reflection provide an opportunity to experiment with teaching techniques and approaches to literacy instruction that change and improve teachers’ practice and subsequently student learning.
· Duration: This professional development activity meets over a course of 6-8 weeks, roughly once every two weeks. The study circle meetings themselves will require 9 hours of contact time with activities, reflections and observations between meetings.
· Collective Participation: This professional development activity is a group endeavor, bringing together practitioners from various sites and programs who share the common experience of working with beginning ESL literacy learners. The participants’ various contexts allow for unique sharing and networking during and beyond the study circle.

According to Vinogradov & Liden (2008), ten main areas are critical to the knowledge base of effective low-literacy instructors. These areas include:
1. The refugee experience
2. Types of literacy-level learners
3. Literacy in childhood vs. adulthood
4. Emergent readers
5. Second language acquisition
6. Key research
7. Components of reading
8. Balanced literacy
9. Approaches to teaching literacy
10. Connections between first and second
language literacies
This study circle allows teachers to come together to ‘unpack’ these issues thoughtfully with the guidance of a facilitator. Given the timeframe (9 hours total) of the study circle, participants are not able to explore all 10 issues in great depth. The focus of this study circle is on literacy instruction, and readings and discussion delve mostly into items 6-9 from the above chart. These areas constitute what Vinogradov refers to as the ‘outer layer’ of the LESLLA teacher knowledge base, that layer of early literacy instruction that impacts every part of this work (2013). With this emphasis in mind, this Study Circle Guide outlines in detail how the facilitator can make the most of meeting time to investigate these key areas as thoroughly as possible. Participants are asked to read a reasonable amount of relevant research on their own time, to experiment with new ideas, to report back to the group, and to observe a fellow teacher. Above all, participants are expected to participate actively with questions and comments.
Together, study circle participants can try new strategies informed by the research and constantly reflect on their learners and classrooms. The collective nature of a study circle allows for networking, resource sharing, and observing each others’ classes. A study circle such as this one is a
logical ‘next step’ to a workshop or conference session on working with low-literacy adults. Participation in such a focused professional learning activity has been shown to increase access and use of research (Smith, Bingman, Hofer, Medina & Practitioner Leaders, 2002, p. 76), to reduce the isolation that many adult ESL professionals sense, and ultimately, to enhance participants’ effectiveness for the learners’ benefit (Hord, 1997; Vinogradov, 2012b; Young, 2009). 
Best wishes as you begin this professional learning endeavor!
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