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In tomorrow’s world a nation’s wealth will derive from its capacity to educate,
attract, and retain its citizens who are able to work smarter and learn faster — making
educational achievement ever more important both for individuals and for society writ
large.’

The United States has a highly decentralized system of education. The 10"
Amendment (1791) of the U.S. Constitution (1787) states: “The powers not delegated to
the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to the
States respectively, or to the people.” Therefore, the general authority to create and
administer public schools is reserved for the states. There is no national school system
nor are there national framework laws that prescribe curricula or control most aspects of
education. The federal government, although playing an important role in education,
does not establish or license schools, or govern educational institutions at any level.”

The Congress is the supreme lawmaking body of the country and has passed
numerous laws directly and indirectly affecting education. In addition to the No Child
Left Behind Act of 2001, these include the Higher Education Act, the Adult Education &
Family Literacy Act, and the Carl D. Perkins Vocational Education Act.

The federal Department of Education is the primary agency of the federal
government that implements the laws that the Congress enacts to support education at the
federal level. In doing so, the Department establishes policy for, administers and
coordinates much of, the federal financial assistance for education, in accordance with
these laws.

The Department carries out its mission in two major ways. First, the Secretary of
Education and the Department play a leadership role in the ongoing national dialogue
over how to improve education for all students. This involves such activities as raising
national and community awareness of the educational challenges confronting the nation,
disseminating the latest research discoveries on what works in teaching and learning and
helping communities work out solutions to difficult educational issues. Second, the
Department pursues its twin goals of access and excellence through the administration of
programs that cover every area of education and range from preschool education through
postdoctoral research.’ Third, the Department also holds the responsibility of enforcing
compliance of federal civil rights laws, including laws that prohibit discrimination based
on age, by those receiving Department funds.

In the United States, one-quarter of the population aged 25-64 have limited
English proficiency and have not completed high school, or have completed high school
but earn less than a living wage, according to the U.S. Census Bureau. We know that

' U.S. Department of Education, A Test of Leadership: Charting the Future of U.S. Higher Education.
Washington, D.C., 2006.

* U.S. Department of Education, Education in the United States: A Brief Overview, p. 1 Washington, D.C.,
2003

¥ ibid



there are 32 states with young adult populations that are not large enough to replace the
retiring baby boomers and 34 million adults that want to access postsecondary education
but do not have it.*

Showing these adults an educational and career pathway is critical. U.S.
Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings expanded the traditional definition of higher
education to include all learners beyond the secondary compulsory school age for
purposes of initiating a national dialogue on higher education. The focus of that dialogue
has been around five key recommendations from the Secretary’s Commission on the
Future of Higher Education to improve college access, affordability and accountability.
These action items include:

Aligning K-12 and higher education expectations;

Increasing need-based aid for access and success;

Using accreditation to support and emphasize student learning outcomes;
Serving adults and other non-traditional learners;

And enhancing affordability, decreasing costs, and promoting productivity.

By using the expanded definition and adopting a set of broad recommendations,
inclusive of all adult learners, Secretary Spellings focuses the dialogue on the three
federally supported adult learning programs: postsecondary education, adult vocational
training, and adult literacy/English as a second language programs. It is from this
perspective that this report for the 6" International Conference on Adult Education -
CONFINTEA VI - is prepared. The report is submitted in four chapters, beginning with
the adult literacy and English language acquisition program, followed by the adult
vocational training program, and lastly, by the postsecondary program. These three
chapters focus on the major investments in adult learning made by the U.S. Congress but
by no means represent the entire delivery system for adult learning. The fourth chapter
represents responses received from the private provider community across the United
States to select questions from the UNESCO survey instrument.

It is our sincere desire to provide the conferees attending the 6™ International Conference
on Adult Education - CONFINTEA VI with a portrait of the rich and diverse adult
learning environment in the United States focused on adult learning. The United States
joins the UNESCO community of nations in renewing international momentum for adult
learning and education by submitting this report of past accomplishments, current
activities and future directions. We sincerely hope that the U.S. experiences and
activities help in building world-wide knowledge economies and learning societies and
that other nations will join with the United States in exploring best practices that impact
teaching and learning in adult education. We hope our efforts have been successful.

* Martinez Tucker, Sara, Remarks for the First Meeting of the Adult Numeracy Workgroup, Washington,
D.C., March 31, 2008.



The Division of Adult Education and Literacy under the Office of Vocational and
Adult Education administers the Adult Education and Family Literacy Act, Title Il of the
Workforce Investment Act, and has overall responsibility for enabling adults to acquire
the basic skills necessary to function in today's society so that they can benefit from the
completion of secondary school, enhanced family life, attaining citizenship and
participating in job training and retraining programs.

Delivery

In 1998, adult education was incorporated in the Workforce Investment Act
(WIA) as Title II, the Adult Education and Family Literacy Act (AEFLA). In passing
AEFLA, Congress intended to provide adult education and literacy services as a means of
assisting adults to complete secondary education and obtain the skills necessary for
employment and self-sufficiency, and give parents the skills to become partners in their
children’s education.

WIA Title II provides grants to states based on a ratio of adults ages 16 and older
who do not have a high school diploma and are not enrolled in secondary school. The
state agency generally distributes these federal funds by formula to local educational
agencies, community-based organizations, literacy organizations, institutions of higher
education, libraries and other public or private nonprofit institutions that offer Adult
Education and Literacy education programs that meet the requirements of the law.

AEFLA is aimed at helping students achieve a higher level of literacy through
educational instruction. The law defines eligible program participants as individuals that
are at least 16 years old, not enrolled in secondary school, do not have a secondary school
diploma, and/or lack basic educational skills to function in society, and/or cannot read,
write or speak English.

Under the National Leadership Activities (section 243) of AEFLA, the Secretary
of Education is allowed to use congressionally appropriated funding to establish and
carry out programs of national leadership activities which enhance the quality of adult
education and literacy programs nationwide. These monies are awarded in multiyear
contracts to eligible providers on a competitive basis.

Funding

The federal allocation for AEFLA grants to states for PY 200405 (or Fiscal Year
2004) was $564,079,550. Nationally, this amount represented approximately 26 percent
of the total amount expended at the state and local levels to support adult education and
literacy in PY 2004-05. States distribute 82.5 percent of the federal funds competitively
to eligible providers, using 12 quality criteria identified in the law.

The state agencies designated to receive Title 11 funds are also required to provide
a minimum 25 percent match in state or local funds for adult education and literacy



services, and can allocate certain percentages of the funding for state leadership activities
and administrative costs, and for serving institutionalized populations.

Appropriations for the National Leadership Activities (section 243) of AEFLA
over the past several years amount to approximately $9 million annually. Activities
funded through the National Leadership Activities (section 243) generally are targeted to
improving instruction and teacher quality, developing new models of service delivery to
learners, improving accountability, and furthering research.

States that achieve superior performance across Title I and Title Il (AEFLA) of
the Workforce Investment Act (WIA) and the Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Technical
Education Act of 1998 are eligible for incentive awards. During PY 2004-05 23 states
were awarded a total of $16.6 million up from only 19 states during PY 2003-04.

Local providers implementing El/Civics programs are charged with incorporating
instruction on the rights and responsibilities of citizenship and civic participation. Under
AEFLA, Congress directed the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Vocational and
Adult Education (OVAE) to provide English Literacy and Civics Education Program
(EL/Civics) grants solely to states to provide services to immigrants and other limited
English proficient populations to help them acquire the basic skills they need to function
effectively as parents, workers, and citizens. EL/Civics state funds are awarded based on
the amount of immigrants admitted for legal permanent residence within a state for the 10
most recent years and to states that experienced growth as measured by the average of the
three most recent years.

While AEFLA is the largest source of federal funding for adult education, and the
only program solely dedicated to that purpose, other federal programs provide means to
address adult literacy and education. Title I of the WIA provides funding for vocational
rehabilitation and job training programs, which may include some basic skills or literacy
components. Some portion of Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) funds
may also be used to support basic skills education for recipients in conjunction with their
job search, job training and work experience activities. The Even Start Program,
authorized as part of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, provides money to
states for family literacy services.

Impact

The local network of adult education providers is diverse; many adult education
programs also work with welfare agencies at the state and local levels to provide
instruction to adults needing basic skills who are receiving TANF benefits. In addition,
adult education supports adults in job training programs through partnerships with One
Stop Career Centers and other job training programs in the community.

Courses of instruction offered by local providers include:



. Adult Basic Education (ABE), instruction in basic skills designed for
adults functioning at the lower literacy levels to just below the secondary
level,

. Adult Secondary Education (ASE), instruction for adults whose literacy
skills are at approximately the high school level and who are seeking to
pass the General Educational Development (GED) tests or obtain an adult
high school credential, and

. English Literacy (EL), instruction for adults who lack proficiency in
English and who seek to improve their literacy and competence in English.
EL is sometimes intergrated with civics education (EL/Civics).

The purpose of these programs, as defined in AEFLA, are to:
Assist adults to become literate and obtain the knowledge and skills
necessary for employment and self-sufficiency,

. Assist adults who are parents to obtain the educational skills necessary to
become full partners in the educational development of their children, and
. Assist adults in the completion of a secondary school education.

In the program year (PY) 2004-05, the state grant program enrolled 2,581,281
learners, of whom 39 percent were enrolled in Adult Basic Education (ABE), 16 percent
were enrolled in Adult Secondary Education (ASE), and 44 percent were enrolled in
English Literacy (EL) programs.

Adult education serves a varied population. Overall in PY 2004-05, 38 percent of
students were under age 25 and more than 80 percent were under 45. Only 4 percent were
age 60 or older. Age distribution, however, varied by program area. ASE students tended
to be younger (67 percent were under 25) than both ABE and EL students (with 46
percent and 22 percent respectively under 25), and EL students tended to be older (21
percent were over 44) than both ABE and ASE students (15 percent and 7 percent over
44, respectively).

Hispanics represent the largest group enrolled in adult education (43 percent) in
PY 2004-05, followed by whites (27 percent) and African Americans (20 percent). A
plurality of 16- to 18-year-olds (42 percent) and people aged 60 and older (32 percent)
were white, and a plurality of 19 to 24 year olds, 25- to 44-year-olds, and 45- to 59-year-
olds were Hispanic.

Outcomes

When AEFLA was authorized in 1998, Congress made accountability for results a central
focus of the new law, setting out new performance accountability requirements for states
and local programs that measure program effectiveness on the basis of student academic
achievement and employment related outcomes. To define and implement the



accountability requirements under AEFLA, OVAE established the National Reporting
System (NRS).

PY 2004-05 marked the fifth year of the implementation of the NRS accountability
requirements. In a comparison of actual performance on the core measures for adult
education for the past five years under the NRS, each of the educational gain measures
increased over the five program years. High school completion showed a steady gain of
18 percentage points from PY 2000-01 to PY 2004—-05. Students entering postsecondary
education increased from 25 to 34 percent over the period, though the growth was less
dramatic than for high school completion. The two employment measures, entered
employment and retained employment, showed some gain from PY 2000-01 to PY
2004-05, but spiked in PY 2001-02 and PY 2002-03, respectively.

Conclusion

There is substantial need for adult education in the United States of America. The
release of NAAL’ shows that more work is needed to make strides in increasing adult
literacy levels in the U.S. While certain population demographics increased their overall
literacy levels in being able to understand document contents, read continuous text, and
to use numbers to identify and compute quantitative tasks, there is little change between
1992 and 2003 in all adults’ ability to read and understand continuous text, and written
materials and forms. Currently, 42 million U.S. adults ages 25-64 lack proficiency in
reading, speaking, writing, and computing problems®.

With increasing immigration of people between countries, along with large
numbers of adults who lack the educational credentials and basic literacy skills needed to
compete in a global marketplace, more needs to be done by world policymakers. Through
sharing of best practices and strong partnerships with neighboring countries, we can
ensure that only effective adult education programs are administered. United States
policymakers recognize the need for adult education and happily offer their continued
support for UNESCQO’s Conferences on Adult Education.

> National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL) A first Look at Literacy of America’s Adults in the 21"
Century
62005 U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey



The Division of Career and Technical Education under the Office of Vocational
and Adult Education administers the Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education
Act of 2006 (Perkins IV) and has overall responsibility for preparing students for work
immediately following high school along with incorporating rigorous and challenging
academic content standards and providing a non-duplicative sequence of courses leading
to an industry-recognized credential or certificate, or an associate or baccalaureate
degree.

Delivery

Adult vocational education in the United States is delivered in a variety of forms. The
Department of Education’s National Household Education Survey revealed that almost
half of the adults in the country over 16 years old participated in some form of lifelong
learning during 2001 (U.S. Department of Education, 2003).

Postsecondary vocational education for adults consists of a national delivery system
comprised of diverse credit and non-credit offerings at a variety of institutions. The
vocational career fields represented by these institutions’ offerings include, but are not
limited to, agriculture and natural resources; business, management, marketing and
support services; allied health professions, services, and health technicians; home
economics and family and consumer sciences; human services; legal support services;
protective services; computer and information sciences; engineering and related
technologies; science technologies; communications technologies; construction;
mechanical engineering, technology and repair; precision production; and transportation
and logistics (Levesque et al. 2000).

The nation’s 1,157 community colleges and technical colleges are the institutions
primarily responsible for providing vocational education to the adult learner in the United
States. Other providers of adult vocational education include business and industry
associations, unions, and for-profit educational institutions. This conglomerate of
educational providers offers courses in both the traditional classroom setting as well as
online delivery to provide training to strengthen the nation’s workforce.

Funding

Funding for adult vocational education in the United States derives primarily from the
Perkins Act. Institutions eligible for Perkins funding provide credit-bearing courses and
programs in adult and vocational education. Institutions not eligible for Perkins funding
are the main providers of noncredit courses in adult and vocational education.

The primary objective of Perkins funding for adult learning is well-aligned with the
nation’s education and workforce development priorities. Perkins supports the vocational
and technical skill, as well as the academic skill, enhancement of our nation’s workforce.
The law aims to utilize this training to contribute to high school completion, transition
into postsecondary education and training, postsecondary degree completion, and the
national employment security, earnings, and lifelong career enhancement. As a result,
Perkins remains the largest single source of federal funding for the nation’s high schools.



The following are descriptions of adult and vocational programs, certificates, and courses
offered by post-secondary institutions that receive Perkins funding (U.S. Department of
Education, 2004):

® Associate degree programs that provide degree programs or transfer-up options
that require two or more years to complete (totaling approximately 60 credits)

¢ Institutional certificate programs designed for job-related skills enhancement,
typically requiring 24-30 credits

¢ Industry skill certification programs developed and recognized by industry to
build workforce skills assessed by an examination

® Noncredit course work that targets specific job-related skills or personal
enrichment activities for vocational or avocation purposes

Funding for vocational and adult vocational education in the United States consists of the
following sources and recipients (U.S. Department of Education, 2004):

e Total funding (FY 05) 1.3B with 61% of the total funding is awarded to
secondary education

® 67% (or 9,500) of the nation’s high schools receive funding; 1,00 vocational high
schools and 800 vocational centers receive funding

*  39% (or $348M) of the total funding is awarded to community colleges
25% (or $148M) of the total funding is awarded to rural local education agencies

e 9.2 M of the nation’s 15 million secondary students are enrolled in career and
technology education; 5.6M community college students are enrolled in career
and technology education

e In FY 03, about 813,000 high school students took college courses while in high
school

Perkins funding has as its established outcome expectations to increase participation and
success in programs leading to nontraditional training and employment. Also, the law
emphasizes outcomes for special populations going beyond mere access to enhanced
performance of certain identified groups — economically and academically disadvantaged,
individuals preparing for nontraditional training and employment, single parents,
displaced homemakers, and individuals with other barriers to educational achievement,
including limited English proficiency.

Impact

Postsecondary vocational education programs serve diverse populations of adult learners
seeking educational training for varied needs and objectives. Nearly one-third all
postsecondary undergraduates in the nation and two-thirds of students enrolled at
community and technical colleges are enrolled in postsecondary vocational education. A
significant number of these students (21.2 percent) are from households with an annual
family income of less than $20,000, classifying them as “economically disadvantaged.”



In addition, over 30 percent of enrolled students in postsecondary vocational education
have previously obtained postsecondary credentials.

These diverse characteristics reveal that students base their enrollment in postsecondary
vocational education on diverse educational objectives. About 50% report that they
enroll for the purpose of obtaining a credential. One-third say they enroll to obtain
training or enhance their job skills. The remainder enroll for personal enrichment.
National education decision makers use this data towards an understanding of why
students enroll and formulate and adjust educational objectives to target specific
outcomes (U.S. Department of Education, 2004).

Outcomes

A major benefit to students completing a postsecondary vocational degree include
increased earnings. Women completing a postsecondary vocational degree earn nearly
47 percent more that women with a high school degree; their male counterparts earn 30
percent more. The additional education also has been cited as a significant credential for
adults seeking a career in fast growing career fields such as health care and information
technology.

Additional economic benefits are associated with persons with limited participation in
postsecondary vocational education. Adults who even exit from occupational programs
without obtaining a degree or certificate tend to benefit over counterparts without
involvement in the same educational offerings. Key findings cite that these individuals
exiting postsecondary vocational education programs early still earn between 5 and 8
percent more per year for each year they participate in postsecondary vocational
education programs that do high school graduates with similar characteristics (U.S.
Department of Education, 2004).

Conclusion

Globalization has reshaped the workplace and changed the focus on workforce
and career development. (Friedman, 2005). The integration of technology with
globalization has created a need for a credentialed workforce empowered by high skills,
that can enable a nation to shift production to meet market demands (Bluestein, 2006).
The nation’s ability to meet this demand relies on diverse educational delivery system
that can provide both adult vocational educational opportunities and opportunities for
lifelong learning.



The Office of Postsecondary Education (OPE) administers Title Il of the Higher
Education Act of 1965, as amended (HEA) and has overall responsibility for
administering programs that increase access to postsecondary education for
disadvantaged students, strengthen the capacity of colleges and universities that serve a
high percentage of disadvantaged students, and provide teacher and student development
resources. OPE also administers international education and foreign language studies
programs.

Delivery

Adults in the United States have access to a wide variety of informal and formal
education opportunities. Informal adult learning activities include a diverse range of
avocational and personal interest topics that do not result in receipt of education
credentials. These programs are provided by government agencies, community
organizations, businesses, religious institutions, social organizations, professional
societies, as well as by traditional educational institutions. Formal postsecondary
education opportunities, resulting in recognized educational credentials, are available to
adults of all ages.

Figure 1 shows the structure of formal education in the United States. It presents the three
levels of formal education (elementary, secondary, and postsecondary) and gives the
approximate age range of people at the elementary and secondary levels. Students
ordinarily spend from 6 to 8 years in the elementary grades, which may be preceded by 1
to 3 years in nursery school and kindergarten. The elementary school program is followed
by a 4 to 6 year program in secondary school. Students normally complete the entire
program through grade 12 by age 18, culminating with a high school diploma. While
adults generally are not permitted to enroll in programs designed for children, local
school systems, community organizations and other groups offer programs specifically
for adults leading to basic education proficiency and high school diploma equivalency.

High school graduates who decide to continue their education may enter a technical or
vocational institution, a 2-year community or junior college, or a 4-year college or
university. Although high school graduates often choose to enter postsecondary education
immediately after graduating from high school, access to postsecondary education is open
to all adults regardless of age, or timing of high school completion. A 2-year college
normally offers the first 2 years of a standard 4-year college curriculum and a selection of
terminal vocational programs. Academic courses completed at a 2-year college are
usually transferable for credit at a 4-year college or university. A technical or vocational
institution offers postsecondary technical training leading to a specific career.

An associate's degree requires at least 2 years of college level coursework, and a
bachelor's degree normally requires 4 years of college-level coursework. At least 1 year
of coursework beyond the bachelor's is necessary for a master's degree, while a doctor's
degree usually requires a minimum of 3 or 4 years beyond the bachelor's.



Professional schools differ widely in admission requirements and program length.
Medical students, for example, generally complete a bachelor's program of premedical
studies at a college or university before they can enter the 4-year program at a medical
school. Law programs normally require 3 years of coursework beyond the bachelor's
degree level.

While the majority of college students in the United States are within the
traditional ages of 18 through 24, substantial numbers of older students are enrolled in
both 2-year and 4-year colleges. College enrollment rates for younger age groups have
risen in recent years; however, substantial enrollment rates for older adults have been a
characteristic of the U.S. education system for decades. The percentage of 20- to 24-year-
olds enrolled in college rose from 23 percent in 1976 to 35 percent in 2006. At the same
time, the rate for 25- to 29-year-olds increased from 10 percent to 12 percent, and the rate
for 30- to 34-year-olds increased from 6 percent to 7 percent.

Overall, 61 percent of college students were under age 25 in 2005. Fourteen
percent were 25- to 29 years of age; 13 percent were 30 to 39 years old; 7 percent were
40 to 49 years old; and 4 percent were age 50 or over. Graduate students are typically
older compared to undergraduate students since students cannot enter graduate programs
until they have completed their bachelor’s degrees, which generally does not occur before
age 22. About two-thirds (68 percent of undergraduates were under age 25, compared to
about one-fifth (21 percent) of graduate students. Eleven percent of the undergraduates
were 25- to 29-years of age compare to 31 percent of the graduate students. Ten percent
of the under graduate students were over age 40 compared to 21 percent of the graduate
students.

Another important difference in younger and older students is that older students
are much less likely to be attending full-time. About 76 percent of students under age 25
attended college full-time in 2005, compared to 39 percent of those ages 30 to 39, and 30
percent of those ages 40 to 49.”

! Snyder, T.D., Dillow, S.A., and Hoffman, C.M. (2008). Digest of Education Statistics 2007 (NCES 2008-
022).National Center for Education Statistics, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of
Education. Washington, DC.



Figure 1.  The structure of education in the United States
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) has
sponsored five international conferences on adult education and learning, beginning in 1949.
Most recently, CONFINTEA V (the Fifth International Conference on Adult Education), held in
Germany in 1997, produced an “agenda for the future,” documenting the role of adult learning in
democracy, gender equality and equity, employment, sustainable development, and
communication among cultures. The agenda recognized the universal right to literacy and basic
education, the economic benefits of adult education, and the importance of improving adult
learning. It also called for international cooperation to support a “new vision” of adult learning

(UNESCO, 1997).

More than a decade later, member states are preparing for CONFINTEA VI (to be held in
Brazil in 2009), which is intended to “renew international momentum for (adult learning and
education) and develop the tools for implementation in order to move from rhetoric to action”
(UNESCO, 2008). For CONFINTEA VI and the regional preparatory meeting, the U.S.
Department of Education’s (ED’s) Office of Vocational and Adult Education (OVAE) has

commissioned this National Report by RTI International.

This document, and a companion report prepared by the Center for Applied Linguistics,
focuses on adult learning activities for disadvantaged individuals (defined as those with literacy
skills in the “below basic” level on the National Assessment of Adult Literacy [NAAL]),
primarily the adult basic education and literacy programs overseen by OVAE. These programs,
which offer instruction for individuals aged 16 and older who do not have a secondary school
credential, or who are learning English as a second language, are the principal means through

which disadvantaged adults in the United States can improve their literacy skills.

Instruction offered through the adult basic education system is usually classified as either

®  Adult Basic Education (ABE), or instruction for individuals with skills at the lowest
levels;

® Adult Secondary Education (ASE), or instruction for individuals who are working
toward secondary-level credentials; or
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e English Literacy (EL), or instruction to help individuals who have limited English-
speaking ability improve their competence in the language.

EL students represent the largest group of adult basic education participants, accounting
for 46 percent of enrollment in Program Year 2006-2007." To describe the field of EL instruction
and its students, ED has commissioned a second National Report by the Center for Applied
Linguistics; as such, RTI’s report is concerned almost exclusively with ABE and ASE

instruction.

This report is organized into five sections. Section I describes the context for adult
education in the United States. Section II outlines the organization and structure of the adult
education service delivery system. Section III presents descriptive information about the
individuals who are eligible for, and who participate in, adult education instruction, and
describes the outcomes that program participants achieve. Section IV reviews current practices
and trends in ABE and ASE instruction. Section V presents conclusions concerning access to

ABE and ASE instruction in the United States and the future of the service delivery system.

The Context for Adult Education in the United States

The United States is the world’s third-largest country in terms of both size and
population, encompassing an area of 3.5 million square miles (5.6 million sq km). It comprises
50 states, the District of Columbia, and a number of outlying areas, including the
Commonwealth of Puerto Rico. A leading industrial power with a technologically advanced
economy, the United States had a Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of $12,397.9 billion (and the
third highest per capita GDP in the world) in 2005 (OECD, 2007).

The population of the United States is growing rapidly, having increased from 281
million in 2000, when the last decennial census was conducted, to an estimated 299 million in
2006. In that year, an estimated 80 percent of the U.S. population self-reported that they were

White alone and 13 percent self-reported Black or African American alone.” Asian individuals

' The Program Year begins on July 1 and ends on June 30. Program Year 2006-2007 ended on June 30, 2007.

* For definitions of race categories used by the Census Bureau, please see the Glossary. Respondents are permitted
to indicate that they are part of more than one racial group. Therefore, this report classifies the population as
belonging to either one race alone, or to two or more races.



made up 4 percent of the population and 2 percent considered themselves to be of two or more

races. Fifteen percent of the population was Hispanic or Latino.

In recent years, the United States has experienced a dramatic increase in immigration,
resulting in a high demand for adult education services. In 2006, 13 percent of the population
was foreign born. Fifty-four percent of these individuals were from Latin America (the majority

from Mexico) and 27 percent were from Asia.’

The nation’s educational system is highly decentralized, with states having the primary
responsibility for the operation of public schools. However, the federal government and the U.S.
Department of Education play an important role in education policy and practice. The
Department is responsible for implementation of laws enacted by the U.S. Congress, particularly
the 2001 No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). This landmark legislation was designed to reform
elementary and secondary schools by requiring states to develop and implement accountability
systems based on state standards in reading and mathematics, and to analyze test results by
poverty status, race, ethnicity, disability status, and limited English proficiency to ensure that all

students’ needs are met.

Each state provides students with 12 academic years, or grades, of free education, and
most states also offer kindergarten programs for younger children (K-12). State compulsory
attendance laws generally require students to attend classes from the time they are 6 or 7 until the
age of 16 or 18 (Snyder, Dillow, and Hoffman, 2008, Table 157). After completing high school,
many students immediately enter postsecondary education at 4-year colleges and universities, 2-
year community colleges, or vocational/technical schools. It is not uncommon, however, for

individuals to leave the educational system and return later in life.

In the most recent year for which information is available (2005), about 88 percent of
adults between the ages of 18 and 24 who were not currently enrolled in school reported that
they had earned a high school diploma or equivalent. This figure (known as the “high school

completion rate”) varies considerably among racial/ethnic subgroups. Graduation rates for

3 U.S. Census Bureau, 2006 American Community Survey. Table B0O5006: Place of birth for the foreign-born
population.
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students in ““special education” classes that serve students with disabilities are considerably

lower.

Organization and Structure of the Adult Education Service Delivery System

In 1998, the Workforce Investment Act (WIA), Public Law 105-220, made adult
education part of a one-stop career center system that includes many federally funded job
training programs. Current legislative requirements governing the program are set forth in Title
II of the WIA, known as the Adult Education and Family Literacy Act (AEFLA).* Under
AEFLA, adult education services are defined as services below the postsecondary level for
individuals who are 16 and older, and who are not enrolled, or required to be enrolled, in
secondary school. Eligible individuals must also “lack sufficient mastery of basic educational
skills to enable the individuals to function effectively in society”; lack a high school diploma or

equivalent; or be “...unable to speak, read, or write the English language.”

AEFLA allocates each state a minimum grant of $250,000, with the balance of the federal
allocation distributed according to the state’s ratio of adults between the ages of 16 and 60 who
do not have a high school diploma or equivalent, are not enrolled in secondary school, and are
beyond the age of compulsory school attendance. Since 2000, the federal government has also
provided special funding for EL/Civics programs. These programs combine EL instruction and
civics education, which is defined as “...contextualized instruction on the rights and
responsibilities of citizenship, naturalization procedures, civic participation, and U.S. history and
government to help learners acquire the skills and knowledge to become active and informed

parents, workers, and community members” (Federal Register, November 17, 1999).

Reflecting a trend toward greater accountability for federally funded programs, AEFLA

specifies three measures of effectiveness for adult education programs, including the following:

¢ Demonstrated improvements in literacy skill levels in reading, writing, and speaking
the English language, numeracy (i.e., knowledge and skills needed to complete
quantitative tasks), problem solving, English language acquisition, and other literacy
skills.

® Placement in, retention in, or completion of postsecondary education, training,
unsubsidized employment, or career advancement.

* Although the Workforce Investment Act expired in 2003, it has not been reauthorized by Congress.
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® Receipt of a secondary school diploma or its recognized equivalent.

ED collects data for these measures through the Adult Education National Reporting
System, which has been in operation since 2000. NRS also collects demographic data,
information on students’ status (e.g., whether the individual is employed, receives some type of
public assistance, lives in a rural area, or has a disability), student goals, hours of instruction
received, and the type of program in which the student is enrolled. Each state negotiates expected

levels of performance on these indicators with ED, based partially on past performance.

OVAE is responsible for distributing federal funds to the states, ensuring that state
programs are in compliance with federal regulations, reviewing and approving State Plans, and
collecting and analyzing performance data. In addition to its administrative responsibilities,
OVAE designs and carries out “national leadership activities” authorized under Section 243 of
AEFLA. Designed “to enhance the quality of adult education and literacy programs nationwide,”
national leadership activities focus on improving program performance through the development
and use of quality accountability data, supporting research partnerships in adult literacy and adult
numeracy, assisting states in their exploration and implementation of standards-based education,
and disseminating high-quality, research-based reading instruction through the adult education

professional development system to improve program performance.

AEFLA makes almost any type of nonprofit entity eligible to receive federal adult
education funds through competitive processes established by the states. As defined in OVAE’s
National Reporting System Implementation Guidelines (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.),
eligible providers include local education agencies; community-based organizations; faith-based
organizations; libraries; community, junior, or technical colleges; 4-year colleges or universities;
other institutions of higher education; correctional institutions; and other institutions and

agencies.

The Disadvantaged Adult Learner

This section describes the need for adult education services in the United States, based on
educational attainment (i.e., individuals without high school diplomas) and performance on

literacy assessments.
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The target population. Data on educational attainment and demographics of the target
population come from the 2000 Census of Population and Housing, which describes need based
on years of education and diplomas/degrees obtained.” The census, conducted on a decennial
basis, provides information about the number of individuals aged 16 years and older who have
not attained a high school diploma or equivalent. Of 191 million U.S. adults who were aged 16
and older in 2000, 21 percent (41 million) had not attained a high school diploma or equivalent
and were not enrolled in school. Approximately 37 percent of those without a diploma had less

than a ninth-grade education.

Data on the literacy skills and needs of the U.S. adult population come from the 2003
National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL), a nationally representative survey of
individuals aged 16 and older, including a sample of individuals in federal and state prisons. The
NAAL describes need based on respondents’ literacy skills in three areas: (1) prose literacy—
knowledge and skills needed to understand and use information from texts; (2) document
literacy—knowledge and skills needed to locate and use information in materials such as forms,
tables, and maps; and (3) quantitative literacy—knowledge and skills needed to apply arithmetic

operations.

Adults’ performance on the NAAL is categorized into four levels: (1) below basic—
having only very simple literacy skills; (2) basic—having skills required to perform simple
everyday literacy activities; (3) intermediate—able to perform moderately difficult tasks; and
(4) proficient, or having the ability to complete complex and difficult activities. Those scoring in
the below basic level are likely to be most in need of adult education services. Fourteen percent
of U.S. adults scored in the below basic level of the NAAL prose scale. Twelve percent scored at
this level on the document scale, and 22 percent scored at this level on the quantitative literacy

scale.

The participant population. In Program Year 2006-2007, approximately 2.4 million
individuals participated in federally funded adult education programs. This figure represents only
about 6 percent of the number indicated by the 2000 census as being eligible for services. EL

students made up the largest group of adult education students, accounting for 46 percent of

5 Information presented in this section includes Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Virgin Islands.
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enrollment. Thirty-eight percent of students received ABE instruction, while only 16 percent

participated in ASE classes.

Sixty-nine percent of ABE and ASE students who were both pre- and post-tested made
educational gains; that is, they completed or advanced one or more levels in the progralrn.6 Forty-
five percent of all students (including ABE, ASE, and EL students) who specified entering
employment as a goal at program entry found work by the end of the first calendar quarter after
they left the program, and 55 percent of students who said that they wanted to upgrade their
skills in order to retain their current jobs were still employed three calendar quarters after
program exit. More than 50 percent of those whose goal was to obtain a secondary school
diploma or GED did so. Finally, 43 percent of those who said they wanted to achieve the skills

necessary to enter a postsecondary education or training program were successful.

Current Practice and Trends in ABE and ASE

This section describes some of the most critical issues facing the field of adult education
in the United States today, and the ways in which ED, the states, and local programs are

addressing those issues.

Program design and instructional practice. Historically, many local adult education
programs have relied on organizational practices that, while conserving resources, do not
necessarily promote effective instruction. For example, “open entry/open exit” policies that
allow students to enroll in, and leave, classes at any time force instructors to cope with a
constantly changing group of learners. However, recent research in the field has led many local
programs to examine their programs’ operations and instructional practices more critically, and
research in the field of reading is informing instructors’ practices. Current research includes six
5-year projects funded through the Adult Literacy Research Network, established by ED and two
other federal agencies. These projects studied the effectiveness of adult literacy interventions for
low-literate adults, including the role of decoding, vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension

instruction in adult literacy, as well as the explicitness of instruction.

® Office of Vocational and Adult Education, NRS, Aggregate Table 4b.



Two other ED initiatives are also designed to integrate research into practice. The first,
Student Achievement in Reading (STAR), was created to improve reading outcomes for
intermediate-level students (i.e., students who read at the fourth- to ninth-grade levels). The
project combines findings from the best available reading research with practitioner knowledge
to inform professional development in local ABE programs. Secondly, as part of the President’s
National Mathematics Advisory Panel, ED is promoting the use of evidence-based practices to
improve mathematics instruction in adult education programs. This initiative is designed to
develop a sustainable professional development model that mathematics teachers in adult
education programs can use in various environments. It includes initial development of the

model, field testing, finalization of the model, and national dissemination.

Professional development and teacher quality. Adult educators often come to the
field from other areas (e.g., K—12 education), without specific training in teaching adults. As a
result, adult education leaders agree that staff development is one of the most critical needs in the
field today. However, a number of factors make it difficult for states and local programs to
provide instructors with professional development opportunities. These include the part-time
nature of the workforce, lack of infrastructure for staff development, absence of financial
incentives for adult educators to pursue advanced training, lack of knowledge about the
relationship between staff development and classroom practice, and limited funding for

professional development.

Despite the challenges outlined above, both ED and the states have initiated efforts to
improve professional development opportunities for adult educators. At the federal level, these
include national dissemination of the STAR project’s “toolkit,” which translates research
findings into usable classroom strategies. A second ED project explores the potential of
technology to provide instruction for adult learners and provides teachers with information about

how they can employ technology in the classroom.

Assessment. State and local adult education programs must assess student progress for
a variety of purposes, including initial student placement, instructional planning, assessment of
student progress, and demonstration of program effectiveness. The nature of adult education

programs, however, complicates assessment issues. Not only do learners have a wide range of
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goals, but they participate for varying numbers of hours and may not stay in the program long.
Further, because local curricula vary widely, it is difficult to ensure that assessments are aligned

with instructional content.

Historically, local adult education programs used a wide variety of assessments,
administered on differing schedules. As a result, it has been difficult or impossible to compare
results across states or local programs, or to readily demonstrate the effectiveness of the adult
education program as a whole. In recent years, however (particularly since the advent of the
National Reporting System; NRS), ED and state agencies have undertaken a number of efforts to
improve assessment practices in the field. At the national level, these include regulatory
procedures to determine and approve the suitability of tests for measuring educational gain as
defined by the NRS, in order to strengthen the quality of data collected from the states, and
creation of an Adult Education Content Standards Warehouse. Many states have undertaken their
own efforts to identify the competencies that adult education students should achieve, design

curricula that teach those competencies, and develop appropriate assessment instruments.

Accountability. The Workforce Investment Act establishes several core indicators for
adult education programs, including (1) improvements in literacy skill levels; (2) placement in,
retention in, or completion of postsecondary education, training, unsubsidized employment or
career advancement; and (3) receipt of a secondary school diploma or its equivalent. These
measures focused on educational attainment took effect on July 1, 2000. Each applies only to
students with relevant goals (e.g., the denominator for calculating the percentage of students who
received secondary school diplomas includes only those students who specified that as a goal at
program entry). Local programs use student assessments to assess improvements in literacy
skills, and may collect other data through direct reporting by the student, follow-up surveys, or

data matching with state unemployment insurance wage record databases.

The most recent Adult Education Annual Report to Congress (for Program Year 2004—
2005) describes program performance on the core measures over a 5-year period, noting that
each of the educational gain measures increased over the 5 program years. High school
completion showed a steady gain of 18 percentage points from PY 2000-01 to PY 2004-05.

Students entering postsecondary education increased from 25 to 34 percent over the period (U.S.
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Department of Education, 2007, p. 1). Over the 5-year period, a total of 2,510,582 ABE and ASE
students and 2,006,175 English literacy students made educational gains (Exhibit 1).

Documentation of program outcomes and impact. In the U.S. labor market, success
is clearly related to educational attainment. Recent research illustrates the relationship between
literacy skills and earnings, and documents the GED’s effect on earnings and transition to
postsecondary education. However, certain aspects of program design and operations (e.g., the
multiplicity of program goals, variation in instructional practices, open enrollment policies that
allow students to enter and leave the program at will) have made it difficult to document program
outcomes. Measuring the adult education program’s impact, that is, the changes that it brings

about in society as a whole, is even more challenging.

Conclusion

Statistics on current participation in federally funded adult education programs document
low participation rates. However, since the NRS (along with improved data collection and
reporting procedures) was implemented, the percentage of students making educational gains has
increased. In addition, higher percentages of participants are obtaining secondary credentials and

entering postsecondary programs (U.S. Department of Education, 2007).

At the same time, OVAE and the states have undertaken a number of initiatives to
improve participation and persistence, as well as the quality of adult education programs. These
include support for research on adult reading and numeracy, in addition to efforts to improve
instruction and teacher quality and to create new models of service delivery. Federal and state
funds are also supporting the development of content standards to make instruction and
assessment more relevant for adult learners, and adult education programs are exploring the
potential of distance education to expand access. Most states have also undertaken efforts, in the
form of either certification requirements or identification of instructor competencies, to address

staff development needs in the field.

Federal policymakers are calling for increased accountability and use of research-based
practices in all aspects of American education. At the K—12 level, these principles are embodied

in the No Child Left Behind legislation. In adult education, they are reflected in AEFLA, which
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sets forth measures of effectiveness for adult education programs and requires states to consider
whether local programs use instructional practices that have been proven effective in decisions

about the substate allocation of federal funds.

These initiatives have the potential to improve the quality of adult education programs.
However, requirements for increased accountability and effectiveness create special challenges
for adult education. The multiplicity of program goals makes it difficult for the program to
document its effectiveness, and the research base about effective practices is limited in
comparison to current knowledge about K—12 instruction. Nevertheless, as described in this
Background Report, federal and state policymakers have undertaken a wide variety of initiatives
to improve the quality of adult education in the United States. The extent to which they are
successful will determine the future effectiveness of the program in improving outcomes for
current students, and in attracting and retaining more adults who wish to improve their literacy

skills.
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INTRODUCTION

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) has
sponsored five international conferences on adult education and learning, beginning in 1949.
Most recently, CONFINTEA V (the Fifth International Conference on Adult Education), held in
Germany in 1997, produced an “agenda for the future,” documenting the role of adult learning in
democracy, gender equality and equity, employment, sustainable development, and
communication among cultures. The agenda recognized the universal right to literacy and basic
education, the economic benefits of adult education, and the importance of improving adult
learning. It also called for international cooperation to support a “new vision” of adult learning

(UNESCO, 1997).

More than a decade later, member states are preparing for CONFINTEA VI (to be held in
Brazil in 2009), which is intended to “renew international momentum for (adult learning and
education) and develop the tools for implementation in order to move from rhetoric to action”
(UNESCO, 2008). For CONFINTEA VI and the regional preparatory meeting, the U.S.
Department of Education’s (ED’s) Office of Vocational and Adult Education (OVAE) has

commissioned this National Report by RTI International.

Adult learning in the United States takes many forms. According to ED’s National
Household Education Survey, 44 percent of adults aged 16 and older participated in some type of
lifelong learning in 2005. Lifelong learning activities—which are sponsored by a wide variety of
public and private entities—encompass work-related courses or training, personal-interest
courses, part-time college, university, or vocational programs leading to degrees, diplomas, or
certificates,” and other activities, including basic skills training, apprenticeships, and English as a
Second Language courses. Adults of all educational levels participate in lifelong learning,
although those with higher educational attainment are more likely to do so (U.S. Department of

Education, 2007).

7 Full-time participation for all or part of the year in a degree or diploma program was not counted as an adult
education activity.



This document, and a companion report prepared by the Center for Applied Linguistics,
focuses on adult learning activities for disadvantaged individuals (defined as those with literacy
skills in the “below basic” level on the National Assessment of Adult Literacy [NAAL]),
primarily the adult basic education and literacy programs overseen by OVAE. These programs,
which offer instruction for individuals aged 16 and older who do not have a secondary school
credential, or who are learning English as a second language, are the principal means through

which disadvantaged adults in the United States can improve their literacy skills.

Instruction offered through the adult basic education system is usually classified as either

®  Adult Basic Education (ABE), or instruction for individuals with skills at the lowest
levels;

® Adult Secondary Education (ASE), or instruction for individuals who are working
toward secondary-level credentials; or

e English Literacy (EL), or instruction to help individuals who have limited English-
speaking ability improve their competence in the language. EL instruction is
sometimes integrated with English Language/Civics (EL/Civics) education.

EL students represent the largest group of adult basic education participants, accounting
for 46 percent of enrollment in Program Year 2006-2007.® To describe the field of EL
instruction and its students, ED has commissioned a second National Report by the Center for
Applied Linguistics; as such, RTI’s report is concerned almost exclusively with ABE and ASE

instruction.

This document is organized as follows:

® Section I describes the context for adult education in the United States, including
geographic, economic, and demographic factors, as well as the nature of the country’s
educational system in general and the historical development of the adult education
system.

e Section II outlines the organization and structure of the adult education service
delivery system, including the legislative requirements for the program, its
governance and funding, the providers that deliver adult education services, federal
agencies involved in adult education, and national adult education organizations.

e Section III presents descriptive information about the individuals who are eligible
for, and who participate in, adult education instruction. It also describes the outcomes
that program participants achieve.

¥ The Program Year begins on July 1 and ends on June 30. Program Year 2006-2007 ended on June 30, 2007.



e Section IV reviews current practices and trends in ABE and ASE instruction,
including program design and instructional practice, professional development and
teacher quality, assessment, accountability, and documentation of program outcomes
and impact.

® Section V presents conclusions concerning access to ABE and ASE instruction in the
United States and the future of the service delivery system.



I. The Context for Adult Education in the United States

In this section, the geographic, economic, and demographic context for adult education in
the United States is discussed. The way in which federal, state, and local governments share
responsibility for the country’s educational system is also described. Finally, a brief overview of
elementary, secondary, and postsecondary education in the United States is provided and the

historical development of the adult education system is reviewed.

A. Geographic, Economic, and Demographic Factors

Geography. The United States is bordered by Canada to the north, Mexico to the south,
and the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans to the east and west. The world’s third-largest country in
terms of both size and population, it encompasses an area of 3.5 million square miles (5.6 million
km). It comprises 50 states, the District of Columbia, and a number of outlying areas, including

the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico.

The country’s population density is relatively low, averaging about 31 persons per square
km.’ However, there are considerable differences at the regional, state, and local levels.
Although the United States includes 33 cities of a half million or more, population density in
many western states is less than 20 persons per square km. Both of these extremes—Ilarge cities
where many language groups may be represented and extremely rural areas—ypose special

challenges for the adult education system.

Economy. A leading industrial power with a technologically advanced economy, the
United States had a Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of $12,397.9 billion (and the third highest
per capita GDP in the world) in 2005 (OECD, 2007). Its industries are diverse and include
petroleum, steel, motor vehicles, aerospace, telecommunications, chemicals, electronics, food

processing, consumer goods, lumber and mining (CIA, 2008). According to the U.S. Department

? In contrast, the population density in the United Kingdom is 251 persons per square km (Population Reference
Bureau, 2007).



of Labor, the nation’s unemployment rate'® in March 2008 was 5.1 percent (U.S. Department of

Labor, n.d.).

As U.S. society becomes more technologically advanced, the literacy skills required by
adults are changing. For example, experts have recognized a need for “Information and
Communications Technology Literacy,” which is defined as the use of “...digital technology,
communications tools, and/or networks to access, manage, integrate, evaluate, and create
information in order to function in a knowledge society” (Educational Testing Service, n.d., p.
2). These skills are becoming more and more important as the use of technology in U.S.

workplaces, communities, schools, and homes spreads.

Demography.'" The population of the United States is growing rapidly, having increased
from 281 million in 2000, when the last decennial census was conducted, to an estimated 299
million in 2006. Like many highly developed countries, it has an aging population, with a
median age of 36. In 2006, an estimated 12 percent of the U.S. population was aged 65 years or
older. More than one third of the population (35 percent) was under the age of 25. Another 28
percent were between the ages of 25 and 44, and an additional 25 percent were between the ages

of 45 and 64.'2

An estimated 80 percent of the U.S. population self-reported that they were White alone
(see Exhibit 1) and 13 percent self-reported Black or African American alone."? Asian
individuals made up 4 percent of the population and 2 percent considered themselves to be of

two or more races. Fifteen percent of the population was Hispanic or Latino."*

' The percentage of people who do not have a job, have actively looked for work in the last 4 weeks, and are
available for work.

" Information in this section is for the 50 states and the District of Columbia, and does not include Puerto Rico or
outlying areas.

'2U.S. Census Bureau, Population Division. (2007). Table 1.

" For definitions of race categories used by the Census Bureau, please see the Glossary. Respondents are permitted
to indicate that they are part of more than one racial group. Therefore, this report classifies the population as
belonging to either one race alone, or to two or more races.

' The Census Bureau considers race and Hispanic origin to be two separate and distinct concepts. Thus, an
individual of any race may be of Hispanic origin.



Exhibit 1. U.S. Population by Race

Native Hawaiian
and Other Pacific

American Indian Islander alone
and Alaska Native 0.2
alone Asian alone Two or more
1.0 4.4 races
1.6

Black or African
American alone
12.8

White alone
80.1

SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau, Population Division, 2007. Table 3.
NOTE: Includes individuals of all pages. Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding.

In recent years, the United States has experienced a dramatic increase in immigration,
resulting in a high demand for adult education services. In 2006, 13 percent of the population
was foreign born. Fifty-four percent of these individuals were from Latin America (the majority
from Mexico) and 27 percent were from Asia.'> Much of the foreign-born population is
concentrated in large metropolitan areas, including Chicago, Dallas, Houston, Miami, New York,

San Francisco, and Washington, DC (Migration Policy Institute, 2008).

Foreign-born individuals are less likely than native-born persons to have completed
secondary school: in 2006, 68 percent of foreign-born individuals aged 25 and older, in
comparison to 87 percent of native-born individuals, reported that they had attained at least a
high school diploma or equivalent. However, foreign-born adults were just as likely as native-
born persons to have a bachelor’s (4-year postsecondary) degree or more, with 27 percent of
each group falling into this category.16 Foreign-born individuals may need to learn English for
everyday use or may wish to meet citizenship requirements, which include the ability to read,
write, and speak basic English. All applicants for citizenship must demonstrate a basic
knowledge of U.S. history and government by passing a “civics” test. Many schools and
community programs, including adult education, offer classes to help immigrants meet these

requirements.

15U.S. Census Bureau (2006). Table B05006.
16 U.S. Census Bureau (2006). Table S0501.



The majority of the U.S. population (about 80 percent of those aged 5 and older) speaks
only English at home. However, 20 percent sometimes or always use another language at home.
Among this group, 56 percent indicate that they speak English “very well,” while 44 percent
rank their ability as less than “very well.” The most common language spoken by those who
speak English less than “very well” is Spanish or Spanish Creole (used by 53 percent of those

who speak a language other than English at home)."”

B. Brief Overview of the K—12 and Postsecondary Educational Systems'®

In the United States, which is a federal republic, governance responsibilities are shared
by the federal, state, and local levels, with each exercising similar powers (e.g., enacting laws
and imposing taxes) so long as their actions do not conflict with those of a higher level. The
Constitution states that powers not specifically delegated to the federal government are reserved
for the 50 states and the District of Columbia. Consequently, the nation’s educational system is
highly decentralized, with states having the primary responsibility for the operation of public
schools. No national laws prescribe curriculum, and even the states may leave many decisions
about instruction to the local level. Federal funds account for only 9 percent of total funding for
elementary and secondary education. The balance comes about almost entirely from state and
local sources (Snyder, Dillow, and Hoffman, 2008, Table 163). Per pupil expenditures vary by
state, averaging just under $9,000 in the most recent period for which information is available

(school year 2004-2005) (Snyder, Dillow, and Hoffman, 2008, Table 174).

1. The Federal Role

Despite the decentralized nature of the country’s educational system, the federal
government and the U.S. Department of Education play an important role in education policy
and practice. The Department has the responsibility to enforce compliance by recipients of
Department funds with regard to federal civil rights laws, including laws prohibiting
discrimination based upon age. In addition, the Department provides leadership in the area of
education research and statistics. The Department is primarily responsible for implementation of

laws enacted by the U.S. Congress, particularly the 2001 No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB).

'7U.S. Census Bureau (2006). Table S1601.
'8 The majority of information in this section comes from the U.S. Department of Education’s Education in the
United States: A Brief Overview, available at http://www.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ous/internationa/edus/index.html.




This landmark legislation was designed to reform elementary and secondary schools by requiring
states to develop and implement accountability systems based on state standards in reading and
mathematics, and to analyze test results by poverty status, race, ethnicity, disability status, and

limited English proficiency to ensure that all students’ needs are met.

No Child Left Behind authorizes funding to improve instruction in local schools with
large percentages of economically disadvantaged students. Schools that receive this funding and
do not make “adequate yearly progress” toward the goal of all students achieving state standards
must develop plans for improvement. If the school fails to make adequate progress for a second

year, it must allow children to transfer to other schools if they choose to do so.

The legislation requires states to develop plans for ensuring that all teachers of core
subjects are highly qualified, along with funding to develop innovative methods for improving
teacher quality. No Child Left Behind also emphasizes use of programs and practices based on
scientific research. For example, the federally funded Reading First program provides states with
$1 billion each year to support professional development for instructors who teach young

children to read.

The Federal Department of Education also has the responsibility to enforce compliance
by recipients of Department funds with regard to federal civil rights laws, including laws
prohibiting discrimination based upon age. In addition, the Department provides leadership in

the area of education research and statistics.

2. State and Local Roles

At the state level, legislative bodies have the ultimate authority over matters pertaining to
education, but typically delegate much of their authority to state Boards of Education. Composed
of elected or appointed citizens, these boards generally oversee state Departments of Education
that serve as executive agencies. These state-level entities develop performance standards and
curriculum guidelines, administer statewide achievement tests, distribute federal and state
funding to local areas, license teachers, and establish minimum requirements for graduation.
States, in turn, assign varying degrees of responsibility to local school boards, which oversee the
operation of schools in specific districts. Local boards supervise the district administrator,

implement curricula, establish budgets, oversee teacher training, and manage logistical details.



Each state provides students with 12 academic years, or grades, of free education, and
most states also offer kindergarten programs for younger children (K—12). In elementary grades
(1-6), a single teacher commonly provides instruction in all subject areas. In secondary school
(grades 7-12, with the last 4 years referred to as “high school”), the day is divided into five or
six periods, with classes in specific subject areas taught by various teachers. State compulsory
attendance laws generally require students to attend classes from the time they are 6 or 7 until the
age of 16 or 18 (Snyder, Dillow, and Hoffman, 2008, Table 157). After completing high school,
many students immediately enter postsecondary education at 4-year colleges and universities, 2-
year community colleges, or vocational/technical schools. It is not uncommon, however, for

individuals to leave the educational system and return later in life.

Most students receive high school diplomas around the age of 18: in the most recent year
for which information is available (2005), about 88 percent of adults between the ages of 18 and
24 who were not currently enrolled in school reported that they had earned a high school diploma
or equivalent. This figure (known as the “high school completion rate”) has increased by 4
percentage points since 1980 (Laird, Kienzi, DeBell, and Chapman, 2007). Females were more
likely to have completed high school than males (90 percent and 85 percent, respectively).
However, as shown in Exhibit 2, completion rates varied considerably among racial/ethnic
subgroups. More than 90 percent of non-Hispanic Whites and Asian/Pacific Islanders between
the ages of 18 and 24 reported that they had completed high school. Approximately 90 percent of
individuals who identified themselves as belonging to more than one race, and 86 percent of non-
Hispanic Blacks, had done so. The completion rate was lowest for Hispanics (just over 70

percent). 19

Exhibit 2. High School Completion Rates by Race/Ethnicity, 2005

Race/ethnicity Completion rate
White, non-Hispanic 92.3
Black, non-Hispanic 85.9
Hispanic 70.2
Asian/Pacific Islander 95.8

! These statistics include an unknown number of individuals who never enrolled in U.S. schools, either because
they arrived after the usual graduation age or because they entered the United States in search of employment, rather
than education. Thus, completion rates are a useful measure of educational attainment, but is not a suitable measure
of the performance of the country’s educational system.



More than one race 89.5

Total 87.6
SOURCE: Laird, Kienzi, DeBell, and Chapman, 2007.

The elementary and secondary education system also includes “special education” classes
that serve students with disabilities. Although graduation rates have improved in recent years,
only 52 percent of special education students graduated from high school with a standard
diploma in school year 2002—2003 (the latest year for which statistics are available).*
Graduation rates varied by disability type: among individuals with learning disabilities, who
represented nearly half of special education students, the rate was 57 percent (U.S. Department

of Education, 2007).

The U.S. postsecondary education system includes public and private colleges,
universities, community colleges, and technical colleges. All charge tuition, although public
institutions subsidized by state and local governments reduce fees for state residents, and many
students receive some form of financial assistance. More than 2,000 4-year colleges and
universities award postsecondary degrees, while approximately 1,800 community and technical
colleges offer 2-year associate degree programs (with students often having the option of
transferring to a 4-year institution to complete a bachelor’s degree). Public postsecondary
institutions are governed by state agencies or boards and accredited through nongovernmental
peer evaluation. In addition to tuition, these institutions receive government funding and

donations.

C. Historical Background of the Adult Education System

The federal government has provided funds to assist states in establishing and expanding
adult basic education programs for more than 40 years. These programs were initially authorized
in 1964 as one aspect of an antipoverty initiative. Two years later, Congress passed a separate
Adult Education Act, in which it recognized the importance of literacy skills to “productive
employment” and adults’ need for “sufficient basic education to enable them to benefit from job
training and retraining programs and obtain and retain productive employment. ...” (Adult

Education Act, P.L. 100-297, Section 311(2)).
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The Adult Education Act contained many provisions that are still in effect today,

including the following:

A formula for distribution of federal funds to the states, based on the proportion of
adults below a certain educational level (initially 5th grade, now 12th grade) residing
in each state.

Limits on the percentage of program costs that can be paid by federal funds.
Initially, states were required to provide 10 percent of program costs in “matching”
funds; this percentage has now increased to 25. Their share may be in the form of
cash or “in-kind” contributions. (In-kind contributions are noncash contributions on
which a value can be placed; e.g., classroom space, utilities, staff time, materials and
supplies, etc.)

A requirement for each state to submit a “State Plan” outlining adult education
needs in the state and how federal funds will be used.

Specification of the types of providers that can receive federal adult education
Junds. Initially, only local school districts were eligible for federal funding. Today,
almost any type of agency capable of providing literacy services may apply.

Limits on the amount of funds that may be used for specific purposes (e.g.,
administrative costs and “state leadership” activities such as professional
development, technical assistance, evaluation, and curriculum development).

Services under the Adult Education Act were initially targeted to individuals aged 18

years and older with no more than an eighth-grade education. Later, the age range was expanded

to include individuals 16 and older who had not graduated from high school, then anyone who

“lacked sufficient basic skills to function effectively in society” (Leahy, 1991, p. 33). Over time,

the legislation has directed states to pay particular attention to various “special populations,”

including older individuals, persons with limited English-speaking ability, refugees, individuals

who are institutionalized or incarcerated, homeless persons, and those who are “educationally

disadvantaged” (defined by the Adult Education Act as individuals with basic skills at or below

the fifth-grade level).

In 1998, the Workforce Investment Act (WIA), Public Law 105-220, repealed the Adult

Education Act and made adult education part of a one-stop career center (OSCC) system that

includes many federally funded job training programs. The next section of this report reviews the

current legislative requirements governing the program, which are set forth in Title II of the

%0 Graduation rates for students with disabilities are calculated differently from those for regular education students,
and are not comparable. Some special education students receive certificates of completion, based on different
requirements.
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Workforce Investment Act, known as the Adult Education and Family Literacy Act (AEFLA).*!
Also described is the organization and structure of the system through which adult education
services are delivered under AEFLA, including its governance and funding, the types of
instruction it offers, the providers that offer adult education services, and federal agencies and

national organizations involved in adult education.

Il. Organization and Structure of the
Adult Education Service Delivery System

A. Legislative Requirements Governing the Program

Definition of adult education services. As defined in AEFLA, Under AEFLA, adult
education services are defined as services below the postsecondary level for individuals who are
16 and older, and who are not enrolled, or required to be enrolled, in secondary school. Eligible
individuals must also “lack sufficient mastery of basic educational skills to enable the individuals
to function effectively in society”; lack a high school diploma or equivalent; or be “...unable to
speak, read, or write the English language.” States allocate funds to local agencies that provide
one or more of the following services: adult education and literacy, including workplace literacy;
family literacy services; and English literacy services (P.L. 105-220, Sections s 203(1)(C) and
231(b); 20 U.S.C.9202(1)(C) and 9241(b). States must also support educational programs for

individuals who are institutionalized or incarcerated.

As defined by AEFLA:

o  Workplace literacy refers to literacy services that are intended to improve the
productivity of the workforce.

e Family Literacy Services means services that are of sufficient intensity in terms of
hours, and of sufficient duration, to make sustainable changes in a family, and that
integrate all of the following activities: (a) Interactive literacy activities between
parents and their children; (b) Training for parents regarding how to be the primary
teacher for their children and full partners in the education of their children; (c) Parent
literacy training that leads to economic self-sufficiency; and (d) An age-appropriate
education to prepare children for success in school and life experiences.

e English literacy services help individuals with limited English proficiency achieve
competency in the language.

2! Although Title IT of the Workforce Investment Act expired in 2003 and has not been reauthorized by Congress,
Congress nevertheless has appropriated funds annually under Title II during subsequent years.
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For federal reporting purposes, ABE and ASE programs are organized into educational
functioning levels: four for ABE (beginning ABE literacy, beginning basic education, low
intermediate basic education, and high intermediate basic education) and two for ASE (low adult
secondary education and high adult secondary education). According to current federal reporting
guidelines, “Each level describes a set of skills and competencies that students entering at that
level can do in the areas of reading, writing, numeracy, speaking, listening, functional and
workplace areas.” States use standardized assessments to determine a student’s initial placement

and to assess progress (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.).

Students in ASE programs may obtain a secondary credential in several ways, including

the following:

®  Most commonly, ASE students prepare for and take the General Educational
Development (GED) examinations. The GED credential, which was originally
developed for the benefit of World War II veterans, is generally recognized as the
equivalent of a high school diploma. The program is administered nationally by the
American Council on Education.

The GED exams include norm-referenced tests in writing, social studies, science,
reading, and mathematics, which students may take individually or all at once. In
2006, approximately 400,000 U.S. residents who had passed all five of the tests
earned GED credentials (American Council on Education, 2007).

e Alternatively, ASE students may work toward an Adult High School Diploma. Adult
high schools are full-time schools offering comprehensive high school curricula for
adults. There is no central administrative organization for Adult High School
programs, and completion criteria vary from state to state. All but a few states offer
Adult High School programs (Statelman and Schmidt-Davis, 1999).

¢ The national External Diploma Program allows students to earn a high school
diploma by demonstrating competency in more than 60 life skills. The External
Degree Program is an assessment, rather than an instructional, program: its staff
provides adults with an assessment of their skills and refers them to other programs
for instruction. According to the national organization, the target population for this
program is adults “...who have not recently attended school or had recent test-taking
experience, but who have acquired high school level academic skills in ways other
than through curriculum-based programs.” Only 10 states and the District of
Columbia offer the External Degree Program (National External Diploma Program,
n.d.).
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Under the Adult Education Act, states were prohibited from charging students for adult
education services. WIA removed this restriction; however, most local programs still do not

charge for their services.

Distribution of funds to state and local agencies. AEFLA allocates each state a
minimum grant of $250,000, with the balance of the federal allocation distributed according to
the state’s ratio of adults between the ages of 16 and 60 who do not have a high school diploma
or equivalent, are not enrolled in secondary school, and are beyond the age of compulsory school
attendance. To receive federal funds, each state must submit for OVAE’s approval a State Plan
that includes an assessment of state needs for adult education services, including “those most in
need or hardest to serve” (P.L. 105-220, Section 224(b)(1)). States must also indicate how they
will serve special populations that include low-income students, individuals with disabilities,
single parents, “displaced homemakers” (i.e., individuals who previously worked primarily as
homemakers, but whose circumstances now require them to obtain other employment), and
individuals with multiple barriers to educational enhancement, including persons with limited
English proficiency. Plans must include a description of the way in which AEFLA services will
be coordinated with other adult education, career development, and employment and training
activities in the state. Federal law sets out a number of criteria that states must consider in
redistributing funds to local providers of adult education services, including the provider’s
success in meeting federal performance requirements, the applicant’s commitment to serve
individuals who are most in need of literacy services, and whether the program uses instructional

practices that have been proven effective.

Since 2000, the federal government has also provided special funding for EL/Civics
programs. These programs combine EL instruction and civics education, which is defined as
“...contextualized instruction on the rights and responsibilities of citizenship, naturalization
procedures, civic participation, and U.S. history and government to help learners acquire the
skills and knowledge to become active and informed parents, workers, and community
members” (Federal Register, November 17, 1999). Sixty-five percent of this funding, which is
also distributed by OVAE, is allocated to states with the largest absolute need for services; the
balance of the federal allocation is based on recent growth in the need for services. Each state is

allocated a minimum of $60,000 for EL/Civics programs.
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Accountability. Reflecting a trend toward greater accountability for federally funded
programs, AEFLA specifies three measures of effectiveness for adult education programs,
including the following:

®  Demonstrated improvements in literacy skill levels in reading, writing, and speaking

the English language, numeracy (i.e., knowledge and skills needed to complete

quantitative tasks), problem solving, English language acquisition, and other literacy
skills.

e Placement in, retention in, or completion of postsecondary education, training,
unsubsidized employment, or career advancement.

® Receipt of a secondary school diploma or its recognized equivalent.

ED collects data for these measures through the Adult Education National Reporting
System, which has been in operation since 2000. NRS also collects demographic data,
information on students’ status (e.g., whether the individual is employed, receives some type of
public assistance, lives in a rural area, or has a disability), student goals, hours of instruction
received, and the type of program in which the student is enrolled. Each state negotiates expected

levels of performance on these indicators with ED, based partially on past performance.

Adult education’s role in the one-stop system. In addition to adult education, many
other federally funded education and training programs are partners in the OSCC system
administered by the U.S. Department of Labor. OSCC partners include employment and training
programs for adults,? youth programs, postsecondary vocational education, and vocational
rehabilitation programs. Title I of the Workforce Investment Act, which governs most of the
partner programs, outlines performance indicators for those programs and creates state and local
Workforce Investment Boards to oversee the OSCC system. It also requires the centers to
provide a tiered system of “core,” “intensive,” and “training” services to help their customers

obtain employment, and specifies procedures for certifying agencies that will provide training

services.

Each partner program must make core services (including information about local adult
education programs, initial assessment, and information on, and referral to, support services)

available through the system (McNeil, 1999). However, the extent to which other adult education

*2 These programs do not award diplomas or degrees.
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services are integrated into the OSCC system varies across and within states. While some local
programs offer classes on site, most continue to provide services at other locations, with the

majority of students entering the system at these other sites.

Inclusion in the OSCC system offers both opportunities and challenges for the adult
education program. Advantages include increased public awareness of adult education services,
recognition of adult education’s role in workforce development, convenient access to
employment-related and support services for students, and closer relationships between adult
education and other partner programs. On the negative side, some adult educators have expressed
concern about the risk of overemphasizing employment and economic outcomes and demands on

adult education resources (Elliott, 2002).

B. Governance and Funding

This section describes the roles that federal, state, and local agencies play in governing

AEFLA programs and the financial contributions they make to those programs.

The federal role. OVAE is responsible for distributing federal funds to the states,
ensuring that state programs are in compliance with federal regulations, reviewing and approving
State Plans, and collecting and analyzing performance data. In addition to its administrative
responsibilities, OVAE designs and carries out “national leadership activities” authorized under
Section 243 of AEFLA. For the past several years, Congress has appropriated approximately

$9 million annually for these activities.

Designed “to enhance the quality of adult education and literacy programs nationwide,”
national leadership activities are developed within the framework provided by NCLB, the
pending reauthorization of AEFLA, and the federal government’s Program Assessment Rating
Tool (PART)* process. These activities focus on improving program performance through the
development and use of quality accountability data, supporting research partnerships in adult

literacy and adult numeracy, assisting states in their exploration and implementation of

* The PART is a standard method for assessing the performance of federal programs. Results of PART reviews are
considered in federal budget decisions. The adult education program received a rating of “effective” (the highest
possible rating) in its 2006 PART review.
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standards-based education, and disseminating high-quality, research-based reading instruction

through the adult education professional development system to improve program performance.

A second priority for OVAE, which also administers secondary and postsecondary
vocational education programs, is to support student achievements in the early and middle grades
into the high school level, including not only proficiency in reading, but also an emphasis on
math and science. At the higher education level, the agency promotes excellence in workforce
preparation by working to reduce the remediation needs of entering students, supporting the
development of more flexible delivery systems for learning, encouraging better coordination of
state policies to maximize investments, developing programs and services that respond to the
needs of the business community, and creating stronger partnerships between community
colleges and colleges/universities to provide full articulation, seamless transitions, and better
economies of scale for students in financing of their education. National leadership activities also
include (1) the development of educational and career pathways for adults that move them from
adult basic education through attainment of the high school equivalency diploma and into
postsecondary education and the attainment of a credit certificate or degree; (2) a community
partnership initiative to engage local businesses and community organizations, including faith-
based organizations, in enhancing the quality and availability of adult education programs and
reaching more learners; (3) new initiatives that target the unique needs of small states and rural

areas, and (4) an inventory of state policies on the award of high school equivalency diplomas.

Recent and ongoing national projects and activities have addressed a broad range of
issues, including the following (specific OV AE national leadership activities are shown in

Exhibit 3):

e Experimental research to identify effective strategies in reading instruction for
adults and literacy interventions for adult English language learners who have low
levels of literacy in their native language and low or no literacy skills in English.

e Technical assistance to states in developing and implementing content standards to
guide instruction by local programs.

e The development of a toolkit and accompanying professional development for state
teams to help instructors incorporate evidence-based reading practices into the
instruction of intermediate adult basic education learners.

e Technical assistance to states to expand and improve technology-enabled and/or
Web-enhanced distance education.
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The identification of programs, practices, and policies that successfully facilitate
transitions from adult basic education to community college certificate and degree
programs.

Describing and evaluating different approaches to implementing performance-
based funding to assist all states in developing funding mechanisms that, in whole or
in part, award funds on the basis of a program’s success in achieving measurable
results.

Supporting a Center for English Language Acquisition to disseminate research-
based information and resources to all states regarding effective English language
instruction for adults and to provide intensive professional development and technical
assistance to states that have experienced a rapid increase in the number of English-
language learners over the past several years.

Launching a technology initiative to (1) provide adult learners with increased access
to learning via technology, (2) support states in using distance learning as a service
delivery system and inform the development of national policy to support the use of
distance learning in adult education, and (3) improve teachers’ abilities to integrate
technology into classroom learning and to use technology to extend instruction
beyond the traditional brick-and-mortar classroom.

Establishing, in collaboration with ED’s Institute of Education Sciences, an adult
numeracy initiative to improve the preparation of adult education instructors to
deliver high-quality instruction in mathematics.
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Exhibit 3. OVAE National Leadership Activities

Improving Instruction and Teacher Quality

The Center for English Language Acquisition (CAELA) Network provides states with intensive
assistance to improve their teacher training systems and maintains a repository of research-based
information on English language learning. CAELA assists both adult educators teaching EL learners and
others working with ABE learners who are nonnative English speakers.

Standards-Based Education: OVAE has supported state-level institutionalization of standards-based
education reform by creating an Adult Education Content Standards Warehouse and developing a
Process Guide for Establishing State Adult Education Content Standards, as well as supporting state
collaborative working groups. Under a new contract, selected states will collaborate in developing and
pilot-testing training and technical assistance materials that build teachers’ understanding of their state
standards, translate standards into curriculum and instruction, and assess implementation of content
standards in adult education classrooms.

STudent Achievement in Reading (STAR): Designed to help adult educators improve the reading
achievement of intermediate-level ABE students, STAR includes a state-of-the-art “toolkit” that translates
research findings into usable classroom strategies. A national network offers training for teachers and
program directors and both onsite and Web-based technical assistance. OVAE is also supporting an
evaluation of learner outcomes that result from using the STAR materials.

Distance Teaching and Technology Self-Assessments: National leadership funds have supported the
creation of two online self-assessment tools for teachers. The first tool gives teachers an opportunity to
assess their distance teaching capabilities and create a professional development plan. The second
allows programs to improve the quality of instruction by determining how effectively technology is being
used in the classroom.

GED Math: OVAE supported the development of training materials to improve math instruction in GED
programs and a national “train-the-trainer” conference during which two staff members from each state
learned how to use the materials to launch statewide training.

Professional Development in Numeracy: National leadership funds will be used to make new teacher
training materials for enhancing adult numeracy instruction available to states. Teachers Investigating
Adult Numeracy (TIAN), a National Science Foundation project, will be used as a foundation to develop
national training materials for adult educators.

Creating New Models of Service Delivery

College Readiness: OVAE is helping local programs in four states enhance, expand, and gather data on
instructional and programmatic strategies that help out-of-school youth achieve high school equivalency,
demonstrate college readiness, and transition to postsecondary education. States' results are expected to
include curricular, counseling, scheduling, and professional development innovations that will be
packaged for dissemination nationally.

Career Pathways—Adult Basic Education Career Connections: National leadership funds are
supporting the involvement of five local adult education programs in postsecondary career pathways
initiatives. The project will produce a manual that demonstrates how ABE programs can operate within
career pathways to prepare students for postsecondary courses leading to a degree or occupational
certificate targeted toward an industry important to a regional economy.
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Exhibit 3. OVAE National Leadership Activities (continued)

Online Learning: This project builds national capacity to meet the needs of low-skilled adults and
English-language learners by investigating the feasibility of a Web-based learning portal. As part of the
feasibility study, a prototype is being developed for low-level English-language learners. The prototype
will be field-tested in 2008 with a nationwide launch planned for early fall 2008.

Distance Education: For the past 5 years, national leadership funds have supported states working
toward making distance-learning options available through adult education programs. Funds underwrote
development of national polices on performance reporting for distance students and providing training for
teachers instructing at a distance.

Interagency Models: National leadership funds supported demonstrations that exemplified interagency
partnerships in six states. The demonstrations included partnerships aimed at improving the provision of
services between adult education and workforce development partners. The product of these
demonstrations will be a manual on interagency partnerships, which will be available to all states.

Guide for Businesses: This project is designed to promote more business involvement in adult
education and develop adult education programs that prepare students for work.

Improving Accountability

Report Cards: OVAE assisted states in developing public “performance report cards” to improve
accountability of local adult education programs. Materials related to these efforts, posted on the NRS
Web site, include electronic templates and training materials.

Desk Monitoring: National leadership funds supported regional meetings that helped states improve
their desk monitoring procedures. Models of state data systems and other electronic tools are available
on the NRS Web site.

Performance-Based Funding: National leadership funds supported case studies of performance-based
funding in several states and produced a technical assistance manual for states. In 2008, OVAE will
provide states with technical assistance and training on development of performance-based funding
systems.

Leadership Academy: This new project will enable state administrators to attend a week-long intensive
leadership seminar.

Supporting Research

Numeracy: Building on the findings of the National Mathematics Advisory Panel Report, this project will
create publications and activities to improve adult numeracy instruction, promote teacher quality, identify
evidence-based practices and products, and assist states in improving math outcomes for low-skilled
adults.

Reading Studies (National Institute for Child Health and Development): With NICHD and the
National Institute for Literacy, OVAE is supporting six studies that promise to identify new knowledge
about factors that influence instruction (in reading and writing), effective program structures and models
of service delivery, and how adults learn.

National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL): The NAAL (described in detail later in this report)
produced a comprehensive report on adult literacy in the United States.

Adult Education Program Study (AEPS): AEPS provided nationally representative data on adult
education programs in Program Year 2001—-2002, including the provider system, funding, expenditures,
instructional services, staffing, assessment, and uses of technology. The study also included collection of
background information on learner characteristics and assessment of literacy and numeracy skills.

20




The state role. In most states, the adult education program is located in either the
Department of Education, which also oversees elementary and secondary education or, less
commonly, in an agency responsible for the higher education or community college system.
(Some states have laws specifying that their own funds can go only to local school districts
and/or community and technical colleges.) Relatively few states (approximately 10) assign

responsibility for adult education to their workforce development agency (Mack, 2006).

Each of these arrangements offers certain advantages. For example, adult education
programs administered by local school districts may have access to resources, including
facilities, administrative support, and supplemental local funding. Similarly, housing the program
within a community or technical college system can reduce overhead costs while offering the
possibility for closer coordination between adult education and postsecondary programs. Finally,
assigning responsibility for adult education to a workforce development board may promote

collaboration between WIA Title I and AEFLA programs (Chisman, 2002).

So long as states comply with federal guidelines, they are free to design a service delivery
system that they believe best addresses their own needs and utilizes their own resources. For
example, a state may adopt a specific curriculum or emphasize certain types of instruction;
require local providers to offer comprehensive services or permit them to target specific needs;
or adopt specific requirements concerning teacher training, class size, or program intensity.

States may also choose to target their own funds to specific types of learners or providers.

This flexibility has resulted in the development of very different delivery systems by

individual states. For example:

e QOregon, a western state on the Pacific coast, relies primarily on its community
college system to provide adult education services. The state’s Department of
Community Colleges and Workforce Development oversees both adult education and
programs funded under Title I of the Workforce Investment Act. Like some other
states, Oregon has adopted the Comprehensive Adult Student Assessment System, an
integrated system of competency-based instruction and assessment.

¢ In Connecticut, a northeastern state, state law requires each local school district to
offer adult education services, either directly or through coordination with another
district. The state’s Department of Education administers both federal and state funds,
with the state’s contribution far exceeding the federal allocation. Although all types of
providers are eligible to receive federal funds, state monies can go only to local
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school districts. Like Oregon, Connecticut uses the Comprehensive Adult Student
Assessment System.

* A southern state, Kentucky, was one of the first to sponsor a family literacy program,
which is supported by state funds. The state relies on various types of local providers
to deliver adult education services. Its “GED on TV” program, created by the
Kentucky Educational Television System, has been used in many other states.

¢ The southwestern state of Texas is the country’s second largest. To provide adult
education services across an area of nearly 650,000 square km, the state funds
approximately 55 regional cooperatives, each of which serves as the fiscal agent for a
consortium composed of a mix of organizations. Local committees and advisory
boards coordinate the services of cooperative members.

The local role. Decisions made at the local level may have the greatest impact on adult
education service delivery. Although states establish overall guidelines for local operations, local
agencies are responsible for assessing needs in their own areas and designing programs that
respond to those needs. Local agencies decide when and where services will be offered and
usually have considerable flexibility in designing instructional programs. Coordination among

various agencies involved in adult education also takes place primarily at the local level.

C. Providers

Types of providers. AEFLA makes almost any type of nonprofit agency eligible to
receive federal adult education funds through competitive processes established by the states. >
As defined in OVAE’s National Reporting System Implementation Guidelines (U.S. Department

of Education, n.d.), eligible providers include the following:

e Local education agencies: public agencies that provide elementary and secondary
instruction in a local area or region.

e Community-based organizations: private nonprofit organizations “representative of a
community or a significant segment of a community.”

o Faith-based organizations: churches and nonprofit religious organizations.

e Libraries: state and community institutions that offer educational services in addition
to printed and other resources.

e Community, junior, or technical colleges: institutions of higher education that offer
2-year degrees and certificates, but generally do not offer 4-year degrees.

* AEFLA sets out a number of criteria that states must consider in this process, including the agency’s past
performance and its use of effective educational practice.
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o Four-year colleges or universities: public or private nonprofit institutions of higher
education that offer baccalaureate degrees.

e Other institutions of higher education: public or private nonprofit institutions of
higher education that do not fall into the categories above.

e (orrectional institutions: federal or state penal institutions for criminal offenders.
e Other institutions (noncorrectional): other medical or special institutions.

e Other agencies: including other federal, state, or local agencies that do not fall into
the categories above.

Providers receiving federal funds. Federal funding for adult education and EL/Civics
programs in the 50 states, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, and outlying areas totaled $554
million for FY 2007 (U.S. Department of Education, 2007). The average award was about $10.6
million, with allocations to individual states ranging from a low of $900,000 to a high of nearly
$80 million.” State spending for adult education far outweighs the federal contribution, although
there is considerable variation among the states. While some states contribute amounts that far

exceed their federal allocation, others have very limited funds.

Federal and state sources provide the majority of funding available to local adult
education programs. In the most recent year for which information is available, states reported
that 39 percent of program funds came from the federal government, 49 percent from state
government, 9 percent from local government, and the remaining 3 percent from other sources
such as foundations, corporations, individual donors, and fees (according to annual Financial
Status Reports to OVAE). States leverage federal dollars to support adult education services.
Although they are required to provide only a 25 percent match, state contributed almost $1.6
billion to the program during the most recent year for which information is available, equal to a

match of 74 percent.

More than half of local providers (54 percent) receiving federal adult education funds in
Program Year 20062007 were local education agencies. Public and private nonprofit agencies
(consisting almost entirely of community-based organizations, along with faith-based

organizations and libraries) together made up almost one quarter (24 percent) of providers.

» Does not include outlying areas.
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Community, junior, and technical colleges accounted for 17 percent of agencies that received

federal funds (see Exhibit 4).

Exhibit 4. Providers Receiving Federal Funds in Program Year 2007, by Provider Type

Correctional
institutions
4-year colleges or 25

universities Other institutions

0.3

Community junior Other agencies

or technical
1.0
colleges
17.0 I
L|b1ra1r o8 Local education
' agencies
54.1
Faith-based
organizations
25 Community-based
organizations
20.0

SOURCE: Office of Vocational and Adult Education National Reporting System, n.d. Aggregate Table 14: Local
grantees by funding source.

NOTE: A small number of “other institutions of higher education” (five or fewer) also received federal funding.
Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding.

As shown in Exhibit 5, local education agencies not only made up the largest number of
providers, but also received the largest proportion of federal funds (51 percent). Community,
junior, and technical colleges (which accounted for 17 percent of providers) received 29 percent

of federal funds. Community-based organizations received 12 percent of the federal allocation.

Exhibit 5. Allocation of Federal Adult Education Funds in Program Year 2007, by
Provider Type

Other institutions  Other institutions

of higher 0.2 Other institutions
education 0.2

<1 Other agencies
1.9

4-year colleges or

universities
1.4 Local education
agencies
Community junior 50.7
or technical
colleges o Community-
29.0 Libraries Faith-based based
0.9 organizations organizations
1.4 11.7

SOURCE: Office of Vocational and Adult Education National Reporting System, n.d. Aggregate Table 14: Local
grantees by funding source.
NOTE: Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding.
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As noted earlier, the majority of adult education funding comes from the state, rather than
the national, level. As shown in Exhibit 6, local education agencies received more than three
quarters of the state funding that was allocated to local providers (perhaps due to some states’
laws specifying that state funds may go only to these agencies), and community, junior, and
technical colleges received 16 percent. Community-based organizations received 4 percent of
state funding and correctional institutions, 2 percent. Remaining types of providers each received

less than 1 percent of state funding.

Exhibit 6. Allocation of State Adult Education Funds in Program Year 2007, by Provider
Type

Correctional
Other institutions institutions

of higher 15
education
<1

Other institutions
<1

Other agencies
0.3

4-year colleges or

universities
0.3
Community junior
or technical Local education
colleges Libraries agencies
16.0 0.2 77.8

Faith-based
organizations
0.2

Community-based
organizations
3.8

SOURCE: Office of Vocational and Adult Education National Reporting System, n.d. Aggregate Table 14: Local

grantees by funding source.
NOTE: Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding.

D. Federal Agencies Involved in Adult Education

Although AEFLA is the principal source of funding for adult education, other federal
agencies also provide educational services for a portion of the target population, or authorize

adult education as one of a number of permitted activities. For example:

e ED’s Office of Elementary and Secondary Education, which oversees the Even Start
family literacy program. Like AEFLA funds, Even Start monies are reallocated by the
states to local programs. Even Start programs serve adults who are eligible for
services under AEFLA and their children from birth to age 7.

e The U.S. Department of Labor is responsible for programs funded under Title I of
the Workforce Investment Act. Title I funds may be used for adult training activities,
which include basic skills instruction if it is conducted in combination with job skills
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or job readiness training. Title I also authorizes youth programs, which may include
instruction leading to completion of secondary school.

e The Department of Health and Human Services, which administers the Head Start
and Temporary Assistance to Needy Families programs.

» Head Start, a comprehensive child development program for disadvantaged
preschool children and their families, received nearly $7 billion in federal funds in
Fiscal Year 2007 (Administration for Children and Families, 2007). Head Start
grantees provide a wide range of services to meet families’ educational, medical,
nutritional, and social service needs. The Department of Health and Human
Services requires all Head Start programs to provide family literacy services.

» Temporary Assistance to Needy Families provides cash assistance to low-income
families that include a child under the age of 18 or a pregnant woman. Program
participants may receive benefits from federal funds for up to 5 years, but most
adults must work at least 30 hours per week in order to maintain their eligibility.
States may allow a certain percentage of adults to work a reduced number of
hours if they participate in adult basic education, and many Temporary Assistance
for Needy Families recipients enroll.

e The Institute of Museum and Library Services, Office of Library Services, which
distributes federal funds under the Library Services and Technology Act. One purpose
of the Act is to expand library services, which may include support for literacy
programs.

E. National Adult Education Organizations

Many national agencies and organizations contribute to the field of adult education either
through research, professional development for administrators and practitioners, advocacy, or
program improvement. A complete listing of national organizations would be too extensive to
reproduce here; however, Exhibit 7 describes some of the key players in the field of adult

education.
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Exhibit 7.

Key National Adult Education Organizations

Federally Funded Organizations

Organization

Description and Activities

National Institute for Literacy
(NIFL)

(www.nifl.gov)

Established in 1991 and currently authorized under No Child Left
Behind, NIFL was created to provide national leadership on literacy
issues, including the improvement of reading instruction for children,
youth, and adults, and to serve as a national resource center on
research, policy, and practice. The Institute is governed by an
interagency group including the Departments of Education, Labor, and
Health and Human Services, and a presidentially appointed advisory
board. NIFL is one of three federal agencies patrticipating in the
Partnership for Reading, whose goal is to make scientifically based
reading research more accessible to educators, parents, policymakers,
and others.

Center for English Language
Acquisition (CAELA) Network

(www.cal.org/caela)

Organization

Funded by OVAE, the CAELA Network works with states to improve
their teacher training efforts and maintains a repository of research-
based information on English language learning. The Network recently
created a framework for quality professional development for teachers
of adult limited-English speakers and will use it to help 12 states
strengthen their professional development systems for English literacy
instructors. The CAELA Network assists both adult educators teaching
EL learners and others working with ABE learners who are nonnative
English speakers.

Other Organizations

Description and Activities

American Association for Adult
and Continuing Education
(AAACE)

(www.aaace.org)

AAACE is a professional organization for educators involved in all types
of adult learning. Its mission is to expand adult learning opportunities,
unify adult educators, foster the development and dissemination of
research and information, promote development of professional
standards, and advocate for policy and social change initiatives.

American Library Association
(ALA)

(www.ala.org)

ALA was established in the 1870s to provide leadership for the field of
library services. ALA promotes reading and literacy, and participates in
national policy discussions. The organization encourages its member
libraries to establish literacy programs and provides them with a variety
of resources.

Commission on Adult Basic
Education (COABE)

(www.coabe.org)

COABE'’s goal is to provide leadership, communication, professional
development, and advocacy for adult education professionals. The
organization sponsors an annual conference and publishes a journal for
adult literacy educators.

Council for Advancement of
Adult Literacy (CAAL)

(www.caalusa.org)

CAAL, an independent nonprofit organization, brings together
representatives of both the public and private sectors. Created in 1991
for the purpose of improving the adult literacy system, CAAL has
undertaken a variety of activities to promote effective policy
development and program improvement.

National Adult Education
Professional Development
Association (NAEPDC)

(www.naepdc.org)

NAEPDC was organized by state directors of adult education to provide
professional development opportunities for directors and their staff
members. It also disseminates information to the field and participates
in policy review and development.

27




Exhibit 7. Key National Adult Education Organizations (continued)

Other Organizations

Organization Description and Activities
National Center for Family NCFL provides leadership in the area of family literacy, offering
Literacy (NCFL) training and technical assistance, advocacy, and public information.

The organization also conducts research and evaluation studies and

.famlit.or
(www t.org) develops model family literacy programs.

National Coalition for Literacy NCL, which comprises more than 25 literacy organizations, was
(NCL) formed in 1981 to increase public awareness about literacy issues,
provide information, and establish a national toll-free number to refer
callers to local programs. It also promotes communication and
coordination among its members, acts as an advocate, and plays a
leadership role in the literacy movement.

ProLiteracy Worldwide ProLiteracy Worldwide was created in 2002 through a merger of the
country’s two largest volunteer literacy organizations (Laubach
Literacy International and Literacy Volunteers of America).
ProLiteracy, which has approximately 1,200 local affiliates in the 50
states and the District of Columbia, offers training and technical
assistance to support the creation of local volunteer literacy

(www.national-coalition-
literacy.org)

(www.proliteracy.org)

programs.
Voice for Adult Literacy United for | VALUE, a national organization of adult learners, was created in
Education (VALUE) 1998. Its goal is to expand the role of adult learners in adult literacy

efforts, including recruitment, retention, resource development,
program reform, and research. VALUE has provided leadership
training for learners and participated in national policy discussions.

(www.valueusa.org)
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lll. The Disadvantaged Adult Learner

This section describes the need for adult education services in the United States, based on
educational attainment (i.e., individuals without high school diplomas) and performance on

literacy assessments.

A. The Target Population

Need based on educational attainment. Data on educational attainment and
demographics of the target population come from the 2000 Census of Population and Housing,
which describes need based on years of education and diplomas/degrees obtained.?® The census,
conducted on a decennial basis, provides information about the number of individuals aged 16
years and older who have not attained a high school diploma or equivalent. As noted earlier, the

census is the basis on which ED allocates federal adult education funds to the states.

Of 191 million U.S. adults who were aged 16 and older in 2000, 21 percent (41 million)
had not attained a high school diploma or equivalent and were not enrolled in school (see
Exhibit 8). Approximately 37 percent of those without a diploma have less than a ninth-grade

education.

Exhibit 8. U.S. Population Aged 16 and older, by Educational Attainment, 2000

Less than grade 9

8.0 Grades 9-12

no diploma
13.4

High school or
more
78.6

SOURCE: Lasater and Elliott, 2005.
NOTE: Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding.

The target population is equally divided between males and females. Twelve percent of

the target population is between the ages of 16 and 24, and 37 percent is aged 60 and older (see

% Information presented in this section includes Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Virgin Islands.
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Exhibit 9). Many individuals in the latter group left the educational system at a time when
people commonly received fewer years of formal schooling. In addition, many have left the
workforce; thus, they may be less interested in adult education classes. When persons over the
age of 60 are removed from the calculation, the percentage of the U.S. population aged 16 and

older lacking a high school diploma is reduced to 14.
Exhibit 9. Adult Education Target Population by Age, 2000

16-24
60+ ] 11.9
36.6

25-44
31.9

44-59
19.6

SOURCE: Lasater and Elliott, 2005.
NOTE: Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding.

As shown in Exhibit 10, about 65 percent of target population members were White, 15
percent were Black or African American, 3 percent were Asian, 3 percent were members of two
or more major race groups, 1 percent were American Indian and Alaska Native, less than 1

percent were Native Hawaiians and Other Pacific Islander, and 12 percent were some other race.

Exhibit 10. Adult Education Target Population by Race

Native Hawaiian

and Other Pacific ,TWO ormore
Islander major race groups

0.1 Some other race 2.7
12.2

Asian
3.3
American Indian
and Alaska Native
1.1

White

Black or African 65.2

American
15.4

SOURCE: Lasater and Elliott, 2005.
NOTE: Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding.
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Individuals who “drop out” of high school (i.e., who leave without obtaining a diploma)
are also more likely to belong to certain racial/ethnic groups. As shown in Exhibit 11, while the
overall dropout rate in 2006 was about 9 percent, dropout rates were higher for Blacks (10.7
percent) and Hispanics (22.1 percent). Individuals who drop out of high school often enroll in

adult education classes at a later date.

Exhibit 11. Percentage of High School Dropouts Among Persons Aged 16 to 24 Years, by
Race/Ethnicity, 2006

30 ~
25
20 A
15

10 ~

Total White Black Hispanic
SOURCE: Snyder, Dillow, and Hoffman, 2008.
NOTE: Total includes other racial/ethnic categories not separately shown. GED recipients are counted as high school
completers. White and Black exclude persons identifying themselves as more than one race, but include persons of
Hispanic ethnicity.

Need based on literacy skills. Data on the literacy skills and needs of the U.S. adult
population come from the 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL), a nationally
representative survey of individuals aged 16 and older, including a sample of individuals in
federal and state prisons. In addition, the Adult Education Program Survey (AEPS), funded by
OVAE, provides data on the literacy skills of individuals participating in adult education

programs during Program Year 2001-2002.

The National Assessment of Adult Literacy, like the earlier 1992 National Adult
Literacy Survey, describes need based on respondents’ literacy skills in three areas: (1) prose
literacy—knowledge and skills needed to understand and use information from texts;

(2) document literacy—knowledge and skills needed to locate and use information in materials

such as forms, tables, and maps; and (3) quantitative literacy—knowledge and skills needed to
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apply arithmetic operations. The NAAL included a supplemental assessment designed

specifically to test the reading skills of the least literate adults and a test of oral reading fluency.

Adults’ performance on the NAAL is categorized into four levels: (1) below basic—
having only very simple literacy skills; (2) basic—having skills required to perform simple
everyday literacy activities; (3) intermediate—able to perform moderately difficult tasks; and
(4) proficient, or having the ability to complete complex and difficult activities. Those scoring in
the below basic level are likely to be most in need of adult education services. As shown in
Exhibits 12—14, 14 percent of U.S. adults scored in the below basic level of the NAAL prose
scale. Twelve percent scored at this level on the document scale, and 22 percent scored at this
level on the quantitative literacy. Individuals at the below basic level represented, respectively,

30 million, 27 million, and 46 million adults.

Exhibit 12. Percentage of U.S. Adults Scoring in Each NAAL Prose Literacy Level

Proficient Below basic
13 14

Basic
29
Intermediate
44

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, NAAL, 2007.
NOTE: Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding.

Exhibit 13. Percentage of U.S. Adults Scoring in Each NAAL Document Literacy Level

Proficient Below basic
13 12

Basic
22

Intermediate
53

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, NAAL, 2007.
NOTE: Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding.
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Exhibit 14. Percentage of U.S. Adults Scoring in Each NAAL Quantitative Literacy Scale

Proficient Below basic
13 22
Intermediate
33 Basic
33

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, NAAL, 2007.
NOTE: Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding.

NAAL reports (A First Look at the Literacy Skills of America’s Adults in the 21st

Century; National Center for Education Statistics, 2006, and Literacy in Everyday Life, Kutner et

al., 2007) provide the following information about individuals with literacy skills at the below

basic level:

Thirty-nine percent of adults who scored in the below basic level on the prose scale
were Hispanic. Twenty percent were Black, and 37 percent were White. In contrast,
only 12 percent of the total NAAL population was Hispanic; 12 percent were Black
and 70 percent were White.

More than one quarter of adults who scored in the below basic level on the prose
scale were aged 65 or older, although this age group made up only 15 percent of the
total NAAL population.

Thirty-five percent of adults scoring in the below basic level on the prose scale had
spoken Spanish or Spanish and a language other than English before starting school.
This group accounted for only 8 percent of the total NAAL population.

More than half of those scoring in the below basic level on the prose scale did not
have a high school diploma or GED. Only 15 percent of the total NAAL population
lacked a secondary credential.

Forty-six percent of adults scoring in the below basic level on the prose scale reported
having one or more disabilities that kept them from participating fully in work,
school, or other activities, compared to 30 percent of the total NAAL population

Six percent of adults reported that they had been diagnosed or identified as having a
learning disability. Twenty-four to 38 percent of these individuals scored in the below
basic level on the three scales.

Adults scoring in the below basic level on the three scales were less likely than those
in higher literacy levels to be employed.
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e More than one third of adults with below basic prose literacy skills, and an equal
proportion of adults with below basic document literacy skills, indicated that their
reading skills limited their job prospects “a lot.” (In contrast, only about 10 percent of
those with skills at the basic level on the two scales said that literacy skills limited
their job opportunities “a lot.”)

® One quarter of adults with below basic skills on the quantitative scale (but only 8
percent of adults with skills at the basic level) reported that their mathematics skills
limited their job opportunities “a lot.”

e Twenty-six percent of adults scoring in the below basic level on the prose scale had
annual household incomes of less than $10,000.

e Approximately 40 percent of adults in the below basic prose literacy level who had
children under age 8 reported that they had not read to or with their children during
the previous week. (At the basic level, only one quarter of parents fell into this
category.)

e Approximately 40 percent of adults in the below basic prose literacy level reported
that they had a computer with Internet access, in contrast to 67 percent of those at the
basic level.

e Approximately half of adults scoring at the below basic level on the prose or
document literacy scales had voted in the previous presidential election, in
comparison to more than 80 percent at the proficient level.

e Approximately 80 percent of adults in the below basic level on the prose or document
scales reported that they had not volunteered during the past year, in comparison to 43
to 47 percent of adults at the proficient level.

¢ In general, women with higher levels of literacy were less likely to receive public
assistance or, if they did, to receive it for shorter periods of time.

e A special component of the NAAL evaluated adults’ health literacy, or “...capacity to
obtain, process, and understand basic health information. ...” Approximately half of
adults who had not completed high school scored at the “below basic” level (in
comparison, the majority of the general population had intermediate-level health
literacy) (The Health Literacy of America’s Adults; Kutner et al., 2006).

In comparison to an earlier assessment (the National Adult Literacy Assessment,
conducted in 1992), the NAAL showed no statistically significant differences in the average
prose and document literacy of the total U.S. adult population. Average quantitative literacy for

all adults, however, increased by 8 points (Kutner et al., 2007).

The Adult Education Program Survey (AEPS), funded by OVAE, provides data on the
literacy skills of individuals participating in adult education programs during Program Year
2002-2003. In this study, a nationally representative sample of students supplied background

information (including demographics and information on educational experiences and labor force
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participation) and completed an assessment based on an international study in which the United
States participated (the Adult Literacy and Lifeskills Survey, or ALL), thus allowing researchers
to compare the literacy skills of adult education students and the general adult population

(Tamassia, Lennon, Tamamoto, and Kirsch, 2007).

Like the NAAL, AEPS assessed adults’ skills in prose, document, and quantitative
literacy.”’ Forty-four percent of adult education students scored at the lowest level on the
document literacy scale, in comparison to 20 percent of the total ALL populaltion.28 Hispanic,
Black, and native-born adults were overrepresented among adult education students, in
comparison to the population as a whole. Ninety percent of students, in comparison to 18 percent
of the total population, had not completed high school. Students were younger and more
ethnically diverse than the general population, less likely to have English as their native

language, and more likely to be unemployed or looking for work.

More than 80 percent of adult education students scored in the lowest two (of five) levels
on the prose and document literacy scales, in comparison to 53 percent of the total population.
On the quantitative scale, more than 90 percent of students scored in the lowest two levels, in
contrast to 59 percent of the total population. These findings, researchers conclude, could
indicate that ““...adult education programs are, in fact, reaching the population of adults most in

need of educational services” (Tamassia, Lennon, Yamamoto, and Kirsch, 2007, p. 103).

Need versus demand. Not all subgroups of the adult education target population are
equally likely to enroll in adult education instruction. In some areas—particularly those with
large immigrant populations—demand for adult education services may far exceed the number of
classroom spaces available. Where demand is high and local resources are inadequate to serve all
prospective students, local programs may be forced to maintain waiting lists for services. On the
other hand, local programs in areas where lower numbers of eligible individuals choose to
participate may need to devote more attention to outreach and recruitment activities in order to

fill their classes.

?7 Results of the two studies are not comparable.
% A small number of the total ALL population may have participated in adult education programs.
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B. Access and Participation

This section describes the adult education participant population (i.e., students who enroll
in federally funded adult education instruction), based on annual reports provided to ED by the
states.”’ These data, for Program Year 2006-2007 (July 1, 2006, to June 30, 2007), come from
OVAE’s National Reporting System (NRS) and aggregate reports produced by that system. The

NRS provides information on

® the total number of participants who enrolled in adult education instruction;

® demographic characteristics of the participant population (gender, age, and
race/ethnicity);

® participation by type of instruction received (i.e., ABE, EL, and ASE);
e employment status of the participant population; and

e student outcomes.

Total number of participants. In Program Year 2006-2007, approximately 2.4 million
individuals participated in federally funded adult education programs. This figure represents only
about 6 percent of the number indicated by the 2000 census as being eligible for services. For
almost all of these individuals, participation is voluntary (exceptions include some welfare

recipients and individuals on probation or parole).

Demographic characteristics of the participant population. In Program Year 2006—
2007, women slightly outnumbered men in federally funded adult education programs (53.5

percent versus 46.5 percent).

As shown in Exhibit 15, young adults aged 16-24 made up approximately 38 percent of
the participant population. Forty-five percent of participants were between the ages of 25 and 44,

while only 4 percent of participants were aged 60 and older.

% Data presented in this section includes Puerto Rico and the outlying areas.
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Exhibit 15. Adult Education Participants by Age, Program Year 2006—2007

45-59 60+ 16-18
135 3.6 145

19-24
23.3

25-44
45.0

SOURCE: Office of Vocational and Adult Education, National Reporting System, n.d. Aggregate Table 2.
NOTE: Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding.

Hispanics and Latinos made up the single largest group of adult education participants,
accounting for 44 percent of enrollment (see Exhibit 16). Twenty-six percent of participants

were White, and 19 percent were Black.

Exhibit 16. Adult Education Participants by Race/Ethnicity, Program Year 2006—2007

American
Indian/Alaska
White N?“Xe Asian
26.3 : 76
Black
19.3
Native
Hawaiian/Other
Pacific Islander
0.9
Hispanic
44.4

SOURCE: Office of Vocational and Adult Education, National Reporting System, n.d. Aggregate Table 2.
NOTE: Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding.

Participation by type of instruction received. In Program Year 2006-2007, EL
students made up the largest group of adult education students, accounting for 46 percent of
enrollment. Thirty-eight percent of students received ABE instruction, while only 16 percent

participated in ASE classes (see Exhibit 17).
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Exhibit 17. Adult Education Participants by Type of Instruction Received, Program Year
2006-2007

ABE
EL 38.0

45.7

ASE
16.3

SOURCE: Office of Vocational and Adult Education, National Reporting System, n.d. Aggregate Table 3.
NOTE: Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding.

Employment status of the participant population. Forty percent of the adults who

enrolled in adult education programs during Program Year 20062007 were employed.

Student outcomes. In Program Year 2006-2007, ED collected data for the following:

e (Core outcomes described in AEFLA: (1) educational gains (completing or advancing
one or more Educational Functioning Levels), (2) obtaining employment, (3)
retaining employment, (4) receipt of a secondary school diploma or GED, and (5)
placement in postsecondary education or training.

e Secondary outcomes, including (1) leaving public assistance, (2) achieving a work-
based project learner goal,”® (3) achieving citizenship skills, (4) voting or registering
to vote, (5) increasing involvement in community activities, (6) increasing
involvement in children’s education, and (7) increasing involvement in children’s
literacy-related activities.

Sixty-nine percent of ABE and ASE students who participated in the program during
Program Year 20062007, and who were both pre- and post-tested, made educational gains; that
is, they completed or advanced one or more Educational Functioning Levels.”' As shown in
Exhibit 18, 45 percent of all students (including ABE, ASE, and EL students) who specified
entering employment as a goal at program entry found work by the end of the first calendar
quarter after they left the program, and 55 percent of students who said that they wanted to
upgrade their skills in order to retain their current jobs were still employed three calendar

quarters after program exit. More than 50 percent of those whose goal was to obtain a secondary

%% A workplace goal is defined as a specific workplace skill requiring 12—30 hours of instruction to teach.
3! Office of Vocational and Adult Education, NRS (n.d.). Aggregate Table 4b.
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school diploma or GED did so. Finally, 43 percent of those who said they wanted to achieve the

skills necessary to enter a postsecondary education or training program were successful.

Exhibit 18. Number of ABE, ASE, and EL Students Achieving Core and Secondary
Outcomes, Program Year 2006—2007

Number and Percentage

Outcome’ of Students Achieving Outcome

Core outcomes

Entered employment* 75,864 (45%)
Retained employment* 82,987 (55%)
Received secondary school diploma or GED* 146,530 (53%)
Entered postsecondary education or training* 44713 (43%)
Secondary outcomes

Left public assistance 5,239 (18%)
Achieved work-based project learner goal 1,175 (63%)
Achieved citizenship skills** 37,260 (72%)
Voted or registered to vote*™* 5,472 (59%)
Increased involvement in community activities 55,875 (74%)
Increased involvement in children’s education+ 29,818 (61%)
Increased involvement in children’s literacy-related activities+ 29,674 (63%)

* Denominator includes only students who specified this outcome as a goal.

** Applies only to students in EL/Civics or citizenship programs.

*** Applies only to students who, at the time of enroliment, were not registered to vote or had never voted.

+ Applies only to students in programs that include a focus on family literacy.

' Educational gain measure applies to all students. Percentage of students achieving other goals is based on the
number of students who specified that goal at program entry. Collection of data for secondary outcomes is optional.
SOURCE: Office of Vocational and Adult Education, National Reporting System, n.d. Aggregate Tables 5 and 11.
NOTE: Core measures apply to all students receiving 12 or more hours of service. Attainment of these outcomes
cannot be attributed solely to enrollment in adult education classes.
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IV. Current Practice and Trends in ABE and ASE

This section describes some of the most critical issues facing the field of adult education
in the United States today, and the ways in which ED, the states, and local programs are

addressing those issues.

A. Program Design and Instructional Practice

The state of the field. Historically, many local adult education programs have relied on
organizational practices that, while conserving resources, do not necessarily promote effective
instruction. For example, “open entry/open exit” policies that allow students to enroll in, and
leave, classes at any time force instructors to cope with a constantly changing group of learners.
Use of multilevel classrooms, including students at a variety of skill levels, may help local
programs address funding or scheduling problems, but place great demands on instructors, who
may have to spend a considerable amount of time planning a variety of independent and small-
group activities. Perhaps most importantly, teachers have been forced to choose among
instructional strategies based on a limited body of knowledge about which methods work best for

which students.

Trends and issues. Recent research in the field has led many local programs to examine
their programs’ operations and instructional practices more critically, and research in the field of
reading is informing instructors’ practices. Current research includes six 5-year projects funded
through the Adult Literacy Research Network, established by ED and two other federal agencies.
Results of these studies, which are in their final year, are expected to be published in 2008-2009.

The six studies include the following:

® Research on Reading Instruction for Low Literate Adults—Georgia State University,
Daphne Greenberg, Principal Investigator

e Testing Impact of Health Literacy in Adult Literacy and Integrated Family Approach
Programs—University of Illinois, Susan Levy, Principal Investigator

e Improving Literacy Instruction for Adults—Daryl Mellard, University of Kansas—
Lawrence, Principal Investigator

® Relative Effectiveness of Reading Programs for Adults—Educational Testing Service,
John Sabatini, Principal Investigator

®  Young Adult Literacy Problems: Prevalence and Treatment—Wake Forest University
of the Health Sciences, Frank Wood, Principal Investigator
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® Building a Knowledge Base for Teaching Adult Decoding—University of Delaware,
Charles MacArthur, Principal Investigator

These projects studied the effectiveness of adult literacy interventions for low-literate
adults, including the role of decoding, vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension instruction in
adult literacy, as well as the explicitness of instruction. All six employed experimental designs,
and most combined quantitative and qualitative research methods. Investigators, who conducted
these studies in 16 states and more than 80 sites, expected to screen nearly 73,000 adults with
low literacy skills in order to identify more than 3,800 participants. Targeted recruitment plans
called for more than 60 percent of those taking part in the studies to be minorities, 30 to 60
percent of participants in most studies to be African American, and 20 to 50 percent to be
Hispanic or Latino, many of whom were not native speakers of English (National Institute of

Child Health and Human Development, 2006).

Two other ED initiatives are also designed to integrate research into practice. The first,
Student Achievement in Reading (STAR), was created to improve reading outcomes for
intermediate-level students (i.e., students who read at the fourth- to ninth-grade levels). The
project combines findings from the best available reading research with practitioner knowledge
to inform professional development in local ABE programs. Secondly, as part of the President’s
National Mathematics Advisory Panel, ED is promoting the use of evidence-based practices to
improve mathematics instruction in adult education programs. This initiative is designed to
develop a sustainable professional development model that mathematics teachers in adult
education programs can use in various environments. It includes initial development of the

model, field testing, finalization of the model, and national dissemination.

B. Professional Development and Teacher Quality

The state of the field. Adult educators often come to the field from other areas (e.g., K—
12 education), without specific training in teaching adults. As a result, adult education leaders
agree that staff development is one of the most critical needs in the field today. However, a
number of factors make it difficult for states and local programs to provide instructors with

professional development opportunities.
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These include the following:

The part-time nature of the workforce. In Program Year 2006-2007, more than half
of the teaching force in federally funded adult education programs (56 percent)
worked part time.* Many of these instructors are paid only for the hours they spend
in the classroom, and may have to pursue staff development opportunities on their
own time and at their own expense. An additional 31 percent of the teaching force
comprised unpaid volunteers.

Lack of infrastructure for staff development. Part-time instructors may work in
situations (e.g., at night, away from main campuses) that afford them few
opportunities to interact with colleagues or attend formal classes.

Absence of financial incentives for adult educators to pursue advanced training.
Instructors who complete advanced courses may not necessarily be rewarded with
increases in pay.

Lack of knowledge about the relationship between staff development and classroom
practice (i.e., the ways in which participation in particular types of staff development
affects a teacher’s classroom practices).

Limited funding for professional development. Although states may use some of
their federal funding for staff development, this amount was reduced under the
Workforce Investment Act.

Trends and issues. Despite the challenges outlined above, both ED and the states have

initiated efforts to improve professional development opportunities for adult educators. At the

federal level, these include the following:

(13

National dissemination of the STAR project’s “toolkit,” which translates research

findings into usable classroom strategies.

The Strengthening Adult Education Programs through Technology project, which
explores the potential of technology to provide instruction for adult learners and
provides teachers with information about how they can employ technology in the
classroom. The project includes a self-assessment that instructors can use to measure
their skills in technology integration and create a customized professional
development plan (U.S. Department of Education, 2006).

As with most other aspects of the adult education program, decisions about staff

development take place primarily at the state and local levels. Most states support professional

development activities at least partially with their own funds. State-level initiatives include the

following:

Development of certification requirements. In 2000, a survey of state directors
(conducted by the National Adult Education Professional Development Consortium)

2 OVAE National Reporting System, Aggregate Table 7. Includes counselors, paraprofessionals, and teachers.
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showed that about half the states had established certification processes that required
teachers to have specific education, training, or knowledge before they entered the
field (National Institute for Literacy, 2000).

e Identification of instructor competencies. A 2001 survey by the National Institute for
Literacy indicated that, instead of establishing certification requirements, 15 states
had identified sets of competencies that adult education instructors should have. Local
programs can use these competencies in decisions about hiring, staff development,
and evaluation activities.

® Provision of incentives for teachers to participate in staff development activities,
including release time, reimbursement of costs, and funds for substitute teachers
(Tolbert, 2001).

C. Assessment

The state of the field. State and local adult education programs must assess student
progress for a variety of purposes, including initial student placement, instructional planning,
assessment of student progress, and demonstration of program effectiveness. The nature of adult
education programs, however, complicates assessment issues. Not only do learners have a wide
range of goals, but they participate for varying numbers of hours and may not stay in the
program long. Further, because local curricula vary widely, it is difficult to ensure that
assessments are aligned with instructional content. Performance-based assessments, which
require students to perform hands-on tasks, may be appropriate for adult education. However,
this type of test is time consuming to administer and score, and must be standardized to meet

accountability requirements.

Trends and issues. Historically, local adult education programs used a wide variety of
assessments, administered on differing schedules. As a result, it has been difficult or impossible
to compare results across states or local programs, or to readily demonstrate the effectiveness of
the adult education program as a whole. In recent years, however (particularly since the advent
of the National Reporting System; NRS), ED and state agencies have undertaken a number of

efforts to improve assessment practices in the field.

First, ED has established regulatory procedures to determine and approve the suitability
of tests for measuring educational gain as defined by the NRS, in order to strengthen the quality
of data collected from the states. These procedures will require use of standardized and

comparable tests by all state and local programs. Second, ED has created an Adult Education
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Content Standards Warehouse to help states develop and align content standards in the areas of
English language acquisition, mathematics, and reading, and to implement standards-based
reform. Many states have undertaken their own efforts to identify the competencies that adult
education students should achieve, design curricula that teach those competencies, and develop
appropriate assessment instruments. For example, in Connecticut, several state agencies involved
in adult education jointly developed a basic skills program based on Comprehensive Adult

Student Assessment System competencies.

D. Accountability

The state of the field. As noted earlier, the Workforce Investment Act establishes several
core indicators for adult education programs, including (1) improvements in literacy skill levels;
(2) placement in, retention in, or completion of postsecondary education, training, unsubsidized
employment or career advancement; and (3) receipt of a secondary school diploma or its
equivalent. These measures focused on educational attainment took effect on July 1, 2000. Each
applies only to students with relevant goals (e.g., the denominator for calculating the percentage
of students who received secondary school diplomas includes only those students who specified
that as a goal at program entry). Local programs use student assessments to assess improvements
in literacy skills, and may collect other data through direct reporting by the student, follow-up

surveys, or data matching with state unemployment insurance wage record databases.

States must negotiate expected levels of performance on these indicators with ED. They
must also consider the performance of local grantees on these measures in the intrastate
allocation of funds. States are also free to adopt any additional indicators that they select, and
some have developed complex methods for monitoring the overall performance of their

workforce development systems.

Trends and issues. The most recent Adult Education Annual Report to Congress (for
Program Year 2004-2005) describes program performance on the core measures over a 5-year
period, noting that

Each of the educational gain measures increased over the five program years.

High school completion showed a steady gain of 18 percentage points from PY
2000-01 to PY 2004-05. Students entering postsecondary education increased
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from 25 to 34 percent over the period... (U.S. Department of Education, 2007, p.
D).

Over the 5-year period, a total of 2,510,582 ABE and ASE students and 2,006,175 English

literacy students made educational gains (Exhibit 1).

The NRS has provided OVAE with data to meet the requirements of PART reviews,
which periodically assess the performance of federal programs. The program’s 2006 review
indicated that, in comparison to other federal programs with similar purposes and goals, adult
education was more successful in recruiting and retaining its target population. The review also
noted that the program’s performance exceeded that of other related programs on several of the
common performance measures that have been established for federal job training and
employment programs, including attainment of GEDs and high school diplomas. In addition,
adult education’s cost per high school diploma or GED attained was lower than that of other
programs: in FY 2004, the program’s cost per GED/diploma was $3,081. In comparison, the cost
per GED/high school diploma for other related programs ranged from $15,113 to $97,603
(ExpectMore.gov, 2006, PART question 4.4).

E. Documentation of Program Outcomes and Impact

The state of the field. In the U.S. labor market, success is clearly related to educational
attainment. Recent research illustrates the relationship between literacy skills and earnings, and
documents the GED’s effect on earnings and transition to postsecondary education. However,
certain aspects of program design and operations (e.g., the multiplicity of program goals,
variation in instructional practices, open enrollment policies that allow students to enter and
leave the program at will) have made it difficult to document program outcomes. Measuring the
adult education program’s impact, that is, the changes that it brings about in society as a whole,

is even more challenging.

Educational attainment and earnings. Without a secondary school credential, an
individual is considerably more likely to be unemployed: according to the U.S. Department of
Labor, 7.1 percent of adults without a secondary school diploma were unemployed in 2007, in
comparison to only 4.4 percent of those whose highest level of educational attainment was a

secondary credential. Individuals who had completed secondary school earned about 40 percent
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more than those who had not, with median weekly earnings of $604 versus $428 (Bureau of
Labor Statistics, 2007). Because a secondary school diploma is often required for entry into
further education or training, individuals without secondary credentials may be at an economic

disadvantage throughout their lives.

Literacy skills. The NAAL clearly illustrates the relationship between literacy skills and
employment status, occupations attained, and income. Individuals who scored at higher levels
were more likely to be employed full-time. Those at the highest literacy level were most likely to
work in professional or management, business, and financial occupations, while many at lower
levels had service occupations. In general, persons with higher literacy levels earned higher
salaries: only 5 percent of adults at the below basic level earned $1,450 or more per week

(Kutner et al., 2007).

Receipt of a GED. Over the last 50 years, many researchers have studied the effect of
obtaining a GED on individuals’ success in postsecondary education and the labor market.
Boesel, Alsalam, and Smith (1998) provide a summary of findings from these studies, including

the following:

e GED recipients were clearly more likely to participate in postsecondary education
and vocational training than were high school dropouts. Several studies found that
more than half of GED recipients obtained additional education or training after they
received the credential, primarily in community colleges and vocational/technical
schools.

¢ In vocational programs, 2-year colleges, and 4-year institutions, the grades of GED
recipients who graduated were about the same as those of students who had received
high school diplomas.

e GED recipients were less likely than high school graduates to persist in postsecondary
education.

e Receipt of a GED had little effect on employment rates.

e GED recipients earned more than high school dropouts and less than high school
graduates. However, much of the difference seemed to be due to other characteristics
of GED recipients (e.g., literacy and work experience).

® In general, GED recipients worked fewer hours than high school graduates and
experienced more job turnover.

e GED recipients generally earned more than comparable dropouts, primarily because
the credential increased the opportunities for further education and training.
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Trends and issues. The NRS, implemented in July 2000, is addressing a critical need for
standardized program outcome data. To promote continuous improvement of data quality, ED
offers annual regional NRS training sessions for state personnel responsible for data collection
and reporting, and provides information to help states improve all aspects of their data systems
on the NRS Web site. Efforts to ensure continuous improvement also include negotiation of
annual performance targets with states. States’ performance on adult education and other
measures determines their eligibility for incentive grant funding under WIA. Finally, ED
employs NRS data in decisionmaking about program improvement (e.g., to prioritize program

monitoring visits, research, and possible areas for technical assistance).
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V. Conclusion

This section summarizes the state of access to adult education services in the United
States and considers the future of the system under WIA, within the context of current federal

efforts to improve the U.S. educational system in general.

A. Access to Adult Education in the United States

More than two million individuals enrolled in federally funded ABE, ASE, and EL
classes during Program Year 2006-2007. Many of these students achieved documented
outcomes (e.g., they advanced within the program, earned secondary credentials, or qualified for
entry into postsecondary education or training). Others undoubtedly accomplished objectives
that, while not captured in federal statistics, made a difference in their everyday lives: they may
have acquired the skills they needed to perform job-specific tasks, carry out routine activities

such as reading letters or paying bills, or participate more fully in the education of their children.

However, these individuals represent only about 6 percent of the target population. The
majority of those who are eligible for services do not participate, for a variety of reasons: they
may be prevented from doing so by conflicting demands, be unaware that services are available,
or may not see a need to improve their literacy skills. Many who enroll do not stay long enough
to make significant improvement: nearly one third of those who enrolled in Program Year 2006—
2007 left the program before completing the instructional level in which they began. Further,
some segments of the target population are more likely to participate in adult education programs
than others. For example, younger individuals, members of some racial/ethnic groups, and recent
immigrants may be more likely than others to enroll. Thus, although all members of the target

population are equally eligible for services, they are not all equally likely to demand services.

B. The Future of the System

Statistics on current participation in federally funded adult education programs document
low participation rates. However, since the NRS (along with improved data collection and
reporting procedures) was implemented, the percentage of students making educational gains has
increased. In addition, higher percentages of participants are obtaining secondary credentials and

entering postsecondary programs (U.S. Department of Education, 2007).
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At the same time, OVAE and the states have undertaken a number of initiatives to
improve participation and persistence, as well as the quality of adult education programs. These
include support for research on adult reading and numeracy, in addition to efforts to improve
instruction and teacher quality and to create new models of service delivery. Federal and state
funds are also supporting the development of content standards to make instruction and
assessment more relevant for adult learners, and adult education programs are exploring the
potential of distance education to expand access. Most states have also undertaken efforts, in the
form of either certification requirements or identification of instructor competencies, to address

staff development needs in the field.

Federal policymakers are calling for increased accountability and use of research-based
practices in all aspects of American education. At the K—12 level, these principles are embodied
in the No Child Left Behind legislation. In adult education, they are reflected in AEFLA, which
sets forth measures of effectiveness for adult education programs and requires states to consider
whether local programs use instructional practices that have been proven effective in decisions

about the substate allocation of federal funds.

These initiatives have the potential to improve the quality of adult education programs.
However, requirements for increased accountability and effectiveness create special challenges
for adult education. The multiplicity of program goals makes it difficult for the program to
document its effectiveness, and the research base about effective practices is limited in
comparison to current knowledge about K—12 instruction. Nevertheless, as described in this
Background Report, federal and state policymakers have undertaken a wide variety of initiatives
to improve the quality of adult education in the United States. The extent to which they are
successful will determine the future effectiveness of the program in improving outcomes for
current students, and in attracting and retaining more adults who wish to improve their literacy

skills.
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GLOSSARY

Adult Basic Education (ABE): Instruction for individuals at the lowest skills levels; equivalent
to instruction in grades 1 to 8.

Adult Education and Family Literacy Act: Title II of the Workforce Investment Act of 1998,
which governs adult education programs.

Adult High School Diploma: Diploma awarded by a high school offering a comprehensive
curriculum for adults.

Adult learners: Students who participate in ABE, EL, and ASE programs.

Adult Secondary Education (ASE): Instruction for individuals who are working toward a high
school diploma or preparing for the General Educational Development exams; equivalent to
instruction in grades 9 to 12.

Community-based organization: a private nonprofit organization that is representative of a
community or a significant segment of a community (Public Law 105-220, Section 101(7)).

English Literacy (EL): Instruction to help individuals who have limited English-speaking
ability improve their competence in the language.

English Language/Civics (EL/Civics) education: Programs that combine EL instruction and
civics education, which is defined as “...contextualized instruction on the rights and
responsibilities of citizenship, naturalization procedures, civic participation, and U.S. history and
government to help learners acquire the skills and knowledge to become active and informed
parents, workers, and community members” (Federal Register, November 17, 1999).

External Degree Program: Assessment program that allows students to earn a high school
diploma by demonstrating competency in life skills.

Family literacy: Instructional programs that include (1) literacy instruction for parents,

(2) educational activities for children, (3) interactive literacy activities involving both the parent
and the child, and (4) training that prepares parents to teach their children and participate in their
children’s education.

General Educational Development (GED) exams: The GED exams include norm-referenced
tests in writing, social studies, science, reading, and mathematics. Individuals who successfully
pass all five tests earn a GED credential, which is generally considered the equivalent of a high
school diploma.

Adult Literacy and Lifeskills Survey (ALL): A comparative study of adult literacy skills in six
countries, conducted in the United States in 2003.

Learning disability: The Rehabilitation Services Administration defines “specific learning
disability” as “a specific disorder in one or more of the central nervous system processes
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involved in perceiving, understanding and/or using concepts through verbal (spoken or written)
language or nonverbal means. This disorder manifests itself with a deficit in one or more of the
following areas: attention, reasoning, processing, memory, communication, reading, writing,
spelling, calculation, coordination, social competence and emotional maturity” (Rehabilitation
Services Administration, 1985).

National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL): A nationally representative survey of U.S.
adults aged 16 and older, which assessed respondents’ literacy skills.

No Child Left Behind Act: Public Law 107-110, which reauthorized the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act (ESEA) in 2001. ESEA is the principal federal law governing K—12
education.

Nonprofit agency: A corporation, trust, association, cooperative, or other organization that is
operated primarily for scientific, educational, service, charitable, or similar purpose in the public
interest; is not organized primarily for profit; and uses net proceeds to maintain, improve, or
expand the operation of the organization (Federal Financial Assistance Management
Improvement Act of 1999, Public Law 106-107, Section 4(6)).

Office of Vocational and Adult Education: The U.S. Department of Education office that
oversees adult education, as well as career/technical education and community colleges. Within
the Office of Vocational and Adult Education, responsibility for adult education is assigned to
the Division of Adult Education and Literacy.

Participant population: Individuals who enroll in federally funded adult education programs.

Race categories used in the 2000 census: “White” refers to people having origins in any of the
original peoples of Europe, the Middle East, or North Africa. “Black or African American”
refers to people having origins in any of the Black racial groups of Africa. “American Indian and
Alaska Native” refers to people having origins in any of the original peoples of North and South
America, including Central America, and who maintain tribal affiliation or community
attachment. “Asian” refers to people having origins in any of the original peoples of the Far East,
Southeast Asian, or the Indian subcontinent. “Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander” refers
to people having origins in any of the original peoples of Hawaii, Guam, Samoa, or other Pacific
Islands (Grieco and Cassidy, 2001).

Target population: Individuals eligible for adult education services.

Workforce Investment Act (WIA): Federal legislation (Public Law 105-220) that created the
one-stop workforce development system, in which adult education is a partner.

Workplace literacy: Literacy services intended to improve the productivity of the workforce.
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Overview

Adult English language learners comprise a substantial segment of the population
that enrolls in adult education programs in the United States. According to the most
recent statistics for program year 2004-2005, 44% of all participants (1,142,749 out of a
total of 2,581,281) enrolled in state-administered adult education programs were enrolled
in English as a second language (ESL) classes (U.S. Department of Education, Office of
Vocational and Adult Education, 2007a). This percentage does not include English
language learners who are being served within other segments of the system, such as
adult basic education (ABE) or adult secondary education (ASE) classes.

These learners want to improve their lives as individuals, community and family
members, and workers. Many of them are settling into communities that previously have
not had large populations of immigrants. To meet the increasing demand for English
language instruction, existing adult education programs are expanding, and new ones are
being established. However, qualified instructors and resources to support effective
instruction are limited. Goal 5 of the strategic goals and objectives of the U.S.
Department of Education (2002) mandates enhancing the quality of and access to post-
secondary and adult education. At the same time, changes in federal policy that require
stricter accountability for reporting program outcomes are changing the way that adult
education programs operate.

The federal statute that established adult basic education programs (the Economic
Opportunity Act of 1964) authorized instruction “toward the elimination of the inability
of all adults to read and write English,” thus establishing services for English language

learners within the federally funded adult education system. Subsequent legislation



continued to support language instruction for immigrants and refugees, sometimes setting
aside discretionary monies for services for specific populations (e.g., Cuban, Haitian, and
Southeast Asian refugees) or for the development and teaching of specific content such as
citizenship and civics (U.S. Department of Education, Office of Vocational and Adult
Education, 1991). Adult education classes for English language learners are offered
through agencies that are eligible to receive federal adult education funds through the
state delivery systems. In 2003-2004, the majority of adult basic education programs
(ABE, ASE, and ESL) were administered through local school districts (54%),
community-based organizations (24%) and community colleges (17%) (U.S. Department
of Education, Office of Vocational and Adult Education, 2005).

As the number of English language learners has grown, many states and territories
have appointed an ESL specialist to work closely with the state director of adult
education to oversee services to the population of English language learners. Adult ESL
services are also provided through other organizations that may or may not receive
federal funding. These include faith-based organizations, volunteer-based organizations,
museums, libraries, private language schools, and academic institutions. Significant
numbers of adult English language learners are served in programs sponsored by
community-based organizations and large national volunteer literacy organizations such
as ProLiteracy. However, we do not have reliable data on the number of English language
learners served through these organizations.

This paper describes education for adult English language learners in the United
States today. Part I describes the total foreign-born population (who they are, where they

are from, where they have settled, what their goals are). Part II describes foreign born



who enroll in adult ESL programs, their access to and participation in adult education
programs, and the factors that relate to their participation in adult education. Part III
describes program design and instruction in programs serving adult English language
learners. Part IV examines professional development and teacher quality. Part V
describes the assessment and accountability system in the United States. Part VI
addresses future directions in English literacy education and lifelong learning for adult

English language learners.



l. U.S. Foreign-Born Population

This section describes the foreign-born population in the United States, presents
demographic data on this population, and identifies factors related to their access to and
participation in state-administered adult education programs. The foreign-born population
consists of legal immigrants (including naturalized citizens), refugees and asylees, and
undocumented immigrants. Demographic information about the foreign-born population
in the United States is collected through the United States Census Bureau and related
analyses such as the Current Population Survey (CPS) and the American Community
Survey (ACS); the U.S. Department of Labor; the Office of Refugee Resettlement
(ORR); and the U.S. Department of Education. Organizations such as the Migration
Policy Institute, the Pew Hispanic Center, and the Asian American Justice Fund use data
from the U.S. Census Bureau to study the demographic, educational, linguistic,
occupational, and socioeconomic status of the foreign-born population as well.
Nationwide surveys, such as the National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL) (2003),

provide additional information about the educational achievement of the foreign born.

Background Information on the Foreign Born

Although data focusing specifically on learners enrolled in adult ESL or adult
education classes are limited, data on the foreign-born population is documented in
census reports. These data include number and percentage of the foreign born, native
language and country, English speaking ability, age, educational attainment, employment
status, and income level. The United States has seen a steady increase in the numbers of

the foreign born since the 1970s. Current data on the foreign-born population have been



generated from the U.S. Census Bureau's 2006 American Community Survey (ACS).
According to the ACS, there were 37,547,789 foreign born in the United States in 2006,
representing 12.5% of the total U.S. population. In contrast, there were 28.4 million
foreign born in the United States in 2000. Between 2002 and 2006, the annual level of
immigration averaged 1.8 million. In 2006, 47% of the foreign born were of Hispanic
origin; 31% of all foreign born were born in Mexico. Other highly represented immigrant
groups — from the Philippines (4.4%), China (4.1%), India (4.0%), Vietnam (3%), El
Salvador (2.8%), Korea (2.7%), Cuba (2.5%), Canada (2.3%), and the United Kingdom
(1.8%) — made up, with Mexican immigrants, 58.4% of all foreign born residing in the
United States in 2006 (Terrazas, Batalova, & Fan, 2007).

Hispanics and Asians are the two largest groups represented in the foreign-born
population. From 1990 to 2004, the Asian and Pacific Islander population doubled in
size, from 7 million to 14 million in the Asian population and from 500,000 to
approximately 1 million among Pacific Islanders (Asian American Justice Center and
Asian Pacific American Legal Center, 2006). Projections for the size of the Hispanic
population range from 15.5% of the total U.S. population in 2010 to 24.4% of the total
U.S. population in 2050 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2004).

Refugees and naturalized citizens are two sub-groups of the foreign born. In 2006,
41,150 refugees were admitted to the United States, a 23.4% decrease from 2005. The
majority of these refugees were from Somalia (25%), Russia (14.6%), and Cuba (7.6%).
Of the 37.5 million foreign born in the United States in 2006, 15.7 million (almost 42%)

were naturalized citizens (Terrazas, Batalova, & Fan, 2007).



According to the 2006 ACS, 8.1% of the foreign-born population were 0-17 years
of age, 9.6% were 18-24, 43.7% were 25-44, 27.2% were 45-64, and 11.5% were 65

years old and older.
Geographical Distribution of the Foreign Born

Many states have experienced record growth in their immigrant populations
(McHugh, Gellatt, & Fix, 2007); from 2000 to 2005, 14 states experienced a 30% or
greater increase in foreign-born populations (Jensen, 2006). More immigrants are settling
in states with employment opportunities in construction, industry, and tourism (Singer &
Wilson, 2006). In 2006, the top five US states by the number of foreign born were
California (9,902,067), New York (4,178,962), Texas (3,740,667), Florida (3,425,634),
and Illinois (1,773,600). However, between 2000 and 2006, the five states with the
largest percent growth of the foreign-born population were Delaware (53.1%), South
Carolina (51.8%), Nevada (50.3%), Georgia (48.9%), and Tennessee (48.7%) (Terrazas,

Batalova, & Fan, 2007).

English Speaking Ability and Literacy

The educational levels and backgrounds, native language literacy, and English
language proficiency of immigrant adults in the United States vary widely, but certain
patterns in these areas appear in measurements of English literacy. ACS data in 2006
showed that 26.7% of the foreign-born aged 25 and older had a bachelor’s or higher
degree, whereas 32% did not have a high school diploma. ACS data also showed that
52.4% of the 37.2 million foreign-born persons age 5 and older reported speaking English
less than “very well” in 2006, compared with 51.0% of 30.7 million in 2000. Eighty-four

percent reported speaking a language other than English at home. Data also show that



31.4% of the foreign-born population live in linguistically isolated households (one “in
which no person 14 years old and over speaks only English and no person 14 years old
and over who speaks a language other than English speaks English ‘very well’,” U.S.
Census Bureau, 2002, p. B32).

According to one report (McHugh, Gelatt, & Fix, 2007), 5.8 million legal
permanent residents are in need of English language instruction to pass the naturalization
exam and be able to participate in civic life; 6.4 million unauthorized immigrants will
require English language instruction to pass the naturalization exam and obtain legal
permanent resident status; and 2.4 million immigrant youths aged 17-24 need English
instruction in order to begin postsecondary education without remediation. In addition,
55% of immigrants eligible to naturalize, and 67% of immigrants soon to be eligible,
have limited English proficiency (Passel, 2007).

Although many first-generation adult immigrants to the United States struggle to
become proficient in English, English language proficiency appears to increase with each
new generation. For example, the Pew Hispanic Center surveyed 14,000 Latino adults on
their ability to speak English. The study found that only 23% of first-generation Latino
immigrant adults report speaking English very well. However, 88% of second-generation,
U.S.-born Latino adults report speaking English very well, and 94% of subsequent U.S.-
born generations of Latino adults report speaking English very well. The study found that
the level of education, age of arrival in the United States, and number of years in the
United States had an impact on Latino immigrants’ ability to speak English very well and

to use it often (Hakimzadeh & Cohn, 2007).



The 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL) provided in-depth
information about the different types of literacy abilities found in native- and foreign-
born adults living in the United States. The NAAL measures adults’ knowledge and skills
in prose literacy (text-based), document literacy (noncontinuous texts), and guantitative
literacy (computations). Participants’ abilities in each of these three literacy domains are
described as below basic, basic, intermediate, or proficient. The 2003 NAAL
disaggregated some of the performance data by native language and ethnicity (Kutner,
Greenberg, Jin, Boyle, Hsu, & Dunleavy, 2007). Relevant findings show that
® Average prose and document literacy decreased as the age at which individuals
learned English increased.

e The percentage of the U.S. adult population who spoke only Spanish before starting
school increased from 5% in 1992 to 8% in 2003.

¢ The percentage of the U.S. adult population who spoke only English before starting
school decreased from 86 to 81%.

e Approximately 11 million adults in the U.S. (5% of the total population) are
estimated to be nonliterate in English.

e Average prose and document literacy for Hispanic adults of Mexican and Central or
South American origin declined between 1992 and 2003.

e Approximately 50% of Hispanic adults of Mexican, Cuban, and Central or South
American origin had Below Basic prose literacy. This was an increase since 1992.

®  62% of adults who spoke only Spanish before starting school had Below Basic prose
and quantitative literacy in 2003, and 49% of these adults had Below Basic document

literacy.
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e Average prose literacy decreased among all Hispanic adults between 1992 and 2003,
except those who were still in high school and those who had a college degree or
higher.

* Prose, document, and quantitative literacy levels of Asian/Pacific Islander adults did
not change significantly between 1992 and 2003.

® 39% of adults who learned English at the age of 16 years or older and who performed
at Below Basic prose literacy and 63% who performed at Basic prose literacy had
attended or were currently enrolled in adult ESL classes.

®  82% of adults who learned English at 16 years of age or older who had never enrolled
in an adult ESL class had Below Basic prose literacy, compared with 63% of adults

who had attended such classes and 69% of adults who were currently enrolled.

Employment and Income

Foreign-born adults are playing a significant role in the U.S. workforce. In 2006,
23.6 million foreign-born were in the workforce (15.6% of the total workforce
population) (Terrazas, Batalova, & Fan, 2007). The number of foreign born in the
workforce grew 76% from 1990 to 2002, compared to a growth rate of 11% for native-
born workers (Grieco, 2004). Foreign-born workers hold a wide range of jobs, but 54%
held low-income jobs compared to 38% of U.S.-born workers. For example, in 1999,
44.9% of male, foreign-born full-time workers earned less than $25,000 compared with
24.2% of U.S.-born male workers. More than half (55.5%) of the full-time, female,
foreign-born workers earned less than $25,000 compared with 44.1% of the full-time,

female, U.S.-born workers (U.S. Census Bureau, 2001). Immigrants made up 21% of all
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low-wage workers in the United States in 2005 and 45% of all workers without a high
school education (Capps, Fortuny, & Fix, 2007).

Length of time in the United States can affect the income levels of the foreign
born. Immigrants who have lived in the United States more than 10 years earn about 10%
less per household than U.S. born ($45,400 versus $50, 200 per household in 1997; Fix &
Passel, 2001). Foreign born with 10 or fewer years in the United States tend to have
lower incomes than those who have lived in the United States longer. Among immigrant
groups, undocumented immigrants show the lowest household income level ($32,200).
Refugees earn more than undocumented immigrants ($34,000), and legal immigrants earn
the most ($44,000) (Fix & Passel, 2001). One study, conducted by the Washington State
Board of Community and Technical Colleges, found that a student who started in ESL
classes, obtained a year of college credit, and received a credential earned about
$7,000 more than an ESL student who did not (Washington State Board for Community
and Technical Colleges, 2005).

Studies suggest that English language proficiency affects employment and income
levels of the foreign born. The 2000-2005 survey of the U.S. refugee population
conducted by the Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR) found that refugees who
indicated that they did not speak English were less likely to be employed (45%) than
those who indicated they spoke English (63%). The survey also found that the average
hourly wage of employed refugees who spoke English well or fluently at the time of the
survey was $9.07, compared to $8.89 for refugees who did not speak English well, and
$7.95 for refugees who did not speak English at all (U. S. Department of Health and

Human Services, Office of Refugee Resettlement, 2005). A study by the Urban Institute
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of immigrants in New York City (NYC) and Los Angeles (LA) found similar results.
Many of the adult immigrants studied did not speak English “well” or “at all” (51% in
LA and 38% in NYC). This group was poorer than immigrants who spoke English “well”
or “very well.” In LA, 33% of this group lived below the poverty rate compared with
13% who spoke English well. In NYC, 34% lived below the poverty rate compared with
14% who spoke English well (Capps et al., 2002).

Some studies indicate that immigrants have a positive effect on the overall
economy of the United States. A study conducted by the National Academy of Sciences
found that, on average, immigrants contribute $80,000 more in taxes than they use in
services over a lifetime. Immigrants with more than a high school education contribute,
on average, $198,000 to the nation’s economy over their lifetime (Panel on the
Demographic and Economic Impacts of Immigration, & National Research Council,

1997, p. 17).
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Il. Foreign Born Participation and Outcomes in Adult Education
Programs

This section describes factors that influence participation of English language
learners in adult education programs and educational outcomes of participation. The
federal government provided $564,079,550 in grants to states for PY 2004-05 for
programs funded by the Adult Education and Family Literacy Act (AEFLA). Nationally,
this amount represented approximately 26% of the total amount spent in states and local
communities to support adult education and literacy (U.S. Department of Education,
Office of Vocational and Adult Education, 2007a). From the federal monies that states
receive, each state awards 82.5% to adult basic education providers and keeps 17.5% for
program improvement activities and administrative expenses (U.S. Department of
Education, Office of Vocational and Adult Education, 2005).

Although the majority of federally funded adult basic education programs are
administered by local school districts, community-based organizations, and community
colleges, the sites where these services are provided vary considerably. In FY 2003, these
sites included public schools, adult learning centers, community centers, adult
correctional facilities, faith-based facilities, learners’ workplaces, community colleges,
libraries, and learners’ homes (U.S. Department of Education, Office of Vocational and
Adult Education, 2005).

In program year 2004-2005, 1,142,749 adults of all ages, nationalities, native
languages, and English proficiency levels were enrolled in federally funded, state-
administered ESL programs in the United States. These learners made up 44% of adults

enrolled in federally funded adult education classes. Of those English language learners,
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49% (approximately 3 % of the total foreign-born population) were enrolled in beginning
literacy or beginning ESL classes (American Community Survey, 2006). Of enrolled
students, 3% were 16-18 years of age, 19% were 19-24, 57% were 25-44, 16% were 45-
59, and 5% were 60 years old and older. The five states with the highest number of
English language learners enrolled in a federally funded adult education program in that
year were California (429,024), Florida (114,310), New York (86,111), Illinois (72,311)

and Texas (64,726) (Pane, n.d.).

Factors Related to Participation in Programs

Many learner and program factors affect participation in adult education
programs. Learner factors that may affect participation include work schedules, family
responsibilities, opportunities to learn and use English outside of an instructional setting,
marital and family status, and personal motivation. Program factors include availability
of classes, class schedules and locations, instructional setting, type of entry (open or
managed enrollment), length of the course and frequency of classes, and training and
expertise of the teachers (National Center for ESL Literacy Education, 2003; Teachers of
English to Speakers of Other Languages, 2003).

According to the National Household Education Survey of 2005, 1% of the
211,607 adults surveyed reported taking an ESL class within the previous 12 months
(O’Donnell, 2006). The majority of these classes took place in elementary, junior high,
high school, or adult learning centers (46%) and at postsecondary schools (37%). The
average number of classroom instructional hours learners received in ESL classes was 72.

The majority of the ESL participants reported having taken ESL classes either to improve
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the way that they felt about themselves (95%) or to make it easier to do things on a day-
to-day basis (93%).

In a related study, combined data from the National Household Education Surveys
of 2001 and 2005 found that 54% of adults surveyed between the ages of 16 and 64
reported participation in at least one formal learning activity during the 12 months prior
to the survey. Adults with no high school credential (4.4%) were more likely to be
enrolled in ESL classes than those with a General Educational Development (GED)
certification (0.4%), a high school diploma (0.9%), some college (1.0%), or a bachelor’s
degree or higher (0.6%) (Kienzl, 2008).

The National Association of Latino Elected and Appointed Officials conducted a
study to examine the wait times associated with popular adult ESL programs across the
country (Tucker, 2006). Among 176 adult ESL providers surveyed, 57% had a wait list
from a few weeks to more than three years. In some parts of the country, such as in New
York City, waiting lists have been abolished because the wait has become so long. Rather
than putting students on waiting lists, some programs place students in classes that are
too easy or too difficult for them that do not meet their educational and linguistic goals,

in the hopes that a space in an appropriate class will eventually open up.

Length of Time to Acquire a Second Language

There is limited research on how long it takes adults to acquire a second language.
Extrapolating from studies of children’s language acquisition, it seems likely that it can
take several years. For example, studies suggest that it takes school-aged children two to
three years to develop social language (conversational skills) and five to seven years to

acquire academic proficiency in a second language to reach parity with native English
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speakers (Cummins, 1991; Thomas & Collier, 1997). Moreover, school-aged children
usually attend school five days a week for approximately six hours a day, which is
considerably more hours of instruction than adults in adult education programs receive.
Therefore, when considering factors that affect gains in English language proficiency and
other educational outcomes, it is important to keep in mind the time that may be required
for adults to reach the goals that are set.

In an analysis of the cost and number of instructional hours needed for
approximately 5.8 million adult lawful permanent residents currently in the United States
to reach a level of proficiency necessary for civic integration or to begin post-secondary
education, the Migration Policy Institute argued that about 600 million hours of English
language instruction per year for six years would be necessary (McHugh, Gelatt, & Fix,
2007). Projected costs of meeting the instructional needs of just a portion of this
population would reach an extra $200 million a year for six years, bringing the U.S. in
line with the amount of language instruction provided to immigrants in, for example,
Australia and Germany.

A descriptive study conducted by the Center for Applied Linguistics examined the
NRS educational level gain of 6,599 adult English language learners, as measured by the
oral proficiency assessment BEST Plus (Young, 2007). The study found that the greater
the number of instructional hours and intensity of instruction received, the greater the rate
of NRS gain across all six NRS educational functioning levels. The effect of instructional
hours was particularly strong for students who pretested at the Beginning ESL Literacy
level (21% difference in gain between the fewest number and the greatest number of

instructional hours) and the Advanced ESL level (16% difference). There was also a
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general trend toward greater NRS level gain for students with high levels of instructional
intensity than for those with low intensity. Intensity of instruction had the greatest effect

on students in the Beginning ESL Literacy, Low Intermediate, and Advanced ESL levels.

Educational Outcomes

Between Program Years 2000-2001 and 2004-2005, 2,006,175 adult English
language learners enrolled in federally funded adult basic education made a level gain.
Thirty-seven percent of students enrolled in ESL classes during 2004-2005 advanced to
the next proficiency level (U.S. Department of Education, 2007a). This is an increase
from 32% in PY 2000-2001. Table 1 presents information on the educational gains of
these students, reported through the National Reporting System. At the time of this
report, the U.S. Department of Education did not have societal and economic outcomes

for ESL students disaggregated from the general adult education data.

Figure 1

State-Administered Adult Education Program. Educational Gains by Educational

Functional Levels. English Literacy. 2004-2005 Program Year.

Level Number Percentage
Enrolled Completing Level
ESL Beginning 237,650 36%
Literacy
ESL Beginning 323,840 32%
ESL Intermediate 244,570 39%
Low
ESL Intermediate 158,560 39%
High
ESL 139,470 27%
Low Advanced
ESL 38,659 25%
High Advanced
TOTAL 1,142,749 37%
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lll. Trends in Program Design and Instructional Practice

The demand for ESL classes, for qualified personnel to work with adult English
language learners, and for appropriate resources to support these efforts has greatly
increased. Changes in federal policy call for increased accountability requirements for all
programs receiving federal dollars. These programs need to prepare individuals for the
complexities of modern life, particularly in the workplace, so that learners will be
equipped with the skills they need to succeed. Critical issues that have emerged from this

context are in the areas of

. program design and instructional practice
. professional development and teacher quality
. assessment and accountability

These issues cut across all adult ESL programs. In the following section, each of these

areas is discussed.

Program Design and Instructional Practice: State of the Field

Adult ESL programs serve a diverse population through a variety of funding
streams depending on learners’ status (e.g., immigrants, refugees, or asylees), goals (e.g.,
basic or functional literacy, family literacy, workplace education, and citizenship
preparation), and circumstances (e.g., farm workers, displaced workers, and incarcerated
youth and adults). The diversity of learner populations served, program settings, systems
of delivery, and instructional philosophies embraced result in a wide range of program
designs and instructional practices. In general, the hallmark of adult ESL programs is

flexibility. To be effective, programs need to offer classes that vary in terms of
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scheduling, location, duration, and content in order to maximize learning opportunities
while accommodating the realities and constraints of adult learners’ lives.

Given the increasing demand for adult ESL instruction, large classes or classes of
learners with widely varying English language proficiency levels (multilevel classes) are
not uncommon (Mathews-Aydinli & Van Horne, 2006; National Center for ESL Literacy
Education, 1998; Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages, 2003). Instruction
can also be provided in one-to-one tutoring or small-group or large-group sessions (Bell,
2004; Corley, 2005; Mathews-Aydinli & Van Horne, 2006). Some states and local ESL
programs provide distance education opportunities for learners who cannot come to class
consistently. The amount of instructional support that these programs offer also varies. A
combination of self-study and teacher support has shown promise in helping learners
learn the language and also getting them into classroom-based programs (Center for
Impact Research, 2002). Support may take the form of in-person appointments or
periodic group meetings with an instructor or instructional aide (Ramirez & Savage,
2003).

ESL programs seldom provide only language and literacy instruction. They also
often provide English language learners with access to information, practices, and
concepts that they need to survive and succeed in a variety of life roles such as parents,
employees, consumers, and life-long learners in their new land. (See descriptions of adult
education for English language learners in Burt & Mathews-Aydinli, 2007; Hughes &
Karp, 2006; Mathews-Aydinli, 2006; National Center for ESL Literacy Education, 1998;

Taylor, 1997; Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages, 2003; Weinstein-Shr
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& Quintero, 1995; Wrigley & Guth, 1992.) The most common contexts in which
instruction is offered for adult English language learners include the following:

= Lifeskills or general ESL classes focus on development of general English
language skills. These classes usually address language skills development in
the context of topics or functions of daily life, such as going to the doctor,
getting a job, shopping, or managing money.

= Family literacy programs address the family as a whole, providing English
language and literacy instruction for adults and children. Often these programs
include parenting elements and information that parents can use to further
their children’s literacy and general educational development. Some
programs, such as Even Start, are collaborations between K—12 and adult
education programs.

= English literacy/civics (EL/civics) programs integrate English language
instruction with opportunities to learn about civil rights, civic participation
and responsibility, and citizenship. While instruction of this type has been
offered in some programs for some time, there has been new interest in
developing EL/civics classes since a specific EL/civics initiative was enacted
by the U.S. Department of Education in fiscal year 2000.

=  Vocational ESL (VESL) programs prepare learners for jobs. These programs
may concentrate on general pre-employment skills such as finding a job or
preparing for an interview, or they may target preparation for jobs in specific

fields such as horticulture or hospitality.
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= Workplace ESL classes are offered in work settings and focus on development

of language that is directly relevant to that setting.

Across these settings, there are two recent areas of emphasis in program
improvement. One is the development of English language acquisition content and
program standards to ensure the quality and consistency of the content and program
provided to learners. The second is the emphasis on transitioning learners to programs in
which they can attain their goals.

Content standards are broadly defined as what learners should now and be able to
do in a certain subject or practical domain (American Institutes for Research and U.S.
Department of Education, Office of Vocational and Adult Education, 2005; Kendall,
2001). They are the foundation for designing curricula, instruction, and assessment, but
they do not stipulate the types of lesson plans, activities, or teaching methodologies that
should be used. They provide teachers and program administrators a shared vision for
adult ESL education and provide students guideposts to follow as they make progress in
learning English (Schaetzel & Young, 2007; Young & Smith, 2006). There are no
national content standards; states and two adult education national organizations —
CASAS and University of Tennessee at Knoxville (UTK) — have developed content standards.
Though there are similarities across states’ content standards, each state’s content
standards reflect the unique approaches to teaching and learning of adult English
language learners that has developed in the state. The Office of Vocational and Adult

Education, U.S. Department of Education, has established a Content Standards

Warehouse (www.adultedcontentstandards.ed.gov ) to facilitate states’ development and use

of content standards. The Warehouse features state standards from twelve states and two
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national organizations; a guide for establishing content standards; and field resources,
including examples of standards from other countries and information about how to
implement content standards.

In addition to content standards to guide instruction and learning, program
standards have also been developed by the Teachers of English to Speakers of Other
Languages (TESOL) organization to define the components of a quality ESL education
program (TESOL, 2003). Program indicators in eight areas (program structure,
administration, and planning; curriculum and instructional materials; instruction; learner
recruitment, intake, and orientation; learner retention and transition; assessment and
learner gains; employment conditions and staffing; professional development and staff
evaluation; and support services) can be used to review an existing program or as a guide
in establishing a new program (Peyton, 2005).

The second area of recent emphasis is on transitioning English language learners
through the upper levels of English as a second language courses and into and through
programs that will help them attain their goals, such as those leading toward a two year
associate’s degree in a vocational program. A study by the Council for Advancement of
Adult Literacy (CAAL) of ESL service at community colleges examined five community
colleges that exceed national norms and the norms of their states for ESL learner gains
and transitions. The study showed that these colleges had developed innovative strategies
for improving ESL service to help learners progress and attain their goals. Three highly
effective strategies identified for increasing learner gains were to deliver high-intensity
programs with managed enrollment, to expand learning outside the classroom, and to

adapt curricula to learner needs. These colleges also had effective strategies to increase
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ESL student transition rates: 1) integrate English language learning with college
preparation, 2) co-enroll students in English and content community college classes, 3)
design vocational ESL (VESL) programs, 4) offer the GED in Spanish, and 5) offer
strong learner guidance and counseling systems. (Chisman & Crandall, 2007). Mathews-
Aydinli (2006) also highlights the importance of addressing nonacademic factors, such as
counseling services, providing orientation to students, addressing academic factors (ie.g.,
using content-based ESL instruction), and strengthening programs through cooperation
(e.g., forming a strong relationship between the ESL program and associated
postsecondary education institutions).

If English language learners have moved through beginning levels of ESL classes
and can attend a workforce program, they are more likely to complete the program and
attain their goals for English and work. A 2005 evaluation report on pilot ESL Integrated
Basic Skills Training (I-BEST) (vocational education) programs in the state of
Washington found that ESL students in these programs were five times more likely to
earn college credits and were 15 times more likely to complete workforce training than
were traditional ESL students during the same amount of time (Washington State Board
for Community and Technical Colleges, 2005).

Technology is used in ESL programs in a range of different contexts: in the
classroom, in distance education, and in extended self-study options. ESL teachers use
technology both as an instructional tool (e.g., integrating multimedia packages and
PowerPoint presentations into instruction) and as instructional content itself (e.g.,
learning word processing programs, using the Web to access information, and using

English through email communications). Distance learning has become an area of interest
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for many adult educators (National Center for the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy,
2003). The Office of Vocational and Adult Education is exploring the feasibility of
developing a national portal for adult learning, Strengthening Programs through
Technology (Office of Vocational and Adult Education Review, 2005). While computers
and the Internet play a growing role in adult ESL learners’ and teachers’ lives at work
and at home, there are still segments of both populations that could benefit from easier
access to this type of technology and the information it conveys (Children’s Partnership,
2000; Terrill, 2000).

Educators report a wide range of expertise and resources in adult ESL programs
(Florez & Burt, 2001; Hayes, 2000; National Center for ESL Literacy Education, 1998;
Schaetzel, Peyton, & Burt, 2007; Van Duzer, 2002; Wrigley, Chisman, & Ewen, 1993;
Wrigley & Guth, 1992; Young, 2005). The reasons for this include the following:

= immigration and settlement trends that bring English language learners to

areas of the country in which program and instructional staff are
unaccustomed and untrained to work with English language learners

= uneven and insufficient funding

= the diversity of learners and their needs, including an increasing number of

adolescent learners

= the overwhelming need for English language instruction

= an insufficient number of trained adult ESL teachers who can teach a diverse

learner population

= inadequate professional development opportunities for teachers

25



Funding for major research efforts in adult education, including adult ESL, has
not been extensive to date (Sticht, 2002), and research dissemination efforts of the
National Center for the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy (NCSALL) ended on
March 31, 2007, with the end of the Center’s federal funding. However, there is a
substantial body of information about promising practices based on descriptive
information (e.g., case studies, ethnographic research, and teacher research) from the
field (e.g., articles in refereed professional journals such as TESOL Quarterly, Applied
Linguistics, Language Learning, and Language Testing) and the research base on adult
second language acquisition (SLA) and reading development. The following section

describes the research that informs adult ESL instruction.

Applicable Research on Adult ESL Instruction

Recent efforts to fund major research studies that either focus on adult ESL
instruction or include adult ESL populations and programs will expand the somewhat
limited research base that exists now. These studies include such efforts as the Adult
Reading Components Study (ARCS), conducted by the National Center for the Study of
Adult Learning and Literacy (NCSALL) (Strucker & Davidson, 2003). This study
focused on the various types of readers enrolled in US adult basic education programs,
including native speakers of English and those for whom English was an additional
language. Of the ESL learners tested in the ARCS study, 78% were native speakers of
Spanish. The study found that 80% of the native Spanish speakers had adequate or better
native language literacy skills, their reading ability in Spanish was directly related to
years of Spanish school completion; and all native Spanish speakers in the study were

weak in perceiving and in producing English consonant sounds. These findings may help
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practitioners and policymakers better understand the characteristics and challenges of
adult English language learners are as readers and how to design instruction to
strategically meet their learning needs.

The Adult ESL Lab School managed by Portland State University has conducted
research on dyadic interaction (interaction between pairs of students) and microgenetic
(individual case) studies of language development. Even though the core funding for the
Adult ESL Lab School has ended, the dyadic interaction studies are continuing with a
grant from the National Science Foundation. This focuses on ESL learners with low first
language education and literacy skills. The school is also recording and studying new
ESL classes targeting academic genres of language needed for postsecondary education
(S. Reder, personal communication, March 21, 2008).

The Adult Literacy Research Network — a partnership of the National Institutes of
Child and Human Development (NICHD), the National Institutes for Literacy (NIFL),
and the Office of Vocational and Adult Education (OVAE)) — has funded six projects for
80 research sites in six states. Two of these projects examine the literacy skills of English
language learners as well as native English speakers: The Illinois Health Literacy
Research Project and Improving Literacy Instruction for Adults. Preliminary findings in
the Illinois Health Literacy Research Project show that though ABE/ASE and ESL
groups are vulnerable in their health literacy knowledge, ESL learners are at greater risk,
which appears to be related to their level of literacy (McCardle, 2006)

The National Institute for Literacy has commissioned background papers on
adults with limited literacy; career pathways for adult English language learners, focusing

on healthcare; and uses of technology in adult English language and literacy education.
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When the studies described here are completed and released, the field will know more not
only about promising practices, but also about how to implement them in the ESL
classroom.

Finally, programs of study that focus on second language acquisition and reading

development inform specific aspects of adult English language learning.

Research on Second Language Acquisition

Research on second language acquisition (SLA)—how people learn to speak a
language other than their native language—guides the practice of teaching English to
speakers of other languages. Recent research has focused on learner motivation,
opportunities for interaction, task-based learning, focus on form in instruction, and the
development of English literacy.

Motivation. Studies by Gardner and his colleagues support the theory that
integrative motivation—the learner wants to learn a language to become part of the target
community—promotes SLA (Gardner, 1985; Masgoret & Gardner, 2003). Moreover,
these studies have found that integrative motivation promotes SLA regardless of the age
of the learner or whether the language is being learned as a second or a foreign language.
Motivation research also suggests that socially grounded factors affect students’ attitudes,
effort, classroom behavior, and achievement. Therefore, teachers should encourage group
cohesion in the classroom in order to foster a conducive learning environment and should
cultivate opportunities outside the classroom that can foster language use outside regular
class hours (Clement, Dornyei, & Noels, 1994).

Opportunities for interaction. Another area of SLA research focuses on the role of

interaction in second language learning. Interaction provides learners with opportunities
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to receive comprehensible input and feedback (Gass, 1997; Long, 1996; Pica, 1994) as
well as to make changes in their own linguistic output (Swain, 1995), because it allows
learners to “notice the gap” (Schmidt & Frota, 1986, p.311) between their command of
the language they are learning and correct, or targetlike, use of the language. While much
of the research on interaction in SLA investigates theoretical issues, other research is
focused on the language classroom. Included in this latter category are, among other
topics, research on task-based language learning and teaching, and focus on form.

Task-based and problem-based learning. A general definition of a task is “an

activity which requires learners to use language, with emphasis on meaning, to attain an
objective” (Bygate, Skehan, & Swain, 2001, p. 11). Research suggests that interactions
are most successful when tasks contain elements that are new or unfamiliar to the
participants; require each learner to exchange information with his or her partner or group
members; have a specific, or closed, outcome; involve details; center on a problem,
especially an ethical one; and involve the use of naturally occurring conversation and
narrative discourse (Ellis, 2000). Similar to task-based learning, problem-based learning
is more specific because the core focus is solving real, open-ended problems to which
there are no fixed solutions (Ertmer, Lehman, Park, Cramer, & Grove, 2003). Because
problem-based learning shifts the emphasis of the learning activity from the teacher to the
students, it can help students become more autonomous learners and transfer the skills
they learn in the classroom to their lives outside the classroom (James, 2006).

Focus on form. Research has examined the role of focus on the grammatical
forms of language in instruction. In a focus-on-form approach to language teaching,

rather than teaching grammar in isolation, learners’ attention is drawn to grammatical
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form in the context of meaning, and teachers’ attention to form is triggered by learners’
problems with comprehension or production (Long, 2000). A meta-analysis of research
studies has found that instruction that uses a focus-on-form approach—incorporating
form with meaning—is as effective as more traditional grammar-teaching approaches
(Norris & Ortega, 2001). The use of focus on form in communicative lessons can result
in high levels of learner uptake—that is, learners may be more likely to incorporate new
learning into their language use ( Ellis, Basturkmen, & Loewen, 2001; Pica, 2008;

Schmidt, 2004).

Research on Learning to Read

The National Center for ESL Literacy Education (NCLE) reviewed what is
known about how adult English language learners learn to read in English and published
Research on Reading Development of Adult English Language Learners: An Annotated
Bibliography (Adams & Burt, 2002). This bibliography was developed to present a
comprehensive view of the research that has been conducted on reading development
among adult English language learners in the United States in the last 20 years (with
some additional research conducted in Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the United
Kingdom). In addition to experimental research studies, descriptive studies, case studies,
and practitioner research were included, as were theoretical studies describing models of
reading processes. Research on adult English language learners in adult education
programs or in intensive English programs (IEP)s were included.

From the research in this bibliography, a synthesis paper, Reading and Adult
English Language Learners: A Review of the Research was developed (Burt, Peyton, &

Adams, 2003). It summarizes research on adult English language learners reading
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English, offers adult ESL teachers and administrators suggestions for practice, and points
to areas where further research is needed.

The paper reviews the kinds of native language literacy that English language
learners bring to the ESL classroom and the ways that native language literacy affects
learning to read in English. Huntley (1992) describes four types of literacy in the first
language (L.1) that affect English literacy development and should be considered in adult
ESL literacy instruction: preliterate, nonliterate, semiliterate, and non-Roman-alphabet
literate. Birch (2002) adds to these types nonalphabet literate, and Birch and others
(Hilferty, 1996; Strucker, 2002) add Roman-alphabet literate.

The paper also discusses four reading skills that researchers have identified as
necessary for English language learners to develop in order to read fluently (see, e.g.,
Coady, Mgoto, Hubbard, Graney, & Mokhtari, 1993; Davidson & Strucker, n.d.; Jones,
1996; Koda, 1999; McLeod & McLaughlin, 1986; Strucker, 1997, 2002; Tan, Moore,
Dixon, & Nicholson, 1994):

® Phonological processing: Recognizing and reproducing letters and other
graphic symbols related to the language.

e Vocabulary development: Creating an ever-growing vocabulary bank.

e Syntactic processing: Understanding and applying grammar and usage
conventions and identifying and using structural and organizational
features common to English.

e Schema activation: Initiating appropriate strategies for reading

comprehension (e.g., identifying and setting a purpose for reading, gaining
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meaning from context, using pictures and other graphics, predicting, and
skimming and scanning).

The National Literacy Panel on Language-Minority Children and Youth released
its report in 2006 (August & Shanahan, 2006) and, even though this report focused on
children and youth, two important research findings emerged that are relevant to all
English language learners. First, teaching specific reading and writing elements can be
beneficial to second language learners; for example, explicit vocabulary instruction led to
improved knowledge of the words studied. Second, learners need to have sufficient
knowledge of oral English while learning English literacy. Instruction in the components
of reading alone is not enough: Instruction must teach these components while fostering
extensive oral English language development.

The Pathways Project, a cognitive strategies intervention developed by the
University of California-Irvine Writing Project, teaches secondary school students
thinking tools, such as activating prior knowledge or establish a purpose, and teaches
teachers instructional and curricular approaches that support the development of thinking
tools (Olson & Land, 2007). The project