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Chapter 13  The Language Experience Approach (LEA)

Introduction

The Language Experience Approach (LEA) is as an integrated method
which makes use of the four skills - reading, writing, listening and speaking
- while it enhances the learners' participation in the process of learning to
read and write. This chapter will discuss what LEA is, the advantages and
disadvantages of using this strategy in primary English classrooms in Egypt,
and suggested procedures and activities for using the approach.
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What I can think about, I can talk about.
What I can say, I can write.

What I can write, I can read.
I can read what I can write

and what other people can write for me to read.

--Van Allen & Halversen

What is LEA?
The Language Experience Approach (LEA) is an extension of the principle
that language acquisition grows out of experiences in which learners are
surrounded by purposeful, comprehensible language (Curtain & Pesola,
1988). Good (1973) defined LEA as "...an integrated language arts program
which builds upon the interrelationship between and among, reading and the
related language arts of writing, speaking and listening; use is made of
individual and group compositions as reading materials." In other words, the
compositions dictated by the pupils in the class are used as reading materials.
This approach is built on the notion that "...pupils can write by dictating to
the teacher what they already know and can express verbally, and that they
can read that which has been written" (Richard-Amato, 1996, p.203).

LEA is a learner-centered approach that is based on meeting the needs of
learners  with different backgrounds as well as language levels. Nunan (1999,
p. 301) believes that LEA "builds on an individual's experiences of the world,
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and makes connections between the individual's experiential world and the
literary world." Similarly, Peregoy & Boyle (1992, p. 224) believe that "the
core of the Language Experience Approach builds on stories dictated by
individual pupils, small groups, or the whole class." Whatever language they
use for writing, first or additional, the pupils' lives are full of simple stories
that can be presented in the classroom. But how can the teacher make use of
these stories?

The stages of LEA
There are five basic stages in the Language Experience Approach
(McCloskey & Davidson, 1989; Dixon & Nessel, 1983):

1- Share and discuss an experience. The experience could be a trip,
a role-play, a story from the pupil text, a tale from a storybook, playing
a game, a science experiment, a film ...etc. Pupils and teacher discuss the
experience together in class.

2- Dictation. The pupils dictate their experiences to the teacher in English
as far as possible. They can use Arabic when necessary and the teacher
can provide the English terms they need.

3- Revision and editing. The teacher and the pupils read the story to
make any corrections, changes and improvement. Next, the teacher makes
a final copy on the blackboard, chart, or overhead for the pupils to copy.

4- Extension. The teacher plans a range of follow-up activities to reinforce
and extend what the pupils have learned (see suggested activities below).

5- Assessment. The teacher assesses the pupils' comprehension. Teachers
can also ask the pupils to assess their own progress and that of their peers.

Why LEA?
Educational experts recommended various integrated approaches to develop
English language. Among these approaches is LEA. For example, Dixon &
Nessel (1983:vi) recommended LEA as "a natural way of helping learners
acquire oral, aural, reading and writing skills." The most impressive aspect
of this approach is that pupils themselves provide language texts at their own
levels of proficiency.  In this way the pupils are motivated and involved as
active partners in the classroom. In the same way, Nancy Hansen-Krening
(1982), cited in Curtain & Pesola (1992), states that "the learner's task is made
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easier and less frustrating when the language experience approach is used
because reading materials match oral language patterns and draw on personal
experiences."

LEA provides pupils with opportunities to take responsibility for their
learning. Pupils feel that they are not apart from the text as it is their own
creation. They are not asked to read words they have never heard, because
the words were spoken by them and/or their teacher in the creation of the
text.  Furthermore, pupils' participation in the vivid activities that follow on
the stories - especially the artistic activities - may improve their level of
English and enhance their enjoyment (Sahakian, et al., 1999). Thus, the
Language Experience Approach has proven to be an effective approach with
both first and second language learners.

Is LEA appropriate for Egyptian classes where English is taught as a foreign
language?

LEA is very different in nature from other traditional methods of teaching.
For children studying English as a foreign language, real experiences in which
they use the target language are rare outside the school. LEA differs from
other methods, because teachers are responsible for planning real-life
experiences in the classroom. It also differs in the way teachers maintain
control over the vocabulary load. Using LEA demands experienced teachers
who are creative, as they need to spend time creating experiences that suit
their objectives. The teacher is like a tailor who makes a suitable form for
each situation, and so must master the tools. Teachers must understand the
advantages and limitations of LEA, and the stages of its use.

Advantages of LEA
LEA has many advantages. Notable among these are the following :

LEA meets the needs of a wide range of pupils
• The text is appropriate for the pupils' level since it comes from the pupils

themselves.
• The text reflects the culture of the pupils because familiar experiences are

translated into oral then written forms.
• The stages of LEA can be adapted to meet various situations while the

central concepts remain the same, i.e. use the pupils' own vocabulary,
language patterns and background to create the reading text.

LEA fosters rich language development:
• LEA provides integration among the four skills: listening, speaking,
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reading and writing.
• Pupils watch as teachers write the language they speak. Learners develop

understanding of the meaning of the language and its immediate relevance
as they connect the written word to the spoken word.

LEA helps children learn to read English:

• It provides reading material that is predictable and readable because it
uses the learners' natural language.

• LEA assists pupils in decoding the reading texts because of the familiarity
of the content.

LEA promotes rich cognitive (thinking) development:

• It extends the learners' creativity through storytelling, writing, drama and
art.

LEA is motivating for teacher and pupils:

• The pupils' own ideas are encouraged and validated, thereby enhancing
self-esteem and fostering independence.

• The students and teacher create a piece of writing together. Then students,
motivated by the learning experience and the interchange with their peers,
go on to use the language in their own writings.

• The teacher serves as a facilitator in the entire process rather than mainly
as an editor of what is produced.

• Pupils see the process of reading and writing as purposeful communication
about their own interests and concerns.

(Peregoy & Boyle, 1992)

Limitations of LEA
• Beginning pupils need a special kind of encouragement and motivation to

speak about their experiences.
• Pupils may often make mistakes that need to be corrected. So teachers

must have a good command of English.
• Teachers may view pupils as passive partners in the traditional learning

process while in LEA they must be active partners.
• Teachers in Egypt feel too overloaded to plan such experiences and activities

continuously.
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Planning Activities Using LEA
A Suggested Lesson Plan Sequence for Using LEA
1- Experience:

• The teacher plans an activity, perhaps a story, a picture story, a role-play,
a video or a visit to a place in or near the school, such as the playground
or the art education room.

• Pupils discuss what happened in their activity.

2- Pupil Dictation:
• Pupil dictation may take different forms, e.g. pupils may dictate to the

teacher individually or volunteers from the group may dictate.
• The teacher writes down the pupils' words on the blackboard.

3- Revising and editing the story:
• Teachers and pupils discuss what is written on the blackboard and may

rearrange, improve and connect the writing into a short story.
• Pupils copy the final version from the blackboard into their notebooks.

4- Extensions:
• Teacher and pupils discuss, revise, and analyze the story.

- The teacher asks many questions to review the content, e.g. "What
happened first, next, last?"

- The teacher makes teaching points by pointing out, then asking pupils
to find certain terms or English structures in the text, e.g. "What is the
mark at the end of that sentence?" "Which words in the story rhyme?"
"Which word is 'and'?"

• Teachers give pupils a series of follow-up activities using the text they
have created together. Sample activities include:

Reading:
• Children read the story to one another in pairs.

Jumbled Sentences:
• The teacher writes the sentences from the story on separate strips of paper

and gives strips to different pupils.
• Pupils line up in front of the class, putting the sentences in order
• The teacher and class check the answers.
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Drawings
• Children draw pictures illustrating their language experience story.

Drama
• Children act out the story as a play.

Writing
• Children write their own variations of the LEA story.

5- Assessment:
• Children read their stories or present their art work or plays.
• The teacher listens to individuals or groups as they read the story and

notes their progress and errors.
• The teacher asks individuals to arrange jumbled sentence strips and checks

to see that they have sequenced the story correctly. The teacher may also
have pupils check their own sentences by looking at the original story on
an answer key.

• Pupils, in groups, assess their own reading or writing according to a writing
rubric they have created with the teacher (See Chapter 17: Classroom
Assessment of Younger Learners for more information on assessing activities
such as these.)

A Sample Language Experience Unit
Experience (Day 1)

• Mr. Ali is teaching Hello! 1, Unit 13: Our Clothes. He decides to take a
few minutes of each day to do an LEA lesson on the topic in the book.

• He asks the pupils if anyone has been shopping for clothes lately.
• The pupils share experiences of shopping for clothes with their families.
• When they can't think of a word for an article of clothing, they draw it,

and Mr. Ali tells them the word.
• They decide to write a story about a family shopping for new clothes.

Dictation (Day 2)
• The pupils make up names for the family in the story. They report on what

the family members bought at the store.
• Mr. Ali writes what they say on the board.
• Then they all read the story together.
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Revision and editing (Day 3)
• The pupils make suggestions about which sentence should come first,

next, and last and Mr. Ali rearranges them. Mr. Ali points out where they
need to change a verb form or add words to make a sentence. He and the
pupils fix the story. When they have it right, he puts it on a large piece of
paper to hang in the room or writes it on the board.

• Then the class reads the story three more times.  They are all happy with
what they have written.

• The pupils copy the story into their notebooks.

Extensions (Day 4)
On day 4, Mr. Ali uses one or more of the following extension activities.

• He has the children read the story again in chorus.
• He has the children work with partners who sit in front of or behind them.

They read the story to one another.
• He puts the sentences of the story on strips and has the children practice

arranging them in order.
• He has a group of children illustrate each sentence. He puts the illustrated

story - the sentence strips and pictures - on the classroom wall for all to
read. They all read the story together many more times.

• He asks the pupils to look in the story to find
- clothes that are one: a galabeya, a shirt, a dress, and
- clothes that are more than one: shorts, shoes, socks.

• He asks pairs of pupils to come to the front of the room and look at the
story. One pupil asks, "What do you see?" Another pupil names the people
and clothes she sees in the story.

• He has groups of about four pupils come up to the front of the room and
has the children count their clothes. He helps them report: "Our group has
three shirts, one dress, shoes, four socks, and three pairs of trousers."
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Assessment - Day 5

• Mr. Ali has the children practice reading the story to one another in pairs
once again.

• Then he goes around the room. For each pupil, he points to one of the
sentences in the story (not in order) and asks the pupil to read the sentence.
He also asks the pupil to point to some things in the illustrations.

• He takes notes on the children's reading and vocabulary development.
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Notes for Teachers:
When you choose an experience and make your lesson plan, consider:

• The vocabulary: Is it familiar to pupils?
• The topic: Is it motivating, fun and child-centered? Is it suitable for your

pupils' age, interests, etc.?
• The language level: Is the language level about right to be comprehensible

yet provide some learning challenges?
• The purpose: Is language used for a real purpose that the pupils can

understand?
• Connections: Can this experience lead into many other activities? Can

you use it to integrate oral work, reading and writing?
• Resources: What resources and materials do you need? How will you get

them?
• Timing: How long will it take?

Conclusion:
LEA is an extremely flexible method for teaching. There are many different
ways to use it. What remains the same is the basic procedure: discussion of
topics that are personally meaningful and interesting to the pupils, pupil
dictation, revision, and use of the finished text for oral and written language
development. Throughout the activities, the teacher is a facilitator and planner
of experiences and activities that lead pupils to develop their own short
language texts.

Key Terminology
The Language Experience Approach:
A language teaching approach in which teacher and students

• share and/or discuss an experience
• write together about the experience
• revise and edit their writing
• use the writing in many follow-up language learning and assessment

activities
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Integrated
An integrated approach teaches reading, writing, listening and speaking
and integrates language learning with content learning.

Language Acquisition
Language acquisition is when learners obtain language in natural ways,
through hearing and using it with little conscious thinking about it. It
contrasts with language learning, which is a deliberate and conscious
activity.

Comprehensible Language
Teacher language that is within the reach of student understanding (though
perhaps not within the reach of production) is called comprehensible
language or comprehensible input. Some theorists believe that providing
comprehensible input with just a little challenge for students is a key for
language learning.

Understanding Check:
1. Define the Language Experience Approach.
2. Cite the main stages of the Language Experience Approach.
3. Identify several activities or experiences that would be appropriate and

effective beginnings for language experience lessons in primary English
classes in Egypt.

4. Choose one of the experiences from #3 and identify the key vocabulary
and sentence structures the pupils will need to use in creating a language
experience story.
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Summary Handout for Chapter 13:
 The Language Experience Approach

What is Language Experience Approach?
• A way of teaching language in which students and teacher share an

experience, create a text about the experience, revise and improve
the text, and use the text for a variety of language learning activities.

Why should primary English teachers use LEA?
• LEA meets the needs of a wide range of pupils.

• LEA fosters rich language development.

• LEA helps children learn to read English.

• LEA promotes rich cognitive (thinking) development.

• LEA is motivating for teacher and pupils.

What are limitations and challenges of LEA?
•  Learners may be shy at first.

• Teachers must have a good command of English.

• Teachers in Egypt feel too over-loaded to plan such experiences and
activities continuously.

What are the stages of LEA?
1- Sharing and discussing an experience

2- Dictation

3- Revision and editing

4- Extension

5- Assessment




