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Students with Limited or Interrupted 
Formal Education (SLIFE)

CHAPTER THREE

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Chapter 3: Students with Limited or Interrupted Formal Education (SLIFE)– Includes Case Study about 9th grade Massachusetts teachers working with SLIFE. 



Activity
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Presentation Notes
This is an activity from chapter 3. As a warm-up to reading/discussing, ask students to put themselves in someone else’s shoes by contemplating this scenario. (Note: View 5 additional activities at the end of chapter 3.)



1. In one classroom four ELs 
smile, look at their papers, but 
continue to do nothing. 

2. In a second classroom, one EL 
carefully copied sentences 
from another student’s draft. 
Three other ELs had very little 
written on their papers. 

3. In a third classroom, as the 
teacher circulates to check 
their work, he finds that four 
of the ELs are not doing the 
assignment.

Classroom Scenarios

These three different class 
observations show that not all 

ELs participated despite 
teachers scaffolding the 

material, providing native 
languages resources, and, in the 
case of one, employing solid ESL 

pedagogy. Why?
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These students are not disruptive or disrespectful. Nor do they believe they are doing anything wrong. Discuss potential reasons for their behavior.



1. Khadijah: 16 years old, from Iraq, native speaker of Arabic. Attended school in her home country 
for six years but was forced to interrupt her schooling when armed conflicts broke out and it 
became too dangerous for her to continue.

2. Muhamed: 16 years old, Somalian, grew up in a refugee camp in Kenya. He speaks Oromo, Arabic, 
and Kiswahili. He attended Qur’anic school for approximately four years.

3. Oliver: 15 years old, from a rural area in Guatemala, native speaker of an indigenous Mayan 
language, K’iche. Speaks some Spanish, had schooling through 3rd grade when he left to work and 
help the family. Came as an undocumented minor to escape violence and gangs.

4. Rosalina: 17 years old, Oliver’s sister and also a native speaker of K’iche. Her Spanish is stronger 
than Oliver’s because she worked as a domestic for a family in a small city in Guatemala before 
coming with Oliver as an undocumented minor to the U.S. She also completed through 3rd grade.

5. Kasongo: 16 years old, from the Democratic Republic of the Congo (formerly Zaire), native speaker 
of Tshiluba. Kasongo lived most of his life in a refugee camp. He attended school in the camp until 
he left for the U.S. Class sizes were large, with up to 70 students in a class with few school supplies. 
Most teachers were not trained and many “teachers” were simply volunteers or young adults in the 
camp.

6. Juan: 16 years old, from Mexico, native speaker of Spanish. He is from a rural area, attended school 
until 6th grade, and worked on the family farm until he arrived in the United States.

7. Jimena: 14 years old, from a rural area of Honduras, native speaker of Spanish. She never attended 
school prior to coming to the U.S., but instead worked in the home and on the farm. She can 
recognize and write her name.

Meet the Students:
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Presentation Notes
Conventional ESL pedagogy and best practices in differentiation and scaffolding strategies will not best serve the needs of most of SLIFE because they have considerably different needs than other ELs. Limited formal education refers to the fact that not all schooling is the same. Another significant factor in identifying SLIFE is the gap between when ELs last attended school in their home country and their age in again starting school after arriving in the U.S. 



Formal education is predicated on literacy. 

Literacy

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Few secondary school teachers are prepared to address the literacy needs of SLIFE because they are content specialists. And while they may have been trained on accommodations and differentiation strategies for ELs, these strategies are premised on literacy. For those with no or low literacy, pictures, particularly if they are drawings or diagrams, may be of little or no help because it is literacy that develops people’s ability to interpret images.



Decontextualized Tasks Based on Academic Thinking
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At all grade levels, including adult education, students are expected to engage in decontextualized school tasks. The purpose of such tasks is to allow students to build knowledge and demonstrate mastery of knowledge. However, like the seven students profiled, SLIFE do not have the educational background of their peers, ELs or otherwise. Because these tasks are based on academic ways of thinking, how to do them will be largely unfamiliar to SLIFE. 



Bloom’s Taxonomy
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Bloom’s Taxonomy is based on specific and abstract ways of understanding and interpreting the world developed through participation in formal education. Formal education is characterized by the centrality of print, abstract modes of organizing information and knowledge, the separation of knowledge into subject areas, and teaching students how to learn. This is challenging for SLIFE as are labeling assignments, Venn diagrams, etc. All learners feel disengaged when they are asked to participate in tasks that, from their perspective, are difficult, pointless, and incomprehensible. Literacy and formal education create specific pathways in the brain, different from those evident in people who do not have age-appropriate literacy and formal education. Because SLIFE have had vastly different prior learning experiences, they have developed different cognitive pathways. They have experienced INFORMAL education learned outside the classroom, rather than FORMAL education.



“WE”
Cultures in which members see 
themselves primarily as highly 
interconnected, interdependent parts of a 
whole are termed collectivistic or “we” 
cultures.

Dimensions of Collectivism and Individualism

“ME”
Those cultures in which the emphasis is 
on individuals and independence are 
regarded as individualistic, or “me” 
cultures. 
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WE: The “whole” refers to the perceived group to which one belongs. This group may be the extended family, ethnic, social, or other group. ME: In these cultures, people have strong relationships with others, but the emphasis is on individual wants, desires, and responsibilities. Members of more individualistic cultures value personal independence, autonomy, and self-reliance. 



In collectivistic cultures, sharing, mutual cooperation, and assistance are the 
norm. Copying—and letting someone copy from you—is seen as providing 
support for learning. 

In the individualistic culture of the U.S., individual effort and performance are the 
standard, and teachers rarely regard copying from others as part of the learning 
process. Likewise, a common tendency for SLIFE to move around a classroom to 
seek aid from others, even after the teacher has instructed students to work on 
their own, is not, from their collectivistic perspective, disobedience or disregard 
for the teacher, but a normal practice to help them accomplish the assigned work.

In the classroom…
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Since most cultures globally range more to the collectivistic end of the continuum than to the individualistic end, the majority of SLIFE come from collectivistic cultures. 



Future Orientation

NON-SLIFE:
Focus on the future 
(What do I want to be 
when I grow up?)

SLIFE: 
Focus on the present 
(What do I do to 
survive and get by 
today?)
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Students are expected to learn in preparation for an upcoming test, in order to move to the next level, class, or grade, and to prepare them for life after school. SLIFE, on the other hand, are not used to thinking of the future in the way students are trained to do in formal education. SLIFE may not be able to respond to the question of what they want to do, because it is not the kind of forward thinking previously fostered in their lives. 



• Training has not adequately prepared educators for such significantly different 
students. (Even this one chapter is not sufficient. But, it’s a start!)

• Deficit views prevail. ("These children are lacking.”)
• SLIFE do have extensive experiences, knowledge, and skills. (How can this help?)
• All SLIFE need a different pedagogical approach than conventional ones developed 

for ELs with age-appropriate formal education. 
• SLIFE, unlike other ELs, must make a major shift in their accustomed learning 

paradigm when they enter U.S. classrooms. 
• SLIFE benefit from newcomer programs (designed for recent immigrants at the 

secondary school level who have little or no English proficiency, and limited or no 
formal education in their native countries).

What can teachers do?
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Viewed through the lens of formal education, SLIFE are certainly “lacking.” SLIFE skills are foreign to most educators, because these are not part of, nor valued in, formal education and school culture. SLIFE come with considerably different backgrounds than other ELs and, unlike these students, must learn and develop literacy skills, content knowledge, and academic ways of thinking. Given the considerable needs of SLIFE, this population is best served in a newcomer program or newcomer school with teachers who are qualified in early literacy development and aware of and able to implement pedagogical approaches for this population. Well-designed and structured newcomer programs and classes for SLIFE provide these students essential foundational training to help reduce cultural dissonance, foster academic success, and close the achievement gap. 



This is an instructional approach 
designed specifically for this 

population.

Mutually adapting requires that 
there are certain crucial 
elements from the SLIFE 
learning paradigm that 
educators:
• accept conditions and 

incorporate into their 
classroom.

• combine with crucial 
elements from the paradigm 
of formal education.

• focus on critical, new 
elements in the paradigm of 
formal education.

Mutually Adaptive Learning Paradigm (MALP ©) 
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Conditions refer to what needs to be in place in the classroom to support learning. Combine formal and informal ways of learning. Teachers must explicitly instruct them (focus) in how to engage in decontextualized school-based tasks that reflect academic ways of thinking. All 3 components of MALP® need to be present in a lesson for the instruction to be fully aligned with the model and for SLIFE to benefit from this culturally responsive, mutually adaptive approach. (Note: There is a checklist on page 110.)



Some key differences between 
the learning paradigm of SLIFE 
and those of formal education:
• a preference for oral 

transmission versus the 
centrality of literacy

• pragmatic tasks ground in 
socio-cultural experiences 
versus decontextualized tasks 
based on academic ways of 
thinking

• collectivism versus 
individualism

• immediate relevance versus 
future orientation

Final Thoughts
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At this juncture, the focus will be on what educators can do to make formal education accessible and comprehensible to SLIFE, a subpopulation of ELs, that is frequently ignored, shunted aside, and underserved.  �



Review these resources:
What is MALP?

¡Colorín Colorado!
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MALP goes into greater detail about how to use this approach. ¡Colorín Colorado! provides valuable information about SLIFE.�

http://malpeducation.com/what-is-malp/
https://www.colorincolorado.org/
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