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Abstract

The purpose of this in-depth phenomenological study was to examine the perceptions of participants in the state of Oklahoma’s Widening Opportunities in the Workplace [WOW] program that is a work-based education program. The Oklahoma State Department of Education, in collaboration with local school district’s adult learning centers, and local businesses, operates the WOW program. The method of data collection used was a series of semi structured, formal interviews with participants that included the following stakeholder groups: ESL adult learners, instructors, administrators, and managers. Memoing was used during all phases of the data collection. After all the data were collected and were entered into the qualitative software, NVivo, the memos were used to help further understand the themes that were developed through NVivo. The data collection and analysis utilized interviews and phenomenological methodology, which was used to describe the feelings, perceptions, and actual realities for 15 study participants. Six themes emerged from the interviews with stakeholders in the WOW program from this study, which reflected their experiences. The following six themes were: (a) moving from dependency toward self-direction, (b) life experiences help one understand new information, (c) look for new knowledge to fulfill societal roles, (d) adults seek immediate relevance for their learning, (e) incentives for taking classes, and (f) scheduling difficulties. The results of this study determined that the participants believed that the WOW program did indeed; develop basic skills to meet the literacy needs of workers. Additionally, the study made clear that a literacy program that is designed to interact with a company's other programs for safety and training is especially useful. It revealed the significance of connecting workplace vocabulary and literacy classes to provide a ready-made source of relevant, meaningful material for the adult students, serve employees more effectively, and yield greater benefits to the employer through: fewer employee errors, better communication, and higher employee loyalty to the company. Recommendations for workplace literacy programs such as WOW that are conducted on the work premises, in order to function well; must work in partnership within companies that recognize their value and assist employees in scheduling their participation. 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

Introduction to the Problem
Workforce literacy, as a movement, has gained serious recognition in the past decade and has emerged as a major topic for discussion among business and literacy leaders. The fields of adult workplace literacy and workforce literacy have gained attention essentially because of a pervasive concern in American business regarding inadequate literacy skills in the workplace. The negative effects of low literacy in the workforce are financially significant to both employee and employer, and employers share concerns that their workforce will not be prepared for the technological advances of the future. Rapid labor market changes have created urgency among employers, requiring attention to skill deficiencies (Levenson, 2001, 2004).

Of those persons who enter high school in the United States, only about 70% will graduate; one of the lowest rates among industrialized nations. Equally as important is the fact that, of those who do receive a diploma, only half are academically prepared for postsecondary education (Committee on Education and Labor [CEL], 2009). A recent study of high-school juniors and seniors taking the ACT college entrance exam confirmed this; only half of the students were ready for college-level reading assignments in core subjects like math, history, science, and English (ACT, 2006). 

While a national concern has surfaced about the number of marginally literate or under-skilled employees in America’s workplace, tremendous loss in productivity looms because of the lack of literacy in the workplace. Such loss in productivity is not the only cost associated with an undereducated workforce. Besides spending billions of dollars annually on remedial reading, writing, and computation skills, individuals bear considerable personal cost. The individual dignity of undereducated workers is diminished and their self-esteem is undermined (Alliance for Excellent Education [AEE], 2009a).

The United States is the only industrialized country in the world in which today’s youth are less probable than their parents to have completed high school. This is a staggering turn for our nation, which prides itself on providing educational opportunity to each person. To sustain the promise of the American education system as a ladder to economic, social, and civic success, high school graduation rates must improve for all young people; especially for the growing numbers of students of color (Balfanz & Legters, 2004; Education Trust, 2003, 2008).

By 2020, the nation’s African-American population is expected to increase by 10%, the Latino population by a full third. Yet today, more than one in every three students from these fast-growing groups do not graduate from high school on time (Education Trust, 2008). 

Over a million of the students who enter ninth grade do not receive a high-school diploma 4 years later (AEE, 2009a). In fact, according to the AEE, about 7,000 students drop out every school day, significantly decreasing their chances in the workplace and in life. The impact is not only on the individual; the nation’s economic vitality is weakened and its social and civic climate eroded when students do not reach high levels of achievement and attainment. Until recently, however, the American public and their elected and appointed officials knew little of the crisis in the nation’s high schools. Reputable, independent research has exposed a particularly distressing secret of the country’s educational system: official graduation rates neither count nor report the large number of students who drop out of it (AEE, 2009a).

Studies also highlight the financial impact of the nation’s dropout rates. A recent report by the McKinsey Corporation showed that if minority student performance had reached white students by 1998, the GDP in 2009 would have been between $310 billion and $525 billion higher–or approximately 2% to 4% of GDP. The report also said the achievement gaps in the United States are the same as having a “permanent national recession” (CEL, 2009, para. 4). If African American and Latino students in New York graduated from high school at the same rate as their White peers, approximately 37,000 additional minority students would graduate every year (Education Trust, 2008).

About 2,000 high schools in the United States produce nearly half of the nation’s dropouts. In these high schools, the number of seniors is routinely 50% or less than the number of freshmen 4 years earlier (CEL, 2009). Over his or her lifetime, a high school dropout earns, on average, about $260,000 less than a high school graduate earns and about $1 million less than a college graduate earns (Rouse, 2005). Moreover, approximately 75% of state prison inmates did not complete high school. A 5% increase in male high-school graduation rates would save the nation almost $5 billion in costs associated with incarceration (AEE, 2006; Lochner & Moretti, 2004).

In many workplaces in the United States, the need to train and educate today’s worker in literacy and job skills is clear, allowing workers to gain and maintain useful employment. Adult learners of language and literacy are quite diverse. They are high-school dropouts, underprepared college students, new immigrants who need to learn English as a second language (ESL), out-of-work Americans who need basic language and literacy skills, and mature adult employees who need to upgrade their language and literacy skills in the wake of changes in their work environments (Donohue, 2006; Hunter & Harman, 1979, 1985; Jurmo, 2004). 

Undereducated workers, however, find motivation difficult in such circumstances, and self-actualization for the illiterate individual is virtually precluded. The costs of such failure are far too great in both financial and human terms (Gowen, 1992; Jurmo, 2004). The purpose of this research was to explore ways of identifying and understanding more about these problems in the workplace and determining the effects on the worker and on society.

The United States also has an increasing need for workers, whether native, immigrant, or outsourced, to improve their English language skills, so they can keep current and knowledgeable in an ever-changing work environment. This need is not being met (Bates & Phelan, 2002). A goal of this study was to ascertain exactly what companies have done to remedy this problem, and specifically, to address those who need to learn ESL.
Background of the Problem

In an earlier era, much of the American workforce was illiterate and, due to the arrival of immigrants in the early 1900s, many could not speak English. At that time, it was not considered a crisis in adult literacy (Portage County Literacy Coalition, 1994). The workplace environment was such that most workers could acquire practicable employment with little ability in written or spoken English.

Today, this is no longer the case. According to Belfiore, Defoe, Folinsbee, Hunter, and Jackson (2004), employment has changed, and workers must be able to read and write. The Workforce Investment Act of 1998 defined literacy as "an individual's ability to read, write, speak in English, compute and solve problems at levels of proficiency necessary to function on the job, in the family of the individual, and in society” (as cited in National Institute for Literacy [NIL], 2010, para. 1). While the literacy rate in the United States has risen during the past 90 years, the need for literate workers has grown even faster. 

The National Center on Education and the Economy (NCEE; 2007) warned that if the United States is to maintain an international competitive edge, the literacy skills of the at-risk population must be addressed. This population includes the homeless, the working poor, those on welfare, those currently incarcerated, and those needing English for work and education reasons.

Studies have highlighted the financial impact of the nation’s dropout rates. If the high school students who dropped out of the Class of 2009 had graduated, the nation’s economy would have benefited from nearly $335 billion in additional income over the course of their lifetimes. According to a new issue brief from the AEE, “As these findings show, the best economic stimulus is a high school diploma,” said Bob Wise, president of the AEE and former governor of West Virginia. “Given the state of high schools in the United States, it is imperative that the nation focus attention on students most at risk of dropping out if it is to achieve long-term economic stability. In an Information Age economy, education is the main currency” (as cited in AEE, 2009, p. 1). 

Not only do high school dropouts earn less while employed, they are much more likely to be unemployed through the current economic recession, the brief observed. In July of 2009, the unemployment rate for high school dropouts was 15.4%, compared to 9.4% for high school graduates, 7.9% for individuals with some college credits or an associate’s degree, and 4.7% for individuals with a bachelor’s degree or higher (AEE, 2009).

As stated by the report, The High Cost of High School Dropouts: What the Nation Pays for Inadequate High Schools, the average annual income for a high school dropout in 2005 was $17,299, compared to $26,933 for a high school graduate, a difference of $9,634. The impact on the country’s economy is less evident, but collectively its effect is overwhelming (AEE, 2009). “The results speak clearly,” Wise noted. “In this economy, being without a high school diploma is two strikes—you are more likely to make less and, if you have a job, you are more likely to be laid off from it” (as cited in AEE, 2009, p. 1).

According to the Center for Labor Market Studies at Northeastern University, the probability of being incarcerated is more than six times greater for a high school dropout than for a graduate. Dropouts also experience a stark wage disadvantage, with a lifetime net fiscal contribution to society of negative $5,200. The average high school graduate produces a positive lifetime contribution of $287,384, and a college graduate contributes $793,079 (Harburg, 2010). Lower wages for this population are drastic enough, but when housing costs: just one of several essential living expenses that have tripled since 1979 (Center for Housing Policy, 2004; Kaufman, 2004), are added to the calculation, computations show that real wages for male low-wage workers are actually less than they were 30 years ago (Conlin & Bernstein, 2004).

Thus, a typical high school dropout has qualifications meeting the needs of 10% of all new jobs, while the U.S. Department of Labor estimated 90% of new high-growth; high-wage jobs will require some level of postsecondary education (CEL, 2009). These numbers mean the high school dropout segment of the population is locked out of most of the workforce unless they improve their literacy skills.

Hence, poor literacy skills in the workforce can be very costly for employers and for society as a whole. Edward Gordon, Imperial Consulting Corporation (as cited in Strauss & Lombardi, 2010) stated the United States, as well as the rest of the world, is in an acute job and capacity crisis. The world has entered the “cyber-mental age” (Gordon, as cited in Strauss & Lombardi, 2010, p. 4) in which rapid technological developments have noticeably reduced low-skilled jobs but increased high-skilled ones. Gordon indicated the United States has not effectively prepared its students and workers for these high-skilled jobs, as evidenced by its considerable high school dropout rate and poor literacy levels. Likewise, both developing and developed countries have worked fiercely to draw and retain knowledge workers and high-tech businesses, making it even more demanding for the United States to uphold its competitive edge.

Gordon anticipated 12 million to 24 million job vacancies in the United States over the period 2010–2020 because U.S. workers will not have the needed skills to fill them. He recommended that states overhaul their education-to-employment systems so all students graduate from high school and acquire some type of postsecondary education. He also recommended cooperative efforts between local and regional employers and education systems to match up the skills taught in schools with the needs of employers (Strauss & Lombardi, 2010). 

According to Vickers (2007, p. 1), “The future workforce is here; and it is sadly ill-prepared for the demands of today’s (and tomorrow’s) workplace,” asserted the study Are They Ready to Work? The study published the results of a survey of 431 human resource officials conducted in April and May of 2006, by The Conference Board, Corporate Voices for Working Families, the Partnership for 21st Century Skills, and the Society for Human Resource Management. Results showed that high school graduates coming into the workforce were especially lacking in terms of writing skills (Vickers, 2007).

When asked to rate the basic skills of these new entrants into the workforce, almost three quarters of respondents said such candidates were inadequate in “Writing in English,” a category that included spelling and grammar. Moreover, when asked to rate high school graduates’ applied skills, a huge 81% said new candidates with a high school diploma are lacking in the area of “Written Communications.” In summary, the majority of respondents said these new workers were deficient in both a basic understanding of written English and a practical understanding of how to communicate by way of the written word in the workplace (Vickers, 2007). The study also revealed that employers viewed reading and writing as critical basic skills. Yet, these skills seem to be eroding (Vickers, 2007).

Proliteracy.org noted on their Web site that, "Low literacy’s effects cost the U.S. $225 billion or more each year in non-productivity in the workforce, crime, and loss of tax revenue due to unemployment” (Proliteracy, 2008, p. 1). This cost affects the economy, the growth of our country, and our future as individuals and as a nation. Another cost to the economy is the money that must be spent to educate new immigrants, both legal and illegal. Immigrants must learn mainstream English if they wish to become self-sufficient citizens and members of the workforce. With the change in welfare laws and the general depletion of available revenues for social programs, including English language and basic skills education and training, the need for self-sufficiency is evident. One of the barriers to self-sufficiency is a lack of English language skills. Limited English language ability has been shown to reduce the ability of ESL students to gain adequate employment (Capp, Fix, Passel, Ost, Perez-Lopez, 2003; NAM, 2001). 

Capp et al. (2003) noted that nearly three quarters (73%) of limited English proficient (LEP) workers speak Spanish. Much smaller shares speak other languages, led by Chinese (4%), Vietnamese (4%), and Korean (2%). While time in the United States and work experience reduce the share of workers who are LEP, 29% of workers who have been in the country for 20 years or more can still be considered LEP. In general, limited English skills are closely associated with low-wage work, but nearly two-thirds (62%) of low-wage, immigrant workers are LEP, compared with only 2% of low-wage natives. The vast majority of all LEP workers: 84%, are foreign-born.

Immigrants are a large and growing share of U.S. workers and are disproportionately represented at the low-wage and lower-skilled end of the labor force. In fact, their share of workers has grown most rapidly among the low-skilled. In 2005, immigrants represented 12% of the U.S. population, but 15% of workers, more than 21% of low-wage workers, and almost 45% of workers without a high school education. By 2005, 9 million low-wage and 6 million lower-skilled immigrant workers were within a total of 20 million immigrant workers (Capp, Fortuny, & Fix, 2007; Rouse, 2005). 
Statement of the Problem
The United States has a national crisis regarding the increasing number of marginally literate workers in the workforce. In the past decade, increased interest has surfaced from policy makers and employers in the literacy rates of employees in the American workforce. Employers, especially, are concerned that their workforce will be under-skilled and ill prepared for the technological advances of the future and global competitiveness. Although many companies have increased their participation in workforce literacy programs, researchers have undertaken and published little scholarly research since the 1990s (Levenson, 2004).

Many adult-literacy programs have achieved recent prominence, and large numbers of marginally literate workers have been documented in the American workplace. Although significant data have been available in studies over the past decade, literacy and business professionals have not been able to reach consensus on what it means to be literate or what skills are necessary to be literate. Literacy professionals have not completely transformed the knowledge gained into meaningful or successful practice (Jurmo, 2004). Hence, more research needs to be conducted on the adult literacy programs now in operation, particularly those programs focused on English as a second language, in order to document the factors that create the most successful programs. Increasing numbers of adult learners need well-planned literacy training.
Purpose Statement
Most studies concerned with language learners’ perspectives and views have been quantitative in nature, employing Likert-type scale questionnaires as the principal method of data collection. Few studies on the effectiveness of the language program have employed in-depth phenomenological methods of describing and interpreting the lived experiences of the language learner and the administrators of such programs (Tse, 2000). Most of the research on good language programs primarily uses models from general education, which Berlin (2000) argued is inadequate, as learning language differs from learning any other subject. Accordingly, three things are lacking in the literature on the good language program’s curricula: (a) more focused research devoted to the investigation and description of learners’ points of view, perceptions, and expectations of good language programs; (b) focused research on how administrators and managers of such programs view their role in the education of adult learners; and (c) research that addresses the issue from an interpretive or qualitative viewpoint.

Therefore, the purpose of this in-depth phenomenological study using interviews of the various stakeholders in the Oklahoma’s Widening Opportunities in the Workplace (WOW] Program was to explore the lived experiences of these stakeholders as they collaborated to educate adult learners. Hence, the main purpose of this study was to collect and organize the lived experiences of adult ESL students, administrators, and managers who participated in WOW. The Oklahoma State Department of Education, in partnership with local school districts and local businesses operated the program. The findings in this study lead to a comprehensive understanding of what adult ESL learners need in order to acquire English as a second language. This research aimed at illuminating the ways in which ESL adult learners successfully negotiated mismatches in their needs and expectations with the ultimate goal of helping businesses to reach a compromise between what their ESL learners wanted and what they (the businesses) believed is best for their employees.

The study was based on the assumption that the responsibility for constructing a classroom environment in which effective learning can transpire falls squarely and equally on the shoulders of teachers (or the organization) and the learners (Putnam & Borko, 2000). Businesses, adult learning centers, and ESL adult learners benefited from this research. The former, by gaining insight into ESL adult learners’ needs and preferences, and the latter by achieving what Dodd (1995) referred to as personal power and the belief that their opinions and actions made a difference.
Research Questions
This research study was a qualitative phenomenological study of Oklahoma’s WOW program in which the perceptions of employees and business managers, teachers and administrators involved in a workplace ESL program were explored. The study addressed the following research questions:

1. What are the perceptions of the administrators, teachers, and business managers of workplace ESL programs regarding the effectiveness of the program implemented at that company?
2. What are the perceptions of the adult learners enrolled in an ESL workforce program regarding the effectiveness of the program?
Rationale

The Workforce Investment Act (WIA) of 1998 defined literacy as "an individual's ability to read, write, speak in English, compute and solve problems at levels of proficiency necessary to function on the job, in the family of the individual, and in society” (as cited in NIL, 2010, para. 1). The National Center on Education and the Economy (2007) warned that if the United States is to continue its international competitive edge, it must address the literacy skills of the at-risk population. This population includes the homeless, the working poor, those on welfare, those currently incarcerated, and those needing ESL for work and other reasons.

Immigrants are a large and growing share of U.S. workers and are disproportionately represented at the low-wage and lower-skilled end of the labor force. There were 125.3 million workers in the United States in 2002, 17.9 million of whom were foreign-born. There were 43.1 million low-wage workers, 8.6 million of whom were foreign-born. Two million immigrant workers earned less than the minimum wage (Capp et al., 2003). Nearly half (48%) of all immigrant workers earned less than 200% of the minimum wage, compared with 32% of native workers. The average low-wage immigrant worker earned $14,400 in 2001. That educators and administrators must step up to meet the needs of the growing population of underprepared workers is unquestioned. The need is great and more research must take place to ensure that the literacy level of this group increases so these workers can be more productive in society and earn a living wage.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework chosen for the present study was Knowles’ adult learning theory. While the term andragogy has been in use for decades, Malcolm Knowles, recognized as the father of adult-learning theory, gave the term new meaning (Davenport, 1987). The word “andragogy” is based upon aner (stem andra), the Greek word for “man, not boy” (adult) and agogus signifying “leader of” (Knowles, as cited in Davenport, 1987, p. 17). Knowles (1970) defined andragogy as the “art and science of helping adults learn,” but he explained, “The word actually implies more than just helping adults learn” (as cited in Davenport, 1987, p. 17). Knowles illustrated the term as referring to the act of “helping human beings learn, and that it therefore has implications for the education of children and youth” as well (Knowles, 1970, p. 38). Therefore, andragogy and pedagogy are philosophical terms referring to teaching methodology rather than the age of the students in a classroom.

Knowles (1970) explained four assumptions about the unique characteristics of adults that are foundational to his theory of andragogy and adult learners. First, he noted that adult learners take a more dynamic position in pursuing education because they are in the course of moving from a state of dependency on others to self-direction as people and learners. Second, during this process of maturing, the adult learners add a growing reservoir of life experiences that help make possible the understanding of new information. Third, adults look for new information based upon their needs for knowledge to complete tasks and progress within their societal roles. Finally, adult learners seek immediate relevance for their information, rather than future use as children expect, making adults more interested in problem- and learner-centered styles of education rather than subject-centered learning. 

Kennedy (2003) summarized the last two theories like this, “Adults enter learning situations with more specific and immediate intention to apply newly acquired knowledge” (p. 3). The fact that adults are able to recognize their specific needs and seek knowledge to meet those needs is probably the most important feature to remember when teaching adults. This single proactive action on their part surpasses and underscores all the other characteristics of an adult learner. Because adult learners have established that they need to know something, they are now ready to learn. They identify a need or a question and look for the answer. The fact that they come to the educational facility is evidence of their self-directedness. This need-to-know pushes the adult learner into the active and problem-centered area of the education philosophy (Knowles, 1980). Knowles, Holton, and Swanson (2005) wrote,

Indeed, one of the distinguishing characteristics of many adult learning programs is the shared control of program planning and facilitation. Even in learning situations in which the learning content is prescribed, sharing control over the learning strategies is believed to make learning more effective. (p. 133)

Knowles (1980) visualized self-actualization as the ultimate goal of education for adults and proposed that adult educators should aid learning and assist adults in reaching their potential and developing into self-directed learners. According to Knowles, the teaching method of andragogy would achieve this goal (Holmes & Abington-Cooper, 2000). Holmes and Abington-Cooper told of Knowles’ contrast of andragogy to pedagogy. While andragogy concerns “providing procedures and resources for helping learners acquire information and skills, pedagogy, the methodology used by the majority of educators in the United States, is focused on the actual transmission of information and skills” (Holmes & Abington-Cooper, 2000, p. 15).

Because of the self-directed nature of andragogy, it has a tendency to be associated with independent adults rather than children. Adult learners are able to identify and determine their educational needs, as well as capable of assessing the information they receive, and self-assessing whether learning has taken place (Elias & Merriam, 1995). Therefore, andragogy tends to be more active and learner-centered, with the emphasis placed on the learners’ life experiences and application of the new information in their lives. For example, in the andragogical model, the teacher acts as a facilitator and might diagnose learning needs, form an environment for planning activities, and prepare measures for interaction and involvement to meet learning outcomes (Holmes & Abington-Cooper, 2000).

Pedagogy, conversely, perceives the learner as dependent upon the teacher, and therefore is more teacher and subject centered. In the pedagogical model, the teacher decides what skills or information to transmit and then organizes lessons in a logical sequence to meet the established goals (Holmes & Abington-Cooper, 2000). The teacher is solely responsible for decisions regarding the lesson plans, as well as for all decisions about what material to cover, which teaching methods to use, and the order in which to cover the material; the teacher is then responsible for deciding how and when to measure the learning retention of the students (Knowles et al., 2005). Ultimately, the teacher decides whether or not students satisfactorily retained material and whether actual learning took place.

Both andragogy and pedagogy are legitimate philosophies of teaching adult learners. The two philosophies are compatible and perform different functions in the educational process (Holmes & Abington-Cooper, 2000; Knowles, 1980). Rachal (1994) reported that the approaches are not equally limited or contradictory. For example, students still follow their own interests within course objectives in pedagogical classrooms. Teachers using andragogical methods still have established requirements and expectations, and they act in additional capacities than mere resource facilitators. Even Knowles (1980) said that andragogy is not the only method for teaching adults:
I am at the point now of seeing that andragogy is simply another model of assumptions about learners to be used alongside the pedagogical model of assumptions, thereby providing two alternative models for testing out the assumption as to their “fit” with particular situations. Furthermore, the models are probably most useful when seen not as dichotomous but rather as two ends of a spectrum, with a realistic assumption in a given situation falling in between the two ends. (p. 43)

Significance of the Study

Over the past 2 decades, nationwide awareness and concern about low literacy workers in the United States have grown. Proficiency in basic skills and literacy achievement are more important than ever as the new economy demands higher literacy levels. Workers need strong basic skills to interpret and apply information in the workplace, to function in workplace environments, and to overcome changes in their work lives.

When the report of the first Commission on the Skills of the American Workforce, America’s Choice: High Skills or Low Wages was released in 1990, the globalization of the world’s economy was just getting underway. The NCEE (2007) never imagined that the United States would end up in competition with countries that could offer large numbers of highly educated workers willing to work for low wages. Nevertheless, China and India have done precisely that. In truth, it turns out that China and India are only the tip of the iceberg. 

For most of the 1900s, the United States could take pride in having the best-educated workforce in the world, but now that is no longer true. Over the past 30 years, one country after another has surpassed the United States in the proportion of their incoming workforce with the equivalent of a high-school diploma, and many more are on the verge of doing so. Thirty years ago, the United States could lay claim to having 30% of the world’s population of college students. Today that percentage has fallen to 14% and is continuing to fall (NCEE, 2007). While our international counterparts are increasingly getting more education, their young people are getting a better education, as well. American students and young adults place anywhere from the middle to the lowest part in all three continuing comparative studies of achievement in mathematics, science, and general literacy in the advanced industrial nations (NCEE, 2007).

Employers report that difficulties in performing jobs has increased in the 21st century. The NCEE (2007) expressed concern about a skills shortage at the turn of the century and stated that “If we want to compete more effectively in the global economy, we will have to move to a high productivity work organization” (NCEE, 2007, p. 3). The NCEE has also warned that many American workers are ill-equipped for the sweeping changes industry must make to be competitive.

Educators and employers worry about the negative effects of low literacy on individuals and on the workforce. Research suggests that low literacy achievement not only prevents some individuals from obtaining jobs, but also has a negative effect on the quality of the current workforce. The NCEE (2007) reported, “America’s workers are ill-equipped to meet employers’ current needs and ill-prepared for the rapidly approaching high technology, service-oriented future” (p. 23).

A landmark report by the National Commission on Adult Literacy (NCAL; 2008) Reach Higher, America: Overcoming Crisis in the U.S. Workforce stressed that America is losing its place as a world leader in education, and, in fact, is becoming less educated. Among the 30 OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) free-market countries, the United States is the only nation where young adults are less educated than the preceding generation. And the United States is losing ground to other countries in educational achievement.

Increasingly, the American economy necessitates that most workers have at least some postsecondary education or occupational training to be ready for current and future jobs in the global marketplace, yet the United States is moving farther from that goal. By one set of measures, more than 88 million adults have at least one major educational barrier: no high school diploma, no college, or they have ESL language needs. With a present U.S. labor force of about 150 million (ages 16 and older), a disturbing number of prime working age adults likely will fall behind in their efforts to get higher-wage jobs or to qualify for the college courses or job training that will help them enter or advance in jobs that pay a family-sustaining wage (NCAL, 2008).

More than two thirds of the workforce is outside the reach of the schools. However, our current adult education system, designed for a different time and different challenges, is not prepared to address this vital national need. Federal adult education, training, and English language programs reach only about 3 million adults a year (NCAL, 2008).

The rapid and sweeping changes in industrial technology make manufacturing firms particularly susceptible to the impact of low levels of literacy among workers. Immigrants and workers for which English is a second language are also highly vulnerable to both incremental and radical changes, and technical innovation (NCEE, 2007). The result is that literacy levels of workers must be raised to the point where they can meet these increased skill demands. American industry must also face worldwide trade competitors that provide better basic education and worker training than does the United States (NCEE, 2007). To avoid falling behind in foreign trade, the United States must “develop and tap their employees’ skills at all levels” (Bates & Phelan, 2002, p. 123). 

Literacy and adult education programs are clearly one resolution to the problem of undereducated American adults in the workforce. A primary obstacle, however, with adult basic education (ABE) and literacy programs is that a high percentage of illiterate or marginally literate individuals are not enrolled (Wrigley, Richter, Martinson, Kubo, & Strawn, 2003).

Dropout rates are high in ABE and literacy programs. As many as half of all adults who enter classes, leave without improving their literacy skills significantly. Recent reports offer evidence that workplace literacy programs have greater success in retaining students than do public adult basic education and general literacy programs. Many workplace projects have reported high retention rates. Workplace literacy programs might function as a tool for recruiting larger numbers of individuals for literacy classes. Many adults who would not go to literacy classes at an adult education center might participate in on-the-job classes. Programs are often held during regular working hours and are labeled as job training rather than literacy (Levenson, 2004). However, the problem that arises with workplace programs is in the difficulty of managing such programs (e.g., hiring the right instructors, developing a curriculum, etc.) when businesses have no experience in educating a workforce. 

Research in adult learning and development has shown that planning, implementing, and delivering programs are vitally important elements in adult literacy and basic education courses. However, most of the data from such studies has been quantitative, and hence learners, teachers, and administrators have been kept at arm’s length by researchers. Researchers have failed to investigate the phenomena of what it means to be an adult learner trying to upgrade individual job skills, what it means to teach this population, and what it means to design these programs. The use of in-depth phenomenological interviewing in this study may help administrators and teachers better understand the needs of this adult population.
Definition of Terms
Establishing clear definitions of literacy terms was important to the study, as was reaching consensus on what knowledge adults need to be literate in the workplace, and compete in the workforce. The following terms embodied the definitions important to the purposes of this study. Terms have operative definitions, as they were employed in the study. Multiple meanings were included for better understanding, and a definition of “literacy” was not uniformly agreed upon by researchers.

Adult basic education. Instructional programs that provide the basic skills to adults who are performing below the ninth-grade instructional level in reading, writing, computation, computer literacy, problem solving, and critical thinking skills (Workforce Education, 2007).

Adult education program. These programs are instructional programs below the college credit level for persons over the age of compulsory school attendance, who are not enrolled in the regular public school program, including adult basic education, credit programs, cultural adult education, external diploma programs, general adult education, and general educational development programs (Workforce Education, 2007).

Adult learner. Kolb identified adults by two criteria: an individual who performs roles associated by the culture with adults (worker, spouse, parent, soldier, responsible citizen), and an individual who perceives himself or herself to be responsible for his/her own life (1984, p. 5).

Adult secondary education. Instructional programs that serve adults who have less than a high-school diploma (or equivalent) and with basic skills from ninth grade and above, including General Educational Development credential (GED), high-school credit programs for adults, and external diploma programs (Workforce Education, 2007).

Adult literacy. “An individual’s ability to read, write, and speak in English, compute and solve problems at levels of proficiency necessary to function on the job, in the family of the individual, and in society” (Title II of the Workforce Investment Act, as cited in Council for Advancement of Adult Literacy, 2002, ¶ 6). The term adult literacy is a shorthand term for many levels or types of adult learning and skills upgrading: adult basic education (ABE), adult secondary education and high school completion, GED and GED preparation, basic skills and workplace essential skills, and family literacy. Related terms include adult and continuing education, community education, labor force development, workplace training, and others. Additionally, adult literacy is a term that implies illiteracy as a problem, on the one hand, and literacy as a human capital asset on the other. Finally, it is a term that eliminates literacy in the context of children and public schooling (Chang Barker, 2004).
Andragogy and pedagogy. Pedagogy literally means the art and science of educating children and often is used as a synonym for teaching. More accurately, pedagogy embodies teacher-focused education. Andragogy, initially defined as “the art and science of helping adults learn,” (Conner, 2004, para. 1) has taken on a broader meaning and refers to learner-focused education for people of all ages.

Basic workplace skills. These are essential core skills and knowledge that emerging, incumbent, and transitional workers need to function effectively and safely in a workplace. These skills are keyed to effective performance in a broad range of jobs, are used together (integrated), and are portable across workplaces (Pennsylvania Workforce Improvement Network, 2005).

Clusters of meanings. This is the third step of the phenomenological data analysis process. During this step, the researcher groups the statements into clusters of similar meaning units, or themes. Researchers delete repetitive and overlapping statements (Creswell, 2008).

Epoche or bracketing. This is the first step in the phenomenological process. The researcher sets aside, or brackets, all preconceived notions about the phenomenon at hand to the greatest extent possible. This enables the researcher to understand better the experience from the participant's own point of view (Creswell, 2008).

GED. An exam developed and distributed by the General Educational Development Testing Service. A GED credential documents the attainment of high school level academic skills. About 96% of U.S. employers accept the GED credential as equal to a traditional high-school diploma. New GED tests became effective January 1, 2002. The GED Tests (2002 series) measure knowledge in five different areas: language arts writing, social studies, science, language arts reading, and mathematics. An important feature of the GED Tests is an essay that documents the ability to write and communicate effectively (American Council on Education [ACE], 2010).

Learner-centered literacy programs. Literacy programs whose primary focus or concern is upon the learner. The low literate learner is a principal stakeholder in the literacy-program process. Learner-centered programs include the needs and goals of the learner when planning programs, selecting materials, and developing curricula. Learner-centered programs often focus upon realizing GED, adult basic education, or English-as-a-second-language goals for the benefit of the learner and do not necessarily center upon job-specific tasks or skills (Huerta-Macias, 1995).

Literacy. Literacy is not a single skill or quality that one either possesses or lacks. Rather, literacy encompasses various types of skills that different individuals possess to varying degrees. Literacy has different levels and types, which reflect the ability to perform a wide variety of tasks using written materials differing in nature and complexity. A common thread across all literacy tasks is that each has a purpose, whether that purpose is to pay the telephone bill or to understand a piece of poetry. (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2005). 

Literacy provider. An organization or partnerships and collaborative efforts among organizations and institutions that provide organized literacy instruction, whether provided by the government, private industry, educational institution, or association (Mikulecky & Lloyd, 1997). 

Lived experiences. Personal experiences of research participants who are acknowledged as conscious human beings (Creswell, 2008). Researchers understand the lived experience by “how people describe things and experience them through their senses” (Patton, 2002, p. 105). 

Phenomenological study. A phenomenological study describes the meaning of experiences of a phenomenon (or topic or concept) for a number of individuals. In a phenomenological study, the researcher follows an analysis method to reduce the experiences to a central meaning, or the essence of the experience (Creswell, 2008).

Workforce education. This includes ABE, GED, and ESL services designed to demonstrate a strong relationship between basic skills and the literacy requirements of a changing workplace. Such education improves the foundational skills of adults entering the workforce and helps dislocated workers as they prepare for job training and employment or new occupations and work-related skills, such as technical and computer skills (Pennsylvania Workforce Improvement Network, 2005).

Workforce literacy. The ability to execute job-specific tasks in reading, writing, oral expression, and basic mathematical computation, and the ability to use printed materials from the workplace such as manuals, safety regulations, and employee handbooks.
Workplace-centered program. Literacy programming focusing on the workplace, regardless of whether the program takes place at the work site or at another location. The program includes analyzing job tasks to produce literacy programming materials, approaches, planning, and developing programs with the workplace context as the principle consideration. Workplace-centered programs are thought to provide reinforcement from job simulation (Bates & Phelan, 2002).

Workplace literacy program. A program offered at a business or organization site to help employees improve basic skills and enhance thinking skills, such as problem solving and decision making. Classes typically focus upon work improvement, personal improvement, or both. Many companies design their own contextual workplace literacy definitions based upon their specific needs and circumstances. Often, workplace literacy programs are tied to workplace knowledge, use ABE programs and materials, and are conducted on the workplace premises. Workplace literacy programs may also merely be sponsored by employers in partnerships with other literacy providers, with programs conducted at the work site having a focus on GED goals. Workplace literacy programs typically teach skills in the context in which they will be used (Gowen, 1992, as cited in Bates & Phelan, 2002).
Assumptions and Limitations
Assumptions

In the current study, work-based ESL programs in partnership with businesses and adult learning centers were studied from the perspectives of employers, employees, administrators, and teachers. Study processes did not undertake investigation of the causes of low literacy in the workforce. Instead, using a phenomenological qualitative interview methodology, Oklahoma’s WOW Program, which collaborated with local adult learning centers and local businesses to provide workplace literacy programs, was the subject of the study. The intent of the research was to serve as a resource for businesses, literacy providers, and other researchers. The first assumption was that the participants who volunteered to take part in this study were open and forthright in their answers to the interview questions. A second assumption was that participants evaluated their experiences in the program without bias or prejudice.

Limitations

The study was limited by the small number of participants selected for this research. The six employees of Company 1 interviewed for the study may not be representative of all adult learners enrolled in an ESL program, and the findings may not be generally applicable to the entire ESL adult learner population. The small number of other participants representing other stakeholder groups may not be reflective of other administrators and teachers in adult literacy programs throughout the United States.

Furthermore, because there was no attempt to compare other state-funded programs throughout the United States, it was impossible to evaluate how this program compared to other program types. The study’s findings were limited to only an evaluation of what has and has not worked in Oklahoma’s WOW program.
Nature of the Study
The goal of this research was to shed light on the experiences of ESL students and administrators, teachers, and business managers in Oklahoma’s WOW program. The number of workers needing ESL instruction is increasing exponentially in the United States. The study was a beginning for identifying and understanding both the common and unique experiences of a group of workers attending work-based ESL programs. The research began an examination of the progress of the workers, the businesses, and the businesses partners, and the varying influences that influenced the development of the workplace, the workers’ identities, their work, and their future success.

The study began with the use of a qualitative phenomenological method. Not enough research had explored ESL workplace programs. Understanding the circumstances of the workplace and the need for the employer to offer such classes were potential contributions of the research. Other probable contributions included understanding of the needs of the worker, the potential for understanding personal motivators, expanding views about work-based ESL, and identifying challenges that arise in being a student. This information may be useful to human resource training directors and business owners.

The design of the research was an attempt to explore the participants’ views about themselves and their circumstances. The literature on which this research will have some bearing is in the areas of adult education, causes of low and marginal literacy, illiteracy, and so forth. With the complexities of low literacy and its many roots, literacy organizations, government, and educational institutions will also benefit from the study. The study focused on an under-researched population that is present and growing in the workforce. In this way, the study is also of interest to those in an array of business fields; especially, training and development. 

Organization of the Remainder of the Study
Chapter 1 introduced the study and gave background information and the significance of the problem. Chapter 2 is a review of the literature on adult learning theory, learners’ needs, adult-learner populations, and contributing causes of low literacy rates in the United States. Chapter 3 contains an explanation of the methodology chosen, selection of participants, data collection methods, and data analysis methods. Chapter 4 reports on the study’s qualitative findings. Chapter 5 includes a summary, discussion, conclusions, limitations, and recommendations for further study.

CHAPTER 2. REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction

Tough (1993) noted, “The activity of adult learning is as old as civilization” (p. 233), but pointed out that adult learning has transitioned over the years because of major changes in its purposes and curriculum. Since jobs have become more complex, adults have need of more learning, and the learning itself has changed: for instance, the transformation in technology facilitates the use of computers. Computers, also, are now used for communication in distance learning, and “despite the lack of face-to-face interaction, experience indicates that this communication feels even more social and personal than the typical classroom” (Tough, p. 235). Tough was accurate in his calculation that a number of new roles, tasks, and services were likely to develop within adult learning during the next few decades (p. 236). These roles, tasks, and services have been influenced by perceptions of adult-learning theory, and therefore, influence the theory. 
Adult Learning Theory
Adults differ from each other in many respects of their lives, such as their experiences and reflections, how they apply what they have learned to new learning, and their teachable moments (Havighurst, 1972). Selections from learning theory literature highlight these factors. Merriam and Brockett (1997) articulated that defining adult education depends on one’s position. Dissimilar experiences as an adult learner, or experiences with planning, organizing, or teaching in an adult educational setting, “will lead to varying understandings of the field” (Merriam & Brockett, p. 8). However, Merriam and Brockett noted that all philosophies of adult education contain varying notions. Merriam and Brockett defined adult education as “activities intentionally designed for the purpose of bringing learning among those whose age, social roles, or self-perception define them as adults” (p. 8). For Cranton (1992), adult education measures are not limited to only those events that are intentionally designed, but adult education “becomes the set of activities or experiences engaged in by adults, which lead to changes in thinking, values, or behavior” (p. 3).

Mezirow’s (1990) premise of adult education centered on a process of reflection and action. He stated that critical reflection is investigating the validity of assumptions individuals draw on to interpret their experiences. Mezirow suggested that when experience falls short of expectation, learners devise their present assumptions, then reformulate them, and act on the reformulation. This process results in transformative learning and emancipatory education (p. 363). A. Rogers (2002) contended that without new awareness, there could be no critical reflection: “Drawing on our own and other persons’ past experience, we select what we feel to be appropriate to judge the present experience by. This process is, of course, influenced by social constructions around us” 

(p. 108).
Experiential Learning

Stephen Brookfield (1983) commented that theorists in the field of experiential learning have been inclined to use the term in two contrasting senses. One view uses the term to describe the type of learning undertaken by students who have a chance to acquire and apply knowledge, skills, and feelings in an immediate and relevant setting (p. 16). Experiential learning thus involves a “direct encounter with the phenomena being studied rather than merely thinking about the encounter, or only considering the possibility of doing something about it” (Borzak, 1981, p. 9). This type of learning takes place at an institution and occurs in training curriculum for professions such as social work and teaching or in field study courses such as those for social administration or geography.

The second view of experiential learning is “education that occurs as a direct participation in the events of life” (Houle, 1980, p. 221). This learning is not through some formal educational institution but by people themselves. It is learning that occurs through reflection upon everyday experience and is the way that most do their learning.

Much of the literature on experiential learning, as Jarvis commented (1995), “is actually about learning from primary experience; that is, learning through sense experiences….unfortunately, it has tended to exclude the idea of secondary experience entirely” (p. 75). Jarvis made the case for a concern for secondary or indirect experience, occurring through linguistic communication.
While various additions to the literature have appeared, such as the above, it is the work of Kolb (1976, 1981, 1984) and his associate, Fry (Kolb & Fry, 1975), that still provides the central reference point for discussion. Because of Kolb's work, a growing literature around experiential learning has emerged, indicative of greater attention to this area by researchers, particularly in the area of higher education. Kolb's concentration is in exploring the processes associated with making sense of concrete experiences and the different styles of learning that may be involved. In this, he made clear use of the work of Piaget, Dewey, and Lewin. By 1984, Kolb had refined his model and he believed that each individual has his or her own orientation toward gathering and processing information during the learning process, which he called the mode of learning.
Kolb on Experiential Learning

The four basic modes of learning in Kolb’s experiential learning model (Kolb, 1985) are the following: 

1. Concrete Experience (CE) mode focuses on a preference for learning through direct experience and dealing with immediate human situations in a personal way. This mode emphasizes feeling as opposed to thinking. Learners with a CE learning mode enjoy and are good at relating to others. They are also good at intuitive decision-making.
2. Reflective Observation (RO) mode focuses on a preference for learning through careful observation and impartial description. This mode emphasizes understanding as opposed to doing. Learners with a RO learning mode enjoy using their own thoughts and feelings to form opinions and are good at seeing things from different perspectives.
3. Abstract Conceptualization (AC) mode focuses on a preference for learning through logic, ideas, and concepts. This mode emphasizes thinking as opposed to feeling. Learners with an AC learning mode enjoy and are good at systematic planning, manipulation of abstract symbols, and quantitative analysis.
4. Active Experimentation (AE) mode focuses on a preference for learning through practical application. This mode emphasizes doing as opposed to reflective understanding. Learners with an AE learning mode enjoy and are good at getting things done. (Kolb, 1985)
In some representations of experiential learning, these steps, or ones like them, are sometimes presented as a circular movement. In reality, if learning has taken place the process is more like a spiral. The action is taking place in a different set of circumstances and the learner is now able to anticipate the possible effects of the action (Kolb, 1984). Two features are especially noteworthy: the use of concrete, here-and-now experience to test ideas, and the use of feedback to change practices and theories. Kolb linked these with Dewey to stress the developmental nature of the exercise and with Piaget for an appreciation of cognitive development. He emphasized the link with Dewey, Lewin, and Piaget, and stressed the role experience plays in learning. He made a distinction from cognitive theories of the learning process. Kolb observed that learning is a complex process, and this process is not the same for everyone.

Kolb on Learning Styles

Kolb (1985) argued that effective learning necessitates the possession of four different abilities: concrete experience abilities, reflective observation abilities, abstract conceptualization abilities, and active experimentation abilities. Few can approach the ideal in this respect, and Kolb suggested people tend to develop a strength in, or orientation to, one of the margins of each dimension. As a result, Kolb (1976) developed a learning style inventory, which places people on a line between concrete experience and abstract conceptualization and active experimentation and reflective observation. Using this inventory, Kolb proceeded to identify four basic learning styles.

Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model

Kolb (1985) believed that each individual’s learning style is a combination of two modes of learning. Based on his experiential learning theory, Kolb identified four basic learning styles: convergent, divergent, assimilation, and accommodative. Kolb modes of learning, as well as his learning style inventory, have been instrumental in creating change to the field of adult-learning theory. Learners within the four different learning styles are termed converger, diverger, assimilator, and accommodator.

1. A converger is a combination of abstract conceptualization, which is thinking, and active experimentation, which is doing. This type of learner prefers to deal with things rather than people and is best at finding practical uses for ideas and theories. A converger does best where there is a single correct answer to a question.
2. A diverger is a combination of concrete experience, which is feeling, and reflective observation, which is watching. Different from convergers, divergers are interested in people and are good at generating ideas and seeing things from different perspectives.
3. An assimilator is a combination of abstract conceptualization, which is thinking, and reflective observation, which is watching. This type of learner is more concerned with abstract concepts than with people and is good at putting a wide range of information into logical form. They are good at inductive reading and creating theoretical models.
4. An accommodator is a combination of concrete experience, which is feeling, and active experimentation, which is doing. This type of learner prefers learning by doing. They are good at carrying out plans and getting involved in new experiences (Kolb, 1985). 
Other Adult-Learning Models

Another model of adult learning is Caffarella’s (1994) planning-model program, which includes critical reflection as an essential element for the transfer of learning. Caffarella defined critical reflection as the effective application by program participants of what they learned because of attending an education program. It is often referred to as the “so what” or “now what” phase of the learning process. Caffarella (1994) recognized that some changes are complicated and, “Many people need assistance in reflecting on and planning for changes that must be made in themselves, other people, organizations, and/or society before what they have learned can be translated into concrete results” (p. 113). 

As part of such planning, Havighurst’s (1972) teachable moment, which identifies the precise moment a person is ready to learn and make changes, is a crucial consideration. Learner readiness is connected with human development and developmental tasks for Havighurst. He positioned developmental tasks between individual needs and societal demands. The transfer of learning and the teachable moment are part of the process of evaluating learning, and therefore, Havighurst’s hypothesis revolved around finding learners’ readiness and learners’ needs.
Adult-Learner Populations

Knowles (1970) taught that adult learners entering a learning environment have already accumulated a reservoir of life experiences they are able to utilize to facilitate learning experiences. However, a person is an adult only to the degree he or she embraces the self-concept for taking responsibility for life decisions, according to Knowles. Cross (1991) depicted self-concept as a “function of developmental growth” (p. 239) and not just a result of adult versus child. The awareness of taking responsibility identifies adults and forms the basis for andragogical philosophy (Knowles, 1970). 
Knowles (1970) founded andragogy on the basis that adults have life experiences and they seek education to add to their competences and achieve their full potential in life. Knowles believed teachers should consider and make the most of learner’s current life situations and respective roles. Kennedy (2003) explained that diversity among adult learners in terms of their attitudes, values, interests, motivation, personality, and different physical and cognitive abilities comes from distinctive life experiences. This diverse group forms a unique audience and requires the teacher to adapt teaching methodology to multiple characteristics (Kennedy, 2003).

As adults age, they are likely to experience similar life stages at various points. For instance, according to Cross (1991), adults in their early 20s begin leaving their parents’ home and attempting to shape their identities. Adults in their mid- to late 20s begin creating life structures and developing intimate relationships. In the early 30s, adults begin seeking stability and security in their lives. Adults begin reassessing their personal values during the late 30s and early 40s, and reconsider their previous time and energy commitments. At this time, adults begin to question whether they have opportunity and time to make changes. In their late 40s and early 50s, adults tend to bring a calming self-acceptance and comfortableness to their identity. The 60s bring what Cross (1991) called a “mellowing,” followed by an “eagerness to share everyday human joys and sorrows” (p. 175) in their 70s. Teachers need to anticipate and respond to these diverse learning needs at differing stages of their adult learners’ lives. According to the andragogical philosophy, these multiple life situations within individual learning settings should be utilized to facilitate and reinforce learning activities.

Heimlich and Norland (1994) identified the teacher as “the individual, initially given the responsibility for identifying what is necessary or appropriate for the learners to gain within that setting” (p. 126). Teachers need to consider that adult learners have disparities in their levels, methods, and styles of cognitive processing, personalities, and ways of learning. For example, some students may be established members of the community, with existing networks of business members already in place. Other students may be recent arrivals to the community who are unfamiliar with the community. Training classes may enroll students who are currently employed or unemployed and who have been laid off or recently downsized. Students who are professionals may be present, as well as lower-level employees. Older students who are changing careers and younger students who have been unable to find employment may both be in class. The class may include college educated, undereducated, and potentially illiterate students (Nuckles, 1999).
Adult Learner Needs
A quick examination of the literature shows that one recognized motive for participation in adult-literacy programs has been to learn skills to gain employment or to expand employment opportunities, either for advancement in the adult’s present job or for changing jobs (NCES, 2009). High percentages of groups having low basic skills include persons who are frequently arrested, unwed mothers, welfare recipients, or high-school dropouts, many of whom are unemployed (Jurmo, 2004). Bates and Phelan (2002) pointed out that among these groups; high percentages are minorities, thus adding greater complexity to the issue from the standpoint of social policy. 

Illiteracy and low literacy in adults can be linked to almost every socioeconomic problem in the United States and abroad. In the United States, research indicates that low-literate adults do poorly in the job market, lack the skills to help their children be successful in school, are more likely to suffer from poor health, and are more likely to receive public assistance (Proliteracy, 2008, p. 1). 
Rubin (2001) argued that only by hearing from people marginalized in socioeconomic and cultural ways within society would communities understand the essential component of family literacy. Rubin interviewed low-income women and said society must listen to these women so that others can see literacy from their perspective: they want to become literate for self-fulfillment and to increase financial independence. Rubin suggested, “We must recognize the existence of multiple literacies, which are socially constructed practices occurring within the context of language and culture and linked to social justice” (2001, p. 211). 

C. R. Rogers (2002) put socially constructed practices into the relational circumstance of learners with teachers: “Once students begin to reveal the truth about their experience as learners, it is difficult for a teacher to pretend that learning is happening if it is not” (p. 233). C. R. Rogers presented a framework for putting reflective inquiry into practice “that offers teachers and teacher educators a way to learn to see and be present to students’ learning. It involves teachers in a process that moves from experience to description to analysis to action” (2002, p. 250).

Sork (2001) observed that even though many definitions exist for the idea of need, the one that is most often found in the literature is that of a discrepancy or gap (p. 101). Knowles’ example of a learning need is a “gap between where you are now and where you want to be in regard to a particular set of competencies” (1990, p. 213). A. Rogers (2002) noted, “It is not always strictly true that members of our classes are motivated by needs… Perhaps it is more useful to talk of all student participants as having a set of ‘intentions,’ an agenda which for many of them can imply the meeting of a felt need” (p. 76). A. Rogers warned that the reason learners give to others for attending, and sometimes to themselves, is not always the true reason. 

Dominice (2000) deemed that dreams and unexpressed needs are sometimes behind the motivations of learners. In addition, many times the requirements for a program are not the same as the learner’s needs. Dominice suggested students should build an educational biography to investigate “the learning processes through which learners have built their lives” (p. 11). He believed that the educational biography is a practical way to uncover needs. The right time and special moments are suggestive of Havighurst’s (1972) teachable moment.

Wlodkowski (1986) acknowledged the need for competence as a major motivational factor and noted it as important to student motivation in any learning situation. Wlodkowski (1999) believed that learners’ needs range from helping themselves to solve problems, to building new skills, advancing in jobs, or deciding that something is of value to them. For example, Mace (1994) asked the question of who is to decide what kind of literacy individuals actually need. She referred to what qualifies as a need: literacy as a good, literacy as an escape from isolation, and literacy as a tool of productivity. Mace contended that adult learners should have the opportunity to articulate their own needs and to have an opportunity to determine what knowledge they need.

Kidd (1973) observed that the interests, needs, and motivations of any person are primarily a matter of the emotions, not of intellect. He recognized that feelings are present in any learning situation and that the adult has more emotional associations with factual material than do children because “devices of control are more elaborate and better covered” (p. 95). Wlodkowski (1986) classified emotional climate as a major motivational factor during learning (p. 72). He declared, “In any moment-to-moment learning experience, it is the emotional state of the student at that precise instance that governs his or her motivation to learn most significantly” (p.107). 
Horsman’s (1990) conviction that “experiences of trauma affect aspects of the person—especially the body, mind and emotion” (p. 169) was established in her study, in which she interviewed learners, counselors, therapists, and educators working in diverse situations. She believed that the frequency of women in adult-literacy programs who have experienced trauma might be far higher than in the general population. Horsman cautioned that the depths of feeling worthless, shame, or guilt have not been sufficiently addressed (p. 174) and “the challenge in literacy work is to add ‘water’ and ‘nutrients’ that help the seed in the learner to grow again” (p. 177).

Eberle and Robinson (1980) stressed the need for educators to keep working in the direction of building self-confidence in their students. The researchers pointed out the value of learning materials that relate directly to problem solving in the learner’s life. This belief reflects Lindeman’s (1982) premise that learners’ situations should shape subject matter, accommodating individual circumstances in work, recreation, family-life, and community life; reality then becomes the venue for the learning process.

Minke (2001), a literacy field consultant for the Ontario government, worked to promote literacy in area workplaces by refining responses to identified needs with various stakeholders. Minke believed adults need to know or do something and then be able to show this skill. Minke urged existing programs to consider the perspective of the worker in relation to family obligations, time available, and application to work. The motivating factors include whether workers have a clear picture of where to go and what to expect, how the knowledge will serve them, and what choices are available (p. 141). Likewise, Wlodkowski (1999) suggested the most decisive and basic level of positive adult motivation for learning is for adults to experience choice or willingness along with success in the learning activity.
Definitions of Literacy
The Workforce Investment Act of 1998 defined literacy as "an individual's ability to read, write, speak in English, compute, and solve problems at levels of proficiency necessary to function on the job, in the family of the individual, and in society” (as cited in NIL, 2010, para. 1). The National Adult Literacy Survey, conducted by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), described  literacy as using printed and written information to function in society, to achieve one’s goals, and to develop one’s knowledge and potential (NCES, 2009). ProLiteracy Worldwide, the largest organization of adult-literacy programs in the world, defined literacy as “the ability to read, to write, to do math, to solve problems, and to access and use technology” (Proliteracy, 2008, para. 1).
The idea of literacy has expanded beyond the simple ability to decode letters printed on paper into words, and those words into sentences and concepts. Flood, Lapp, and Bayles-Martin (2000) claimed, “An expanded definition of literacy is not new among educators” (p. 64), and even though they supported the expansion of print sources to classics, short stories, poems, plays, and pieces of nonfiction, they questioned “whether it is desirable to limit students’ literacy experiences to printed text, even that on computer screens” (p. 65). Flood et al. proposed providing students the opportunity to access visual media like film, dance, and other visual representations to give them the opportunity to analyze, synthesize, and assess communications that comprise literacy. 

Yageleski (2000) maintained that the narrow definition of literacy as a set of skills is not enough, because there must be an awareness of the many levels on which literacy operates in people’s daily lives. He recommended more scholarly attention directed to theorizing about the general correlations between literacy and the human condition in order to understand social and cultural functions of literacy in wide-ranging contexts.

Bates and Phelan (2002) noted little agreement among experts on the definition of literacy, and they questioned why it is sometimes classified based on school attendance or a score sheet. They reasoned this approach has contributed to a blame-the-victim explanation of illiteracy without probing the social structures framing the lives of undereducated adults. They asserted that policy makers ignore this fact. Quigley (1997) maintained that at no instant in the history of literacy has there been agreement on definitions: “Therefore, from a governmental point of view, it continues to be unclear as to what literacy is” (p. 239). Nevertheless, progress in the field of literacy was confirmed in the first national study of adult literacy since 1992. 

The National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL), released in December of 2005 by the NCES (2009), used three categories to define English-language literacy: prose, document, and quantitative. Prose literacy includes the skills needed to understand continuous text such as newspaper articles. Document literacy is the ability to understand the content and structure of documents such as prescription drug labels. Quantitative literacy involves using numbers in text, such as computing and comparing the cost per ounce of food items.

The National Assessment of Adult Literacy reported literacy in each category using a 0-500 scale score and grouped scores into four literacy levels: below basic, basic, intermediate, and proficient. Below basic is the lowest level and indicates having very simple literacy skills. Those who can perform challenging tasks are at the proficient level. The NAAL also offered proof that the United States has not made significant progress and will fall far short of the adult-literacy goals established in the Dakar Framework (United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2006). The report raises this question: How do the literacy skills of adults in the United States today compare to estimates made 10 years ago? However, two other significant questions must be addressed as well: How do the English speaking, reading, writing, and comprehension of adults in the United States today impact this country’s standing in the global marketplace now and in the future? Moreover, what can be done about it?

Adult Literacy
Survey after survey, in country after country, discloses appallingly lower levels of adult literacy than most citizens might expect. Thus, adult-literacy education is advocated more and more to improve the social implication of those statistics. Quigley (2001) advised educators “to be clear about what we are doing in the field of literacy, how we are doing it, and why” (p. 83). He said that voice is a vital concern, as well as the question of “whose voice should be heard and what knowledge should be honoured” (p. 82). He declared there has been a good movement away from prescribed, government-determined curriculum. 

The United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO; 2006), estimated the world has 771 million illiterate adults: one fifth of the world’s adult population. Yet, politicians and educators see literacy as a basic human right and a critical factor in overcoming poverty, improving health, and reducing human rights abuses. One hundred sixty-four countries agreed when they signed the Dakar Framework for Action in 2000. Among the Framework’s six goals was the intention to cut the world’s adult illiteracy rate in half by 2015, in part by making certain that young people and adults have equal access to education and skills development.

Wedgeworth (2006) noted the ability to read, write, and understand one’s native language as the basis for all other education. He wrote that literacy is the key that opens the door to economic prospects, good health, political awareness and participation, and cultural opportunity. It is a weapon against poverty and gender inequality. However, 6 years after the signing of the Framework for Action, UNESCO (2006) reported literacy remains one of the neglected goals. That is particularly true in the case of adult literacy, as the emphasis on initiatives since Dakar has been on extending and improving formal elementary education systems instead of adult programs.

UNESCO (2006) reported there are many explanations for why this has occurred, including the almost universal but unfounded belief by governments that education for children is more effective than education for adults. Wedgeworth observed that ProLiteracy’s position is that experts have misplaced this emphasis, giving no consideration to those adults who will never access the primary education system or who passed through it without gaining the necessary literacy skills. Research and experience show that a child of parents who have low literacy skills is much more likely to become a low-literate adult than a child whose parents have well-developed literacy skills or who are enrolled in a literacy training program. Clearly, a more comprehensive approach to literacy for people of all ages is necessary. (UNESCO, 2006, p. 1)

While the majority of the world’s illiterate adults live in developing countries, there are significant numbers of older teens and adults living in industrialized nations whose abilities to read, write, and perform basic mathematical computations fall far short of what they need to reach their full potential in today’s technologically focused living and work environments. The following review of the literature discusses definitions of literacy, which are evolving to include learners’ voice and present knowledge.
The National Assessment of Adult Literacy 
The 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy estimated the current level of literacy skills among individuals in the United States aged 16 and older. This report is the first update of the 1992 National Adult Literacy Survey done by the National Research Council. The NAAL (NCES, 2009) surveyed a nationally representative sample of more than 19,000 adults in residences and correctional facilities, testing their English reading and comprehension abilities in prose, document, and quantitative literacy. The tasks represented reading activities that individuals are likely to encounter during their daily activities: reading and understanding newspaper articles and informational pamphlets, reviewing television program viewing guides and bus schedules, and completing simple mathematics calculations. Based on their scores or their inability to be tested because they could not understand enough English to be assessed, individuals were placed into one of five levels of literacy:

1. Nonliterate in English: These individuals could not understand enough English to take part in the assessment (NCES, 2005).
2. Below basic: Adults in this level range from being nonliterate in English to having the ability to find easily identifiable information in a short text or on a form and to follow written directions to complete that simple form. For example, when asked to read a 12-paragraph article about the Se Habla Espanol Expo, a trade show about how to sell products to Hispanics, adults with below basic skills could not answer the question, “What is the purpose of the Se Habla Espanol Expo?” (NCES, 2005, p. 6).
3. Basic: These are adults who have basic literacy skills and are able to complete simple, everyday literacy tasks, such as reading and understanding information in short, commonplace texts and simple documents. However, when given a chart showing how parents and elementary, junior high, and high-school teachers evaluated parental involvement at their school, just 4% of adults with basic skills could read the chart to correctly answer the question, “Seventy-eight percent of what specific group agree that their school does a good job of encouraging parental involvement in educational areas?” (NCES, 2005).
4. Intermediate: Individuals at the intermediate level can complete moderately challenging literacy tasks. For example: consulting reference materials to find foods that contain a specific vitamin or finding a certain location on a map. Alternatively, given a bill for fuel oil that states price per gallon, number of gallons delivered, total amount, and the amount of a deduction per gallon given for paying within 10 days, intermediate-skilled adults would have little difficulty computing the amount of the deduction they would receive by paying within the time limit. Just 1% of the adults categorized as “below basic,” however, answered this question correctly (NCES, 2005).
5. Proficient: These adults can read long sections of complex and abstract text and then integrate that information and make inferences from it. In a pamphlet about the dangers of high blood pressure that refers to the disease as “the silent killer,” individuals in the proficient level easily answered the question, “According to the brochure, why is it difficult for people to know if they have high blood pressure?” (NCES, 2005)
The report, A First Look at the Literacy of America’s Adults in the 21st Century (NCES, 2005), analyzed literacy results based on a variety of factors, including race/ethnicity, gender, age, and level of educational attainment. African Americans scored higher in 2003 than in 1992 in all three categories, increasing 16 points in quantitative, 8 points in document, and 6 points in prose literacy. Overall, adults have improved in document and quantitative literacy, with a smaller percentage of adults in 2003 in the below basic category, compared to 1992. Whites, African Americans, and Asian/Pacific Islanders have improved in all three measures of literacy with a smaller percentage in 2003 in the below basic category, compared to 1992 (NCES, 2005). 

Hispanic adults showed a decrease in scores for both prose and document literacy and a higher percentage in the below basic category. The report (NCES, 2005) also indicated 5% of U.S. adults, about 11 million people, were termed nonliterate in English, meaning that interviewers could not communicate with them or that they were unable to answer a minimum number of questions.
This 5% is the group that Murphy (2006) is concerned with, as there has been no significant change in the percentage of people at the below basic range of literacy between 1992 and 2003. She noted that the NAAL study provided some important information about these citizens. For example, by 2003, scores increased significantly for African Americans and Asians but fell dramatically for Hispanics in more than one category, showing overall, the largest decline of any demographic included in the study. The study also revealed that a significant percentage of those in the below basic category of Prose Literacy were over age 65. Women overall made gains in the study, while men lost ground in several categories. The statistics also demonstrated a direct correlation between literacy scores and unemployment (NCES, 2009).

In a democracy, where literacy is a key element to active participation in decision-making, the wealth of information in the NAAL report can be used to target outreach, inform programming, and focus advocacy to improve literacy (Murphy, 2006). To put its findings in perspective, the NAAL also reported on U.S. population changes between 1992 and 2003. During the decade, the percentage of White adults decreased from 77% to 70%, while the percentage of Hispanic adults increased from 8% to 12%. The percentage of Asian/Pacific Islander adults doubled to 4%. The percentage of adults who spoke only English before starting school decreased from 86% to 81%.

The NCES (2009) originally used five literacy levels to report the 1992 results. In preparation for reporting on adult-literacy performance in 2003, the National Research Council was asked to evaluate the original 1992 literacy levels and recommend a set of performance levels for 2003 reporting, if necessary. The main reason the National Research Council was asked to evaluate the 1992 levels was the inability to make distinctions among those grouped in Level 1, the lowest level of literacy. It was not clear whether relatively poor performance was due to lack of basic (word-level) reading skills or lack of higher-level literacy skills. Available data did not permit detailed analysis of Level 1 performance.

Therefore, the major difference between the 2003 and the 1992 levels was the increased information about performance at the lowest level of literacy for the 2003 assessment. The new Nonliterate in English category in 2003, identified all adults lacking the minimum basic reading skills necessary to participate in the main NAAL. The Nonliterate in English category was reported for the 2003 NAAL, but not for the 1992 National Adult Literacy Survey. This is because the 1992 assessment did not include an alternative assessment for the least literate adults, and it is not possible to identify a group of 1992 participants corresponding to those who took the alternative assessment in 2003. Although the 1992 assessment also began with a set of easy tasks, these tasks were fewer and different from the ones used in 2003. In 2003, moreover, questions for the easy tasks could be offered in Spanish, whereas only English was used in 1992 (NCES, 2005).

The Nonliterate in English category identified all adults lacking literacy in English. Non-native speakers of English may be literate in their first language, even though their English skills may be poor. The category includes two groups of adults: (a) adults who have English literacy skills so low that they are unable to participate in the assessment at all, and (b) adults who are unable to take the main part of the assessment because it is too difficult for them, but who are able to take the alternative assessment specifically designed for the least literate adults (NCES, 2005).

Among adults selected to participate in the 2003 NAAL, 5% were either unable to participate in the assessment at all or were qualified to take the alternative assessment designed for the least literate adults. The over 19,000 adults who participated in the 2003 NAAL represented a U.S. adult population of about 222 million. This means that approximately 11 million adults who were age 16 and older and who lived in households or prisons in 2003 were Nonliterate in English (NCES, 2005).

Of the 11 million adults in the Nonliterate in English category, approximately 4 million adults would have been unable to participate in the assessment at all because they knew neither English nor Spanish, the two languages spoken by interviewers in most areas. Another 7 million adults would have qualified for the alternative assessment. Of the latter group, 4 million were Hispanic. The Hispanic group, combined with the 4 million who would have been unable to participate at all, represented about 8 million adults in the Nonliterate in English category who were nonnative speakers of English. While some of these individuals were able to identify letters, numbers, and simple words and phrases, most were unable to read and comprehend connected text in English (NCES, 2005). There was also an alarming drop in the English literacy skills of Hispanic adults; prose literacy skills decreased by 18 points while document literacy skills declined by 14 points over the 1992 NALS scores (NCES, 2009).

Wedgeworth (2006) observed that this information came as little surprise to literacy practitioners who provide adult basic education and literacy instruction. It also should not have come as a surprise to anyone who reads today’s headlines. There are waiting lists for services at the majority of local literacy programs. The demand for ESL instruction is at a record high, understandable as the number of immigrants entering the country averages one million each year (Passel & Suro, 2005), many of them Hispanic, more of them less educated in their native countries than previous generations of immigrants. 

Wedgeworth (2006) pointed out that articles in major news publications such as Time and U.S. News and World Report have decried the rising dropout rate of U.S. high-school students and the decreasing number of U.S. graduates in the science, technology, and engineering fields. Just 2 weeks before the NCES released the NAAL results, the National Association of Manufacturers released an updated version of its survey of U.S. manufacturers. The report stated, regarding the most serious skill deficiencies of current employees, 36% of employers surveyed said that their employees have inadequate reading, writing, and communication skills and that this gap impedes their ability to meet customer production and satisfaction demands (Deloitte, 2005).

Adults in the United States have made little improvement in their literacy skills in the past 11 years. Far too many still cannot read and understand a newspaper article written at an eighth-grade reading level or complete the type of math problem that is taught in the fourth grade. This should appall us as citizens and humans, and should spur policy makers to take action as quickly as possible. Yet the news reports about the NAAL generated only lukewarm interest (Wedgeworth, 2006). 

The report (NCES, 2009) also revealed that only 31% of college graduates as of 2003 were rated as proficient. Proficiency was defined as the ability to perform complex activities: such as comparing viewpoints in two editorials or interpreting a table about blood pressure and physical activity; scarcely high hurdles for a college graduate. The NAAL percentages are even more dismal when seen for what they are; points on a curve of steady decline over the years. Researchers like Gorman (2006) have suggested that there are many types of literacy, and hence literacy is a lifelong process of gaining new skills.
Workforce Literacy Programs

In the 1990s, the term workplace literacy became a common designation for any basic skills program that occurs at the workplace, and even for some that are sponsored by the employer but occur off-site in places like unions halls or at community colleges. Comings, Sum, and Uvin (2000) maintained that a critical feature of workplace literacy programs is a combination of information and expertise from the fields of education and employment training. Nevertheless, workplace literacy has grown to be a comprehensive variety of agendas and styles, not all of which combine education and employment training, although there is usually at least an implied relationship between workplace literacy courses and specific work skills.
The instruction provided in workplace literacy programs ranges from basic literacy tutoring, to ESL classes, GED preparation classes, and custom-designed classes linked to various workplace tasks or job-related technical courses (Mikulecky & Lloyd, 1997). Workplace literacy programs are usually established to address a skills gap between the current abilities of workers and the present or anticipated demands of work procedures that have either expanded in scope or increased in complexity. The changes in work procedures are often linked to new technology or changes in supervisory practices that demand an extensive range of practices, with more individual accountability from workers (Imel, 2003).

In addition to changes in work demands, there have been and will continue to be changes in the makeup of the American workforce that some think indicate a need for workplace literacy instruction. Some workplace literacy programs are intended to address the presumed educational deficits of an expected workforce influx of women, older workers, minorities, and poorly schooled youth who may be underprepared for the high performance workplaces of the 21st century (Imel, 2003; Jurmo, 2004).

An interesting study that drew the attention of those with a national interest in welfare reform provided useful insights into the effectiveness of different program approaches to serving welfare clients. The study shows that “employment-focused programs generally had larger effects on employment and earnings than did education focused programs” (Hamilton, 2002, p. 28). However, the most effective program employed a mixed strategy and it outperformed other programs in terms of the size and consistency of its earnings gains as well as increases in the stability of employment and earnings growth. This program’s success suggested several key features of effective programs: “an employment focus, the use of both job search and short-term education or training, and an emphasis on holding out for a good job” (Hamilton, 2002, p. 36).
Workplace Language Literacy

Tyler (2005) noted that immigrants account for “an increasingly large share of the U.S. labor force and a growing share of low-wage workers,” according to A Profile of the Low-Wage Immigrant Workforce. A summary of the report stated that almost two thirds of low-wage immigrant workers cannot speak English well. Additionally, United States census data show 46% of foreign-born workers have limited English proficiency, and 73% of those workers speak Spanish. In fact, although other foreign languages crop up in U.S. workplaces, Spanish is by far the most prevalent. Thus, many employers have provided ESL language training. 

Most ESL employees are in entry-level jobs. Management employees whose native language is not English, typically become proficient in English early on, sometimes even before reaching the United States, because they know it will be essential for career advancement. More to the point, ESL employees are concentrated in certain industries, experts say, including manufacturing, construction, hospitality, restaurants, and landscaping (Tyler, 2005).

As the United States has experienced a burgeoning wave of immigration from Latin America, Asia, Eastern Europe, sub-Saharan Africa, the Caribbean, and other regions, the nation’s workforce has become not only more diverse but also increasingly multilingual. By 2008, according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), 41% of the nation’s 39 million workers will be members of minority groups; Hispanics make up the country’s fastest-growing minority. By 2050, minorities are expected to rise from one fourth to one half of the U.S. population (Owens, 2005). In the 2000 census, nearly 47 million people, about one in five U.S. residents, reported speaking a foreign language regularly at home; an increase from 15 million people in the 1990 census (Owens, 2005).

According to Sandra Slipp, a diversity consultant with Organization Planning and Training Associates in Englewood, New Jersey, “Language is becoming such an important issue in the workplace” (Owens, 2005, p. 126). She and co-principal, Renee Blank, authors of best sellers on workplace diversity, worked with employees at clients ranging from major financial and pharmaceutical companies to the Internal Revenue Service, and their findings indicated the scope of the challenge for employers (Owens, 2005).

Some Asian Americans, for example, have told Slipp and Blank that other Americans interrupt them, even finishing sentences for them. Latinos reported being criticized by managers and coworkers for speaking Spanish to Latino colleagues. Many immigrants have said they are treated as if they are unintelligent or inferior because of the way they speak English, while others have said coworkers and employers assume they do not want to learn English (Owens, 2005).

In some workplaces, such as hospitals and construction sites, what is said: or not said, can have life-or-death importance. It is a crucial issue at the prestigious Johns Hopkins Medical Institutions in Baltimore, where the patients, medical professionals, and support staff hail from all over the world. Bonnie Windsor, a human resource consultant in the Labor Relations Department, said there are no formal language policies in place, but “Diversity training is done in every new-hire orientation, all management training classes, and whenever necessary on units” (Owens, 2005, p. 126). Some professionals have estimated that nearly two thirds of U.S. construction workers do not speak English as their primary language, potentially compromising safety in often-dangerous situations. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, about 800 Hispanic workers lost their lives in job-related injuries in 2003: nearly 270 of those deaths occurred in the construction industry (Owens, 2005).

The federal government has developed various language-related safety initiatives. For example, the Occupational Safety and Health Administration has a bilingual Web site geared toward helping employees access safety compliance resources that have been translated into Spanish (Owens, 2005). Whatever the job requires, companies that want to succeed, provide the needed tools for employees to do well. That might mean encouraging workers to study English through ESL classes in the community, or sponsoring in-house classes, as companies such as condiment giant H.J. Heinz have done (Owens, 2005).

Owens (2005) observed that one of the successes in lowering workplace language barriers at John Hopkins has been the hospital’s work with the Maryland chapter of the Philippine Nursing Association. Hopkins, like many hospitals, has recruited nurses from abroad, including from the Philippines. Many foreign-born nurses have excellent professional skills, but language barriers have sometimes caused problems.

Such experiences ring true for Mary Dedeen Andrada, RN, a clinical transplant nurse coordinator from the Philippines, who has a bachelor’s degree in nursing and who was recruited by Hopkins 6 years ago. Like others at the hospital, Andrada has benefited from older, more experienced Filipino mentors that Hopkins has put in place. She also has received many commendations for her work, and she emphasized that foreign-born nurses generally must take English proficiency tests before they can even sit for exams to practice in the United States (Owens, 2005).
Assessment and Evaluation in Adult ESL 

Assessment of a program refers to the use of procedures and instruments to gather information on the strengths and weakness of any given program on a regular basis (Van Duzer & Holt, 2000). Evaluation refers to interpreting and analyzing data at any given point in time, usually for the purpose of improving and documenting outcomes of the program (Van Duzer & Holt, 2000). Researchers often differ in how to assess and evaluate any program because assessment and evaluation take place in many contexts (Alamprese & Kay, 1993; Van Duzer & Holt, 2000; Young, Fitzgerald, & Morgan, 1994). For programs, stakeholders want to know about the implementation and success of the program. Funders of the program are concerned with how the money is spent and if the outcomes justify the funds allotted.


In evaluating adult basic education and ESL programs, Alamprese and Kay (1993) suggested that quantifiable indicators of a program’s success could include learner retention, learner promotion to higher levels of learning, or learners’ transition to jobs or better jobs. Other factors that are not easily quantifiable are increased self-esteem, along with an increase in participation in the community and school.


Alamprese and Kay (1993) reported that evaluation of an adult education program depends on the goals of the program. For example, in an evaluation of a family literacy program, if a program designed to increase parental participation in children’s learning resulted in parents reading more frequently to their children, the program would be considered successful. Likewise, if an evaluation of workplace program outcomes showed that learners had increased participation in work teams, better job attendance, and a willingness to learn new skills, the program would have successful outcomes.


Burt and Saccomano (1995) called evaluation a complex process that should involve all stakeholder groups and that evaluation must be “an integral part of workplace ESL instructional programs before, during, and after the programs have been completed. It can increase program effectiveness by providing valuable information about the impact of programs and highlighting areas where improvement is needed” (¶ 3). The stakeholders, who can include the employers, labor unions, participants, teachers, and funders, determine how to conduct an evaluation. Stakeholders’ stated goals, expected outcomes for the program, and resources available are all criteria for evaluating an ESL program. As Burt and Saccomano stated, 

As stakeholders may have different, possibly conflicting goals, it is important to clarify these goals and achieve a consensus beforehand as to which goals are most important to examine with the available resources (Fitz-Gibbon & Morris, 1987). The information gathered from the focus groups and stakeholder interviews should be recorded and accessible to the program and to the evaluators throughout the program. (1995, ¶ 11) 

In the current study, the successes of the WOW program underwent evaluation by following the advice of Burt and Saccomano (1995) through interviewing all stakeholder groups to determine their perceptions of the workplace ESL programs sponsored by WOW in conjunction with local school district adult learning centers and businesses. Chapter 3 contains discussion of the methodology used to evaluate the program.

CHAPTER 3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Overview of Research Design

The purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions of participants in the WOW program. WOW is a work-based education program that is a required part of the Oklahoma State Adult Education Grant through the federal government. In the mid-1990s, remedial adult education programs had been severely cut because of rising costs and lack of properly trained instructors (AMA, 2001). However, with the rise in adult low literacy levels due to the increase in high school dropouts and increasing illegal and legal immigration, it became essential that more adult literacy programs be developed (Berger, 2007). With the passage of Title II of the Workforce Investment Act (WIA), also known as the Adult Education and Family Literacy Act (AEFLA), the federal government gave grants to states to address workplace literacy in their adult education programs. Each state was allowed to develop a program that best suited its population’s needs, and WOW is Oklahoma’s program approach. The WOW program has special workplace ESL classes to address Oklahoma’s growing Hispanic and Vietnamese populations.

Research has shown that adult literacy programs offered at an employee’s place of work are more successful in retaining learners than are programs held in a traditional school setting. Hence, the state of Oklahoma offers the WOW program to Oklahoma businesses, with the classes on-site. This chapter discusses the methodology used to examine the ESL workplace program in the WOW Program.

Qualitative Research Issues

Qualitative research recognizes the relative nature of inquiry (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992). It has been described as “watching people in their own territory...interacting with them in their own language, on their own terms” (Kirk & Miller, 1986, p. 9). Its intellectual roots go back well over 100 years to the birth of social science itself (Tesch, 1990), and it is currently identified as a successful and popular form of contemporary social research (Atkinson, 1995). Qualitative research allows researchers to “get close” to participants, to “penetrate their internal logic and interpret their subjective understanding of reality” (Shaw, 1999, p. 60), and to assist in the understanding of the way institutions progress (Mouck, 1998). Different from quantitative research, with its reliance on the power of numbers, the aim of qualitative research is a “quest for meaning and significance” (Marshall, Lincoln, & Austin, 1991, p. 74). It involves acknowledging the impossibility of representing the complexity of social reality with just one data set (Covaleski & Dirsmith, 1990) and attempting to understand such complexity through analyzing and interpreting data from various sources. Qualitative researchers emphasize the “value-laden nature of inquiry,” and seek answers to questions that stress the meaning of social experience, in contrast to quantitative research, which emphasizes “measurement and analysis of causal relationships between variables,” supposedly within a “value-free framework” (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p. 13).

Qualitative processes gather data, different from that accumulated for quantitative research, during the process of fieldwork. Examination of the interplay of all the variables in order creates as thorough an understanding of the situation as possible. The research consists of in-depth, open-ended interviews; direct observation; written documents (Patton, 2002; Strauss & Corbin, 1990); and “any information the researcher gathers that is not expressed in numbers” (Tesch, 1990, p. 55). The qualitative researcher draws near the world with a set of ideas, a framework (theory, ontology) that specifies a set of questions (epistemology) that are then examined (methodology, analysis) in specific ways (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994).

If a researcher acknowledges that social systems are socially constructed, and therefore, “can be changed by the activities of individuals located within a specific social context” (Ryan, Scapens, & Theobald, 2002, p. 126), then that researcher must see himself or herself as “the instrument of their own research” (p. 126). He or she then acknowledges, “The interpersonal relationships and dynamics which can emerge are complex and deeply charged for both the researcher and the researched” (Darlington & Scott, 2002, p. 46). There is thus, wide scope within the “complex historical field” of qualitative research for different theoretical paradigms (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p. 2).

Phenomenology: A Philosophy and a Methodology

At the end of World War I, Europe was devastated. Eagleton (1983) reported,

The social order of European capitalism had been shaken to its roots by the carnage of the war and its turbulent aftermath. The ideologies on which that order had customarily depended, the cultural values by which it ruled, were also in deep turmoil. Science seemed to have dwindled to a sterile positivism, a myopic obsession with the categorizing of facts; philosophy appeared torn between such positivism on the one hand, and an indefensible subjectivism on the other; forms of relativism and irrationalism were rampant, and art reflected this bewildering loss of bearings. (p. 54)

From this ideological quandary, the German philosopher, Edmund Husserl, “sought to develop a new philosophical method which would lend absolute certainty to a disintegrating civilization” (Eagleton, 1983, p. 54). Husserl contended that people can be certain about how things appear in, or present themselves to, their consciousness. Realities are treated as pure phenomena and present the only absolute data from where to begin. Husserl named his philosophical method “phenomenology,” the science of pure “phenomena” (Eagleton, 1983, p. 55). 

In Auguste Comte's theory of science, phenomena (phenomenes) were the facts (faits, what occurs) that a given science would explain. In 18th and 19th century epistemology, then, phenomena were the starting points in building knowledge, especially science. Thus, then and even now, phenomena are whatever one observes (perceives) and seeks to explain (Moran, 2000).

Husserl was a student of Franz Brentano. Brentano first emphasized the intentional nature of consciousness or the “internal experience of being conscious of something” (Holloway, 1997, p. 117). A student of Husserl, Martin Heidegger, introduced the concept of being there and the dialogue between a person and his or her world (Schwandt, 1997). Schwandt reported Heidegger and Husserl examined the lived-world in terms of an average existence in an ordinary world. The existential phenomenology of Heidegger was passed onward by, among others, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty (Vandenberg, 1997).

Lippitz (1997) noted that while phenomenology flourished “during the first 20 years after the Second World War, this approach was forgotten for a while” (p. 69). However, in the 1970s, phenomenological psychologists established a praxis, which is a methodological realization of the phenomenological philosophical attitude in a systematic and sustained way (Stones, 1988).

The object of the researcher is to describe as accurately as possible the phenomena, refraining from any previous context, but remaining true to the facts. According to Welman and Kruger (1999, p. 189), “Phenomenologists are concerned with understanding social and psychological phenomena from the perspectives of people involved.” Schultz stated that phenomenology is “the ways in which ordinary members of society attend to their everyday lives” (Gubrium & Holstein, 2000, pp. 488-489). Therefore, the researcher employing phenomenology is interested with the lived experiences of the people involved with the subject that is being researched (Greene, 1997; Holloway, 1997; Kruger, 1988; Kvale, 1996; Maypole & Davies, 2001; Robinson & Reed, 1998). 

The lived experiences that phenomenology studies include perception, thought, memory, imagination, emotion, desire, resolve, bodily awareness, embodied action, and social activity, including linguistic activity. Smith (2009) observed,
The structure of these forms of experience typically involves what Husserl called “intentionality,” that is, the directedness of experience toward things in the world, the property of consciousness that it is a consciousness of or about something. According to classical Husserlian phenomenology, our experience is directed toward—represents or “intends”—things only through particular concepts, thoughts, ideas, images, etc. These make up the meaning or content of a given experience, and are distinct from the things they present or mean. (¶ 5)

Therefore, the essential deliberate structure of consciousness a researcher discovers in reflection or analysis involves additional forms of experience. As a result, phenomenology develops a multifaceted account of temporal awareness, spatial awareness (particularly in perception), attention, awareness of one's own experience, self-awareness, the self in different roles, and awareness of other persons (in empathy, intersubjectivity, collectivity). There is also “embodied action (including kinesthetic awareness of one's movement), purpose or intention in action, linguistic activity (involving meaning, communication, understanding others), social interaction (including collective action), and everyday activity in one’s surrounding life-world (in a particular culture)” (Smith, 2009, ¶ 7). Consequently, phenomenology leads from conscious experience into an awareness that gives experience its intentionality. Traditional phenomenology has focused on subjective, practical, and social conditions of experience (Smith, 2009).

Classical phenomenologists practiced three distinctive methods. In the first, the phenomenologist describes a type of experience, just as one would find it in his or her own experience. In this way, Husserl and Merleau-Ponty spoke of pure description of lived experience. The second method interprets a type of experience by relating it to relevant features of context. Thus, Heidegger and his supporters spoke of hermeneutics; that is, the art of interpretation in context, especially social and linguistic context. The third method is to analyze the form of a type of experience. Ultimately, all the classical phenomenologists practiced analysis of experience, evaluating significant features for further explanation (Moran, 2000).

In the course of interpretive-descriptive analyses of experience, the researcher directly notes that he or she is analyzing familiar modes of consciousness, conscious experience of or in relation to this or that. Intentionality is thus the salient structure of one’s experience, and much of phenomenology proceeds as the study of different features of intentionality. Likewise, as the researcher reflects on how these phenomena work, he or she turns to the analysis of relevant conditions that enable one’s experiences to occur as they do, and to denote or intend as they do. Phenomenology then leads into inquiry “of conditions of the possibility of intentionality, conditions involving motor skills and habits, background social practices, and often language, with its special place in human affairs” (Smith & McIntyre, 1982, para. 12).
Description of the Study Methodology

The methodological foundation upon which this research study was built was a phenomenological study. According to Denzin and Lincoln (1994), the discipline of phenomenology is a study of the structures of experience, or consciousness. In other words, phenomenology is the study of a given phenomenon as experienced by the appearances of things or things as they appear in an individual’s experience, and of how that individual assigns meaning to that experience (Angelides, 2001; Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). Phenomenology studies conscious experience as experienced from the subjective or first person point of view. In the case of the present study, in-depth phenomenological interviews with the stakeholders involved in the WOW program allowed the examination of the lived experiences of those involved in the program to determine what had been successful about the program and what had not. In choosing to use a phenomenological methodology, the researcher gave a voice to those involved (Creswell, 2008). 

Applying a phenomenological research methodology to the subject matter of the present research study was considered a departure from how the issue had been approached in most previous research studies. As mentioned previously, many of the research studies conducted on the topic of student perceptions in the past were quantitative in nature; that is, certain quantifiable data were collected and then subjected to statistical analysis. However, the methodological procedures employed in this study were methods typically associated with phenomenological research. The method of data collection was a series of semi-structured, formal interviews with participants (i.e., ESL adult learners, instructors, administrators, and managers). To develop the interview protocol for the research study, an adapted version of Seidman’s (1998) interview series method was appropriate.

Since qualitative research is people oriented, the significance of systems can be described as the way people have determined what information will be shared within the organization, such as  the design of documents, the conduct of meetings, the choice of people who attend meetings, and so on. A survey alone could not possibly have led to this type of understanding. Empathy was a natural and necessary part of this process (Baszanger & Dodier, 1997), so that techniques for the analysis of the data gathered in this way were not as important as the nature of the data itself. Whether the data were treated in a quantitative manner, or whether they were analyzed manually or by computer, is beside the point. What needs to be recognized is that the data reflected multiple realities and that it could have been used to produce a number of different stories of the organization.
Design of the Study

Company 1 is the largest Oklahoma-owned institution of its type, with many facets of other facilities throughout much of Oklahoma. Company 1 has collaborated with Adult Learning Center B to offer ESL and Spanish classes to the community, as well as to their employees. The subjects of the study were Company 1’s current workforce ESL class, the managers, teachers, and administrators that participated in the WOW program. More accurately, this inquiry focused on a multiplicity of workforce literacy issues and approached the research questions from the perspective of the affected business, as well as from the perspective of the illiterate worker culture.

Research Questions

For this reason, the following research questions formed the foundation of this study:

1. What are the perceptions of the administrators, teachers, and business managers of workplace ESL programs regarding the effectiveness of the program implemented at that company?
2. What are the perceptions of the adult learners enrolled in an ESL workforce program regarding the effectiveness of the program?
The specific phenomenon (from the Greek word phenomenon, meaning appearance) that the research focused on was the effectiveness of the program. However, Bentz and Shapiro (1998, p. 104) cautioned that the researcher must allow the data to emerge: “Doing phenomenology” means capturing “rich descriptions of phenomena and their settings.”

Therefore, interviews took place with respondents indicating participation in ESL literacy programming. Each interview was conducted with the use of an interview guide and protocol (Patton, 2002) with questions designed to answer the research questions. To develop the interview protocol for the research study, an adapted version of Seidman’s (1998) interview series method was appropriate.
Interviews

Interviews benefited the research in a number of ways. First, interviews provided an unobstructed opening through which participants’ voices and opinions could surface, which was integral to this study, as is detailed below. Second, during interviews, the participants related stories and narratives about their ESL experiences. Narratives have the unique quality of instructing, revealing, and informing all at the same time (Eisner, 1997). Sharing stories also served to narrow the gap between the researcher and the participants, encouraging them to reconstruct their own experiences and to free their inner voices (Seidman, 1998).

It is important to acknowledge the problems inherent in the process of interviewing, as discussed by Scheurich (1997). According to Scheurich, the reality of interviewing is relative and ambiguous, partially due to its inclusion of both verbal and nonverbal aspects, both of which may affect an interview. He pointed out that in interviews, interplay of dominance of the interviewee by the interviewer, interviewee resistance to this dominance, and chaos/freedom (i.e., all that occurs within an interview that is neither representative of dominance nor resistance) may influence both the interviewer and interviewee. In order to both tackle and contravene the ambiguity of interviewing, the researcher followed Scheurich’s suggestion by acknowledging and then clarifying the undefined and uncertain nature of interviewing through member-checking sessions with the participants.

Third, qualitative research regards the researcher as a human tool or instrument of data collection (Merriam, 2002). A human instrument (as opposed to an inanimate tool such as a questionnaire) is responsive to the context of data collection. The researcher processes the data provided by the participants while at the same time responding to the incoming information (whether verbal or nonverbal) in a way that allows the researcher to clarify, summarize, further explore, and adapt questions and interviewing techniques as needed (Merriam, 2002). One of the ways that was accomplished was by using memoing.

Memoing

Memoing functioned to record the researcher’s personal thoughts throughout the interview process. According to Miles and Huberman (1994), memoing is a form of coding that the researcher does as he or she collects data and reviews the interviews, observations, and related documents. Memoing helps the researcher make connections among data sources. Miles and Huberman suggested that memoing is like “little moments of conceptual epiphany” for the researcher (1994, p. 74). Writing memos helps the researcher recall certain facts about the data collection. The memos are observations only; they are not observed, objective material (Miles & Huberman, 1994). In the present study, memoing took place during all phases of the data collection. After all the data were collected and were entered into the qualitative software, NVivo, the memos were used to help further understand the themes developed through NVivo. 

Memoing also took place when the researcher was looking over documents about the WOW program. In that use, memoing helped the researcher recall certain facts in the documents that could later be used to check statements in the interviews for accuracy. Hence, the process of memoing in a phenomenological study is both process and procedure (Creswell, 2008). It is a process of breaking down the data into the smallest elements and then patiently putting the pieces together to reassemble the data into a whole again. Table 1 displays some examples of the memos the researcher wrote while conducting the 12 interviews for the study that helped in the process and procedure of collecting and analyzing the data.
Table 1. Examples of Memoing
	Observation


	Memo Created

	Participant 14 and Participant 15 would only agree to be interviewed if they were interviewed together. 


	Wonder why two students are afraid of interviewing alone? Afraid of language problems? Fear of saying something wrong?


	Fifteen individuals agreed to be interviewed; several wanted to be interviewed together.
	Follow-up on this in interviews. Why interview together? Time constraints? Trying to see what the other person is saying?


	During interviews some disagreement about how workers were scheduled for work.
	Explore more about how employees are actually scheduled by employer for workplace cases. There is a disagreement here.


	Participant 14 and Participant 15 had more they wanted to say.
	Explore how these two women were very interested in sharing their stories. Want to have a voice? 




Memos recorded specific observations made during the interview process. The memos were written on yellow sticky notes and placed on the interview sheets. These memos served as reminders of particular points made in previous interviews. Hence, memoing helped the researcher recheck the facts related in the interviews. Memoing also allowed for verification (confirmation or disconfirmation) of understandings and interpretations and double-checking with participants that the researcher truly understood and described the topic under study in the same way (or at least in the closest way) in which those who lived it described it (LeCompte, 2000).

More explicitly, being a human instrument for research meant that the researcher was able to interact with the participants. Thus, research became participatory in nature, particularly during interviews. The researcher as a human instrument is one aspect of interviewing that allows interpretive researchers to produce richer accounts than would be possible using statistical approaches to research (Herod, 1993). However, Herod cautioned this interactive, participatory nature of face-to-face interviewing requires qualitative researchers to pay close attention to the social interactions and relationships that develop between the researcher and participants during interviews, as they may influence the interview process itself, as well as help shape the data attained from interviews. The interactions and relationships may be affected by such factors as gender, age, ethnicity, class, and power, in addition to other factors (Johnson-Bailey, 1999).

Another reason to implement a qualitative research methodology was what seemed to be lacking in many studies of students’ perceptions: the voices of those with whom the studies are concerned, the students themselves, due to the quantitative nature of most of the studies (e.g., Christison & Krahnke, 1986; Leki & Carson, 1994). Qualitative research allows the actual voices and thoughts of participants to be heard (Bailey & Nunan, 1996), and at the same time makes room for the researcher’s voice as well, thereby giving the researcher what Gore (1993, p. 79) called “authority with” rather than “authority over” the people involved in the research. One of the main concerns while conducting qualitative research must be to make sure that the participants’ voices are heard above the researcher’s. The present study was a collaborative work with the participants. Listening to their voices and perspectives was the main goal of the study. After all, this was their story, and the researcher had the privilege of retelling it.

The final reason supporting implementing a phenomenological methodology is its emphasis on thick, detailed descriptions. For the purposes of this study, such descriptions of ESL students’ and employers’ perceptions allows consumers of the research which are primarily businesses with a need to have ESL training, to reflect upon their own unique ESL training and students. It allows them to draw comparisons, interpretations, and generalizations that are relevant for them (Heinecke & Stohl Drier, 1998; Shkedi, 1998). Such capability gives the power of transferability or generalization to businesses.
Study Settings

The WOW Program

As discussed in the previous section, WOW is Oklahoma’s adult-learning program that is a job-site, workforce development program that uses a job task analysis to develop basic skills programs to meet the literacy needs of workers. The process for implementing a WOW program is as follows: The program is job-specific, so there is not just one curriculum. The program trains teachers to do an essential skills analysis, conduct worker observations and interviews, determine the critical task, and write performance objectives of the class based on that task, as well as determine the basic skills required of the critical task, note and gather job-related documents or processes, and then prepare criterion-referenced tests and curriculum to address the necessary basic skills (Oklahoma Adult Educators are Widening Opportunities in the Workplace, 2005).

The program is staffed by work-based teachers who are state certified and employed by an Oklahoma adult learning center. The teachers’ salaries come from the AEFLA grant money that comes to the state from the federal government. The grant money is administered by the Oklahoma State Department of Education, Lifelong Learning Section. The state allocates the money through a grant application process. At present, 39 programs serve all 77 counties in Oklahoma. WOW is especially designed to address the problems of literacy in Oklahoma (Oklahoma Adult Educators are Widening Opportunities in the Workplace, 2005).

First Setting

The first setting included the Oklahoma State Department of Education and two of the state’s adult learning centers that collaborate with local businesses through WOW. The adult learning centers initiate contact with various businesses in the community and offer work-based ESL classes.

The Oklahoma State Department of Education, Lifelong Learning Section. The Lifelong Learning Section of the Oklahoma State Department of Education provides technical assistance to adult learning centers in the implementation of the AEFLC grant and the GED testing program. The section is also responsible for coordinating with other state and local agencies in the implementation of the Workforce Investment Act (WIA) and assisting with other adult literacy conferences and projects. The Lifelong Learning Section monitors and evaluates adult education and literacy programs, GED testing centers, and other related adult education projects (Oklahoma State Department of Education [OKSDE], 2009, personal e-mail). 

The Lifelong Learning Section serves as a resource for adult education and literacy teacher training projects and local teacher in-service workshops. Another responsibility of the Lifelong Learning Section is to provide leadership and to train local adult education and literacy programs in the implementation of work-based education, family literacy, ESL programs, and other specialized adult education programs. They review class enrollment forms, process for payment of expenditures, provide technical assistance to local programs on federal reporting procedures, and assist with the preparation of the Federal and State Adult Education and Literacy report (OKSDE, 2009, personal e-mail). 

Adult Learning Center A. School District A administers the state’s largest Adult Learning Center that provides programs through federal, Oklahoma State Department of Human Services, and other Oklahoma state sources with 6 full-time and 60+ part-time teachers serving about 3800 adults per year. The center offers year-round adult literacy classes in two counties. Classes offered included ABE-literacy instruction in reading, writing, math, life skills, and job readiness; GED test preparation; ESL; work-based education; family literacy; citizenship, TANF, and corrections education. 

Adult Learning Center B. This center provides ABE classes, ESL classes, family literacy programs, GED prep classes, and any other class that deals with basic literacy skills. In addition, it offers some ESL that is work-based and other work-based education. Citizenship classes, TANF, and corrections education are also provided. These are free classes to eligible adult learners (Adult Learning Center B, 2009, personal e-mail). 
Second Setting

The second setting consisted of one of the 30+ companies that partner with WOW through Adult Learning Center B to provide work-based ESL classes. 

Company 1 is one of the companies that participates in WOW. It has collaborated with Adult Learning Center B on several community projects. Company 1 and Adult Learning Center B have offered mentoring programs, community literacy, and ESL classes together. The company is large and prominent in Oklahoma and has many locations throughout Oklahoma. It was chosen because community-based and work-based ESL classes have been ongoing with community members and employees for several years in partnership with Adult Learning Center B. The business is composed of facilities that, according to their Web site, offer these benefits:

1. It is the largest Oklahoma-owned company of its type.
2. It is a not-for profit corporation.
3. It is governed by a board composed of business and community leaders in Oklahoma. 
4. It merged with another company in the same business several years ago, which helped it include rural facilities.
Company 1 was the workplace setting from which employees who participated in WOW (i.e., ESL workplace) classes were selected as participants because the program offered at Company 1 had been in operation for several years. The managers were also from Company 1.
The Participants: Sample and Population
The participants came from stakeholder groups involved with the WOW program in Oklahoma. Individuals were invited to volunteer for this study through a purposeful sampling method, which is a sampling method in which members of the population were specifically chosen for the study. The 15 participants included the following:

1. A representative of the Lifelong Learning Section of the Oklahoma State Department of Education.

2. Two directors of adult learning centers: one from School District A and one from School District B.

3. The supervisor of adult education from Adult Learning Center B.

4. Two teachers, one from each adult learning center.

5. Six employees from Company 1 that took the class.

6. Three managers from Company 1.

Byrne (2001) reported that qualitative researchers must determine how many participants are necessary. Unlike in quantitative studies where large numbers are necessary for statistical analysis, qualitative sample sizes are related to the researcher’s time, budget, and geographic location. It is often helpful in a qualitative study to perform data analysis concurrently with data collection (Byrne, 2001). Creswell (2008) suggested that often the sample size in a qualitative study is determined by data saturation. Once the researcher has reached the point where participants report the same information, data saturation has occurred and the researcher no longer needs to pursue other participants. For this study, the numbers of participants were determined based on the availability of volunteers from each stakeholder group.

Participant Selection and Recruitment

Over the course of 8 months, the researcher contacted many different businesses that offered work-based ESL classes, but none of the businesses would give approval to conduct interviews. Then the researcher heard that Company 1 offered ESL classes. After 9 months of attending Institutional Review Board monthly meetings of Company 1, making changes to the IRB application, discussing recruitment of employees, having the interview guides approved, creating a consent form that the legal department of Company 1 would approve, and so forth, the researcher received approval to conduct the study.

WOW classes are offered to Company 1 employees from different departments. Therefore, an e-mail from the human resources department explaining what the study entailed, what the participants’ role was, and what was required for them to participate was sent to department managers. The director of legal services that serves Company 1’s Institutional Review Board also sent an e-mail to department heads, human resources, and managers to inform them of the study’s protocol and to tell them that approval had been granted to conduct the research. A manager at Company 1 was asked to coordinate efforts and inform employees of the study, as the manager was not a direct supervisor of the employees. He informed the employees of the study and set up a meeting where the researcher could meet with potential participants and answer any questions the potential participants had. The recruiting was more difficult than anticipated, as employees were afraid to be interviewed. The researcher recruited six women from Company 1’s housekeeping department. The Company manager who handled the arrangements for the class told the researcher that he thought approximately 50 employees had taken the class.
A representative from the Lifelong Learning Section of the Oklahoma State Department of Education was recruited by sending the researcher’s proposal along with a letter to the director of the Lifelong Learning Section. The director provided permission for the researcher to interview the representative.

The two directors of the adult learning centers: one from School District A and one from School District B were approached in person, following several phone calls. They both wrote letters of approval giving permission to the researcher to speak with anyone in their organizations. The directors both arranged for the researcher to speak with the teachers and the supervisor of adult education from Adult Learning Center B.

Criteria

To be considered for this study, participants had to meet several criteria. Participants were persons involved in the WOW Program. They were 18 years old minimum, with no maximum age limit. Gender was not a factor. 


Fifteen people were interviewed for this study, although only 12 interviews took place, since some participants wished to participate in group interview sessions. The three Company 1 managers insisted on one group interview, and two employees asked to be interviewed together. Participants in this study included (a) 4 administrators; (b) 3 managers; (c) 2 teachers; and (d) 6 employees. As a result, while there were 15 actual participants, only 12 interviews took place.
Data Collection: Interviews
The primary source of data collection was a series of semi-structured, one-on-one and group interviews that the researcher conducted with the participants. To develop the interview protocol for the research study, an adapted version of Seidman’s (1998) interview series method was appropriate. 

All interviews used English, except for the Company 1 employees. Parts of those interviews were in Spanish. The researcher is fluent in Spanish and at times, some individuals had difficulty expressing themselves in English. Accordingly, the researcher switched to Spanish. This accommodation was a requirement of Company 1’s IRB, as they wanted the student’s voice to be authentic. Company 1 believed that if participants could not communicate in their own language, responses would not be authentic. 

Capella University’s IRB, IRBNet, examined the language accommodation and required that the documents pertaining to the research be translated into another language for participants who did not speak English. The Supplemental Form J (which contained such) was completed and uploaded to IRBNet. The Supplemental Form J also stated that each document translated into another language must be back-translated to English and compared with the original for accuracy. The translations and back-translations were performed by two different people working independently. The researcher did not certify the translations. Supplemental Form J was signed by the two separate translators, verifying that they performed the translation/back-translation. In accordance with Company 1’s IRB, the Company 1 employees signed the IRB-stamped English consent form, as this was the only approved form. However, they also received a Spanish translation of the form.

To ensure the privacy of each participant, and to ensure that the data were reliable and valid, the researcher had portions of the interviews and transcriptions checked by a panel of translators to verify that the translations and transcriptions were accurate, while protecting personal information of the participants.
With the permission of the participants, the interviews were tape-recorded for accuracy and then the data were transcribed following Glesne’s (1999) suggestions. The researcher recorded reflections after completing each interview, using a memoing style (Miles & Huberman, 1994). These memos functioned as an initial analysis of the data and aided in remembering points that had been made in previous interviews to enable cross checking of what each individual stated.

Ethical Considerations of Interviews

Aside from practical matters, interviews can also be thought of in terms of their ethical considerations, such as anonymity and the issue of intrusion into the participant’s thoughts, observations, and beliefs. Because the “objects of inquiry” are human beings, extreme care must be taken to avoid harming them and to ensure respect for their right to privacy (Fontana & Frey, 1994, p. 372). While the possibility exists that interviews may cause distress, ethical conduct on the part of the interviewer, as well as the participant’s ability to have “considerable control” over the interview process (Corbin & Morse, 2003, p. 335) can minimize the possibility. If the material discussed is sensitive, people who agree to interviews may be risking a great deal by speaking about their situation, and considerable precautions must establish trust, protect identities, and maintain confidentiality (Irvine, 2003).

To establish and maintain such trust, all of the interviewees signed consent forms, which included information about the study, such as a short description of the study and its purpose and goals. The consent form informed participants that they were not required to take part in the study, that they had the right to withdraw from the study at any time, and that their anonymity was protected. The coded tapes were stored securely in a locked drawer accessible only to the researcher at the conclusion of the study. 
Because employee participants in the study were not native speakers of English, the consent forms were translated into Spanish, which was a Capella IRB requirement. Company 1’s IRB also required that their legal department had to approve the consent forms their employees signed, and their IRB had to sanction, stamp, and date the forms. The research did not begin until the participants had signed and returned the consent forms. Contributing employees received assurance that their participation in the study would in no way affect their employment with Company 1. The researcher’s contact information was provided to allow employees and managers the opportunity to ask questions about the study or to provide explanations concerning the interviews. 

Bracketing

Husserl called it bracketing or reduction: the existence of the world must be put between brackets when performing analysis (Schwandt, 1997). Data concerned how the participants “think and feel in the most direct ways” (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998, p. 96). The focus of the questions was “what goes on within” the participants, encouraging the participants to “describe the lived experience in a language as free from the constructs of the intellect and society as possible” (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998, p. 96). This is one mode of bracketing. 
A second mode of bracketing, as indicated by Miller and Crabtree (1992, p. 24) is that the researcher “must ‘bracket’ his or her own preconceptions and enter into the individual’s lifeworld and use the self as an experiencing interpreter.” Moustakas (1994, p. 85) pointed out, “Husserl called the freedom from suppositions the epoche, a Greek word meaning to stay away from or abstain.”

Interviewing ESL Employee Participants

Each participating employee had an individual interview, except for two female employees who requested to have their interviews together. A few days preceding each interview, participating ESL employees received a basic interview guide (Appendix A) so they could familiarize themselves with the types of questions asked during the interviews and to give them time to reflect about their literacy and ESL learning. Having the questions in advance also allowed the employees to ask about any words that were new to them. 

The interview guides were translated into Spanish, with the original documents sent to a panel of ESL and adult literacy professionals for review. The interview guides went to three separate professionals: (a) the director of a community-based literacy program in a large city, (b) an ESL professor at a private university, and (c) the regional director of an adult literacy program in another state.

In accordance with Seidman (1998), a final meeting with the employees concerned member checking. During the member-checking session, the employees and managers were given the opportunity to comment or expand on what they had said in previous interviews and to clarify statements or offer information that they did not or could not provide during the previous interviews. 

Interviewing Managers, Administrators, and Teachers

Interviews with managers, administrators, and teachers followed a procedure similar to student and employee interviews. As with employee interviews, these participants received basic interview guides (Appendix B) prior to each interview. The above committee of professionals in translation reviewed this guide, as well. 

Each participating manager, administrator, and teacher had an individual interview, with the exception of the three Company 1 managers who requested a group interview. The interviews provided the managers, administrators, and teachers the opportunity to offer explanations and comments. The interviews provided the opportunity for this group to raise issues pertaining to good training and development and to reflect on their present ESL training experiences. E-mail served the purpose of member checking. Some participants responded only once to the member checking e-mails, whereas others spent considerable time and effort responding to the questions. The four administrators and one teacher in particular, clarified issues, sent additional information, provided background information, explained different items, and took immense interest in the study. 
Data Management

The data management approach for this research included (a) become acquainted with the data; (b) develop interview transcriptions; (c) memo to express immediate thoughts, understandings, and perceptions for further examination; (d) use computer software Microsoft Word and Excel to organize and sort files; (e) use NVivo 8 qualitative software for storage, narratives, forms, data displays, coding; and (f) utilize several storage devices, such as internal and external hard drives and flash drives.
To become acquainted with the data, Glesne (1999) recommended the researcher should replay the interview tapes many times in order to be acquainted with the data well, reflect carefully on needs of the study, and then discern how much data to transcribe. To become fully immersed and saturated in the data, Moll and Dworin (2001) suggested the researcher become familiar with the data in order to identify themes and make connections between categories more efficiently and accurately. The researcher used an Olympus Digital Voice Recorder to record the interviews. The researcher downloaded the interviews to Windows Media Player to listen repeatedly to the interviews.
Approximately 15 hours of recorded data resulted in more than 300 pages of text. The researcher had portions of the interviews and transcriptions checked by a panel of translators to verify that the translations and transcriptions were accurate, while protecting personal information of the participants. Extensive use of memoing took place, as explained previously. Sticky notes were used on hard copies, while balloons in the “track changes” feature were used on Word documents. The fourth data management tool used was Microsoft Word. The research study generated hundreds of files with folders labeled Proposal, IRB, Interviews, Data, NVivo, Dissertation, and sub-folders within the folders, and sub-folders within those. Portions of the transcripts were entered into NVivo 8, the fifth tool, qualitative analysis software. NVivo facilitated the classifying, sorting, and arranging of the large amounts of qualitative data, and allowed processes for exploring trends, finding meaning, and focusing on emerging themes and categories.

Initial Coding 

The 12 interviews were transcribed as Word document files, and the document titles reflected organization into the four types of interview (I) participants: I-A = administrator, I-E = employee, I-M = manager, and I-T = teacher. Other identifiers included professional position, location, and names. The last number on the code was the interview number. For example, I-A-MD-DIR-11 means interview administrator, Adult Center A, director, interview 11 (see Table 2).

Table 2. Interview Codes
	Position
	Interview Code

	Administrator
	I-A-MD-DIR-11

	
	I-A-OKC-DIR-7

	
	I-A-OKC-SUP-9

	
	I-A-ST-ED-10

	Manager
	I-M-I-FR_JO_JU-6

	Teacher
	I-T-MD-12

	
	I-T-OKC-8

	Employee
	I-E-BL-3

	
	I-E-JA-2

	
	I-E-LU_DO-5

	
	I-E-MA-4

	
	I-E-RO-1


Validity and Reliability

LeCompte (2000) noted that analysis of data must yield meaningful results (i.e., significant to those for whom the research is intended), and the formation of such results involves validity. Wolcott (1990) said that to ensure validity, one should talk a little and listen a lot, keep accurate records, and report fully. Guba and Lincoln (1982) suggested that to achieve credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability, one must practice reflexivity, which means discovering how the researcher’s involvement influenced and enlightened the research study. 

Instead of assuring a value for external validity within a range of statistical confidence, the inquirer can only create working hypotheses within a rich context. This context allows an interested party to reach a conclusion about feasibility of the transfer of concepts from the case study to any other particular situation. Readers may scrutinize and judge the concepts generated in the present study for feasibility of such transfer to any other context involving literacy (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

The extent to which a researcher can trust qualitative narrative is an issue of reliability and validity, not just at a practical level, but at a theoretical level as well. To some extent, because of the categorization of data and the use of theory, the researcher can be “artfully creating a text” (Watson, 1995, p. 302). One trap in qualitative research is to treat theory as fact. Creation of theory is nothing more than a “best guess” (Morse, 1994, p. 32), an interpretation, or an explanation of human behavior. Theory provides structure to qualitative data, maturing throughout the research process: If one ever finishes, the final “solution” is the theory that provides the best comprehensive, most coherent, and simplest model for linking diverse and unrelated facts in a useful, pragmatic way (Morse, 1994, p. 32). Member-checking sessions served as a tool to assure validity, as participants responded to whether the findings the researcher arrived at from their data were consistent with their interviews (Seidman, 1998). 

The present study did not concern itself with the reliability of findings and replicability of results. Instead, the adequacy and dependability of appropriate methods in the study should come under scrutiny. The dependability of methods, then, may arise from whether they fall within the parameters of generally accepted practice (Schwandt & Halpern, 1988). The generally accepted practiced required by the two IRBs served as a general frame of reference, along with other concepts and practices widely accepted in qualitative research and discussed throughout this dissertation.
Data Analysis

The following section specifies the analysis of the data collected in this study. Qualitative analysis software, NVivo 8, functioned to order, categorize/code, and interpret the data. A general description of the qualitative method of analysis used is first, followed by a more detailed explanation of the development of interview data into emerging themes for reporting the data. To develop the interview protocol for the research study, an adapted version of Seidman’s (1998) interview series method was appropriate.

The analytic development of the collected data was a theme or category system, and interpretations were from an insider’s perspective (Merriam, 2002). In other words, the chief concern was to show the participants’ viewpoints and their perspectives as precisely as possible. The available interview data decided the categories, not the researcher. Merriam observed that data analysis is a continuous, multidimensional process that begins after the completion of the first interview with the first participant. That is, the analysis begins directly after obtaining the first segment of data. Therefore, the analysis begins anew with acquisition of each piece of data, such as each reflection and each interview transcript. 

Interview Analysis 

Transcription of each interview took place following each initial interview. Those transcripts were entered into NVivo 8, where sorting of the data began. NVivo is designed to look for common phrases, the concepts it will initially sort into small pieces of data. The software used these small pieces of data to develop themes for data reporting. This study had six emerging themes : (a) moving from dependency toward self-direction, (b) life experiences help understand new information, (c) look for new knowledge to fulfill societal roles, (d) seek immediate relevance for their learning, (e) incentives to participate in class, and (f) scheduling. These themes emerged from the coding that took place for each interview, and themes were sorted by the interview groups of administrators, teachers, managers, and employees. The sort of the content was alphabetical according to the titles of the interviews. 

Administrator Interviews

The administrator interviews were coded into 15 themes and 3 subcategories. Every word was read and coded manually by selecting the specific text and coding to the specific category. Multiple coding took place when deemed reasonable. The coding report titles are below:

1. Administrator background

2. Challenges

3. Company support and concerns

4. Curriculum and texts

5. Employee class agenda and schedule

6. Employee participation

7. Funding

8. Government role

9. Needs analysis

10. Other

11. Outcomes and assessments

12. Program history

13. Purpose

14. Recommendations (3 subcategories)

Centralized system
Funding
Training program
15. Teachers
Teacher Interviews

The teacher interviews were coded into 9 themes and 10 subcategories. Every word was read and coded manually by selecting the specific text and coding to the specific category. Multiple coding took place when deemed reasonable. The 9 themes and 10 subcategories are below:

1.
Career readiness
2.
Curriculum (2 subcategories)
Formal curriculum

Teacher-developed curriculum

3.
Personal experiences

4.
Program background (2 subcategories)

Funding

Implementation

5.
Program challenges (2 subcategories)
Teacher concerns

Worker concerns

6.
Professional experiences (2 subcategories)
Background

Motivation

7.
Recommendations
8.
Teaching experiences
9.
Training (2 subcategories)
Problems and challenges

Teacher training

Manager Interview

The manager group interview was coded into 6 themes and 11 subcategories. Every word was read and coded manually by selecting the specific text and coding to the specific category. Multiple coding took place when deemed reasonable. The coding report titles are below:

1. Assessing need

2. Employee participation

3. General description, program

4. Improvements (11 subcategories)

Communication

Employee morale

Employee retention

Management, supervisor

Negatives

Problem solving, coping with change

Productivity, quality of work

Profitability

Program overall

Promotions and job opportunities

Use new technology

5. Manager background and responsibilities

6. Records, patient surveys

Employee Interviews

The initial organization of the employee interviews was according to the employee interview protocol below.
1. Tell me three things that you liked the most about your ESL class at work. Why did you like it?
2. Tell me three things that you liked the least about your ESL class at work. What did you not like and why?
3. Did you feel the way English was taught at work helped you be a better worker?
4. If you were responsible for the class, what would you change and why?

5. What do you think the benefits of the class should be? 

6. What were the negative aspects of the class?

The six questions were categorized as seven shortened titles shown in the Nodes column of Table 3. Three additional categories were created: EQ-ESL class experience and scheduling, EQ-Other responsibilities, and EQ-Profile. Coding was then refined within the employee interview questions and coded to multiple subcategories. Every word was read and coded manually by selecting the specific text and coding to the specific category. Multiple coding took place when deemed reasonable. The resulting 10 nodes and 26 subcategories are in Table 3.

Every word was read and coded manually by selecting the specific text and coding to the specific category. Multiple coding took place when deemed reasonable. As an example, Table 4 shows the coding that developed from employee interviews.
Table 3. Employee Interview Nodes and Subcategories
	Nodes
	Subcategories

	EQ01-Liked most ESL class and why
	Company support

	
	Relevant - practical

	EQ02-Liked least ESL class and why
	Class structure

	
	Learning style

	
	Pay

	
	Scheduling

	
	Teacher does not speak Spanish

	
	Workload conflict

	EQ03a-Yes-class helps
	Citizenship

	
	Education & knowledge

	
	Fulfill dreams

	
	Job opportunities

	EQ03b-No-class does not help
	

	EQ04-What you would change about class and why
	Bilingual teachers

	
	Class structure

	
	Participation opportunities

	
	Relevance

	
	Scheduling

	EQ05-Benefits of class should be
	Job opportunities

	
	Learn more English

	
	Relevance

	EQ06-Negative aspects of class
	

	EQ-ESL class experience and scheduling
	Company support

	
	Manuals

	
	Participation

	
	Scheduling

	
	Teacher

	
	Workload conflict

	EQ-Other responsibilities
	

	EQ-profile
	


Table 4. Emerging Codes for Employee Interviews
	Interview Question
	Codes

	Tell me three things that you liked the most about your ESL class at work? Why did you like it?

	Company support

Relevant, practical

	Tell me three things that you liked the least about your ESL class at work? What did you not like and why?
	Class structure

Learning style
Pay
Scheduling
Teacher does not speak Spanish
Workload conflict


	Did you feel the way English was taught at work helped you be a better worker?
	Citizenship

Education & knowledge
Fulfill dreams
Job opportunities

No-class does not help

	If you were responsible for the class, what would you change and why?
	Bilingual teachers

Class structure
Participation opportunities
Relevance
Scheduling

	What do you think the benefits of the class should be? 


	 Job opportunities

Learn more English

Relevance

	What were the negative aspects of the class?


	Company support

Manuals
Participation
Scheduling

Teacher
Workload conflict


Frequency counts measured the strength of the response. Frequency counts in the employee interviews indicated problems concerning class structure (3/5 or 60%), with learning style, scheduling, and nonbilingual teachers next in importance (2/5 or 40%). Table 5 is an example of frequency counts for each interview question, with the frequency counts for employee interview question 2.
Table 5. Interview Question 2: Liked Least in ESL Classes
	Response
	n
	%

	Class structure
	2
	40

	Learning style
	2
	40

	Pay
	3
	60

	Scheduling
	4
	80

	Teacher does not speak Spanish
	2
	40

	Workload conflict
	1
	20

	Total
	14
	


Note. Six employees were interviewed, but only five interview transcriptions resulted because two employees were interviewed together.
Every interview question underwent these same frequency counts. These counts were collapsed into six themes that emerged during the data analysis. Chapter 4 contains detailed discussion of these themes.

CHAPTER 4. FINDINGS
The Widening Opportunities in the Workplace Program

The Widening Opportunities in the Workplace Program (WOW) program, which the Oklahoma State Department of Education (OKSDOE) refers to as work-based education, is a required part of the adult education grant the state receives through the federal government. Each state receiving this grant, Title II of the Workforce Investment Act, also known as the Adult Education and Family Literacy Act (AEFLA), must address workplace literacy in its programs. Various states took diverse approaches to this and WOW was Oklahoma's program approach. The program has been in place since the mid-1990s and Oklahoma has revised it over the years and streamlined the training, but the foundation of the process is the same.

Originally, a committee decided what approach to take. The development of the program took place with the support of an independent contractor who worked with state staff to develop the process. This work originated in research from the United States’ Department of Labor, Secretary's Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills, the Occupational Information Network job information, work done in the military, and a variety of business and industry data.

WOW is job-specific so there is not just one curriculum. Teachers are trained to do an Essential Skills Analysis (ESA), to conduct worker observations and interviews, to determine the critical task, and to write performance objectives of the class based on that task. Teachers also determine the basic skills required of the critical task, note and gather job-related documents or processes, and then prepare criterion-referenced tests and curriculum to address the necessary basic skills. All the work-based teachers are state certified teachers employed through a local adult learning center that is funded through the AEFLA grant. While the federal government has cut funding for adult education through this grant at a rate of about 1-3% each year for the last several years, OKSDOE anticipates retaining this funding for quite some time.

Every state in the Union, plus U.S. territories, receives these federal funds. The state must provide matching funds, depending on the amount of federal funds received. Work-based classes are just one use of these funds. The state also provides ABE classes, ESL classes, family literacy programs, GED prep classes, and many other classes that deal with basic literacy skills. These classes are free to eligible adult learners. Adult education is a basic literacy skills program requiring assessments: the TABE for ABE learners and the BEST Plus or BEST Literacy for ESL learners.

The State Department of Education, Lifelong Learning Section, administers the grant and allocates the money through a grant application process. At present, 39 adult education programs serve all 77 counties in the state through the grant program. The WOW program has about 40 teachers statewide and conducts classes through various programs. The program is for incumbent workers, of whom many are ESL. The Department of Corrections also has a grant, and they use the money to provide adult education classes in the state prison system. 

The original application process began with WIA in the late 90s. The grant continued for 3 years and was renewed in 1999 for another 3 years. Since then, the states have been waiting for Congress to reauthorize WIA; therefore, the grant has been extended four or five times because Congress cannot agree on details of reauthorization (OKSDE, 2009, personal e-mail). 
The Organizations

The first setting consists of three separate entities. The first entity is the Oklahoma State Department of Education, Lifelong Learning Section, which administers the WOW program. The second is Adult Learning Center A, which is a large center. Adult Learning Center A has collaborated with over 30 companies to implement the WOW program. The third entity is Adult Learning Center B, which collaborated with Company 1 to provide WOW, work-based ESL classes. Adult Learning Center B has also collaborated with other business through the years in the implementation of WOW.

Oklahoma State Department of Education, Lifelong Learning Section

The Lifelong Learning Section of the Oklahoma State Department of Education provides technical assistance to adult learning centers in the implementation of the Adult Education and Family Literacy Act and the GED testing program. The section is responsible for coordinating with other state and local agencies in the implementation of the Workforce Investment Act and for assisting with other adult literacy conferences and projects. They also serve as a resource for adult education and literacy teacher training projects and local teacher in-service workshops (OKSDE, 2009, personal e-mail). 

Another responsibility of the Lifelong Learning Section is to provide leadership and to train local adult education and literacy programs in the implementation of work-based education, family literacy, ESL, and other specialized adult education programs. They review class enrollment forms, process payment of expenditures, provide technical assistance to local programs on federal reporting procedures, and assist with the preparation of the federal and state adult education and literacy reports (OKSDE, 2009, personal e-mail). 

Adult Learning Center A and Adult Learning Center B
The first setting includes two of the state adult learning centers that collaborate with local businesses through the WOW program in Oklahoma to provide ESL work-based classes for adults at businesses’ work sites. The school district adult learning centers initiate contact with various businesses in the community and offer work-based ESL classes. The adult learning center goes to the business and conducts a complete task analysis study and develops a work-specific curriculum that includes basic work skills as well as literacy instruction (Adult Learning Center B, 2009, personal e-mail). 
Company 1
The second setting consists of one of the 30+ companies that partner with WOW through the Adult Learning Center B to provide work-based ESL classes. Company 1 has collaborated with School District B on several community projects. They have offered mentoring programs, community literacy, and ESL classes together. Company 1 is the state's largest Oklahoma-owned company of its type, with facilities throughout much of the state. This company was chosen because community-based and work-based ESL classes have been ongoing with community members and employees for several years, in partnership with Adult Learning Center B. Company 1 was the workplace setting from which employees who participated in ESL workplace classes were selected, because the program offered at Company 1 has been in operation for several years. The managers interviewed were also from Company 1.

Participant Descriptions

The participants came from stakeholder groups involved with the WOW program in Oklahoma. Individuals received invitations to volunteer for this study using a purposeful sampling method; that is, a sampling method where members of the population were chosen for the study. The participants included the following:

Administrators
The representative for the Lifelong Learning Section of the Oklahoma State Department of Education is Participant 1.

Participant 1. Participant 1 was a 59-year-old White female. Participant 1’s education included a master’s degree in education with an emphasis in business and adult education. The participant had over 10 years of direct experience in the field of adult education that included teaching, training, professional development, and state leadership. Participant 1’s responsibility at the Lifelong Learning Section was to provide ongoing technical assistance to state coordinators, adult education program directors, and teachers in the implementation of all areas of adult education and literacy programs, including compliance with federal and state regulations.

Participant 1 administered professional development for adult education teachers and assisted in developing program guidelines related to the Adult Education State Plan. In addition, she oversaw accountability of adult education programs through the Literacy, Adult, Community Education System management information system to ensure that required annual national reporting system performance reports and data collections policies were followed and that reported data was valid and reliable. 

Participant 1 represented the Lifelong Learning Section at state and national conferences as assigned by the executive director. She attends and participates in interagency meetings and conferences as a guest speaker or workshop presenter on various topics related to adult education and literacy. 

Participant 1 expounded on the role of adult education:

While many think of students only as those sitting in a classroom, this is not true. The world we live in today requires all adults to continuously be engaged in processes of learning new things, dealing with change, and readjusting how we do our jobs, raise our families, and interact as citizens. Adult education addresses the lifelong learning needs of all adults in all roles of life: workers, citizens, parents, and as individuals. Adult education addresses what all adults need to know and be able to do to be successful workers, family members, and community members in the 21st century.
Two directors of adult learning centers: one from School District A and one from the School District B. Participant 2 is the School District B director. Participant 3 was the director of Adult Education Center A.
Participant 2. Participant 2 was the director of adult and community education for the School District B. She was responsible for the administration of five different adult literacy programs, the GED testing center, and the Even Start program.

Participant 2 was an African American female from Michigan and most of her education took place there. She earned both her bachelor’s and master’s degrees in Michigan. She then moved to Oklahoma, participated in the CCOSA Principal Academy, and went on to earn her PhD. Participant 2 had spoken about her dissertation and the Ph.D. process during the interview, and at one point had this to say about research:

My peace...I don’t know if you want to call it my peace or my high, is just finding a book and getting into a kiosk that’s behind the stacks. That is heaven for me. And then I go in there and I want to research one topic and then just go on browsing...I think, gosh, that looks interesting...and then soon I’m on a different subject altogether. People just don’t understand how refreshing that is.

Participant 2 was a principal for 8 years. She has also worked in human resource development and human relations, so she sees the business side to an issue, not just the educational or academic view. She had taught at every grade level from kindergarten to high school and had also worked at the junior college level. She was certified in all subjects from K–12 and had secondary certification in reading instruction. Participant 2 takes pleasure in improving people’s lives and the community through education. 

Participant 3. Participant 3 was a 60-year-old White female. Her passion of adult education and literacy had been lifelong. Participant 3 said,
When you see someone learn and they are so happy with themselves, it creates a sense of accomplishment in you. There is so much failure in these people’s lives. I tell them that they can start here and then they can move on to the military, vo-tech, college, and so on. The economy downturn has really affected this group. Before, they could find a job without a diploma or GED, but now that jobs are scarce, of course those that have more education are in front. We just had 22 classes of about 30 students each that filled up within 2 days. People are desperate. 

Participant 3 received her bachelor's degree in business, did graduate work at a different university, and received a business education vocational endorsement from a third university. Participant 3 worked as a business education teacher for 13 years, and then became the adult education program coordinator for Adult Learning Center A. When Participant 3 started Learning Center A, it offered only GED classes. Eleven years later, nine separate programs were available. In addition, when Participant 3 started the learning center she had no equipment, and in 2008, they had well over 200 laptops, and over 240 classes. 

Participant 3’s work was to oversee the teachers and the entire program for a large geographic area. Her job required teacher evaluations, purchasing adult education books and supplies, and payroll processing. She created and implemented budgets using the Oklahoma State OCAS System. Participant 3 coordinated a very large learning center in the state, serving approximately 3,800 adults per year. 

Participant 3 had done many innovative things that demonstrate the collaboration of her business mind with her adult learning knowledge. She had implemented Rosetta Stone, a language software program, in most of the center’s ESL classes to use with laptop computers. This allowed teachers with different levels of students in one class to divide the class and have one group work on the computers while the other students receive instruction or complete a task.

Several years ago, Participant 3 put into practice an electronic roll sheet at Learning Center A. The state just began statewide use of such. Participant 3 also set up procedures and organized the various assessments, placements, and trainings that teachers must comply with by separating and organizing each one. Her use of systems management is exceptional: to define, organize, implement, and update to electronic form the processes that are in an adult learning center.

Participant 4. The supervisor of adult education from the Adult Learning Center B was Participant 4. Participant 4 was an African-American male who was married and served in the military. He had worked in education for more than 30 years. Most of this work involved the collaboration of business and education. In 1991, he was the director of business and school partnerships for the school district. His role was to establish district-wide programs that linked businesses directly with schools. At the time, he was instrumental in the School District B entering into a partnership agreement with Company 1 to work with the schools district-wide on a mentoring project designed to help elementary students who were academically at-risk. He then held a management level position with the OKSDE for several years. Participant 4 left the department of education to go work at the local school level for another school district. After 5 years, Participant 4 took an early retirement and moved to Texas for a few months. When he returned to Oklahoma, the OKSDE offered him a job in adult education. 

Teachers
Participant 5. Participant 5 was a teacher at Adult Learning Center B. She was a married African American female and had been a teacher for over 20 years. The first of her career was in elementary education. She taught first as a visiting teacher, and then taught in one place for 14 years. 

Since 1998, Participant 5 had been teaching adults, specializing in ABE, GED, and work-based ESL. She had recruited businesses for the WOW program and had the task of developing the curriculum for each class. The WOW program, according to Participant 5, is a collaboration of adult educators who work for the public, working with businesses to meet their needs, as well as meeting the learners’ needs. 

Participant 5 had a BS in elementary education and a master’s of science in behavioral science. She spoke some about her teaching philosophy: about the different learning styles, how that learning is lifelong, and how teaching needs to be based on the needs of the learner. Participant 5 noted that teachers should be nonjudgmental. She observed that teachers should be caring and nurturing; structured, but not rigid and flexible enough to seize the moment to teach a new concept or idea. She also said that teachers should be willing to compromise without losing sight of the main objective. Last of all, Participant 5 pointed out that it helps to have a sense of humor.

Participant 6. Participant 6 was a White single male who was working through Oklahoma’s alternative certification program to become a teacher. Participant 6 was a resident teacher in the process of training. He had not finished the training required by the OKSDE for adult education teachers. The training took place over the period of 1 year. 

Participant 6 had taught ESL before, but teaching work-based ESL was a new venture for him. He had a bachelor’s degree in business and a master’s degree in theology. Participant 6 spoke English, Spanish, Italian, and French. He learned Spanish many years ago in Puerto Rico. He was there 2½ years teaching. Before that, he traveled a lot. 

Participant 6 said that when he was in Puerto Rico, as he already spoke Italian, they expected him to learn Spanish straight away. He said he learned quickly, but he also said the intolerance of people is good sometimes. Nonetheless, he learned not to be as intolerant with others as they sometimes were with him, because he realized that learning a language is very difficult. 
Company 1 Managers 

Participant 7. Participant 7 was a manager in housekeeping at Company 1. Participant 7 was a single White female.

Participant 8. Participant 8 had been an employee of Company 1 for 22 years. She was a married White female who held a bachelor’s degree in science. She worked in dietary her first 15 years at Company 1 and experienced the Philippine and Vietnamese culture. Five years ago, she moved to housekeeping as a manager. Participant 8 said that by far, the largest culture Company 1 had was Spanish. Participant 8 said, however, many different sub-cultures were within that one culture, which was very interesting and sometimes a challenge. 
Participant 8 sent the turnover rate for the housekeeping department. In 2002, the rate was extraordinarily high, as that year Company 1 began a rigorous documentation process and lost many employees who were illegal (see Table 6). The WOW class began around 2002.
Participant 9. Participant 9 was the hospitality manager at Company 1. He was a married White male. Participant 9 had been with Company 1 for 7 years. He coordinated the ESL classes and functioned as the contact person. His job involved planning and coordinating many functions for Company 1. Participant 9 had a bachelor of science degree in management and a master’s in business administration. Before Company 1, he worked as a general manager and manager.

Table 6. Housekeeping Turnover Rate
	Year
	Turnover Rate

	2001
	22.1

	2002
	59.7

	2003
	19.88

	2004
	28.57

	2005
	10.59

	2006
	17.11

	2007
	5.88


Company 1 Employees
Six employees from Company 1 took the class. The Company 1 employees included Participants 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, and 15.

Participant 10. Participant 10 was a 51-year-old female from Mexico. She had 10 children: eight boys and two girls. Participant 10 was a strong, vivacious woman who seemed to have wisdom beyond her years. She would pause at times and ponder before answering. She seemed intent on wanting her words to have the meaning she assigned them. Several of her older children were married and had lives of their own. However, they all lived near her, except one child who lived in Mexico, and got together weekly, especially on holidays. Family and religion were the two mainstays in Participant 10’s life: 

I go to church, I’m Catholic. I go to meetings at school. I think a normal life like everyone else. My house…our customs are to always eat at home because we no can go out to restaurants. I get home; prepare the food, and later whatever comes next.

Participant 10 went on to talk about family and religious gatherings and how her life was a constant, hectic schedule of cooking, domestic chores, and mothering that never seemed to end. The oldest children did not speak as much English as the younger ones, as they were older when they came to America. Participant 10 noted it had been easier for the younger ones to learn English. 
Participant 10 attended school through third grade in Mexico before dropping out to help her mother in the house. Her father told her that girls did not need an education. She said that she liked school and would have liked to go more, but they had a large family and they all had to work hard to make enough for their support. She held that she had never been afraid to work hard and that it made her feel good. 

Participant 10 had worked in the housekeeping department at Company 1 for 3 years. She talked about her job at Company 1 as if it were a great treasure and blessing. She observed that to have so little time in the United States and yet to work for such a company was rare. She said that the first 3 years she was here, she worked at several places, and they were very hard jobs: “I work many, many hours; sometimes all day or all night. I clean in very dirty job, but no pay good. I tired all time.”

Participant 11. Participant 11 was from Mexico. She was 54 years old and had five sons. Participant 11 had worked in the housekeeping department at Company 1 for 4 years. The Company 1 job was the first time that Participant 11 had ever been employed in her life. She had always been a stay-at-home mom, and as she said in her own words: “I have dedicate all my life to my children.”

Participant 11 had lived in the United States for 12 years. Before living in the United States, she spent her whole life in a rural community in Mexico. She only attended elementary school up to the second grade, where she learned to read and write in Spanish just a little. As an adult, Participant 11 went to as many government-sponsored classes as she was able to attend. She said that the classes consisted of candy making, canning, drying meat, farming practices, gardening, and so forth. She said she liked school when she was a little girl and liked taking the government classes.
I always like go school. I like learn. I still like go now. Only now I learn English. I need English...I want talk to my grandbabies. Only, English very hard. Hard to speak, know how to say, know how to make ear know...uhh...understand...you know...I think I die before I speak English.

Participant 12. Participant 12 was a 26-year-old female from Mexico. She was married but did not have any children. She had been in the United States for 3 years. Her father came almost 15 years ago and sent money to his family in Mexico each month. Finally, after much expense and paperwork, her mother was permitted to come join her father. Participant 12 and her three siblings moved in with their grandmother. Her father kept sending money each month. Her mother was also making money. This money was set aside to hire a lawyer so that the children could join them here in the United States. It took 3 long years, but at last Participant 12 and her siblings were permitted to enter the United States. It was the first time in 15 years that father, mother, and all four children were united. Even though Participant 12 was married now, she and her husband shared an apartment with her parents, a married brother with two small children, and her other siblings. 

Participant 13. Participant 13 was a 45-year-old woman from Mexico. She was married when she was 17 and had been married 28 years. She had six children and had been in the United States for 10 years. The entire family was able to emigrate together. 

Before Participant 13 worked at Company 1, she worked a variety of other jobs. She worked at a meat processing plant, cleaning and running errands for the workers. It was dismal, dirty, smelly work. The shifts were long, usually 12 to 14 hours. She was never paid overtime nor treated well. Participant 13 described another job where she worked as a kitchen helper in a restaurant. She had to arrive to work at 4:00 in the morning in order to have everything ready for the cook, who arrived around 7:00 a.m. She stated that her job was to prepare all of the food, such as shred the cheese, peel the potatoes, cut the carrots, chop the onions and bell peppers, and so on. Participant 13 said, at times, her hands were raw and sore from all of the cutting and handling of the food, especially when she had to prepare the jalapeños and onions. 

Participant 13 also worked in different hotels at various jobs, from laundry to kitchen help and even cleaning rooms. She said that the hotels required much more from their employees than Company 1. Participant 13 said she really liked working at Company 1; it was such a different work environment. She noted the work might be hard, but it made her feel like she was doing something important. Some of her coworkers liked working in a hotel setting better than cleaning up after sick people, but Participant 13 felt differently. She believed that what she was doing was important. She did not mind cleaning up after someone who was sick. She believed people could not help it if they were sick and sometimes made a mess. Participant 13 felt it is a different situation when people are vacationing and make a mess. She said that many people vacationing were just rude and did not care how hard the housekeeper had to work. Participant 13 also said that the managers of Company 1 always show all their employees respect, no matter how low they are in the company. 

Participant 13 had been at Company 1 for 4 years and she had moved around some. At this time, she was working in housekeeping, where she had worked for the last 2 years. She liked housekeeping best. Her work shift was every day from 7:30 a.m.–3:30 p.m., while in the cafeteria, workers’ hours changed and sometimes evening shifts were required. Participant 13 believed, regardless of where she worked at Company 1, it was a good company for which to work. 

Participant 14. Participant 14 was a 54-year-old woman from Columbia. She had six children and her family came to the United States over 20 years ago. It was a very difficult time for them. The trip took years to plan and prepare and many things did not go as planned. Some of the required paperwork was not completed correctly and that led to delays and problems. The Immigration and Naturalization Service almost did not allow one of her children into the country because of a problem in the paperwork. She said it was one of the most frightening and frustrating times of their lives. At times, a translator was present, but not always, and it was frightening to her that people were talking about them and their situation, but that it was in English and she could not understand. She resolved at that moment that she would learn English. It did not matter how long it took. 

Participant 14 also shared that since her family was from Columbia, it was harder to fit in the local Hispanic community, which was mainly Mexican. There was no animosity between the two groups, but she explained there were differences in language, music, food, holidays, and so forth. She said that in the beginning, she even found their dialect of Spanish hard to understand. She sometimes had to ask what certain words meant, as different Hispanic countries have different words for the same object, as well as different sayings or expressions. She said they felt isolated for a time, but through their church, they finally started to feel at home, as they made friends, learned more of the American Hispanic culture and the Anglo culture. 
Participant 14 had worked in various hotels during her years here in America. Company 1 was her latest job and she had been with them for 7 years. She had worked as a cafeteria worker, a dishwasher, in linens, as a janitor, and now as a housekeeper. She had worked as a housekeeper in other hotels, as well. She said that she liked Company 1 the best, and that of all the jobs, she liked housekeeping best. 

Participant 15. Participant 15 had lived in the United States for more than 20 years. She came from Mexico with her husband and three children. She said that she had some desire to learn English but not a lot. Participant 15 said she was too old to learn English. She went to school through the second grade. She said that she wrote very little in Spanish and had a hard time reading Spanish. She said that if she could hardly read and write in Spanish, how in the world could she learn English, when it is even harder.

She said the managers were very patient with her and that when they did not understand, they found another employee to translate for her. She had learned a few words and phrases and was proud of that. She said that the hours are great at Company 1 and that at many more places, you had to work harder, you made less money, and they treated you like a slave. She had a daughter who worked at Company 1, but that daughter was going to school at night to become a medical assistant. Later when the daughter was able to work as a medical assistant, she planned to go to school to become a nurse.

Themes

Six themes emerged from the interviews conducted with the stakeholders in the WOW program. The themes were based on lengthy interviews with the following individuals:

1. Administrators included Participants 1, 2, 3, and 4.

2. Teachers included Participants 5 and 6. 

3. Company 1 managers included Participants 7, 8, and 9.

4. Company 1 employees included Participants 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, and 15.

Knowles (1970) explained four assumptions about the unique characteristics of adults that are foundational to his theory of andragogy and adult learners. First, he noted that adult learners take a more dynamic position in pursuing education because they are in the course of moving from a state of dependency on others to self-direction as people and learners. Second, during this process of maturing, the adult learners are adding a growing reservoir of life experiences that help make understanding new information possible. Third, adults look for new information based upon their needs for knowledge to complete tasks and progress within their societal roles. Fourth, adult learners seek immediate relevance for their information, rather than future use as children expect, making adults more interested in problem and learner-centered styles of education rather than subject-centered learning. 

Knowles’ assumptions emerged from the data as themes. The four assumptions were moving from dependency toward self-direction, life experiences help understand new information, look for new knowledge to fulfill societal roles, and adults seek immediate relevance for their learning. Two additional themes also emerged from the data: incentives to take the class, and scheduling.
Theme 1: Moving from Dependency Toward Self-Direction

Dependency on Others

Participant 4 observed that within the ESL process, they found that many of the bilingual students in District B schools had parents who relied upon the students to help them with the English language. In many of the classes, the parents wanted their child to be there as lessons were presented, because the child understood what was presented in the lesson and could communicate to their parents in their native language. Participant 4 said that by law, they could not allow the child to be there, but he noted that the bilingual student was a real asset for the parents in helping them to understand the new language. The problem was that the parent needed the child, but at the same time, felt shamed by the need.

Participant 10 said that she was embarrassed because she had to use her younger children to translate for her in public. She also expressed concern that she felt that the class was too advanced for her, as she felt she was at the kindergarten level. Besides, she said, “And, I think it is also because a person has their head full of problems, a lot of… it doesn’t help me much. At my age it difficult, but I think you can learn.”
Participant 13 said that it was the example of her youngest daughter that prompted her to seriously begin her study of English. She took her daughter to the church every week for classes that would prepare her for her First Communion. Participant 13 knew that in another area of the church, English classes were being held. Her daughter encouraged her to attend those classes so she would not have to always translate for her mother. As Participant 13 shared,

Oh, I… my daughter wants to do first communion. I taking her to church every Wednesday and they give classes there and sometimes I go in for little … and when the teacher was there I joined in little so she could teach me at least to say “hi”, “money”, things like that, because to learn you have to listen, because if you do not, you no learn anything.

Participant 13 attended the entire time that her daughter was in her Communion class. She also continued to attend several months after her daughter’s classes were finished. The holidays came and the English classes were canceled until after the New Year. Participant 13 said that she never made it back to class.

A couple of years passed with no more English classes for Participant 13, and then Company 1 started the WOW classes for the employees. At that time, Participant 13 was working in the cafeteria at Company 1. Participant 13 now had an opportunity, once again, to attend class. She was able to attend three times a week for 6 months. She rarely missed a class. She said, the fact that class was three times per week made it that much better and easier to learn English than when class had been only once per week. She stated it was much easier to keep the information and build upon it when attending more often each week. She believed it stayed in her head better and she could increase her vocabulary and remember the rules much better. She stated she believed that attending more times per week probably helped more with retention than anything else. She also mentioned about the differences in the two classes, with one worked-based and the other community-based. 

Participant 13 noted that the community-based class was more of a conversational English class, covering such topics as fruits, vegetables, and other such items at the grocery store, or words associated with the post office, American holidays, and so forth. Participant 13 said she thought it was nice to know about American holidays, but that it was not a priority when learning English. She believed learning the words associated with Halloween, for instance, was at times very frustrating. She felt that time was wasted on less important subjects; sitting in class after class, learning English, but not the English that was wanted or needed. Participant 13 wanted most of all to learn the English that would help her obtain a better job that would pay more money. 

Job and Other Opportunities

Participant 11 expressed her desire to be more independent in order to be able to translate. She said,

I have learned a few words here and sometimes they want me go interpret… “Come here, Mama”—the nurses call me Mama—“Come here, Mama. We need you to interpret for us here.” “No,” I tell them, “no, I can’t. I know very little English.” Then they give me a hug and let me leave and I say, “No…no…no.” But I would like to.

Participant 11 went on to say that sometimes she feels like a little child who is corrected all the time. She is corrected at work, in class, at home by her children, and in public. She wishes at times that she could just be magically transformed and be able to speak English perfectly. Then no one would have to correct her and she would feel like an adult.

Participant 11 also said that during class, the teacher asked them things, and in that moment she could remember it right, but that she did not know how to write very well, so later when she went home, she had already forgotten the words or phrases. She said that she could not write as fast as others, as she had gone to school only a short time: 

Participant 11: “And now I tell my children the little I learned in first and second grade, I have never forgotten.”
Researcher: “Can you read and write in Spanish?”
Participant 11: Yes, write; a little, but I know how to read in Spanish. They say, “You should not learn now, Mama.” I tell them, “I want to do it because I want to be a citizen.” “But how can you be a citizen if you have to learn English?” And I say, “Well, I am going to learn it!”

Participant 12 expressed the same desire. She said:

Yes, much better worker. English everything. No English, no good job in America. Is very hard to progress with no English. I want to learn. I want to be citizen. I want to get my GED and maybe someday to even get my college, some. I want all dream in America. All we who come to America have dreams. We want our dreams...for life be better for our children, our grandchildren. We come to make better future. 

Participant 12’s first goal was to learn English. She said she watched some television in Spanish, but mainly watched English television with Spanish subtitles. She also listened primarily to English radio stations. She said that many Spanish people only go to stores and businesses where there are Spanish-speaking workers. She expressed her determination to go to stores where she had to speak English. She stated she would probably use a Spanish-speaking worker if it were a really big or important purchase that she needed to make; such as buying a car, going to the doctor, or something like that. 

As a large community of Hispanics lives within the area, Participant 12 said that if people wanted to, they could avoid speaking English. In almost every service, whether it is the butcher, the baker, or even the banker: in this part of Oklahoma, there is always someone who speaks Spanish. Participant 12 believed that not learning English would be very limiting on the life she wanted to live. She said her dad spoke only a little English, so if he needed to leave this part of Oklahoma, he had to ask a nephew or niece to go with him to translate for him. She said she wanted to be able to go to any mall, or watch American movies. (She thinks the Spanish ones are “really dumb.”) She wanted to have the freedom that English would give her. 
Participant 12 had been in the class only a short time. She stated that she understood very little in the class. She wrote down everything anyway, even if she did not understand what it was. She then went home and looked up everything in her dictionary to find out what it meant and then she tried to use it. She expressed that the hardest part for her was pronunciation. She did not know how to say things and she asked her cousins. She was afraid though, that maybe their pronunciation is not that good, either. She wished she could have come to the states sooner, so that she could have gone to school like several of her cousins. She said that they are the lucky ones, but added that she knows that she, too, is lucky. 

Participant 14’s Story: The Road to Citizenship

Participant 14, who once was in Participant 12’s position, said, “The class helped me become a citizen, helped my dream be true.” She started in Company 1’s ESL class right from the beginning. She worked so hard and tried to do everything asked of her that she was allowed to remain in the class longer than other workers were. Participant 7, her manager, said that as a supervisor, she would send employees such as Participant 14—who tried to do more, who practiced English all the time, who did the assignments, and so forth—to class more often. She specifically mentioned Participant 14 by name and talked about her extraordinary efforts. 

Participant 14’s efforts paid off. She eventually learned enough English to become a U.S. citizen. Participant 14 attended Company 1’s citizenship class and occasionally one of the evening ESL classes through the Hispanic Initiative program. All of her children have followed their mother’s example: they all speak English and all have become United States’ citizens. She said her husband, too, learned English as quickly as possible. He understood that it was vital to their success in this country. She said her husband learned English before she did. 

Her English is still broken and she has a heavy accent, but one can understand her. Participant 14 said she knows she should speak English more (she uses Spanish with her co-workers, and English with her supervisor and patients), but that it gives her a headache each time she tries for long periods. She said she believes the first generation focuses on overcoming obstacles to get to the new country, and it is the second generation’s focus to overcome the obstacle of learning the new country’s language perfectly. 

Participant 7 and Participant 9 (managers) spoke of the change the English class had made for Participant 14. Participant 7 said that previously, Participant 14 spoke no English and that she does wonderfully now. Participant 7 also noted that previously, she would call on the phone and “she would say, ‘Give me person that speaks Spanish’ or speak to you in Spanish, but now, she’ll very slowly speak to you in English. She’s come a long way.” Participant 7, Participant 8, and Participant 9 all noted that after becoming a citizen, Participant 14 had a new confidence and she had encouraged the other workers not to give up.

Although, there were times Participant 14 wanted to give up, she said that the embarrassing moments would do something to her; give her a deeper desire to succeed for herself. She told of one day when she first came to work at Company 1. She entered a room to clean it, and an older man was there. He wanted her to do something, but she could not understand what he wanted. She tried to tell the man “no understand” (this was one of the phrases she knew) but that the man kept talking louder and louder, until he was yelling at her. He continued to yell at her until he was red in the face, and then in frustration, he called the nurse. It turned out, he had wanted a new box of tissues, but by the time the nurse was called and the situation handled, both Participant 14 and the patient needed tissues. Participant 14 felt humiliated and near tears and wished she could just go hide somewhere. 

Another time, she had gone into a room and there was a very sick woman lying in the bed. She needed something, but again Participant 14 did not know what it was. She called another worker into the room, hoping she would understand, and it was simply a glass of water. She said the client was not rude or impatient, but it really bothered her that she could not help her simply because of her lack of understanding the language. She stated that she had many more stories and examples she could tell, such as going to the store, her children’s school, the post office, the bank, and so forth. Knowing English made working so much easier for her now, especially when in interacting with the patients when they were in the room. She did not always understand what they wanted immediately, but she knew enough that she could usually figure it out. 

She knew that learning the language of the country where you live made every aspect of life so much easier. Having to wait for her husband to come home to look at the children’s homework, and not being able to help her children with their work could hinder her children’s progress and eventually their success. She knew that for her own progress and success, she needed to know English. 
Fulfill Dreams

The other employees had dreams too, perhaps not to be a citizen, but to speak enough English to advance at work or to be able to communicate better. They also expressed a desire to be able to do daily errands and not be afraid of the language barrier, not be cheated or treated as less, and to make life better for their children and grandchildren. Participant 2 stated it eloquently:
People wake up one morning with an epiphany, “Oh, I didn’t finish school, I dropped out when I was in eighth grade, but I want a GED,” and that’s what they come here with. They don’t know…understand that perhaps they are not ready for the GED. We have low literacy, beginning literacy. Low literacy is a nonreader. Beginning literacy would be adults that come to us with first- and second-grade skills. And then of course, we have intermediate and advanced, and they go into GED preparation.

Participant 2 remarked that it is sometimes very difficult for the teachers and administrators to convince an individual he or she needs to start at a lower level. Of course they have assessments and they require the TABE for ABE learners and the BEST Plus or BEST Literacy for ESL learners. But even after the individual completes the test, he or she has difficulty accepting that it might take longer to complete the goal than originally planned.

Work-Based Learning for Improved Communication

Participant 5 spoke about one class that she had that was all women, and they all had young children who were starting kindergarten, and they were not able to read to their children. At the same time, Participant 5 had one woman who was coming to class early and who had said, “Before we do our regular work, I want to learn to read to my baby.” So Participant 5 (a teacher) looked on the Internet to find books. She found a Dr. Seuss book called, In People’s House. She thought, 
Oh, this will really be good because they’re in housekeeping and it has all of the words that are used in the house that I can transfer to use when they’re cleaning their rooms and everything. And so one woman came in, and she saw me working with this worker from this book, and then she says, “Can I come early?” 
And then it kept going on, until Participant 5 had about eight people who were coming in early: that was how she built a class from Dr. Seuss books. Her goal was to try to make everything that they do tie in to work. Participant 5 noted that this class was a revelation for her. She observed that when some people come in and read, the reading helps them to relax. They cannot talk to you, but they can pick up a children’s book and read, and they are so proud of hearing themselves speak English that they just want to go on and on. They will read to themselves, they will read it as a group; they will just read so they can practice. That is their way of practicing English. 

And then there are those that just love to read because—oh, there’s one and she’s at [Company 1], “I love to read! I love to come in here and read, read, read! I want more reading. It helps me!” And then you’ll see where she’s taken a phrase or a paragraph home and she’s broken it down into as many English words as she can say and she comes back and asks me to help her, “This is what I’ve practiced. This is what I practiced last night,” so it just depends. I just say it’s kind of like different strokes for different folks. You have to really know the learner.

Participant 5 had quite a few workers from a major hotel that were part of a WOW class come to the ESL class open to the public at the center. She noted how much their English had improved and, in fact, she had one girl from the Middle East who showed the greatest growth because she was alone in America—she did not have anyone with whom to converse in her native language. The girls used to work in banquet and now she worked at the front desk. Participant 5 realized how driven she was. She and her friend from the Czech Republic would go to a movie. They would have movie night once a week and they would go all day to the dollar movie when they could, and they would just sit and take notes. 

Participant 5 said that on the other hand, some students have gotten away with not having to learn English for so long, when they come in, they are just literally petrified, and teachers could not make them read, or sometimes, even speak.

Participant 3 spoke of a class that Adult Learning Center A conducted for a medical research company. She observed that almost everyone at the company had a doctorate degree. They were doing research for many different diseases and so forth. Adult Learning Center A formed a class for them because even though they were highly intelligent, when they spoke about their research to other people, no one could understand them.
Participant 3: 
So the way we went into that, the curriculum had to be really high because these people were geniuses, but you couldn’t understand what they were saying. So we used video cameras; videoed each one of them giving a speech—And everybody in the class then would—and there was no embarrassment, everybody was on the same level—then they would watch the video and people would say, “Okay, I couldn’t hear that.” They would practice, practice. They would use the same speech and work on it until they got it. Then that helped them understand where they were off here. Then, at the end, we did a final of each person after a year. It was unbelievable. They had improved dramatically. Whereas, before you couldn’t understand a thing they were saying and, you know, you’re talking about literacy…Okay, to many people that’s not literacy, but yes it is! If you can’t understand it, it’s literacy.
Understanding: The Road to Independence

Understanding not only applies to language, but it is cultural, as well. For example, at one of Participant 5’s businesses, she was asked to address the issue of bathroom protocol. Because of cultural differences, some employees were using the floor to dispose of wads of toilet paper. A known health risk in the United States, the employees felt that by placing the used paper on the floor, they were adverting potential plumbing problems. However, on the opposite extreme, again because of cultural differences, the toilet became the receptacle for a variety of hygiene products, which was becoming a plumbing nightmare. 
At Participant 5’s request, the company provided her with a flushing toilet approximately 10" x 10" and she provided additional props (dolls, feminine products, toilet paper, etc.). Initially, the employees were hesitant to respond. But by modeling, using props, and asking questions, the concept was quickly grasped. It was a fun-filled, humorous, and unusual, yet necessary, session.

The managers at Company 1 expressed similar sentiments. They spoke of many of the concerns that an employer has when a language/literacy barrier is present, how that barrier prevents the employee from being independent, and how the WOW class at Company 1 remedied the situation. 

Improved quality of work

Participant 9 (manager) noted the class improved the quality of work, not in the sense of the quality of work, as the employees were excellent workers before, but because the employees had learned some English, managers found it easier to communicate with the employees. English facilitated training and delivery of a message, instead of having to find a second person to translate. Managers were able to visit with employees more and make small talk. Participant 9 said that they have less translation now in their meetings than they previously had. 

In addition, he noted that in previous training meetings, it had always been just one woman who spoke out, but since the class began, as more and more workers were able to attend the WOW class, more spoke out and many more had confidence to participate. Participant 7 (manager) noted that the only ones who do not want to participate are the ones who have not progressed in English. 

Participant 9: Then we ask them questions and they try, they will break down the answer…

Participant 7: They used to be embarrassed. They didn’t want you to ask them a question.

Participant 8: And even if they answer in Spanish for someone next to them to translate it, they are still being involved.

Participant 9: Well, I think there’s some more improvement there. And then they come to you. They feel more comfortable coming to you, also. They don’t need to find a translator; they come to talk to you even if you have to take your time. You’ve got to listen to them, but they get their point across if they have questions or comments.

The managers discussed the fact that other departments are “taking” their people; that is, hiring them to work in the other departments. Participant 8 said that sometimes the situation is frustrating, as the other departments steadily hire their employees because they know that the housekeeping department has good employees. Housekeeping works to find and hire the employees, trains them so they are speaking English, then when they are doing well, the other departments pull them away. But Participant 9, Participant 7, and Participant 8 acknowledged that overall, it is better for the organization, and they understood their role in helping these employees become independent, progress, and learn. As they did this, the whole organization would prosper.

Summary

Adult learners undertake education because they are in the course of moving from a state of dependency on others to self-direction as people and learners. Adults identified a need or a problem and looked for the answer. This new understanding led to independence, fulfilled dreams, and opened other opportunities. Work-based education also improved the quality of work, improved communication, and helped some employees obtain better jobs as they became more independent. Understanding not only applies to language and knowledge, it is cultural, too, and therefore, adult educators should facilitate the understanding and assist adults in reaching their potential by developing into self-directed learners.
Theme 2: Life Experiences Help Understand New Information

The researcher shared with Participant 6 an experience she had had as a work-based ESL teacher in Houston. The employees were learning to read and write in both English and Spanish, as many were illiterate even in their native language. They were progressing and they could read the little readers, but it still did not really click. One day, one of the ladies stayed after class and she said, ‘Teacher, can you teach me how to say these things?’ and she had a list. 

And I just felt so horrible because I realized I wasn’t doing learner needs-based teaching. I was just trying to teach them to read and write in English without really thinking, “What do they really need or want?” The list had things like, “Would you like some lemon? Would you like tea or water?” because she was a server in the cafeteria. And I had maintenance workers in the class, too, and grounds workers, and housekeeping. So the following week I had them all make a list. We sat there as a class and I said, “Okay, what do you guys want?” Then when I came back with a completely new curriculum. Based on that, it changed. It changed everything. They learned so much faster. The classes were better. More people came. Because it was what they had—they knew they needed to know, so it was needs-based. 
It was an experience that truly helped the researcher to understand adult learning theory in a pragmatic way. It changed her teaching style and her teaching philosophy.
Experiences That Prepare for Work

Participant 13 spoke quite a bit about the English class at Company 1 and that the experiences she had at class prepared her for work. She remembered one time when the teacher brought in a cart full of supplies to the class. The teacher would pick up an item out of the cart and say the name of the item, such as tissue/Kleenex, toilet paper, straws, and so on; the students would then repeat the word back to the instructor. This continued in several classes until each of the students was able to name the items in the cart. 

Participant 13 and her family were now permanent residents, which is another reason she and her husband wanted to learn English better. They all wanted to become citizens someday. She was aware that they needed English to acquire better jobs and to become citizens. Knowing that, she said was why working at Company 1 had been such a good thing. First, Company 1 was the best company that she had ever worked for: she was treated well, the hours were good, and the work was not overwhelming. The English class was like frosting on the cake. 
Participant 10 noted that the classes made her better, not only in English, but the class taught her how to be a good employee, to use phones, to work better, to be smart. “I want to move up at Company 1. Others have and I want be higher, too.” Participant 10 thought that learning about work was best because she is there all day. However, she felt the problem was that her mind wandered, and as she started to add words and phrases, she seemed to forget them. However, as she experienced using the new words at work, they became real to her and she was able to remember them. 

Participant 12 said this about what she needed most:

To learn more job, to learn more English. Two things go together. I see I need English to be good worker. Not all workers think same. Some think, “Okay, no speak English and still clean good, work hard, be good worker.” I see different. I know I need English to be good worker in America, I want to be successful (had to ask for word) someday, so I speak English all time.

She said that anyone could take classes, as Company 1 had the Hispanic Initiative and offered community ESL classes. She knew about the classes, but did not know for certain when or where they were offered. She stated that if workers who start in laundry or housekeeping, or in the cafeteria, wanted to, they could advance. The classes are there to help them if they want to advance.

Participant 11 said that the WOW class was good because the teacher taught them everything. For example, how you should knock if you go to a room, and how you should greet the person: “She teaches about everything. The times I went, she taught us and even put the things that we use here, and asked us one by one, ‘How do you say this, how do you say this other?”
Participant 5 told of classes for service-based organizations. These companies want their employees to be able to greet a customer, greet the guest, or greet the patient, especially those employees who go into the rooms. They had some workers who spoke no English at all, and when they went in the room, “Hello” was all they could say. Of course, the patient might have begun speaking with them, and when they did not understand, they tended to shut down; they did not say anything. 
When the organization would get the survey, the patient survey, or the room service survey, it would indicate the employees were rude. Adult educators realized that they were not rude; it was their way of shutting down because they did not understand. If they said, “I’m sorry, I don’t speak English,” many times the response would be, “Well, why are you here?” Instead, Participant 5 (teacher) taught them to say, “I speak a little English,” or “I’m sorry, I don’t understand,” and just practice it. She tried to teach specifically what they need for the job site and not just vocabulary. Participant 5 said you can teach vocabulary only so long. “You’ve got to venture out, but I try to make it work-related.” 

Experiences That Help Retain and Learn New Information

Participant 6 (teacher) observed that some of the employees struggled with the basic ability to receive instructions and to understand the simplest instructions. Because he can often speak the native language, he has realized it is not always a problem of language. Sometimes it is a difficulty with the ability to think critically.

He noted that many employees only went to second grade, then their parents pulled them out of school and they worked on a farm, and then they immigrated here. They found whatever employment they could. They had no study skills and no critical thinking skills. They had not had the opportunity to develop such skills. Many do develop those skills with time, but some never seem to grasp them.

The managers from Company 1 shared several experiences from the WOW class that had helped the employees learn and retain new information. Participant 9 (manager) said 4 to 12 employees met every semester. The WOW teacher educated the employees on speaking English and on work-based material, scripting with patients: “Good morning,” “Good afternoon,” “Where is the restroom,” or “I need my nurse,” so they can understand and help the patients. The majority of employees who attended the classes were the housekeepers, although employees from other departments came, too. When classes initially started, quite a few dietary people attended. Participant 9 remarked that the employees had improved capacity to solve problems after taking the class, as they had more confidence to find a nurse or explain something in order to solve a problem.

Improved Capacity to Use New Technology

When asked whether the class had improved capacity to use new technology, Participant 9, Participant 7, and Participant 8 told of when Company 1 switched to a new teletracking system. The software people who did the training were very complimentary of their staff and of how quickly they learned. They said that this was the best group that they had ever trained and that they had fewer problems with them than any other group. Participant 9 remarked, “Because obviously, I’m sure he has dealt with similar language barriers.”
Company 1 uses the teletracking system to track dirty rooms, unmade beds, and so on. When a housekeeper entered the room, she went to the phone, punched in her ID number, the room number, and whether it was clean, dirty, or in progress. The report went to a computer so that the supervisors and others could know which rooms were being cleaned, which rooms were ready for a new patient, and so forth. Supervisors could keep tabs and know where to send patients, where employees are, and more. Before the software people came to do the training, Company 1 put them in contact with the WOW teacher. The teachers worked with the employees to learn the basic skills and vocabulary they would need to understand the training.

Another case in point is Company 1’s MOP system. Participant 7 and Participant 9 (managers) said the MOP system is the way they mop floors. The employees needed to understand OSHA, Material Safety Data Sheets, reports of the labels, proper mixing, and proper dilutions. Participant 9 noted they had changed chemicals the employees used a couple of times and used the WOW class to facilitate the training.

Error Reduction in the Workplace

When asked about error reduction in the workplace, the one point that all three managers commented on was communication. Participant 8 said, “We definitely have fewer comments that they don’t understand. People used to always have comments like, ‘A lady cleaned my room and she didn’t speak English,’ or ‘Couldn’t communicate.’ We hardly hear that anymore.” Participant 9 stated there was a definite decrease in negative patient comments concerning language barriers. He and the other managers noted that each one of these experiences helped the participants in the WOW program to understand new information.

Participant 3 (administrator) told about a company with many immigrants workers whose English was very poor. The workers were very challenged in English and it affected their productivity. Participant 3 noted that the main concern of a business with work-based English education is always to improve productivity. It is all about the bottom line. The emphasis of this specific WOW class was on workplace vocabulary and what is called the 5S+1 Order. The 5S+1 Order is one that the employees needed to complete at the end of each day. The order ensures that everything is properly in place, sorted, signed; the documents are relevant and not outdated; the bulletins posted are for that day and not the day before; and everything is set in a way that it is safe for the following shift to come in and continue work. For this company, the focus of the WOW class was workplace vocabulary, with a special emphasis on workplace safety and health. 

Work-Based Education

The WOW program enables the adult learning center to work more directly with the corporate community. The center goes into a business and arranges to work with its employees using a program called work-based education. The teacher sets up a training plan with the human resources director to provide basic skills training related to specific, non-English speaking employees in a language that the workers can understand. The entire concept is to help the employees become more productive, understand the value of getting to work on time, understand the value of their production, learn how to better compute, as well as understand policy manuals, and other documents. WOW teaches concepts from the policy manuals in English. For example, if the workers are in radiation, WOW teaches language used in radiation therapy. 

Participant 2 noted that in the beginning, WOW had a specific grant for the workplace, and it changed into being a part of their allocation. At that particular time, money was available to go into businesses, to work with the human resource department, and to develop a tailored curriculum to address the needs of the employers and employees. Many Spanish-speaking individuals, for example, in housekeeping or maintenance could not read the safety requirements.
That’s how it all came about: hazardous waste. When we really got into the environment and people needed to read, it wasn’t there, and so employers were really happy to have us come in, develop a curriculum, bring in information about their stuff to them, and it made a better training cycle.

Participant 5 (teacher) said that when they first started, they taught a little segment on ESL. At that time, the teachers were told they needed to get the employees to speak English as fast as possible, and then employees could do the critical thinking skills. But as the program coordinators started talking to other people, such as teachers who were coming to the training, they discovered a few had businesses in which they worked on communication skills, or on reading, or on math, but the bottom line was that without English, none of these other things were very effective. To demonstrate the situation, Participant 5 explained,

Initially, when I went to Company A, they manufacture display cabinets for Company B, a large major retailer. When we went out for the initial meeting with the human resource manager, we were supposed to go there for math only. It is because that they were building display cabinets: they were always off because they had many people who didn’t know their math, and some people were converting the fractions. They did not know fractions so they converted the fractions to decimals, and there were others who could not do either. They were just guessing and piece-making, so they had display cabinets that were not coming out correct and had a lot of waste material. 
Then we went through and we trained. At each new WOW company, we have to shadow a worker and we have to write down what they’re doing… Well, the first day of the new classes, two people showed up for math and the rest were ESL. We learned from then on to combine the English within the context of the work-based needs.

Work-Based ESL

Participant 5 (teacher) said it takes time to go through the whole process and that each time it is a new experience, especially when one is trying to teach a new language and to translate the technical terminology into a language that a non-English speaker can understand. Such things as chemicals: If the employee is a housekeeper, for instance, he or she needs to know to use this disinfectant versus this one. What are the hazards of using this one versus this one, what are the most appropriate places to use this item? Is it something that you use in bathrooms or is it something that should be used only on the floors? Participant 5 said,

We have to teach them some of those technical terms and get them to understand, you know, how they’re supposed to be used and so forth…in the English language, and they can barely speak English at all. So at the same time, we’re trying to reduce the risk of liability on the part of a company in time, inform the employee of actually how to understand, read and understand that particular label, and then be productive and exercise safety, and so forth as they apply that particular product. Some simple things that we take for granted...is the common courtesy for a houseguest that’s maybe attending a hotel, you know, “Good morning, how are you, can I help you, is there anything I can get for you?” Those things we can actually teach that. 
And it’s not…we have it such that it’s not confused with technical knowledge, because the technical schools were in an uproar about, “You all are trying to teach what we do,” and I say, “No, we’re not, we’re not teaching what you do. You teach the technical knowledge, we’ll teach basic skills. We’ll teach basic skills so between what you do and what we do we’re going to get a very productive employee for Company A or Company B.” That’s how the process works.

Participant 4 (administrator) noted that he had been all over the state of Oklahoma. He had been from hog farms to strawberry pickings developing curriculum so that employees could learn to can strawberries, slaughter hogs, process hogs, make coils for air conditioning companies, make hamburger patties, and so on. He observed that a work-based class is a great deal of work. For example, they did a class for Company C that was all airplane parts. What they did in that situation was to enable employees to work on an airplane that was part of the federal aviation, and everyone in the class had to pass the federal aviation test. Therefore, the employees had to know what they were working on and be able to pass a test on it.

Adult educators face new experiences 

In the process, Participant 4 said that he had learned as much as the employees; that he had learned from these experiences things he knew nothing of before. It reflected the age-old question, who learns more, the teacher or the student? The learning curve was about to change for adult educators across the state as they faced a new experience in considering the present economic circumstances. Participant 1 (administrator) said, 

In light of the present economic situation, we are now focusing much of our workplace literacy work on work-readiness curriculum for adults who have either not entered the workforce or need to upskill due to job loss. Many of these adults had a job for many years that did not require a high school diploma, but now find that most new jobs require either a high school diploma or a GED, so they have to focus on getting a GED diploma. Other adults who want to take advantage of training and education opportunities find they lack basic skills high enough to enter these programs. It is a very changing environment in adult education right now—exciting—but rapidly changing and very focused on workforce and economic development.

While the work we have done with WOW will continue, it will probably be streamlined and may take on a new look, as well. We have to look at ways of training teachers much more quickly to meet the rapidly changing needs of business and industry. This is challenging because it also involves changing the mindset of many adult education teachers as to what a critical role adult education plays in Oklahoma's workforce and economic development, as well as across the nation.

Adult educators will not only face new experiences and need knowledge and training to prepare them, they will fulfill new roles in society as they help to educate the marginally literate segment of the workforce. 

Summary

Through the WOW program, adult learners accumulate experiences that help adult ESL learners learn and retain new information. Work-based education and more importantly, work-based ESL, brings about error reduction in the workplace and improved capacity to use new technology. The WOW program provides experiences that prepare adult ESL learners for work. WOW educators consider and make the most of learners’ current work situations, the business’s needs, and the respective roles of each.
Theme 3: Look for New Knowledge to Fulfill Societal Roles

As adults seek new information, they seek information based upon their need for information that is relevant to accomplish their responsibilities and to progress within their societal roles. These roles can be at work, at home, in the community, and so forth. Participant 2 (administrator) understood the importance of English (i.e., knowledge) to these varied roles.

So my point in saying...that is we encourage everyone, absolutely everyone, I mean our students, first of all, to learn English because we are living in an English-speaking society. It’s no different than what I teach my teenagers. I teach teenagers in Alternative Ed, our new school teenagers, that they have to speak proper English. They have all of this street slang but they have to speak the language of the working world.

You have to learn the language of the working world. “Hey man” and “brother” and “that dude” and “you know”…I say you will never get a job that way. You are going to have to learn to look people in their eye and speak their language.

Collaboration of Business and Adult Education in Oklahoma

Both Participant 2 and Participant 4 are passionate about cultural diversity, adult education, and helping the less fortunate fulfill a better and more successful role in today’s society. Participant 4 (administrator) shared some history of the literacy movement in Oklahoma. Participant 4 had been an instrumental part of the collaboration of business and adult education in Oklahoma for many years. 

The first job I got was working after leaving the military was working in a training facility. There were so many non-English speakers it was unreal! I mean, from every country you can imagine, they were there trying to learn the language, and my job: my responsibility was job development. Just to go out and talk to businesses about employing these people as they finished our program. Oh man, it was a hard sell, because they were minorities. I had to go out and convince them that these people were qualified and would make very productive employees. So it was a lot of begging and pleading and everything else. Here I was, an African American person looking for jobs for those students, and I met with a tremendous amount of success. Moreover, the students were well prepared, businesses were very receptive, they were receptive, and we got in the door of one of the largest companies that used to be in this city, and from our little training center alone, we placed 500 people within 1 year. 

Five hundred! In high-tech positions! Hispanics, African Americans, Whites, you name it: we were able to get those people in and they would force the federal government to apply pressure on that industry because the company was a defense contractor. Okay, so we said, “Department of Defense, you’ve got to help us out here.” We said, “You’ve got to find places to employ these people. We have them in this training program, they’re learning all these wonderful skills, and nobody wants to employ them.” 
The transportation industry said, “Hey, you’ve got to hire some of these guys as truck drivers. They have been through our program, they know how to read, they have their license, they have all the qualifications. You ought to employ them.” And businesses said, “Okay, we’ll give it a try.” So that was the beginning of my confidence-builder to say, “Hey, these businesses will work with us and I think I have enough skill now to know how to talk to them about what their needs are, and I can work with the people in training to tell them what the needs are in businesses. Now let’s transfer their needs into our training program.” 
Participant 2 told about the beginning of WOW, when they found many people who could not read. Entry-level jobs are the places where people who are foreign born find themselves. They find it difficult to get through the maze, so they take a janitor job, a housekeeping job, a cook job, that kind of thing. “That’s kind of where they all landed, so that’s why it became ESL, for the most part. But we had a lot of people that were low functioning.” Participant 2 noted the difficulty to function in society when people struggle each day just to provide for their families. Tasks that are easy for English speakers are daunting to these non-speakers. Additionally, many of these people work more than one job, creating scheduling problems for classes outside of work.

Hard to Function in Society

Participant 5 was aware of this dilemma in her role as a teacher, mentor, and facilitator. She had worked hard to find ways to teach what she could in a short time. She admitted that in the beginning, classes were teaching reading and math. When the curriculum was originally written, it did not address ESL, but they found out the need was greater for ESL. When classes began, the goal was to get the workers to speak in English as much as possible and then do critical thinking skills with them. But Participant 5 observed, 
In the real world, you know that if you have only a few hours a week, then you’re going to have them for years. They are not going to get to: it’s not a quick job. They have to do a lot of work also, but a lot of these workers—because of the wages they receive—they have additional jobs, so when they see you, then that’s the only time that they practice their English. I learned real fast that when I have workers like that, then I have to think of 50 ways to present the same concept, so that each week they may be reviewing it but it is just a little bit differently than the way they had it the week before. Plus, many of these adults work hard at manual labor all day; as a result, when they come to class, they are tired.
Teaching Strategies for Presenting New Information

Some of the strategies that Participant 5 used to help her students complete certain tasks or progress in their jobs are common to all teachers. Other strategies she developed as she saw a particular need. One game she used was the Milton Bradley Guess Who? game. Participant 5 used this game at Company 1 and at hotels, and the workers liked it. In the game, a theft incident occurred and the players must describe the person they saw stealing. They learned descriptions such as blonde hair, tall, different body parts, and so on. Participant 5 also used

Concentration, Bingo, just anything that I can. Anything that’s different. I’ve even taken…When we were working on prepositions before, they have to go to a shelf in the cleaning supply room and pull things off. So of course, they know all their supplies and everything. But it’s the prepositions: on, off, next to, between, they didn’t understand. So I’ll even bring a sheet of paper that represents the shelf in the closet and show them. Then when I’m getting them to try it, maybe toilet paper, toilet tissue, I’ll have the roll of toilet tissue and have all of the names on it: toilet paper, toilet tissue, toothpaste, anything that I can think of. I’ll throw in things that they need from the hospital, but then also, especially if they go into a room, maybe the patient will ask for a toothbrush, a comb, or a glass, and then I’ll put that on the shelf on the paper. And so we work with top, middle, and bottom shelf and then they’ll have to…you can, in fact…

Well, they have to listen to it and just circle yes and no, and I would say something. Maybe I’d say, “The toilet paper’s on the bottom shelf next to the pencil,” and they’d have to say yes or no, and they really like working on that. 

Participant 5's style of teaching was insightful and showed her passion for teaching. She noted that teaching should be a working partnership between the student and the teacher. Moreover, she said that teachers must have high expectations for their students and that teachers should facilitate students in learning by helping them acquire the skills necessary to solve problems, learn fundamental concepts, and acquire the skills needed to transfer knowledge learned into real-life situations.

Summary

The collaboration of business and adult education in Oklahoma led to the formation of WOW. Work-based WOW was a successful program for helping adults who found it hard to function in society, as each day they struggled just to provide for their families. WOW incorporated many teaching strategies for presenting new information, centered upon the needs of adult ESL learners. 

Theme 4: Adults Seek Immediate Relevance for Their Learning

To progress within their societal roles at work, at home, and in the community, adults seek new information centered upon their needs for information that is relevant to accomplish their responsibilities. 
Need for Relevant Learning

Participant 10 (employee/student) said that the teacher taught everything, but she felt it was more important to learn things they had to use at work. To her, this was obvious. She said later they could, 
Teach you how to ask for things at the store and how to ask for food at a restaurant, and this is nice, but I want to learn about work because that’s where I am all day. I think learning about work, you would be learning about everything else. Because I think the problem is that your mind wanders and you start to add words and add words, and that is where you go from there. There is not a good future. 
Participant 10 said speaking English is indispensable and sometimes she feels sad or depressed, “Because I need to learn, but I can’t. It is also because I think you don’t have the desire at home. I see Spanish television; I should watch it in English.”

Participant 12 observed that as she is younger and she has more opportunity to progress than the older women do. She feels sorry for the ones who came later in life and she feels like the children who are raised here in the United State are the luckiest people in the world. Participant 12 was thrilled to work at Company 1, where they had classes for the employees. She said,

I like most that I learn more English for work. I learn to say words I use here at work. I learn words I use with people while I clean room. When I come to America, I only say little English. I no say many words. Here at [Company 1], they help me learn words to use with my patients. Like if they ask me drink of water. Before, I no understand. Now I understand more, but I still need more to learn. 

Participant 12 went on to say that English is the key to her success and that she hopes to someday take her GED or go to vo-tech or even college. Those were dreams, but she had seen others realize such dreams and she was determined to pursue them to the extent she could. She made labels in English for everything in her home. She had a notebook in which she kept a list of vocabulary words she worked on. She wrote each word 20 times, and the words that were first on her list were work-related. She said she needed to have a higher paying job if she was going to make it someday, and she said she knew English was pivotal.

Participant 14 credited the WOW class for her start on the path to becoming a citizen. She noted, “The class helped me a lot because the little I do know, I learned there. We should try to take advantage, because, I think, even for the little time we go, we learn something.” She reported she also took classes at a church near her home and took citizenship classes two different times, in two different areas. She said the class was the foundation that gave her the confidence to do more and to move forward.

Relevance of Work-Based English

Participant 15 said the work-based class was relevant to her because it was where she needed English the most. She said at home, she could speak Spanish, or that if she went to the store or somewhere else, she could take one of her children to translate, although she admitted she would rather not have to take someone. 

Participant 11 (employee/student) remarked,

I would do a group of people that need English because there are different areas of work. For example, I do patients; I clean the rooms of patients. It is hard for me because I—they ask me for things. That’s where I have problems, but I try to help them the best I can.

Several of the women mentioned to the researcher that they felt bad when they could not understand a patient and could not help them because of miscommunication. Five were bothered when they had to go ask for help or for someone to translate, which was one reason they felt the class teaching work-based English was so pertinent to their needs. They wanted to be able to communicate completely with each patient and help him or her in any way they could.

Participant 13 noted, “All English good. I need work more so I more money.” She went on to say that she, like the others, wished for it all: the American dream, to be able to speak English someday, to be a citizen, to be able to go to the store, or to do business in English. She did not know if that would happen to her in her lifetime, but it would with her children, and even more so for her grandchildren. Participant 13 said the main concern for her right now was to learn more English to use at work so she could be promoted someday. She would like to bring more income into the family.

Relevant Learning Brings Confidence

Participant 13 told of a time the teacher (Participant 5) worked with the employees to help prepare them to learn a new system the hospital was implementing. This new system required them to learn a completely new way of doing their work. The hospital was having a company come in that would help the employees learn this new system, and many of Participant 13’s co-workers were nervous and afraid of the change. Participant 13 said the teacher in her English class made a special effort to prepare the students for this change. The teacher came a number of times before the company agreed to work with the employees. The teacher helped Participant 13 and her co-workers learn the numbers in English, she taught them the vocabulary that they would need for the new system, and went over every other thing that Company 1 thought would be needed for the change. Participant 13 said the extra instruction helped them all gain confidence that they could make the necessary changes and not be afraid of the transition. Participant 13 mentioned that when they finally went through the training, the trainers kept telling them that no other group had learned the system so quickly. 

Participant 13 said that to be prepared with the necessary information helped her and the others to have the confidence they needed to succeed. Having the important material taught to them, she said, was what separated the two English classes: the community-based class versus the work-based program. The work-based class gave her English relevant to what she was doing every day and it gave her a good foundation to help her in her progress. 

Learning is Relevant to Businesses as well as to Employees
Participant 1 (administrator) explained that the WOW program is as work-based education and is a required part of the adult education grant from the federal government. Each state receiving this grant has to address workplace literacy in its programs. Participant 1 described Oklahoma’s program as job–specific, so there was not a set curriculum. Teachers were trained to conduct worker observations, determine the task, and write performance objectives of the class based on that task. Teachers also had to determine the basic skills required of the task, note job-related processes, and then prepare to address the necessary basic skills. Therefore, the learning that takes place is relevant to the business as well as to the employee.

Participant 6 (teacher) said at one point, “You know, and you get feedback from students, and I’m learning now how to actually say, ‘What do you really want me to teach you?’ you know, and it’s taken me time and I’m trying to get to observe some of these other students.”

Participant 1 explained that the teacher creates a new curriculum for each business, but that the state has materials and guidelines and has taught the teachers how to do so. The goal of WOW is that each teacher will talk to human resources personnel or to the manager and decide the needs of that particular business. Do the employees need to know safety rules and regulations? Do they need to know a code of ethics? Do they need to know sanitation? “Whatever it is they need, then that business has to tell us, and that’s why we always say we were tailor-made for business.” 

Participant 4 added,
We have formats that we have used and we quote a figure that in order to get this done by private sectors, it’s going to be several thousand dollars to do what we’re doing for free: a complete job analysis. So we actually go in and do an analysis of a particular job and design a curriculum based upon that analysis, and then teach that in the classroom. So, you know, we’ve tried to maintain the confidentiality of company information with our organization.

Adult Learning Center B provides the teachers for Company 1’s Hispanic Initiative. Company 1 has collaborated with several of the state’s 39 learning centers to provide literacy classes to the public. In addition, Company 1 has worked with various organizations and the state to sponsor mentoring, job skills training, and other programs. 

Summary

The organizations and adult educators across the state are trained to help adult learners find immediate relevance, rather than future use, for their information. As a result, the WOW program uses problem and learner-centered methods of instruction relevant to the employee as well as to the business. Relevant learning brings confidence to the employee and improves job performance. The applicability of work-based English training was found to help adult ESL learners progress at work. As such, learners search for new information, they do so based upon their needs for information that is relevant to accomplish their responsibilities. 

Theme 5: Incentives for Taking Classes

Motivate to Attend Class

Participant 4 (administrator) reported that one of the areas of concern for the program is how to motivate the employees to attend the class. Most employers, even though they recognize the value of the class, do not want to pay employees for attending the class. Likewise, the employees often have little free time they can use to attend the class. The most common solution has been a compromise in which the employer contributes some paid time for the employee to attend, and the employee contributes some free time to attend class. As Participant 4 said,

What has happened is that…one of the approaches is that we would ask the employers for release time for the employees. And that became a very controversial issue because we realize it costs money when you have release time, because it’s nonproductive time on the job task, so that has become a real critical issue. While the employers recognize the value of what we do, it still does not replace the fact that they have to pay those hourly wages to those employees. Sometimes the employees do give up time; like the employee may give an hour and the employee would be paid for an hour. Like we’ll come in an hour early on our own time and then, you know, the employee gives an hour and the employee will pay for an hour, so that’s a two-hour training session. Okay?

Researcher: So you’re trying to find the middle ground here somewhere.

Participant 4: No, I’m saying we’ve worked out those kinds of arrangements. I think it’s like some release time. The employee gives an hour and then the employer gives an hour, so that way it…The burden of making payments doesn’t fall totally on the employer. Okay, we’re compromising, because it could become cost-prohibitive for the employer because they’re not able to see immediately…the results of our time. ’Cause it takes a little time to go through this whole process, especially when you’re trying to teach a new language. 

Monetary Incentives

Participant 3 (administrator) reported that she made a point of not holding classes if the employer did not offer some type of compensation. She cited an example of a company with whom she had made a deal over compensation for employees:
Participant 3: They get paid, in other words, like they were working, but they’re in class. I won’t do a class if they are not getting that compensation. Like we did one with Company D and I just told them, “Okay, I’m not going to strike a deal, we’re not going to teach free to you guys unless you can offer some incentive to your employees.”
Researcher: Well, you’re offering…I mean, if they had to bring in a private consulting firm to do what you’re doing…

Participant 3: Well, the teacher does a job analysis and creates the curriculum.

Researcher: Yeah, well they can afford to pay for the employees because they are not paying for you.

Participant 3: Exactly. You can’t have it all.

Researcher: I understand.

Participant 3: We had 30 sessions, 30 classes, and Company D gave them a $500 bonus if they made 28 out of 30. See, different companies give different incentives.

Participant 5 also acknowledged that paying employees to attend these classes results in more employees who are willing to attend. She said that at companies where employees are not paid, but instead have to attend class after work, the response is not as good. As she stated,

Oh, I know, without a doubt, the companies who pay their workers to be there are the ones who are going to get a better response. I’ve done companies where the workers would come after work. You don’t have very many. But when they pay them money, money talks!

Other Incentives

Participant 5 (teacher) reported other types of incentives also helped in motivating people to attend class. She said that some companies offered a drawing once a week for a $25 gas card. Each time an employee attended class, his or her name was entered into the drawing. Other companies offered different prizes, such as a drawing for a bike or scooter, a day off, or other prizes, at the end of the month, or if it the incentive was substantial, at the end of the session or course. Participant 5 said that many of the employees she taught were women. For these women, the opportunity to win a bicycle or scooter for their child was a great incentive to attend class. Other incentives she had seen were having food and door prizes at each class, the employees staying an hour after work with the company paying for half an hour, grocery gift cards, a promotion to the employee who passes a certain level, and so on. 

Summary 

The data from the interviews showed that one of the primary ways to motivate employees to attend class was to offer monetary or other types of incentives. Motivation to attend class had been one of the areas of concern for the WOW program, as release time is a controversial issue. At times, employers regard it as cost-prohibitive to pay for what they perceive as nonproductive time. Usually, the WOW program arranges a compromise or some other type of incentive or motivation.
Theme 6: Scheduling Difficulties


One example of scheduling difficulties Participant 5 (teacher) provided was of a company who polled their workers and said to the teacher,

Let’s come to some type of agreement. Let’s have a schedule where the workers will attend, be it weekly, be it this session. Do we want the session repeated? These are the things that we want worked on. We want this group, we want you to address this and this in this group, and then we want you to repeat the session again. 
Participant 5 said there must be a liaison between the employees and the business. She also observed that if the WOW class had problems with scheduling, the class would not be as productive. She noted,

Of course, the business is there to make money and we’re there to enhance the business. I can fully understand, and it was a red flag to me immediately, when at one company I saw every worker in the classroom. And I said I knew that something was not going to work, and sure enough, it was like the handwriting on the wall. But you don’t punish the workers by shutting down that class.

Participant 9 (manager) asserted that the most important thing an employer can do to help employees learn English is to ensure that employees have an opportunity to attend the classes. As Participant 9 reported,

I have been here for about 7 years, so about 6 years ago, because of the high level of non-English speaking employees, our director and us wanted to do…because we had patient satisfaction issues, comments like, “Don’t speak English, don’t understand”…there were several reasons for it also. And also because we wanted to be able to communicate with them. So anyway, our director got hooked up with [School District B] and three days a week, for an hour each day, the teachers come in and work on work-based English.

[Participant 7] will pick a few that—I think she knows also who wants to apply themselves and who doesn’t. If they’re not really applying themselves, then she’s not going to push it. But if she knows someone is really trying and struggling, she might come to me and say, “Hey [Participant 9], can we get so-and-so back in next time around?” or whatever. 

Employees’ Views of Scheduling
Employees tell a different story about attendance at class. Participant 15 remarked that not every employee who needs the classes gets to go. She reported that their work supervisor is the one who selects the four or five employees allowed to leave work early to attend class. Participant 15 said, “When the class begins, the supervisor decides that they are going to send this person and this person…four or five people. These go every week, but no more than five.” Participant 13 added that if there is too much work to do, then no employee is allowed to go to the class. When the workload is lighter, employees are allowed to go to class, and Company 1 contributes paid work time for the employees to attend. 

Participant 9 explained the discrepancy this way:

Primarily, probably the majority of folks that have attended are the housekeepers. When we initially started, we had quite a few dietary people. That’s kind of shed…Either they don’t come because they don’t need to, or they don’t want to, or managers can’t afford to let them. You know, it’s all based on staffing as well, because it is during the day, 2:30 to 3:30.

Researcher: So they are paid while they are in class?

Participant 9: They are. They are paid while in class, and that’s why we also limit how many can go, because obviously we’d love to allow everybody who wants to be educated to go, but we can’t because we have discharging.

Response to Interview Question

When asked this interview question, “If you were responsible for the class, what would you change and why?” Participant 12 responded, 

If I be boss, I make class when all can go. Then all can learn fast and no be so slow to learn English. The patients no like when we no understand. Some nice and try to help. But some very mad and yell and say go and call nurse. Then we feel bad cause we no can do job like want to. Only like say, before, hard to go to class when always lots and lots of work. We need go to class and not worry about work. 

Participant 15, when asked the same question, said, “Me, if I were the boss, I would send, after people left work. I would give them the chance go to the class here in the hospital.”

However, when Participant 14 reminded Participant 15 that Company 1 does offer free ESL classes in the evenings through their Hispanic Initiative, she added that in the evenings, mothers encounter difficulties. They have to pick up children after school, cook dinner, and complete other obligations such as shopping for food and cleaning. Many of the women work two jobs, or their husbands work a second job and the women need to be at home with the children.

Participant 14 said that having the class during working hours was great, but there were problems. She stated that some of the workers were frustrated because they had to miss the class at times when, at the end of the day, more rooms had to be cleaned and not enough workers were on staff to finish them. At those times, either due to a worker shortage or an increased workload, not as many employees were permitted to go to class. This decision is at the line supervisor’s discretion, which presents difficulty when there are rooms to clean and quotas to meet. 

Participant 14 said the workers complain at times, but she reminds them that few companies even offer ESL classes, much less pay their employees to attend. She thought very highly of Company 1. She said that none of the other companies she had worked for in the past had offered ESL classes. She also stated she did not know of any other companies except Company 1 that paid their employees to go to class.

Participant 13 attended classes for a while through Company 1’s Hispanic Initiative. Several years ago, Company 1 started this service to the Hispanic community. Many different classes are offered: GED, citizenship, English (several levels), pronunciation classes for doctors from other countries, Spanish classes for medical personnel, and more. Participant 13 attended an evening class for about 3 months. She was supposed to go longer, but dropped out because, after working all day, it was just too hard for to get everything accomplished for her family when she was gone evenings, too. She wished she could always attend classes at work, as it is the most convenient. She knew all the employees had to take turns. 

Dilemma and Frustration of Scheduling

Participant 13 said that at times, she and the other workers had talked about the possibility of the class 1 hour before or 1 hour after work. She said that it would still be difficult. She was the one who made sure her children got to school and she was the one who met the children as they returned home from school. She was also the one to make dinner, buy the groceries, and complete other tasks. She believed the 2:30 to 3:30 time slot was perfect for her, with the only problem as being permitted to attend. 
She is aware that the company had to fulfill its obligations to the patients first, and when work remains to be done, it has to be done. She also mentioned that when the company is short on staff, fewer people could attend, and a greater burden is on those who have to work harder and take on more rooms so that someone else can go to class. But the workers all are willing to do so because they realize that, someday, the opportunity will be theirs. 

Employees also had talked about having classes during their lunch hour. She and others had mixed feelings about that. Participant 13 noted lunch is a social event as well, and that it offers a chance to just relax and visit with friends and take a break. She did not know if others would want to have class at that time. On the other hand, she felt that it would be good for her. She said that she is there anyway, and they would not have to cut into work time. She definitely would be willing to go and eat her lunch in the class. She said many of the women are like her and they brown-bag their lunches, so combining class time with lunch would work for them. 


Participant 10 reported feeling frustrated with the scheduling system used, because often the supervisor could not allow many people to attend during work hours. Participant 10 said it was difficult for her to attend classes outside of scheduled work hours because she had many other family obligations.

Summary

Employees seemed most concerned about when they could attend the classes. The conflict was less about the scheduled time of the class, but instead about how often they could attend and when employees were rotated into the class. The problem arose when there was a great deal of work to do and the supervisors were not prepared to allow more than four or five employees to leave to attend classes scheduled during the workday. When site administrators tried to schedule classes later in the afternoon or before work, they encountered difficulty in dealing with employees who needed to go home or could not come early. Therefore, the dilemma is how to compromise on the scheduling of these courses and to find a way where each side works on an arrangement that allows employees to attend class consistently. 

Summary of Chapter 4


Six themes emerged from the interviews with stakeholders in the WOW program. These themes were (a) moving from dependency toward self-direction, (b) life experiences help understand new information, (c) look for new knowledge to fulfill societal roles, (d) adults seek immediate relevance for their learning, (e) incentives for taking classes, and (f) scheduling difficulties. The data showed that the program worked best when those involved cooperated and made compromises. Perhaps employers would pay for part of an employee’s attendance at class, and the employee would give up some of his or her free time to attend the classes. Conflicts occurred when classes scheduled during the workday interfered with a heavy work schedule. At those times, only four or five employees were allowed to leave work to attend classes. Data also showed that for the employees interviewed, the classes offered employees hope of being able to improve their lives through the ability to communicate with others in English. Chapter 5 presents a summary and discussion of the research results, conclusions, limitations, and recommendations for further study.
CHAPTER 5. RESULTS, CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS
Introduction

This in-depth phenomenological study documented the lived experiences of the stakeholders who were part of Oklahoma’s Widening Opportunities in the Workplace (WOW) program. The main purpose of the study was to understand the perceptions and relevance of the experiences of adult ESL students, administrators, teachers, and managers who participated in WOW. The Oklahoma State Department of Education in collaboration with local adult learning centers and local businesses operated the program. The study had 15 participants.

Participants described what being an adult learner, adult educator, or manager meant to them and explained how they adapted to a work-based learning environment. A collection of the participants’ interview responses and the meanings connected to their WOW learning experiences appeared in chapter 4. Chapter 5 presents a summary and discussion of the research results, conclusions, limitations, and recommendations for further study.
Summary and Discussion of Results

The focal point of this research investigation, using a phenomenological qualitative interview methodology, was Oklahoma’s WOW Program. The program is a collaboration among OKSDE, local adult learning centers, and local business to provide workplace literacy programs. In-depth, informal interviews took place with 15 participants. Interviews were tape-recorded and later transcribed so the data could be entered into NVivo 8, a qualitative software that was used to classify the interview material into themes. 

Through this research, the perceptions of stakeholders in the WOW program were revealed. Their experiences (presented in chapter 4) helped to clarify the intentionality of the lived experiences of the work-based ESL learning environment. In this study, participants talked about, reflected upon, and elaborated on the WOW program through the phenomenological interview process. Additionally, participants were able to present detailed examples about their experiences with the WOW program.

The research questions guiding this study and providing further understanding for this research were:
1. What are the perceptions of the administrators, teachers, and business managers of workplace ESL programs regarding the effectiveness of the program implemented at that company?
2. What are the perceptions of the adult learners enrolled in an ESL workforce program regarding the effectiveness of the program?
The results of this study determined the participants believed the WOW program did indeed develop basic skills to meet the literacy needs of workers. Six themes emerged from the interviews with stakeholders in the WOW program. The following six themes were (a) moving from dependency toward self-direction, (b) life experiences help understand new information, (c) look for new knowledge to fulfill societal roles, (d) adults seek immediate relevance for their learning, (e) incentives for taking classes, and (f) scheduling difficulties. 

Four of the six themes emerging from the data aligned conceptually with the prevailing theory and literature regarding adult learning theory reviewed in chapter 2. Given this alignment, Knowles’ (1970) four assumptions about the characteristics of adult learners were foundational to the theoretical implications of the present study. The research results indicated that self-awareness, work and life experiences, work and societal roles, and relevance played roles in the perceptions of participants, regardless of background, education, culture, race, age, or gender. 
The range and context of this study must be considered when reflecting on this perspective. This is further addressed in the limitations section. Participant alignment with the theoretical framework of Knowles was relevant, and the influence of these factors aligned with the phenomenological philosophy of awareness of one's own experience, the self in different roles, linguistic activity involving meaning, communication, understanding others, and social interaction  (Smith, 2009).

Theme 1: Moving from Dependency toward Self-Direction 
With regard to the first theme, all of the participants were in this process of moving from dependency toward self-direction. The employees who developed self-concept, self-actualization, or self-awareness were apparent as they became more independent in their everyday activities. WOW administrators, teachers, and site managers all unanimously voiced their satisfaction with the WOW program and the way the program had aided immigrants in improving their knowledge of English. 

Company 1 managers reported that WOW program teachers concentrated on helping employees learn work-based vocabulary so that the employees were able to interact with patients and let other staff members know when a patient was in need of something. Providing instruction in workplace vocabulary helped increase the employees’ feelings of belonging. Knowledge of workplace vocabulary also improved the employees’ capacity to solve problems, because the employees had greater confidence in their ability to come to a decision.

Managers noted a reduction in workplace errors since WOW had begun to train employees; especially important had been an improvement in communication. Now that employees understood the workplace vocabulary, fewer errors occurred. Interaction between the supervisors and the employees had increased. Supervisors could now understand an employee as he or she explained the problems they experienced at work. The WOW teachers made sure the employees not only had workplace vocabulary, but also received instruction in basic employment protocols, as well as workplace safety and health issues.

As a result of greater awareness of the English language, the employees stated they were less dependent on others. Their linguistic activity had evolved. The participants felt that they had more opportunities at work for social interaction and better everyday activity in their lives. They were moving closer and closer to self-direction.

Adult learning theory supports this study finding. Knowles (1970) noted that adult learners take a more dynamic position in pursuing education because they are in the course of moving from a state of dependency on others to self-direction as people and learners. Adults identify a need or a question and look for the answer. The fact that they come to the educational facility is evidence of their self-directedness. This need-to-know pushes the adult learner into the active and problem-centered area of the educational philosophy (Knowles, 1980).

Knowles (1980) visualized self-actualization as the ultimate goal of education for adults and proposed that adult educators should aid learning and assist adults in reaching their potential and developing into self-directed learners. However, Knowles cautioned a person is an adult only to the degree that he or she embraces the self-concept for taking responsibility for life’s decisions. Cross (1991) depicted self-concept as a “function of developmental growth” (p. 239) and not just a result of adult versus child. 

Therefore, as adult learners take a more dynamic position in pursuing education, because they are in the course of moving from a state of dependency on others to self-direction as people and learners, they develop self-concept (Cross, 1991), self-actualization (Knowles, 1970), and self-awareness (Smith, 2009). 

This theory of self is consistent with phenomenological philosophy, which states that phenomenological structures of consciousness engage additional forms of experience. As a result, phenomenology involves, 

Awareness of one's own experience, self-awareness, the self in different roles, and purpose or intention in action, linguistic activity (involving meaning, communication, understanding others), social interaction (including collective action), and everyday activity in one’s surrounding life-world (in a particular culture). (Smith, 2009, ¶ 3) 
This philosophy supports the findings of this study and enhances the understanding of the phenomena.

Theme 2: Life Experiences Help Understand New Information 

The second theme was life experiences help understand new information. The participants noted that before implementation of the program, site managers had to cope with many “I no understand” statements from some of their employees. The Company 1 managers also reported that before employees were able to take the classes, the language barriers kept employees from working independently, and managers had to give various assignments throughout the day. 

After the WOW classes came to Company 1, that problem was resolved. Company 1 managers noted that they were able to give the employees instructions and felt assured that employees would understand their instructions. In addition, feedback from patients at the hospital drastically improved. The WOW class provided new dimensions to the participants’ collections of life experiences. 

This finding is consistent with the adult learning theory stating that during the process of maturing, adult learners are adding a growing reservoir of life experiences that help make possible understanding new information (Knowles, 1970). Knowles recommended educators should consider and make the most of learners’ current life situations and respective roles. Kennedy (2003) explained that diversity among adult learners in terms of their attitudes, values, interests, and motivations, as well as personality and different physical and cognitive abilities, come from distinctive life experiences. 

According to phenomenological tradition, linguistic activity is one of the various types of life experience of which phenomenology studies the structure. Language, cultural context, social practices, and more are contextual aspects of intentional activities. “The central structure of an experience is its intentionality, the way it is directed through its content or meaning toward a certain object in the world” (Smith, 2009). The study findings showed that as employees overcame the barriers presented by language, their intentionality of the task and linguistic activity became easier for them. Conscious experiences such as linguistic activity are unique. They are not observed, they are lived: one experiences them, and the phenomenological model allowed the perspective of the participants to be heard.

Theme 3: Look for New Knowledge to Fulfill Societal Roles 

In the third theme, all of the employees who participated stated that they needed and wanted to learn English so that they could accomplish everyday jobs and advance within their many roles. This premise is in step with the third assumption of Knowles; that adults look for new information based upon their needs for knowledge to complete tasks and progress within their societal roles (Knowles, 1970). Kennedy (2003) noted, “Adults enter learning situations with more specific and immediate intention to apply newly acquired knowledge” (p. 3). 

According to administrators of the WOW program, one goal of the adult learning center is to work more directly with the corporate community. The goals are to help the employees become more productive by understanding the value of being at work on time, the value of their production, and how to compute better, as well as having the ability to understand policy manuals and other documents. This is also true for the non-English speaking population. WOW actually teaches concepts from the policy manuals in English. All lessons in the WOW program are individually created to match the needs at each learning site. This is one of the main reasons the WOW program has enjoyed so much success. 

Employees reported that while English was difficult for them, they understood the necessity of learning English, so they could perform their jobs better. Participant 14 said that she had been in several embarrassing situations caused by her inability to understand what people said to her. Those incidents caused her to realize that she needed to persevere in her study of English. Her goal to learn English was not based solely on her need to avoid embarrassing moments. Participant 14 wanted to be of greater help to patients who asked her for something. She felt more part of the hospital if she could fulfill the patients’ requests for tissues or water. At this point, Participant 14 was ready to learn and make changes.

The current research also supported Havighurst’s (1972) theory, which suggests that learner readiness is connected with human development and developmental tasks. Havighurst positioned developmental tasks between individual needs and societal demands. The findings of the current study showed that the societal demands of adults vary from being an employee to being a parent, chauffeur, nursemaid, counselor, spouse, neighbor, and so on. Employees shared that they were happy to go home and talk to their children in English. They reported a sense of accomplishment to be able to speak English at work. The employees felt good when their vocabulary had increased enough that they could go to the store or do errands in English. Consequently, the new knowledge that the WOW classes offered allowed the employees to complete tasks and progress within their various societal roles.

Some of the lived experiences studied in phenomenology are social activity, including linguistic activity (Smith, 2009). The research is consistent in showing that social activity depends on the societal role the adult needs to fulfill and the skills or knowledge the adult needs in order to accomplish the task. Hence, an employee can help a patient, understand his or her supervisor, or read to a child, all of which are social activities related to different roles. As the study findings confirmed, to progress within their societal roles at work, at home, and in the community, adults seek new information, and they do so based on the needs for information that is relevant to accomplish their responsibilities. 

Theme 4: Adults Seek Immediate Relevance for Their Learning 

The fourth theme showed that adult learners seek immediate relevance for their information, and the participants gave many reasons why learning English was relevant to them. Some of the employees had young children and they wanted to be able to read books in English to their children. They wanted to be able to talk to their children’s teachers; to be able to communicate with their supervisors and the patients. Some even expressed the desire to be citizens one day. 

According to Knowles (1970), adults are concerned with the immediate, rather than future use of knowledge, as children expect, making adults more interested in problem and learner-centered styles of education rather than subject-centered learning. Adult learning theory supports the research findings, as experiential learning is one type of this relevant learning. Experiential learning is the sort of learning undertaken by students who are given a chance to acquire and apply knowledge, skills, and feelings in an immediate and relevant setting (Knowles, 1970, p. 16). Experiential learning thus involves a “direct encounter with the phenomena being studied rather than merely thinking about the encounter, or only considering the possibility of doing something about it” (Borzak, 1981, p. 9).

This type of learning, within a relevant setting, was demonstrated in the research when Company 1 implemented a new software program that helped supervisors keep track of dirty rooms. The medical center contacted the software company and put them in contact with the WOW teachers. The teachers created specific vocabulary lessons and skills-building lessons so Company 1 employees would know how to use the software and would feel comfortable using it. Again, as managers noted, all of this training helped raise the confidence and self-esteem of the employees and helped them increase their work skills and productivity.

The two WOW teachers noted that most of the employees realized, through these types of situations that as new systems were implemented at work English would become even more important and more relevant to their success. This realization drove many employees to learn English, because they realized that if they could not understand what was said to them at work, it was highly unlikely that they would ever be promoted. 

Some students had avoided learning English for a long time, and the teachers and managers noted that for this group, keeping them focused on the goal of learning English was a much more difficult task. Apparently, learning English was not as relevant to this group. The phenomenon of whether learning English was relevant or not presents a type of experience by relating it to relevant features of context. Phenomenology then leads into inquiry “of conditions of the possibility of intentionality, conditions involving motor skills and habits, background social practices, and often language, with its special place in human affairs” (Smith & McIntyre, 1982).

The findings of this research, aided by the phenomenological process with its emphasis on thick, detailed descriptions, allowed the ESL students to reflect upon their own unique ESL training. It also allowed the WOW employers, which are primarily businesses with a need to have ESL training to draw comparisons, interpretations, and generalizations that were relevant for them, thus giving the power of transferability or generalization to businesses (Heinecke & Stohl Drier, 1998; Shkedi, 1998).

Theme 5: Incentives for Taking Classes 

The fifth theme concerned receiving incentives for taking classes. The WOW program requires employees to be offered some type of incentive to attend the programs. The findings confirmed that when employees are allowed to go to class during work hours, and still be paid for those hours, they are more willing to go to the classes. 
Knowles et al. (2005) noted that one of the distinctive characteristics of many adult learning programs is the shared control of program planning and facilitation. Studies have shown that learning is more effective when the learner shares control, even in learning situations in which the content is arranged.

The findings of the research indicated one of the areas of concern noted by administrators and teachers was how to motivate the employees to be at the class. Even though they recognized the value of the classes, most employers did not want to pay employees for attending the class. The employees often had little free time that they could use to attend the class. Most of the time, a compromise was reached wherein the employer contributed some paid time for the employee to attend, and the employees contributed some of their free time to attend classes.

Other types of incentives have been used in motivating people to attend class. Some companies offered a drawing once a week for a $25 gas card. Each time an employee attended class, his or her name was entered in the drawing. Other companies offered different prizes, such as a drawing for a bike or scooter, a day off, and so forth at the end of the month. If the incentive were substantial, the prize was at the end of the session or course. Other incentives used were having food and door prizes at each class, the employees staying an hour after work with the company paying for half an hour, grocery gift cards, and promotion to the employee who passed a certain level. 

The literature supports the use of different types of incentives. A. Rogers (2002) warned that the reason learners give to others for attending, and sometimes to themselves, is not always the true reason and noted, 
It is not always strictly true that members of our classes are motivated by needs….Perhaps it is more useful to talk of all student participants as having a set of “intentions,” an agenda which for many of them can imply the meeting of a felt need. (p. 76)
Dominice (2000) reasoned that behind the motivations of learners, sometimes unexpressed needs are perhaps really dreams. In addition, many times the requirements for a program are not the same as the learner’s needs. Kidd (1973) observed that the interests, needs, and motivations of any person are primarily a matter of the emotions, not of intellect. 

The data from the interviews showed that one of the primary ways to motivate employees to attend class was to offer monetary or other types of incentives. Motivation to attend class had been one of the areas of concern for the WOW program, as release time is sometimes a controversial issue. Some employers see it as cost-prohibitive to pay for what they may perceive as nonproductive time. Therefore, usually a compromise of some sort took place or some other type of incentive or motivation was utilized.
Theme Six: Scheduling Difficulties

The findings reported in this research demonstrated the importance of immigrants having the opportunity to attend classes directed at their workplace. Levenson (2004) noted that dropout rates are high in traditional literacy programs. As many as half of all the adults who enter classes, ultimately leave without developing their skills significantly. Conversely, many workplace projects report high retention rates. 

At Company 1, the classes were held during the workday and the employees were released to go to class. The employees were still on the payroll while in class, so the employees did not lose money, nor did they have to sacrifice their own time to attend the class. Having classes scheduled during work hours helps many employees. Staying after work or coming in an hour earlier is not a realistic possibility for most employees because they have to care for their children before and after work. 

This finding is supported by the literature, which recommends existing programs should consider the perspective of the worker in relation to family obligations, time available, and application to work. The motivating factors include whether workers have a clear picture of where to go and what to expect, how they will be served, and what choices are available (Minke, 2001). Likewise, Wlodkowski (1999) suggested that the most decisive and basic level of positive adult motivation for learning is for adults to experience choice.

The study results showed that employees seemed most anxious about when they could attend the classes because conflict sometimes arises when there is still work to be completed on class days. Supervisors have the ultimate authority to release an employee to attend class. On days when unfinished work remains, fewer employees are allowed to attend a class. Supervisors are responsible for seeing that rooms are clean and ready for new patients, and a certain number of rooms must be cleaned each day. When there is more work, or when the company is short on workers, the supervisor may allow only four or five employees to attend the class. 

The workload could explain why scheduling of the WOW class played such a significant role in the perception of the participants. The participant perspective was that attending the class was associated with implications of opportunities to learn, to progress at work, and to grow within the organization. This result reinforced the theory that work-based education and programs such as WOW will potentially reciprocate to the organization in terms of increased effort, productivity and performance, and improved communication. This theory was reinforced in the research. 

Nevertheless, attending the class caused the greatest conflict for the program. Administrators considered scheduling classes before or after work. Yet, as previously stated, employees have conflicts with their home schedule, and classes scheduled at those times are impossible for many of the employees to attend. The dilemma then is to find a way where each side works on an arrangement that allows employees to attend class consistently. 

Conclusions
It is clear from the findings in this study that the WOW program has been effectively implemented into workplaces to assist non-English speaking employees in learning English and employment skills. The WOW program was put into practice in the state of Oklahoma to help the many non-English speaking immigrants learn to develop basic skills to meet the literacy needs of workers. 

The collaboration of business and adult education in Oklahoma led to the formation of WOW. Work-based WOW has been a successful program for helping adults who find it hard to function in society, as each day they struggle just to provide for their families. Adult learners undertake education because they are in the course of moving from a state of dependency on others to self-direction as people and learners. Adults identify a need or a problem and look for the answer. This new understanding leads to independence, fulfilled dreams, and other opportunities. 
Through the WOW program, adult ESL learners accumulated experiences that helped them learn and retain new information, and prepared them for work. WOW classes helped employees to improve the quality of their work, reduced errors in the workplace, improved communication, and improved their capacity to use new technology. The classes helped some obtain better jobs as they became more independent. 

The relevance of work-based English training was found to help adult ESL learners progress at work the findings also showed adults sought new information based upon their need for information that was relevant to accomplish their responsibilities and progress in societal roles. WOW educators considered and made the most of learners’ current work situations, the business’s needs, and the respective roles of each. 

The findings determined these types of programs are relevant and need to be developed in all areas of the United States, especially in areas with heavy concentrations of non-English speaking immigrants. One of the barriers to self-sufficiency is a lack of English language skills. Limited English language ability has been shown to reduce the ability of ESL students to gain adequate employment (Capp et al., 2003). 

For that reason, the findings reported by this research demonstrated it is important that immigrants have the opportunity to attend such classes conducted at their workplace. Dropout rates are high in traditional literacy programs. As many as half of all adults who enter classes eventually leave without improving their literacy skills significantly. In contrast, many workplace projects have reported high retention rates. Adults who would not go to literacy classes at an adult education center might participate in on-the-job classes. Programs are often held during regular working hours and are labeled job training rather than literacy (Levenson, 2004).

Such classes benefit both employees and employers. As noted in the findings of this study, employees are more likely to attend classes when they are located at their workplace. Employers are more likely to benefit when classes are conducted at their business. For example, Company 1 was able to verify that the employees enrolled in the classes held onsite were learning work-related vocabulary and skills that improved their productivity. 

The benefits of such programs are broad, and not just for employee training. Illiteracy and low literacy in adults can be linked to almost every socioeconomic problem in the United States and abroad. In the United States, research indicates low-literate adults do poorly in the job market, lack the skills to help their children become successful in school, are more likely to suffer from poor health, and are more likely to receive public assistance (Proliteracy, 2008). When non-English speaking immigrants have the opportunity to learn to speak English, they are likely to make fewer mistakes at work. Employees are more likely to be invested in a job where they feel they are part of the company and are appreciated. They are also more likely to be invested in their city and state and become productive taxpayers rather than depending on the system to support them because they cannot find work. As the findings in this study showed, investing in non-English speaking immigrants is a win-win situation for all stakeholders involved.
Limitations of the Study


The 15 participants for this study were recruited from Company 1 employees who had attended the WOW class, their managers, teachers of the class, and administrators from the state and local adult learning centers. The six Company 1 employees from the WOW program interviewed for this study were not representative of all adult learners enrolled in an ESL program, and the findings may not be generalizable to the entire ESL adult-learner population. Additionally, the small number of participants representing other stakeholder groups may not be reflective of other administrators and teachers in adult literacy programs throughout the United States. Therefore, the study was limited geographically as well as to those individuals who were able and willing to make time to attend the 1- to 2-hour interview sessions. Even though the researcher made it clear that participants’ identities would remain confidential, confidentiality proved to be a challenge for the immigrants contacted for the study.


In addition, the study was limited to those individuals who consented to the request to be research participants. Although no criteria with regard to gender or marital status were included, both of these factors could be significant to the discussion. The diversity within the sample was exceptional, given the somewhat small sample size; however, representation from all immigrant ethnicities, races, economic statuses, educational backgrounds, ages, and working backgrounds was not provided. Major ethnic backgrounds and both genders were included in either the individual interviews or group interviews, and no departure from the theoretical framework or research guidelines was experienced.

Because there was no attempt to compare other state-funded programs throughout the United States, evaluation of how this program compared to other program types was impossible. The study’s findings were limited to only an evaluation of what had and had not worked in Oklahoma’s WOW program. As a result, the findings were constructive in the context of providing a basis in the research area, where little research had taken place. Given these limitations, the findings should be viewed with caution.
Recommendations for Further Study

According to Moustakas (1994), searching for the essence of an experience is never complete. As the new economy demands higher literacy levels, proficiency in basic skills and literacy achievement are more important than ever. Workers need strong basic skills to interpret and apply information in the workplace, to function in workplace environments, and to overcome changes in their work lives. Therefore, based on the findings in this study, the following recommendations are made for further research.

This qualitative study should be followed up with a quantitative study of non-English speaking employees enrolled in programs like the WOW program in order to gauge opinions about these programs from a larger population than was possible in the present study. A survey should be created employing Likert-type scale questionnaires that ask participants to rate, on a scale from 1-5, what elements of a program they would find most beneficial for them.

The present study raised additional questions to be studied in future research. Would the findings have been different if the majority of employees were male rather than female? What are the attitudes towards independent versus collaborative studies among ESL work-based learners? How do the perceptions of male and female adult learners relate to advantages and disadvantages of the work-based learning environment? How can researchers compare and contrast traditional and work-based environments? A study could be conducted to investigate the various types of programs available for non-English speaking immigrants that are outside of the traditional type of literacy programs conducted at night in high schools or community colleges. Such a study should include the pros and cons of each program to determine the value of each program.

It would be interesting to have another qualitative study that used a focus group design. As apparent in the present study, some of the employees were afraid to be interviewed alone and asked the researcher if they could be interviewed together. The non-English speaking population is a vulnerable population group and is often afraid to be involved with any authority figure. If a group of these non-English speaking adults gathered for a single interview, they might feel safer and more relaxed and might be more open about the experiences they have had. The focus group could be asked what would be more helpful in terms of program design, class scheduling, and incentives that would enable them to attend such classes. Such information would be invaluable for program planners, because the information would give them a better understanding of which elements should be included in a program.

A study could be conducted on the types of businesses in which programs like WOW would best be implemented. Such a study could also examine whether it would be practical to have programs at each workplace, or whether it would be better to have one site to cover several workplaces.

Future research could focus on the types of funding available for businesses that might be interested in sponsoring a program at their work sites. The WOW program is funded by the Oklahoma State Department of Education, through federal and state grants, in partnership with local adult learning centers and local businesses. Some states may have the funding to underwrite such programs; others may not. It would be of help to the development of such programs if a study looked at the types of funding that might be available to operate programs for non-English speaking adults.

Summary

Chapter 5 presented a summary and discussion of the research results, conclusions, limitations, and recommendations for further study. Theoretical, philosophical, and practical implications were discussed. The findings in the study showed that the WOW program in Oklahoma has been successful in achieving its goal of helping non-English speaking immigrants learn to develop basic language skills to meet the literacy needs of workers. Improved literacy can help workers become more productive and understand the value of being at work on time, the value of their production, and how to compute better. Workers can understand policy manuals and other important documents. All stakeholders in the program were involved in the study, and all reported that the program offered many benefits. The findings showed that all stakeholders in the program must make some compromises so that the program can work for all involved. 

The function of the design of the research was to explore the participants’ views about themselves and their circumstances. The literature this research may influence is in the areas of adult learning theory, causes of low and marginal literacy, effects of illiteracy, and similar topics. Considering the complexities of low literacy and its many roots, others who may benefit are literacy providers, government, business, and educational institutions. The study processes explored an under-researched population that is present and growing in the workforce. In this way, the study is also of interest to those in an array of business fields, especially training and development. The chapter closed with recommendations for further studies.
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APPENDIX A. ESL STUDENT INTERVIEW GUIDE

First One-On-One Interview

1. Tell me three things that you liked the most about your ESL class at work? Why did you like it?
2. Tell me three things that you liked the least about your ESL class at work? What did you not like and why?
3. Did you feel the way English was taught at work helped you be a better worker?
4. If you were responsible for the class, what would you change and why?

5.
What do you think the benefits of the class should be? 

6.
What were the negative aspects of the class?

Did you notice any of the benefits listed below that came to you because of your participation in your company’s ESL class? Tell me about the changes in you.

1. Greater willingness and ability to learn for life.
2. Improved ability to listen.

3. Improved ability to understand and use documents.

4. More positive attitude toward change.

5. Better ability to work in teams.

6. Increased ability to use numbers.

7. Improved capacity to think critically.

8. Better able to communicate using English.

9. Improved ability to use computers.

10. Heightened awareness to others’ cultures.

11. Stronger ability to write.

12. A supervisor told you that you had improved in something.

APPENDIX B. ADMINISTRATOR INTERVIEW GUIDE

1. Explain your organization’s primary workplace education program. What were the initial goals you set out to achieve and how did you establish them? What were actual outcomes at the end of the program?
2. Who benefited from the workplace education program you implemented? Management? Workers? Customers or clients? 
3. How did your organization identify and document successes of the workplace education program? 
4.
What do you think the benefits of workplace education programs should be? 
5.
What were the negative aspects of the program?

Did you note any of the economic benefits listed below to the company because of having the workforce education program: 

1. Improved employee morale.

2. Increased quality of work.

3. Improved capacity to solve problems.

4. Improved capacity to cope with change.

5. Improved capacity to use new technology.

6. More employees participating in training.

7. Higher success rate in promotions.

8. Improved effectiveness of supervisors.

9. Increased capacity to handle on-the-job training. 

10. Improved labor-management relations.
11. Increased output of products and services.

12. Higher success rate in transferring employees within the organization.

13. Improved results in job-specific training.

14. Increased profitability.

15. Reduced time per task.

16. Quicker results in job training.

17. Reduced error rate.

18. Better health and safety record.

19. Reduced waste in production of products and services.

20. Increased customer retention.

21. Increased employee retention.

22. Reduced absenteeism.

APPENDIX C. EMPLOYEE PARTICIPANT PROFILE

Name:

Age:

Marital Status: 
Married
Divorced
Single
Widowed
If you are or have been married, what nationality is your spouse?

Where were you born? (Country and state)

How long have you lived in the United States?

Did you attend school in your native county?

Yes
No

Did you take English classes in your native country? 

Yes
No


If so, for how many years?

Have you attended school in the United States? 

Yes
No


If so, for how many years?

Have you had ESL classes here in the US? 

Yes
No


If so, for how many years?

Have you had ESL classes through your work? 

Yes
No


If so, for how many years?

Did you graduate from high school? 



Yes
No

Or did you obtain a GED? 



Yes
No

Did you attend college?



Yes
No


If so, where and for how many years? 

Did you obtain a degree?

Yes      No

Describe obligations that you have outside of work.

Include employment and home responsibilities. 

If you have children, list their ages:

The following information relates to language: 

What language(s) can you speak?
What language(s) are usually spoken in your home?
What is your preferred language at home?
What is your preferred language with friends? 

What is your preferred language at work?

Thank you for completing this profile.
The following information relates to scheduling an interview:

Name:

Phone number:

The best time(s) to call:

E-mail address

The best days and times for me to meet you for an interview are:

