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Introduction

F
amily. Literacy. Computer. When isolated, each of these three

words brings a variety  of mental pictures, feelings and definitions

to mind. It’s difficult to hear the word “family” without an

accompanying image of your current family or the family of your

childhood. “Literacy” is a hot topic in our country today and is often used as

a descriptor of skills that begin developing in infancy, continue to grow

throughout life and are considered necessary for success in today’s society.

“Computer” symbolizes a new age of information and technology that has

caused—and continues to cause—major changes in the way we live. These

three words can cause excitement and anticipation. They can also bring on

anxiety and lack of confidence.

Place these same words side by side and the resulting phrases reflect more

complex ideas and images. “Family literacy” refers to programs that address

the educational and non-educational needs of individual family members and

the needs of the family as a unit. Programs use intergenerational interactions

to build literacy skills, self-esteem, cognitive abilities, parenting skills and

family relationships.

Combine “computers” with “family literacy” and the resulting image is of

parents and children together working side by side in a truly 21st century

environment. In family literacy programs, as in other educational and home

environments, the computer is a literacy tool: a pencil, typewriter, paintbrush,

crayon, recorder, scissors, and eraser all rolled into one easy-to-use machine.

Although the computer may be used somewhat differently in the adult and

children’s classrooms, the emphasis on weaving technology into the

curriculum is the same. Bringing together a parent and child, a skilled

teacher, a computer and appropriate software creates a powerful combination

that holds limitless possibilities for learning and growth.

Family literacy staff have the opportunity to introduce both adults and

children to the exciting world of technology. Staff enable students to see the

value of technology in their lives by carefully selecting quality software,

setting up a comfortable and efficient environment, and facilitating the

introduction of computer skills. The parent-child interactions that take place
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while at the computer may appear different from traditional family activities

of the past, but the loving attention, the fun, and the conversations are still

the same. Just as the telephone expanded the way people communicate and

the car made people everywhere more mobile, the increasingly available

technology of the computer has added a new dimension to the interaction

between children and adults. This interaction provides exceptional

opportunities to support the literacy development of both parents and their

children.

Yet, while the computer has opened up new avenues for parent and child

interactions, teachers and parents look for ways to use technology to ensure

positive outcomes. Just as parents express concern about children watching

too many or inappropriate television programs or worry about the impact of

too violent video games, parents need to supervise computer use. Teachers

also must provide the guidance and support to help parents make these

decisions. Family literacy programs can play a crucial role in helping adults

consider options, and develop strategies for parental tasks such as evaluating

software, deciding how much time is spent at the computer, and the quality of

children’s involvement with the computers. As with any new innovation that

impacts our daily lives, parents will need to set parameters and boundaries.

This can become a great Parent Time discussion topic or a research project

for adult education.

Of course, even as the advantages of incorporating the computer as a tool for

learning and growth become more evident, it is important also to

acknowledge that a lack of access to this technology for portions of society,

especially those at low income levels, creates additional challenges. Often,

statistics appear to suggest that computers are in the majority of schools and

homes. However, some evidence suggests that a “closer look” at the data for

both home and school environments indicate “more advantaged children are

much more likely than less advantaged children to be provided opportunities

to learn to use computers effectively as tools in their lives and experience

enriched learning in the classroom” (Shields & Behrman, 2000, p. 14).

Family literacy programs can help address this issue by providing quality

computer experiences for both children and their parents. During Parent and

Child Together (PACT) Time® families can utilize quality software as they

explore and create together. As parents become comfortable and skillful with
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computer programs and the Internet, they realize the value of computer skills

and knowledge for their children. As a result, they can advocate for increased

technology in their children’s schools. Parents can be a powerful voice for

children in the new digital society. Researchers Lipper and Lazarus (2000)

write that “Parents have not been given the information and tools they want

for their own children and their desires for quality educational media have

not yet taken hold. Nor have the needs of subsets of parents, such as low-

income, minority, and rural parents, been adequately addressed and

incorporated into the development of the digital society” (p. 175).

Family literacy programs are unique in their influence for positive change

within families. Quality family literacy programs support parents as they are

transformed into self-confident, out-spoken advocates for themselves and

their children. As parents feel more confident of their own academic abilities,

they are more able to become strong advocates for their children’s educational

experiences. As parents increase their own skills and their skills at supporting

their children, the whole family becomes stronger and more capable,

oftentimes lifting itself out of a long, intergenerational cycle of poverty and

little opportunity. And just as transportation technologies and

communication technologies made the world smaller and increased the

mobility and interaction of its people, the computer technologies of our

century have opened a whole new world of information and opportunities for

learning and educational growth. As teachers, administrators, and

practitioners, we have a rich role to play in guiding our families and

supporting their development, ensuring that all families have access to the

opportunities and benefits computer technology brings.

6
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Educators and 
Changing Technology

T
he role of the instructor is the crucial factor in the full

development and use of technology in the classroom. The

transformation of classroom technology from hardware, software,

and connections into tools for teaching and learning depends on

knowledgeable and enthusiastic teachers who are motivated and prepared to

put technology to work on behalf of their students. Yet there may be

significant obstacles. Many teachers do not have the technical knowledge or

skills to recognize the potential for technology in teaching and learning. Most

teachers also do not have the time and support necessary to become

knowledgeable about the technology in order to integrate it effectively into

their classrooms. Many programs do not have the infrastructure or ongoing

technical support. Programs may not have new computers or fast Internet

access, so interacting with this new technology is unreliable and frustrating.

In their ability to effectively incorporate the computer into the classroom,

teachers and instructors vary widely in their skills, knowledge, and

enthusiasm. Simply considered, we might categorize teachers and their

effectiveness with technology in the classroom into three broad levels.

At the first level, the minimum necessary for considering technology

as an enhancement to the learning environment, teachers are

noticeably enthusiastic about the benefits and possibilities of using

computers in the classroom. They are not necessarily knowledgeable

about how to take advantage of the opportunities, but they do

approach the idea with enthusiasm, curiosity, and a learner’s sense

of wanting to know how to improve their teaching methods and better

support their students through the use of technology. At this level, the light is

on, so to speak, and the instructor is ready for the new experiences to come.

It takes a specific type of support to capitalize on the enthusiasm of the

teacher at this level. Some anxiety and uncertainty may still exist, and

certainly, there are more questions about how to incorporate the computer

than there are answers. It’s typical of teachers in this stage to have a computer

in the classroom—perhaps still in the box—or to have just inherited a
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computer for their use. They may even be “pioneers” in the school system,

helping to spur an expansion of technology for that school.

First and foremost, teachers at this level should take the time to become
comfortable with the computer. Not only will it generate creative ideas for
how it can be used in the classroom, but it will be key in helping students feel
comfortable too. Like any new experience, it can be difficult to get past the
anxiety associated with this box of wires and keys, but practice and time with
the computer can help to overcome the initial hesitation. Of course, working
alone with the computer may not provide the most efficient path to self-
confidence, so some strategies like pairing up with a more experienced
teacher after school or during planning periods for some informal help can
be very beneficial. One of the unique characteristics of computer technology
is that oftentimes, the students’ knowledge of computers may exceed the
teacher’s. At this stage of ability with the computer, a knowledgeable student
can be a significant help to the teacher, as can the teacher’s children or other
family members.

The most important goal at this level is to learn about the computer, while
maintaining the enthusiasm that led the teacher there in the first place. The
computer can be fun and lead to a whole new avenue for exploring interests
and ideas. Use these objectives for guiding meaningful learning.

At the next stage of development, teachers have progressed to a fairly
competent level of knowledge of the computer. From word processing to
Internet exploration to e-mail, the teacher sees the computer as a helpful tool
for the task at hand. While not “computer geeks” by any stretch, these teachers
understand the basics of computer literacy and utilize the computer in the
classroom to help with several teaching tasks. Teachers at this level know
enough to introduce the computer to students and help them overcome
simple obstacles to its use. Basic trouble-shooting and a good understanding
of how the computer works is inherent in these teachers.

What these teachers have not quite mastered yet is the ability to think beyond
the computer as a more advanced version of other traditional tools. For them,
the computer is a typewriter with enhanced functionality. E-mail is a quicker
fax machine. And the Internet is a quick trip to the library. The tool and the
task are synonymous, and the computer is integrated into the classroom more
for the teacher’s benefit than for the benefit of the student.

Examine Your Own Computer Literacy
9



At this level, teachers are most in need of support that helps them to see the

full benefit of the computer as a learning tool. Rather than thinking about the

task at hand and then considering the computer as a way to accomplish that

task, these teachers require help in incorporating the computer into their idea

of a rich and expansive learning curriculum. Rather than seeing a more

sophisticated typewriter for recording teacher notes, these instructors should

see the computer as a tool for creating a rich literacy environment,

encouraging students to utilize word processing and other applications for the

accomplishment of specific learning objectives and as a medium for

expressing their goals, thoughts, and aspirations. Rather than a sophisticated

fax machine, teachers need assistance in thinking of e-mail as a way to create

a community of peers to support and communicate with each other. And

rather than a library of resources, the thoughts of teachers should expand to

seeing the Internet as a rich resource for helping students explore their own

interests—making learning most meaningful to individual preferences and

needs.

This stage of computer literacy is helped most often by the support of a

knowledgeable mentor or teaching peer, someone who has experience in

enriching the classroom by considering technology up front as a tool to

achieve the outcomes of the curriculum. The ability to share ideas, suggest

new strategies—and provide a supportive shoulder when ideas go sour—

creates a comfortable environment in which the new-to-technology teacher

can experiment and learn.

The third stage of computer literacy for teachers is the stage that teachers who

want to fully incorporate the computer into the classroom as a beneficial

learning tool aspire toward. For these practitioners, the computer and other

technology is a part of the planning for meeting educational outcomes. It is a

first resource for supporting the day-to-day interactions in the classroom.

And it is as invisible as a pencil, calculator, or paper in how it integrates into

the teaching strategy. One of the most telling characteristics of teachers at this

level is that they almost seem unaware that the computer is any different from

any other tool used to support classroom learning and student development.

In the family literacy classroom, the instructor extends beyond how the

computer helps achieve in-class objectives, and extends the influence of

technology to the home environment, helping parents become more
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comfortable with computers and how technology can support the learning of

their children. Digital cameras may take the place of cutting pictures out of

magazines. PowerPoint presentations bring ideas beyond the two dimensions

of the chalkboard. “Where do I plug this in?” is heard as often as “Where is

the pencil sharpener?”

In these classrooms, the computer and other technologies are fully integrated

into the environment. The computer is no longer a special box in the corner

or something students ask permission to use. Turning on the computer is as

natural as turning on the lights. It is a part of the learning arena.

Support for teachers in these classrooms takes on a much different set of

issues. The concern is no longer what to do with technology; it now becomes

how do I get more technology and better technology into my classroom? And,

by extension, into the homes of my students? The issue is access, both to

computers and to newer, more advanced learning tools that are keeping up

with the ever-increasing capacities of technology worldwide. Encouraging

administrators to include in the budget enough resources to buy memory

upgrades or new printers, thinking about technology as a strategic part of the

educational system, and helping students find ways to access technology

outside of the classroom—these are the issues faced by the fully

technologically-integrated classroom.

Conclusion

As a teacher and family literacy practitioner, where do you exist on the

continuum of skills related to educational technology and computers? How

can you continue to grow in your ability to incorporate computer technology

into your classroom to benefit the students and families you serve? This

publication can be a starting place—or a refresher for some. The chapters that

follow provide ideas on how computers contribute to the learning outcomes

for all of the components of family literacy: children’s education, Parent

Time, PACT Time, and adult education. The appendix includes several

resources and references for both students and educators.

Enhancing your classroom with technology is exciting, challenging, fun, and

perhaps scary for some. But the journey begins with the enthusiasm for the

Examine Your Own Computer Literacy
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task and the desire to best serve the needs of your students. Reading this

publication is a great place to start, but your own resilience and the support

of your peers is also necessary to help you overcome the occasional hurdles. It

will not always be an easy journey, and the work will be hard at times. But the

rewards for yourself and your students will far outweigh the effort.

Your journey is in front of you… Are you ready?

12
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Using Computers 
in Children’s Education

K
nowing that parents are their children’s first and most

influential teachers, children’s teachers find ways to support

this crucial parental role. Teachers help to foster meaningful

parent/child interactions during PACT Time. Parent Time is

used to discuss child development, the value of early literacy activities, and

how parents can support their children’s educational experiences. Teachers

model appropriate adult/child conversations, problem-solving practices and

interactive book reading. Children’s education programs provide a safe,

nurturing environment that promotes the healthy development of both

children and parents. Family literacy programs address the needs of children

in the context of the whole family.

The children’s education component in a family literacy program supports

the cognitive, social, emotional and physical development of young children

while engaging parents in their child’s educational program. Family literacy

programs may encompass children birth through elementary school age and

place a strong emphasis on language and literacy development in the context

of the whole child. Older siblings may also be impacted as their parents begin

to achieve the overall goal of family literacy—valuing education and

transferring that value to the next generation.

Family literacy children’s classrooms have multiple learning areas, regardless

of the age or grade level of the children. The newest addition to the

traditional preschool areas of block, art, writing, house, toy, and library is the

computer area. This area is not an add-on but an integrated part of a well-

equipped and well-planned classroom environment. Computer areas are

usually recommended for children age three and above. In the elementary

school setting, computers are increasingly included in the children’s everyday

classrooms rather than in an isolated computer lab.

It is especially important to include computers in the children’s education

component of family literacy because the need for a computer-literate society

is increasing. Helping children become familiar with technology at an early
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age will help prepare them for the future. According to Shields and Behrman

(2000), discussions regarding a digital divide between children from affluent

homes and children from less affluent homes “suggest that as of 2000, over

two-thirds of U.S. children have access to computers at home, and virtually all

have access at school” (p. 14). Underneath this seemingly rosy picture is the

reality that families, schools, and community agencies in low income areas

often do not have equal access to computers and the Internet. Shields and

Behrman continue: “Some 57% of children over-all had access to a home

computer in 1998, but only about 22% of children in families with annual

incomes of less than $20,000 had access to a home computer, compared to

91% of those in families with annual incomes of more than $75,000” (p. 14).

From these statistics, we can see the importance of providing quality

computer experiences for young children.

Children’s Education Outcomes

The outcomes listed below for preschool children and school-age children

were developed by the National Center for Family Literacy (2001). They are

intentionally worded in very broad terms and can be used as a guideline when

considering how to incorporate computers into children’s educational

Using Computers in Children’s Education
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experiences. Teachers and parents should work together to develop specific

goals for each child in a family literacy program.

Preschool Child (Short-term)
Make developmental progress in cognitive and language, social and 

emotional, physical and motor areas, specifically:

● Increase cognitive abilities, especially in language and literacy

● Learn/improve use of English language

● Increase self-esteem and initiative

● Increase social competence (with adults and children, both school and 

non-school environments)

● Develop/improve fine and gross motor abilities

● Improve/increase self-regulatory behaviors and approaches to tasks or 

problems (i.e., attention, motivation, curiosity, exploration and 

persistence)

● Increase knowledge about themselves, their families, communities,

cultures and the world

Preschool Child (Long-term)
● Perform in school at average or higher levels in reading, math,

language, etc.

● For non-English speaking children, perform in school at appropriate 

levels based on language skills at entry; perform at grade level within a 

stated period of time

● Display interest in and commitment to learning and school

● Succeed in school without (or with minimal need for) remediation or 

special education services

Elementary School Child (Short-term)
● Develop appropriate (age, grade, developmental) skills in all academic 

areas

● Maintain a good school attendance record

● Develop and display a positive attitude towards all aspects of school 

and learning

● Develop self-discipline and positive self-esteem

● Improve communication skills with peers and adults

16
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Elementary School Child (Long-term)
● Perform academically at or above school average

● For non-English speakers, perform in school at appropriate levels 

based on language skills at entry; perform at grade level within a 

stated period of time

● Display interest in and commitment to learning

● Succeed in school without (or with minimal need for) remediation or 

special education services

Computers in the Classroom

Including computers as an integrated part of the existing curriculum is both

exciting and challenging. The National Association for the Education of

Young Children (NAEYC, 1996) states in their position statement on

technology that “educators must use professional judgment in evaluating and

using this learning tool appropriately, applying the same criteria they would

to any other learning tool or experience” (p. 1). For example, teachers think

carefully about how a new train set will fit into the curriculum when they add

it to the block area in a preschool environment. Some questions they might

consider are: How will I introduce the new train set? After the first rush to

play with the train set, how do I extend its use? What are children learning

from their experiences with the train? Change the words “train set” to

“computers and computer software” and teachers will be thinking through

the process of integrating computers into the classroom’s curriculum.

In the elementary school setting, a teacher planning a lesson in geography

certainly would ensure that appropriate tools are on hand—maps, globes,

illustrated books, etc. Why not include the computer as a tool to enhance the

children’s experience?  Many encyclopedia-type software programs offer

interactive entries that include audio and video descriptions to bring people,

places and ideas to life. And the Internet, when carefully monitored, can

introduce children to worlds far beyond their local towns or cities.

Arranging the Computer Area
Placing computers in the classroom environment is a concrete first step in

integrating the computer area into the classroom. Two computers and a

shared printer are adequate for most classrooms, although more computers

Using Computers in Children’s Education
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may allow teachers the luxury of placing them in other areas such as the

house area. Haugland and Wright (1997) point out that “a cluster formation

allows children to view each others’ screens so that they may share ideas and

learn from each other...much learning goes on as peers pass by and watch or

talk about what is happening” (p. 71). Having one computer on a moveable

cart is a practical way to use the computer in other areas of the classroom and

during large and small group activities.

The MOBIUS Corporation (1990) suggests the following considerations for

designing an effective computer area for children’s classrooms. These tips are

appropriate both for preschool and elementary school classrooms.

Physical elements to consider as the area is set up include:

● Safety: Cords need to be organized out of the reach of

children. Use power strips with surge protectors so equipment 

can be turned on and off with one switch. Electrical outlets 

and phone connections need to be close by and protected 

from young children.

● Lighting: Computer screens need to be away from glare of

windows and fluorescent lights.

● Equipment Care: Place equipment away from sand, water,

paint, magnetic items and chalk dust.

Selecting appropriate furniture involves:

● Providing enough space for the computer, printer, peripherals,

and materials.

● Selecting child-sized furniture.

● Placing computer so the screen is at a child’s eye level.

● Adjusting the height of table and chairs to allow children to 

use keyboards, power pads, etc., so that working on the 

computer is comfortable and safe.

● Placing two chairs at each computer to encourage children to 

work cooperatively. (p. 29)

Sometimes schools are offered used computers by parents or others in the

community. While we certainly appreciate receiving donations, Bredekamp

and Rosegrant (1994) give some cautions worth considering.

18
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One rule of thumb that is somewhat counterintuitive is that very

young children need very powerful machines; the quality of graphics,

sound, animation, and visuals that children need in order to learn

demands the most powerful technology. Some people continue to

think that because children are little, they can get by with yesterday’s

equipment; this error perpetuates the use of inappropriate software

because outmoded hardware cannot support the newer, more

challenging and interesting programs. (p. 58)

Selecting Software

Selecting software is an important step in weaving technology into children’s

curriculum. The software chosen must be appropriate for the children’s use

and should support literacy development, even if this isn’t the primary focus

of the software. For example, there are thousands of computer games

available, many of them educational, but teachers should carefully consider

how the games can be used in a literacy context.

There is a vast array of software targeted for use by young children. NAEYC

(1996) notes that “market researchers tracking software trends have identified

that the largest software growth recently has been in new titles and companies

serving the early childhood educational market” (p. 1). This means that as

teachers review potential software they will want to carefully consider

children’s learning styles, the educational philosophy of their program and

specific goals for children.

Some questions to think about when selecting software for children are:

● Can it be used independently regardless of reading skills? 

● Are children in control? 

● Does it have varying levels of ease and difficulty?

● Are children actively involved? 

● Does it encourage trial and error learning? Creativity? Exploration?

● Does it appeal to children’s multisensory learning style?

● Is it engaging and enjoyable?

● Does it avoid stereotypes and violence?

● Can children feel successful?

● Does it represent children’s real world?

● Will it integrate into the classroom’s overall curriculum?

Using Computers in Children’s Education
19

“Market researchers

tracking software

trends have identified

that the largest

software growth

recently has been in

new titles and

companies serving the

early childhood

educational market.”



Haugland and Wright (1997) provide further insights into software selection:

“When children explore developmentally appropriate software, they enter an

integrated learning environment. Learning is not divided into separate or

distinct subjects such as language, spelling, math or science. Instead, children

explore an environment such as the zoo, space, the human body or the

weather and in the process gain knowledge and skills in several diverse

curriculum or developmental areas” (p. 12).

Daniel Shade (in Haugland & Shade, 1994) completed a research study on

how different kinds of software affect children, focusing “on children’s

emotional responses to developmental and non-developmental software” (p.

64). Children were videotaped as they randomly self-selected software from

three levels of developmentally appropriate software—high, medium and low.

The study found that the children were not especially discriminating when it

came to choosing software to use, and they were primarily interested in all

three levels of software appropriateness. This study points out the important

role teachers must play in selecting quality software for use in their

classrooms.

For further help with selecting appropriate software, resources such as The

Complete Sourcebook on Children’s Software by Warren Buckleitner, Ann Orr

and Ellen Wolock (2001) annually review children’s software. It is available in

hard copy or it can be subscribed to on-line. Haugland and Shade have

published a Software Scale based on a Piagetian approach to teaching. This is

another tool to help teachers evaluate software and is available in the book

Young Children and Technology by Haugland and Wright (1997).

Using Computers to Support 
Early Literacy

Young children learn best when they are actively involved. Early literacy skills

should become a natural part of children’s interactive play at the computer as

well as in all other areas of the classroom. Adults play a central role in

children’s early literacy development both at home and in the classroom. This

is especially true when including computers in the learning environment.
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According to NAEYC (1996), “research indicates that, in practice, computers

supplement and do not replace highly valued early childhood activities and

materials, such as art, blocks, sand, water, books, exploration with writing

materials, and dramatic play” (p. 1). The challenge for teachers is to find

meaningful ways for computers to enrich curriculum, to be integrated into

daily routines, and to extend classroom activities.

Using Computers in a Literacy-Rich Environment
Books are an important part of children’s environment and are usually the

first item we think about when discussing literacy. A wide variety of books are

available on CD-ROM. For example, Arthur’s Reading Race, one of a series of

Arthur books by Marc Brown, is available from Broderbund (The Learning

Company) and includes hidden animation to help tell the story. Just Grandma

and Me is an e-storybook that can be read in Spanish, French and German.

Having copies of the real books available throughout the classroom extends

children’s knowledge of uses and various forms of books.

While books are an obvious part of the literate environment, there are many

other literacy-based materials in a child’s world. Adults and children can work

together using word processing and art programs to create environmental

print, such as printed signs and labels that indicate where things belong. The

labels can include words in multiple languages, pictures of the children,

and/or symbols.

Children and teachers may discuss and create simple classroom directions or

rules and use the computer to design these notices. A rule might be to walk

inside and run outside. Using a digital camera, children can take pictures of

their feet and create signs showing feet walking inside and running outside. A

pictorial sequence for washing hands can be developed and posted over the

sink. Children who built a complex block structure can use the computer to

make a sign asking others not to knock it down. Letters and symbols for

frequently used words and names might be printed on cards and placed in a

container at the computer center. As children create notes, stories, lists or

signs, they can refer to the cards and copy the words they need.

According to Schickendanz (1999), when “teachers plan children’s

environments and activities carefully so that literacy is an integral part of

everything they do, then literacy learning becomes a meaningful part of
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children’s everyday lives” (p. 150). When computers and quality software are

an integral part of the daily literate environment, technology becomes a

meaningful part of children’s everyday life.

Using Computers to Advance Language & Vocabulary Development
Children’s knowledge and use of language and vocabulary is a necessary

prerequisite for their literacy development. Listening skills, communicating

orally, talking frequently with children and adults, exploring and being

exposed to new words in books and other print, and sharing new experiences

are all vitally important for children’s progress in both language and

vocabulary development. Some education professionals have expressed the

fear that computers in classrooms may increase children’s isolation and limit

language development. This does not seem to be the case because in order to

work together at the computer, children must use language. As Haugland and

Wright (1997) point out:

The computer area is rich with social interaction, children discussing

what they are doing, asking a peer for help, exploring a program

together, showing a friend the picture they have drawn, comparing

houses they have constructed, etc. In fact, when children utilize

computers, all levels of play are observed from parallel to cooperative.

Research has shown that not only can children work together at the

computers, they frequently prefer working with a peer to using the

computer alone. (p. 8) 
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In addition to conversations at the computer, children can dictate a story to

an adult and have their words recorded and printed. Many programs have

voice capacity and children can hear words in connection with directions,

activities, and graphics. For English Language Learners, programs are

available that speak words in other languages and match pictures and words

in English. Teachers can create their own language activities using the

computer microphone to record their voices reading a story, giving directions,

or describing an activity that relates to classroom activities. This is a way to

make connections between individual children and classroom curriculum.

Using computers and talking about what is happening involves a new
vocabulary based on technology. Children learn words like download,
software, disc drive and keyboard, and understand and internalize their
meaning through concrete experiences.

Children learn to communicate with others electronically. With some initial
assistance from an adult, they can send an e-mail to a parent. It may simply
say “I love you” but the child is using language to convey a feeling. As children
become more adept at e-mail, they can communicate with children in other
parts of the country or around the world. Vocabulary and writing skills
increase as they share stories and information about each other. Their
language fluency grows because they have new and exciting things to talk
about with classmates, parents and teachers.

Using Computers to Assist Phonological Awareness
Phonological awareness is a broad term that includes phonemic awareness,
defined by Armbruster, Lehr and Osborn (2001) as “the ability to hear,
identify, and manipulate individual sounds—phonemes—in spoken words”
(p. 4). In addition to identifying the individual sounds in words, phonological
awareness involves manipulating and working with the larger parts of spoken
language, such as rhymes, words, and syllables.

Knowing that phonological awareness is the understanding that the sounds of

spoken language work together to make words points teachers toward

programs that talk to children. Look for programs that focus on rhyming

words, songs and repetition. Teachers can create their own computer activities

using children’s favorite songs or rhymes. The text of rhyming words or

specific phonemes can be highlighted on the computer to draw children’s

attention to them.
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Programs working with older children (6-8 years) may be concerned with

phonics which is not the same as phonemic awareness. As defined by

Armbruster, Lehr and Osborn (2001), “phonics is the understanding that

there is a predictable relationship between phonemes and graphemes, the

letters that represent those sounds in written language” (p. 3). When searching

for programs to enhance these skills, it is important to limit drill and practice

activities. According to Clements (1994), children who use open-ended

software, as opposed to drill-and-practice kinds of software, are more likely to

exhibit significant gains in intelligence, structural knowledge, long-term

memory, manual dexterity, and self-esteem.

Using Computers to Increase Book Knowledge & Print Awareness
Book knowledge and appreciation, as well as learning print concepts, starts in

early infancy when babies handle and chew on books. This learning continues

throughout early childhood as children become more familiar with the

language of books and how books work, and understand the variety of

language structures that books contain.

Children will enjoy looking at books adapted to the computer, especially

when they also have tactile experiences with the “hard-copy” books

themselves. As they see books in print, they become aware of directionality—

that books in English are read from left to right and top to bottom. As with

real books, they learn that electronic books have a beginning and ending and

that the language of books is different from the language of conversation.

There are several programs that enable children to write their own stories. As

they write, they learn that books begin with a title page, include illustrations,

and have various elements such as characters, time and place, and genre. The

young authors can decide the type of character for their story—are they

animals, people from the past, their friends and family, or imaginary?

Programs assist with the spelling of words and some even read what is written

back to the author. Perhaps most important to any author is that once the

book is printed, they can read it over and over.

Very young children are most interested in picture books with few words.

They can take pictures and, with the assistance of adults, create dialogue to go

along. When a class takes a field trip, pictures are usually taken. After the

pictures are developed, they can be scanned into the computer. Or, if taken
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with a digital camera, pictures can be downloaded into the computer or a

developer could put them on a disc or CD-ROM. These techniques enable

children to create books that are meaningful to them.

A specific program described on the Real e-Books Web site

(www.realebooks.com) is especially useful to teachers, parents and children.

There are templates for pictures and text so children can create their very own

book. Perhaps they want to tell a story about their school. The children may

take pictures to represent what happens throughout the day and, again with

the help of an adult, create dialogue to accompany the pictures. When

finished, they have an inexpensive reproducible book that was fun to create.

As children read and create books of their own, they become aware of the

function of books in their everyday life. They become knowledgeable about

how books work and the pleasure they can derive from looking at and

reading them.

Using Computers to Enhance Early Writing & Alphabet Knowledge
Being able to experiment with writing and having knowledge of the alphabet

is necessary for children’s successful literacy development and school

readiness. Adults—both teachers and parents—play a critical role in the

process as they encourage, praise and guide children in their endeavors to

learn the alphabet and how to write. They support the learning process as

they provide materials and environments for children to explore, manipulate

and use the alphabet and writing tools. The computer is useful as a writing

tool for young children.

As children learn to write, they must use letters. According to Beaty and

Tucker (1987), “children need to learn by trying out letters playfully in all

sorts of situations…. [From this they learn] that there is a particular way each

letter is written and a particular direction each should face. They need to

discover the rules about letters just as they discover the rules about speaking

English—on their own” (p. 55).

There are many ways within a classroom that children can experiment and

learn about letters and the computer provides one way. Some software

programs allow children to play around with the letters that are important to

them, especially the first letter of their name. Beaty and Tucker (1987)
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recommend that “children should be able to choose out of the whole alphabet

the particular letters they need to use, and they should be able to learn them

on their own by playing around with them” (p. 57). Teachers need to select

programs carefully that allow experimentation and learning in a

developmentally appropriate way.

Certain programs allow children to type letters and words so that the

computer reads them back. The object of this type of software is to allow

children to learn letters and words that are meaningful to them. Some

programs respond orally in both English and Spanish and allow the child to

select which language. In addition, as Haugland and Wright (1997) point out,

“children can explore letters and words by typing them on the screen. They

do not need the fine motor skills required to hold a pencil and then form

letters and words” (p. 14). Children often write longer and more complex

thoughts when using a computer and children with physical and learning

disabilities may feel more successful when using a computer to express

themselves.

As children become knowledgeable about specific letters, they may want to

create an alphabet book using familiar items. This could be an individual,

small group, or whole class activity. Children can find graphics on the

computer or use a camera to illustrate their book.

When children make labels, name tags, signs and notes, it gives them an

opportunity to use letters and words in a purposeful manner. For example,

when children want to identify items in the block area, they can use computer

graphics or photos of cars, trucks and traffic signs to make labels.

The area of alphabet learning is one where drill and practice software is easy

to find and the games are often entertaining and appealing to children. It is

important that teachers search out the 25% of developmentally appropriate

software that is open-ended and interactive.
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Using Computers in the Assessment
Process

The computer can be used to document children’s progress in literacy skills.

Children create artwork, writing and stories on the computer which can then

be saved, dated and printed as a running record of their work. Older children

can be involved in selecting materials for their portfolio, putting items into

sequence and using the computer microphone to record a narration about

their work. Materials might be saved, scanned or photographed in order to

produce a disc or CD-ROM that can be taken home and reviewed.

One interesting screening tool is available on-line on the Get Ready to Read!

Web site (www.getreadytoread.org). Get Ready to Read! is a program of the

National Center for Learning Disabilities, and they have developed a research-

based screening tool that parents can use to determine where their child is on

the path to reading. The site also offers parents and teachers information

about skill-building activities and answers to common questions.

Many teachers record and organize child observations on the computer.

Several programs have been created in conjunction with curriculum to make

record keeping easier and more accurate. However, Haugland and Wright

(1987) caution that “true assessment must go far beyond the electronic grade

book or computer-based slide show. It must involve many forms of teacher

observation focusing on children’s thoughts and feelings, their plans and

understandings, their risks and their mistakes and their solutions” (p. 88).

Conclusion

The technology that engulfs our society is exciting and challenging for

teachers of children. As Haugland (2000) states, “for computers to have an

impact on children’s learning and for teachers to tap into the rich benefits,

computer activities need to mesh with children’s educational goals. Only

when computers are integrated into the curriculum do children demonstrate

gains in conceptual understanding, develop abstract thinking, increase verbal

skills, and have gains in problem solving” (p. 14).
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Staff development is essential if teachers are to integrate computers into the

total learning environment. Only when teachers feel comfortable and

knowledgeable can they encourage others to use and explore technology.

Teachers need time to learn about, explore and experiment with new

software. Ongoing training is needed in order for staff to keep abreast of new

developments.

As computer centers are included in classrooms, teachers must promote the

use of computers by all children. According to Bowman and Beyer (1994),

“young children can learn either that technological skills are ‘socially

desirable’ and expected of them or, conversely, that such knowledge is

exclusive and more available to some people than to others. In contemplating

the social context of technology, teachers must be mindful that institutions

tend to duplicate current power relationships among people” (p. 29). Bias is

often very subtle, so teachers have to screen software and classroom practices

carefully to be sure they do not portray stereotypes about gender, race, age,

culture and social issues.

Technology brings new ideas and practices into children’s classrooms and

may cause broad changes in the way we think about the learning environment

of young children. Bowman and Beyer (1994) further state that “literacy, for

instance, has changed the way societies organize knowledge; the changes are

evident when comparing literate societies to non-literate societies. Griffin and

Cole (1986) point out that the co-construction of knowledge that is possible

through computer use in the international community may potentially

change the framework of thought in different communities. With computers,

young children can enter new realms of experience” (p. 23).

For those who love technology and all it means to society, it will be easy to

add a computer center to the children’s education component. For others

who are not as comfortable, this addition might be quite challenging.

Hopefully, all teachers will look at the computer as they do any new addition

to the classroom and explore how to use it to meet the needs of children and

integrate it across the curriculum. After all, the computer is a tool for learning

just like paper and pencil.
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Internet Sites 
for Children’s Education
There are literally thousands of Web sites that promote educational activities
for children of all ages. The following list is by no means exhaustive, but can
provide a starting point for teachers and parents. Some of the sites below
offer on-line literacy activities that children can enjoy directly, while others
include information and tips for teachers and parents both for using the
computer as a learning tool with children and about literacy development in
general.

Build Ability: Easiest Multimedia Program for Early Literacy Activities—
Teachers can create their own activities and lessons for children (K-3):
http://www.donjohnston.com/catalog/buildabilityd.htm

Center for the Improvement of Early Reading Achievement—Includes
reports, news, research and links to other literacy and education resources for
teachers:
www.ciera.org

“Choosing Software for Children”—This article, available on the ERIC
database, contains tips for selecting age-appropriate software:
http://ericae.net/edo/ED267914.htm

Get Ready to Ready—This site, developed by the National Center for
Learning Disabilities, provides activities and research, as well as a parent
screening tool for four-year-old children:
www.getreadytoread.org

PBS Kids—In addition to providing links to all the children’s productions on
PBS, this site offers games, stories, music and coloring pages:
www.pbskids.org

Reading Rockets—This national multimedia project looks at how young kids
learn to read, why so many struggle, and how caring adults can help them.
The site features lots of information for parents as well as news about reading
for teachers:
www.readingrockets.org
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Webbing Into Literacy: A Head Start Program—This downloadable program,
designed for rural Head Start teachers, provides lesson plan ideas around
nursery rhymes:
http://curry.edschool.virginia.edu/go/wil/home.html
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Using Computers 
in Parent Time

P
arent groups abound in public and community education

programs. Whether the purpose is to educate and inform,

provide opportunities for mutual support, or advocate family

services, parent groups meet a deep and growing need to address

family issues for the very people who face those issues daily—the parents.

These parents bring to the groups various strengths that enrich the

experience, as well as a myriad of difficult obstacles to overcome.

Family literacy programs set aside a focused, regularly scheduled time just for

parents during Parent Time. As defined by the federal definition of family

literacy services, Parent Time “provides training for parents regarding how to

be the primary teacher for their children and full partners in the education of

their children.”

For parents or other primary caregivers who enroll in family literacy

programs, Parent Time is an opportunity to share their concerns and their

strategies for dealing with home issues and day-to-day challenges. The

primary focus of Parent Time is on improving parenting skills, particularly by

strengthening parents’ understanding and support of their children’s literacy

development and early school success. Parent Time also works to help parents

provide a more stable home environment for their children by addressing

other life skills, increasing areas such as self-esteem and confidence. In

addition, Parent Time works to improve interpersonal skills and

communication, and offers parents the chance to both give and receive peer

support. Successful parent education sessions are based on the strengths,

interests, and needs of parents.

Four primary purposes exist for Parent Time:
1. Sharing of information and new ideas. Parent Time supports parents’

roles as their children’s first teacher by building their awareness of child 

development, especially the development of literacy skills in children.

This component also offers adults the opportunity to discuss other 

issues that affect the well-being of the family and which directly or 
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indirectly impact children’s literacy development, such as health care 

and nutrition, family economics, legal rights, and school procedures 

and expectations. Parents may share information about a wide range of

topics and concepts:

● Children’s literacy development

● Parents as the first, most important teacher of their children

● The curriculum of the school, school “structure” or expectations

● The social, emotional, behavioral, or health needs of children

● Parenting skills

● Human relations and career exploration

● Problem solving skills.

2. Offering encouragement and peer support. Many impoverished adults 

experience isolation, anxiety, and hopelessness. Having a consistent 

group of supporters with whom to discuss real problems and 

brainstorm solutions can help adults find strengths within themselves to 

take a more active part in their lives and in the lives of their children.

Working in a team or group setting also helps to improve listening and 

communicating skills while creating an empowering environment of

peer support through a close circle of friends.

3. Providing advocacy and referrals to other services. Some of the issues 

adults in family literacy programs face are beyond the scope and 

expertise of in-house staff. The focus during Parent Time is on learning.

Most teachers are not trained therapists and should be cautious,

especially when dealing with difficult issues that may be more suitably 

addressed by another professional. At times, it may be necessary to refer 

parents to other services available to them, such as legal assistance,

counseling or therapy, housing assistance, emergency shelter, or 

substance abuse treatment. Parent Time offers adults the chance to 

learn more about these services so that they can take better advantage of

them.

4. Helping parents set goals for themselves and their children. Often parents 

can become so overwhelmed by the responsibilities of their everyday 

lives, it is difficult for them to look forward to the future. With help 

from an instructor, Parent Time allows parents to work toward specific 

short- and long-term goals, record their progress and celebrate their 

successes.
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Having a focused, regularly scheduled time set aside for parents is key to

helping adults intentionally plan to be strong, positive influences for their

children. Shonkoff and Phillips (2000) report that even when young children

spend most of their waking hours in some form of child care, the parents

remain the most influential adults in their lives. Yet, recent surveys examining

how well parents are prepared to influence the development of their children

find significant information gaps among parents regarding how children

develop, how adults can best support that development, realistic expectations

of children, and the effectiveness of physical punishment (Lally, Learner &

Lurie-Hurvitz, 2001). Some aspects of literacy development—print awareness,

concepts, knowledge of text, reading for fun, vocabulary, and discourse—are

particularly open to influence by the family and home environments (Snow,

Burns & Griffin, 1998).

Families vary widely in their structure, values, interests, and resources, yet all

can benefit from a system of parent education and support. A well-structured

Parent Time can promote group dynamics, interaction, participation, respect

for personal and cultural differences, self-esteem, critical thinking, lifelong

learning, and a host of other things. Parent Time is one effective way to

bridge the gap between the classroom and “real life” circumstances.

Parent Time Participant Outcomes

As you consider how computers can be integrated into Parent Time, bear in

mind the following broad outcomes for this component, developed by the

National Center for Family Literacy (2001).

Parent (Short-term)
● Increase knowledge of children’s development

● Improve understanding of their own children’s abilities, strengths and 

needs

● Increase awareness of alternative approaches to child discipline and 

behavior management

● Increase awareness of their roles as teachers of their children: the 

importance of modeling literacy practices, knowledge of appropriate 

ways to support children’s learning, etc.

● Increase awareness of school expectations; learn how to communicate 

effectively with school personnel, and advocate for their children
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● Learn and practice life-management techniques: time management,

stress management, problem solving, use of community resources

● Expand social support networks

● Develop attitudes, strategies and behaviors leading to improved self-

image and mental health

Parent (Long-term)
● Support children’s education by promoting school attendance,

maintaining involvement with school personnel, and participating in 

school functions

● Encourage children’s learning and development by modeling literacy 

behaviors, continuing education and training, maintaining a healthy 

and supportive home environment, and expressing high expectations 

for children’s achievement

Integrating Computers 
into Parent Time

In a typical Parent Time session of 45-60 minutes,

parents may learn about their children’s school

curriculum, discuss the developmental stages of

children or adults, listen to speakers from the

community, create craft projects, or deal with

critical issues prioritized by the parents themselves.

The computer can play a big role in facilitating all

facets of Parent Time. Whether staff use the

computer to plan, the whole group utilizes the

computer to assist in group activities, or individual

parents rely on the computer for exploration and

response, the thread of technology can be woven

throughout these experiences, enriching the

interaction between staff and parents and between

parents themselves.
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Using Computers to Plan
Effective Parent Time sessions don’t just happen; they take planning and

structure. And to plan effectively, the efforts of all of the members of the staff

are needed. In addition to ensuring that Parent Time sessions meet the needs

of the parents in the program, good planning integrates academic skills into

the activities, providing opportunities for parents to practice reading, writing,

critical thinking, and problem solving.

Computers are helpful in effectively planning for Parent Time sessions. Given

the multiple problems and critical issues facing parents daily, it might be easy

to roll with a “topic of the day” approach. However, the computer can help

ease the process of creating a plan that incorporates student input and keeps

the focus where it should be—on the goals, interests and needs of the

students, especially in support of literacy development.

For example, some family literacy programs use the computer as a graphic

organizer at the very beginning of the planning process for Parent Time

sessions. Early in the year, a Parent Time session is devoted to brainstorming

possible topics that could be addressed in future sessions. A classroom

computer provides visible support for these brainstorming activities. Brought

into the center of the discussion by a parent or teacher who records

responses, the computer provides a versatile electronic flip chart that can

store a vast amount of information, save, and print it for distribution to the

entire class. The computer screen image can even be projected on a wall by

connecting the computer to a projection system. As the brainstorming session

unfolds, all comments are recorded and saved. The next step might be to

work as a group to categorize the ideas presented. While the parents make the

decisions about which ideas connect, the cut and paste feature on a word

processing program such as Microsoft Word eases the movement of text.

Another strategy that would work on the computer at this stage in the

brainstorming process is called clustering. By taking a list of ideas that were

gathered in the brainstorming session, the parents could create clusters of

ideas that relate. Parents can group ideas graphically (if the skill level and

software allows this functionality) or, if it is not possible to design the

graphic, then ideas could simply be rearranged in categories using the cut and

paste feature. Keep in mind, however, that the computer itself and how the

program or features work should never take precedence over the content of
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the ideas exchanged in the brainstorming session. Encourage parents to find

the ways the computer can help them express their ideas without

overcomplicating the task. Sometimes, simpler really is better.

Once the ideas are in categories, the next step could be to expand on one or

more of these ideas. Again, the computer eases the process of inserting text.

Up until this point in the session, the teaching team would probably include

all parents in a large group discussion. If there are several computers

available, the parents could now work in small groups, expanding ideas that

were of particular interest to them. Each idea might be developed into a

complete paper dealing with the topic, or it could generate more discussion

for the next session.

For these small group activities, it is sometimes helpful to group parents in

ways that encourage learning about the computer as a part of the task at

hand. As long as one parent does not “take over” for the group and become

the “computer expert,” blending parents into a mixture of computer

proficiency levels can encourage peer-to-peer learning.

As a part of the planning process, teaching teams may also enlist the help of

parents to create or modify surveys to plan the order of sessions based on the

parents’ priorities. Parent Time should address specific topics of interest to

families in the program. It is important that families take ownership of their

education. Programs should consider using a survey form to determine

parents’ interest and needs, and then develop a list of topics based on parents’

input and on the knowledge of the basic skills parents will need to be

successful.

Starting with a sample survey (like the one following), the teaching team may

work with a group of parents to ensure a wide range of options are

represented. Parents can use the computer to edit, format, and print the

survey for the entire group. Once the survey has been printed and distributed

to all parents, the surveys can be collected and evaluated, and topics can be

prioritized based on the input of the parents reflected in the survey.
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Parent Time Survey
Parents are called upon to play many different roles as they raise their children, and many different

skills are needed. Please check the topics that are of most interest to you. Topics will be selected

from the most requested items.
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❑ Understanding literacy development

❑ Guidance and discipline techniques

❑ Encouraging positive behavior

❑ How to support reading readiness

❑ Being assertive as a parent

❑ Dealing with sibling rivalry

❑ Coping with temper tantrums

❑ Talking with children’s teachers

❑ Maintaining adult consistency in parenting 

and decision making

❑ Choosing which parenting skills to use from 

your own parents

❑ Sharing your feelings

❑ Understanding the feelings of others

❑ Helping children with homework

❑ Family communication

❑ Dealing with stress

❑ Organizing your time and your child’s time

❑ Doing special things for yourself

❑ Relaxation for you and your child

❑ Understanding how children learn

❑ Fostering creativity in children

❑ The effects of TV on children

❑ Dealing with child sexuality

❑ Showing affection

❑ Having fun as a family

❑ Playing with children

❑ Understanding the law pertaining to 

handicapped children

❑ Single parenting/step-parenting

❑ Art for children

❑ Toys for children

❑ Providing quality nutrition

❑ Providing a safe environment

❑ Providing for health needs

❑ First aid for children

❑ Other

Please list special skills you would be 

willing to share or demonstrate with parents 

at a parent seminar:



Facilitating Discussion and Follow-up
Discussion is a frequently used instructional format in parent groups, even

when the bulk of a session centers on a guest speaker, a presentation of new

information by the teaching team, or a hands-on project. Computers can

assure that the discussion is much more than a limited verbal exercise and

allow the activity to expand in a number of ways.

Recording the content of the discussion in a brainstorming session is an

effective use of the computer that benefits the entire group. However, more

individualized use is to have students record personal responses to topics

covered in the discussion. This activity forces the kind of reflection that might

be missing at the end of a discussion, especially those that are emotionally

charged. The response could be in a free form with very limited instruction—

“Write what you are feeling or thinking about this discussion topic.” Or, it

might be more structured—“Write a description of the discussion’s content,

the interaction that took place, and your response.” Either activity offers

students a way of personally reacting to the topic no matter how actively

involved they were in the actual discussion. In addition, they can use this time

to plan their next steps in dealing with this issue or find closure on the topic.

As an alternative to individual responses to Parent Time discussions, simply

recording the events of the Parent Time session is a good summary technique.

At the end of the session, parents can take turns summarizing what has

occurred. These summaries will provide a history of the sessions as well as a

way of assessing progress as the parents work through the dynamics of group

interaction.

Recording the events of the session may be just the first stage in the follow-up

activities in which parents can use the computer. “Thank you” notes to guest

speakers generated by a word processor or other program send a message

beyond the gratitude conveyed. The professional appearance of these notes

also reflects a professional attitude on the part of the student. In addition to

“thank you” notes, students may want to set up and continue dialogue or

correspondence with the speaker, or ask personal questions that are more

appropriately addressed outside a group setting.

Using the computer in these ways is a self-esteem builder that allows the

students to say what they need to say in a format that will be taken seriously
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by the reader. For example, after a Parent Time discussion on the rights of

crime victims and how to exercise those rights, one of the parents found the

courage to write a letter to the local parole board. She listed the reasons that

she and her family feared the release of a prisoner who had harmed them.

The response of the board in her favor taught a lesson about follow-up that

cannot be matched!

Generating Materials
In cases where commercially available materials for use in Parent Time may

not fit the needs of the parents, the computer creates opportunities for

teachers and students to create their own materials. What better way to meet

the individual needs of families and help them reach their goals than to

design and use materials just for them? Parent Time offers additional

opportunities to meet individual needs and also respond to the general needs

of the group through the use of such materials.

Early topics for Parent Time in comprehensive family literacy programs

revolve around an understanding of the family literacy program and goals,

the children’s curriculum, and the developmental stage of children and adults.

Commercial materials on family literacy probably do not address the qualities

and characteristics that make each program uniquely different. However, a

brochure designed on the computer by program staff could be much more

expressive of the content and spirit of a particular program. Although a wide

variety of written materials exist on the topics of child and adult

development, the reading level or the intended audience (college students,

educators, doctors) of these materials often prohibits parents from benefiting

fully from the information. Frustration does not lead to understanding! A

better approach might be to have the teaching team present information on

developmental stages with a variety of learning styles in mind (tapes, books,

demonstrations, hands-on activities, observations), and then have the

students use the computer to create written materials that reflect their

understanding of the developmental stages. The students’ involvement in the

process deepens their level of understanding.

From the teacher’s standpoint, using the computer can save time in

producing materials and allows for the individualization mentioned earlier. A

large variety of materials are needed to support the various needs of adults in

Parent Time sessions. Computers offer the means to expand educational
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resources in a personal way. When students realize that something has been

created especially for them, the material, the exercise, the concept or skill

addressed expands in value.

Try This! Organizing Community
Resources

As mentioned in this section, the computer in the classroom can be a

beneficial tool for creating materials that specifically meet the individual and

group needs of the parents enrolled in a family literacy program. Often the

families enrolled in programs are overwhelmed by bureaucracy that is meant

to serve them. Simply finding the right agency to fulfill a need sometimes is

beyond their ability to cope. Parent Time sessions can assist parents in

exploring the options they have and finding the services needed to support

their families. The computer can give additional support by organizing those

options and services into a format that is easy to use.

Many communities have on-line resources that adult students can explore—

both expanding their research skills and tapping into useful information.
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Here are two strategies to try in your program to help parents organize

information and become more comfortable with the services intended to help

them.

Introduce parents to a database program such as Microsoft Excel. Using

relatively simple functionality within the program, parents can create a

database of information they collect about the community and the resources

available to them. As parents collect information, they can enter it by

category. In many database programs, parents (and teachers!) would then be

able to perform simple searches within specific databases to locate a service or

contact person easily. Teachers can model database use by organizing

information important to Parent Time sessions, such as a list of potential

guest speakers or file materials that support critical issues.

A second strategy involving the use of a database program can take place at

the agency level. While a bit more complex, programs can create a database of

information relating to family services so that a collaborative approach could

be used to help families in need. When agencies have access to the same

information on families, the redundant paperwork that intimidates families

and inundates agency staff would be eliminated. Of course, you’ll need to

consider serious issues of privacy and logistics inherent in such an approach,

but the technology is available and can help various agencies provide services

efficiently to families when they are ready to pool their paperwork and

resources.

Try This! Digital Goal Setting

Goal setting is an essential element of Parent Time. Computer technology,

such as a digital camera, can help to make the process relevant, fun and

appropriate for families with a wide range of individual needs.

Inexpensive digital cameras are widely available and not much more difficult

to master than a regular film camera. If your program has a digital camera,

check it out to parents and ask them to take pictures of things that represent

the goals they’d like for the children. The parent can bring the camera back to

the program, and you can work together to insert the pictures into a software

program such as Microsoft Word or PowerPoint. Under each picture, the

parent can type goal statements and the smaller steps that are necessary to
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reach these goals. Once printed, these can be hung around the adult

education room and easily updated regularly.

One benefit of using the digital camera is that the activity can be adapted to a

wide range of families:

● For families who do not read: Taking pictures is an excellent way to 

convey the goals parents have for their children. Staff can then guide 

the process of pasting these pictures into the computer and during the 

process can talk with the parents about their goals for their children.

● For English Language Learners (ELL): With another parent or an 

interpreter who speaks the parent’s language, staff can guide the 

process of selecting and inserting “picture goals” and discussing them 

with the parent. Once the pictures are printed, the parent may want to 

write his or her goals on the sheet in the native language.

● For home visits: With a laptop computer, the process can be easily 

adapted for the home visit. If the home visitor does not have access to 

a laptop, the home visitor and parent can take pictures together, and 

the home visitor can print the digital pictures back at the program so 

the goal development activity can continue on the next visit.

● For parents of special needs children: Because goals for special needs 

children may be quite different from goals for normally developing 

children, some parents may wish to keep their goals, and 

conversations about their goals, confidential. Working with the 

parents at the computer, staff may need to provide additional support 

in helping parents set realistic goals for their children. Involvement of

others who work with the child and family may be important.

However, this goal setting process could be helpful in writing 

Individual Education Plans (IEPs) and Individual Family Service 

Plans (IFSPs).

● For all parents: Print and post the goal sheets in the children’s 

classroom or in an area where parents gather to remind them of their 

goals for their children. If parents prefer to keep their goals 

confidential, encourage them to post their goal activity sheet at home 

or in another place where it is comfortable for them.
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Try This! Alleviating Computer
Anxiety

If parents are apprehensive about the computer, a bit of child’s play can serve

several beneficial purposes. Borrow some children’s software from the early

childhood classroom. Then, group parents in pairs and have each pair spend a

few minutes exploring one of the software programs. In addition to giving

them insight into some of the learning tools their children are using, the

relatively easy operation of these programs helps introduce parents to the

basics of computer navigation in a non-threatening but purposeful way.

Try This! Information Superhighway

One of the biggest advantages of the computer in the classroom is the access

it provides to an almost unlimited supply of resources. The Internet is a

gateway to learning that parents can use to explore their interests and that

teachers can use to help individualize the educational experience.

Ask parents to bring a topic of interest or an issue for their family to the

Parent Time session. Guide the parents to one or two Web sites that serve as

good resources to parents and ask them to explore the site for information

related to their topic. Again, it may help to group parents when appropriate.

Not only does it increase discussion and collaboration between parents, but

they can assist each other with the computer, if needed.

Parents can report back to the whole group about their findings and can talk

a bit about their experience with the Web site they visited. In addition to

gaining insight into their unique topic or issue, parents also come away from

this activity with a good idea of Web-based resources they can use on their

own. Posting a list of good sites for parents will contribute to this continued

exploration. (A list of some useful sites are included at the end of this

chapter.)
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Conclusion

Parent Time is an integral part of a comprehensive family literacy program. It

is a time when the adult students in the program face life’s most challenging

role—that of parent. It is also a time of discovery and celebration. Parents

discover characteristics many children share at various developmental stages,

and also learn to celebrate their own child’s unique qualities. They also

discover the commonalities and celebrate the unique qualities in themselves.

During the process, they find teachers and fellow students who become

friends and trusted supporters as they learn how to deal with, and eventually

break, the intergenerational cycle

which traps them academically

and economically.

The only thing a machine can add

to this very human process is more

support, and that is exactly what a

computer does. The computer lets

parents and teachers proceed with

their goals in Parent Time by

making it possible, actually easy,

for parents and teachers to

facilitate and extend discussions,

assist in the creation of materials,

record events, and organize

information.
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Some Parent Time Resources

Publications

A Parent’s Guide to the Internet, U.S. Department of Education

Popular Web sites for Parents

ABC’s of Parenting - Comprehensive Source for Great Parenting: Includes a

Web directory devoted exclusively to parents and parents-to-be. While the site

contains a lot of content, it is arranged so that it is relatively easy to navigate

to information.

www.abcparenting.com

About – Parenting & Family: Organized by topic, including sections on

parenting special needs. Also includes sign-up option for e-mail newsletter.

http://home.about.com/parenting/

The National Parenting Center: Dedicated to providing parents with

comprehensive and responsible guidance from the world’s most renowned

child-rearing authorities.

www.tnpc.com

Parenthood: Information for parents that the experts “forgot to mention.”

www.parenthoodweb.com 

ParentsPlace: Created by two stay-at-home parents to convey broad content

depth with an emphasis on newborns and pregnancy.

www.parentsplace.com

Parent Soup: An Internet community where parents can discuss and learn

about parenting. The site contains a wealth of information, but could be a

little intimidating to navigate for new Internet users.

www.parentsoup.com

Parenting.com: Read articles, read expert questions and answers, or explore

other parenting tips and resources. A very “commercial” site; navigation can

be cumbersome for new users.

www.parenting.com
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Parenting.org: Common sense answers to parenting questions. Site is

organized to provide easy access to content based on child’s age.

www.parenting.org

Parenting Resources for the 21st Century: Addresses topics that include

school violence, child development, home schooling, organized sports, child

abuse, and the juvenile justice system.

www.parentingresources.ncjrs.org

Parenting Babies and Toddlers: Explores all aspects of parenting babies and

toddlers, including information on child development, health and safety tips.

www.babyparenting.about.com

Parenting of K-6 Children: Contains extensive resources including chat and

forums for parents of elementary children.

www.childparenting.about.com

Parenting Today’s Teen: Provides information, insight and support for

parents of teens. Site includes on-line chatting and on-line classes for parents.

www.parentingteens.com

Positive Parenting (On-Line!): Dedicated to providing resources and

information to make parenting rewarding, effective and fun! Classes and

workshops are the primary emphasis of this site.

www.positiveparenting.com

Raising Teenagers – Parenting of Adolescents: Topics on raising teenagers

with an active forum, articles, researched net links and much more.

www.parentingteens.about.com
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Using Computers 
in Parent and Child
Together (PACT) Time®

W
hat is your earliest memory of a family activity?

Depending on the decade of your childhood, you may

recall taking a car ride with your family on Sunday, going

on picnics, or spending hours at the kitchen table playing

card games like Old Maid or Go Fish. Board games such as Candy Land or

Chutes and Ladders may have been a favorite, or you might remember the

comfort of sitting in a special lap listening to a favorite story. Family activities

are treasured memories but we often overlook the power these activities have

in building a foundation of literacy skills. Parents are their child’s first and

most influential teacher and these social interactions between parents and

children support this crucial role.

One measure of a healthy family is the attention given to intergenerational

activities. Families who spend time together reflect the value they place on

each other and the priority that family has in their lives. It is this same

attention to intergenerational activities in a family literacy program that

provides parents with an effective approach to family interaction. Parent and

Child Together (PACT) Time® is the intergenerational literacy activity time in

family literacy programs. PACT Time is a regularly scheduled time for parents

and children to enjoy quality time as they play and work together. During

PACT Time, parents have the opportunity to learn about their children, to

observe them as they learn through play, to build on their ideas and to

encourage them to use language as they exercise their imagination.

Family literacy program models will vary, but parent-child interactions are

the heart of the family literacy concept. Parents from programs throughout

the nation relate that while they enjoy all aspects of the family literacy

program, PACT Time is by far the time they value most. They appreciate the

opportunity to play and learn with their child in a safe and nurturing

environment. This play includes conversation between parents and children

about things other than giving directions and responses concerning eating,
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dressing, safety and other routine activities. Hart and Risley (1999) call this

type of conversation “optional talk.”

Most of the optional talk occurred when parents and children were

partners in mutual or parallel activities in which accomplishing

something was rewarding but not imperative, doing a puzzle, for

instance, or the child picking out socks to try on as the parent folded

laundry. As partners in play, the children tended to be more

cooperative, the parents more approving, and both of them less

demanding and more likely to comment on nuances and elaborate

what was said. (p. 3)

PACT Time provides opportunities for optional talk. Also, as parents

participate in PACT Time, they become more aware of how their children

learn. They begin to understand the value of play and the skills children learn

through play. Parents learn how to support and extend their children’s

learning through questions and discussions. This knowledge carries over into

the home as they begin to value and maintain a home environment that

supports language and literacy development. Parents recognize that

“optional” conversations with their children and a child’s interaction with

everyday objects in the home influence and support language and vocabulary

development. Best of all, parents are encouraged to participate both at school

and at home, to play, laugh and enjoy the pleasure of looking at the world

through a child’s eyes, perhaps for the first time. As parents learn to interact

with their children in purposeful ways, they become more aware of their role

as their child’s teacher.

Using computers in intergenerational activities at first may seem

inappropriate. Machines may not be a part of the cozy memory of being

snuggled in that special person’s lap while being read a story. But historically,

family activities have changed as new technologies such as electricity, radio

and television emerged and each generation has different memories of family

activities. Today, “together time” for the family is more likely to be spent

watching a rented movie at home or picking up lunch at a fast food

restaurant. Card or board games may be supplemented or replaced by

electronic games. Yet, no matter what the activity, the same dynamics of

interaction exist between parent and child.
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Watching a parent and child engaged in a computer activity is a lot like

watching parents and children play a board game at the kitchen table. Rather

than the roll of the dice, we hear the beep of the computer or the click of the

keyboard as parents and children play and talk together. The most

comfortable spot for a preschooler to sit may still be on the parent’s lap as

they enjoy hearing and seeing a story unfold. The mouse might be covered by

a small hand which in turn is enveloped by the larger hand of the parent as

together they play a game or create a picture. Computers offer appropriate

activities for the intergenerational component in family literacy programs as

long as they are integrated into the curriculum and remain a literacy tool for

exploration and expression.

Adults with low basic skills may find that “playing” with their children at the

computer is a way to review concepts and skills for themselves as they help

their children. While children learn, adults learn too! One of the most

surprising things parents learn is a new awareness of their child’s ability.

Children adapt easily to new technologies and often the child becomes the

teacher. Reciprocal learning, so much a part of peer support in adult

education, is a vital component of intergenerational activities.

Computers enrich PACT Time when the resulting activities provide:
● Concrete experiences for children

● Free access and control of the learning process

● Opportunities for parents to encourage children to explore programs

● Computer programs that support learning concepts and ideas

Parent-Child Interaction Participant
Outcomes

The following general outcomes for PACT Time, developed by the National

Center for Family Literacy (2001), are useful to keep in mind when

considering how computers can facilitate parent-child literacy activities.

Parent-Child Interaction Outcomes (Short-term)
● Increase quality and quantity of time spent reading, writing, talking 

and playing with children, and listening to children

● Display positive attitudes toward children
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● Communicate positively and effectively with children

● Apply knowledge of children’s development and behavior management 

techniques

● Use routine interactions with children in school and home to 

encourage learning and language development

● Use observations of children’s abilities to plan appropriate activities 

with children

Parent-Child Interaction Outcomes (Long-term)
● Maintain positive, supportive interactions with children

● Apply knowledge of stages of children’s development by refining 

communication and behavior management techniques appropriately 

over time

● Support/assist children with homework and school-related activities 

as needed

Using Software for Parent-Child
Interactions

Key to using computers effectively in PACT Time is maintaining the

perspective that the computer is a hands-on learning tool. It is essential to

select quality software and integrate it into the overall family literacy

curriculum. When asked which doesn’t belong—computers, television, or

finger paint—Resnick (2000) states:

For most people the answer seems obvious; ‘finger paint’ doesn’t fit.

After all, computers and televisions were both invented in the

twentieth century, both involve electronic technology, both can deliver

information to large numbers of people. None of this is true for finger

paint. But, in my mind, computers will not live up to their full

potential until we start to think of them more like finger paint and

less like television. With finger paint, unlike television, people can

create their own pictures. (p. 174)

With finger paint rather than television in mind, think about the variety of

software available in today’s market and what would be appropriate for

parent-child interactions.
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Educational Software
Educational software is available for all ages. This category includes learning

software in language and literacy development, math, social studies, history,

science and other curriculum areas. There are also dictionaries, encyclopedias,

and atlases for all ages. Staff and parents can use the evaluation guidelines

mentioned in the Appendix of this book to select the best age-appropriate

software for their program or family.

Electronic Storybooks
Electronic storybooks are popular. Parents and children can hear a story read

to them while watching the illustrations and text on the computer screen.

Some programs highlight words as they are spoken. This is valuable for low

literacy parents as they learn to read to their children and as children begin to

associate spoken language with print. Illustrations can be animated as

children click on a picture and the character or item moves or speaks to

extend the story line. Some stories allow the reader to select the ending and

there are several different endings to choose from.

It is important to select electronic storybooks that are based on real books. In

this way, parents and children can use the electronic version at school and

later share the real book at naptime, in the car or at home. Using real books

and computer books supports book knowledge and print awareness, both

important early literacy skills. Just as teachers carefully select books for use in

the classroom library, e-storybooks must be of high quality and support

children’s developmental needs.

Desktop Publishing
Desktop publishing programs allow parents and children to create a wide

assortment of printed materials. Families can create professional-looking

products that have a family-oriented purpose, such as greeting cards, signs,

banners, schedules, certificates, and other items families will think of as they

continue to use the computer. Microsoft Publishing is an example of a widely

available program (requiring some basic computer skills) and the Internet

contains a seemingly unlimited supply of photos and clip art for creative

activities.

These programs enable parents and children to combine words and pictures

as families begin to create their own picture and storybooks. There are many

story-making programs available that are age-appropriate for young children.
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General desktop publishing software plus the Internet enables parents and

children to create illustrated books about their personal experiences, fictional

stories, or non-fiction books that support learning. For example, they can

create personal alphabet or number books using photos or clip art that relate

to their own family experiences. When classes take field trips, they can use

photos or other materials collected to put together a memory book that can

be duplicated, giving each family a new book to add to their home library.

Mark Condon and Michael McGuffee’s (2001) book, Real ePublishing,

REALLY PUBLISHING!, describes how to create and publish digital books.

“Webbes (Web Books for Everyone, pronounced ‘webby’ ) are small picture

books that are created with technology commonly available in schools

(computers, word processors, digital cameras, color printers, and, if you’re

lucky, the Internet). These books capture the lives of learners and then turn

that content and structure into success in reading and writing across the

curriculum” (p. viii).

Parents and children can create a variety of games using desktop publishing

programs. A wide variety of graphics are available to create such games as

memory, picture dominos, and a variety of matching or sequencing activities.

These games can be used during PACT Time and taken home for the family

to play. Since items can be saved on the computer, if any of the pieces are lost,

they are easily replaced by printing out another copy.

Desktop publishing software provides endless opportunities for adult-child

interaction and extends the literacy skills of phonological awareness,

vocabulary development, book knowledge, print awareness, alphabet

knowledge and early writing.

Games
Playing games with your child is one of the precious, simple pleasures of life.

However, we have found in our experiences with family literacy programs

that many parents appear to need permission as well as encouragement to

play with their children. They have simply never thought of participating in

play and do not realize that playtime is actually learning time for children.

Nor do they have memories of their own parents playing with them. Once the

idea of play is accepted, we find parents thrive on the experience, and so do

their children.
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Selecting games for use by families requires careful screening and thought

because the market is flooded with games intended for use by children and

not all are appropriate. Haugland and Wright (1997) point out that it is

important to match software to your philosophy and the interests and needs

of the families who will be using the program (p. 25). The focus of computer

games should be the fun of parent-child interaction and not competition.

Haugland and  Wright (1997) further provide guidelines that may be applied

when selecting software for use during PACT Time:

● Does it use verbal directions that are helpful to non- or low-skill 

readers, both children and adults? 

● Does it incorporate other languages for families who speak a language 

other than English? 

● Is it easy to begin play and does it become more complex? 

● Is it non-violent? Does the program feature violent objects, characters 

or actions, or do players use items such as guns, swords, bombs or 

poison as they “play” the game?

● Does it portray concrete representations of objects? Are objects realistic 

and look like they do in the environment? Are items found in 

meaningful settings?

● Does it model positive social values?

● Does it reflect linguistic, social, gender, cultural, and family diversity?

Transitioning Learning to Home

The lessons learned during PACT Time must be transferred to the home in

order to have a long-term effect on the whole family. Although dynamic

changes are observable in the way that parents and children interact in the

classroom, valuing literacy and the practices that promote its development

need to be a part of the home environment. Transition to the home does not

happen automatically. That’s why PACT Time in center-based family literacy

programs usually ends with a 15- to 20-minute circle activity.

The computer can be used as a literacy tool during PACT Time. For example,

if developing oral language is the transfer-to-home goal, families can create a

group story during closing circle time. Each parent and child can add a story

line orally as someone types the lines into the computer, creating a story.
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Copies of the story can be printed and taken home for reading together and a

copy can be added to the class library. Symbols or small graphics might be

added to make a rebus story for children to read. Stories can be make-believe,

nonsense or real, based on a field trip, class activity or other experience. Oral

language is a valued part of many cultures and it is fun to share and begin

recording stories.

Often parents in family literacy programs do not have a lot of reading

materials at home, making it difficult to provide the print-rich environment

that supports their children’s literacy development. The computer can provide

an inexpensive way to expand the amount of printed materials available at

home and enhance the activities in which they can be used.

Labels similar to those used in the children’s classroom can be created on the

computer and used in appropriate places at home. This will help children see

the connection between printed words and their meanings. The computer can

be used to print favorite songs and poems that are demonstrated at circle

time and taken home to share with the whole family. Recipes for simple

nutritious foods prepared in the children’s classroom become a part of the

snacks offered at home when computer generated copies of the recipes are

distributed and explained at circle time.

In home-based family literacy programs, laptop computers may be used to

perform many of these same activities. There are portable printers available

so parents can create books, games, and other materials at home. If the family

has telephone access, laptops with proper software can access the Internet as

well.

The quick turnaround time for creating, printing and distributing materials

for circle time at the close of PACT Time helps to hold interest and create

enthusiasm among the family literacy programs that have access to

computers. Just knowing that activities which happen in the classroom can

also happen at home under parental guidance is a powerful message to

parents who once thought learning only took place at school and only “real”

teachers could teach their children. It is the same message that is replayed

throughout the course of a family literacy program not only during PACT

Time but in adult education and Parent Time—the parent is the child’s first

teacher.
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A Literacy-based PACT Time
Innovation

An example of how one family literacy program helped parents and children

become computer literate is the Adrienne Kirby Family Literacy Project in

Bridgeport, Connecticut. Primavera, DiGiacomo and Widerlight (2001)

describe this collaborative project as a “Technology Training Program [which]

provided computer training focused on teaching parent and child basic

computer skills within the context of literacy enrichment” (p.4). Parents and

children worked together using educational and word processing software

and the Internet to learn basic computer skills. “At the completion of each

session, each family received a children’s book that corresponded to the

content of the software program to underscore the link between technology

and traditional literacy and to encourage the parent and child to continue

their learning experiences at home” (p. 4). At the conclusion of the eight

training sessions, “the overwhelming majority (93%) of the parents felt that

their relationship with their child improved. All parents reported feeling

proud of themselves for their accomplishments in the training program and

all parents reported that they felt better able to help their child succeed in

school as a result of the training program” (p. 12).

From focus groups held at the end of the first Technology Training Program,

three themes emerged. The first theme was:

[The] positive parent-child bonding aspect of the training program.

Parents reported that they had signed up for the program because

they wanted to help their child succeed in school or because their

child seemed interested in computers and they wanted to encourage

that interest. What they hadn’t expected was the extent to which the

computer training would open up a whole new avenue of being

involved in their child’s life and in assisting them in their education.

(Primavera, DiGiacomo and Widerlight, 2001, p. 12) 

The second theme was “that parents preferred the parent-child training to all-

adult computer training classes” (p.13). The final theme was “an

acknowledgement of technology as a important part of not only their child’s

future, but of their own” (p. 13).
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This study gives insight into how family literacy programs support

parent/child computer literacy. The researchers sum it up this way: “As

expected, providing low-income urban parents and preschoolers with both

access to computers and the necessary training to successfully utilize that

technology did, indeed, narrow the deleterious effects of the ‘digital divide’”

(p. 14).

Strategies for Using Computers 
in PACT Time

Staff members assist and facilitate PACT Time activities. They help parents

and children get started, provide additional materials as needed and model

appropriate behaviors in responding to children. Staff may want to provide

parents time to explore the computer and the children’s software during adult

education or Parent Time. During this exploration time, parents will have the

opportunity to review concepts and techniques and be better able to support

their child’s experiences. They can think about appropriate open-ended

questions and conversational topics before PACT Time and be able to support

their child’s learning.

The classroom environment is a factor in determining how and with what

frequency the computers are used during PACT Time. The area needs to be

open, clean and inviting with enough space for families to work together.

Attention should be paid to safety, cords organized and out of reach. Chairs

need to be sturdy, safe and comfortable enough for use by both adults and

children. Monitors need to be away from glare of windows and lights.

Conclusion

Using computers as a literacy tool to support and enhance intergenerational

activities in family literacy programs provides unlimited possibilities. Quality,

age-appropriate software programs offer parents and children opportunities

to learn together in a manner that is both non-threatening and entertaining.

The smiles and laughter that accompany these activities prove that parents

and children have fun working together at the computer keyboard whether

they are creating a greeting card, playing a game or writing a story. Using the

computer to make take-home activities and storybooks give parents an
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inexpensive way of supporting their child’s literacy development at home.

While parents and children are forging a learning partnership, the computer

fades into the woodwork. It is simply a tool that responds to the directions

given by the parent and child as they direct their own learning experiences.
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Some Resources for PACT Time

Computers have gotten a “bad rap” as machines that isolate users, preventing
social interaction. In family literacy programs, the reverse is true. Computers
can provide fun learning activities that parents and children can—and
should—enjoy together. Below are just a few Internet sites that provide
activities and information that can be shared with and by parents and
children working and learning together.

“Ants on a Banana-Bus”—Ten-minute bedtime “tour snack” excercise that’s
great for family literacy programs. The Hamster homepage also includes other
activities that parents and children can do together:
www.hamstertours.com/snacks.html

Familiar Tales—Specializes in the development of Web-based educational
material designed to provide all children with equal access to high-quality
learning environments. The Literacy Center content offers beginnning level
reading activities that include wonderful graphics and audio support. To find
out more about their projects, visit:
www.familiartales.com

Funbrain—This site offers a variety of interactive learning games that
children K-8 and their parents can play together, including Math Baseball,
Change Maker, Fun Match, Spell Check, and Wacky Tales:
www.funbrain.com

Little Explorers—A picture-dictionary format is used to link to hundreds of
carefully chosen child-friendly sites around the world. Although most suitable
for children who are able to read, even pre-readers can surf with a minimum
of guidance from adults since the dictionary is graphic. A great place for
children and parents to explore together:
www.littleexporers.com

MaMaMedia.com—Kids and their parents discover by doing and create while
clicking. The site features a variety of games that allow users to design and
animate characters, make their own digital cards, invent games, and more:
www.mamamedia.com
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Nellie Edge: Excellence in Kindergarten—While offering products for
purchase, this site also provides “Free Little Books,” pages that can be printed,
colored and folded into small books for use by children:
www.nellieedge.com

Try This!
Parents, children and teachers can search the Web for a child’s favority story
and author. Many authors (or their publishers) have their own Web sites,
which often feature activities centered around the authors’ stories. For
example, a search for Dr. Seuss will likely reveal Dr. Seuss’s Seussville
[www.randomhouse.com/seussville], a site that provides games and other
activities for children. Jan Brett, author and illustrator of books such as Daisy
Comes Home and Hedgie’s Surprise, has her own Web site [www.janbrett.com]
that includes activities and coloring pages.
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Using Computers in Adult
Education

T
he adult education component in comprehensive family literacy

services is designed to extend basic education skills. More than

just an academic, GED preparation, work-focused or ESL

program, a family literacy adult education class teaches adults at

all levels and abilities to think critically and creatively, set goals and achieve

them, solve problems and acquire interpersonal skills.

Family literacy instructional methods combine the more traditional

individualized and tutor-assisted study with active learning. An adult

education teacher often employs peer collaboration, balancing both large and

small group instruction.

Life is the classroom for an adult student in family literacy. In close

consultation with teachers, students set both academic and personal goals,

and teachers help students see the relationship between them. Often students

testify to the fact that the family literacy program’s different approach helped

them to finally understand the classroom material. Classroom methods of

instruction include teaching skills within the family context. In addition to

providing instruction, the adult education teacher is a friend and a facilitator.

Significant bonds are established between staff and student, as well as

between students.

Instruction provided in the adult education component not only impacts the

parents but anticipates affecting the future of the children who attend the

program as well. This is accomplished by including personal and family

problem solving in the curriculum, along with an understanding of the

parent support role in the development and learning of children. Changing

the skill level of parents, their attitudes and expectations for themselves and

their family members is not left to chance. It is the primary goal of family

literacy. As parents move toward self-sufficiency, they make solid connections

between skills learned in the classroom and their application in the home.

These same skills are needed in the workplace. To successfully function in a

job, workers will need to manage time and materials, know how to establish
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and use systems, be able to communicate effectively, be responsible, be able to

work on a team, demonstrate an ability to self-assess and monitor personal

behavior.

The adult education component in family literacy programs pays attention to

non-educational and educational needs. It is delivered through a joint

parent/teacher initiated approach, and there is a balance of group and

individual instruction. There also is emphasis on an interdisciplinary

curriculum with cooperative learning strategies, critical and creative thinking

mode, pre-vocational training, ongoing appropriate assessment and

appropriate reading instruction.

Adult Education Participant Outcomes

The following outcomes developed by the National Center for Family Literacy

(2001) are intentionally worded in general terms, so they include a range of

specific abilities, behaviors and accomplishments appropriate for native

English speakers and/or second-language learners. Even though the adult

students in family literacy programs enter with their own goals in mind, the

family literacy program staff must also establish desired outcomes for each of

the four components. This procedure is one of the first steps toward the

accountability we seek in the field of family literacy.

Adult Learner Outcomes (Short-term)
● Improve reading, writing and math skills

● Improve English language skills: speaking, understanding, reading and 

writing

● Apply basic and language skills to meet daily life needs (personal,

work, family)

● Acquire lifelong learning strategies: self-direct and monitor learning,

access resources, etc.

● Learn and practice critical thinking skills and problem solving 

strategies

● Improve interpersonal/communication skills

● Set academic and career goals; develop plans to attain them

● Acquire knowledge of career options and their requirements

● Develop and/or improve employability skills
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Adult Learner Outcomes (Transitional/Long-term)
● Earn a GED or other high school credential

● Successfully complete examinations or entrance requirements related 

to academic or career goals

● Attend and successfully complete college, vocational or job training 

courses

● Get a job or a better job

● Continue lifelong learning through reading and self-directed study

Adult Education and Computers

The computer is a logical choice of tools for students and teachers to use

while working toward educational goals in the adult education component of

any family literacy program. Through the use of the Internet and software,

computers have been used for years to teach basic skills to adults. Most often,

the computer has been used to help students improve reading, writing and

math skills, improve English language skills, apply basic skills in the context

of work, and develop or improve employability and workplace skills.

In order for your adult students to make gains using this technology,

computers must become a common tool in their classroom. Using the

Internet, word processing, desktop publishing and spreadsheet applications

give students power over their own learning. When we consider the computer

to be a literacy tool that supports the learning of literacy skills, then we

transfer the learning focus from the tool to the student. When we use the

context of the students’ lives to create the content of their lessons, we honor

their needs in a manner that no workbook could. And finally, when we give

students in an adult education classroom access to computers, we offer them

literacy tools that enrich the learning experience and boost their sense of

accomplishment and self-esteem, eventually influencing the family as a whole.
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Why Computers in Adult Education?

Research supports the use of computers in adult education. According to the

CEO Forum on Education and Technology’s Year 4 Star Report (2001),

technology can change the way students think and learn and revolutionize

education. The report calls for broadening the definition of student

achievement to include digital-age literacy, inventive thinking, effective

communication, and high productivity—skills necessary for students to

thrive in the 21st century. According to the report, technology can help

deliver significant results when combined with other key factors known to

increase achievement, such as clear, measurable objectives; parental and

community involvement; increased time spent on task; frequent feedback;

and teacher subject matter expertise.

The Forum concludes that technology can help achieve “dramatic results” for

students in the following ways:

● Improved scores on standardized tests. A four-year study demonstrated  

significant gains on standardized tests. Students who participated in an 

integrated technology curriculum scored 54 points higher in the verbal 

section and 34 points higher in math.

● Increased application and production of knowledge for the real world.

Technology allows teachers and students to augment the curriculum 

with current information and timely study of real-world events, thus 

making learning more dynamic, engaging, and valuable. Studies have 

shown that students who used simulations, microcomputer-based 

laboratories, and video to connect science instruction to real-world 

problems outperformed students who used traditional instructional 

methods alone.

● Increased ability for students to manage learning. In a student-centered 

environment made possible by educational technology, students are 

able to define individual objectives and create an accountability plan to 

reach them. This ownership of and responsibility for learning 

encourages students to be more directly engaged in the educational 

process. And technology offers many tools for  self-assessment,

allowing students to monitor their own progress.
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● Increased ability to promote achievement for special needs students,

including learning disabled, low-achieving, special education, and 

gifted students.

In addition, the report concludes, improved access to information increases

knowledge, inquiry, and depth of investigation. No longer confined to

textbooks, students can use technology to delve more deeply into a subject

and immediately find additional materials. This increases expertise and

research skills, translating into improved student achievement.

Current Perspectives 
about Technology and Adult Learning

There are various approaches for integrating technology into adult learning.

Teachers across the country are using video cameras, digital imaging, drill and

practice software and the Internet for designing extensions to their current

perspectives about technology and adult learning lessons. Imel (1998) cites

Ginsburg (1998), saying that there are four basic approaches for proposing

the integration of technology into adult learning: “Technology as curriculum,

delivery mechanism, complement to instruction, and instructional tool” (p.

1). Let’s look at each approach, their benefits and limitations.

Technology as Curriculum
Imel (1998) cites Merriam and Brocket (1997), saying that “adults can learn

content through technology while learning about the technology itself and

developing the skill to use it completely” (p. 2). One example could be an

introduction to the Internet in which the instructor lectures on the history of

the Web, explains what a Web browser is, how to move forward and

backwards on a Web site and perhaps how to do a search. In this approach,

the students are exposed to each of various aspects of the Web experience in a

structured manner. However, the downside to this is that students do not use

the technology in other settings related to their goals or to the lives beyond

the classroom. Imel also cites Ginsburg (1998), saying that “if learners lack

opportunities to practice, the skills may deteriorate” (p. 2).

Technology as a Delivery Mechanism
This approach is the classic use of media to deliver content, widely used

because of its availability and low-tech usability. It includes playing video
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cassette tapes on a TV screen, playing books on tapes and most recently, the

use of expensive practice and drill software programs on computers. In this

approach, the learners work alone with very little interaction with their peers

and their environment. This approach succeeds in helping teachers

individualize instruction and help students work toward their goals with

immediate feedback on growth and academic attainment. However, this

approach fails to help learners acquire additional technology skills. In the

instance of the computer, for example, learners launch the media and respond

with mouse clicks and limited key strokes.

Technology as a Complement to Instruction
This approach is useful for extending learning by strengthening knowledge

acquired with the reinforcing of concepts. For example, a teacher uses a GED

software to show a student how to find practice tests in the math section, how

to turn the pages, how to choose and check answers and finally, how to print

the results. Another example could be the teacher walking students through

the process of getting a free e-mail account on the Internet. The instructor

remains the keeper of the information. Imel (1998) writes that “use of

technology to complement instruction extends the instruction beyond the

knowledge and experiences of the teacher and can also provide opportunities

for the teacher to learn” (p. 4). Imel goes on to cite Eastmond (1998) and

Ginsburg (1998) by saying that “the approach also provides learners the

opportunity to practice skills in private, and it can promote self-direction by

allowing learners to supplement instruction in ways that meet their individual

needs” (p. 2). The success of this approach will vary greatly on the quality, the

age, the amount and availability of the resources. Imel also writes that “in the

case of software, for example, teachers must take time to locate, review, and

select software packages” (p. 2). Imel cites Ginsburg again, saying that to

avoid technology simply becoming an “add-on,” teachers need to ensure that

the use of technology is congruent with the primary instruction.

Technology as an Instructional Tool
In this approach, teachers use technology to extend lessons and support

students’ interests and goals. Teachers may have a lesson designed about a

particular topic, such as the harmful effects of the use of tobacco products.

The teachers may use a newspaper article that talks about the growing

number of teenage smokers. The teacher may follow up by assigning students

to research the Internet for additional information. She may assign groups,
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pairs or individual students with specific

tasks, such as researching nonprofit

organizations dedicated solely to helping

people with lung cancer; on-line directories of

information and resources for lung cancer

patients and their families; lung cancer

advocacy, support, and education sites; and

causes of cancer deaths in both men and

women in the United States. Teachers may ask

students to prepare reports for the entire class

using PowerPoint, word processors, videos,

images etc. This approach can provide

learning opportunities for teachers and

instructors. Everyone can become involved at

their individual levels and at their own pace.

In this approach, however, teachers need

appropriate time for planning. Students and

teachers must be knowledgeable and

comfortable with the technology to be used,

and the technology itself has to be adequate

and modern so that it does not become an

obstacle that hinders the process. This may mean a fast Internet connection,

state-of-the-art digital cameras and desktop publishing software, as well as

updated hardware and software with technical support. This approach also

runs the risk of becoming predictable and time consuming.

These four approaches—curriculum, delivery, complementary and

instructional—represent different levels of complexity and may overlap with

the introduction of new technology, the addition of new students and

logistical changes in the classroom environment. Other important factors to

consider are the students’ levels, their cultural backgrounds, their learning

characteristics and the instructors’ knowledge and interpretation of current

adult learning theories.
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How Today’s Adults Are Using
Computers

Technology comes in many forms, from computer hardware and software to

scanners, digital cameras, the Internet, and all kinds of software. These

powerful tools can make today’s adult education classrooms inviting and

effective.

Adult learners are using computers to write journal entries, create short

stories, design “thank you” notes, and plan family budgets.

Experience has led many practitioners away from using the computer

primarily as a workbook with a drill and practice format. We advocate a

balanced approach to adult instruction. Within that framework, the computer

naturally becomes another literacy tool used for gaining knowledge. In the

hands of a confident teacher or student, the computer can be used in any

stage of a lesson, from gaining (and keeping!) attention through retention

and transfer.

Today’s software and Internet sites provide students the freedom to explore

solutions, to express their thoughts, to take risks, and to collaborate with

other adult students as well as their own children. Because the skills acquired

in using these applications transfer easily to a business setting, students gain

valuable experience in preparation for employment as well.

Word Processing
Word processing is by far the most widely used application among adult

family literacy students. Word processing transforms the computer into a

combination of several tools that have been used in classrooms for decades. It

becomes a typewriter, filing cabinet, scissors, glue bottle, and eraser all rolled

into the same tool! Add a built-in dictionary, which is a standard feature of

many word processing programs, and a printer, and you quickly learn the

advantages of using the computer for students’ written projects.

Being able to process words means that students also have the power through

their words to process thoughts and emotions. Word processing programs
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make editing so simple that students are inclined to write more in quantity,

take risks in spelling and grammar, and experiment with words.

Two instructional strategies which have broad appeal in adult education

classrooms are process writing and active reading. Each strategy lends itself to

any subject area and blends smoothly into most adult education curricula.

The features of a good word processing program will offer flexibility in each

of these strategies and will increase your students’ confidence in their writing

and reading abilities, which are crucial in expanding basic competencies.

The Process Writing Strategy
Writing is so much more than the act of putting down words on paper. It is a

true process that evolves as the writer moves through various stages.

Generally, the major steps included in process writing strategies are

prewriting, writing, rewriting, and publishing. Woven among these steps are

conferences with the teacher or peers to gain valuable feedback. The human

touch is a necessary part of the process.

For students who are working on basic skills, a spelling check feature can give

the student spelling practice and added confidence in their work. Many low

literacy adults are embarrassed about their poor spelling and unwilling to risk

spelling errors. The spelling check feature encourages them to write at greater

length and use more variety in word choice because they are confident that

they will be able to correct their own errors before “going public.”

The Writing Process with Computers
Prewriting helps writers to:

● Understand the motives for writing an urge, an idea, an assignment

● Consider the topic, think about the subject, brainstorm, discuss and 

read

● Find an approach (which may be tentative and involves considering 

audience, purpose and tone)

● Organize material by selecting, ordering, arranging

Writing helps writers to:

● Write a draft showing more concern for content than mechanics (at 

this stage)

● Fill the pages with ideas, explorations, even meanderings

● Think about the most effective ways and words to get points across
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Rewriting/revising helps writers to:

● Review, read aloud to themselves and others

● Review, making changes in content as needed for clarity, creativity,

coherence

● Proofread

● Edit for mechanics, spelling and other points of correctness

● Copy for presentation

● Publish, as a way to communicate with others

Word Processing Activities
Using a word processing program on a computer in connection with the

strategies of process writing and active reading opens the door to countless

uses in the adult education component of a family literacy classroom. The

brief list of activities below will help you to use word processing in your

family literacy adult education component. Any activity that requires writing

might be considered. You will no doubt find that you and your students will

create original activities using the best possible context for learning—your

students’ daily lives. Their interests and needs will guide the choice of

activities that find their way to a computer screen in your classroom.

● Journal writing

● Goals for self and family (long- and short-term)

● Family history

● Family traditions and stories

● Stories or booklets to read to their children (see PACT Time section for 

more ideas)

● Interviews (with students, family members, professionals who visit 

class)

● Evaluation of parent/child interaction during PACT Time

● Responses to parent discussion time

● Portfolio entries

● Anecdotes

● Newsletters

● Letters (to real people!)

● Stories (for adult audience)

● Editorials

● Reactions to articles, TV shows, news events, editorials, books,

● Reactions to class discussions, speaker presentations
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● Directions (for craft items, to a destination, etc.)

● Math word problems

● Math problem/solution narrative

● Invitations

● “Thank you” notes

● Calendars and schedules

● Announcements for special events

● Favorite recipes

● Family trees

● Birthdays/family celebrations

● Family services and support agencies

● Personal glossary

● Class log (date, assignments, visitors, special happenings)

● Survey information

● Consumer-related information (compare cost, services, etc.)

● Book lists

● To do lists (Shopping and Laundry Lists)

● Family evening schedules

Using a Spreadsheet
A spreadsheet is an application program that provides the format for

organized entry and calculation of numerical data. We can define a

spreadsheet as an electronic accounting sheet. The user enters numbers and

formulas in the rows and columns provided and the computer calculates and

even recalculates based on new data entered. Many spreadsheets like the one

in Microsoft Excel also create pie charts and bar graphs from the numbers

entered. These features lead to numerous activities in the areas of math, social

studies, and science while they provide practical activities to expand students’

skills. (See the illustrations on the topic of family budgets.) 

Unlike word processing, there are no particular instructional strategies that

are facilitated by using spreadsheets, but activities that center on problem

solving, graphing and calculating lend themselves easily to this application.

Connecting spreadsheet activities to other applications extend the skills that

are addressed.

One family literacy teacher used the following math activity to generate

interest in extending skills. The activity began with the class dividing into

small groups. Each group created two word problems based on grocery
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advertisements from the local newspaper. After writing the problems on the

word processor and printing them for all groups, the students were instructed

to solve the problems by setting up formulas on a spreadsheet. This group

activity generated a room full of discussion, not on the value of using

spreadsheets, but on comparison shopping and advertising. The computer

had once again faded into the woodwork! In the meantime, the children had
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Family Budget
Jan. Feb. Mar. Apr. May June

Income

Job 600 600 600 600 600 600

Other 224 224 224 224 224 224

Total Income 824 824 824 824 824 824

Expenses

Rent 250 250 250 250 250 250

Utilities 175 180 155 100 80 70

Food 235 250 240 240 240 240

Clothing 50 40 30 50 30 50

Medical 75 30 25 50

Miscellaneous 10 35 30

Savings 20 30 30 30 30 30

Total Expenses 815 815 705 725 680 640

■ Rent 34.2%

■ Utilities 17.4%

■ Food 33.0%

■ Clothing 5.7%

■ Medical 4.1%

■ Miscellaneous 1.7%

■ Savings 3.9%



the opportunity to “play store” with the grocery items that were introduced in

the home area of their classroom. This simple addition to the early childhood

classroom environment provided a connection to the children’s curriculum

and PACT Time as well.

In Parent Time the next day, the adults discussed advertising techniques by

viewing several ads on the Internet. Back in the adult education classroom,

they modeled their understanding of these techniques by using a word

processing program to write TV advertisements for imaginary products. A

simple math lesson based on practical issues found its way from word

processing to spreadsheet to group discussion and back again to the

computer. This actually became a prime example of component integration

in comprehensive family literacy services.

In another classroom, spreadsheets were used in ongoing projects. After a

Parent Time session visit from a representative from the local bank, students

used a spreadsheet to create family budgets that were reviewed and updated

monthly. Many of the students had done little planning in terms of finances

or other aspects of their daily lives. This activity was integrated into their

work on goal setting during Parent Time. Carrying over their newfound

knowledge on spreadsheets, height and weight charts were created and used

to support the parents’ awareness of physical changes in the children

throughout the year. One unique chart, titled “baby teeth, “ indicated the

number of baby teeth each child had lost and when the loss had occurred,

accompanied by digital pictures of toothless smiles!

Spreadsheets are appropriate in any activity that requires number

manipulation or calculations, graph or chart design, or when a grid of rows

and columns assist in organizing data. Use the list below to begin thinking of

ways to connect activities as you utilize spreadsheet applications.

Spreadsheet Activities
● Family budgets

● Comparison charts: rent versus buying; one store’s prices versus 

another charge card interest

● Loan amortization chart

● Calculate answers to word problems
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● Time management (time allocated to various activities, with emphasis 

on time for families)

● Calorie consumption

● Nutritional data for meal planning

● Costs of supporting habits or hobbies on weekly, monthly, yearly basis

The applications of word processing and spreadsheets provide countless

opportunities for using the computer as a tool for learning and instruction in

the adult education classroom. Rather than complete pages in workbooks to

practice the skills they wish to attain, students use the context of their daily

lives to create the content for their personal academic tasks. In this

environment, the common questions asked by students such as “Why do I

need to know this?” or “What does this have to do with my life?” may never

be asked. The connection between academics and real life is apparent.

Typing Programs and Desktop Publishing Software
In addition to applications for word processing and spreadsheets, there are

two other types of programs that have been popular and productive in the

adult education component of family literacy programs: typing programs and

desktop publishing (such as Microsoft Publisher.) The former gives students

keyboarding skills that make the computer an even more efficient literacy tool

in their hands. Programs like “Mavis Beacon Teaches Typing” (Electronic

Arts) offer a structured, student-controlled lesson format with motivational

activities and a student progress recording system. When utilized as intended,

any well-designed typing program can offer students a skill that not only

expands their proficiency and comfort level on the computer, but one that

provides them with marketable skills for future employment.

Adult education instructors sometimes use graphic layout programs such as

Microsoft Publisher. With its easy-to-use approach for creating signs, banners,

greeting cards and letterheads, Microsoft Publisher is a product with which

adult students can create. The process involved makes this program

appropriate for use in family literacy programs.
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Samples of projects that can be created using desktop publishing include:

● Posters

● Covers for a notebook of personal journal entries or other class 

assignments

● Short stories to read to children or for adult audience (see information 

about Webbes in the PACT Time section)

● Signs to designate various areas of the classroom

● A list of personal or family goals

● Event announcements

● Story starters

● Poetry and nursery rhymes

● Web pages

● Newsletters

● Garage sale signs

● Greeting cards (birthday and other celebrations)

● “Thank you” notes (to speakers, founders, service agencies)

● Vocabulary cards (word on front of card; definition inside)

● Celebration banners

● Decorations

● School, classroom, or program letterhead

● Family letterhead

Computer Anxiety in Adult Learners

Almost everyone born before 1980 remembers their first time in front of a

computer, and most likely that memory includes anxiety, uncertainty and

perhaps even fear of doing something wrong that could break the computer.

Continuous users have found that over the years those feelings have subsided

and even gone away. Now we know that, in fact, there is very little that we

could do to actually break a computer. We have also learned that, like any

other machine, if the computer does break down, it can probably be fixed.

Adult educators that use computers in their classrooms know that all students

come with different academic levels. This will also be true with computer

knowledge and comfort levels. Depending on a student’s background and

past experiences, adult learners will come to class with an assortment of

computer knowledge, from no experience whatsoever to advance computer

degrees in their native countries. Teachers will have to individualize the
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instruction and develop a curriculum that is a result of informal and formal

assessment tools, supports students’ goals and builds on students’ strengths

and past experiences.

Dupin-Bryant (2002) writes that “computer anxiety is a common emotional

response to computers characterized by the fear that many adults exhibit” (p.

1). Citing Wlodkowski (1993), Dupin-Bryant further states that “fear and

anxiety toward subject matter are conditions that tend to support negative

learner attitudes and repel adult interest” (p. 1). Dupin-Bryant also suggests

that “this interaction may incite a variety of emotional responses, including

anxiety. The fear of computers interferes with the communicative nature of

human-computer interaction” (p. 2).

What can adult education teachers do to help reduce this initial computer

anxiety? Dupin-Bryant (2002) suggests that instructors should:

● Use humor to build rapport

● Start lessons with basic concepts

● Use computer lingo only when educationally necessary

● Make sure all lessons are hands-on

These suggestions are common to good adult education. Effective teachers

know that humor is an important part of teaching adults because it creates a

non-threatening atmosphere where the learning is demystified. Humor can

always help teachers and students feel more relaxed about any new

experience. The use of basic concepts is common knowledge in adult

education. Teachers use this approach to develop lessons that are sequential;

this is certainly the case with word problems and other mathematical

principals. The use of unnecessary computer lingo will lower the initial

intimidation—too many new terms too soon can add to the anxiety. Finally,

making sure that all lessons are hands on and with clear objectives is another

example of good adult education practices. Allowing time for carefree

exploration trial and error reinforces the idea that active learning is not just

for kids.
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Non-Academic Software

There are numerous non-academic software programs designed for children

and adults that focus on entertainment and hobby exploration. These fun

software titles can help teachers help adult learners become more comfortable

using computers. Non-academic results often can reduce the stress that

usually accompanies early usage of the new technologies. They can also help

parents relax or fill in transitioning time. However, these fun titles are not as

trivial as one might think; they can help motivate learners to learn more

about computers, while also providing practice in using the keyboard and

mouse, thus enhancing their eye-hand coordination and reasoning skills, all

at the same time. Games can also be challenging and fun, of course!

Conclusion

Many adult students approach the use of computers with both excitement

and trepidation. One factor that often motivates adults to enroll in a family

literacy program is a desire to be able to support their child’s learning. This

factor can also motivate parents to explore the use of computers as a learning

tool. Children today are exposed to computers at an early age, through

school or at the public library, and parents want to understand the machine

that so fascinates their children.

Today’s job market is another motivating factor for adult learners. Even entry

level jobs often require some working knowledge of computers. Producing a

professional-looking résumé can be an important first step to obtaining a job.

And as a source for information, the Internet is hard to beat. It can also be

very intimidating, and learners need strong critical thinking skills to use the

Internet effectively. With some direction from teachers, however, the Internet

can open new worlds for adult students and spark fresh interest in lifelong

learning.
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Internet Sites for Adult Education

The following list of Internet sites was compiled by David Rosen (2002).

Many of these sites provide adult education lesson plans, while others contain

information that may be useful to adult students, including English Language

Learners.

Arizona Association for Lifelong Learning Internet-based Lesson Links.

www.az-aall.org/AALL/Pages/AALLInternetLessonLinks.htm

Adult Literacy Resource Institute—The Literacy List Lesson Plans.

www.alri.org/litlist/lessons.html

The California Distance Learning Project: Provides student activities and

teacher resources.

www.otan.dni.us/cdlp 

The Gateway to Educational Materials: Intended for a K-12 audience, “the

Gateway provides the key to one-stop, any-stop access to high quality Internet

lesson plans, curriculum units and other education resources.” It is very

comprehensive, and some of its lesson plans are suitable for adults.

www.thegateway.org

GED Practice: A free service provided by Steck-Vaughn to familiarize teachers

and students with the types of items on the actual GED test.

www.gedpractice.com

GED Testing Service:

www.acenet.edu/calec/ged/home.html

The Key—A Newspaper for New Readers: Includes articles on world and U.S.

news, family issues, health, sports and leisure. Also provides monthly lesson

plans.

www.keynews.org 
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National Institute for Literacy’s LINCS Web Pages: The literacy community’s

gateway to the world of adult education and literacy resources on the

Internet. In particular, the “Hot Sites” section highlights outstanding adult

education and literacy-related sites on the World Wide Web.

www.nifl.gov/lincs

www.nifl.gov/lincs/hotsites/hotsites.html 

Parents Guide to the Internet: This booklet, available on-line, is designed to

provide parents with basic information about how to use the computer to

find information and communicate with others.

http://www.ed.gov/pubs/parents/internet/

The U.S. Department of Labor: A comprehensive employment and training

administration Web site that directs business, adults, youth, dislocated

workers, and workforce professionals to training and employment services.

www.doleta.gov/programs/onet/onet_default.asp

West Branch Technology Center: Lesson plans that can be used for literacy,

ABE or GED training.

www.lhup.edu/ablenet/profdev/lessons/lessonplans.htm 

World Wide Web Institute Lesson Plans Gallery: 24 Web-based lesson plans

designed by adult education teachers in New York City and New England.

www.lacnyc.org/resources/curricula.htm 

For English Language Learners:

American English Pronunciation:
http://eleaston.com/pronunciation 

Daily Grammar: Offers an e-mail grammar lesson a day, followed by a short

quiz.

www.dailygrammar.com

The Internet TESL Journal For Teachers of English as a Second Language:

Articles, research, lesson plans, classroom handouts, teaching ideas and links.

http://iteslj.org 
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Learning English Online (LEO) Lab:

www.aec.ku.edu/leo/index.html

Quia: Lots of activities for students and potential for teachers developing

lessons. This site has activities (including some that are grammar-related) for

all levels of ESOL and ABE.

www.quia.com

Randall’s ESL Cyber Listening Lab:

www.esl-lab.com

Self Study Quizzes for ESOL Students: Includes quizzes at a variety of levels:

www.aitech.ac.jp/~iteslj/quizzes/#WRI
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Computers, Computers
Everywhere—Getting
Computers for Your Program

T
hroughout this book, you have read that having computers in a

family literacy program leads to many benefits for families.

Computers can help adults learn workplace skills, work on literacy

skills, compose essays, research information for reports and travel

to lands they may never visit in person. You have also read how computer

programs give children choices; help them learn colors, numbers, letters and

their sounds; allow them to create stories; and can be a great source of fun.

And you have read that when parents and children work together at the

computer, it strengthens the learning bond between them and reinforces the

idea of parents as their children’s first and most important teachers.

Having computers available gives students greater control over their learning

and increases opportunities for individual learning. Regardless of their

geographic location, teachers’ learning is enhanced by access to on-line

professional development including curriculum and programming support,

as well as current administrative and policy information.

All this talk about the benefits of computers and how to use computers to

best advantage in a family literacy program doesn’t have much meaning if

your program does not have any computers or has a very limited number.

How can your program’s adults, children and families benefit when you have

so few computers for their use? And of course, what about the demands on an

already stretched budget—where will funds for technology purchases come

from? Once you have computers in your program, who will provide technical

support and who will teach the skills?

These are real problems, and finding solutions can be difficult. But don’t

despair. If you really are committed to having computers in your program

and your purse strings are tied too tightly to buy any, there are some

alternative methods. You may just have to be diligent and a bit creative in

your search.
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Many family literacy programs operate with blended funding streams, put

together by creative, resourceful program personnel. This same creativity and

resourcefulness can be used in the search for donated or refurbished

computers and/or technology funds.

An excellent place to start your computer hunt is within your own program.

Who are your partners? Are they from local businesses that might recycle

computers? Talk to your Board members—their contacts within the

community may turn up a lead for donated computers or money to purchase

some. Expand your quest to the region that surrounds you (closest large city

or county seat) and then, if you need to, look throughout the state (including

state offices). There may be organizations in any of these areas that will help

with donated equipment.

Every year, thousands of personal computer systems are retired or are no

longer needed by businesses, corporations or the federal government. Many

organizations simply store their old computers when they upgrade because

they don’t know how to dispose of them in a manner that meets the strict

regulations of the Environmental Protection Agency. Or maybe it is a

characteristic of human nature to hold on to things that will never be used

again because they are “just too nice to get rid of.”

Before you begin your search for computers or for computer funds, there are

some things you should think about. Take a look at the computers you have.

Are you using the specific hardware package you want and need so that

students can run applications and programs that most enhance their

knowledge and learning? What are the hardware requirements for running

your applications and programs? Is it necessary for all your computers to have

advanced Internet features or graphic design programs? Perhaps some of your

computers could be dedicated to learning keyboarding or spreadsheet skills,

which generally require less memory and processing speed.

Another important consideration is your software. If you are satisfied with

what you are using, make sure any new or donated computers use the same

or compatible software. It is simply more convenient when all your

computers are using the same basic software.
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Technical support for computers is another major concern for many

programs. There often is no need for and no funds to pay a full-time

Information Technology (IT) person. Rather than hiring a full-time technical

support person, one solution might be to just hire a knowledgeable computer

technician from your community who can respond when you have

difficulties. Calling your computer manufacturer’s technical assistance branch

can often produce a solution to the problem as well (although there may be a

fee). Most often, the problems that require specialized knowledge relate to the

computer’s hardware.

Many software problems can be solved by “savvy” staff and students. If your

staff professes complete lack of computer knowledge, get them into some

classes. You also may know someone in the community who would be willing

to tutor staff. Perhaps your bid to outside sources for computers could

include a plea for computer training for staff. Technical schools, universities,

junior colleges, libraries and computer retail stores offer programs in

computer use. Some of these, such as libraries, are free while the price for

others can range from inexpensive to very expensive, so make sure to check

for the best value.

If you are just beginning to learn about computers, take your time and ask

questions. Look for local community members and businesses that might be

willing to share their expertise and knowledge to help you with your choices.

There also are many books available through your library or in the

technology section of your local bookstore that explain basic computer

hardware and essential software.

Be careful of accepting older donated computers with the objective of

upgrading the hardware. Computers do have limits to how much they can be

upgraded. Sometimes upgrading the computer’s software (i.e., purchasing a

newer version), rather than the hardware, is an effective way of upgrading

older equipment and is an easier way of giving an older computer a new look.

Will you receive a copy of the software license agreement, original manual,

original disks or CD-ROMs? If not, what is the cost of getting legal copies?

Make sure you understand all the terms of agreement in the acceptance of the

donated computer, the maintenance provided (if any), who pays for the

shipping, what is involved in the set up of the hardware and who is going to

do it.
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The following information, adapted from Dale Tersey (2001), offers some

additional suggestions of organizations that are good sources for donated

computers.

Where Can You Look for Computers?
● Call the information systems manager at your nearest hospitals. They 

usually upgrade to stay abreast of the latest technology and may have 

a basement full of surplus older grade computers. They are also very 

good at donating to nonprofits.

● Call larger law firms in your local area and ask to talk to the computer 

systems manager. Larger firms are more likely to use a computer 

system and quite often have surplus units that are left over from 

previous upgrades.

● Check with local insurance firms with more than 20 or 30 employees.

Their situation is much the same as law firms.

● Check with the surplus department of the state, city, and county 

governments to see if they prefer nonprofits to get surplus material 

(computers) on the same basis as other government agencies.

● If you only need one or two machines, write up a specific request 

listing the minimum system requirements (Pentium class, CD-ROM,

16 MB memory) and circulate the request to your Board of Directors 

and business contacts (suppliers, service firms like lawyers and 

bookkeepers, and relatives of staff members who may work in larger 

firms).

● If you need more than a few machines, write up a specific request 

listing the minimum system requirements (Pentium class, CD-ROM,

16 MB memory) and what it is needed for (lab in a Senior Center for 

instance) and circulate the request to your local Civic Service 

organizations (Lions, Rotary, Toastmasters, Chamber of Commerce,

etc.). This will usually turn out more than a few machines.

● Finally, cultivate a friendship with a local computer hobbyist who can 

help diagnose and tune the computers you come up with. You should 

be able to find plenty at the local level.

Those programs operating in remote areas where the number of large

corporations, hospitals and law firms is limited will have to work a little

harder and be just a bit more creative in their search for computers. One path

might be to get a copy of the yellow pages phone book from the nearest large
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city. Pick out a few of the large corporations and firms and begin a letter

writing campaign (parents and children can help in this effort). Explain what

family literacy is and talk about the goals and objectives of your program.

Then explain the program’s need for computers and how they will be used.

Don’t forget to mention the hardware and software requirements you have.

Offer to meet with representatives and invite them to visit your program. You

may also suggest that the company talk with their accountants about the tax

benefits received from donating equipment.

When organizations learn of your need for computers and understand the

worthwhile way in which they will be used, they are usually willing to

consider turning their surplus over to you.

Often, just becoming aware of a need inspires corporations, foundations or

organizations to offer help. For example, the Bill and Melinda Gates

Foundation began a U.S. Library Program designed to provide computer

access to all libraries in the United States that serve populations with more

than 10% of residents in poverty. When instituting this program, they found

that not only were there very few libraries on American Indian reservations,

but there were very few computers. As an offshoot of the library program, the

Foundation has made cash or equipment grants to more than 40 tribes in

New Mexico, Arizona, Utah and Colorado. Included is supportive funding to

tribal colleges for internships and Tribal Connections, a program that

provides ongoing technology training for tribal staff and community.

Another example of “seeing the need” happened in the Careers for Families

(CfF) Program, a family literacy work-focused program in Atlanta, Georgia,

funded in part by The UPS Foundation. Students from the program toured

the Coca Cola plant as part of their workplace instruction. Coca Cola

corporate leaders were so impressed by the questions students asked and the

interest they exhibited that they asked the CfF staff what the program needed

to help students prepare for employment. The staff was quick to acknowledge

the program’s need for computers and within a short time, Coca Cola

delivered almost 20 computers to the program.
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If you have sufficient funds to consider buying used computers, many

of the major computer manufacturers offer refurbished equipment.

Information is available at the following Web sites:

● www.delloutlet.com

● www.gateway.com/remanPC

● www.ibm.com/products/us (click on “Refurbished”)

● www.compaqfactoryoutlet.com

● www.hpshopping.com (click on “Outlet Store”)

● http://store.apple.com (click on “Special Deals”)

If your program is the recipient of donated computers, you probably will not

have much choice regarding style or design and you probably will not have

the latest bells and whistles. However, if the computers can handle all the

tasks you have planned, color and design don’t really matter. If you can find

computers that narrow the digital divide for the families in your program,

you have succeeded in your search.
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Looking for a Computer?

The following organizations either provide refurbished computers or offer a

list of organizations through which schools and nonprofits can receive

donated computers.

AnotheR BytE, Inc. is a nonprofit, IRS tax-exempt computer recycling and

reuse organization with a worldwide approach toward bridging the digital

divide. The group’s Web site features the Nonprofit Recycling and Reuse

Network, a gathering place for other nonprofit recyclers from around the

world.

www.recycles.org/byte/

Computers for Learning (CFL) transfers excess federal computer equipment

to schools and educational nonprofit organizations, considering those with

the greatest need. The CFL Web site connects the registered needs of schools

and educational nonprofit organizations with available government computer

equipment. The CFL Web site tells how to participate in this program.

www.computers.fed.gov/School/user.asp

Computers for Schools is a national nonprofit organization dedicated to

providing affordable computer resources for education. Donated equipment

is refurbished for educational use and made available to schools on a cost

recovery basis. In this manner, corporations are given an inexpensive way to

dispose of their unwanted equipment in a way that meets strict

Environmental Protection Agency requirements. The refurbishing provides

educational opportunities for many job corps students and others.

www.pcforschool.org

Computing Edge at KidSource OnLine helps match schools in need with

excess, unused or obsolete computer equipment donated by individuals and

corporations. The Web site provides a free public service by providing a space

to match up interested parties.

www.kidscource.com/kidsource/pages/Donation.html



PEP Computer Recycling provides a state, national and international

directory of agencies that facilitate donations of used computer hardware for

schools and community groups.

www.microweb.com/pepsite/Rcycle/recycle_index.html

TechSoup is a source of technology information for nonprofit organizations

offering a list of national and local hardware manufacturers and resellers that

sell used hardware to nonprofit organizations.

www.techsoup.org/resourcelist.cfm?resourcelistid=8&topicid=1
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Using Computers for Teacher
Tasks and Administrative
Needs

W
ord processing, spreadsheets, and databases expand the

use of computers as literacy tools in a family literacy

classroom. We can think of the computer as both a

literacy tool for students and as an information

processing device for teachers and administrators. The versatility of these

programs make them valuable tools for teachers in completing the numerous

management tasks that are necessary in a family literacy program. In

addition, computers can be used to personalize a classroom setting or

materials used there. As you begin to use the computer for information

processing and general tasks related to managing a family literacy classroom

or program, you will probably find other tasks to add to the list below:

Word Processing
● Teacher journals

● Lesson plans

● Student information forms (templates)

● Web pages

● Activity/assignment description

● Recruitment materials

● Program publicity (brochures, flyers, pamphlets)

● Grant proposals

● Reports (for administrators, funders, general audience)

● Memos and correspondence

● Program publicity

● Presentations to community groups (overheads and speeches)
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Database
● Student records

● Anecdotal/observation records

● Recruitment logs

● Prospective student recruitment files

● Home visit records

● Family support services

● Inventory of materials/purchase orders

● Community contacts

● Test results

● Emergency information/medical records

● Topic integration files (that connect program components)

● Field trip information

Spreadsheet
● Budget

● Attendance

● Daily schedules: class and transportation pickups

● Payroll records

● Purchase/expense records

● Test scores (graphic representations through charts)

● Sign-in sheet
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Software Evaluation Guide

Consider these questions, developed by David Rosen (2002), before choosing

a software program as a tool for language and literacy instruction.

Your Software’s Methodology
What are the objectives of the software?

● What does the program claim to help learners achieve? What 

features does the program offer that will make learning easier 

(adequate “help” options, clear instructions, helpful feedback,

option to correct mistakes)? 

● How does the program help instructors? Does the software offer 

exercises that are supplementary to the kinds of things being 

taught in class already? Does it provide information that the 

instructor is unable or lacks time to provide? Does it free up 

class time for new information by providing extra practice outside 

class hours? 

How easy to use is the software?
Is there an instruction manual? Can the program and lessons be opened 

quickly and easily? Can the learner move from lesson to lesson easily 

while saving previous work? Can the learner quit from any point in the 

program and save previous work? Are program functions self-explanatory 

or based on a set of rules or instructions? 

How does the software evaluate the learner’s responses? 
Will learners receive informative feedback for their responses? Does 

the software judge responses in a way that fits with the 

learner’s/instructor’s standards for appropriate feedback? 

Your Software’s Approach to Language
Instruction

What linguistic assumptions does the software make?
Do the authors base their program on a 

structural/functional/interactional approach to language? 
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Does the software approach language learning as different from 
other types of learning? 
Does it take into account internal processes in learning, or observe a 

distinction between mechanistic and analytical thought processes? 

Does the software support a particular method of language 
teaching, such as the Direct Approach, the Audio-Lingual Method, the 

Natural Approach, etc.? 

What platforms is the software available for (MS-DOS, Macintosh,

Windows, Windows ‘95, UNIX, other)? 

Your Software’s Design
Does the software offer exercises geared toward or adjustable for 
any of these learner variables:

● Age

● Sex

● Native language

● Interests

● Specific learning needs

● Tolerance of ambiguity

● Field-dependent/-independent reasoning

● Deductive/inductive reasoning

● Visual-graphic, visual-textual learning

● Auditory, kinesthetic learning

● Introverted vs. extroverted learners

How do the authors arrange the syllabus of exercises? Are exercises 

grouped according to notional/functional purposes or according to 

related skills and subskills? Are the exercises designed and arranged on a 

progressing scale of difficulty? 

Does the program integrate information into the exercises about 
culture/literature/daily situations that may accompany the 
language? 
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Does the program focus on different learning styles in the 
exercises, such as recognition, recall, comprehension, experiential 

learning (learning by doing), and constructive understanding (using 

computer as a tool to discover new information)? 

What linguistic levels are the exercises concerned with? Does the 

program focus on objective discourse/text, syntax, lexis, morphology,

graphology/phonology, or a combination of any of these? Will 

concentrating on any of these levels improve the learner’s understanding,

spoken or written skills? 

Does the program offer exercises that can be worked on by a pair 
or a group of students as well as an individual? How well do the 

exercises lend themselves to class discussion or competition?

How does the program keep track of students’ scores or make 
them available to the instructor? Does it record the number of

attempts in addition to the number of correct/incorrect answers? Does it 

keep track of total time spent on an exercise? Does it calculate students’

average scores, chart their progress, etc.? 

Are color, graphics, or sound necessary or important to the 
efficiency of the exercises? Is the program available in a network 

format? Can the learner save completed exercises while using the 

program/after quitting the program? 

Your Software’s Procedure
What types of activities does the software offer?
Does it provide a range of exercises such as:

● Games

● Quizzes

● Simulation

● Exploratory activities

● Text construction

● Text reconstruction

● Program solving

● Drill-and-practice
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Which of these activities will help your learners acquire certain 
skills and/or suit their interests and needs? How does the software 
present these activities? For example, text reconstruction can be 

presented in the form of a cloze, a storyboard, jigsaw reading, etc. What 

kinds of input are expected from the student (speech, text) and what kind 

of information do they receive (graphics, audio, text)? 

Does the software anticipate learner responses by offering 
information on commonly made mistakes, frequent misspellings,
etc.? Does it accept misspelled answers as correct if close to the ideal 

answer? 

Does the software offer a selection of possible correct responses 
(where appropriate)? Does the software provide feedback for both 

correct and incorrect answers? Does it “flag” errors, such as by 

highlighting a particular part of a response that is incorrect? Does it 

specify different levels of errors, such as the difference between a syntactic 

error and an incorrect word choice? Does it allow students to repeat 

exercises (correct mistakes) indefinitely? 

How much control does the software allow learners and/or 
instructors over the content of the lessons? Is it possible to modify 

lessons or add customized lessons to the syllabus? 

Viewing Results and Evaluating Quality
on the Web

The following is adapted from Rosen’s “The Literacy List” (2002).

It is important to remember that anyone can publish on the World Wide

Web. This means that the quality of the information you find on the Web

must be evaluated very carefully. The following tips can help.

● When was the document created? Has it been updated? Be wary of

information that doesn’t provide any date of publication.
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● Who is the author? Is there a link to his/her credentials? It’s important 

to check the author’s credentials. How do you know that he/she has 

the knowledge to supply this information? If there are no credentials 

available either on the document you are viewing or via a link from 

that document, try to research the author.

● What sort of site has allowed this information to be published?The 

URL (Uniform Resource Locator) or address of the document can be 

easily dissected. You can identify the type of organization by looking 

at the first part of the address (the host address). The following 

addresses are the most commonly used:

● .edu — educational 

● .gov — governmental 

● .com — commercial 

● .org — organization (usually nonprofit) 

Educational institutions will contain a range of information from 

serious research to fun student pages. Governmental pages can usually 

be depended on for reputable information. Commercial sites are 

trying to sell a product, so they may offer a “hook” of good free 

information to attract you to their site (so remember the ulterior 

motive!). And an organization could be either good or bad depending 

on the creator of the information.

● What sort of content is there? Consider how comprehensive the 

content is. Look at the links to other documents to see if they lead to 

other relevant documents. Check the level at which the information is 

aimed (e.g., a primary school student or a university student). Also 

consider the bias of the information.

● How does the content compare with traditional resources? Remember 

that it’s still important to use the more traditional resources available 

in libraries. Not all information is available on the World Wide Web.

● Is the information user-friendly? It should be easy to navigate through 

the information on the page. Too many gimmicks can hinder the 

readability of the document.
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Adult Education Software List

The following is a listing of adult educational software programs and other

technologies for use in Literacy, Pre-GED, GED, and Workplace classes. Bear

in mind that software is updated frequently, so be sure to look for the newest

versions. This list is used with permission from Kit Bieschke-Baker, formerly

with the Virginia Department of Education.

Reading Programs for Literacy/ESL Level Students:

Software Title Company Reading Level & 
Reference Platform

AIT Read! AIT Beginning Reader 
CD-ROM 
(WIN or MAC) 

Basic Life Skills at Work MI 3-5 
CD (WIN/MAC)  

BLS Tutorsystems BLS 3-12 
(Reading, Grammar, Math) WIN/CD-ROM/DOS  

CORE  EA PP-3 
WIN/CD/MAC 
DOS/Apple  

Crossings  SV 1-6 
WIN only  

Diascriptive I  EA 1.5-4.5 
WIN/CD-ROM/MAC/ 
DOS/Apple  

Dilemma I and II  EA 1-5 
WIN/CD/MAC 
DOS/Apple

HEC Reading Horizons TRG 1-4 
WIN/DOS/MAC  
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Reading Programs for Literacy/ESL Level Students (continued):

Software Title Company Reading Level & 
Reference Platform

Laubach Way to Reading NRP 1-4 

Software Single book level DOS/Apple  

Language Tune-Up Kit  GMH 0-4 
WIN/CD-ROM  

Learning 100: Language Clues SV 1-4.5 

Learning 100: Reading Strategies  SV DOS/MAC/WIN  

Let’s Talk English NRP Beg. - Int.
WIN/CD-ROM  

New Reader Bookstore CB 0-3 
(5 CD-ROMS) WIN/CD-ROM
Workbooks

SmartStart! English NRP Beg.-Int.

WIN/CD-ROM  

Sound Sentences EA 1-2 audio 
(Single unit)  WIN/CD-ROM 

MAC/PC  

The Rosetta Stone FT Beg.-Intermediate 
CD-ROM/WIN/MAC  
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Programs for Pre-GED Students in Reading:

Software Title Company Reading Level & 
Reference Platform

AZTEC Learning System AS 4-8 
WIN/CD-ROM  

BLS Tutorsystems BLS 4-12 
(Reading, Grammar, Math)   WIN/CD-ROM/DOS  

Connections Skills-Reading SV 5-8
(Part of PRE-GED 2000)   WIN/MAC/DOS  

Diascriptive Reading II  EA 3-8 
WIN/CD-WIN/MAC 
DOS/APPLE  

Diascriptive Reading III  EA 6-10
WIN/CD-WIN/MAC 
DOS/APPLE  

Diascriptive Reading in Science EA 3-7 
or Social Studies  WIN/CD-WIN/MAC 

DOS/APPLE  

Learning 100: Language Clues SV 4-8.5 
WIN-CD/MAC  

Learning 100: Reading Strategies SV 4.0 - 10.5 
WIN-CD/MAC  

Learning 2000 L2000 5-9 
WIN/CD-ROM  

Pre-GED Advantage  AGS 6-8 
DOS/MAC  

Pre-GED Interactive CB 5-8 
(6 subjects)  WIN/CD-ROM/MAC  

Pre-GED 2001 SV 5-8 
WIN/MAC  

SkillsBank - Reading LC 3-9 
WIN/CD-ROM/DOS/ 
MAC  
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Programs for Pre-GED Students in Math:

Software Title Company Reading Level & 
Reference Platform

AZTEC Learning System AS 4-8 
WIN/CD-ROM  

Basic Math Competency EA 3-8
CD-MAC 
WIN/DOS/Apple  

BLS Tutorsystems BLS 4-12 
(Reading, Grammar, Math)   WIN/CD-ROM 

DOS

Connections Skills-Math SV 5-8 
WIN/DOS/MAC  

Learning 2000 L2000 5-9 
WIN/CD-ROM  

Math for Everyday Living  EA 4-6 
WIN/MAC/CD-ROM/ 
DOS/APPLE  

Pre-GED Advantage  AGS 6-8 
DOS/MAC  

Pre-GED Interactive CB 5-8 
WIN/CD-ROM/MAC  

SkillsBank - Math LC 3-9 
CD-ROM 
WIN/MAC/DOS  

The I Know Math Discs CB 5-9 
CD-MAC/WIN
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Programs for Pre-GED Students in Writing:

Software Title Company Reading Level & 
Reference Platform

AZTEC Learning System AS 5-8  
(File No. 26) WIN/CD-ROM/DOS  

Connections Skills-Writing SV 5-8 
(part of the PRE-GED 2000) WIN/DOS/MAC  

Paragraph Punch  MAV 5-8 
WIN/CD-ROM/DOS  

Pre-GED Advantage  AGS 6-8 
DOS/MAC  

Pre-GED Interactive CB 5-8 
WIN/CD-ROM/MAC  

SkillsBank - Writing LC 3-9 
WIN/CD-ROM/
MAC/DOS  
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Programs for GED Students:

Software Title Company Reading Level & 
Reference Platform

AZTEC Learning System AS 8-12
WIN/CD-ROM  

BLS Tutorsystems BLS 4-12
(Reading, Grammar, Math)   WIN CD-ROM/DOS  

GED 2001  SV 8-12 
WIN/MAC  

GED Interactive  CB 9-12 
CD (WIN or MAC)/DOS  

GED Advantage AGS 8-10 
MAC/DOS  

GED for the PC  GMH 7-10 
WIN/CD  

Learning 2000 L2000 8-12 
WIN/CD-ROM  

Official GED Practice Test  CB WIN/MAC/CD-ROM  
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Workplace Programs (Basic Skill Development):

Software Title Company Reading Level & 
Reference Platform

AZTEC Workforce AS 4-12 
Development Series  WIN/CD-ROM  

Basic Life Skills MI 3-5 
CD-ROM/WIN  

Dilemma in the Workplace  EA 3.5-7.9 
CD-ROM/WIN 
MAC/DOS  

Employability and Work  IT/LC 5-9
Maturity Skills WIN/CD-ROM/DOS  

Math in the Workplace EA 5-8
WIN/CD/MAC 
DOS/APPLE  

Math for Everyday Living  EA 4-6 
WIN/MAC/CD-ROM  

How to Read for Everyday Living EA 4-5 
WIN/MAC/CD-ROM  

How to Write for Everyday Living EA 4-5 
WIN/MAC/CD-ROM  

Reading in the Workplace: EA 3.5-7.9 
Automotive, Health Care, Clerical, CD-WIN/MAC 
and Construction DOS/APPLE  
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Computer/Technology Training:

Software Title Company Reading Level & 
Reference Platform

Internet Coach IC CD-ROM  

PC100-Basic Skills  TEK WIN/CD-ROM/MAC  

PC101-Computer Basics  TEK WIN/CD-ROM/MAC  

PC120- The Internet  TEK WIN/CD-ROM/MAC  

Testing & Assessment/Career Development:

Software Title Company Reading Level & 
Reference Platform

America’s Top Jobs Multimedia JW PC/CD-ROM

Career Assessment Battery EAS DOS/MAC 
VIDEO  

CareerScope IT WIN 95, 98 or NT  

Computerized Reading Skills SV 1.0-10.5 
Inventory (Levels AA-CA/ WIN-CD/MAC  
DA-FA/GA-IA Packages)   

Official GED Practice Test CB WIN/CD-ROM/MAC   

SAM (Skill Assessment Module) EAS DOS/MAC/APPLE  

TABE-PC (Starter Set) CTB WIN/DOS  
(50 Students) 
(100 Students) 

Working Learning Styles EAS PC/DOS/MAC 
(Media Kit)   
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Text References:

COPSystem EDITS Text Packet   
(Career Management: COPS,
CAPS, & COPES) 

READ LV Text   
(Reading Evaluation Adult 
Diagnosis) 

Slosson Oral Reading Wide WR Text   
Range Achievement 

TABE CTB Text   
(Test for Adult Basic Education) 

Workplace Essential Skills KET Text 
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Company Directory:

American Guidance Service, Inc.
(AGS)
4201 Woodland Rd.
Circle Pines, MN 55014-1796
(800) 328-2560 X4650
FAX: (612) 783-4620
e-mail: agsmail@agsnet.com
http://www.agsnet.com

Agency for Instructional Technology
(AIT) 
Box A
Bloomington, IN 47402-0120
(800) 457-4509
FAX: (812) 333-4278
http://www.ait.net

Aztec Software Associates (AS) 
66 Morris Avenue, Suite 2C
Springfield, NJ 07081
(800) 273-0033
http://www.aztecsoftware.com  
FAX: (919) 603-1878   

BLS Tutorsystems (BLS) 
Suite 18
Wilmington, DE 19808
(800) 545-7766 
FAX: (302) 631-1619
e-mail: bls@tutorsystems.com
http://www.tutorsystems.com 

Contemporary Books (CB) 
4255 West Touhy Ave.
Lincoln-Wood, IL 60646-1975 
(800) 621-1918 or 998-3103 
FAX: (800) 998-3103  
(800) 303-5824 
Fax: (703) 824-9375   

CCV Software (CCV) 
P.O. Box 6724
Charleston, WV 25362-0724
(800) 843-5576
(304) 346-4292
FAX: (800) 321-4297 



CTB McGraw-Hill (CTB) 
P.O. Box 150
20 Ryan Ranch Road
Montrey, CA 93942-0150
(800) 538-9547
FAX: (800) 282-0266
www.ctb.com  

Edits/Educational and Industrial
Testing Service (EIT) 
P.O. Box 7234
San Diego, CA 92167
(800) 416-1666
FAX: (619) 226-1666
http://www.edits.net 
email: edits@worldnet.att.net

Educational Activities Software 
P.O. Box 754 
Baldwin, NY 11510 
(800) 645-2796 
FAX: (516) 379-7429 
www.edact.com  

Educational and Assessment Systems
(EAS) 
P.O. Box 3414
Lynchburg, VA 24503
Order: (800) 572-7972 
FAX: (804) 384-4656

EMC Paradigm (EMC) 
875 Montreal Way
St. Paul, MN 55102
(800) 328-1452
FAX: (800) 328-4564
www.emcp.com  

Fairfield Language Technologies (FT) 
122 S. Main Street
Harrisonburg, VA 22801
(800) 788-0822
(540) 432-6166
FAX: (540) 432-0953
e-mail: info@trstone.com
http://www.trstone.com

Franklin Learning Resources (FLR) 
One Franklin Plaza
Burlington, NJ 08016-4907
(800) 266-5626
FAX: (609) 239-5943
http://www.franklin.com 

Glencoe/McGraw-Hill (GMH) 
P.O. Box 508
Columbus, OH 43216
(800) 334-7344
FAX: (614) 860-1877
Software Hotline:
(800) 437-3715
ESL Hotline: (800) 624-7294
Glencoe Regional Office:
(770) 717-7007  
(804) 739-3455 
FAX: (804) 639-1821 
http://www.glencoe.com/abe  

Internet Coach (IC) 
APTE, INC.
Northwestern/Evanston Research
Park
1840 Oak Avenue
Suite 320-A
Evanston, IL 60201-3686
(800) 494-1112
FAX: (847) 866-1873
http://www.apte.com 
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Instructional Technolgy, INC. (IT) 
(INTEC) 
(Career Scope) 
P.O. Box 2056 
Easton, MD 21601  
(800) 274-6832 
FAX: (410) 822-0842  
http://www.intecinc.net 

JIST works, Inc. (JW) 
720 N. Park Avenue
Indianapolis, IN 46202-3431
(800) 648-5478
FAX: (800) 648-8329
http://www.jist.com

KET
The Kentucky Network 
560 Cooper Drive
Lexington, KY - USA 40502 
www.KET.org/ged 
Phone: (800) 354-9067  
(800) 303-5824
Fax: (703) 824-9375

Learning 2000 (L2000)
P.O. Box 831 
Lawrenceburg, TN 38464
(888) 968-5327 Ext. 103 
FAX: (931) 852-3049
http://www.learning@2000.com  

Literacy Volunteers of America (LV) 
5795 Widewaters Parkway
Syracuse, NY 13214
(800) 582-8812
FAX: (315) 472-0002

Merit Audio Visual (MAV) 
132 West 21st Street 
New York, NY 10011
(800) 753-6488
FAX: (800) 918-9336
www.meritar.com 

Micro-Intel (MI) 
1200 Papineau Avenue 
Suite 301
Montreal (Quebec) H2k4R5
Canada
(800) 530-8789
Fax: (514) 528-1770
http://www.micro-intel.com 

New Readers Press (NRP) 
Department F 501 
P.O. Box 888
Syracuse, NY 13210-0888
(800) 448-8878
FAX: (315) 422-5561
http://www.newreaderspress.com 
(Software Customer Service) 
(800) 448-8878 X281   

PLATO Learning Inc.
1210 S. E. Maynard 
Suite #102 
Cary, NC 27511 
(800) 569-2232 
FAX: (919) 460-5395 
http://www.plato.com  
(800) 869-2058 
Support Services
(800) 869-2200 

Appendix
113



South-Western (SW) 
International Thomson Publishing 
5101 Madison Road
Cincinnatti, OH 45227-1490
(800) 824-5179
FAX: (800) 453-7882 
http://www.thomson.com 

Steck-Vaughn Company (SV) 
P.O. Box 690789
Orlando, FL 32819-9998
(800) 531-5015
FAX: (800) 699-9459
Tech Support
(800) 200-7109 X3924
http://www.steck-vaughn.com   

Teknimedia Corporation 
4905 Del Ray Ave. #307
Bethesda, MD 20814
(800) 366-4614
FAX: (301) 656-0177
http://www.teknimedia.com  

The Learning Company (LC)
500 Redwood Blvd 
Novato, CA 94947  
(800) 825-4420 
FAX: (888) 692-6963  
http://www.learningcompanyschool.com   

Training Resources Group (TRG) 
1381 Fox Run Court
Frederick, MD 21703
(301) 846-4383
FAX: (301) 694-9612

Wide Range (WR) 
(JASTAK ASSOC.)
P.O. Box 3410
Wilmington, DE 19804-0250
(800) 221-9728
FAX: (302) 652-1644   
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Troubleshooting Computers

The following is adapted from David Rosen’s “The Literacy List” (2002).

Most computer problems occur because of disagreements between software
and hardware. Suddenly you cannot print, the sound cannot be adjusted, the
operating system will not reboot. Some problems are caused by adding or
removing new software. Viruses are also known to cause havoc and even
destruction. Having the right IT (Information Technology) person is critical
for getting adequate and timely help. Most IT folks are very busy keeping
systems running, dealing with vendors and answering questions from staff
that are at very different levels. Sometimes there are over 100 users and only
one or two IT people, so the more teachers know and are comfortable trouble
shooting the easier it will be for the students to learn and have a positive
experience with technology.

There are hundreds of internet sites that offer desktop help and answers to
just about any question regarding troubleshooting hardware and software for
PC or Mac operating systems. A quick search on any popular search engine
will reveal an extensive list of sites designed for both beginners and experts
alike.

Bob O’Donnell runs a site based on his radio show that is now in its seventh
year on the air, and is the #1-rated consumer-oriented call-in computer talk
show broadcast throughout Silicon Valley and the entire Northern California
Area. The site has answers to real life computer questions:
www.everythingcomputers.com/index.html.

Two other sites worth visiting are:
www.troubleshooters.com/troubleshooters.htm and www.about.com. The
latter has extensive guides, tips, and techniques, as well as a glossary. The
Internet also has many inexpensive fee-based tech support sites that are
accessible 24 hours a day.

5 Basic System Maintenance Tasks
The overall health and ability of your computer system depends solely upon
you, the principle user/owner. No matter how many tweaks or adjustments
you make to BIOS, system files, or Windows controls, you must ensure that
all aspects of the system are in top notch condition for the changes to
produce the desired effects. The best routine to get into on your system is one
of regular maintenance.
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There are a few things you can do for your computer to ensure a long life for
it, and making it perform to your expectations. At least once a month, or
more depending on your usage of the system, you should run/perform the
following tasks: ScanDisk, Disk Defragmenter, cleanup system cache, update
drivers, and a complete virus scan of the hard drive.

ScanDisk

You can use ScanDisk to check your hard drive(s) for logical and physical
errors. Sometimes these occur when your system freezes and you have to
manually reboot, or from data fragments from improperly uninstalled
applications. The options for ScanDisk are set to repair the damaged areas of
the hard drive, and by glancing through the options and advanced tabs, you
get an idea of how much input you have into how the program will run. You
may choose to have a .log file started, which is always a good troubleshooting
precaution. You can start ScanDisk on a PC by clicking Start, then go to
Programs, Accessories, System Tools, and then clicking ScanDisk.

Disk Defragmenter

You can use Disk Defragmenter to rearrange files and unused space on your
hard disk so that programs run faster. Depending upon the size of your
drive(s) and the number of files and programs you have, it can take quite a
bit of time to achieve its purpose. Have patience. You can start Disk
Defragmenter on the PC by clicking Start, then Programs, Accessories, System
Tools, and then clicking Disk Defragmenter.

Cache Cleanup

Doing this clears up valuable hard drive space, and reassures you that all your
Web information is current. The cache files can be cleaned several ways. The
first is through Internet Explorer. In an open Explorer window, click “tools”
in the menu bar, and select “Internet Options.” From there a smaller window
will appear, and you will see a section for removing “Temporary Internet
Files,” better known as “system cache.” Click the “Delete Files” button, and
your temporary files are gone. Close the browser to reset it, and you’re done.
Easy, isn’t it?

If it has been awhile since you cleared the cache, or you have never performed
this action before, your Operating System (OS) may seize up if there is too
much data to be deleted. If this occurs, you will have to manually delete the
files in smaller clusters to remove them. On a PC, open the”My Computer”
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icon, open the “C” drive, open the Windows folder, and locate a folder named
“Temporary Internet Files.” Open that folder, and highlight some of the files,
then delete them with the right click menu or the “delete” key. Start with 50
files at a time and see how your system responds. It may handle more at one
time, but be patient. Don’t be surprised if you have literally thousands of files
lurking in here if you haven’t cleaned it before.

Updating Drivers

This is the most crucial step to ensuring that your computer can be optimized.
Updated drivers can improve the performance of, or add functionality to your
hardware. When you install or attach hardware such as a sound card, printer,
camera, or joystick to your computer, you also install software called a “driver”
or “device driver” that makes the hardware work. By using the Device Manager
tab in System properties in the Control Panel on a PC, you can select each
device and see if the driver is current or not. Updating is simple as well. Device
Manager has an “update now” button that will search out the latest drivers from
disk, or you may want to visit the Windows Update Web site at
http://v4.windowsupdate.microsoft.com/en/default.asp.

Virus Scan

This is self-explanatory. After completing the above tasks, you should run a
thorough sweep of the hard drive(s). Ensuring that your hard drive is free from
infection goes a long way in aiding your computer’s performance. These are the
five basic routines to keeping your system at its peak ability. They are simple to
do, and can even be set to run while you sleep using Task Scheduler!

Other Quick Solutions to Common 
Computer Problems

Computers should be shut off for External maintenance.

● External
Monitor, CPU and keyboard.

• Use either cleaning wipes or glass cleaner and a soft cloth. Do not 
spray glass cleaner directly on the exterior parts; instead, dampen 
the cloth with glass cleaner first and gently rub to clean the 
components.

Mouse 
• If you begin to experience difficulty in controlling your screen 

cursor, your mouse probably needs cleaning.
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• To clean a mouse:
• Turn mouse over.
• Twist bezel in direction of arrow.
• Remove bezel and mouse ball.
• Look for three wheels (in most cases) inside the mouse. Using a 

Q-tip or pencil eraser, carefully remove dirt on the wheels,
examining each entire wheel.

• Clean mouse ball with Windex.
• Reassemble mouse.
• Close bezel in the opposite direction.

● Internal 
Every few weeks, make it a point to remove unnecessary files from 
your hard drive: 
On a PC, go to: 

• Temp files [My Computer/C:/Windows/Temp] 
• Remove all files with .tmp extension.

• Internet temp files [My Computer/Windows/Temporary Internet 
Files].
• Highlight the file(s). Delete key.

• Recycle Bin [Desktop].
• Right click, Empty Recycle Bin.

Once a month, make it a point to defragment your computer. Go to: 
• My Computer/C:/Windows/Defrag.
• Select the drive that you want to defragment.

• Confirms drive and percentage of Drefragmenting.
Notes:
Sometimes the Defrag application is located under Accessories.
See Start/Find/Files if you cannot locate the above files.

Don’t…

• Pull out the plug from the keyboard to the CPU when the computer is on.
• Pull out the plug from the mouse to the computer when the CPU is on.
• Place liquid on or near the CPU or keyboard.
• Place magnetic devices on or near the CPU or keyboard.
• Add new software to your computer without consulting a Technologies 

representative.

118
Using Computers in Family Literacy Programs



Software Applications Problems

• Problem: Specific software application not working 
• Solution:

• What program and function of the program were you working on 
when the application stopped working? 

• What error messages came on the screen? 
• To get out of the program:

• On a PC, press Ctrl+Alt+Delete on the keyboard. (To force quit 
out of a program on a Mac, press Ctrl+Apple+Esc.)

• Highlight the application that was the problem. Click End Task.
Wait.

• Click End Task.
• Close Task Manager by clicking “x.”
• Open program from Start and begin again.
• Restart your application 

Computer Problems 

• Problem: Computer not working 
• Solution:

• Is the power cord from the computer to the wall outlet firmly 
attached? 

• Is the power light on? 
• Was it on earlier? 
• What was the last thing you did while the computer still worked? 

• Call the IT department.

• Problem: Screen is frozen 
• Solution:

• On a PC, press Ctrl+Alt+Delete on the keyboard.
• Highlight the application that was the problem. Click End Task. Wait.
• Click End Task.
• Close Task Manager by clicking “x.”
• Open program from Start and begin again.
• Is the screen still frozen? 

• If yes, call the IT department.
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You must shut down computer to complete 
the next task.

• Problem: Cursor not moving 
• Solution:

• Is the mouse cord attached to the CPU? 
• Pull out and reinsert mouse cord to back of CPU.
• Restart computer.

• Is the keyboard cord attached to the CPU? 
• Pull out and reinsert keyboard cord to back of CPU.
• Restart computer.

• Does the mouse work now? 
• If no, call the IT department.
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Glossary 
The following definitions are from the Parents Guide to the Internet (1997),
available through the U.S. Department of Education’s Web site
(www.ed.gov/pubs/parents/internet/).

ADDRESS: The unique location of an information site on the Internet, a
specific file (for example, a Web page), or an email user.

BOOKMARK: A saved link to a Web site that has been added to a list of saved
links so that you can simply click on it rather than having to retype the
address when visiting the site again.

CD-ROM (Compact Disk Read Only Memory): A computer disk that can
store large amounts of information and is generally used on computers with
CD-ROM drives.

CHAT ROOM: A location on an on-line service that allows users to
communicate with each other about an agreed-upon topic in “real time” (or
“live”), as opposed to delayed time as with email.

DOWNLOAD: To copy a file from one computer system to another. From the
Internet user’s point of view, to download a file is to request it from another
computer (or from a Web page on another computer) and to receive it.

E-MAIL (Electronic Mail): A way of sending messages electronically from one
computer to another, generally through a modem and telephone line
connected to a computer.

FREENET: A community network that provides free on-line access, usually to
local residents, and often includes its own forums and news.

HARDWARE: A term for the nuts, bolts, and wires of computer equipment
and the actual computer and related machines.

HOME PAGE: The site that is the starting point on the World Wide Web for a
particular group or organization.
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HYPERTEXT LINK: An easy method for retrieving information by choosing
highlighted words or icons on the screen. The link will take you to related
documents or sites.

HYPERTEXT TRANSFER PROTOCOL: A standard used by World Wide
Web servers to provide rules for moving text, images, sound, video, and other
multimedia files across the Internet.

ICON: A small picture on a Web page that represents the topic or
information category of another Web page. Frequently, the icon is a hypertext
link to that page.

INTERNET: A worldwide collection of computer networks that allows people
to find and use information and communicate with others.

ISP (Internet Service Provider): A generic term for any company that can
connect you directly to the Internet.

MODEM: A device that allows computers to communicate with each other
over telephone lines or other delivery systems by changing digital signals to
telephone signals for transmission and then back to digital signals. Modems
come in different speeds: the higher the speed, the faster the data is
transmitted.

MOUSE: A small device attached to the computer by a cord, which lets you
give commands to the computer. The mouse controls an arrow on the
computer screen and allows you to point and click to make selections.

NETIQUETTE: Rules or manners for interacting courteously with others on-
line (such as not typing a message in all capital letters, which is equivalent to
shouting).

ON-LINE SERVICE: A company such as America Online or Prodigy that
provides its members access to the Internet through its own special user
interface as well as additional services such as chat rooms, children’s areas,
travel planning, and financial management.

SEARCH ENGINE: A program that performs keyword searches for
information on the Internet.
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SOFTWARE: A computer program or set of instructions. System software
operates on the machine itself and is invisible to you. Application software
allows you to carry out certain activities, such as word processing, games, and
spreadsheets.

URL (Uniform Resource Locator): The World Wide Web address of a site on
the Internet. For example, the URL for the White House is
http://www.whitehouse.gov.

USENET NEWSGROUPS: A system of thousands of special interest groups
to which readers can send or “post” messages; these messages are then
distributed to other computers on the network. Usenet registers newsgroups,
which are available through Internet Service Providers.

VIRUS: A piece of programming code inserted into other programming to
cause some unexpected and usually undesirable event, such as lost or
damaged files. Viruses can be transmitted by downloading programming
from other sites or be present on a diskette. The source of the file you’re
downloading or of a diskette you’ve received is often unaware of the virus.
The virus lies dormant until circumstances cause its code to be executed by
the computer.

WEB BROWSER: A software program that lets you find, see, and hear
material on the World Wide Web, including text, graphics, sound, and video.
Popular browsers are Netscape, and AltaVista. Most online services have their
own browsers.

WORLD WIDE WEB (Web or WWW): A hypertext-based system that allows
you to browse through a variety of linked Internet resources organized by
colorful, graphics-oriented home pages.
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