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Abstract  

Creating a web-based safe space for adult English language learners facilitates 
communicative language acquisition. A learning environment without the stress of high-
stakes proficiency placement testing enables multiple methods of assessing students’ 
knowledge and metalinguistic awareness. Learning should always coincide with students’ 
interests and unique learning styles. 

This proposal for a roundtable describes the future development of a website for 
adult English language learners which supports their acquisition of communicative 
language through everyday social contexts. Language learners deserve to have a 
comfortable space where they can get in touch with their feelings and thoughts without 
the pressures of high-stakes proficiency placement tests of rapid-paced international 
English Programs. This project enforces the idea that there should be multiple ways of 
accessing each student’s capabilities and prior knowledge and letting learning unfold 
naturally in the context of their own lives. 

Language learning is unique to each student, as s/he has a preferred way of 
acquiring language based on home and community culture, prior schooling, personal 
interests and personality, and will attain fluency at his or her own pace.  This idea 
coincides well with linguist Stephen Krashen’s (1982 in Wright, 2010) “natural 
approach,” which categorizes the stages of new language production into four stages: 
Preproduction, Early Production, Speech Emergence, and Intermediate Fluency.  Krashen 
and Terrell (1983 in Facella, Rampino, & Shea, 2005) make an important point that all 
learners move through these stages in sequential order but may do so at different 
rates.  This idea suggests that a single teaching strategy should be flexible to all the stages 
of natural acquisition, and in general, multiple strategies should be used to encourage the 
most progress.  However, natural processes cannot happen without some introduction to 
the structure of the second language (L2) system and an understanding that learning L2 is 
similar to but still different from native language (L1) learning (De Jong & Harper, 
2004). The proposed website will ideally contain sections for explicit modeling that 
precede writing activities and discussion boards. Students can learn things like syntax, 
semantics, verb tenses, and vocabulary in the context of fun and learner-initiated 
activities. They will be learning these essential forms (Wright, 2010; 2015, De Jong & 
Harper, 2004) of language in an environment that is structured to make it enjoyable.  
However, pragmatics, or the use of language and the adjustment of register (word choice 
and level of formality) according to context (Wright, 2010; 2015), is complex and cannot 



 

 

be completely acquired by the students.  The functions (De Jong & Harper, 2004; Wright, 
2010) of language will need to be clearly explained in simplified language that scaffolds 
complex concepts to make them more comprehensible. That way, students may build 
sophisticated language that enriches their everyday communication. 

Learning a second language is similar to but still different from and more difficult 
than learning a first because when learning the first, learners absorb contextual meanings 
and then words are learned and acquired to express them. In second language learning, 
students often learn words first and then struggle to match them with appropriate 
contexts. Young learners can grasp both of these processes quite easily, but having to 
learn the words before context can be particularly difficult for adults.  

It is important for adult learners to focus on what they want to say before they 
learn which words to use. The safe space learning website would provide primary 
language support (Wright, 2010) so that figuring out and comparing the different speech 
patterns in L1 and L2 is less overwhelming for learners. Once they get a solid grasp of 
the English language as a system, they can try out communication that they have never 
been able to deliver before and can more sufficiently express what they know and have 
done, what they still want to know and do, and how they can help other students. The 
creation of an online safe space for English language learners promotes an educator-
facilitated but learner-constructed community.  

“Just good teaching” (JGT) practices are an omnipresent element in educational 
philosophy, in the United States and abroad, and indeed contain valuable objectives like 
cooperative learning, tactile activities, and the use of prior knowledge. However, such 
pedagogy lacks a solid focus on the facilitation of comprehension and expression for 
continued social and academic success (De Jong & Harper, 2005).  In an engaged English 
learning community, such as we are proposing, each learner brings with his or her prior 
knowledge that is both different and similar to that of the new environment.  It is 
important to note that students may be learning English for different reasons, but unlike 
in a classroom, students will feel that going to a website is safe and therefore will not feel 
intimidated about using the space. No matter how excited or frustrated students initially 
feel about the language learning process, it is crucial to foster feelings of inclusion, 
discovery-based learning, and a sense of success.  Perhaps it is most important for the 
website to promote the idea that students have something to teach educators and can 
adequately demonstrate their independence, breaking free from their reliance on only 
teacher-initiated learning.  

Ultimately, our proposal is for the development of a friendly and accessible 
website. We are in the earliest stages of designing this website and plan to present a 
roundtable session to get feedback from SITE participants about how the website would 
facilitate best practice in ways that are different from what current language learning 
websites already offer.  

According to Quinn, Lee, and Valdes (2012), current language learning website 
demonstrate that new language acquisition matters, but have not moved away from 
defining and teaching language as system of forms and functions. After evaluating some 
of the existing resources, it is apparent that language is not always treated as a complex 
system. Learners can acquire language experientially rather than through structured 
formats. ELLs learn language as they engage in meaningful content-rich activities that 
encourage growth through perception, interaction, planning, research, discussion, 



 

 

argument, and co-construction of conversation. Acceptance of “flawed” language 
supports growth in communication and participation in disciplinary learning (Quinn, Lee, 
& Valdes, 2012). 

The development of a unique website would transform our current book for the 
early English learner entitled Writing for Your Life from linear text format to a multi-
layered virtual space with an easy entry and access for more advanced writing tools and 
prompts for beginner language learners. 

Here is an example from Writing for Your Life: Students are invited to type in the 
letters of their name and then think of a word that starts with each letter of their name. 
Next they need to create a sentence for each of the words they make. They are then given 
suggestions for adjectives that they can add to their sentences and can either use these or 
add their own words to further describe their nouns in the sentences. By the end of this 
simple activity they have already written quite a bit of English. More examples will be 
shared at the 2016 SITE conference.  

The development of a virtual safe space for adult English language learners is an 
attempt to reevaluate how English is taught and to create more engaged, caring, patient, 
and passionate learning environments and communities. It also is an expansion of Writing 
for Your Life that focuses on simple exercises that use listening, speaking, and reading to 
help enable consistent flow in journal writing. The purpose of this project is to offer an 
alternative way to support the linguistic and cultural needs of the learner to bridge 
instructional gaps (De Jong & Harper, 2005) between first language development and 
second language acquisition. The intention is not to completely recreate educational 
programs but to enhance them with a friendly, easily accessible web-based space for 
English learners.  
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