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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

A key difference between adult and child learnersis that adults choose to
participate in educationa programs while children participate because of lega mandates
and strong socid and culturd forces that identify schooling as the proper “work” of
childhood. In fact, most school-age students probably never serioudy consider
dropping out. Adults, on the other hand, must make an active decison to participate in
each class sesson and often must overcome significant barriersin order to attend
clases. Although some adults may come to an adult basic education (ABE), English for
speakers of other languages (ESOL ), or adult secondary education (ASE) program
with very limited goas, most come with goals that require hundreds if not thousands of
hours of learning activities to achieve. When possible, every adult education program
should help adult students persst in their learning until they reach their educationd gods.

Thefirst phase of NCSALL’s Persstence Study is using research as atool to
develop advice for practitioners on how to help adults persst in their studies. In
addition, the study is developing advice for policy makers on how to structure funding
and accountability systems in ways that will support persstence. The next phase of this
study will test out this advice in red programsto seeif it is effective and refine it based
on this experience. In the first phase of this research, the sudy team read previous
dudies and related literature, talked with practitioners about how they have tried to help
adult students persist longer in their sudies, and interviewed 150 pre-GED studentsin
New England to gain their indghts into the supports and barriers to persstence. Most
of the students were native speskers of English, but afew were immigrants whose
English was sufficient to be in apre-GED class.

The staff of the Persstence Study spent alot of time working on their definition
of persstence so that they could be clear about what they were trying to measure. They
found persistence to be a complicated concept. Most of the literature on adult
education defines persstence as the length of time adults attend a class or tutoring
sessions, but learning may extend beyond attendance in a specific program. The
definition of persgtence used in thisstudy is

adults staying in programs for aslong as they can, engaging in
self-directed study when they must drop out of their programs, and
returning to programs as soon as the demands of their lives allow.
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The study team interviewed learners near the beginning of their participationin a
program and again four months later. A persistent learner was one who, at the second
interview, was dill in class, was no longer in dass but was involved in organized sdf-
study, or had transferred to another class.

From the point of view of an accountability system, student persistence ends
when an adult drops out of a program. When an adult returnsto a program after a
lapse in attendance, the program may view that student as a dropout who has returned.
The adult may view him- or hersdlf as a persstent learner who couldn’t attend for a
while. From the point of view of the sudent, persgstence may continue after dropout
through sdf-sudy or distance learning. Using only atendancein dass or in tutoring
ons as ameasure of persstence undervalues effective learning activities that should
be encouraged. A wider definition of persistence would alow practitioners to focus on
hel ping adults become persistent learners who use episodes of program participation as
criticd parts of a comprehengve learning strategy that employs other forms of learning.

The definition developed by the study team in the Persstence Study values both
sdf-study and transfer or reentry into a program as part of a pattern of persstence. For
this expanded definition of persstence to become part of an accountability system, it
must be measurable. Thiswould require procedures for collecting evidence of “time-
on-task” that could be credited to a program. Some of this“time-on-task” might be
gpent in classes, some in tutoring sessions, and some in sdf-study through technology,
media, or ingructional materids. Other “time-on-task” measures might include
increased time reading or reading of new, more chalenging materias and engagement in
community improvement efforts that require the use of English, literacy, and math kills.
Ways to measure and vdidate these efforts and link them to a plan of learning
developed within a program context would transform some dropouts into persistent
learners who are not presently attending formal classes or tutoring sessons.

This expanded definition would require programs to think of the relationship to
their students differently. Programs would need added resources to stay connected and
serve adults when they are not attending formal classes or tutoring sessons. With these
added resources, programs could treat their students as long-term clientswho use a
range of services, some provided by the program and some by other agencies, to
achieve sgnificant improvement in thair skills. Since asingle adult sudent might
participate in the services of severd different programs, away to document progress
would have to be shared among them.
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This study found that the many ways in which we can dassfy adult sudents (by
gender, ethnicity, age, employment status, number and age of children, previous school
experience, and educationd background of other adultsin their lives) do not tell us
much about how to help them perss in their education. The only sgnificant findings
were that immigrants, those over the age of 30, and parents of teenage or grown
children were more likely to perast than othersin the study. The greater likelihood of
persstence by immigrant sudents in ESOL dasses iswell documented, and the findings
of this sudy suggest that this effect continues asimmigrants learn English and move on
to ABE and GED programs. Grown children might encourage their parents to join and
persst in aprogram. On the other hand, adults who are over 30 are more likely to have
teenage or grown children than those under 30. These findings might point to older
students persisting longer because they benefit from the maturity that comes with age
and they no longer have the respongbilities of caring for smdl children.

Two aspects of educationa experience were aso associated with persastence.
Adults who had been involved in previous efforts a basic skills education, self-study, or
vocationd sill training were more likely to persst than those who had not. The
strongest relationship was with those who had undertaken sdf-study. Adults who,
when asked why they had entered a program, mentioned a specific goa (such ashelp
my children or get a better job) were more likely to persst than those who ether
mentioned no god or said they were doing it for themsdaves. These findings suggest that
experience with education may increase an adult’ s sdf-confidence about learning.
These relationships aso suggest that motivation, especialy as demonstrated by
undertaking self-study or by being clear about the goa for attendance, is a support to
persistence.

The pre-GED students identified awide range of supports and barriers to their
persistence, but clear trends were evident when their responses were analyzed. The
study team recorded these trends and then looked back at the literature it had reviewed
and the experience of practitioners who had been interviewed and devel oped the
following advice, which describes four supports to persstence.

Thefirst support is management of the positive and negative for ces that
help and hinder persistence. In searching for aframework for anadyzing data, the
study team sought a theoretical model that would both place the adult learner in a
central position and be useful to program managers who are seeking practica advice on
how to increase perastence. The study team chose to employ aforce-field analysis as
developed by the sociologist Kurt Lewin. Lewin'stheory places an individud in afied
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of forces that are supporting or inhibiting action along a particular path (Lewin, 1999,
Gilbert, Fisk, & Lindzey, 1998). Underganding the forces, identifying which are
strongest, and deciding which are most amenable to manipulation provides an indication
of how to help someone move in a desired direction, in this case reaching an educationa

god.

In the case of adult sudents, there are pogitive forces (desire for a higher
income, for example) that are helping support persgstence in an adult education
program. These forces help adults to continue their participation. On the other hand,
negative forces (lack of free time to study, for example) are pushing adults to drop ot.
From the time adults enter programs to the time when they ether achieve their gods or
drop out, both positive and negative forces are acting upon them. Any intervention
meant to increase perdstence must hel p adults strengthen the positive forces and lessen
the negative forces. Thefirgst step isto identify dl the forces that are acting upon an
individud. The next step isto identify which forces can have a gnificant effect on an
individud’s path. Of these strong forces, a determination must be made asto which
ones can actudly be managed or, rather, which positive forces can be made stronger
and which negative forces can be made wesker.

The force-field andysis looks at these barriers and supports as existing at many
levels of importance, from those that have no redl effect on persistence to those that
have avery srong influence on persstence. The force-field analyss dso suggests that
improvement in one force that can be influenced might offset the effects of another force
that cannot be influenced. Thus, an adult with a very strong need for education to gain
better employment might put aside his or her embarrassment, while very strong
embarrassment might keep a less strongly motivated student from coming to class.

Programs must help students develop an understanding of the negetive and
positive forces that affect their persstence. Building on that understanding, each student
must make plans to manage these forces so that persstenceis more likely. The plans
that come out of such an exercise should include Strategies for persstence when the
forcesthat affect aperson’slife cause that person to drop out, and these plans must be
revised as adults persst in their studies and these forces change.

Adult sudentsin this study emphasized positive forces. The strongest positive
force mentioned by adult students was the support of people, particularly their families,
friends, teacher, and fellow students, followed by sdlf-efficacy and persond godls.
Most learners mentioned at least three positive forces, while some mentioned many
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more. On the other hand, many learners mentioned no negative forces or just one. No
single negative force was common.

The force-fied theory itsdf offersatool for understanding and planning to
manage these forces. Students can be encouraged to discuss their persistence in terms
of the force-field and to build their plan from that discusson. A classroom force-fidd
activity can begin with sudents identifying al of the supports and barriers to their
persstence. They can then categorize them into those that are most likely to help or
hinder their perastence. Once the crucia forces are identified, students can plan to
build their supports and lessen their barriers. As happens in some programs, staff must
be open to having the outcome of this activity be early dropout for students who, for
any reason, are not reedy to persst in their sudies. If thisis the outcome, adults should
be helped to make a plan to prepare to return and be successful later, if at dl possible.
The management of these forces may be an individud respongbility or it may be one
that a group of students take on together or one that engages a whole community. For
example, most studentsin a class might have trangportation needs. A group activity
might lead to ride sharing or arequest to a public agency for transportation support.

The second support is self-efficacy. The educationd program must help
adult sudents build self-efficacy about reaching their goals. The term sdf-confidenceis
used more often in adult education literature, but salf-efficacy isamore useful term to
describe this support. Self-confidence is agloba feding of being able to accomplish
most tasks. Self-efficacy isfocused on a specific task and represents the feding of
being able to accomplish that task, which here is successful learning in ABE, ESOL, or
ASE programs. The study drew from the theory of asocid scientist, Albert Bandura,
for advice on building sdf-efficacy (Bandura, 1986). Adult education programs should
provide the following experiences to their participants as a means toward building sdf-

efficacy:

Mastery experiences are those that alow an adult to be successful in learning and
to have authentic evidence of that success. This does not mean that ingtruction
should be designed to produce only easy and constant success. Adults must dso
experience overcoming falure and eventually achieving success through a sustained
effort, and ingruction should help them develop thisingght. Some programs take
care to provide regular recognition of progress and celebrations of achievement.
Others make sure that instruction provides opportunities for success early in
program participation. These efforts provide learners with opportunitiesto
experience SUCCess.
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Vicarious experiences are those that are provided by socid models. Adult
learners should come in contact with adults who are just like them and have
succeeded in an ABE, ESOL, or GED class. These role models, both through the
knowledge they share directly and the indirect teaching of their behavior, help adult
sudents acquire the skills to manage the many demands of the learning task. Some
programs employ successful present or past students as speakers during intake and
orientation activities, while others recruit past learners to be counsdlors, teachers,
and directors. These past students provide modds of success.

Social persuasion is support from teachers, staff, counsdors, fellow students,
family, and friends that reinforces self-efficacy. These verba assurances are
needed, in part, to overcome the negative saf-efficacy about learning built during
schooling. Most practitioners provide verba assurances, but some programs
encourage family membersto provide this pogitive reinforcement aswell. Some
teachers take great care to develop a culture of support anong studentsin their
classes. These efforts ensure positive support for students.

Addressing physiological and emotional states helps students to ded with the
tenson, dress, and other negative emotiona states that can result from poor self-
efficacy and can dso lead to low sdf-efficacy. Adult learners must be helped to
perceive and interpret these fedings so that they do not affect their self-efficacy.
Some practitioners fed uncomfortable with addressing the persond problems of
their students, and al practitioners must acknowledge thet they are not trained
menta hedth professonas. Even so, many teechers use life histories and didogue
journasto help students identify the physica and menta hedth problems that can
effect their learning. For example, adults with limited English proficiency are usudly
anxious about speeking in front of aclass. A teacher can encourage the classto
write about these fedings of anxiety and discuss ways to overcome them. The
teacher can then help her students practice speaking even though they do have
fedings of anxiety. Just the acknowledgment that life experiences affect learning can
help diminish their negetive effect.

Many of the orientation and ingtructiond activities identified by practitionersin this sudy
provide the experiences that Bandura has outlined. Bandura s theory of salf-efficacy
can act as a powerful framework within which programs can improve on the activities
they have dready undertaken.
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Thethird support to persistence isthe establishment of a goal by the
student. This process begins before an adult enters a program. An adult who could be
classfied asapotentiadl ABE, ESOL, or ASE student experiences an event in hisor her
life that causes him or her to enter an educationd program. That event might be
something dramatic; for example, awdl-paid worker might lose his or her job and find
that he or she does not have the basic skills needed to qualify for anew job at asmilar
pay scae. That event might be less dramatic; for example, a parent may decide he or
she needs more education when afirg child begins school. That event might be subtle;
for example, a school dropout might have aways felt the desire to sudy for the GED
but when his or her children are older and need less atention, there is finaly some free
time available for education. This event provides potentia adult students with gods they
hope to accomplish by entering an ABE, ESOL, or ASE program. The staff of the
educationd program must help the potentid adult student define his or her god and
understand the many ingtructiona objectives that must be accomplished on the road to
meseting that goal. Teachers must then use those student god's as the context for
indruction and revisit god setting since they may change.

The Equipped for the Future initiative offers an approach to understanding and
defining the educational objectives needed to reach the most common goal's expressed
by adultsin thisstudy. Other god setting gpproaches might work as well, but one
powerful factor in favor of EFF isthat it focuses on the broader purposes of education,
which include the adult roles of worker, family member, and citizen. Godsreated to
both work and family are certainly the most common in this study, but other gods such
as EFF s category of citizenship are especidly important to some learners. Inthe
portion of the study that asked specificaly about why each adult entered a program, a
chronologica gring of goas was common. That full string of godsincuded “get a
GED, go to college, get abetter job, and help my children.” Some people mentioned
al of these, and some just mentioned afew. Those who only said “get a GED” might
have added some of these other goals had they been prompted by a smple “Why?’
Teachers should enter a continuous dialogue with each student that leads to a better
understanding of gods by both of them.

Thefourth support isprogresstoward reaching agoal. Sncether god is
an important support to persistence, adult students must make progress toward reaching
that god, and they must be able to measure that progress. Programs must provide
services of sufficient quaity that students make progress, and programs must have
assessment procedures that dlow students to measure their own progress. Much of the
recent interest in measuring progress has come from the need to build systems of
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program accountability. Helping students measure their own progress may need tools
and methods that are not appropriate for accountability purposes. Accountability
systems need measures that are easy to collect and quantify, and these may not be
useful to students and difficult to integrate into ingtruction. Portfolio and authentic
assessment approaches may have weaknesses in an accountability system but might be
very useful for adults who want to measure their own progress. These kinds of
assessments can be an integra part of an ingtructiona gpproach.

Further research into assessment might produce a hybrid system that serves
both needs and could lead to certification of progress that occurs more frequently than it
does at present in most programs. At thistime, most adults who enter ABE, ESOL,, or
ASE programs will gain certification only if they pass the GED test or acquire an adult
high school diploma. Program level certification may be helpful to student morde, but
daelevd or even nationd certification of achievement might make smdler increments
of learner achievement more meaningful and provide arange on god steps.

Policy Support to Persistence. Aspects of these four supports dready exist
in some programs, but a combination of the four may provide a more supportive
environment to persstence. These supports are more likely to be built if the policy
makers who provide funding vaue them. This meansthat persistence must become a
more important measure in program accountability, and funding agencies must provide
the technica assstance and training needed for programs to put these supportsin place.
Policy makers could then hold programs accountable for the qudity of their intake,
orientation, instruction, and program gpproaches that support persstence. Using the
expanded definition presented here, perastence itself should be an outcome that is
measured as part of an accountability system

10
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PERSISTENCE AMONG ADULT BASIC EDUCATION STUDENTSIN
PRE-GED CLASSES

INTRODUCTION

In 1992, the National Adult Literacy Survey (NALS) divided the U.S.
population into five levels of competency in relation to atest of reading and math kills.
According to the NALS, 21 to 23 percent (approximately 40 million people in 1992) of
the U.S. adult population would score in the lowest leve on its test, and an additiona
25 to 28 percent (approximately 50 million people) of the adult population would score
in the second lowest leve (Kirsch, Jungeblut, Jenkins, & Kolstad, 1993). In Teaching
The New Basic kills, Murnane and Levy (1996) identified Sth grade reading, writing,
and math skills (dong with communications, problem solving, and computer kills) as
essential for economic success in today’ s workplace. Most of the 50 million adults who
fdl into the second of the two lowest NAL S levels do not meet these criteria, and the
40 million who fdl into the lowest level are extremdy disadvantaged in relation to this
benchmark.

A literacy scorein NALS levels 1 or 2 isnot the only indication that someoneis
educationdly disadvantaged. Approximately 40 million adults lack a high school
credentia (NCES, 1997), and 6 million adults, many of whom are literate in their own
language, lack English language literacy (NCES, 1997). The potentid adult population
that might benefit from programs that would help them improve their basic ills, learn
English, and acquire a high school diploma, therefore, may be greater than 90 million.
Even if haf of this population would never choose to participate in an adult education
program, the pool of potentia participants would be goproximatdy 50 million, which is
equivaent to al the students presently in the K-12 system (NCES, 1997).

In 1997, approximately 4 million adults sought to improve ther literacy kills,
incresse their English language fluency, or acquire high school credentiasin adult
education programs that have some federa funding. (Elliott, 1998). These programs
are usudly identified by the terms Adult Basic Education (ABE) for those seeking to
improve literacy and math skills, English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) for
those seeking to improve English skills, and Adult Secondary Education (ASE) for
those seeking a high school credentid. ASE programs include those that provide an
adult diploma through a school system and those that help adults to study for the
Generd Education Development (GED) test, which is equivaent to a high school

11
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diploma

According to the National Evaluation of Adult Education Programs (NEAEP),!
50 percent of the adults who enroll in ABE classes (and attend for at least one hour)
drop out before completing 35 hours (10 weeks) of ingruction (Y oung, Fleischman,
Fitzgerad, & Morgan, 1994a). The median hours of ingtruction for ESOL studentsis
higher at 113 (16 weeks) and lower for ASE students at 28 (8 weeks) (Young et d.,
1994a). Only about 11 percent of ABE and 9 percent of ASE students attend classes
continuoudly for a year, while gpproximately 25 percent of ESOL students attend for
the same time period (Young et d., 1994a). The low persistence rate among ABE,
ESOL, and ASE students places a severe limitation on how much progress they can
make.

This paper is part of an effort to understand better how to increase persstence
in ABE, ESOL, and ASE programs. The paper presents a summary of previous
research, presents findings from new research that explores the forces that support and
inhibit persstence of adult students, describes and andyzes programmatic and
ingructional attempts to address these forces, and draws conclusions for palicy,
practice, and further research.

In Rethinking Literacy Education, Quigley (1997) suggests that the answer to
the question of how to improve persstence will come from asking adult learners. The
new research reported here took that advice and interviewed 150 adults who werein
adult education programsin five New England states. In choosing the study population,
the research team struggled with where to begin. The population in adult education
programsis diverse, and a study sample that includes enough people from each group
(severd levels of ESOL and ABE dong with ASE students) isimpossible with the
limited resources available to this study. The research team chose to limit the sample to
adultsin classes identified as* pre-GED.”

People studying for the test in aGED dass usudly have alimited amount of time
to prepare for it. Adults who are below the pre-GED leve usudly have very low
reading skills and may have a high incidence of learning disabilities (Reder, 1995). This
group usudly needs years of study to reach asignificant god such as passing the GED
test. Peoplein pre-GED classes are in the middle of these two extremes and offer a

! Although the NEAEP study has been criticized on methodological grounds (Beder, 1999), it offers
the only national statistics available at thistime.

12



NCSALL Reports#12 December 1999

good group with which to begin research into persstence. Pre-GED students need a
sgnificant amount of sudy time to achieve agod such as passing the GED test, but they
arelesslikely to have severe learning disabilities. Some peoplein pre-GED classes are
non-native speakers of English, but since they have sufficient English fluency, they are no
longer digible for ESOL classes, which mosily serve students who are just learning
English. Further research will be needed to test the findings of this study to seeif they
are gpplicable to adult students who do not fal into the pre-GED category.

PERSISTENCE

A key difference between adult and child learnersis that adults choose to
participate in programs while children participate because of legd mandates and strong
socid and cultura forces that identify schooling as the proper “work” of childhood
(Cross, 1981; Knowles, 1970). Most school-age students probably never serioudy
consider dropping out. Adults, on the other hand, must make an active decision to
participate in each class sesson and often must overcome significant barriersin order to
attend classes.

A god of every adult education program should be to help students persist in
their learning until they reach their educationd gods, but persstence in learning may
extend beyond attendance in a specific program. When students must drop out of a
program, they may dill perast in learning through sdf-study or distance learning.
Persgtence in learning may aso include areturn to a program after alapsein
attendance. The definition of persstence in this paper incorporates dl of these
possihilities. Persstenceis defined here as:

Adults staying in programs for as long as they can, engaging in
self-directed study when they must drop out of their programs, and
returning to a program as soon as the demands of their lives allow.

Persggtence is a continuous learning process that lasts until an adult student meets his or
her educationd godl.

For the purposes of adult education research, persastence is usualy measured as
participation in forma classes or one-on-one tutoring sessions. The more inclusive
definition of pergstence used here is more difficult to measure. Dropouts from adult
literacy classes are often difficult or impossible to contact, and this makes the

13
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measurement of persistence after dropout imprecise. Since dropouts are difficult to
contact, a pergstence rate that is based on attendance records will dways be less than
the persstence rate as defined in this paper.  Although time in class or in tutoring may
not be meaningful for an individua student, it is probably a good measure of persistence
for comparison between populations of adult students, which makesit useful for
research into factors that support or inhibit persstence. Research into persistence must
depend on measures that can be collected, and timein class or in tutoring is the only
effective measure avalable a thistime.

The NEAEP study (Y oung, Fleischman, Fitzgerad, & Morgan, 1994b)
interviewed 3,403 adults who had left ABE, ESOL, and ASE programs. Of the totd,
41 percent reported that they |eft satisfied and 45 percent |eft because of non-
ingtructiona factors such as alack of trangportation, aloss of child care, or achangein
job schedule. Only 7 percent reported leaving because of indructiond factors, while 7
percent left for a combination of reasons or gave no reason. NEAEP found that most
dropouts | eft their programs within the first 12 weeks of ingtruction. However,
participants who stayed more than one month were likely to persist for 45 percent
longer than those who did not complete one month, and this differentia in perastence
increased as more months of participation passed. Those who stayed past the first
month were likely to stay for eight months. Since many programs operate on an
academic schedule, eight months may indicate completion of one full year of study by a
committed participant who may return for a second year. These findings from NEAEP
support Quigley’s (1997) contention that the first three to Six weeks of program
participation are key to persistence.

NEAEP data were collected over atwelve-month period in 1991 and 1992
and represent a cross-section of participation in specific programs. These findings may
not paint an accurate picture of each individua’ s pattern of participation. Thet is, some
of the people identified as dropouts after afew weeks may have returned to that
program or entered another program during that year. In addition, adults with short-
term participation one year might go on to participate again in that program or in another
program the next year. A study of ESOL students in Cdifornia, for example, suggests
that 25 percent of those identified as dropouts may actudly have transferred to other
classes (Sticht, McDonald, & Erickson, 1998).

During approximately the same time period (1991-1992) as the NEAEP study,

the Basic Skills Unit in Great Britain studied 176 students and 64 teachers. The next
year they studied another 1218 students and 59 teachers. This study found that

14
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gpproximately 50 percent of the students dropped out in the first Sx weeks, with 30
percent dropping out in the first 3 weeks. The data collection procedures and methods
of andyss usad in this study and the NEAEP are quite different, but the comparison
doesindicate that high dropout rates are not a phenomenon unique to the U.S.
(Kambouri & Francis, 1994).

The low persstence rate reported in NEAEP places a sgnificant limitation on
the benefits of classroom ingtruction. Severa studies have determined that
approximately 100 hours of ingtruction are needed for an increase of one grade leve
equivalent on a standardized test (Darkenwald, 1986; Sticht, 1982), but most adult
participants are not in class for 100 hours. Although some adults who enter ABE,
ESOL, and ASE programs may have specific goas that require only afew hours of
ingruction, most would benefit from a sustained, long-term effort.

The NEAEP study found that 44 percent of ABE, ESOL, and ASE participants
|eft their programs satisfied, but only 5 percent left having achieved their god. Since
adults are leaving programs before completing the 100 hours needed to make
measurable progress and are reporting that their goals have not been achieved,
improving persstence ratesis critica for any effort to increase program impact. ASE
students had the highest percentage of satisfied students at 54 percent, ABE was next a
41 percent, and ESOL was least at 29 percent. These findings are interesting in that
satisfaction appears to be inversaly related to hours or weeks of ingtruction.

Common sense argues that there must be a rdationship between length of time
in class and achievement, but NEAEP (Young et d., 1994b) found no direct
relationship between persistence and improvement in scores on the Test of Adult Basic
Education (TABE) for ABE and ASE participants. Since ASE students had aready
scored high on the TABE, an increase in score was probably unlikely. NEAEP did find
ardationship for ESOL participants on the Cdifornia Adult Student Assessment
System (CASAS) reading test. 1n another study, Perin and Greenberg (1993) found a
relationship between weeks of instruction and scores on writing and math tests, but not
on tests of reading. Their population, however, was comprised of adults who had either
ahigh school degree or a GED certificate and were preparing for college-level course
work. These participants may have had reading levels that were too high to show any
benefit within alimited time of ingruction. Comings (1995) found a relationship
between duration of study and achievement and skill retention in literacy programsin
Third World settings, but these findings may not be applicable to the U.S. population.
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The difficulty of measuring learning gainsin this population complicates the
discussion of the relationship between persstence and achievement. Non-ESOL adults
with low literacy skills may have learning disabilities that interfere with assessment of
achievement. ESOL adults who are not literate in their own language may have trouble
learning to read in alanguage they do not fully understand. If achievement comes
dowly, exiging tests may not provide the sengtivity needed to measure learning gains,
particularly snce many of the teachers who administer the tests have little or no training
in test administration (Beder, 1999; Condelli & Kutner, 1997; Young, et ., 1994b).
Even the finding that 100 hours of instruction leads to an increase of one grade level
equivalent on a standardized test is suspect. There are many factors other than
achievement that might result in a one grade leve increase, and there are no reports that
continued hours of indruction result in Smilar gains. The one grade level increase after
100 hours may be influenced by familiarity with the test that developed after the first
measurement or may be the result of adults feeling more relaxed for the second test.

Given the many unanswered questions about achievement in ABE, ESOL, and
ASE classes, common sense may be the only way to gpproach thisissue. Moretime on
task should produce more positive benefit. Adults who would score in the bottom two
of the five NALS leves probably need hundreds, if not thousands, of hours of study and
practice to raise their skillsto aleve that would make dramatic changes in their ability to
perform the adult roles of worker, parent, and citizen. Understanding how to help
adults persst in their studies, therefore, iskey to increasing the impact of adult education
programs. In addition, three different research agenda setting exercises (Bickerton,
Comings, Shidds, & Waldron, 1995; CAL, 1998; NIFL, 2000) identified learner
motivation to pera st as one of the most important research questions that need to be
addressed to improve ABE, ESOL, and ASE programs. In these three agenda setting
exercises, adult students, teachers, administrators, and policy makers al emphasized the
importance of thisissue.

Since ABE, ESOL, and ASE programs in the United States do not have
sufficient resources to serve ether the potentid or the actua demand (Venezky &
Wagner, 1994), encouraging more people to join these programsis not a pressing issue.
Rather, understanding how to ensure that those who enter can persist and succeed is
more important at thistime. Boshier (1973) suggests that non-participation and dropout
are amilar phenomena, while Quigley (1997) sees participants and non-participants as
two digtinct populations. Even though persistence might be the more important issue, a
complete understanding of this phenomenon may require an understanding of the
decision either to enter a program or to remain anon-participant. Although this paper
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draws from the literature on the decison to participate, the new research presented here
focuses on adults who have aready begun participation.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

New research on persstence is hampered by the lack of previous research in
adult education. Much of the adult education literature on persistence or related topics
draws on research with adults who have sufficient literacy skills, gpesk English, and
have high school degrees. Although thisresearch isinformative, it may not be directly
gpplicableto ABE, ESOL, and ASE students. In addition, most of thisresearchiison
people who are in short-term courses with defined, limited goas. Most ABE, ESOL,
and ASE dudents are facing along-term commitment that may involve many different
goas. These studies, too, are informative but do not necessarily provide insghts into
how to help adults persst in their gudiesfor aslong as it may take to make redl

progress.

Severd scholars have published excdlent reviews of the literature on motivetion,
retention, persistence, dropout, and participation in adult education programs (Beder,
1991; Wikelund, Reder, & Hart-Landsberg, 1992; Tracy-Mumford, 1994; Quigley,
1997). Thisstudy draws on these four reviews. For those interested in an exhaustive
review of the literature related to persistence, areading of these four sources provides
that opportunity. This paper summarizes these four reviews to provide a foundation for
understanding the student interview data that follows.

Beder (1991) provides a comprehensive and thorough review of al sources
that examine an adult’ s decison to participate in adult education. The review first
explores motivation as the force that hel ps adults overcome the many barriersto
participation that their lives impose upon them and then explores the deterrents or
barriers to participation. Beder suggests that adult education programs must change
their recruitment and ingtruction practices to be congruent with the motivations and life
contexts of adult learners. If they do, more adults will enter programs, and they will
persst longer. Beder describes seven models of motivation and then draws conclusons
for adult education from each. These models are summearized below.

Inthefirst modd, Miller (1967) uses Lewin's (1999) force field analysis to
identify pogtive and negative forces acting on motivetion. Miller suggests that
membership in alow socioeconomic class limits the motivation of adults who need
training in basic skills. Although Beder criticizes this postion, he does acknowledge that
adult education programs that attempt to help poor people achieve success may be
limited by the socia class structure that contributes to the under-education of many
adults.
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In the second, Boshier (1973, 1977) sets forth a congruence modd inwhich
there are two groups of adult learners based on the strength of their motivation to
participate in education. The firgt group is made up of growth-oriented adults who are
motivated by interna forces and whose view of themselves is congruent with their view
of anidea sdf and how others see them. Growth-oriented adults are open to new
experiences and enjoy participation in education. Deficiency-oriented adults are
motivated by externd factors and have aview of themsalves that is incongruent with
ther view of an ided sdf and how others see them. Anxiety engendered by this
incongruence |eads deficiency-oriented adults to avoid participation in education.

In the third, Rubenson (1977) setsforth an expectancy-valence modd to
explain motivation to participate. Expectancy is an adult’s perception that participation
will be successful and beneficid. Vaenceisameasure of the costs of participation. In
this theory, adults are weighing these two sides of an equation in making adecison to

participate.

In the fourth, Cross (1981) sets forth a chain of response mode to explain
motivation to participate. This theory assumes that participation is the result of a series
of steps. Firdt, adults make a self-evauation related to their confidence in undertaking
this new activity. In the second step, the adult learner runs up againg his or her attitudes
toward education, which might be pogitive or negative. In the third step adults come to
understand two aspects of their god for participation. Thefirgt isthe importance of the
god to the individua and the second is his or her belief as to whether or not the goa will
lead to areward.

In the fifth, Mortimer and Smmons (1978) st forth a socialization mode that
suggests that the problems caused by adult socidization create the motivation to
participate. In adulthood, sociaization takes place within roles such as worker, parent,
and citizen. Motivation to participate in adult education, therefore, would come from
red and immediate needs to fulfill an adult role. These needs may be the result of
changes in the context of the adult or of changesin the society in which the adult lives.

In the sixth, Beder draws from Kotler (1975) and Beder (1980, 1986, 1990)
to set forth ademand modd that suggests that adults participate when the vaue they
will gainis greater than the resources they must put into their udies. To support
persistence, programs need to lower the “cost” (interms of time and effort) by making
adult learning eeser and more convenient while increasing its vaue by, for example,
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meaking it more likely to lead to higher wages or recognized certification.

In the seventh, Freire (1970) setsforth acritical pedagogy modd that does
not focus specificaly on mativation, but does critique the waysin which motivetion is
understood. In critica pedagogy, motivation is socidly congructed. Thet is, the
psychologica sate of motivation is a product of the socid context of the adult. If a
disenfranchised group has low moativation, it is not the result of persona deficiencies but,
rather, the outcome of oppression within an unequa society. The group of
disenfranchised must come together to socidly congtruct a context in which ther
moativation can flourish.

Beder dso reviews descriptive research that explores the motivations of adult
learners and potentid adult learners. He points out that this body of research (Boshier,
1971; Boshier, 1977; Hill, 1987; Houle, 1961; Johnstone & Rivera, 1965) draws data
from adults whose educationd levd is higher than that of most potential ABE, ESOL,
and GED students. The adults in these studies report motivations to attend educationa
programs that are short-term and have limited objectives. Even if some of the subjects
of this research do fit into the ABE, ESOL, and GED population, the studies cannot
make that differentiation.

To make up for this deficiency, Beder reports descriptive data on the ABE
population in lowa (Beder & Vaentine, 1987) that found their motivations to be about
the same as those reported by studies of the generd population. Since the adults who
were sampled in the lowa study had joined an ABE program, they could be different
from those who have low basic skills but had not yet joined a program. Eveniif thisis
S0, amilarities between ABE participants and better educated adults are important since
they suggest that atheory of persistence could draw from research on the generd
population. Beder aso reports on other studies of ABE and ESOL students (Bova,
1985; Fingeret, 1985; Mezirow, Darkenwald, & Knox, 1975). From these studies, he
deve ops ten mativations. self-improvement, family responghilities, diverson from
everyday life, literacy development, community/church involvement, job advancemernt,
launching into full adulthood, economic need, educationa advancement, and response to
the urging of others.

In discussing deterrents to participation, Beder first looks at efforts to categorize
and describe them. He begins with Johnstone and Rivera (1965) who suggest two
categories. Dispogtional barriers are those related to persond attitudes about
participation such as negative attitudes about education. Situationa barriers are outside
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the individua and include such things as avallahility of classes and knowledge of that
availability. Darkenwad and Merriam (1982) bresk dispostiond barriersinto two
components, informationd and psychosocid. Informationa barriers result from alack
of information about availability of education. Psychosocid barriers result from attitudes
and vaues.

Beder then looks at deterrents research that attempts to identify barriers (Blais,
Duquette, & Painchaud, 1989; Darkenwald & Vaentine, 1985; Martindale & Drake,
1989; Scanlan & Darkenwad, 1984). These studies produce smilar lists that include
financia cog, lack of confidence, time congraints, lack of interest, and lack of course
relevance. Beder concludes that these different barriers are influenced by
characteridtics of theindividua adults. Aswith other sudiesin this area, this research
was not focused directly on the ABE, ESOL, and ASE population, and the
characterigtics of this less-educated group might lead to a different list of barriers.

In a crestive application of marketing theory, Beder returns to the concept of
“demand”’ and ligs five factors that might constrain demand: competition, product,
price, promotion, and location. He suggests that demand can even be negetive.
Competition can take the form of other activities, such aswork, that are competing for
the time needed to study in a program, but competition can aso take the form of
dternative ways of overcoming a skill barrier. Beder refersto Fingeret (1983) who
notes that some low literate adults use the literacy skills of their family members and,
therefore, do not need to acquire the skills themselves. The product, for the most part,
resembles school and Beder points out that many adult learners harbor negative fedings
about school. The product can dso be defined by its benefits and some of the benefits,
such as increased income, might more easily come from other sources. Promotion is
defined as the activities done to make adults aware of and interested in services. Given
the chronic underfunding of thisfield, Beder suggests that promotion is not usualy done
well, if itisdone at dl. Barriers of location include inconvenience, but Beder points out
that even when it is convenient, a school venue can be a deterrent if adults have negative
fedings about schoal or fed childish studying in a school building. Beder suggeststhat a
framework that mixes pogtive approachesto dl of these factors might produce higher
participation.

Beder suggests that even when the mix of marketing factorsis postive, some
adults may 4till resist participation. He refersto research by Quigley (1990) that is
based on interviews with a small sample of adult learners and representations of school
resgersin fiction, aswdl asastudy by Willis (1978) of English school ressters. These
sources suggest that negative school experience or membership in a subculture of school
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resstance can act asabarier, even to well desgned and implemented programs.
Resistlance can even be part of alarger economic culture that must consign some people
to low wage jobs.

Beder finishes hisreview by building on two studies that looked at the barriers
from the point of view of participants and potentia participants. Hayes (1988)
identified five factors: low self-confidence, socid disgpprova by friends and family,
negative attitudes towards adult literacy, and low persond priority. Beder (1990)
identified four factors. low perception of need, perceived effort, didike for schoal, and
Stuationa barriers. Together, these studies point to perceptions by some adults that
they may not benefit from participation, may not be able to learn, do not like
participating in forma learning programs, and are unwilling to overcome the many
barriersto participation. This describes a powerful set of negative forces that keep
adults from entering or persisting in adult education programs.

Beder suggests that there may not be alot that can be done about low
perception of need. For many adults their perceptions may be correct. Perceived
effort may be formed by low self-confidence in reation to the task, which is perceived
as extremdy difficult by some. Again, Beder suggeststhat thisview is accurate for
many adults. Improving reading, writing, math, and English skills to the point where an
adult can be successful on the GED can be avery difficult task. In addition, finding the
time and energy to take part in classes and individud study is difficult for people who
aso have the adult respongbilities of family, work, and community. These Stuationd
barriers to participation are real and can be daunting, and programs that ook too much
like school rekindle memories of the negative experience of school many adults carry
with them.

Beder concludes by making suggestions about dealing with nonparticipation.
He opens by acknowledging that the system, at thistime, probably only has enough
resources to serve those who are eager to enter classes. This position, he notes, does
not pay attention to the socid costs of an undereducated population and the
socidization process that leads many of these adults to be uninterested in further
education. Although education can never be easy, Beder suggests that the effort could
be more manageable if programs had the resources to fit ingtruction to the needs and
learning styles of adults. The same can be said for making adult programs less like
school and more like an activity in which adults would want to participate.

Wikelund et al. (1992) draw from the same sources as Beder, but they
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critique the reductionist tendencies of research and suggest that a useful theory of
participation would incorporate the complexity of this phenomenon. The paper cdlsfor
broadening the definition of participation to acknowledge that adults engage in education
in many ways that are not limited to participation in forma classes. Thisreview explores
the ways in which existing research and theory fail to provide programs with useful
models for defining participation.

On motivation research, Wikelund et d. point to Beder and Vaentine (1990)
who speculate that, beyond any specific gods uncovered by their lowa study,
participation in ABE, ESOL, and ASE classes may dso be a symbalic activity needed
to develop a sense of sdlf-confidence. This self-confidence is low because of falurein
schoal or afeding of inadequacy from being unable to spesk English. The motivations
described in the lowa study are redl, but there may be hidden motivations, some of
which may be more important in supporting persstence. Wikelund et a. present the
theory, developed by Bandura (1986), that individuas form expectations about what
Stuations may arise and what their outcomes may be and then make decisonsto act or
not based on those expectations. Bandura emphasi zes sdlf-direction and sdf-regulation,
which are parts of alarger concept of self-efficacy, askey to motivation.

The discussion of motivation ends with a statement that none of the theories or
descriptive studies integrate al of the complicated and interrelated forces that work on
the decision to participate. But the attemptsto include dl of the possible forces and
take into account the interaction among them have been unsuccessful, and that may
suggest that no smple theory can explain this Stuation (Merriam & Caffarella, 1991).

On deterrents research, Wikelund et a. caution that awell-defined list of
deterrents will not explain why two adults, both of whom have the same deterrent in
ther lives, might have very different participation patterns. They aso make note of
Benseman (1989) and Fingeret (1983) who point out that deterrents research has taken
the inditutional view that barriers are dways negative. Students may define some of
these barriers as pogtive. The example given isthe demands of family life, which from
the inditution’ s perspective is a negative barrier to participation but from the student’s

perspective is a postive support in ther life.

Wikelund et d. criticize the concept of “non-participant” because it implies that
every adult who has low literacy skills needs to enter a program, a Situation that might
not be true, but suggests that research on nonparticipants has some vaue for the field.
After reviewing severd of the studies that are quoted in Beder (1991), they end with a
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later Beder (1992) article that identified three categories of nonparticipants. Thefirst is
the “demand population,” who are motivated to participate and who have no significant
barriersto that participation. The second is* motivated but constrained” who are
motivated but who have externa barriers such as alack of childcare keeping them from
attendance. Thethird is“resisters’ who are not motivated to attend.

Wikelund et d. (1992) complement Beder (1991) by coming to asimilar
concluson from adifferent path. Still, the conclusions are based on the same
foundation. The review ends with the conclusion that research and theory, aswell as
practice, should bresk out of the framework of schooling. A new definition of
participation would acknowledge that learning, even improvementsiin literacy skill, takes
place outsde of forma programs. With this new definition, programs can increase
persistence by continuing to support learning at times when students cannot attend
classes. Classes can serve as part of an ingdructional process that involves other aspects
of agtudent'slife.

Tracy-Mumford (1994) focuses her review on retention and summarizes the
findings of alarge number of studiesin order to offer advice on how to improve
program quality. Thisreview calsfor programs to develop acommitment to and a plan
for increasing retention. A program commitment to retention, Tracy-Mumford suggests,
sends a strong message to sudents that the program is there to help them reach their
goas. Since student goa's can change, the program must be willing to make changesto
accommodate new gods as they arise. For the commitment to be meaningful, the
program should have a set of criteriafor measuring persistence and defined strategies
that reduce dropout, increase student hours of attendance, improve achievement,
increase persond god attainment, and improve completion rates.

Tracy-Mumford defines an effective retention plan as one that provides support
to sudents and improves ingruction. The review summarizes dl of itsfindingswith alist
of ements of a sudent retention plan that weaves retention Strategies into al aspects of
the program structure. Thisadviceis.

Recruitment should provide enough information that potentia students can make an
informed decision about enralling.

Intake and orientation should help students understand the program, set redistic
expectations, build aworking relationship with program saff, and establish learning
gods.

Initid assessment should provide students and teachers with information on both
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cognitive and affective needs, should be integrated with ingtruction, and should form
the foundation for measuring progress.

Programs and teachers should recognize student achievement.

Counsdling should identify students at risk of dropping out early.

Referrd services should coordinate with other agencies to ensure that al students
are connected to the support services they need.

A system for student contact and follow up with dropouts should help students
return to the program and provide information on ways to improve service,
Non-ingtructiond activities should help form abond between the program and its
sudents and their families,

Program evaduation should involve students in assessing and offering advice on each
aspect of the program.

Child care and transportation assistance should be provided.

Ingtruction and indructiona staff should be of sufficient qudity to support effective
learning.

Student retention teams should coordinate dropout prevention activities, collect data
on student retention, and involve students and teachers.

Tracy-Mumford'slist is comprehensive and is useful because it trandates theory
into practica advice. Mogt programs lack the level of funding that would alow them to
follow dl of thisadvice, but following some of the advice may contribute to increased
persstence. Funding a demongtration program that incorporates dl of these activities
might prove that the added costs are, in fact, a reasonable investment.

Quigley (1997) views persstence as Sgnificantly affected by the negetive
schooling experiences adult learners had when they were younger and suggests the need
to change programs to be very different from those schools. Quigley sees three mgor
congtdlations of factorsthat contribute to dropout, which he refers to as Stuationd
(influences of the adult’ s circumstances), inditutiond (influences of systems), and
dispositiond (influences of experience). He suggests that the societa factorsinvolved in
gtuationd influences are largely beyond the control of adult education programs, though
they receive mogt of the attention in the literature on dropouts. Ingtitutiond influences, he
says, are areas that practitioners need to work on continuoudy. However, the
dispostiond influences, he believes, provide a place from which program reform might
begin to affect perastence.

Quigley focuses his atention on adults who drop out in the first few weeks of a
program and to the dispositiond influences that he believes cause that drop out. He
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believes that stuationd barriers have been overcome by adults before they arrive at a
program, and though those arrangements may fal gpart later, they have little effect in the
first few weeks. Indtitutional barriers, too, have been overcome and, if they ill exis,
will have an effect later as they cause problems that build up over time.

The dispostiond barriers, Quigley points out, were firg thought to be
deficiencies of the adult (Johnstone & Rivera, 1965; Reissman, 1962). Later, cultura
and vaue differences between well educated and less well educated adults were given
as the explanation for these barriers (Fingeret, 1983, 1985; Quigley, 1990). The
influence of prior schooling has since been identified as a major source of these barriers
(Beder, 1991, Cervero & Fitzpatrick, 1990).

Concluding that at least one third of incoming students are at risk of dropping
out in the firgt three weeks of ingtruction, Quigley reports findings from two studies of
incoming students he undertook. In these studies, Quigley tried three interventions:
intensive support by ateam of teachers and counselors, smaller classes, and one-on-
onetutoring. The small-group approach produced the highest persistence, followed by
the team approach, and then one-on-one tutoring. All three had higher persistence than
the comparison group, which attended the regular class program.

A possible explanation for the effect of the smdl group approach comes from
the results of the adminidration of the Witkin Embedded Figures Test (Witkin, Oitman,
Raskin, & Karp, 1971) to the students before the experiment. Quigley explainsthat the
Witkin provides an indication of whether or not a person is field dependent (a high need
for acceptance, belonging, and harmony in the environment) or field independent (little
need for such support). All the students had been rated independently by two
counsdlors as “at-risk” of dropping out, and the group as awhole scored extremely
high for field dependence on the Witkin. Similar results are reported by Donnaruma,
Cox, and Beder (1980). The small group setting may provide the support, acceptance,
and harmony these adults need for successin learning.

Quigley suggests that the intake and orientation processes of thefirgt three
weeks are critical to improving persstence. He suggests that intake begin with god
setting and planning for success. Students then need to be matched to classes and
teachers that can meet their gods and learning needs. Since students are adullts, they
can take charge of this process, but they may need help in the form of careful questions
and the provison of useful information for making these decisons. Quigley reiteraes his
belief that the prior history of negative experiences with school is an important factor
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that needs to be addressed during this criticd first three weeks of ingtruction. He
concludes his 1997 work by encouraging practitioners to study and then test his findings
through practitioner research that employs methods such as action research and
participatory research.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

In searching for aframework for analyzing deta, the study team sought a
theoretical modd that would both place the adult learner in a centrd position and be
useful to program managers who are seeking practica advice on how to increase
persstence. The study team chose to employ aforce-fidd andysis as developed by the
sociologist Kurt Lewin. Lewin'stheory places an individud in afield of forcesthet are
supporting or inhibiting action along a particular path (Lewin, 1999; Gilbert et d.,

1998). Undergtanding the forces, identifying which are strongest, and deciding which
are most amenable to manipulation provides an indication of how to help someone
move in adesired direction, in this case reaching an educationd god.

In this case, the adult learner isthe central character in theforcefield. If adult
learners are passive, the forces will push them in one direction, which might be away
from their god. If adult learners are aware of the forces, they can take action to
manage them so that these forces help to propel them toward their god. Positive forces
help adult learners perdgst and negative forces work againg perastence. Positive and
negative are not vaue judgements about the individua forces but indications of their
direction. In this study, positive forces are those that are supportive of persstence,
while negative forces are those pushing an adult toward dropping out. The individua
forces may be viewed differently or even as benign outside of this context. For
example, the demands of parenthood may be a negative force working against
persstence in aliteracy program, but parenthood and its demands are, for most people,
very positive experiences.

One way to undergtand this framework isto think about children who are within
the age of compulsory schooling (6 to 16 yearsin most U.S. states). These children
have avery strong positive force supporting their persstence, the lega mandate that
children mugt attend school until the age of 16. There may be other positive forces (a
love of learning or helpful parents, for example) that are supporting their persistence, but
thislegd force is strong enough to support persistence even for those who have no
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other pogtive force supporting their participation. There may, in fact, be many negative
forces acting on these sudents. Some of their teachers might be incompetent or even
abusive, the schoal curriculum may beirrdevant to their everyday lives, and they may
have to forgo opportunities to earn money, but they continue in school anyway.

After the age of 16, most studentsin the U.S. are supported in their persistence
by socid and culturd forces. These forces include the expectations of their peer group
or family and their desire to spend time with their friends who arein school. There may
be many negative forces working against continued participation, but only about 3.5
percent of high school students drop out each year (NCES, 1997). For most high
school students who are over the age of compulsory attendance, the positive forces
supporting persistence appear to be greater than the negative forces.

In the case of adult learners, positive forces (desire for a higher income, for
example) help support persstence in an adult educeation program. These forces help
adults to continue their participation. On the other hand, negative forces (lack of free
time to study, for example) push adultsto drop out. From the time adults enter
programs to the time when they either achieve their goas or drop out, both postive and
negative forces are acting upon them. Any intervention meant to increase persstence
must help adults strengthen the positive forces and lessen the negative forces. Thefirst
depisto identify dl the forces that are acting upon an individua. The next gepisto
identify which forces can have a Sgnificant effect on an individud’ s path. Of these
strong forces, a determination must be made as to which ones can actudly be managed
or, rather, which postive forces can be made stronger and which negative forces can be
made weaker.

Although Beder (1991) does discuss Miller's (1967) use of Lewin'sforce-field
theory, none of the four mgor reviews employ aforcefidd andyss. The forcefied
identifies the same factors as noted in these four reviews, but presents them as
continuous variables (ones that have many degrees of strength) rather than categorica
variables (onesthat either are or are not present). For example, Beder (1991) citesa
study by Van Tilberg and Dubois (1989) that solicited supports and barriers to
participation anong 29 ABE/GED studentsin the U.S. and 29 studentsin programs that
lead to certification examsin the U.K. In the report of this study, the barriers are listed
as embarrassment, low anticipation of success, and previous negative educationa
experiences. Supports to participation were listed as needing an education for ajob,
desiring sef-improvement, feding concern for children, and avoiding current conditions.
The force-field andysis looks at these barriers and supports as existing a many levels of
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importance, from those that have no red effect on perdgstence to those that have avery
gtrong influence on persstence. The force-fidd andysis dso suggests that improvement
in one force that can be influenced might offset the effects of another force that cannot
be influenced. Thus, an adult with avery strong need for education for ajob might put
asde hisor her embarrassment, while very strong embarrassment might keep aless
strongly motivated student from coming to class.

All four reviews suggest Cross (1981) framework, which categorizes barriers
as ether stuationd (having to do with the life of the adult), indtitutiond (having to do
with the program), or dispositiona (having to do with the attitudes of the learner). This
study builds on this framework to develop a common way of categorizing both postive
and negative forces and changes the categories in away that might be more helpful to
program managers who are trying to address thisissue.

The four categories created for this study are persond, life-context,
ingtructiond, and program. Persona forces are those that adults bring with them to
classin the form of atitudes, motivations, likes, and didikes. These are the forces that
Quigley (1997) encourages the field to focus on. Life-context forces are those thet are
in the everyday life of adult learners and include such things as trangportation, day care,
support of family and friends, and hedlth. These are the forces identified in most sudies
asimportant. Instructiona forces are those that take place within the class or tutoring
arrangement and include such things as the teacher, support of other sudents, the
curriculum and materiads, and positive and negative feedback. Program forces are those
that are outsde the classroom but part of the educationd program such as counseling,
scheduling, location, program culture, and physical setting. These last two, ingtructiona
and program, expand the indtitutiona barriers of earlier gudiesin away that the authors
felt would be helpful to program improvement.
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METHODOLOGY

Although al the negative and pogtive forces uncovered in the review of
previous research could be important to persistence, some are probably more critical
than others. To explore this question, the research team interviewed 150 adult learners
in 19 pre-GED classesin 15 Adult Basic Education programsin five New England
dates. To identify program stes, the research team limited its search to an area that
was within atwo-hour drive of Boston. Severa exceptions were made to the two-hour
rule in order to assure that the sample included students living in both urban and rurd
areas. Since participation required cooperation and time of one or more staff members
from each program, the research team sought programs that had staff willing to
participate. The States of Massachusetts, Rhode Idand, Vermont, New Hampshire,
and Maine are within a two-hour drive from Boston, and so the research team
contacted the ABE Directors from these five states. The Directors suggested
advertisng in state ABE newdetters and provided contact lists for their states
programs. These sources produced contacts with 17 programs that agreed to

participate in the study.

The research team planned to interview 220 students who would provide a
ba ance of white, African American, Higpanic, urban, and rura adults. The actud
number interviewed was only 150 because two programs that agreed to participate
canceled a the last minute. 1n one case the cancellation was caused by illnessand in the
other by time congtraints. Because these programs canceled in the first data collection
phase, there was insufficient time to reschedule. The cancellation of these two programs
accounts for the low number of African-American and Hispanic subjects, snce many of
the students in these programs were from these two ethnic groups.

Potential study participants were identified through ateacher or program
coordinator. Each study participant chose to be interviewed after participating in a
classroom or individua orientation activity and brief explanation of the sudy. All
potentia study participants chose to be interviewed after the orientation activity. The
orientation activity helped explain what the study was about, why it was important, and
what would be expected of participants. Each participant was paid $10 for each of the
two 30-minute interviews. Of the 150, most were participants in group instruction or
one-on-one ingruction within agroup setting. A smal number were receiving one-on-
one ingruction outside of a group setting.
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The study sample was not constructed to be representative of the entire nationa
population of adult learnersin ESOL, ABE, and ASE programs. Such a sample was
outsde the capacity of the sudy. The findings of this study, therefore, may not hold for
the entire population or for specific sub-populations that are not represented in the study
sample, or not represented in sufficient numbers.

All participants were receiving ingruction a a pre-GED levd, which indicated
that they scored a afifth to eighth grade reading level on the Test of Adult Basic
Education (TABE) or were identified with other assessment instruments to be within this
range. A sngleingructiond level was chosen to limit the effects of variability in sudent
characterigtics that is common to adult education populations. The study team chose to
limit this variability by concentrating data collection on a population that wasin the
middle of the range of ingtructiond levels, which are typically described as grades 0-4,
pre-GED, and GED. GED students were diminated because many would have
completed their tests and graduated before follow-up interviews, which were scheduled
at least four months after the firgt interview, could take place. Studentsin the 0-4 leve
might be more likely to have severe learning disabilities. By focusing on the mid-range,
the study team hoped to have findings that would be applicable to the widest group of

participants.

Some students enrolled in the pre-GED classes were actudly reading either
below or above the pre-GED leve. Reasons given for thisincluded: Some students
wanted to remain with a specific teacher instead of “moving up” into a GED class;
there was no class at the lower or higher level available; and a student was ready to
take the GED in dl subjects except one (usudly math or writing) and was placed ina
pre-GED class to master that subject.

Three of the Sites were located in community centers, three were part of a
family literacy center; two were in homeless or drop-in shelters, one wasin a career
center; one was in a housing development; one was in a community college; and four
were ether part of or located within a public school building. All received state funds,
which means that they were aso, in part, supported by federa funds. Of the 15 Sites,
eight had studentswho lived in rurd areas while seven had students who lived in urban
aress. Thirteen of the classes took place during the day and six took placein the
evening.

The study team was unsuccessful at locating workplace education classes that
were a apre-GED level. The workplace education programs that were contacted
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offered specialized training courses, GED classes, and ESOL classes. The study team
aso tried to include adult learners who were enrolled in atutoring program such as
those supported by Laubach Literacy and Literacy Volunteers of America, but the
students that were identified were reading below the pre-GED level.

Each program received a three-page fact sheet about the study (see Appendix
A). After reading the fact sheet, the teacher or program coordinator made a decison
about whether or not to invite sudents to participate in the study. Before the first
interview with participants took place, each class participated in an orientation activity
(see Appendix B). The orientation had three objectives. Thefirst objective wasto Sart
the study participants thinking about the forces that were supporting or hindering their
persstence. The second objective was to explain the force-field analysis approach so
that the study questions would make more sense to participants. The third objective
was to build afriendly rapport between the sudents and the research team <o thet the
interview could be relaxed, informal, and honest.

The orientation activity involved the study participants (either asaclassor as
individuals depending on their program type) in aforce-fidld andysis of agod other than
persgencein learning. The participants chose the topics, which included losng weight,
owning a home, getting off welfare, and quitting smoking. The participants first
brainstormed positive and negative forces, and then the class was broken into two
groups, one representing the positive forces and the other the negative forces. One
class member played the person trying to make the decison and the two groups tried to
convince him or her by speaking from the point of view of the force they were
representing. At the end of the exercise, the person charged with making the decision
gave hisor her answer. The students then talked about the experience. Teachers and
counselors were given the choice to observe, participate, or leave the room for the
activity. Six teachers chose to observe, two chose to participate, eleven choseto leave
the room.

Thefirst interviews took place between early October and early December,
1997. Sincethere were only two interviewers, classes were visited over a period of Six
weeks. Some of the interviews, therefore, took place in the first few days of ingtruction
and some took place after afew weeks of ingtruction. Federal and state funded
programs do not count a participant as registered until he or she completes 12 hours of
ingruction, and some of the study participants were interviewed before 12 hours of
instruction were completed. Some participants may have dropped out before the study
team arrived. The overal perdastence rate might be higher or lower than it would have
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been had dl of the first interviews taken place between the 12th and 13th hours of
indruction in every class.

In four of the Sx evening classes, where time was more limited than the day
classes, teachers and students were unwilling to give up their dlasstime for the
orientation activity. In those cases, the teachers and students agreed on an dternative to
savetime. Ingtead of taking 35 minutes of classtime to do the force fidd activity, the
interviewers used a shorter one-on-one version (see Appendix C) with each student just
prior to the interview.

Two research assigtants interviewed the study participants. One of the
interviewers was a white woman in her late 20s, and the other interviewer was an
African-American woman in her 40s. In some cases, the research assistants facilitated
the orientation activity together, and this alowed students to choose an interviewer.
Students were interviewed from 30 minutes to 7 days after the orientation activity,
depending on the student’ s availability. One of the research assstants participated in
the development of the interview protocols and instruments, including the fidld testing.
She trained the second interviewer.

A one-on-oneinterview was chosen because of the literacy skill level of the
dudents. Thefirst part of the interview was structured to dicit specific information
about the adult learners and their experience with education. When the interview turned
to identification of the pogitive and negetive forces, participants were asked to first list
al of theimportant forces. After listing these, participants were asked to identify the
three most important positive and negative forces.

To ensure that the interview protocols would employ gppropriate language and
content for adult learners, the study team asked 10 adult education teachers from the
New England area to review them and give advice. The study team piloted the
interview protocol with four learnersin one pre-GED class. After the pilot, the protocol
was revised based on feedback from the respondents, the teacher, and the program
coordinator. The find interview form can be found in Appendix D.

Each interview took an average of 30 minutes to complete. The Sudy team
asked the teachers to determine the most convenient time to interview students. In most
cases, sudents were interviewed during their scheduled classtime. 1n some cases,
sudents volunteered to stay after class and be interviewed then. At the beginning of the
interview, study participants were asked to sign a permission form (see Appendix E),
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which asked for contact information to facilitate afollow-up interview. Responsesto
the interview questions were recorded on the interview form by the interviewer.
Audiotaping was not done because it might have inhibited responses and the
guestionnaire required quite smple notes. However, the research team later redized
that there were afew insances where it would have been helpful to listen to excerpts
from audiotapes in order to capture a respondent’ s tone, to clarify something the
interviewer wrote, or to obtain precise quotes.

Four months after the first interview, an attempt was made to contact each
study participant. To ensure success in reaching learners, the following steps were
taken.

The interviewer contacted the programs and obtained information about which
students were currently in classes, which students had |eft the program without
completing their classes, and which students had graduated from the program.
The interviewer then set a date and a time frame when she would be at the program
conducting the interviews. Like the firgt interviews, they were done mostly during
class hours with students who were il enrolled in the programs.

For students who were no longer enrolled in programs, the interviewer contacted
the students a week ahead of the scheduled visit and asked them if they would
prefer to do the second interview on the phone or if they would like to comein to
the program for the interview. She informed them that if the interview was
conducted in person they would receive the agreed upon $10 in cash. If the
interview took place on the phone, a check would be mailed to them within 4 to 6
weeks.

Where students chose to be interviewed by phone, the interviewer gave the option
of ether scheduling an interview time within the week or conducting the interview
immediately. After severd students did not keep their phone gppointments, the
interviewer asked students to do the interview immediately.

Where students chose to be interviewed in-person, they met the interviewer at the
learning center they used to attend. In one case, vigting the program for the
interview became a catdys for the student to re-enroll in the program. In other
cases, students visited with their former teachers and classmates.

For students still enrolled in classes, the interviewer asked the teacher to remind
students of when they would be interviewed. Also, the night before a second
interview, the interviewer gave each sudent areminder cal. The reminder call
proved to be very successful. In many cases, a the time of the interview, students
remarked on how considerate they thought it wasto receive the cal. In some
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cases, it helped to jog students memories as to what they talked about in the first
interview, which prepared them for the second interview. During the reminder call,
some students who were not planning to attend class because of awork or family
conflict made an gppointment with the interviewer either before or after the class
session hours.

Every student (119) whom the interviewer was able to contact agreed to the second
interview.

One of the two interviewers moved out of state, and, therefore, 90 percent of
the second interviews were conducted by the remaining interviewer. When possible,
interviews were completed in person. When in-person interviews were not possible,
participants were contacted by phone. Unfortunately, many of the phone numbers of
study participants had been disconnected or participants were no longer at the number
they had given earlier. Homeless participants were especidly difficult to reach.
Dropouts were evenly distributed among the classes and, therefore, no Site or class
characterigtics resulted in higher dropout. Three months after the four-month mark, the
study team tried the disconnected numbers again, with some success. When contacted,
two participants denied their identity and would not be interviewed. All together 119
(79%) of the 150 students were contacted for the second interview. Of the 31 students
who could not be reached, attempts to locate 17 participants resulted in no information.
Their teachers and classmates could not or would not provide information about why
they might have left the program.

Of the remaining 14, one sudent wasin a correctiond facility and unavalable
for interview; one was homeless and not reachable; one was “released by the program
after multiple performance and attendance issues;” one was expelled from the program
because of “getting in the way of other students' progress;” one moved and was hiding
from her husband; one was having problems with her daughter and had to make family
her priority; one had relgpsed into using drugs and had been removed from the haf-way
house she was staying at; one had been sick and disappeared from a program; one had
serious health problems and could not answer the questions; two had gone back to
work and this presented a conflict with classtime; and for three, severd phone
messages were left with people at their house or on a machine but these were never
returned.

Three coders worked on the data: the study director, the research assistant who

collected the data, and a research assistant who worked on data analysis. Thethree
coders devel oped the coding procedure together and tried it out severd timesto refine
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their coding procedures. Most of the answers were easy to code and to place within
both the categories and subcategories of the analysis framework. In order to assure
inter-rater reliability, the three coders worked in the same room and discussed any
ambiguous answers. After the first coding, the research team discussed any possible
biases they may have brought to the coding and, through this process of discussion,
arived a decisons on how to classfy difficult to code responses. The coding
difficulties were with placing answers within one of the categories or subcategories of
forces.

FINDINGS
Description of the Sample

Demographics. Of the 150 subjects included in the study, 68.7 percent (103)
were women. Almost two thirds of the subjects (64 percent/96) were white, 13.3
percent were African American, 12 percent were Higpanic, 2.8 percent were Haitian,
and 7.3 percent (11) were non-Hispanic immigrants from countries that included
Afghanistan, Cambodia, Jamaica, Hong Kong, Pakistan, and Portugd.  Subjects
ranged in age from 16 to 62, with an average age of 34. More than haf the sample (58
percent/88) was between the ages of 21 and 39, and 13 percent (19) were between 16
and 20. Table 1 presents demographic data on the sample.

Table1- Demographics of the Sample: Gender, Ethnicity, and Age

Percentage of Sample  Number of Respondents  Percent Female

Gender
Femde 68.8 103
Made 31.3 47

Ethnicity
White 64.0 96 65.6
African American 133 20 60.0
Hispanic 120 18 100.0
Haitian 28 4 50.0
Other ESOL 73 11 63.6
N/A 0.7 1 100.0

Age Group
161020 12.7 19 57.9
21t029 253 38 84.2
30to0 39 333 50 64.0
40to 49 193 29 65.5
50to 59 8.7 13 61.5
60 to 69 0.7 1 100.0
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Note: The study included atotal of 150 subjects.

Background Characteristics. Seventy percent (105) of the sample had
children; approximately three quarters of this group were women. Thirty-eight percent
(57) of the sample were single parents, 87 percent (50) of whom were women. A little
more than one haf of the sample (54.8 percent/82) were parents of young children or
teens. With respect to employment, 43 percent of the sample (65) was employed
outside the home, and 30 percent of the sample worked 40 hours or more per week.
Table 2 provides additiona data on parenting and work status.

Table 2 - Background Characteristics. Parenting and Employment Status
Percentage of Sample  Number of Respondents  Percent Female

Parenting Status

Have Children 70.0 105 76.2
No Children 287 43 535
N/A 13 2 -
Single Parents 380 57 87.7
Parents of Y oung
Children or Teens 54.7 82 8L7
Employment Status
Employed 433 65 585
Unemployed 55.3 83 75.9
Retired 0.7 1 100.0
N/A 0.7 1 100.0
Wor king Hour s/Week
1t010 13 2 100.0
11to 25 6.0 9 66.7
26t039 6.7 10 80.0
40 or more 30.0 45 511
N/A 56.0 84 76.2

Note: Thetotal number of subjectsinterviewed was 150, 103 of whom were female.

Educational Background. As Table 3 shows, 86 percent (129) of the sample
are school dropouts. The average age of dropout among subjects was 15.5 (s.d.=
3.19). The mgority of dropouts (68.7 percent) left school between the ages of 15 and
18, and nearly aquarter of dropouts (27.1 percent/36) occurred at eighth grade or
edlier.

Table 3 - Educational Background

Educational Background Percentage of Sample Number of Respondents
School dropout 86.0 129
U.S.-schooled 84.7 127
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Subjects Schooled Outside of the U.S. Out of the sample of 150 learners,
15.3 percent (23) received their schooling outsde of the United States. The school
experience data for this group has been analyzed separately to see if the behavior of
these foreign-educated respondents demonstrates any trends that would distinguish
them from patterns of persistence shown among U.S.-schooled subjects. The two
groups of learners differed on the average age of dropout from school, with an average
of 16 (s.d.=1.94) for the U.S. group and 12.8 (s.d.=5.91) for the non-U.S. group. The
mean grade at dropout was different for the two groups, with grade 9.6 (s.d. = 1.94)
for the U.S. learners and grade 8.1 (s.d. = 4.12) for the non-U.S. learners. With
respect to both measures, however, the non-U.S. group showed greater variability than
did the U.S. group, which might be explained by the fact that they came from severd
different countries.

Persistencein Pre-GED Studies

At the time of the second interview, subjectsin the study were rated as
persgersif they were il atending their class, had transferred to another class or to
sef-study in preparation for the GED, or had met their godl of preparation for the GED.
Of the 150 subjects, 67 percent (100) were rated as persisters. Of the total sample, 52
percent (78) were sill attending their class, 6 percent (9) had transferred, and 9 percent
(13) had met their goa of GED preparation. Dropouts, who congtituted 33 percent
(50) of the sample, included those who reported that they were no longer engaged in
study and those who proved impossible to locate.

Two groups were problematic: those who reported a transfer to self-study and
those who could not be contacted. The assignment of subjectsto ether of the two
categories was not arbitrary. Most people who take the GED test never attend a class
and, therefore, salf-study preparation for the test is common. Assigning those who
professed self-study to that category is probably accurate. Those who could not be
contacted (21 percent/31) had al stopped coming to class, but some second-hand
information was gathered about 14 of them. If that second-hand information is correct,
al 14 would be classfied asdropouts. Classifying al 31 as dropouts, therefore, is
probably accurate.

Per sstence Rates Among Particular Groups
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In andyzing the relationship between persstence and the factorsincluded in our
study (i.e., learner background, educationa experience, supports and obstacles), we
performed aseries of ¢ (chi square) tests to determine whether these factors had a
datigticaly significant relationship to perastence. The reader should keep in mind that
the rdatively smdl sze of our sample and the consequent smal number of peoplefdling
into some categories may not dlow us to observe sgnificant relationships. If tested with
larger samples, some of these rlationships might prove to be Satidicdly sgnificant.
Future studies of persistence might therefore explore relationships between persstence
and learner characteristics and obtain different results.

Demographic Groups. With respect to demographic groups and persistence,
men and women included in the sudy perssted at Smilar rates, 63.8 percent and 68.0
percent, respectively. The difference in these rates was not satisticdly significant.
Although some differences were observed among ethnic groups, as can be seenin
Table 4, these differences were not atidticaly sgnificant. While gender and ethnicity
did not prove to be significant predictors of persistence, age did show ardationship to
persstence. Asdatain Table 5 show, subjects aged 30 and older perssted at higher
rates than subjectsin their teens or 20s. More than three quarters of subjects 30 years
old and over perssted, compared with 52 and 40 percent of subjectsin their 20s and
teens. Differences across age groups were statistically significant at the .05 level (c2=
17.17, p=.004). The observed differences between groups younger and older than age
30 may be attributable to maturity and a clearer purpose for learning, reduced
respongbilities of child-rearing, or the suitability of curriculum and ingtruction to the
needs of older adults. More research is needed to better understand reasons for
difference in pergstence across age groups, since this might lead to advice for programs
on how to serve younger groups better.
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Table 4 - Persistence Rates by Demographic Groups

Per cent Persisted Number Persisted/Total
Gender
Femde 63.8 70/103
Male 68.0 30/47
Ethnicity
White 67.7 65/96
African-American 55.0 11/55
Hispanic 66.7 12/18
Haitian 75.0 3/4
Other ESOL 81.8 9/11
Age Group *
16t020 21 8/19
21t029 526 20/38
30to0 39 74.0 37/50
40to 49 724 21/29
50to 69 100.0 14/14

* Indicates a significant relationship with persistence, based on c? tests. p<.05.

Parenting and Employment Status Factors. With respect to their parenting
gatus, having children and, in particular, having older children, proved to be sgnificant
predictors of persstence. Asdatain Table 5 demonstrate, 71 percent of subjectswith
children persisted, compared to only 58 percent of subjects who did not have children.
According to ac? tes, this difference was significant a the .05 level (c?= 6.48, p=.04).
In addition, the age of children gppeared to play arolein persstence. Parentswith
teenage and adult children persisted at rates of 83 percent and 91 percent, respectively,
compared with 63 percent of subjects with young children. A ¢? test indicated that this
difference was significant at the .05 level (c?= 11.71, p=.01). Status asasingle parent
did not prove to be a significant predictor of persistence. It may be that having children
serves as a support to learner persstence as parents seek to pursue a better life for their
families or serve as role modds for their children. It may aso be that older children
provide encouragement and support to their parents as they participate in ABE
programs, while younger children are demanding of time and act as abarrier to
persistence.
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Table5 - Persistence Rates by Parenting Status

Percent Persisted Number Persisted/Total

Have Children *

Yes 714 75/105

No 58.1 25/43
Age of Children *

Y oung 62.5 40/64

Teenage 833 15/18

Adult 90.9 20/22
Single Parent Status

Single 68.4 39/57

Not Single 68.6 24/35

N/A 63.8 37/58

* Indicates a significant relationship with persistence, based on c? tests. p<.05.

Employment status did not prove to be a significant predictor of persistence
among subjectsin the sudy. The differencein persstence rates between employed
subjects (67.7 percent) and unemployed subjects (65.1 percent) was not significant.
Like generd employment status, working hours did not help to predict persstence.
Subjects who worked 40 hours or more per week persisted at arate of 64 percent,
dightly below that of subjects working 11 to 25 hours (77.8 percent) and 26 to 39
hours (70 percent), but these differences were not significant.

Table 6 - Persistence Rates by Employment Status

Percent Persisted Number Persisted/Total

Employment Status

Employed 67.7 44/65

Unemployed 65.1 54/83

Retired 100.0 11

N/A 100.0 1/1
Working Hour s/Week

1to10 100.0 2/2

11t0 25 718 719

26t0 39 70.0 7/10

40 or more 64.0 29/45

N/A 65.5 55/84

Note: Based on c?tests, neither of these variables was a significant predictor of persistence.
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School Experience and Persistence. One hypothesis the study sought to
explore suggests that school experience isrelated to learner perdgstence: negative school
experiences might be associated with dropout and positive experience might be
associated with persistence (Quigley, 1997). Negative school experience is probably
not a negative force that most adults would mention, and, in fact, no study subjects
identified past school experience as either a negative or positive force. One measure of
school experience is whether or not a subject dropped out or completed high school.
Among the 129 high school dropouts in the study, 65.1 percent perssted, while the rate
among those who had graduated from high school was 71.4 percent. This difference
was not significant. Data on persistence and school dropout and completion are
presented in Table 7.

To further explore the hypothess that negative school experience might be
associated with dropout, the study gathered information on learners: school experiences
and matched it with whether or not they persisted over the course of the sudy. Inan
effort to assess subjects perception of their school experience, the study employed
severd questionsin order to develop different indicators of school experience.

Subjects were asked to rate their timein school on ascdefrom 1to 5, with 5
indicating a“very podtive’ experience, 1 a“very negative’ one, and 3 a“neutral”
experience. Among the 149 responses to this question, participant experience was
amost evenly spread across the 5 possible outcomes. In addition, persistence rates
acrossthe ratings did not differ sgnificantly. Subjects who rated their school experience
as“very negative’ perssted at arate of 65.5 percent, while those who rated the
experience as “neutral” perssted at arate of 62.9 percent, and those who rated it “very
positive” perssted at arate of 75 percent. The average school experience rating among
subjects who persisted was 3.1, very close to the average among non-persisters (2.9).
Learners overdl rating of school experience does not appear to predict their
persdstence. Table 7 presents additiona data on school experience and persstence.

In addition to providing an overdl rating of their school experience, subjects
were asked to indicate what aspects of the experience made school postive and
negative for them. Ther responses were coded as “ school-related,” *non school -
related,” or “mixed.” Out of 150 respondents, 62.7 percent (94) indicated that what
was positive for them was school-related, such as liking specific subjects or teachers.
Another 21.3 percent (32) of the subjects indicated that what made school positive was
unrelated to schooling, such as socid interaction with peers or involvement in sports and
other activities. Sixteen percent (24) of respondents indicated that a combination of
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schooling and non-schooling-related factors made school a positive experience for
them. Roughly two thirds (63) of subjects who said school-related factors made school
positive persisted, compared with 56 percent (18) of those who noted that non-school
factors made school positive. Among those respondents who had mixed reasons for
why school was positive, 79.2 percent (19) perssted. The difference among these
three groups was not datigticaly sgnificant. Data on why school was podtive and
persistence rates can be found in Table 7.

With respect to what was negative about school, 44.7 percent (67) of the
study’s subjectsindicated that schooling-related factors, such as difficulty with specific
subjects or negative interaction with teachers and administration, made school negative.
Another 43.3 percent (65) of respondents indicated that what was negative about
school was unrdlated to schooling. Such non-school factorsincluded problems at home
that distracted students from school work; the need to work, which undermined
students progress at school; or an unpleasant climate at school due to the presence of
bullies, drug use, or gangs. Twelve percent (18) of subjects indicated that a mixture of
schooling and non-schooling related factors contributed to negative aspects of their
school experience. Nearly the same percentage of subjects (roughly two thirds)
perssted, regardless of whether or not subjects noted that school-related factors made
school anegative experience. Of the respondents who indicated mixed reasons why
school was negative, 72.2 percent (13) persisted. The character of what made school a
negative experience for subjects was not a sgnificant predictor of their persstence.
Table 7 presents additional school experience data.

Asafind indicator of subjects school experience, the study asked why
subjects had left school. Their responses were coded according to whether their reason
for leaving school had been school-related, non-school-related or due to reasons that
fell into both categories. Results showed that 64 percent (84) of respondents had left
school for non-school-related reasons, 26 percent (34) had left for school-related
reasons, and 10 percent (13) left for mixed reasons. Persistence rates among all three of
these groups were nearly the same. Among those who |eft school for school -related
reasons, 67.6 percent (23) persisted, compared with 65.5 percent (55) of the non
school-related group and 69.2 percent (9) of the mixed reason group. Differences
among these three groups were not sgnificant.

Whether subjects brought negative, postive, or mixed impressons from their

school experience did not make a difference in perastence rates in most cases. Notable
exceptions occurred in severa cases. Those who gave avery positive school
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experience rating on the Likert scale had a persstence rate that was higher than 75
percent, thereby partidly supporting the hypothesis that school experience might be
linked to persstence. Among learners who indicated non-school-related reasons for
why school was positive (thereby implying that school itsdf was negetive), the
persistence rate was only 56.3 percent. Learners who had mixed reasons (school- and
non-school-related) for the positive and negative nature of school had persistence rates
of 79.2 percent and 72.2 percent, respectively. A report of negative school experience
does not appear to be associated with dropout in this study.

Current redlities, rather than past experience, may be more closely associated
with whether or not learners persst in programs. Also, it may be the case that most
people for whom school experience is a powerful negative force never enter programs
or drop out in the first few days.

Table 7 - Educational Background Factors

Percent Number
Persisted Persisted/Total

School Completion

Dropout 65.9 85/129

HS Graduate 714 15/21
School Experience

Very negative 655 19/29

Negative 66.7 18/27

Neutral 629 22/35

Positive 66.7 20/30

Very positive 75.0 21/28
Why School was Positive

School-related 67.0 63/94

Non school-related 56.3 18/32

Mixed 79.2 19/24
Why School was Negative

School-related 65.7 44/67

Non-school-related 66.2 43/65

Mixed 722 13/18
Reasons for Leaving School

School-related 67.6 26/34

Non-school-related 65.5 64/84

Mixed 69.2 10/13

Note: Based on c? tests, none of these factors had a significant relationship with persistence at the
.05 level.
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Non-U.S.-Schooled Subjects. While the sudy hed not amed at analyzing the
behavior of ESOL students in particular, some interesting findings were observed
among subjects schooled outside the U.S. that merit reporting. Overal, non-U.S.
learners perssted at a higher rate, 82.6 percent, than did U.S.-schooled learners, at
63.5 percent. The difference between the U.S.-schooled and non-U.S.-schooled
groups Was not significant at the .05 level (c? = 3.12, p=.08), but with alarger sample
of non-U.S.-schooled subjects, the difference between groups might prove to be
datigicaly sgnificant.

The difference between U.S.- schooled and non-U.S.-schooled subjects can
a0 be seen when looking at individual measures of school experience across the two
groups. Asshown in Table 8, among non-U.S. subjects who rated their school
experience as 4 (“podgtive’) and 5 (“very positive’), 85.7 percent (6) and 92.3 percent
(12), respectively, persisted. Moreover, based on ¢c? tests, among non-US schooled
subjects, school experience had a significant relationship with persistence (c? =5.97,
p=.05). By contrast, datain Table 9 shows that U.S. subjects with smilar school
experience ratings persisted at rates of 60.9 percent (14) and 60.0 percent (9),
respectively. School experience was not a significant predictor of persstence among
US-schooled subjects. Non-U.S. subjects who rated their school experienceasa 3
(“neutral”) persisted less (33.3 percent/1) than did U.S. subjects (65.6 percent/21),
however, the smdl number of non-U.S. subjectsin this category may make meaningful
comparison difficult.

As noted before, non-U.S. subjects had left school early primarily for non-
school reasons. Data on reasons for leaving school are contained in Table 8 (non-U.S--
schooled) and Table 9 (U.S.-schooled). Within this “non-school” reason group, 91.7
percent (11) of non-U.S. subjects persisted compared with only 61.1 percent (44) of
the comparable U.S.-schooled group. Similarly, persistence rates were higher among
non-U.S. learners than among U.S.-schooled subjectsin al categories of reasons why
school was negative, as can be seen in data displayed in Tables 8 and 9.
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Table 8 - Educational Background Factors— Non-U.S.-Schooled Subjects

Percent Number
Persisted Persisted
School Completion
Dropout 84.6 11/13
HS Graduate 80.0 8/10
School Experience *
Very negative - -
Negative - -
Neutral 33.3 1/3
Positive 85.7 6/7
Very positive 92.3 12/13
Why School was Positive *
School -related 92.9 13/14
Non school-related 25.0 1/4
Mixed 100.0 5/5
Why School was Negative
School-related 77.8 719
Non school-related 80.0 8/10
Mixed 100.0 4/4
Reasons for Leaving School
School-related - 0/1
Non school-related 91.7 11/12
Mixed 80.0 8/10

* Indicates a significant relationship with persistence, based on c? tests. p<.05.
Note: There were 23 non-U.S.-schooled subjectsin the study.

Such atrend is repeated among the groups of subjects responding to why
school was positive. Non-U.S.-schooled subjects who had identified school as positive
for school-related reasons persisted at arate of 92.9 percent (13), while 100 percent
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(5) of those who identified it as pogitive for mixed school and non-school reasons
perssted. Non-U.S.-schooled subjects assessment of why school was positive had a
sgnificant relaionship with persstence (¢ = 11.32, p=.003); however, among US-
schooled subjects, such areationship was not significant.  U.S.-schooled subjects
perssted at rates of 62.5 percent (50) for those who identified school-rel ated reasons
and 73.7 percent (14) for those who sited mixed reasons. Non-U.S.-schooled learners
perssted at alower rate (25.0 percent/1) than U.S. learners (60.7 percent/17) did in
the category of non-school reasons why school was pogtive. The limited number of
non-U.S. subjectsin this category renders comparison difficult.

Asdatain Tables 8 and 9 indicate, anong U.S.-schooled subjects, school
experience, as measured by any of the eements described here, did not proveto be a
sgnificant predictor of persstence, but school experience among non U.S.-schooled
subjects showed arelaionship to persstence. The pattern observed among non-U.S.
subjects seems to support Quigley’ s theory that school experience has an impact on
persstence. A separate study that focused on non-U.S.-schooled learners might help
to uncover some of the dynamics that produce the higher persistence rate among
learners who had positive school experiences.

Table 9 - Educational Background Factors— U.S.-Schooled Subjects

Percent Number
Persisted Persisted

School Completion

Dropout 63.8 74/116

HS Graduate 63.6 7/11
School Experience

very negative 65.5 19/29

Negative 66.7 18/27

Neutral 65.6 21/32

Positive 60.9 14/23

very positive 60.0 9/15
Why School was Positive

school-related 62.5 50/80

non school-related 60.7 17/28

Mixed 73.7 14/19
Why School was Negative

school-related 63.8 37/58

non school-rel ated 63.6 35/55

Mixed 64.3 9/14
Reasons for Leaving School

school-related 69.7 23/33

non school -related 61.1 44(72
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Mixed 69.2 9/13

Note: Based on c? tests, none of these factors had a significant relationship with persistence at the
.05 level.
There were 127 U.S.-school ed subjectsincluded in the study.

Other Adultsin theLivesof Study Subjects. The experience of schoal is
not the only factor that shapes an adult’ s attitudes about schooling. The experiences of
important people in achild's or an adult’ slife can play arolein ether reinforcing or
mitigating negative impressions gained from his or her own experience. As an additiond
means of gaining insight into the impressions of school that adults bring to their adult
basi ¢ education experience, the study collected data on the educational background of
adults who were important in subjects childhood, as well as those adults who play a
sgnificant role in their livestoday. Study subjects were asked to indicate the
educationd background of the adults who were sgnificant in their childhood and in their
current lives. Significant adults educational backgrounds were categorized as
“dropout,” “high school plus’ (at least a high school degree), “mixed” (some adults
were dropouts and some were high schoal plus), or “unknown.”

Of the total sample, 36.7 percent (55) of subjects indicated that the significant
adultsin their childhood had dropped out of school; 29.3 percent (44) noted that the
adultsin their childhood had mixed educationa backgrounds of dropout and high school
plus status; 19.3 percent (29) stated that significant adults in their childhood had at least
a high school education; and 14.7 percent (22) did not know the education level of
important adultsin their childhood. Data on the educationa background of adults
important in learners  childhood can be found in Table 10.

With respect to persistence patterns, the lowest persistence rate was that of
subjects whose sgnificant adults in childhood had a high school education or more, only
51.7 percent (15) of whom perssted. Subjects persisted at higher ratesif their
childhood significant adults were dropouts (67.3 percent/55), or if their educationa
backgrounds were unknown (68.2 percent/22). The highest persistence rate (72.7
percent/44) was among subjects with childhood significant adults who were of mixed
backgrounds. Differencesin the persistence rate among these groupings were not
ggnificant. Thus, the educationd background of important adults in the childhood of
learners does not appear to be a significant predictor of persistence.
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Table 10 - The Educational Background of Adults Important in Learners
Childhood

Percent of Number of
Educational Background of Percentage  Learners\Who Learners
I mportant Adults of Sample Persisted Who Persisted
Dropout 36.7 69.1 38/55
Mixed Dropout/ High School or More 29.3 2.7 32/44
High School or More 19.3 517 15/29
Unknown 14.7 68.2 15/22

Note: Based on c? tests, this variable did not show asignificant relationship to persistence at the
.05 level.

Looking at the educationa background of adults important in learners current
lives, the study found that 13.3 percent (20) of learners noted that adults important in
their current lives had dropped out of school. Among this group, 80 percent (16)
perssted. Sightly more than 37 percent (56) of subjects noted that adults important in
their current lives had mixed educationa backgrounds, combining dropouts with those
who had at least ahigh school education. Of this group, 67.9 percent persisted.  Of
the 27.3 percent (41) of those subjects whose important adults had at least ahigh
school degree, 63.4 percent (26) perssted. Twenty-two percent (33) of subjects did
not know the educationd background of adults important in their lives. This group
perssted at a 60.6 percent (20) rate. Data on the educational background of adults
important in learners current lives can be found in Table 11. Differences across these
groups were not sgnificant. Much like the educationa background of adults important
inlearners childhood, the educationa background of adults important in learners
current lives does not appear to be associated with persistence.

Table 11 - The Educational Background of Adults Important in Learners
Current Lives

Percent of Number of
Educational Background of Percentageof Learners\Who Learners
I mportant Adults Sample Persisted Who Persisted
Dropout 133 80.0 16/20
Mixed Dropout/ High School or More 37.3 67.9 38/56
High School or More 27.3 634 26/41
Unknown 220 60.6 20/33

Note: Based onc? tests, this variable did not show asignificant relationship to persistence at the
.05 level.

In congdering the educationd background of important adults in the lives of the
study’ s subjects, dightly different patterns emerged among U.S.-schooled and non-
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U.S.-schooled subjects. Asdatain Tables 12 through 15 demondtrate, in nearly every
instance, non-U.S. learners showed higher persistence rates than did U.S. learners,
regardless of the educationa background of the adults important in subjects childhood
or current lives. While roughly two thirds of U.S.-schooled subjects persisted,
regardiess of the educationd background of important adults in their childhood, non-
U.S.-schooled subjects persisted at higher rates of 100 percent (5) among those whose
important adults had a mixed educationa background, 90 percent (10) among those
whose important adults were school dropouts, and 80 percent (4) among those subjects
who did not know the educationa background of adults important in their childhood.
Differences among these three groups were only sgnificant among non-U.S.-schooled
subjects (c?= 11.10, p=.01). Thisfinding suggests, as did the earlier discussion of
school experience, that the youthful experiences of adult learners outside the U.S. might
have an impact on their persstence in ways that are different from the schooling and
childhood experiences of adult learners educated in the U.S.

Table 12 — The Educational Background of AdultsImportant in Learners
Childhood — Non-U.S.-Schooled Subjects

Educational Background Percent of Learners ~ Number of Learners
of Important Adults* Who Persisted Who Persisted
Dropout 90.9 10/11

Mixed Dropout/ High School or More 100.0 5/5

High School or More - 0/2
Unknown 80.0 4/5

* Based on c? tests, this variable showed a significant relationship to persistence at the .05 level.

Table 13 - The Educational Background of AdultsImportant in Learners
Childhood — U.S.-Schooled Subjects

Educational Background of Percent of Learners ~ Number of Learners
I mportant Adults Who Persisted Who Persisted
Dropout 63.6 28/44

Mixed Dropout/ High School or More 69.2 27/39

High School or More 55.6 15/27
Unknown 64.7 1117

Note: Based onc? tests, this variable did not show asignificant relationship to persistence at the
.05 level.

Condgdering the educationa background of adults important in subjects  current
lives, non-U.S.-schooled subjects again tended to persist at rates higher than those of
U.S.-schooled subjects, as datain Tables 14 and 15 reved. For instance, 100 percent
of respondents who indicated that important adultsin their current lives had dropped out
(6) or had achieved a least a high school education (3) perssted. Among U.S-
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schooled subjectsin comparable categories, only 71.4 percent (10) and 60.5 percent
(23) of subjects perssted. Similarly, three fourths of non-U.S.-schooled subjects
whose important adults had mixed backgrounds perssted, compared with two thirds of
U.S.-schooled subjects. The educationd background of important adults in learners
current lives did not prove significant for either U.S.-schooled or non-U.S.-schooled
subjects.

Table 14 - The Educational Background of AdultsImportant in Learners
Current Lives— Non-U.S.-Schooled Subjects

Educational Background of Percent of Learners ~ Number of Learners
I mportant Adults Who Persisted Who Persisted
Dropout 100.0 6/6

Mixed Dropout/ High School or More 75.0 6/8

High School or More 100.0 3/3
Unknown 66.7 4/6

Note: Based on c? tests, this variable did not show a significant relationship to persistence at the
.05 level.

Table 15 - The Educational Background of AdultsImportant in Learners
Current Lives—U.S.-Schooled Subjects

Educational Background of Percent of Learners ~ Number of Learners
I mportant Adults that Persisted That Persisted
Dropout 714 10/14

Mixed Dropout/ High School or More 66.7 32/48

High School or More 60.5 23/38
Unknown 59.3 16/27

Note: Based on c? tests, this variable did not show asignificant relationship to persistence at the
.05 level.

One interesting finding of the study emerged from the unsolicited comments
made by severa subjects about the pursuit of adult learning by people close to them.
Of the 150 respondents, 22.0 percent (33) noted that a spouse, child, or parent had
previoudy, or was currently, pursuing a GED, a college degree, or another form of adult
education. Of this group of 33, 70 percent (21) perssted in their own learning. There
was no sgnificant relationship between persistence and whether or not subjects
indicated that a family member had participated in adult education. Since no question
was asked about adult education experience among friends and family, nothing definitive
can be said about this finding, but the presence of successful role models that come
from the socid circles of learners might provide additiona support in helping to sustain
motivation and promote perastence. The study’ s measures of previous schooling and
attitudes about education may not be sufficient to reved such relationships.
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The identification of this sub-group of adult sudents, even though the question
was not asked, may indicate that successful adult learners encourage their friends and
family to join and persst in education programs. Thiswould be consstent with the
findings of Bandura (1986) as he explored ways to enhance people’ s self-efficacy and
change their behavior. Hiswork emphasized the importance of “supporters’ who
modd “for others how to manage difficult Stuations, by demondrating the vaues of
perseverance, and by providing positive incentives and resources for efficacious
coping.” Successful adult educeation sudents who are part of the lives of subjectsin
this study may carry out the role of “supporter,” thereby helping to increase the
likelihood of learner persstence.

Current and Prior Adult Learning Experiences. Subjects were asked
about their current and previous adult learning experiences. Learners average length of
participation in their current programs was 10.8 months (s.d. = 21.08) with some
individuas having attended programs less than one month, and some individuas having
had a much longer connection to a program, including one woman with a 15-year
history with her program. The mgority of subjectsin the sudy were rdatively new to
their programs at the time of the first round of interviews. Of the totdl sample, 66.7
percent (100) had been with their program O to 6 months. Another 20 percent (30)
had been with their current program between 7 months and 2 years, and 6.7 percent
(10) had been with aprogram 2 to 3 years. Only 6.0 percent (9) of learnershad a
history of more than 3 years with their current program.

Asdatain Table 16 show, perdgstence rates were Smilar for the subjects
interviewed during their first 6 months of current program participation, but as a group,
the persstence rate of these “new” learners was lower than the whole sample. Among
subjects who were enrolled in their program 6 months or less, the persistence rate was
58 percent. Pergstence rates were higher among learners who had been with their
programs 7 months to 2 years (83.3 percent) and 2 to 3 (90.0 percent). Subjects who
had been with their current program more than 36 months had persistence rates of 77.8
percent. These data suggest that, as learnersin this sample establish a connection to a
program, therr likelihood of pergsting might increase. The length of time in current adult
education programs did not, however, prove to be asignificant predictor of persistence.
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Table 16 - Time Spent in Current Program

Length of Timein Percent of Total Percent of Number of Learners

Program Sample Learners Who Who Persisted
Persisted

6 months or less 66.7 58.0 58/100

7 monthsto 2 years 20.0 83.3 25/30

2to 3 years 6.7 90.0 9/10

More than 3 years 6.0 77.8 719

Note: Based on c? tests, this variable did not show a significant relationship to persistence at the
.05 level. 149 responses were available regarding participant time spent in current programs.

Based on aLikert scaerating of 1 to 5, sudy subjectsindicated a highly
positive view of their current program experience: 97.3 percent (146) rated their
experience as “podtive’ or “very postive,” and only 2.0 percent (3) rated their
experience as either “neutrd” or “negative” Onelearner gave no rating.  Of the 146
who fdt postive, 65.1 percent (95) perssted, and dl three of the learners who had felt
negatively about their experience perssted. The smadl number of learners who
expressed unfavorable reactions to their experience make it difficult to compare
pers stence results between the two groups. The difference in perdstence among the
different rating groups did not prove to be satisticaly sgnificant.

With respect to previous adult learning experiences, subjects were asked to
comment on the frequency of prior ABE experience, self-study, and other types of non-
ABE formd learning experience. ABE experience included participation in pre-GED,
GED, ESOL, or other basic skills programs, while non-ABE experience included
vocationd or technica training experiences. Sdf-study experiences were coded as
follows “yes’ if subjects engaged in some sructured, regular form of individua study,
such as using a GED study guide to prepare for the test; “no” if subjects noted no effort
a learning outside of aclassroom or program context; and “some’ if subjects indicated
some type of activity that involved learning, such asviststo the library, frequent reading
of newspapers, or forms of writing practice, with the am of increasing their knowledge
or Kills

Reaults indicate that 42.0 percent (63) of the 150 learnersin the sudy had no
prior ABE experience, 38.7 percent (58) had made one prior attempt, 14.0 percent
(21) had made two attempts, and 5.3 percent (8) three attempts. Asnoted in Table 17
below, 61.9 percent (39) of the 63 learners without prior experience persisted,
compared with 69.0 percent (40 of 58) of those who had made one previous attempt at
ABE. Persstence was highest at 85.7 percent among those learners who had made
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two prior attempts, however the persstence rate among the eight learners who had
made three prior attempts was only 37.50 percent. The relationship between prior
experience in ABE and persgstence was not sgnificant. Table 17 presents data on prior
ABE experience.

Table17 - Prior ABE Experience

Percent of total Percent of learners Number of
ABE Experience sample Who persisted Learners Who
Persisted
No ABE 42.0 61.9 39/63
1 attempt 38.7 69.0 40/58
2 attempts 14.0 85.7 18/21
3 atempts 5.3 375 3/8

Subjects responses regarding their prior non-ABE program experiences
showed that 86 percent (129) of subjects had no non-ABE program experience; 9.3
percent (14) had made one prior attempt; 2 percent (3) had made two attempts; 1.3
percent (2) made three attempts; and less than 1 percent made either four or five
attempts. Whether or not subjects had prior non-ABE experience did not seem to
greatly affect their persstence rates. Of the 129 learners that had no prior non-ABE
adult learning experience, 67.4 percent (87) persisted, compared with 61.9 percent
(13) of the combined 21 learners who had made from one to five previous non-ABE
attempts. Persistence rates for each category of non-ABE experience are listed in
Table 18 below. Differencesin persstence among the categories of non-ABE
experience were not datigicaly sgnificant.

Table 18 - Prior Non-ABE Adult L earning Experience

Non-ABE Percent of total Percent of learners Number Who
Experience sample Who persisted Persisted
None 86.0 67.4 87/129

1 attempt 9.3 57.1 8/14

2 attempts 2.0 66.7 2/3

3 attempts 13 50.0 Yo

4 attempts 0.7 100.0 171

5 attempts 0.7 100.0 V1
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Note: Based on c? tests, this variable did not show a significant relationship to persistence at the
.05 level.

With respect to their experience of sdlf-study, 13.3 percent (20) of subjects
indicated that they had experience with structured self-study; 25.3 percent (38) had
made some effort at individud learning; and 52.0 percent (78) of learnersindicated that
they had no self-study experience. Subjects who noted some prior effort at self-study
tended to persst more often than those who did not. Data contained in Table 19 show
that 75 percent (15) of those who had aregular, structured experience with salf-study
and 81.6 percent (31) of those with some sdlf-study background persisted, compared
to 57.7 percent (45) of learners who indicated no salf-study experience. These
differences were not sgnificant at the .05 level (c* = 7.29, p=.06). In alarger sample
gze, however, this rdationship might prove sgnificant.

Table 19 - Prior Self-study Experience

Self-Study Percent of total Percent of Number of

Experience sample Learners Who Learners Who
Persisted Persisted

Yes 13.3 75.0 15/20

No 52.0 57.7 45/78

Some activity 25.3 81.6 31/38

N/A 9.3 64.3 9/14

Note: Based on c? tests, this variable did not show a significant relationship to persistence at the
.05 level.

As noted above, previous adult learning experience was consdered three
different ways. prior participation in ABE programs, non-ABE adult learning programs,
and individua study. When each type of learning experience is consdered separately,
persistence data for subjects seem to suggest that experience related to ABE, ESOL, or
GED learning (either program experience or salf-study) is associated with persistence,
but that non-academic learning is not. When grouped together, experience with the
three forms of adult learning shows amore consistent trend. Asthe datadisplayed in
Table 20 indicate, 50 percent (75) of subjects had one form of previous learning
experience; 28.7 percent (43) had experience with two types of learning; only 1.3
percent (2) had experience with dl three forms; and 20 percent (30) had no previous
experience with ABE, non-ABE classes, or sdf-study. With more adult learning
experiences, perdstence was higher among ABE learners. Of the totd sample, 56.7
percent (17) of those with no prior experience persisted, compared with 62.7 percent
(47) of those with one form of experience, and 81.4 percent (35) of those with two
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forms of experience. Aslearners gain more types of educationd experiences, they may
perss at higher rates. Since there are only two learnersin the category of three
experiences, the 50 percent figure may not be accurate. Differencesin persstence rate
among learnersin each category were not satidicaly sgnificant.

Table20 - Formsof Adult Learning Experience

Number of Adult Percent of LearnersWho Number of Learners Who
Learning Experiences Persisted Persisted
0 56.7 17/30
1 62.7 47175
2 814 35/43
3 50.0 1/2

Note: Based on c? tests, this variable did not show a significant relationship to persistence at the
.05 level.

Subjects in the study were asked to indicate a reason for entering their current
ABE programs. Since many responses actually contained more than one reason for
entering, up to three reasons were noted for each respondent. Among the 150 learners,
results were as follows: 45.3 percent (68) indicated the pursuit of their GED, adult
diploma, or the acquisition of reading and writing skills as a reason for entering; 32.7
percent (49) indicated awork-related goal (e.g., to pursue a particular type of position
or better job); 29.3 percent (44) gave a non-goa-oriented response (e.g., convenience
of program location and time); 25.3 percent (38) indicated an individua god (e.g., sdf-
improvement); 15.3 percent (23) indicated the god of additiond training or further
education as a reason for entering (e.g., technica training or college); 10.7 percent (16)
gave afamily-related god astheir reason for entering (e.g., to help their children); and 6
percent (9) sad they were in a program as a means toward attaining citizenship,
including learning English as a second language. Table 21 below provides persstence
and dropout rates for learners who indicated the reasons for entering noted above.

Table 21 - Learner Persistence and Reasons for Entering ABE Programs

Percent of Number of
Reason for Entering Percent of LearnersWho  Learners Who
ABE Program* Sample Persisted Persisted
Individua God 25.3 63.2 24/38
Work-related Goal 32.7 77.6 38/49
Family-related Goal 10.6 75.0 12/16
Citizenship God 6.0 77.8 7/9
GED/ADP/ R&W 453 70.6 48/68
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Training/further education 153 73.9 17/23
Non-goal Response 29.3 63.6 28/44

*Based on ¢? tests, this variable showed a significant relationship to persistence at the .05 level.

Among the study’ s respondents, 69.3 percent (104) indicated a specific god related to
work, family, citizenship, obtaining a GED or ADP, improving literacy skills, or
preparing for training or further education. Of this group that identified specific goals,
72.1 percent (75) perdsted. Among the remaining 30.7 percent (46) of subjectswho
did not identify a specific god, only 54.3 percent (25) perssted. The difference
between these two groups was significant (c? = 4.53, p=.03). Thisfinding suggests
that learners with clearly defined goaswill have a greater chance of persding in thelr
participation in ABE programs.

Supportsand Obstacles

Each respondent in the study was asked to identify at least three supports and
three obstacles encountered in their effort to persist at coming to the program. Al
subjects provided responses.  As afollow-up question, subjects were asked to rank
their supports and obstaclesin order of importance; their top three choices were
recorded and entered into the analysis. Responses wereinitialy organized into the four
aress described in the introduction: persond factors, life context factors, ingtructiona
factors, and program factors. Within each of these four categories, additiona types of
factors were identified. The percentages of subjects identifying particular supports and
obstacles are listed in Tables 22 and 23 below.

As shown in Table 22, four types of supports were frequently noted by subjects
in the study: relationships, gods, teacher/students, and positive self.  Relationships,
identified by 63.3 percent (95) of subjects, incorporates the support noted by subjects
derived from their families, friends or colleagues, God or their church community,
support groups, community workers, mentors or bosses, and their children. The next
most frequently noted category of supports was goals, noted among 57.3 percent (86)
of subjects. The godsincluded helping one's children, getting a better job, bettering
one s Hf, “moving ahead” in life, attending college or some other academic god,
proving someone wrong, and obtaining citizenship. The third most frequent category of
support was teacher/students, noted by 50.7 percent (76) of subjects. In this study, the
category included references to the individual teacher (81 percent), fellow students (9
percent), or a combination of the two (10 percent). The fourth most frequently
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identified support was “pogtive self” noted by 44 percent (66) of subjects. This
category included comments such as“it' sme,” “mysdf,” or “my determination.”

Other support categories that were less frequently mentioned included process
orientation (8.7 percent/13), which comprised enjoyment of learning, skill achievement
and routine/structure of learning in a program; life supports, noted in 7.3 percent (11) of
cases, which included child care, conditions a home, mandatory participationin a
program, work schedules, pleasure in being in the U.S., and subjects own investment in
class. Program-related factors were noted as supports by 8 percent (12) of subjects.
Program factors included facilities and structure of programs, aswell as overal program
quadity and program counsglors. Ingtruction was the least frequently noted category of
support, identified by only 3.3 percent (5) of subjects. This category comprised
curriculum and methods, specific subjects and access to computers.

With respect to persstence rates, in most cases gpproximately two thirds of
learners persisted, including those who identified persona factors, relaionships, learning
process, and teacher as supports to their persstence. In two ingtances, subjects
perssted at a higher rate: those who identified program factors (83.3 percent) and those
who noted life supports (72.7 percent). Learners who identified ingtructiona factors as
supports perssted a alower rate of 40 percent. The smal number (5) of subjects who
identified this support makesiit difficult to evauate the impact of this type of support.
None of the categories, including the most frequently noted ones, proved to be
datisticaly sgnificant. Data on the frequency of supports and persstence isdisplayed in
Table 22.

Table 22 - Supports. Frequency and Relationship to Persistence

Percent Identified Percent Persisted Number Persisted
Factor
Personal Factors
Positive Self 440 66.7 44/66
Gods 57.3 68.6 59/86
Life Context Factors
Life Supports 7.3 72.7 8/11
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Relationships 63.3 674 64/95
Instructional Factors

Learning Process 87 61.5 8/13

Teacher/Students 50.7 684 52/76

Instruction 33 40.0 2/5
Program Factors

Program 8.0 83.3 10/12

Note: Based on c? tests, these variables did not show a significant relationship to persistence at
the .05 level.

With respect to negative forces, the most frequent category of obstacles was
that of life demands, which was identified by 48.7 percent (73) of respondents. This
category comprised conditions at home, specia child care needs, work demands,
transportation, own/family’s hedlth, age, lack of time/being fatigued, westher, welfare
and other officid rules, unfavorable conditions a home, moving and lack of income,

The next most frequent category of obstacle isrelationships, noted by 16.7
percent (25) of subjects. These relationships included those with unsupportive family
members, friends, or colleagues; community or welfare workers; religious beliefs; and
fears about |etting other people down by failing in a program.

Unlike the prevalence of positive sdf as a support, negetive sdf was noted as an
obstacle by only 11.3 (17) percent of subjects. Responses coded as “ Negative Salf”
included comments such as “thinking negetive thoughts” “my own laziness” and
gsatements indicating alack of subjects confidence in their ability to succeed.

Ingtructiona and program factors were noted least frequently among dl obstacle
categories. Only 8 percent (12) of subjects noted the learning process as an obstacle,
while 6.7 percent (10) identified ingtructional factors as obstacles. A mere 2 percent
(3) of subjects noted the teacher as an obstacle, and only 1.3 percent (2) of subjects
identified program factors as obstacles. None of the relationships were significant. Data
on the frequency of obstacles and persstence is displayed in Table 23.

Table 23 -Obstacles. Frequency and Relationship to Persistence

Percent Identified Percent Persisted Number persisted
Factor
Personal Factors
Negative Self 113 70.6 12/17

Life Context Factors
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Life Demands 487 67.1 49/73

Relationships 16.7 60.0 15/25
Instructional Factors

Learning Process 80 83.3 10/12

Teacher 20 100.0 3/3

Instruction 6.7 70.0 7/10
Program Factors

Program 13 100.0 2/2

Note: Based on c? tests, these variables did not show a significant relationship to persistence at
the .05 level.

DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS

This study found that the many ways in which we can dassfy adult sudents (by
gender, ethnicity, age, employment status, number and age of children, previous school
experience, and educational background of other adultsin their lives) do not tell us
much about how to help them persst in their education. The only significant findings
were that immigrants, those over the age of 30, and parents of teenage or grown
children were more likely to perdgst than othersin the sudy. The greater likelihood of
persistence by immigrant sudentsin ESOL classesis well documented (Young et d.,
19944), and the findings of this study suggest thet this effect continues asimmigrants
learn English and move on to pre-GED programs. Grown children might encourage
their parentsto join and persist in aprogram. On the other hand, adults who are over
30 are more likely to have teenage or grown children than those under 30. These
findings might point to older students perssting longer because they benefit from the
meaturity that comes with age and they no longer have the responsibilities of caring for
gmdl children.

Importantly, school experience (among U.S.-schooled learners) does not
appear to be associated with persistence. Of course, those potential subjects who are
sgnificantly affected by negative school experience may never enter a program, or may
have dropped out before the research team arrived. The actua responses of many of
the study’ s subjects do point to very negative school experiences, with most of the
comments centered on high school. Respondents reported being ridiculed and even
struck by teachers, bullied or intimidated by other students, told that they were stupid,
and asked to leave school by administrators. 1ssues of class, race, and sexud
orientation were key to the negative school experience for some, aswell. Entering an
adult education program may signa that alearner has overcome the negative school
experience and is ready to restart his’her education.
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This study aso supports NEAEP sfinding that students who persst for afew
months are more likely to persst for alonger period of time. In this sudy, those who
had been in aprogram for more than 6 months were more likely to persst than those
who had been studying for a shorter period of time, dthough this difference was not
datidicdly sgnificant. Although previous atempts a some form of adult learning did not
show a sgnificant association with persstence in this study, had we adopted a different
vaue, such as .10, to assess sgnificance, previous attempts at adult learning would have
been consdered significant. The most Sgnificant among the prior learning experiences
was sdlf-study focused on improving basic skills or studying for the GED.

Prior atempts at self-sudy may be an indication of strong mativation. Or some
people may need severa attempts at learning before they are ready to persis.
Research that looks at these attempts might uncover factors that lead to later
persstence or to permanent non-participation. Another line of inquiry might look at
making self-study outside of class apart of ingtruction so that adult dropouts are ready
to continue their learning when they do leave class. This salf-study might make areturn
to classes more likely and the development of ways to document that self-study could
provide amore redlistic account of persistence.

How adults describe the positive and negative forces that affect them did not
predict perastence, but thisinformation is dill valuable in that it gives practitioners input
from adult students on what might be important. Adultsin this sudy had much more to
say about positive forces than about negative forces. Every study participant mentioned
at least three positive forces, and many mentioned between four and eight. No study
participant mentioned more than three negative forces; most mentioned only one, and
some mentioned none. Adding this information to the finding thet negative school
experience was not associated with persistence points to a conclusion that building
positive forces may be more critica to increasing persstence than isthe remova of
barriers. If thisis so, then understanding which positive forces are most important is
essentid to amode that supports persstence. The most often mentioned positive
forces cluster in four categories of goals, relationships, teachers/'students, and positive
of.

The most frequently mentioned positive support is rdationships. Among the
supportive relationships noted by respondents, the most frequent was family support,
identified by 78.9 percent (75) of the 95 respondents who noted relational supports.
The support that adult learners receive from their socia networks often extends outside
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the family. Another 10.5 percent (10) noted friends and colleagues as important
supports, and the remaining 10.6 percent of respondents noted relationships with
God/church (10), support groups (2), community workers (5), or mentors/bosses (5) as
supports.

Although the relationship between persistence and relationa supports did not
prove satidicdly sgnificant in this case, the prevdence of family support as an dement
of what learners say helps sustain their efforts to persst in programs raises a possible
subject for further research. The study’ s findings did show that persistence was
associated with parenthood, namely, that respondents with older children were more
likely to persast. Parents with teenage and adult children perasted at rates of 83 percent
and 91 percent, respectively, compared with 63 percent of subjects with younger
children. One hypothesisthat arises out of thisfinding is that teenage and older children
are ardationa support to adult students, while younger children are a barrier unless
acceptable child careis avallable.

Another of the two most often cited postive forces identified by this sudy was
“god orientation.” Among the 150 subjectsin the study, 57.3 percent (86) identified a
god as one of the three main forces supporting their participation in ABE programs. Of
the 86 people who noted god's as supports, 37.2 percent (32) said that helping their
children was one of their supports. The second most frequent god expressed by
subjects was that of getting a better job, noted by 27.9 percent (24) of the “god
group.” Thethird most frequent god in the first round was that of an academic god,
which was noted by 18.6 percent (16) of first-round subjects who identified gods. The
next most frequently mentioned god was that of bettering one' s sdf, identified by 17.4
percent (15) of the “goa orientation group.” The next most frequent goa was that of
“moving ahead in life,” which was noted by 11.6 percent (10) of the “goa group.” The
three least frequently mentioned godsin the interviews were those of attending college,
noted by 5.8 percent (5) of respondents; proving someone wrong, noted by 3.5 percent
(3); and citizenship, noted by 1.2 percent (1).>  Although the study did not find a
datidicaly sgnificant relationship between the identification of gods as a support and
persgstence, findings did show a significant relationship between having a specific god as
areason for entering ABE programs and persstence.  Thus, it seems that goas do play
arolein learner persstence.

2 Numbers here may total more than 86, since some subjects listed more than one goal as a support.
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The summary of Beder's discussion of theories of motivation suggests that adult
sudents are weighing the benefit of reaching their life gods againgt the cost of
participating in the education that will help them achieve those gods. Any model that
seeks to support persistence will have to incorporate an attention to the formation,
understanding, and commitment to individud goas. Most adults have godsthat relate
to employment, helping children, or educationa accomplishment, and al three of these
are goas around which curriculum and materids dready exist. Other gods, though not
as frequent, may have the same power to support persstence. Defining, understanding,
and focusing of gods for participation may help adultsto persst.

Another support that was mentioned by haf (50.7 percent/79) of the study
subjects was teachers and fellow students. Thisisaso aform of relationa support, but
located in the classroom rather than in families, work, and communities. Most sudy
subjects who mentioned these factors made smple statements such as “my teacher” or
“the other sudentsin the class” “Teacher” could refer to teaching methods, but it is
probably representative of human support smilar to family and non-family support. If
thisistrue, then human support from family, friends and other non-family people,
teachers, and classmates is viewed by adults as key to their success in adult education.
Any modd that seeks to support persistence should foster human support within the
classroom as well as outside of it.

The fourth pogtive force that was mentioned by alarge number of subjects was
“pogitive self.” Responses were coded as positive sef if regpondents said such things
as“me” “mysdf,” “will power,” “desire” “the decison to make a commitment,” “my
own moativation,” “my sdf-confidence,” “1 know | haveto,” “I’'m the only one who can
doit,” “within mysdf, wanting to accomplishit,” or “willingnessto try.” Of the 155
subjects, 44.0 percent (66) noted “ positive self” asa support. Learners are saying that
their own determination and self-efficacy about thistask is akey support. Any modd of
support for persstence must help adult learners come to an understanding that they can
be successful at this effort.

Other positive supports were mentioned by only afew respondents. Forces
related to the program, such as facilities, gpproach to education, and counselors, dong
with factors related to ingtruction, such as curriculum, materids, equipment, and
methods, were not mentioned by many. This may mean that adults in these programs
are not used to talking about these factors in the same way that they are about god's,
family support, and sdf-determination. Another explanation might be that these factors
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comeinto play later in the cycle of perdstence as adults overcome the barriersto thelr
persistence and begin to focus on barriersto learning.

The only negative force, or obstacle, that was noted nearly as often as the four
magor positive forces was “life demands,” which was mentioned by 48.7 percent of
respondents. Of the 73 respondents who noted life demands as obstacles, 27.4
percent (20) noted their own health, 24.7 percent (18) noted alack of time and fatigue,
13.7 percent (10) noted child care, 13.7 percent (10) noted transportation, 11.0
percent (8) noted family health or specia children’s needs, 9.6 percent (7) noted lack of
income, 8.2 percent (6) noted work demands, 6.8 percent (5) noted welfare and other
rules and regulations, 4.1 percent (3) noted wesather, 2.7 percent (2) noted conditions at
home, 2.7 percent (2) noted their age, and 1.4 percent (1) noted moving.

As noted, relatively few subjects noted obstacles. This may indicate that
subjects who were managing such demands no longer identify these dements as
obstacles to persstence. People who encounter these life demands but do not
overcome such barriers may never enter programs. The wide range of specific factors
under the category ‘life demands points to the individua nature of these forces. One
adult might have childcare as an overwhelming negative force, while another might be
childless but need trangportation. This points to the need to help adults arrange
supports for the many life demands that can keegp them from perssting in their sudies.
Any mode that seeks to support persistence must help each adult manage the life
demands that are the strongest deterrents to their own persistence.

LESSONS FROM PROGRAM PRACTICE

Before presenting amodd for supporting persistence, the study team sought to
identify ways in which programs were addressing the need to help adults persst in thelr
dudies. Little literature exists that describes these efforts, but interviews with program
daff provided someinsghts. These practitioners were identified through discussons
with nationa leaders and through postings on adult education listservs. An independent
discussion on the NLA?® listserv proved to be a source of program information, as well.
No effort was made to verify whether or not these program interventions produced
measurable increases in persstence. Practitioners who have significant experience with
adult learners and work within the congtraints of program funding devel oped these

% The National Literacy Advocacy listserv isarchived at www.nifl.gov.
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program interventions. Their attempts, therefore, represent an informed opinion of what
might work within the congtraints of existing program structures and funding. These
interventions fell into the four categories of intake, orientation, ingtruction, and program
activities.

Intake

Intake is usudly brief and takes place when a potentia student makes an inquiry
asto avallability of ingruction. This can take place over the phone or at the program.
Some programs help potentia learnerslook at their gods and the life demands that
might stand in the way of their reaching those godls. Through this process, some
potentid students find that they must arrange such things as daycare or trangportation
before they begin their studies. Othersfind that the amount of work needed to reach
their god might be greater than they are now committed to undertake.

In one program, the adult who finds his or her goa too ambitious or who needs
support services that are not readily available is counseled to wait and enter the
program when he or sheisready. In the another, the program helps the adult to rethink
his or her goa and make it more redlistic or asssts in securing the services needed to
attend. Although most readers would prefer to take the latter course, many programs
are underfunded in relaion to the need in their community, and the former approach is
an honest effort to target resources to those who are most likely to benefit. In athird
program, teachers give sample lessons to incoming students. After the lessonis
complete, the teacher and students talk about how the learners felt about being in a
class as an adult and whether or not they could be successful in classes that employ the
ingructiond gpproach used in the program. This gives adult sudents an opportunity to
reflect on ared experience before making a commitment. For programs that use a non-
traditiona ingructiona approach, this activity gives potentid students an opportunity to
experience the gpproach and ask questions about it before committing to attend.

Orientation

Orientation is alonger process that takes place after an adult has registered for
ingtruction and is sometimes combined with the first few weeks of ingruction. In some
programs, current or past students provide advice and answer questions for new
sudents. These sessions help new students think through what they need to do to be
successful, and the experienced students provide role models of people who have been
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ableto persst in their learning. 1n some programs, these sessions provide an
opportunity for potential students to express their concerns, fears, and doubts without
program staff being present.

Other programs offer comprehensive two- to four-week orientations to students
who would otherwise be on awaiting list. These orientations are structured to help
adults think about the task they have committed to undertake and the problems they
might encounter while studying. In other programs, individua teachers are responsible
for acclimating students to the program during the first week of class. This acclimation
may be aformd, structured part of their curriculum, but it is often informaly woven into
the first few weeks of ingtruction.

An example of a comprehensive orientation is provided by Grijalva (1991).
This orientation serves as an dternative to more traditional assessment procedures. In
this example, students work in small groups engaged in activities that explore learning
drategies and interests, perceptions of learning (school history), and gods (short and
long term). The students aso participate in one-on-one advising and god setting. In
some cases the knowledge of a student’ s life history, interests, and short- and long-
term gods leads to suggestions that she or he join another program that might better
serve hisor her needs.

I nstruction

Specific activities that are targeted to improve persistence can be part of
ingtruction aswell. In one case, ateacher focused her efforts on creating a comfortable,
open classroom environment where complex issues, such as domestic violence, could
be addressed. The teacher remarked that, in her classroom, students become friends
and serve as supports for each other. In another case, ateacher of an early morning
class garted making coffee and bringing in muffins to create an adult, less * school-like’
environment. One student told her that knowing that a cup of coffee would be waiting
helped her get out of bed and make the decison to continue coming to class. Another
teacher icits sudents barriersto learning and then makes these issues an integrd part
of the curriculum. One teacher holds periodic one-on-one meetings with each student,
focusing on helping students s, revigit, and revise their short and long-term gods. She
sad that this hel ps her students become continudly aware of their on-going progress.
One-on-one mestings are time intengive, but the teacher who incorporated them into her
class has 15 hours of classroom time aweek with her students. 1n another classroom,
the teacher and students celebrated progress by holding parties once a month that
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included cake for everyone and a ceremony that awarded a certificate to each student
who progressed agrade leve in their studies.

Practitioners al so expressed opinions on the kinds of ingtruction that are most
likely to support persstence. This generd advice fdl into four categories. The first
category was centered on building community in the classroom. As students get to
know each other and form persona reationships, they help each other to learn and
persst in their sudies. The second category was related to the first but focused on
whether or not the class had managed enrollment (where students are let into aclasson
an infrequent and planned basis) or employed open enrollment (where new students
could enter at any time). Managed enrollment was deemed more likely to support
persstence. The third category related to relevance of the curriculum to the students.
When students chose the content that they use to learn and practice their reading,
writing, math, and speaking, they are more likely to perast. The fourth was
acknowledgment of progress. These comments came from programs that offer interim
certificates of progress or other visible forms of achievement, which they believe
support persistence.

Program Activities

Thisis amiscelaneous category for those activities that did not fit into intake,
orientation, or ingtruction. One program reported tracking students who drop out by
hiring current gudents to interview students who have left. This program triesto find
students a month after they leave and again after 90 days. The program aso triesto
track some students one year and even three years after they leave the program. Inthe
interviews, the current students ask what impact the program had on the lives of the
people who left, what they liked and didn't like about the program, why they left, and
what may help them come back, if they need to. The program staff use the findings
from these interviews to change thar ingructiona gpproach in ways that might help
students be more successful.

Some programs employ successful past or current students as mentors for other
students during the whole year, not just at orientation. 1n some cases these students
provide this service as a volunteer and in other cases they are paid gaff. Some
programs have former adult sudentsin the positions of counsdlor, teacher, and director.
These hiring practices are sometimes based on a philosophy that programs should be
daffed by people from the communities that they serve, but it is dso believed to lead to
longer student persistence.

67



NCSALL Reports#12 December 1999

CONCLUSIONS

The definition of persgstence and the ways in which it is measured need to be
refined. Hours of ingruction in class or in tutoring sessons aone are not an accurate
messure of persstence and undervaue effective learning activities that should be
encouraged. A wider definition of persistence would alow practitionersto focus on
hel ping adults become pers stent learners who use episodes of program participation as
critical parts of acomprehengve learning strategy that employs technology, media, self-
sudy, engagement in community efforts, and both forma and informa group activities.

For this expanded definition of persstence to become valued, it must be
measurable. Thefield needs tools and procedures for collecting evidence of “time-on-
task” that could be credited to a program. Some of this “time-on-task” might be spent
in classes, some in tutoring sessions, and some in saf-study through technology, media,
or ingructiond materias. Other “time-on-task” measures might include increased time
reading or reading of new, more chalenging materids and engagement in community
improvement efforts that require the use of English, literacy, and math skills. Waysto
measure and vaidate these efforts and link them to a plan of learning developed within a
program context would transform some dropouts into persistent learners who are not
presently attending formal classes or tutoring sessons.

This expanded definition would require programs to think of the relationship to
their students differently. Programs would need added resources to stay connected and
serve adult students when they are not attending formal classes or tutoring sessons.
With these added resources, programs could treat their students as long-term clients
who will use arange of services, some provided by the program and some by other
agencies, to achieve sgnificant improvement in thar skills.

Activities that are believed to support persistence (or that are eventually proved
to support pergstence), such as goal setting, should become part of the established
curriculum, and measures of the accomplishment of these tasks should be valued
outcomes of participation that are part of accountability systems. Using the expanded
definition presented here, persstence itsalf should be an outcome that is measured as
part of an accountability system.
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Status as an ESOL student, age over 30 years, having teenage or grown
children, and a history of prior salf-study efforts gppear to predict longer persistence.
This information does not help us much in identifying how to help these or other sudents
perss in their education. The force-field andys's points to positive forces asaway to
increase perdstence, and both the literature and practitioner opinion suggests that the
firgt few weeks of ingruction isthe critical time to begin a process that supports
persgstence. The literature review, the research presented here, and the experience of
programs suggest four supports to persistence, which are presented below.

Thefirst support to persistence is the establishment of a goal by the
student. This process begins before an adult enters aprogram. An adult who could be
classfied asapotentiad ABE, ESOL, or ASE student experiences an event in hisor her
lifethat causes him or her to enter an educationd program. That event might be
something dramatic; for example, awdl-paid worker might lose his or her job and find
that he or she does not have the basic skills needed to qudify for anew job a asmilar
pay scade. That event might be less dramatic; for example, a parent may decide he or
she needs more education when afirgt child begins school. That the event might be
subtle; for example, a school dropout might have dways fdlt the desire to study for the
GED but when his or her children are older and need less atention, there isfindly some
free time available for education. This event provides potentia adult sudents with gods
they hope to accomplish by entering an ABE, ESOL, or ASE program. The gaff of the
educationa program must help the potentid adult student define his or her goa and
undergtand the many ingtructiona objectives that must be accomplished on the road to
meeting that goal. Teachers must then use those student god's as the context for
ingruction. This effort must continue as ingtruction proceeds because goas may
change.

The Equipped for the Future initiative (Stein, 1995) offers an gpproach to
undergtlanding and defining the educational objectives needed to reach the most
common goas expressed by adultsin this study. Other god setting approaches might
work aswell. One powerful factor in favor of EFF isthat it focuses on the broader
purposes of education, which include the adult roles of worker, family member, and
citizen. Gods rdaed to both work and family are certainly the most common in this
study, but other gods, such as EFF s category of citizenship, are especialy important to
some learners.

The focus on gods isimportant, but specific individua goas may be only part of
the picture. In the portion of the study that asked specifically about why each adult
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entered a program, a chronologicd string of godswas common. That full string of gods
included “get a GED, go to college, get a better job, and help my children.” Some
people mentioned al of these, and some just mentioned afew. Those who only said,
“get aGED,” might have added some of these other goa's had they been prompted by
asmple“Why?’ Teachers should enter into a dialogue with each student that leadsto
a better understanding of gods by both of them. In addition, most of us are used to
thinking about gods asindividud, but gods can be defined by aclass of sudents or by
the community in which they live. For example, most Sudentsin a class might have
transportation needs. A group activity might lead to ride sharing or arequest to apublic

agency for trangportation support.

The second support is self-efficacy. The educationd program must help adult
students build sdf-efficacy about reaching their goals. The term sdlf-confidence is quite
often used in adult education literature, but self-efficacy has a different definition. Sdf-
confidenceis aglobd feding of being able to accomplish most tasks. Sdf-efficacy is
focused on a specific set of tasks and represents the feeling of being able to accomplish
that set of tasks, which here is successful learning in ABE, ESOL, or ASE programs.
Success in these programs may, in fact, increase sdf-confidence. Drawing on
Bandura s advice on building sdlf-efficacy (1986), adult education programs should
provide the following experiences to their participants as a means toward building their
sdf-efficacy:

Mastery experiences are those that dlow an adult to be successful in learning and
to have authentic evidence of that success. This does not mean that indtruction
should be designed to produce only easy and constant success. Adults must dso
experience overcoming falure and eventualy achieving success through a sustained
effort, and ingruction should help them develop thisinsght. Some programs take
care to provide regular recognition of progress and celebrations of achievement.
Others make sure that instruction provides opportunities for success early in
program participation. These efforts provide learners with opportunitiesto
experience success.

Vicarious experiences are those that are provided by socid modeds. Adult
learners should come in contact with adults who are just like them and have
succeeded in an ABE, ESOL, or GED class. These role models, both through the
knowledge they share directly and the indirect teaching of their behavior, help adult
students acquire the skills to manage the many demands of the learning task. Some
programs employ successful present or past students as speakers during intake and
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orientation activities, while others recruit past learners to be counsdors, teachers,
and directors. These past students provide models of success.

Social persuasion is support from teachers, saff, counsdors, fellow students,
family, and friends that reinforces self-efficacy. These verbd assurances are
needed, in part, to overcome the negative salf-efficacy about learning built during
schooling. Most practitioners provide verba assurances, but some programs
encourage family members to provide this postive reinforcement aswel. Some
teachers take great care to develop a culture of support among sudents in their
classes. These efforts ensure positive support for students.

Addressing physiological and emotional statesis help to sudentsto ded with the
tenson, giress, and other negative emotiona states that can result from poor self-
efficacy and can dso lead to low sdlf-efficacy. Adult learners must be helped to
perceive and interpret these fedings so that they do not affect their self-efficacy.
Some practitioners fed uncomfortable with addressing the persona problems of
their students, and al practitioners must acknowledge thet they are not trained
mental health professonas. Even so, many teachers use life histories and didogue
journasto help students identify the physical and mentd hedlth problems that can
effect their learning. For example, adults with limited English proficiency are usudly
anxious about speaking in front of aclass. A teacher can encourage the classto
write about these fedings of anxiety and discuss ways to overcome them. The
teacher can then help her students practice spesking even though they do have
fedings of anxiety. Just the acknowledgment that life experiences affect learning can
help diminish their negetive effect.

Many orientation and ingtruction activities identified in the section of this report on
learning from practice provide the experiences that Bandura has outlined. Bandura's
theory of sdf-efficacy can act as a powerful framework within which programs can
improve on the activities they have adready undertaken.

The third support is management of the positive and negative forces that
help and hinder persistence. Programs must help sudents develop an understanding
of the negative and positive forces that affect their persstence. Building on that
understanding, each student must make plans to manage these forces so that perastence
ismore likely. The plansthat come out of such an exercise should include Strategies for
persistence when the forces that affect a peoples’ lives cause them to drop out. These
plans must be revised as adults persst in their studies and these forces change.
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The interviews with adult students paint a picture of forcesthet are different for
each individud, but the interviews show that positive forces may be more important to
pers stence than negative forces. The strongest positive force mentioned by adult
students was the support of their families, friends, teachers, and fellow students.
Although a program might not be able to do much about a sudent’ s family or friends,
teachers and program staff can make an effort to provide persond support and build
supportive classroom environments. Spending instructiona time and resources on
making the educationa experience into one that is pleasant and supportive for adults
appears to be agood investment.

The force-field theory itsdf offersatool for understanding and planning to
manage these forces. Students can be encouraged to discuss their persistencein terms
of the force-field and to build their plan from that discusson. As happensin some
programs, staff must be open to having the outcome of this step be early dropout for
students who, for any reason, are not reedy to persast in their sudies. If thisisthe
outcome, adults should be hel ped to make a plan to prepare to return and be successful
later, if at dl possible.

The fourth support is progress toward reaching a goal. If thegod is
important, then adult students must make progress toward reaching that god, and they
must be able to measure that progress. Programs must provide services of sufficient
quality that students make progress, and programs must have assessment procedures
that allow students to measure their own progress. Much of the recent interest in
measuring progress has come from the need to build systems of program accountability.
Helping students measure their own progress may regire tools and methods that are not
appropriate for accountability purposes.

Portfolio and authentic assessment gpproaches may have weaknessesin an
accountability system but might be very useful for adults who want to measure their own
progress. These kinds of assessments can be an integral part of an instructional
gpproach. Accountability systems need measures that are easy to collect and quantify,
and these may not be useful to students and difficult to integrate into instruction.  Further
research into assessment might produce a hybrid system that addresses both
accountability and student needs and could lead to certification of progress that occurs
more frequently than it does at present in most programs. Severd levels of certification
within a program may be helpful to student morale, but sate-level or even nationa
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certification of achievement might make smdler increments of learner progress more
meaningful and provide arange of god steps.

NEXT STEPS

These four supports are more likely to be built if the policy makers who provide
funding value them. This means that persstence must become a more important
measure in program accountability, and funding agencies must provide the technical
assstance and training needed for programs to put these supports in place.
Researchers must help to develop both better measures of and tools for measuring
persstence and to identify when a support is of sufficient qudity and when it is not.
Policy makers should hold programs accountable for the qudity of their intake,
orientation, instruction, and program approaches that support persastence. A measure
of “readinessto perast” might be developed to judge the impact of these services on
individud learners, since actud persistence can be affected by forces outside of the
control of programs.

The next step in thisresearch is to observe how red programs use the
description of these four supports to change practice. Out of these observations can
come a comprehensive program modd that is focused on improving persistence retes.
That model should then be tested with a variety of populations so thet its effectiveness
can be assessed.  The adults who participate should be sources of insght into what
worked and what did not so that improvements can be made based on both the
quantitative and quditative data.
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APPENDIX A

LEARNER MOTIVATION STUDY:
INFORMATION SHEET

What organization is sponsoring thisresearch?

The Nationd Center for the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy (NCSALL) at the
Harvard Graduate School of Education is conducting the study. The god of
NCSALL'’sresearch isto provide information that can be used to improve practice in
programs that offer ABE, ESOL, and Pre-GED services.

Who ison the research team?

John Comings, Principal Investigator. Johnisthe director of NCSALL. Before
coming to HGSE, he spent 12 years as Vice President of World Education, a Boston
non-profit agency that provides technica assstance and training, pursues research, and
manages projectsin adult education around the world. He served asthe Director of
SABES (State Literacy Resource Center) in Massachusetts, asssted in the designing of
ingructor training programs, and directed projects that focused on improving the
teaching of both math and hedlth in adult education programs.  His research and writing
have focused on the impact of adult literacy programs and the factors that lead to that
impact inthe U.S. and in Third World countries.

Andrea Parrella, Research Assistant. Andreajust completed her EJ.M focusing on
Adult Education at the Harvard Graduate School of Education. Before that, she spent
four yearsin ABE programsin the Boston areaworking as ateacher and asa
coordinator. She worked as ateacher a Roxbury Community College, the Suffolk
County House of Corrections, and the American Red Cross Workplace Education
Project and as ateacher/coordinator at the Adult Learning Program in Jamaica Plain.

Chaunda Scott, Interviewer. Chaundawill be completing her Ed.M focusing on Adult
Education at the Harvard Graduate School of Education in December of 1997. She
taught in community education and in ABE programs in the Minnegpolis area for seven
years. Besdes being agraduate student, she is dso a student research assistant for
NCSALL.
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What isthe objective of theresearch?

The study will present a comprehensive picture of the factors that work against or
support the mativation of adult learnersto persst in ABE programs. The study will
focus on learners between a 5-8" grade reading level. Because of budget constraints
we are focused on this population for our first study. We hope to do smilar sudies
with other groups such as ESOL, 0-4 reading level, and GED.

What research methods ar e being employed?

A review of the ABE Learner Mativation Literature
One-on-one interviews with learnersin Pre-GED classes across New England

What kind of information is needed from adult lear ning center s?

Interviews with learners will focus on what keeps learners motivated to stay in schoal.
Questions are focused on identifying the various factors that work againgt and that
support learnersto persist in their programs. Some examples of possible factors are:
family, friends, classmates, teachers, and classroom ingtruction.

To participate in the study, what kind of commitment does the lear ning center
need to make?

A one-hour class activity on motivation facilitated by members of the research team
to introduce the participating class to the topic.

30 minute interviews with each learner both in the fal of 1997 and in the Spring of
1998. [note: if learners leave the program, we would sill want to interview them if
possible)].

An optiond one hour follow-up session with the program to discuss the study’s
findings.

How will the privacy of the learning center and of the lear ners be maintained?

No one outside of the research team will have access to the true names of programs or
of learners. For publication, al nameswill be changed.
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How will the study’ s findings be used and disseminated?

In generd, the findings will be usad to increase the knowledge that we, in the field of
ABE have about the factors that work for and againgt learners as they strive to achieve
their educationd gods. They will be made available for teachers, counsdlors, program
daff, and learners as data to reflect on and discuss as they continually make decisions
about how they will carry out their program misson. The datawill dso be made
available for program directors and policy makers to aid them as they advocate for
more support for ABE programs. The next phase of this project will be the
development of an intervention strategy meant to help learners identify the forces that
help and hinder their participation, to build on the supporting forces, and overcome the
forcesthat hinder their participation. That intervention will then be tested to assessits
effectiveness.

How will lear ner s be compensated for their time?
Each interview participant will be compensated $10.00, paid after each Yhour

interview.

***x* Eor further information, or to find out how your students can become involved in
the study, please contact Andrea Parrellaat NCSALL.
Ph: 617-495-1712 Fax: 617-495-4811. Email: Parrdan@HUGSEL.harvard.edu
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Set Up

APPENDIX B

ORIENTATION ACTIVITY
WITH POTENTIAL INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS

A. chairsin semi-circle with big spacein middle
B. with teacher, agree on dayswhen we can interview learners

|. Agenda: Research assstant and participants introduce themsalves. Introduction:
Thank you for working with us on the Learner Motivation Study. Today, we'll be
doing a 30-45 minute activity to give you a better idea of what this project is abouit.
Then we will answer any questions you may have about the project. Next week,
we will do individua interviews with those of you who are interested.

1. Motivation

1.

o s

Ask participants: What are some examples of gods that people work
toward in life? Write examples on newsprint. Choose one together to use
for thisactivity (NB: if they name “GED” or “finishing school asagod,
then say, “1 will be asking questions about that god in the individua
interviews. So for this activity, let’s choose another god”)

Choose agoa and write it on the top of a piece of newsprint. [examples of
gods chosen: renting an apartment, owning a home, getting off welfare]
Make alist together of who or what would help someone achieve this god
(supports/pogitive forces) and who or what would get in the way of
achieving thisgod (negative forces/obstacles)

Condense ligt: any repetitions? Comfortable with lig?

Explain the role play and decide on roles: A person who is trying to reach X
god has many supports and barriers. Let’s say that the supports and
barriers are voices indgde the person’s head, influencing her as she moves
toward her god. I'd liketo ask for avolunteer who will play therole of this
person trying to achieve her god (god from step # 2). Then, I'd like the
other participantsto divide into two smdler groups: the supports and the
barriers (the positives and the negatives). The “supports’ go to one side of
the table or room and the “barriers’ go to the other Sde. The volunteer Sits
between both groups.

AsK the other participants to choose 1 support or 1 barrier from step #3
and then spontaneoudy act out each force, going back and forth between
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10.

supports and barriers, trying to build on what was said. Keep going until al
the forces (or “voices’) are heard. For example, alearner might say
something like, “Y ou can't rent an gpartment. Y ou don’t have a steady
job.”  And a positive force might respond with “I’m your friend and I'll help
you think about ways that you can rent this gpartment. W€ ll find away.”
The participant who volunteered to be the one trying to reach the goa
ligensto dl the forces asif they were voices within him or hersdlf.

The research assgtant explains that they are dl acting out arole and that
what they say does not necessarily represent their own views. They areto
try to understand and bring to life the forces they have chosen and should
fed free to add words and fedling to their role.

Once al the forces have been acted out, the teacher asks the volunteer
what comments or reactions she might have and what she feds. The teacher
gives this student the opportunity to spesak first about her experience then
asksthe rest of the group what it was like to act out the forces.

Research assgtant explains how this activity relates to the maotivation study.
Explanation: One of the main concernsin ABE centersis how to
create an environment that will best work for you as students. Every
day, you make a decision to come to school or not to come to school
(point to ‘buy the car’ ‘rent an apartment’ and other side...). We
would like to find out who or what the main forces are that convince
you to come to school each day, and who or what are the main forces
that may convince you not to come to school sometimes...and forces
that may convince you to leave school. In the next week, we' d like to
interview you individually to find out who or what these forcesare in
your lives. We plan to interview 220 students in New England in the
next couple of months. In the Spring, we' d like to interview you again,
to find out if the forces have changed. Then we'll put the information
together and give it to teachers, program directors, you and other
students[in a way that preserves privacy Ex: we'll say “ 20% of
students decide to stop coming to school because their pet iguanas are
sick”]. You and other members of your learning center can use this
information to think about ways to help increase the # of students who
reech their learning gods.

Research assstant explains how the interview questionnaire was crested:
We (research team)made a list (just like we did in this activity) of dl the
forces that we could think of (after reading articles by teachers, researchers,
comments by students...) that work for and against students and them put
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11.

12.

them into categorieq(refer to the examples from the activity and explain
categories...indde head/insde classingde programvinsde life). Then we
wrote a set of questionsto ask you about each category. [So for the

example tonight, one category was and one example of aquestion
might be . The interview will take about 30 minutes to complete
and will be conducted with during classtime.

(with teacher’s permission).  We hopethat you'll be interested in
interviewing with one of us. Y ou are the experts of your own experiences
and we'reredly interested in learning from you.

We are dso able to pay you asmall amount for your expertise ($10-).
You'll be compensated in cash right after the interview.

Answer any questions students have about the process.
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»

APPENDIX C

ORIENTATION ACTIVITY
WITH POTENTIAL INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS
(ONE ON ONE)

A participant: What are some examples of goas you might work
toward/have worked toward in your life? Write examples on paper.
Choose one together to use for thisactivity (NB: if they name“GED” or
“finishing school asagod, then say, “I will be asking questions about that
god intheindividud interviews. So for this activity, let’s choose another
god”)

Choose agod and write it on the top of apiece of paper. [examples of
gods chosen: renting an apartment, owning a home, getting off welfare]
Make alist together of who or what would help someone achieve this god
(supports/positive forces) and who or what would get in the way of
achieving thisgoa (negative forces/obstacles)

Condense ligt: any repetitions? Comfortable with lig?

Discuss the supports and the obstacles.  Which supports are the strongest?
Which obstacles are the strongest? Which supports/obstacles can you
change to help you reach this god?

Research assgtant explains how this activity relates to the motivation study.
Explanation: One of the main concernsin ABE centersis how to
create an environment that will best work for you as students. Every
day, you make a decision to come to school or not to come to school
(point to ‘buy the car’ ‘rent an apartment’ and other side...). We
would like to find out who or what the main forces are that convince
you to come to school each day, and who or what are the main forces
that may convince you not to come to school sometimes...and forces
that may convince you to leave school. In the next week, we'd like to
interview you individually to find out who or what these forcesare in
your lives. We plan to interview 220 studentsin New England in the
next couple of months. In the Spring, we' d like to interview you again,
to find out if the forces have changed. Then we'll put the information
together and give it to teachers, program directors, you and other
students[in a way that preserves privacy Ex: we'll say “ 20% of
students decide to stop coming to school because their pet iguanas are
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8.

0.

sick” ]. You and other members of your learning center can usethis
information to think about ways to help increase the # of students who
reach their learning gods.

Research assstant explains how the interview questionnaire was crested:
We (research teem)made a lit (just like we did in this activity) of dl the
forces that we could think of (after reading articles by teachers, researchers,
comments by students...) that work for and againgt students and them put
them into categorieg(refer to the examples from the activity and explain
categories...indde head/ingde classinsde program/ingde life). Thenwe
wrote a set of questions to ask you about each category. [So for the
example tonight, one category was ___and one example of a question
might be . The interview will take about 30 minutes to complete
and will be conducted with during classtime.
(with teacher’s permission).  We hopethat you'll be interested in
interviewing with one of us. You are the experts of your own experiences
and we'reredly interested in learning from you.

We are dso able to pay you a small amount for your expertise($10-).
You'll be compensated in cash right after the interview.

Answer any questions the student has about the process.
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APPENDIX D

PROGRAM PARTICIPANT INTERVIEW GUIDE
LEARNER MOTIVATION STUDY
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

Thank you for participating in this study. | would like you to know that
everything you say to me will be completely confidential. If you feel
uncomfortable answering any question, let me know.

Do you have any questions? (pause) If you have any questions at any
time or if you don't understand something |1've said, please let me know.

PART ONE
| have five sets of general information questions I’ d like to ask you before we talk
about motivation. | apologize that there are so many, but hopefully we can get
through these sections in 10 minutes or so.

. GENERAL INFORMATION

In thisfirst section, I'd like to get some general information about you.

1. How would you describe your race/ethnicity?
2. Could you tell meyour age?
3. Doyou haveajob outsde of your home? Yes  No
4. How many hours per week do you usualy work outside of the home including
transportation?
5. Do you have children? Yes No
6. Arethey livingwithyou? Yes No
7. What are their ages?
8. Areyou asingle parent? Yes No
[1. SCHOOLING

For thissecond section, I'd like to ask you some questions about your schooling
when you wer e a child.

1. What grade level were you in when you left school ?
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2. What year did you leave school ?

3. If you left school before graduation, why did you leave?

4. How would you rate your time in school ?

very positive 5

positive 4

neutral 3

negative 2

very negative 1
5. Why?

6. When you did fed positive about school, what made you fed positive?

7. When you did fed negative about school, what made you fed negetive?
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1. INFLUENTIAL ADULTSIN YOUR LIFE

Thisthird set of questionsis about the influential adultsin your lifewhen you
were a child.

1. What adults played an influentid part of your life when you were a child? (include
those you lived with/those you didnt live with)

2. How many years of school did __ (answersto1l)  complete?
(NB: number namesin answer to 1)

3. Whatwere __ (answersto 1) attitudes about school?
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IV.INFLUENTIAL PEOPLE IN YOUR LIFE CURRENTLY

Thisfourth set of questionsis about theinfluential peoplein your life now.

1. What adults play an influentid role in your life (those you live with/don't live with)?

2. How many years of school did ___ (answersfor #1)  complete?
(NB: number namesin answer to 1)

3. What are __ (answersfor #1) _ attitudes about school ?

V. PROGRAM EXPERIENCE

Thislast set of questions before we start the section on motivation is about
your experience with schooling as an adult.

1. How long haveyoubeena _ (name of current learning center)  ?

2. Why did you decide to enter (name of current learning center)  ?
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3. Beforeyou entered , did you ever do any sdlf-study? (towards GED,
or other academic goals) If yes, could you describe what you did?

4. Have you attended other ABE learning centers or other kinds of education
programs?
[ Record information starting with the program the learner most recently attended.]

#1

a Where? (city, state)

b. When (year)?

c. How Long?

d. Day/Evening Classes?

e. Structured group/individuaized?
f. Why did you decide to enter?

0. Why did you leave?
h. Was there any other reason why you left?

#2

a Where? (city, state)

b. When (year)?

c. How Long?

d. Day/Evening Classes?

e. Structured group/individuaized?
f. Why did you decide to enter?

0. Why did you leave?
h. Was there any other reason why you left?

#3
a Where? (city, state)
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b. When (year)?

c. How Long?

d. Day/Evening Classes?

e. Structured group/individuaized?
f. Why did you decide to enter?

g. Why did you leave?
h. Was there any other reason why you left?

PART 2

Introduction: This next section of the interview will last for about 15 minutes.
I’ll be asking you questions about what helps you stay at __ (name of learning
center) and what causes you to think about leaving. Your answerswill
help to make changesat___ (name of learning center)  and in other learning
centers so they can better serve your needs. Please be as honest as you can. No
one will be able to find out what you said.

Is there anything you' d like to ask me about before we continue?
OPEN-ENDED QUESTIONS

1. Ingenerd, how would you rateyour timea ___ (name of learning center)  ?

very positive 5
positive 4
neutral 3
negative 2
very negative 1

2. When you do fedl positive about your time at what makes you fed

positive?
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3. Do you ever fed negative about your time at ?
4. When you do fedl negative about your time at , what makes you fedl
negetive?

5. Who or What is helping you stay in the program?

prompts
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6. Which isthe mogt important, which is next, which is next? (put #s next to #5
answers)
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7. Who or What do you fed are obstaclesto your coming to school ?

prompts

8. Could you rate them? Which isthe most important, which is next, which is next?
(number answers #7)
X. SUMMATION

1. Onemoretime, of dl weve taked about, who or what, in order of importance,
help you the most to stay in school ?

1.

2.
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3.
2. Onemoretime, of dl we ve taked about, who or what, in order of importance, are
the strongest obstacles to your coming to school ?

1.

2.

3.

3. Isthere any thing else you would like to say?

4. What did you think of the Mativation Activity we did with your class?
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We would like to be able to contact you in about four months, even if you are no
longer at __(name of learning center) . We'd like your name, address
and phone number and the name, address and phone number of someone who
would know where you are if you move. Isthis OK?

Interview participant#

Name:

Address:

Phone #

Contact:

Name of Learning Center:

City and State:

Name of Teacher:

Type of Class:.

Hereismy card. If you leave the program, | would appreciate you're giving me a
call. You can call collect if you move to another state. Then | can interview you a
second time over the phone. Also, if you think of anything that you'd like to add,
please call. Thank you again, you were very patient.
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Fill This section out after Interview is Over

Interview Partner #

Interview 1 2

Gender Mde Femde

Date

ClassTime  Morning Afternoon Evening

ClassType  Structured Group Individualized
Amount of ingruction time per week:

CATEGORIES

SELF

CLASSROOM

PROGRAM

LIFE (OUTSIDE OF LEARNING CENTER)
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APPENDIX E

PERMISSION FORM

Number:
Dear student:

Thank you for participating in the Adult Learner Motivation Study. Y our name and all
information from your interview will be kept completely confidentid. By signing this
form below you give your permission for your interview to be used in the sudy. At the
end of the interview, you will be paid $10- for your time and expertise.

Andrea Parrella, Ed.M.
NCSALL Research Assstant

| hereby give my permission for my interview to be used in the
Adult Learner Motivation Sudy.

Sudent’s sgnature Date

Please print:

Name:

Address:

Phone:

Social Security #:

Contact name and phone:
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