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ABSTRACT 

The methods that teachers use in today's adult basic education 

classrooms bear a striking resemblance to what Mezirow, Darkenwald, and Knox 

(1975) observed in their groundbreaking study of ABE nearly thirty years ago. 

Researchers say that teachers ignore alternative methods and refuse to change. 

The purpose of this study was to investigate what actually influenced teacher 

choices and construction of practice as a means of finding a starting point for 

change. 

The question driving the research was, "What are the cultural and 

contextual factors that inform and shape practice in adult basic education?" 

Using a qualitative, interpretive approach, fifteen teachers in two counties in 

North Florida were interviewed and observed over a six-month period. Data 

sources were interview transcripts, observation field notes, documents, and a 

journal. The responses and observations of the teachers was compared and 

analyzed as well as the data on the structure of the two programs. 

The findings revealed that at least four major factors inform and shape 

practice in adult basic education: teachers' conceptions of teaching and learning, 

accountability, the culture of teaching, and the uncertainty of practice. The 

author concluded that teaching practice in adult basic education looks as it does 
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because teachers rarely have access to knowledge of alternative teaching 

methods such as collaborative learning and critical pedagogy, and those that do 

are also heavily influenced by the cultural and contextual factors that inform and 

shape adult basic education practice. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION OF PROBLEM AND RATIONALE FOR STUDY 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study is to explore how teachers of adult basic 

education make choices and construct practice within a cultural context. In this 

chapter, I introduce some of the major problems that I feel face adult basic 

education today and pose a set of research questions that arise from those 

problems. Next, I provide some background for adult literacy education in this 

country and briefly describe the working conditions of its teachers. I then discuss 

the significance of this study and finish the chapter with useful key terms to be 

used throughout the study. 

Problem Statement 

In 1975, Mezirow, Darkenwald, and Knox published Last Gamble on 

Education, a comprehensive and groundbreaking study of the practice of adult 

basic education (ABE). Using classroom observations of 59 basic literacy and 

ESOL (English as a Second or Other Language) classes in conjunction with 
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surveys of 1,900 teachers in the field, the work provided the first look at the field 

of adult basic education on a large scale. The most significant finding for the 

purpose of this research is that they found that ABE instruction resembled that of 

"elementary school of the 1920s," replete with "drill, recitation, group blackboard 

work, doing assignments in class, using workbooks, and routinization" (p. 18). 

In 2001, more than 25 years later, Beder and Medina (2001) published 

Classroom Dynamics in Adult Literacy Education, the first major study since 1975 

to investigate classroom behavior. Using classroom observations of 20 basic 

literacy and ESOL classes in eight states, the researchers sought to examine 

questions they felt critical to the field, including, "How is instruction delivered?" 

and "What processes underlie teaching and learning?" What is most 

disheartening to learn is that they found nothing different from the 1975 authors. 

In particular, the researchers found that the predominant model of instruction 

involved teacher-prepared and teacher-delivered lessons, use of commercially 

published materials; lessons with beginnings and ends; and a focus on reading, 

writing, math, and GED test preparation. Teaching adult basic education has not 

changed on a large scale in almost thirty years. 

Results from smaller studies conducted within the past several years also 

bare a striking resemblance to Last Gamble on Education. In 1997, Young 

observed teaching practices at four different sites. After analyzing interviews and 

observations of ABE teachers, she found that their practices were indicative of 

those found in Mezirow et al's (1975) study. Knowledge was tightly structured 

and controlled; teacher-learner exchanges were rare. When Nesbit (1998) 
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looked in what he called "the black box" of adult education he found that without 

exception teachers in adult basic education focused on the syllabus rather than 

the students, dominated all decision-making in the classroom, limited 

development of student motivation and understanding, and guided students to 

correct solutions instead of allowing solutions to emerge. 

What should teaching in adult basic education look like? Many theorists 

and researchers in adult education argue for a participatory learning model, 

where content is contextualized and based on the social realities of learners' 

lives, and where students work alongside the instructor to diagnose their needs 

and direct their learning experience (Amstutz, 2001; Beder, 1991; Beder & 

Medina; 2001; Fingeret, 1992; Knowles, 1980; Sheared, 1999). Imel (1991) says 

that it becomes the responsibility of the instructor to create a climate in which 

collaborative learning can occur; an environment in which participants feel free to 

exchange ideas and share experiences in order to create knowledge. 

What is really going on? Despite professional development efforts and 

graduqte adult education programs aimed at producing significant change in the 

delivery of adult education services "at ground level" (Dirkx, Pratt & Taylor, 2002; 

Taylor, 2002), little has changed in the way adult participants in basic education 

programs are actually taught (Beder & Medina, 2001; Nesbit, 1998; Young, 

1997). Amstutz (2001) observed that teachers show very little interest in 

examining alternative instructional methods. New ideas that challenge traditional 

and even outdated K12 pedagogical paradigms, such as collaborative learning or 
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critical pedagogy, are often adapted to existing frames of reference or are totally 

ignored (Amstutz, 2001; Dirkx et al, 2002). 

Authors suggest various reasons for the teachers' lack of change in · 

practice including a fear of change, scarce resources, or a mismatch between the 

new methods and the existing school or teacher culture, but these are merely 

suppositions without the backing of empirical research (Beder & Medina, 2001; 

Dirkx, Kushner & Slusarski, 2000; Heimlich & Norland, 2002; Taylor, 2002). This 

much is clear: As a field of study, we have spent a great deal of Ume criticizing 

the current way that literacy is taught, calling it decontexualized and skill-based 

(Amstutz, 2001; Beder & Medina; Fingeret, 1992; Quigley, 1997) and claiming 

that it is useless and ignores learners' realities (Sheared, 1999). If we're so right, 

why aren't teachers listening? 

Purpose of Study 

"Something about teaching makes fundamental change in teaching 

practice very difficult to accomplish" (Dirkx, Pratt & Taylor, 2002, p. 93). The 

purpose of this study is to clarify the content and the form of the "something" that 

Dirkx and his friends are speaking about -- to gain an understanding of the 

cultural and contextual factors that lead adult basic education practitioners to 

teach as they do. Specifically, this research looks at how selected teachers in 

North Florida make choices and construct their own practice. The primary 

question that guides this study is, "What are the cultural and contextual factors 
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that inform and shape practice in adult basic education?" To answer that 

underlying research question the following sub-questions will also be addressed: 

1. What beliefs do teachers hold about teaching and learning in adult 

basic education? 

2. What is the nature and depth of their own knowledge base about 

adults and adult education teaching methodology? 

3. What meanings do teachers attach to their work in adult basic 

education? 

4. What teaching methods do adult basic education instructors actually 

use in their classroom and why do they use them? How successful do 

they perceive these to be? 

5. Who or what do teachers rely on to understand teaching practice? 

6. To what extent is there a discontinuity between teachers' knowledge 

about teaching, their descriptions of teaching practice, and the way 

they actually teach? 

7. If such a discontinuity exists, what seems to contribute to this 

phenomenon? 

The Context of Adult Literacy Education 

The purpose of this section is to describe historical and political contexts 

within which teaching practice in adult basic education is situated. First, the 

various philosophical approaches to adult literacy education will be discussed. 
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Next, adult literacy education at the national and state level is addressed in terms 

of structure, providers, and policies. I will conclude with a brief overview of the 

conditions within which teachers work and the influences on their practice. 

Philosophical Approaches to Adult Literacy Education 

Over the past two decades researchers and practitioners have been 

involved in a rigorous debate over the key term of adult literacy (Taylor, 1989). 

Definitions of literacy all emphasize reading, writing, and computation skills, to 

varying degrees. The definitions that were used for the most recent National 

Adult Literacy Survey (NALS) included the following (Kaestle, Campbell, Finn, 

Johnson & Mikulecky, 2001, pp. 3-4): 

(a) Prose literacy - the knowledge and skills needed to understand and 

use information from texts that include editorials, news stories, poems, 

and fiction; for example, finding a piece of information in a newspaper 

article, interpreting instructions from a warranty, inferring a theme from 

a poem, or contrasting views expressed in an editorial. 

(b) Document literacy - the knowledge and skills required to locate and 

use information contained in materials that include job applications, 

payroll forms, transportation schedules, maps, tables, and graphs, for 

example, locating a particular intersection on a street map, using a 

schedule to choose the appropriate bus, or entering information on an 

application form. 
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(c) Quantitative literacy - the knowledge and skills required to apply 

arithmetic operation_s, either alone or sequentially, using numbers 

embedded in printed materials; for example, balancing a checkbook, 

figuring out a tip, completing an order form, or determining the amount 

of interest from a loan advertisement. 

Quigley (1997) says that philosophies of adult literacy education are 

directly related to decision-making, content selection, curriculum organization, 

and how teachers make sense of their learners' lives and intentions. There is no 

single unified ideology underlying adult literacy education (Beder, 1991; Fingeret, 

1992; Freire & Macedo, 1987; Mezirow, Darkenwald & Knox; 1975; Quigley, 

1997), but ideas about what should be the purpose of adult education programs 

can be grouped into at least five different approaches (See Table 1 ): 

• Job preparation and financial independence 

• Critical thinking and political awareness 

• Personal growth and self-esteem building 

• Constructing meaning 

• Acquiring cultural knowledge 

Job preparation and financial independence. In the vocational 

philosophy, the purpose of literacy education is to prepare learners for 

employment and financial independence in "the real world;" therefore, teachers 

select content that is technically-based and job-related (Quigley, 1997, p. 110). 

Fingeret (1992), classifying this as "literacy as skills" and "literacy as tasks," says 

that in this view, learners are told that they must acquire certain skills prior to 
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Table 1 

Philosophical Approaches to Adult Literacy Education 

Freire and Macedo Fingeret (1992) Quigley (1997) 
(1987) 

Job preparation and Utilitarian approach Literacy as Vocational 
financial skills; Literacy 
indegendence as tasks 
Critical thinking and Emancipatory Literacy as Liberatory 
political awareness literacy critical reflection 

and action 
Personal growth and Romantic approach Humanist 
self-esteem building 
Constructing Cognitive Literacy as 
meaning development social and 

approach cultural 
practices 

Acquiring cultural Academic approach Liberal 
knowledge 
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learning content or other work-related skills. She argues that this approach 

assumes that skills exist regardless of context. 

Critical thinking and political awareness. Characterized by Quigley 

(1997) as liberatory philosophy, but also known as "emancipatory literacy," 

"popular education," "critical pedagogy," or "radical pedagogy" (Beder, 1991; 

Fingeret, 1992; Freire & Macedo, 1987), the primary goal is to help develop 

critical awareness or critical consciousness. Proponents of this view argue that 

most literacy programs minimize or overlook cultural, social, econof!liC, ethnic, 

and gender injustices. The focus should be on changing the social institutions 

that maintain and continually reproduce society (Beder, 1991 ). 

Personal growth and self-esteem building. The humanist philosophy, 

which Quigley (1997) claims is the predominant orientation of adult literacy 

education, says that literacy is mainly for personal growth, self-actualization, and 

self-esteem building. Freire and Macedo (1987) call it the romantic approach; in 

this view, literacy is for pleasure, enrichment, and broadening one's mind. 

Constructing meaning. Some authors believe that literacy should be 

viewed as a social practice, where learners are encouraged to construct meaning 

from their learning experience (Amstutz, 2001; Dirkx, 1999; Fingeret, 1992). In 

this view, literacy is placed within its social and cultural setting. 

Acquiring cultural knowledge. The liberal philosophy is derived from 

notions of intellectualism and classical knowledge (Freire & Macedo, 1987) and 

suggests that all students should acquire cultural knowledge, grounded in 

literature, history, philosophical, and political ideas (Quigley, 1997). 
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The Structure of Adult Literacy Education 

The service delivery system of adult literacy education in the United States 

consists of a network of different types of programs that are defined largely by 

the prerogative of individual states. Literacy education in the United States 

consists of three overlapping systems: (a) local tutor based systems, (b) 

community based organizations aimed at social action, and (c) the publicly 

. funded system established by the federal government (Beder, 1991 ). It is the 

federally funded system that will be discussed at length in this study. 

At the national level, adult education is funded by block grants managed 

by the Office of Vocational and Adult Education in the Department of Education. 

State offices of adult education are responsible for the administration of the 

federal funds through a system for application and approval of applications for 

funding, offering technical assistance, and monitoring and evaluating programs. 

They also are responsible for regional adult education planning and interagency 

coordination with the multiple services that fund adult education (Mulcrone, 

1993). 

Although there may be small differences between states based on their 

unique demographics, traditional federally funded adult education programs 

include adult basic education (ABE), adult secondary education (ASE), English 

as a second language (ESL), workplace literacy, and family literacy services 

(Alamprese, 1998; Florida Department of Education, 2000). Florida also includes 

adult high school credit, education for the senior adult learn~r, citizenship, adults 

with disabilities, and vocational preparation. 
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Adult basic education courses are designed for learners with skills below 

the eighth-grade level to obtain a level of educational instruction in mathematics, 

reading, language, and workforce readiness skills at grade level equivalency less 

than nine. Adult secondary education's primary goal is to provide a curriculum 

that enables adults to attain a high school diploma or the General Educational 

Development (GED) certificate. In some regions there is little distinction between 

ABE and GED preparation, and in this study, teachers instruct ABE/GED 

students in the same classroom. 

English-as-a-second language (ESL) services are for nonnative born 

adults desiring to develop English language skills. ESL learners include persons 

who may have advanced education and literacy skills in their native language as 

well as those who have low literacy skills in any (Fingeret, 1992). Students can 

use the skills gained in ESL programs to achieve basic life skill needs, enhance 

employment and career opportunities, obtain citizenship, progress to vocational 

or academic programs, and function in English at high cognitive levels, furthering 

self-worth and contributing to their communities. 

Workplace literacy programs can provide post-employment support to 

ensure that newly employed students can continue to gain skills needed to stay 

employed or become better employed. Family literacy programs provide literacy 

training beneficial to both children and parents. 

In Florida, the adult education program is housed in the Division of 

Workforce Development at the Department of Education. The State of Florida 

plan states that the primary goal of Florida's Adult Education program is to 
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increase the literacy education and workforce readiness among adults in Florida 

and the secondary goal is to reduce dropouts from Florida's schools by co

enrolling secondary level students in adult education classes (Florida Department 

of Education, 2000). 

At the local level, the number of agencies now offering adult basic 

education programs has increased beyond schools and literacy councils and with 

it the amount of tension. Due to the complexity of the issue of low literacy, 

businesses, social service agencies, and even private citizens are involved in 

funding, planning, and implementing adult basic education. This leads to multiple 

funding sources, multiple objectives, and competing interests (Sparks & 

Peterson, 2000). 

Providers of Adult Literacy Education 

Providers of adult education range from public schools to correctional 

institutions to government agencies. Kowalski (1988) presents a typology of 

programs to better understand the function and purpose of varying adult 

education programs and their parent organizations (p. 27). Most adult education 

programs take place in settings that were established for purposes other than the 

education of aduUs, such as the education of children and youth (e.g., K12 

school districts), the production of goods (e.g., business and industry), or the 

provision of services other than education (e.g., libraries and correctional 

institutions). Consequently, the adult education enterprise is usually a part of 
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and subordinate to some larger enterprise (Knowles, 1977, Kowalski, 1988) (See 

Table 2): 

Table 2 

Kowalski's Typology of Adult Education Organizations 

Type A: Institutions which provide adult education as an exclusive 
function e .. , Literac Volunteers 

Type B: Educational institutions which offer adult education as a 
secon·da function e .. , ublic schools, communit colle es 

Type C: Community Service agencies which provide adult education as 
a seconda function e .. , homeless shelter 

Type D: Private organizations and agencies which provide adult 
education as a seconda function (e .. , workplace trainin ) 

Type E: Voluntary organizations and groups with provide adult education 
as a seconda function non- rofit a encies 

Type F: Government agencies which provide adult education as a 
secondary function (e.g., correctional institutions, welfare-to
work) 

Type B organizations, which include public schools and community 

colleges, are of particular interest due to their focus on children or young adults. 

This emphasis makes it difficult for adult education to be seen as more than 

peripheral enterprise. Adult education programs in these organizations, like all 

others, are affected by turmoil in the environment, the social and technical 

aspects of its parent institution, and the design and culture of its own group 

activities (Kowalski, 1988). 

Community college programs offer technical workforce preparation, job-

related training, vocational training, and office skills training in addition to the 
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standard federally funded adult basic education programs. Many of these 

programs are designed to help students gain the initial skills and knowledge 

necessary for entering postsecondary programs or in obtaining and keeping 

employment (Leinicke, 1997). 

In many communities the heart of the adult education enterprise is the 

local public school district. Adult education is now the third dimension of public 

education along with elementary and secondary education (Finch, 1970), 

although adult basic education plays only a marginal role (Mezirow et al, 1975). 

Most publicly funded adult basic education programs are administered by public 

schools; most classes are still conducted in public schools, and the teaching, 

counseling, and administrative staff may be full-time or part-time members of the 

school district. 

Historically, public school adult education was originally thought of as 

offering opportunities for immigrants from abroad to learn English or to enable 

boys and girls who had to leave school to go to work. In time, the emphasis of 

public school adult education was broadened from remedial instruction to 

providing opportunities for employed adults to study new trades or to increase 

their skills in their present occupations. As adult education programming moved 

to the second half of the 20th century, the public schools began to direct their 

curriculum for adults toward still another significant area: the systematic and 

self-conscious provision of opportunities for all adults in the community -

including those who already possess a full measure of formal education - to 
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have the opportunities to grow in wisdom and to acquire the skills necessary for 

making decisions as citizens of a democracy (Luke, 1960). 

The Policies of Adult Literacy Education 

Although the early history of literacy policy is filled with portraits of the 

illiterate as useless and sinful, twentieth century policy makers began to see 

literacy as a method of redistributing social policy or as means to ensure a more 

economically productive workforce. It was during the 1960s that we began to 

see the establishment of "adult basic education" and the devaluing of mere 

reading and writing (Quigley, 1997). 

In 1964, as part of the Economic Opportunity Act, President Lyndon B. 

Johnson signed legislation to establish the national Adult Basic Education (ABE) 

program as part of his "War on Poverty," providing funding for ABE programming 

through state education policies (Parker, 1990). The purpose of the legislation 

was to "initiate programs of instruction for persons 18 years old and older whose 

inability to read or write the English language constitutes a substantial 

impairment of their ability to obtain or retain employment" (p. 16). Two years later 

he signed the Adult Education Act, which broadened the goals of adult basic 

education to enable adults to prepare for occupational training and become more 

profitable citizens. 

Toward the end of the twentieth century, federal and state governments 

began focusing their efforts and funding on moving citizens swiftly and 

permanently into the workforce. The National Literacy Act of 1991 set as its main 
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goal "to expand and improve the current system for delivering adult education 

services including delivery of such services to educationally disadvantaged 

adults" (National Literacy Act as cited in Venezky & Wagner, 1996). Parker 

(1990) predicted that workforce education would have an increasing influence on 

the ABE model in the 1990s and was proven right when Congress began 

consolidating adult and vocational education programs with workforce 

development and training bills. 

Two major pieces of legislation, The Welfare Reform Act of 1996 and the 

Workforce Investment Act of 1998, were particularly employment focused, 

creating changes in welfare policy to push recipients toward employment and 

providing a framework for a national workforce preparation system designed to 

meet the needs of the nation's businesses and jobseekers. They are the living 

documents of the "Work First" approach, which advocates swift movement from 

dependency to self-sufficiency (Hayes, 1999). Policymakers see high illiteracy 

rates as a crisis that needs to be solved (Fingeret, 1992). These policies have 

reduced adult basic education to little more than a means of finding employment 

quickly, regardless of whether or not the individual has sufficient literacy skills to 

maintain and advance in the job (Askov, 2000). As a result, the need for strong 

infrastructures designed to provide literacy services for the long haul has been 

ignored (Fingeret, 1992). 

"In a society that cherishes independence, low literates themselves are 

seen as dependent" (Beder, 1991, p. 131 ). Fingeret (1984) argues that literacy 

educators and policy makers have been influenced by what she terms a "deficit 
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perspective." They perceive adult literacy students as being fragile and afflicted 

with deficits which need treatment, rehabilitation, and remediation. They believe 

that only through rehabilitation will the low literate be able to fit into mainstream 

society. Within this deficit perspective or model, the middle class culture is 

accepted as the norm, and low-literate individuals from other cultures are judged 

against this norm (Beder, 1991 ). 

Adult literacy programs are funded by how many of these "drags" on 

society they "fix" (Askov, 2000, p. 254). Although adult literacy may promote 

social mobility for some learners, the socioeconomic status of low literates as a 

class seems to have been little affected by the federal adult literacy program. 

Guy (1999) argues that the dominant culture in society continues to restrict 

minority access to educational, financial, and cultural institutions and deny 

access to the very public and private resources that could "facilitate political or 

economic progress" (p. 12). Johnson-Bailey (2002) adds to the discussion, 

arguing that groups of marginalized learners, for example, people of color, lower 

socioeconomic status, immigrants, and the unemployed, have been prevented 

from capitalizing from adult basic education efforts: 

Despite the stated good intentions of the field, adult education has not 

succeeded in accomplishing the lofty goals of empowering those lacking 

basic skills and in bringing all citizens to the table of equal access and 

opportunity. Indeed, the barriers that have crippled the field's goals, 

including race, class, gender, ethnicity, disability, and sexual orientation, 

continue to divide and disable society in general (p. 39). 
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One can therefore conclude that other social and economic factors are more 

powerful than mere education in promoting social mobility (Amstutz, 2001; Beder, 

1991 ). 

Beder (1991) points out two negative consequences of the dominance of 

the deficit model. First, labeling low literates as deficient perpetuates the cycle of 

negative identity attached to this group and therefore reinforces the barriers to 

their success. Says Askov (2000), "It is not surprising that the adult learners 

themselves are not eager to enter programs that perceive them this way" (p. 

255). Second, the deficit model draws attention away from the real possibility 

that low literacy is a social construction that cannot be addressed without real 

social change. 

Dirkx (1999) says that adult literacy education is viewed by many as a 

means of resolving inherent problems with welfare programs, as evidenced by 

the passing of the Welfare Reform Act of 1996. The "Work First" emphasis of 

.current welfare policy means educational options often are ignored or 

misunderstood by social service providers. Opponents to the "Work First" 

philosophy can point to Massachusetts' strict welfare reform policies that 

decreased the time of assistance to two years and mandated twenty hours of 

paid or unpaid employment per week. In addition, the time that students can 

attend an educational program was decreased to one year. Adult basic 

education attendance and funding has shrunk as a result, as the state has de

emphasized and sometimes discouraged recipients from seeking education as 

means of economic advancement (Reuys, 1997). 
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It is evident that adult literacy education practice is now firmly connected 

with the "Work First" environment, which has serious consequences for how 

teachers think about their practice. Adult basic education teachers must now 

design and implement learning plans within the framework of work readiness. 

They must expand the scope of their work and their teaching roles beyond that of 

educator to those of counselor and social worker and also be responsible for 

helping learners solve childcare and transportation barriers (Dirkx, 1999). 

The original Adult Education Act was part of the Elementary and 

Secondary Act Amendments of 1966, and it was only natural that states would 

turn to the public schools as the focus of their delivery systems. In the early days 

of the federal programs, there were no commonly accepted adult literacy 

technologies to draw upon, and thus educators turned to elementary and 

secondary schools for their educational models (Beder, 1991 ). 

Unfortunately, there has been no evidence of change over time (Beder, 

1991; Martin & Fischer, 1989). Mezirow et al (1975), Fingeret (1984) and later 

Beder & Medina (2001) specifically observed what they categorized as 

antiquated and inappropriate teaching methods from the adult basic education 

teachers in their studies. These are the same methods that initially contributed to 

the literacy learner's negative experiences with learning in schools (Amstutz, 

2001 ). Beder (1991) suggests that adult learners are resistant to a culture of 

schooling that emphasizes teacher control, discipline and preferential treatment 

by teachers for "good" or "model students"; therefore, "school" brings with it 

negative connotations. 
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Adult Literacy Education in Florida 

According to the 2000 U.S. Census, 20.1°/o of Florida's adults over age 25 

have not finished high school and 23.1 o/o speak a language other than English in 

the home. According to information provided to the Comprehensive Student 

Assessment System (n.d.) by Portland State University, 25°/o of Florida's adults 

read at the lowest literacy level. 

The numbers of low literates are of increasing concern because almost 

5,000 adults who need literacy services move into the state each month. Florida 

claims that the numbers of low literates are factors in the high crime and 

ultimately high tax rates, lost business productivity, social support, and law 

enforcement. The mission of the Florida Department of Education is: 

To provide the opportunity for all Floridians to attain the knowledge and 

skills necessary for lifelong learning and to become self-sufficient, 

contributing citizens of society (Florida Department of Education, n.d.). 

Florida's targeted population for adult literacy assistance includes the following: 

(a) Low-income adult learners who are educationally disadvantaged 

(b) Individuals with multiple barriers to educational enhancement, 

including individuals with limited English proficiency 

(c) Criminal offenders in correctional institutions and other institutionalized 

individuals 

(d) Elderly adults 

(e) Individuals with disabilities 
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(f) Single parents and displaced homemakers 

(g) Homeless adults 

(h) Children (specifically the families of children, e.g., family literacy) 

The State of Florida supports and encourages programs for adult 

education and family literacy primarily through 67 school districts and 28 

community colleges. In addition, ten universities, two Native American tribes, 

correctional agencies, volunteer literacy organizations, community-based 

agencies and organizations, and various other public and private agencies 

participate in some form of adult education (Florida Department of Education, 

2000). In 2000-2001, over 400,000 students were enrolled in federally funded 

adult basic education programs in Florida, primarily in ESOL (37.8o/o), ABE 

(33.2°/o), and GED (29°/o) programs. These students were mainly Hispanic 

(41.4°/o) and black (27.4°/o) and between the ages of 25 and 44 (38.2°/o). The 

vast majority of students enrolled in adult education programs during this time 

were unemployed (76.2%) (Florida Department of Education, 2001 ). 

Funding is allocated through the Division of Workforce Development by a 

funding formula, which is based upon prior year funding (85%) and the 

attainment of literacy completion points and reported placements (15°/o). Literacy 

completion points, or LCPs, were developed as benchmarks of student 

accomplishment and are earned when students demonstrate they have mastered 

certain skills. Adult general education programs use four measures for the 

attainment of literacy completion points (Florida Department of Education, 2000): 

• Grade level/score improvements measured by an approved test; 
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• Improvements in literacy or workforce readiness skills; 

• Successful completion of curriculum frameworks and course 

performance standards; or 

• Attainment of GED or an adult high school diploma 

Teaching Adult Literacy Education 

According to the U.S. Department of Labor (2002), there are 67,000 

persons working as adult literacy, remedial education, or GED instructors in a 

variety of industries, including adult and community education centers, libraries, 

community colleges, juvenile detention and correctional institutions, nonprofit, 

religious, social service organizations, and residential care facilities. In the State 

of Florida, over 11 ,000 persons are employed to teach in the adult education 

system; there are approximately 1,500 volunteers (Florida Department of 

Education, 2001 ). 

Working conditions in adult literacy education can be difficult. Teachers 

are expected to help adults achieve significant learning gains with an average of 

less than five contact hours per week. Classroom and meeting space is usually 

borrowed, and access to simple resources such as telephones and copy 

machines can be very difficult to obtain. In addition, teachers are not paid for 

preparation time, and they often buy instructional materials and supplies with 

money out of their own pockets, either out of necessity due to budget constraints 

or out of convenience to save time (Amstutz, 2001; Fingeret, 1992). 
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Teachers interact with each other infrequently and the lack of a 

communication structure precludes the sharing of information and new ideas 

(Fingeret, 1992). Decisions frequently tend to made by administrators who do 

not have day-to-day contact with the classroom or instructional staff. Seldom 

does one find a coordinated curriculum· that has been thoughtfully selected and 

articulated with input from the entire program staff (Leinicke, 1997). 

The pressures on teachers are enormous. Teachers are asked to reach 

everyon.e and keep everyone. Their jobs are often complicated by the personal 

lives of students who face obstacles to participation such as financial obligations, 

fatigue, transportation, and childcare (Mezirow et al, 1975; Sticht, McDonald & 

Erickson, 1998). 

Influences on Practice 

The goal of this study is to understand the various influences on teachers' 

practice in adult basic education. Teachers in Draper's (1994) study identified 

four factors that either facilitated or inhibited teacher's work in adult education. 

Political/organizational factors include issues in planning and conceptualizing, 

and certification and professionalism. Social/psychological factors include the 

governing principles of teaching and learning, and especially focus on students' 

self-perception and motivation. Resource/management factors include issues 

concerning budgeting, human resources, and marketing. 

Evaluation/accountability factors are those defining the realm of responsibility of 

the learning experience. 
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Nesbit (1998) found the presence of both "conceptual" and "physical" 

frames that affect teaching in adult basic education, and portrays teaching as 

occurring within these framed boundaries. He used this frame factor theory to 

explore how teachers' choices in an urban adult basic education program are 

affected by cultural, political, economic, and social structures. He found that 

social forces (or frames) beyond teachers' control, such as time, class locations, 

student application of knowledge, and conceptions of subject content, contribute 

to what ~e called the "hidden regularities" of classroom practice. 

Significance of Research 

Studies such as this are important for several reasons. First, Dirkx and 

Spurgin (1992) argue that few who have interest in adult basic education have a 

clear conception of what actually goes on in classrooms. Previous research in 

the field of adult education has failed to focus on the process of teaching, the 

nature of the classroom environment, or the realities of the teaching-learning 

transaction (Dirkx & Spurgin, 1992). With over 80 hours of observation and over 

50 hours of interviews, this study is on a large enough scale to at least contribute 

to a clearer picture of adult basic education practice. 

Second, this study attempts to look at as many factors as possible that 

may influence practice. Brookfield (1986) argues that the facilitation of learning 

is "a highly complex psychosocial drama in which the personalities of the 

individuals involved, the contextual setting for the educational transaction, and 
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the prevailing political climate crucially affect the nature and form of learning (p. 

vii). Within the empirical research in adult education contexts, however, attention 

has been narrowly focused on one or two influential phenomena on the 

classroom environment, such as power (Johnson-Bailey & Cervera, 1998; 

Tisdell, 1993) and/or positionality (Brown, Cervera, and Johnson-Bailey, 2000; 

Johnson-Bailey & Cervera, 1998) without looking at the structural and 

organizational constraints on practice. In addition, these studies were in higher 

education classrooms, where the dynamics of class_ and power would be different 

than adult literacy classes. 

A couple of similar studies were done in adult basic education classrooms. 

Nesbit (1998) looked at social and structural forces but did not take into account 

the teacher's identity or social location as a factor. Dirkx & Spurgin's (1992) 

study looked at how belief systems impacted teachers' decisions, but again, 

there was no mention of the organizational contexts within which teachers 

worked and no mention of how the identities of the participants (all-white) 

contributed to their beliefs about their students. 

Third, this study also will show how significant the factor of context is in 

discovering what influences what teachers do and how they think about their 

work. The study of teaching in adult education has traditionally paid scant 

attention to the context in which teaching actually takes place (Nesbit, 2000; Pr,att 

& Nesbit, 2000), although as Rios (1996) says, "The context in which teachers 

operate has a salient effect on how they think" (p. 8). Dirkx and Spurgin (1992) 

in their study of adult basic education teachers concluded that "social, political, 
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and cultural forces undoubtedly exert influence on adult basic education 

classroom life," and therefore argued that further study is needed to "clarify the 

relationship" between context, teachers' own biographies, and teachers' beliefs 

about practice (p. 40). 

Fourth, a better understanding of the processes by which actual teaching 

practice is constructed is critical for professional development programs in the 

field of adult basic education (Dirkx and Spurgin, 1992). An understanding of the 

complexities of practitioners' lives can lead to "more appropriate 

conceptualizations of staff development" which Fingeret (1992) sees as being 

inquiry-based and including teachers' own experiences and knowledge bases (p. 

21 ). Beder and Medina (2001) agree, saying that teachers, particularly those 

from the K12 sector, may be influenced by experiences and cultural models that 

ignore learner and contextual complexities. Professional development models 

should promote a more effective adaptation to the adult basic education context. 

Finally, this study is also particularly important to administrators of adult 

basic education programs. Understanding what happens in other programs 

enables administrators to know about and use alternative strategies for program 

improvement (Beder & Medina, 2001 ). The results have serious implications for 

recruitment of qualified and suitable adult basic education teachers·, and will help 

administrators do a better job of matching student needs with teachers' 

instructional frameworks. This study will also help administrators assess whether 

the context and culture of their adult basic education program supports learning, 

innovation, and change. 
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Limitations of the Study 

There are at least four limitations to this study. First, the purpose of this 

study is to capture particular teachers' perceptions during particular periods of 

time. I limited the sample of teachers to be observed and interviewed to 

ABE/GED instructors at both sites. Although Dirkx, Pratt, and Taylor (2002) 

argue that teaching among all sectors of adult education looks pretty much the 

same, I submit that due to the differences in teacher training, learner 

characteristics, and overall educational policies, the experiences of the ABE/GED 

teachers cannot be expected to represent the experiences of all teachers at 

these sites. Furthermore, a conveniently selected sample along with researcher 

interpretation of data prevent the generalization of these findings across similar 

groups in other sites. However, this study is designed to be used in conjunction 

with previous research and literature in order to inform future study and practice. 

Secondly, Feiman-Nemser & Floden (1986) caution that one is more likely 

to encounter several cultures within an occupation than one single defining 

culture. Cavanagh and Dellar (1998) say that informal groupings of teachers 

develop due to dissatisfaction with the dominant teacher culture or common 

interests outside of the school. These sub-groups are part of the teaching culture 

but may not be fully discerned during a study. 

Thirdly, this study on the field of adult basic education is limited in scope 

to teacher perceptions of the cultural and contextual factors that affect their 
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practice. No students or administrators were interviewed at length concerning 

the phenomena, so it was not possible to obtain multiple perceptions of the same 

phenomenon from different groups. 

Finally, teachers' conceptions cannot be directly observed or measured 

but must be inferred from what people say, intend, or do. This poses problems 

because individuals are either unable or unwilling to accurately represent their 

beliefs (Pajares, 1992). 

Operational Definitions 

Adult basic education (ABE) - The courses included in this program are 

designed for the student to obtain a level of educational instruction intended to 

improve the employability of the state's workforce through instruction in 

mathematics, reading, language, and workforce readiness skills at grade level 

equivalency of 0-8.9 (Florida Department of Education, 2000). 

General Educational Development (GED) - These courses are designed to 

prepare adults to successfully complete the five GED subject area tests leading 

to qualification for the State of Florida high school diploma (Florida Department of 

Education, 2000). 

Literacy Completion Point (LCP) - Attainment of prescribed academic or 

workforce readiness skills which qualify the participant for further basic 

education, vocational education, or employment (Florida Department of 

Education). 
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Organization of the Dissertation 

In this opening chapter, I presented you with the problem at hand in adult 

basic education and a rationale for research in that area. In Chapter Two, 

Conceptual Framework, I critically analyze the prevailing literature on the topics 

of teaching methods and factors influencing practice to provide a framework for 

how the research study was designed, how data was collected and analyzed, 

and how the conclusions will be presented. In Chapter Three, Methodology and 

Research Methods, I discuss the use of qualitative methods, ethnographic 

methods of data collection, selection of sites and participants, and the coding and 

analysis procedures used for the study. 

In Chapter Four, The Context of Adult Basic Education Practice, I provide 

an overview of the administration of the programs in the two counties and a 

description of the sites and classrooms I observed. In Chapter Five, Portraits of 

Selected Teachers, I present case studies of eight of the fifteen teachers in the 

study who I believed presented the richest experiences and were representative 

of the full sample. In Chapters Six through Eight, I lay out the significant data in 

the study, choosing first to explore how teachers' beliefs and knowledge 

influence practice, next to discuss how norms of interaction influence practice, 

and then finally, giving a birds-eye view of how practice is actually carried out in 

the participants' classrooms. In Chapter Nine, I discuss the predominant themes 

of the study that emerged from the data, analyze the connections between them, 

and show what this means for how teaching is done in adult basic education. In 
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Chapter Ten I return to the problems addressed in Chapter One and view them in 

light of the findings of this study. I then conclude with final comments on the 

implications of this study for research and practice, and areas of further research 

that this study did not address. 

30 



CHAPTER II 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Introduction 

In the previous chapter, I argued that despite our most concerted efforts in 

the field of adult basic education, teachers operate now pretty much as they did 

in 1975. I also submitted that in order to really understand why teachers practice 

in a certain manner, we must seek to find out the nature of the contexts within 

which they operate, as well as their perceptions of what actually influences their 

choices and behavior. The research questions of the study, enumerated in 

Chapter One, focus on the way in which adult basic education teachers construct 

their practice and the contextual factors that most influence this process. 

In this chapter I provide a summary and synopsis of the relevant bodies of 

research literature that will provide a conceptual framework for this study. I 

present the various discussions on how teaching in adult education is perceived, 

the various forms that it can take, and the varieties of influences on its practice. 

The purpose of such discussion is to show how I came to understand the issues 

of adult basic education teaching, the obvious gaps in research, and ultimately 

how I arrived at the research questions presented in Chapter One. This chapter 
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provides the framework within which the topic of study, research design, and 

analysis of data are situated. 

Understanding Teaching Practice in Adult Basic Education 

Pratt and Associates (1998) call actions, intentions, and beliefs the 

"indicators of commitment" that help define perspectives on teaching in adult 

education (p. 16). The conceptual framework of this dissertation study is 

grounded in the relationship among these actions, intentions, and beliefs, and the 

contextual forces and influences that impinge on their practice and mediate 

among the three. In Figure 1, I have presented my perspective of this 

relationship in light of the literature that will be discussed throughout this chapter. 

Teachers' beliefs about teaching and learning come from _their prior 

experience and education and become in turn the basis for how they initially 

conceive what they want to do in the classroom: their original "intentions." The 

passage from intention ·to action, however, is influenced both by factors in 

teachers' environment (e.g., student needs and characteristics, 

principal/administrator behaviors, teacher and school culture, and their 

occupational status as teachers), by their own identities and backgrounds, and 

by feedback from their daily experience on the job; what happens and how they 

reflect upon it. 
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Paradigms of Teaching Adult Education 

In the first chapter, I presented arguments that a traditional style of 

teaching based on a K12 model does not work in adult basic education. The 

purpose of this section is to present the various perspectives on how adult 

education should be taught. 

Behaviorist Paradigm 

In the behaviorist paradigm, the facilitators' goal is that the learner attains 

predetermined objectives that have predetermined outcomes (Brookfield, 1989). 

Pratt and Associates (1998) call this the "transmission conception." In their study 

of international educators in adult and higher education, they found that 

instructors having this conception seemed to have reduced teaching to finding a 

means to achieve a pre-determined end. Their emphasis was on the 

transmission of information. Similarly, those having an "apprenticeship" 

conception as their dominant ideology of teaching also emphasized transmission 

of knowledge but emphasis was more on the teacher transmitting the information 

rather than the process itself. In this "behaviorist," or "transmission," or 

"apprenticeship" perspective, the teacher is an expert, and students are "banks" 

where information is deposited (Freire, 1970). 
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Critical Paradigm 

In a critical paradigm, the facilitator forces the learner to challenge his 

present assumptions, values, and beliefs (Brookfield, 1989). Pratt et al's (1998) 

respondents having what they termed a "social reform conception" of teaching 

were heavily influenced by ideals based on beliefs that were founded in ethical 

codes, religious doctrine, or political ideologies. In this view, the role of the 

instructor is to encourage "learners to scrutinize critically the values, beliefs, and 

assumptions that have uncritically assimilated from the dominant culture" 

(Brookfield, 1989, p. 205). 

Humanist Paradigm 

The humanistic paradigm involves participatory learning, with the learner 

collaborating, negotiating, and respecting the facilitator (Brookfield, 1989). Pratt 

and Associates (1998) call this the "developmental" or the "nurturing" conception, 

saying that for their participants it emerged from teachers who focused on 

promoting inquiry and thought. These conceptions are considered to be learner

centered. Respondents valued the experience and cognitive reasoning of their 

learners. The nurturing conception emphasized friendship, caring, emotional 

support, and personal relationships between the teacher and the student. Here 

adult educators referred to themselves more as facilitators (based on the 

principles of andragogy) rather than teachers. 

Knowles' (1980) theory of andragogy is probably the most noted example 

of the humanist perspective. He presents a set of assumptions concerning the 
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adult learning experiences and consequently the facilitator's role in designing and 

conducting these experiences (pp. 43-44): 

(a) It is the normal aspect of the process of maturation for a person to move 

from dependency toward increasing self-directedness, but at different 

rates for different people and in different dimensions of life. 

(b) As people grow and develop they accumulate an increasing reservoir of 

experience that becomes an increasingly rich resource for learning --- for 

themselves and for others. People become ready to learn something 

when they experience a need to learn it to cope more satisfying with real

life tasks or problems. 

(c) Learners see education as a process of developing increased 

competence to achieve their full potential in life. 

In this humanist perspective, teachers in adult education have a 

responsibility to help adult students to identify personal learning needs and 

interests, and to assist them in applying the knowledge and materials they learn 

to their everyday lives outside the classroom (Knowles, 1980). 

The three paradigms (behaviorist, critical, and humanist) are not exclusive 

and are not presented to argue that all teachers must fall somewhere in either of 

the three. On the contrary, the obvious complexity of teaching demands a view 

that teachers are eclectic; that they have adopted practices and beliefs from 

more than one perspective when deciding what methods, relationships, and 

assumptions work better for them in the classroom. 
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Teaching Methods in Adult Education 

The purpose of this section is to discuss the various choices that teachers 

have for delivering adult basic education content in the classroom. Heimlich & 

Norland (1994) define teaching methods as "the collection of tools we have 

available to use in our instruction ... the sum of observable behaviors that we as 

teachers undertake in instruction" (p. 158). Dirkx, Pratt, and Taylor (2002) have 

lamented that adult basic education instructors ignore or disregard innovative 

teaching methods, such as collaborative learning or critical pedagogy; Leinicke 

(1997) and Amstutz (2001) have criticized the use of individual instruction, and 

Nesbit (1998) and later Beder and Medina (2001) found that lessons and 

discussions are more teacher-directed than student directed. They conclude that 

these limitations have a negative impact on the student learning experience in 

adult basic education. It is therefore important to discuss the various teaching 

methods available to adult educators to facilitate learning in the classroom. 

Jarvis (1995) provides descriptions for methods for teaching adults (See 

Tables 3, 4, and 5). He groups them into to teacher-centered, individualized 

student-centered, and student-centered approaches. Teacher-centered 

approaches are characterized by a teacher (considered as expert) who visually 

and mentally drives the pace of the learning process. Student-centered 

approaches are characterized by students (considered as having knowledge and 

experience) visually and verbally driving the learning process. Individualized 

student-centered methods match learner goals and needs but may not actually 
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Table 3 

Teacher-Cen~ered Methods 

Method Description 
Demonstration 

Guided discussion 

Controlled discussion 

Lecture-discussion 

Lecture 
Mentoring 

Tutorial 

The teacher shows the student(s) how a specific 
procedure is undertaken and then they are expected to 
emulate the teacher. 
The teacher has a carefully prepared sequence of 
questions that are directed towards the end of drawing 
from the learners the knowledge that they have 
implicitly but which they may not have articulated, 
C_!Y_stallized or related to a wider theoretical perspective. 

The teacher sets the theme for the class and begins to 
talk about it, but the stud_ents are encouraged to 
contribute to the learning process or to elicit 
information. 
The teacher delivers a short lecture/address followed 
by discussion. 
The teacher delivers an oral presentation of a subject 

The role of the mentor is to help the proteges to reflect 
on their practice, to learn from their experiences and to 
improve so that they might gain more expertise. 

Labeled as supervision, group, or practical, but involves 
labor-intensive discussion between an expert and 
student( s). 
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Table 4 

Individual Student-Centered Methods 

Method Description 
Assignments 

Computer-assisted 
learning 
Contract learning 

Experiential learning 

Personalized systems 
of instruction 
Practicals 

Personal tutorial 

Self-directed learning 

Students are asked to write an essay, analyze a case 
study, or comQ_lete a research project. 
Students complete on-line tutorials or assignments with 
the assistance of the com_Q_uter. 
Contracts are developed between teachers and 
learners spanning a variety of aspects of what is to be 
learned. 
Includes all methods of teaching and learning that use 
Q_rima_ry exgerience as the basis for learning. 
Students are given units of work to study at their own 
pace and in their own time without a teacher. 

Students spend prolonged periods of time practicing 
the acquired skills under the guidance of a mentor or 
teacher. 
The tutor plays the role of respondent to the questions 
and problems raised by the adult student about the 
content and method of what the latter is stud_y_in_g_. 
The student autonomously chooses the goals and 
methods of learnin_g_. 
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Table 5 

Student-Centered Methods 

Method Description 
Brainstorming 

Buzz-groups 

Debate 

Fishbowl 

Group discussion 

Interview 

Listening and 
observing 

Panel 

Projects and case 
studies 
Role play, simulation, 
and _g_amin_g_ 
Seminar 

Snowballing 

Therapy (T) groups 

Visits, tours, and field 
triQS 
Workshops 

It is an intensive discussion situation in which 
participants provide a high quantity of ideas without 
criticism. 
A smaller group is used during the process of a lesson 
in order to discuss a E_articular E_roblem or to_Q_ic. 

A staged performance where students hold sharply 
contrasti n__g viewpoints. 

A smaller group discusses a topic while the larger 
group watches and takes turns by joining the smaller 
_g_rou_Q_ at will. 
Labeled as either free-group or problem-centered, 
where the students lead and control Q_ace of dialogue 

The resource person answers students' pre-prepared 
_g_uestions. 
Each group, or each person in a group, is given a 
specific task to undertake, e.g., one group may be 
given the job of listening for bias during a lecture while 
another is ex_Q_ected to assess the relevance. 

A group of resource persons deliver information, 
answer questions from students, and discuss 
contrasting viewE_oints 
The class learns by doing. 

Students are actively engaged in cognitively 
exE_eriencin_g_ the _Q_henomenon bein_g_ studied. 

An introductory statement or paper by one, or more, 
students or a visiting specialist forms the basis for a 
_g_rou_Q_ discussion. 
Individuals reflect on a task, share with another in pairs, 
and then the pairs share with groups in order to reach a 
conclusion. 
Individual group members discuss their relationship 
with each other. 
Students go to places or sites that are related to the 
lesson. 
A group of students are encouraged to apply theory to 
_gractice in some area of their interest or occupation. 
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involve a facilitator or teacher of any kind. Leinicke (1997) and Amstutz (2001) 

criticize the use of individualized instruction in adult basic education, saying that 

it ignores learner's realities and is decontextualized, but Jarvis (1995) still finds 

individualized instruction to be student-centered when it is designed with 

learners' goals and needs in mind. Collins (1992) concludes that the context of 

adult basic education classrooms makes the use of multiple approaches to 

literacy instruction necessary and inevitable. Variations in student needs and 

learning styles, combined with variations in program philosophies, available 

resources, and instructor needs and teaching styles rule out a "one way fits all" 

approach. Collins (1992) goes on to say that the successful literacy teacher is 

one who can adjust objectives as students' needs change. 

Grow's (1991) Staged Self-Directed Learning Model (SSDL) was 

developed to assist instructors in understanding how they can more tightly fit 

their teaching to fit learners' needs (See Table 6). Adopting Hershey and 

Blanchard's Situational Leadership Model, Grow assumes that "the goal of the 

educational process is to produce self-directed, lifelong learners," (p. 127). 

Learners are at four different stages of self-direction: dependent, interested, 

involved, or self-directed (See Table 7) and each stage requires a different kind 

of instructor (See Table 8). 

"Good teaching" for Grow occurs when the instructor's practices match the 
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Table 6 

Grow's Staged Self-Directed Learning Model 

Stage Student Teacher Moving Students Ahead 
Stage 1 Dependent Authority, coach Prescribe clear-cut objectives 

and straightforward techniques 
for achieving them. Organize 
the course clearly with rigorous 
assignments and definite 
deadlines. Set standards 
beyond what students think 
they can do and then help them 
to succeed. 

Stage 2 Interested Motivator, guide Train students in goal setting. 
Help students to recognize their 
different personality types, life-
goals, and styles of learning. 
Set high standards and 
motivate students to achieve 
them. 

Stage 3 Involved Facilitator Negotiate interim goals and 
interim evaluations, and then 
give students rope. Standards 
are negotiated with the student. 

St8:_9_e 4 Self-directed Consultant, dele_g_ator Become unnecessary. 
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Table 7 

Grow's Models of Teaching 

Model Characteristics Examples 
Coaching Most interested in establishing Coaching with immediate 

credibility and authority. feedback. Drill. Informational 
Teacher is expert. lecture. Overcoming 

deficiencies and resistance. 
Motivating Brings enthusiasm to the class. Inspiring lecture plus guided 

Persuades, explains, and sells. discussion. Goal-setting and 
learning strategies. 

Facilitating Participant in the learning Discussion facilitated by teacher 
experience. Concentrates on who participates as equal. 
facilitation, communication and Seminar. Group projects. 
SUQ_port. 

Delegating Cultivates student's ability to Internship, dissertation, 
learn. Reduces two-way individual work or self-directed 
communication and study-group. 
enforcement. 

Table 8 

Grow's Models of Learners 

Model Characteristics 
Dependent 

Interested 

Involved 

Self-directed 

Need an authority-figure to give them explicit directions. 
Res ond best to a clearl -or anized, ri orous a roach. 
Respond to motivational techniques. Largely ignorant of the 
sub'ect of instruction. Known as" ood students." 
Have skill and knowledge, and they see themselves as 

artici ants. Benefit from learnin more about how the learn. 
Set own goals and standards. Willing to take responsibility for 
learning, direction, and productivity. Thrive in an atmosphere of 
autonomy. 
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student's stage of self-direction" and "empowers the student to progress toward 

greater self-direction" (p. 140). Problems arise when mismatches occur, such as 

when an instructor attempts to be an expert or motivator when the learners are 

already self-directed, or is interested in facilitating or delegating when learners 

need more direction. This can result in either rebellion or boredom on the part of 

the student. 

Although Grow's (1991) model is more theoretical than empirical and 

admittedly absent of learner input, it does provide an impetus for a discussion on 

the complexity of teaching. It is not simply a matter of understanding one's own 

style and then choosing preferable teaching methods, or asking learners what 

they prefer and using those methods. As Grow presents it, teaching is a 

strategic process geared toward definable goals - for him, the movement of the 

learner from dependence to self-directedness. 

Grow's (1991) model appears on the surface to be a simple process to 

accomplish - simply adapt one's teaching style to the learning needs of the 

learners. What Grow fails to address are the various factors that may influence 

the decisions on teaching style, the assessment of the student's learning needs, 

and the process of teaching itself that may interfere with "good teaching," despite 

the best efforts of the instructor. 
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Influences on Teaching Choices and Behavior 

Every adult basic education program, and therefore all teaching practice 

conducted within the program, takes place within the framework of a specific 

situation or context comprised of dynamic elements, and is profoundly influenced 

by those elements (Cookson, 1998; Houle, 1972; Kowalski, 1988). Young (1997) 

found that adult basic educators are impacted by phenomenon beyond what they 

have learned, including their perceptions of their responsibilities as teachers, 

opportunities available to explore instructional techniques, professional support, 

policy constraints, and accessible materials. 

The purpose of this section is to discuss the various opinions of what 

currently influences practice, including teachers' beliefs, teacher's knowledge, 

the identities of teachers and students, teachers' occupational status, the 

principal/administrator of the program, and finally culture; that is, the shared 

perceptions and beliefs of an organization or group. 

Teachers' Beliefs 

Definitions of what "beliefs" actually are range from 1) disposHions to 

action (Brown and Cooney, 1982), 2) mental constructions of experience (Sigel, 

1985), or an individual's representation of reality (Harvey, 1986). Pratt and 

Associates (1998) call teacher beliefs in adult education the "bulk of the iceberg" 

upon which teaching practice rests (p. 16). For them, beliefs represent the most 

45 



stable and least flexible aspect of a person's perspective on teaching. However, 

others argue that relatively shallow beliefs are easily transformed (Brooks, 2001 ). 

"Our own research on teaching beliefs suggest that teachers do what they 

do because they construct certain notions of what counts, of what is valued, and 

how they might act in ways to realize these things in their practices" say Dirkx, 

Pratt, and Taylor (2002, p. 92). Dirkx and Fonfara's (1993) study on adult basic 

education volunteers showed that their belief structures influenced how 

volunteers perceive their role and the nature of the voluntary action in which they 

engage. 

According to Amstutz (2001 ), adult basic education teachers and 

volunteers often make faulty assumptions about the lives and attitudes of 

learners. Beder (1991) suggests that adult literacy professionals unjustifiably 

believe their students have poor self-concepts. They may also confuse lack of 

reading and writing skills with lack of knowledge or wisdom in general. Dirkx and 

Spurgin (1992) conclude that the theories teachers used to guide their classroom 

practices reflect a deficit perspective, where the emphasis is placed on the skills, 

advantages, and opportunities that learners lack instead of an andragogical 

conception that celebrates that experiences they bring to the educational 

experience. 

Despite this discussion and apparent agreement over the link between 

beliefs and practice, studies that have challenged this connection have raised 

questions over what actually influences practice (Beder & Medina, 2001; Dirkx, 

Pratt, & Taylor, 2002; Dirkx & Spurgin, 1992). In their most recent writing, Dirkx, 
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Pratt, and Taylor (2002) begin to re-think their own previous assertions on the 

relationship between beliefs and practice: 

Several observations, however, make problematic the idea that what 

teachers do arises from how they think about what they do. When asked 

about their teaching, practitioners often revert to relatively simplistic 

explanations ... Many teachers in adult basic education reflected in-depth 

understandings of the complex social, economic, and emotional issues 

their students faced. Yet, they adhered to largely academic conceptions 

of their role, which were devoid of the very things that informed their 

understanding of the people whom they taught (p. 93). 

In studies of adult basic education teaching instructors show knowledge 

and understanding of their adult learners' needs but are observed to use teacher

centered instructional methods or to encourage individualized study, practices 

that impede student progress and lead to student displeasure and attrition 

(Amstutz, 2001; Beder & Medina, 2001; Dirkx & Spurgin, 1999; Young, 1997). 

Beder and Medina (2001) inferred from their study that teachers' prior experience 

with and training in elementary and secondary education socializes them into an 

instructional framework that is teacher-directed, thereby preventing them from 

p[acticing according to their intentions. 

Heimlich & Norton (2002) say that either adult education teachers truly do 

not believe they need to change or they are articulating previously taught ideas of 

the adult education profession that do not necessarily match their own deeply 

held beliefs. Brooks (2001) guesses that participants may give answers they 
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were led to believe were more correct than the answers they might otherwise 

provide. 

Taylor et al (2001) in their study of adult educators found that beliefs were 

but one element that informed practice. They interpreted Kagan's (1992) 

"personal pedagogical system" for teachers as a "personal compass ... which 

helps them to make decisions and reflect upon what works, what doesn't work 

and why that might be so" (paragraph 1 ): 

While beliefs were perhaps essential, they were not sufficient to 

understanding what guided teachers in their reflection on practice ... we 

discovered that beliefs were but one leg of a tripartite pedagogical system 

upon which teachers, as they carry out their duties, build a sense of 

identity, justification, role and direction. The other two legs, foundational 

knowledge and informal theories of teaching [emphasis added], helped 

support these teachers in the pursuit of their work. Each was constitutive 

of the other; that is, they depended upon each other for their meaning and 

activation (Taylor et al, 2001, paragraph 3). 

They found that teachers' beliefs about students, teaching, and learning in the 

adult basic education classroom were encompassed within an overall belief 

system (pedagogical system), held together by a theoretical orientation. This 

orientation allowed teachers to make sense of students' lives and their practice in 

a way that was consistent with their perception of the underlying goals of adult 

basic education for their students. 
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Anderson (1998) drew the following conclusions from existing literature 

and research on teachers' beliefs: (p. 38): 

• Beliefs are formed early and tend to self-perpetuate, persevering even 

against contradictions caused by reason, time, schooling, or 

experience. 

• Individuals tend to hold on to beliefs based on incorrect or incomplete 

knowledge, even after scientifically correct explanations are presented 

to them. 

• Belief change during adulthood is a relatively rare phenomenon. The 

most common cause is conversation from one authority to another or a 

gestalt shift. 

• Beliefs are instrumental in defining tasks and selecting the cognitive 

tools with which to interpret, plan and make decisions regarding such 

tasks. Hence, they play a critical role in defining behavior and 

organizing knowledge and information. 

Sources of teaching beliefs. Rios (1996) says that the most powerful 

f~rce on teacher socialization before formal training is the thousands of hours 

each individual spends watching teachers in action throughout his or her 

educational experience. In studies of K12 teachers, Lortie (1975) and Goodson 

(1992) found .that teachers commonly point to a favorite teacher whom they credit 

with influencing their decision to teach. Goodson (1992) inferred that previous 

teachers are generally responsible for the development of new beginning 

teachers' philosophies and even their preferred choice of subject matter. 

49 



Other sources could include the culture and philosophy of the college of 

the education the pre-service teacher attends, college coursework content, or the 

student teaching experience. But Brooks (2001) says that teacher education 

programs only serve to reinforce beliefs that were formed long before a student 

receives formal training. Anderson (1998) agrees: 

Basically, beliefs are formed early and tend to self-perpetuate preserving 

even against contradictions caused by reason, time, schooling, or 

experience. The earlier a belief is incorporated into a belief structure 

(beliefs, values, and attitudes), the more difficult it is to alter. These 

beliefs in turn influence the teaching practices in the classroom (pp. 31 ). 

Teachers' Knowledge 

Foundational knowledge. Taylor, Dirkx, and Pratt (2001) define 

"foundational knowledge" as that body of knowledge or skill that is deemed 

essential to the effective teaching of adults. The U.S. Department of Labor 

(2002) gives a general explanation of requirements for teachers in this field: 

Adult education teachers must have the ability to work with a variety of 

cultures, languages, and educational and economic backgrounds. They 

must understand their students' circumstances and be familiar with their 

concerns. All teachers, both paid and volunteer, should be able to 

communicate well and be able to motivate their students (paragraph 15). 
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Grabowski (as cited in Caldwell, 1991) summarized the mostly prescriptive 

literature on adult education teaching competencies. A competent adult 

education teacher, by his definition: 

(a) Understands and takes into account the motivation and 

participation patterns of adult learners; 

(b) Understands and provides for the needs of adult learners; 

(c) Is versed in the theory and practice of adult learners; 

(d) Knows the community and its needs; 

(e) Knows how to use various methods and techniques of instruction; 

(f) Possesses communication and listening skills; 

(g) Knows how to locate and use education materials; 

(h) Has an open mind and allows adults to pursue their own interests; 

(i) Continues his or her own education; and 

(j) Is able to evaluate and appraise a program 

The U.S. Department of Labor (2002) says that requirements for 

becoming a teacher in this field vary from state to state, but most usually require 

at least a bachelor's degree and preferably a master's degree. Some states 

require K12 certification; the state of Massachusetts has most recently 

implemented certification specifically for adult basic education teachers 

(Massachusetts Department of Education, 2002). According to Venezky and 

Wagner (1996), less than a third of the paid professionals and a far fewer 

numbers of volunteers are certified to teach adult education. 
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Many part time teachers and volunteers simply lack the skills and 

knowledge to do the job. Most literacy programs with paid teachers still depend 

on prior training as public school teachers and life experience to guide literacy 

teachers in their work (Fingeret, 1992). Many have had no training at all as 

literacy educators. While they may have been formally educated and socialized 

in conjunction with full time positions in elementary or secondary schools, few 

receive training in the particular needs of adult learners (Beder, 1991 ). Leinicke 

(1997) sees this as a problem: 

The apparent absence of internal staff development efforts, mentoring 

systems, or even a rudimentary curriculum committee in most programs 

suggests that instructional methods develop in .a haphazard and 

inconsistent manner, even with the most dedicated and concerned 

instructional corps (p. 25). 

Most programs recommend that ABE teachers pursue further training and 

education on teaching adults, using technology, multicultural learners, and 

learning disabilities, but those same programs do not pay teachers for 

participating in staff development activities or reimburse their expenses; it is not 

unusual for teachers to have to pay for their own substitutes if they wish to attend 

a workshop during class time (Fingeret, 1992). Part-time teachers in Leinicke's 

(1997) study did not feel obligated to engage in a very high level of additional, 

unpaid training time for positions that do not offer them significant returns on their 

investment. Dirkx & Fonfara (1993) say that volunteers fare no better for there 
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are few, if any, training programs in many areas of the nation for volunteer 

literacy staff. 

Even when professional development and in-service training are provided, 

these are widely considered to be inadequate. Despite widespread agreement 

that adult educators are ill-prepared for the ABE classroom, professional 

development still remains "sporadic" and weak (Wilson & Corbett, 2001 ). 

According to Dirkx, Pratt, and Taylor (2002), practitioners complain that current 

professional development programs are ambiguous, at best, in providing 

solutions to real problems, that the orientations such programs impart are 

unrealistic when applied to their own situations, and that they ignore the 

organizational constraints that weigh on teaching. Says Amstutz (2001 ): 

I am continually surprised to learn that pre-service training often consists 

of the viewing of one or two videotapes prior to beginning instruction in a 

classroom. Some teachers receive only a textbook and wishes for "good 

luck." Only a few programs have substantial preparation programs in 

which new teachers are involved, usually concurrently, within their first few 

months of instruction (p. 188). 

Tibbets, Kutner, Hemphill & Jones (1991) agree: 

The minimal training provided for adult education teachers and volunteer 

instructors consists largely of voluntary attendanc<? at workshops, 

conferences, and seminars. At best, adult education programs usually 

offer one or two half-days per year of training and much of that time is 

devoted to administrative concerns or procedures of motivational 
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presentations. In addition, programs are not likely to offer release time or 

monetary incentives for staff to participate in training activities (p. 1 ). 

Fingeret (1992) adds to the criticism of current conceptions of staff 

development in adult basic education, saying that they neglect to critically 

analyze assumptions, beliefs, and attitudes that ground current practice. She 

says that literature on staff development lacks a number of things: a) a critical 

perspective; b) a problematized literature base in adult literacy; c) ongoing staff 

development practices; d) teachers working as community; and e) a focus on 

program improvement. 

Implicit theories. Dirkx and Spurgin (1992) used the term "implicit 

theory" to refer to the rules of thumb and generalizations based on personal 

experiences, beliefs, values, and assumptions that teachers use to guide their 

behaviors within the ABE classroom. Taylor et al (2001) found that teachers in 

adult basic education develop informal theories of what works and does not work 

in adult education from their core beliefs and their foundational knowledge. 

Teachers in Young's (1997) study showed little to no knowledge or experience 

with adult education or adult learning theories. Although they occasionally 

received information in the form of articles provided by colleagues or short in

service workshops, the teachers relied heavily on trial-and-error to learn about 

the complexities involved in teaching adults. These characterizations are similar 

to the circumstances of K12 teachers portrayed in other studies. Says Lortie 

(1975): 
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Teachers say that their principal teacher has been experience; they 

learned to teach through trial and error in the classroom. They portray the 

process as the acquisition of personally tested practices, not as the 

refinement and application of generally valid principles of instruction (p. 

80). 

Virginia Richardson (1998), explaining why teachers won't change, agrees: 

My colleagues and I found that when a teacher tries new activities, she 

assesses them on the basis of whether they work: whether they fit withi~ 

her set of beliefs about teaching and learning, engage the students, and 

allow her the degree of classroom control she feels is necessary. If she 

feels the activity does not work, it is quickly dropped or radically altered 

(paragraph 6). 

Other researchers have stated that teachers are more likely to use 

practical knowledge that is. time bound and situation specific. Feiman-Nemser 

and Floden (1986) submitted that teachers justify their actions on the basis of 

"feelings and impulse rather than reflection and thought" (p. 512). 

The Dynamics of Teacher and Student Identity 

According to Dirkx and Spurgin (1992), the adult basic education 

classroom reflects "a complex interrelationship of psychological, socio-political, 

and cultural factors" (p. 21 ). Each classroom develops its own norms and has a 

unique culture that shapes teachers' responses (Feiman~Nemser & Floden, 

1986; Kottler, 1997). Classroom culture is created by each teacher based on his 

55 



or her personality, style, and goals, and is constantly renegotiated with the 

students in a particular group (Clark & Peterson, 1986). Dirkx, Pratt, and Taylor 

(2002) say that the relationship between teacher and learner and among learners 

is intense and arouses "powerful emotional dynamics" (p. 94). 

A power relationship is built into the system itself (Tisdell, 1993). It is the 

teacher who has the greatest impact on the learning process in the classroom. It 

is the teacher who selects the content, arranges,-interacts, and interprets the 

environment, and initiates and directs interaction with the students and the 

principal. The teacher represents the organization and is the one who helps to 

interpret for the student cultural influences from the outside. The various roles a 

teacher plays influence not only how the teacher will act and react, but how 

students in the classroom will act and react to the teacher (Heimlich & Norland, 

1994; 2000). 

Teaching in public school education overall in Florida may be dominated 

by whites (78o/o), but students in state-funded adult education programs are 

primarily black and Latino (70°/o) (Florida Department of Education, 2001; 2002). 

Amstutz (2001) argues that this can cause conflict and problems: 

While it is possible that many teachers who do not reflect the culture of 

community of their learners can be effective instructors, it is more likely 

that differences in culture and class are often substantial barriers to 

learner progress, if unacknowledged or unexplored" (p. 187). 

There is growing evidence which suggests that teachers' cultural 

traditions, norms, ethical decisions, practice, and expectations they have for 
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students are influenced by the their previous experiences, their racial heritages 

or ethnic backgrounds, and their gender (Apps, 1991; Askov, 2000; Barnes, 

2001; Beder & Medina, 2001; Brown, Cervera & Johnson-Bailey, 2000; 

Callender, 1997; Feiman-Nemser & Floden, 1986; Heimlich & Norland, 1994; 

Johnson Bailey & Cervera, 1998; Tisdell, 1993). 

Askov (2000) says that the power issues in the classroom stem from the 

social stigma of the low-literate being portrayed as a victim and the adult 

educator as a savior. What perpetuates this cycle is the proliferation of white; 

middle-class teachers in the field who sometimes devalue their students' culture 

in favor of their own, and have yet to acknowledge their own basic assumptions 

about low-level literates (Amstutz, 2001 ). According to Amstutz (2001 ), this had 

led to participants quitting the program: 

From my experience, the lack of understanding of learners' lives, in 

combination with volunteers and adult basic education teachers who 

adhere to the 'pull yourself up by your bootstraps' mainstream philosophy, 

drives many adult learners away from literacy programs (p. 186). 

There is a serious lack of statistical information at the national and state 

levels regarding the identities and backgrounds of teachers in adult education. 

This absence of hard data parallels the absence of focus in determining adult 

education literature on how a teacher's social location is central to classroom 

dynamics. It seems that this silence leads one to assume that (a) teachers enter 

the adult ed.ucation classroom on equal terms with their students; (b) teachers' 

experiences are disconnected from their social status; and (c) guidelines for 
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e.ffective teaching are the same for everyone (Brown, Cervera & Johnson-Bailey, 

2000). 

Three studies briefly outline the racial and gender issues that can be 

attached to teaching adult basic education. Johnson-Bailey and Cervera (1998) 

investigated the ways in which power relations that exist in the wider social 

context are played out in the teaching and learning dynamics of adult education 

classrooms. They found that the positionality of the professors, defined as social 

location in terms of race, gender, class, physical ability, and sexual orientation, 

affected classroom dynamics more than any other factor, with race being the 

most salient issue. Their conclusions supported the argument that "whiteness" 

and gender are major factors in shaping classroom dynamics; students could not 

see past the race and gender of the black female professor, but it never was an 

issue with the white male professor. 

Brown et al (2000) investigated how the positionality of selected African 

American women affected their experiences teaching mathematics to adults. 

The authors found that the philosophies of the women in the study were based 

on their own histories of marginalization; therefore they attempted in practice to 

be inclusive and sensitive to others who were members of disenfranchised 

groups. The teachers also felt a need for credibility because of the double-bias 

against women and African-Americans surrounding mathematics instruction, 

particularly on the part of white males. Lastly, the African-American women used 

teaching strategies that would transcend inequities they felt were widely 
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perpetuated in the math classes, such as calling more on women than men in 

class in order to improve women's feelings toward math. 

Beder and Medina (2001) did not use positionality as a framework for their 

study, but did notice that homogeneity in classrooms seemed to promote sharing 

and community, whereas diverse classes created opportunities for cross-cultural 

learning as well as intercultural conflict. For example, in a welfare-to-work class 

that consisted entirely of women with a female teacher, the issue of gender was 

used as a thematic basis for instruction; it framed group discussion and was 

central in reading and writing materials. In another class, however, the 

differences in culture served as catalysts for heated discussions between 

students that focused on stereotypes and cultural misconceptions. 

Amstutz (2001) criticizes the lack of gender as a focal point in adult 

literacy literature although females dominate literacy instructional programs as 

learners and instructors. As stated before, the figures are limited in regards to 

the gender of adult basic education teachers, but the gender of public school 

teachers across the board can serve as a guide. Women dominate the field of 

teaching nationally (almost 74°/o) and in Florida (almost 78°/o) (Florida 

Department of Education, 2001 ). 

Teachers cite students as the most influential aspect of their work context. 

Teachers describe their own classroom behavior, effectiveness, and satisfaction 

with themselves in terms of students' abilities, needs, interests, and 

backgrounds. They say that the greatest influential factor on classroom practices 

stems from the cultural diversity of their students, as well as their demands, 
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difficulties, and pressures (McLaughlin, 1993). Students also differ in educational 

achievement, age, socioeconomic status, academic ability, and mental capacity. 

According to Rogers (1986), they consist of a wide variety of people who all bring 

their own advantages and disadvantages to the learning situation (p. 71 ): 

• Some are more adult than others; some are still searching in education for 

dependency; others for autonomy. 

• All are growing and developing, but in different directions and at a different 

pace. 

• Some bring a good deal of experience and knowledge, others bring less; 

and there are varying degrees of willingness to use this material to help 

the learning process. 

• They have-a wide range of intentions and needs, some specific, some 

more general and related to the subject-matter under discussion, and 

others unknown even to themselves. 

• They are all at different points in the continuum between those who 

requfre to be taught everything and those who wish to find out everything 

for themselves; and they each have some consciousness of what they can 

and cannot do in the way of learning. 

• They all have competing interests of greater importance than their 

learning. 

• And they have all by now acquired their own ways of learning, which vary 

considerably from one to the other. 
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Occupational Status of Adult Literacy Education Teachers 

There is no career path in adult literacy education; the work force is 

plagued by low pay, instability, and high turnover. Most teachers are either 

volunteers or part timers with no benefits and no guarantee of a contract (Dirkx & 

Fonfara, 1993; Fingeret, 1992). They are often treated as "disposable 

commodities" that can be easily eliminated (Leinicke, 1997, p. 285). 

The usefulness and necessity of part-time instruction in adult basic 

education is hotly contested. Beder (1991) says that because part-time teachers 

are not on site all day and do not provide the full range of services that learners 

need, they do not get to know learners as real people who are endeavoring to 

solve a multiplicity of problems. But some literacy program administrators argue 

that the hiring of part-timers is both a logistic and budgetary necessity. The need 

to staff many classes at many different sites and the prohibitive cost of benefits 

and professional development opportunities required of full-time teachers force 

such decisions (Fingeret, 1992). 

Sixty percent of programs have no full-time instructors at all (Amstutz, 

2001 ). Mocker & Noble (1981) argue, however, that having a predominantly 

part-time staff is actually more in line with andragogical assumptions of adult 

learners being problem-oriented. The employment of a staff of full-time teachers, 

they say, can be viewed as a replication of the public school model. The needs 

of the learner demand a teacher whose knowledge is current in a particular field 

instead of an expert on the delivery of that knowledge. 
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Principal/ Administrator 

Firestone and Wilson (1993) credit the principal with the ability to influence 

teacher interaction and perception of their practice through a few avenues. For 

one, principals and administrators influence how schools achieve their goals. 

The processes of achieving effectiveness show up in the factors like student time 

on task, class sizes and the grouping of students. These factors all influence the 

delivery of instruction. Principals also influence how teachers work together and 

communicate with each other by providing space and free time to promote norms 

of collegiality and experimentation. Finally, principals and administrators can use 

available funds to encourage and reward instructors for creating and 

implementing innovative instructional activities. Du Four (2001) adds that a 

principal's most significant contribution is creating an appropriate context for 

adult learning so that professional development efforts will have an impact on the 

school. 

Feiman-Nemser and Floden (1986) suggest that teachers are generally 

ambivalent toward principals, because they do not respect principals as experts 

in classroom practice. Their review of studies on teacher thinking and action 

reveals that difficulty with implementing change in teaching practice may stem 

from fundamental differences between what teachers believe and what 

administrators believe about what constitutes good teaching. 

Teachers look negatively on principals who, they feel, place higher values 

on bureaucracy and external standards than on teachers' work. They feel as if 

they know more than the principal about what goes on in their classrooms, and 
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so prefer to be left alone, free from the principal's direction and interference. 

Teachers tend to blame the principal when things go wrong or when he or she 

cannot meet their standards. On the other hand, they look to the principal for 

support, praise, and protection (Firestone & Wilson, 1993). 

Accountability 

Accountability, as the concept is currently understood within the education 

field, sharply defines the realm of responsibility for the learning experience. In 

this instance, accountability means being responsible to someone else for one's 

actions, usually in terms of to whom or for what (Merrifield, 1998). The sudden 

popularity of the concept of accountability can be traced back to several 

emerging trends: a growing dissatisfaction with the quality of schools, a feeling 

that educators were closing ranks and classroom doors against public criticism, 

and the ever-increasing pressure for more tax dollars to finance education 

(Pulliam & Van Patten, 2003). 

As a theoretical concept, few would quarrel with accountability. Teachers 

obviously need to be responsible for what they do, and the educational 

profession does not object to evaluation. Some educators nonetheless fear that 

industrial models of accountability better suited to big business threaten teachers 

with punitive and often impossible directives. Others see the schools becoming 

more rigid and authoritarian, giving emphasis to the improvement of test 

performance and nothing else (Pulliam & Van Patten, 2003). 
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Another problem is that accountability is a subjective phenomenon with 

multiple perspectives driven by multiple philosophies of what education is 

supposed to accomplish~ Politicians assume that adult education programs are 

focused on increasing students' chances of finding employment, and therefore 

have defined success as standardized units of measurement. Funding is based 

on the numbers of hours students spend in programs, the numbers of students 

attaining their GED, and students making grade level gains (Askov, 2000; Sparks 

& Peterson, 2000). 

Program managers and administrators continually test students as an 

objective measure of progress to satisfy the government, even though the scores 

do not indicate qualitative impacts on student lives. Administrations attempt to 

accommodate governmental approaches to accountability while providing 

· learner-centered programs. One way of doing this is not to report students who 

do not make gains within the specified period of time. Another way is to provide 

the government with their numbers but use a different set of criteria that are in 

alignment with their philosophies of meeting the most in need (Askov, 2000; 

Sparks & Peterson, 2000). Within programs, teachers define success according 

to what they deem to be sufficient educational services or what they personally 

want for their students; therefore, progress is defined by the learning of academic 

and employment skills. Sparks & Peterson (2000) criticize these accountability 

measures and point out how much they differ from learner expectations and 

goals that are concerned with issues of voice, learner empowerment, problem 

solving, and social action. 
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The idea that schools and educators should be responsible for their 

actions is not new in American education. In the infancy of American public 

schooling, even the founding fathers of the common school movement such as 

Horace Mann and Henry Barnard criticized what they saw as inadequate 

teaching (Pulliam & Van Patten, 2003). Pulliam and Van Patten (2003) assert 

that the present wave of concern with accountability stems from criticisms of 

schools and teaching that originated in the 1970s. A managerial philosophy of 

performance that dictated administrative and employee performance according to 

agreed upon terms began to flow into educational policy and dialogue. During 

this time period, many states passed laws establishing and defining 

accountability. Some accountability legislative acts are broad and vague while 

some specifically designate the use of statewide standards and high-stakes 

testing as measures of success. 

The current "back to basics" movement, which defines reading, writing, 

and arithmetic as a core curriculum, along with numerous statutes passed by 

state legislatures emphasizing high-stakes testing, graduation standards, and a 

standardized curriculum, have clearly communicated that the purposes of 

education is to prepare people for work. These changes at the K12 level have 

spilled over into adult education. Although slow to develop, the Equipped for 

Future (2000) Project has developed standards for adult literacy education and 

adult literacy programs that reflect a governmental perception of what it takes to 

be literate in this society. 
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Education reforms at the K12 level are only one of the forces that have 

shaped the language of accountability in the adult education. Merrifield (1998) 

traces the history of accountability in adult education to a shift that occurred in 

the 1960s and 1970s from the "campaign" mode of operation to a "system" mode 

of thinking (p. 4). While campaigns focus on the short term, use volunteers as a 

major human resource, and concentrate on action rather than accountability, the 

systems way of thinking is characterized by bureaucratic styles of governance 

with professional staff, funding for continuous and developmental training, a 

focus on quality, and an emphasis on outcome and achievement measures. 

In addition to the K12 education reform movements of the last thirty years, 

Merrifield (1998) claims that the progressive change in emphasis in adult 

education can be attributed to three other broad areas of influence (p. 5). First, 

historical, economic, and social changes drove the development of our present 

day system. The globalization of the economy and published works such as A 

Nation at Risk (1983) and Workforce 2000 (2000) led to a shared societal belief 

that adult literacy would be a key component in getting the U.S. workforce ready 

for international competition. Education became the primary source of workforce 

readiness, and the primary clients of adult education became employers wishing 

to upgrade the performance and productivity skills of their staff. Socially, as the 

gap increased between rich and poor continued to grow and illiteracy was linked 

with poverty and unemployment, some people began to see the attainment of 

literacy as a cure for social ills (Me.rrifield, 1998). 
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Second, changes in our understanding of government also played a major 

part in shaping how the adult education field currently views performance 

accountability. The "reinventing government" initiatives of the early 90s saw 

business language increasingly adopted by local, state, and federal governments 

(i.e., terms such as customer, results, efficiency, return). State governments with 

limited financial resources in a slow economy had to be accountable to make 

sure that each dollar spent was spent wisely. Major legislation, such as the 

National Literacy Act of 1991, also began to shape adult education policy. This 

particular piece of legislation, along with the Welfare Reform Act of 1996 and the 

Workforce Investment Act of 1998 redefined the purposes of education, 

rationales for learning, and measures of success for the adult education field. 

Finally, philosophical debates among adult educators have influenced how 

the field defines adult literacy and purposes of education. Merrifield (1998) calls 

the definition of what makes a literate person a "moving target" (p. 11) because it 

has changed so much over time and differs based upon one's philosophical 

stance. She says that the competing concepts of literacy as either a set of skills 

or a realm of social competencies are at the heart of the accountability debate, 

and that "academic school-based skills" have shaped the content of literacy 

education, as is shown by the continued use of tests such as the TABE (Test of 

Adult Basic Skills) or the ABLE (Adult Basic Learning Exam) to determine grade

level tags for literacy. She submits that the GED (General Education Diploma) is 

derived from the minimum that society feels children should be able to 

accomplish by the time they reach adulthood. 
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The National Adult Literacy Survey (NALS) was the first to 

comprehensively measure literacy levels of adult participants. The demands for 

performance accountability, however, require not just the assessment of literacy 

levels but the measurement of learning gains. Title II of the Workforce 

Investment Act (1998) (The Adult Education and Family Literacy Act) is clear in 

mandating that states wishing to receive block grants from the federal 

government must show that learners have progressed according to the following 

core indicators of performance: 

• Demonstrated improvements in literacy skill levels in reading, writing, 

speaking, numeracy, problem solving, English language acquisition 

and other literacy skills 

• Placement in, retention, or completion of postsecondary education, 

training, unsubsidized employment, or career advancement 

• Receipt of a secondary school diploma or its recognized equivalent 

To receive continued funding, states must indicate their intended outcomes and 

their methods and systems for measuring these gains. 

In Florida, funding is allocated through the Division of Workforce 

Development by a funding formula, which is based upon prior year funding (85o/o) 

and the attainment of literacy completion points and reported placements (15%). 

Literacy completion points, or LCPs, were developed as benchmarks of student 

accomplishment and are earned when students demonstrate they have mastered 

certain skills. Adult general education programs use four measures for the 

attainment of literacy completion points (Florida Department of Education, 2002): 
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Culture 

• Grade level/score improvements measured by an approved test; 

• Improvements in literacy or workforce readiness skills; 

• Successful completion of curriculum frameworks and course 

performance standards; or 

• Attainment of GED or an adult high school diploma 

The concept of culture, whether used to describe groups, organizations, or 

larger societies, is not easy to define and varies widely (Deal, 1993; Finnan & 

Levin, 1998). Erickson (1987) says that interpretation of the role of culture 

depends upon what conception of culture one adopts. For this study, culture is 

defined as "the underlying process of sense making, the cognitive constructions, 

or the cultural knowledge that exists in a particular organization and that are used 

to attribute meaning to observable behaviors and corporate artifacts" (Sackmann, 

1991, p. 299). In other.words, the emphasis is shifted to the meaning that people 

assign to the objects and behaviors within a group or organization, rather than 

the expressions of culture or observed behavior such as collective activities 

(rites, rituals, ceremonies), language (speech, stories, humor), or material 

artifacts (Spradley, 1979). 

"When talking about culture," says Fairholm (1994), "we are really talking 

about reality construction" (p. 79). Finnan and Levin (1998) say that culture is 

constructed through .interactions with others and self-reflection. Group members 

construct culture to resolve ambiguity and confusion and create an aura of 
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control (Deal, 1993; Fairholm, 1994; Watson, 2001 ). Bates (1987) refers to 

culture as "socially constructed baggage" that is concerned with meaning, which 

he defined as interpretive and prescriptive rules: 

It is culture that gives meaning to life. The beliefs, languages, rituals, 

knowledge, conventions, courtesies, and artifacts, in short the cultural 

baggage of any group are the resources from which individual and social 

identities are constructed. They provide the framework upon which the 

individual constructs his understanding of the world and of himself (p. 

108). 

Culture refers to what humans learn rather than what they do or make. 

Schein (1992) says that members bring their cultural learning from other groups. 

He argues that the elements that define culture do not "come out of thin air" or 

are individually conceived and acted upon (p. 93), but are comprised of the 

"accumulated shared learning" of a group (p. 10). He defines culture as: 

A pattern of shared basic assumptions that the group learned as it solved 

its problems of external adaptation and internal integration that has 

worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to 

new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to 

those problems (p. 12). 

School culture. Culture in this sense describes the character of a school 

and reflects deeper themes and patterns of core values, common beliefs, and 

regular traditions that develop over time (Deal & Peterson, 19.93). The culture of 

schools results from individual and collective perceptions of the social 
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environment existing within specific schools. These perceptions, in conjunction 

with prevailing beliefs, attitudes and values govern the norms and consequent 

behavior of the members of the school community (Cavanagh & Dellar, 1998). 

School norms are influenced internally by administrators, teachers, and students, 

and externally by the physical environment, community political realities, regional 

and neighborhood values, and resources (Kottler, 1997). 

Kowalski (1988) says that every adult education organization possesses a 

culture that influences behavior, yet very little literature exists that even 

acknowledges culture in this sense (Pratt & Nesbit, 2000). Boone _and Duncan 

(1965) refer to the informal organization of an adult education agency as an 

important asset because it facilitates communication and group cohesiveness, 

and fosters feelings of integrity and respect amongst their members. They credit 

this informal organization with affecting decision-making processes and 

acknowledge that this informal organization is constantly being formed and 

reformed due to changing relationships. 

Caffarella and O'Donnell (1987) point to the culture of the adult education 

program and institution as a key to needed changes, but use a corporate model 

of culture that reduces its definition to heroes, rituals, and stories. Edelson 

(1992) is referring to this underlying notion of culture when he says that the 

organization of an adult education enterprise is ~ore than structure, delivery, or 

programs. He says that the organization is in actuality what people perceive as 

the "reality or essence" of adult education (p. 9). Jarvis (1985) says that adult 

education organizations exert pressure on teachers to conform to shared norms 
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and goals, which one may presume derives from the existence of organizational 

culture. 

School culture is an important component in shaping and informing 

practice, particularly when .it entails a shift from prevailing attitudes. Teachers 

report that a lack of support at the school level often forces them to shy away 

from what they actually intend to do with and for their students (Mclaughlin, 

1993). Teachers will accept and implement an innovation when it is in line with 

existing beliefs and the prevailing culture. If not, teachers may reject the 

innovation and resist implementation (Cavanagh & Dellar, 1998). 

The cultures of teaching. Culture serves as a lens for viewing the 

linkages between individual teacher actions and the social structures in which 

they take place (Pratt & Nesbit, 2000). It gives meaning to instructional activity, 

providing a "symbolic bridge between action and results" (Deal, 1993, p. 7) or 

"cognitive reference points" through which organization members interpret 

meaning (Fairholm, 1994, p. 42). 

Lortie (1975) and others argue that a distinctive subculture develops 

within the profession of teaching. The personal knowledge of the teacher and his 

or her thoughts during action reflect a teacher's understanding of the culture to 

which he or she belongs (Olson, 1988). "What teachers tell us about their 

practice is, most fundamentally, a reflection of their culture and cannot be 

properly understood without reference to that culture ... " (p.169). Teaching 

cultures are embodied in beliefs about appropriate ways of acting on the job and 
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rewarding aspects of teaching, and knowledge that enables teachers to do their 

work (Feiman-Nemser & Floden, 1986). 

Parish and Aquila (1996) call the cultural way of teachers the "teacher 

craft" (p. 304). In the teacher craft, teachers believe that their work takes 

precedence over all other needs in the school. The authors claim that teachers 

strongly believe in their right to control what goes on in their classrooms. 

"Teacher work" or practice consists of (a) organization of materials, (b) learning 

techniques that work for the teacher, (c) classroom management, and (d) 

assessment practices (p. 301 ). These cultural views are often unconscious, and 

according to Parish and Aquila (1996), are resistant to change. 

According to Pratt & Nesbit (2000), getting at a "culture of teaching" in 

adult education can be elusive. They talk about "cultures of teaching" as being 

embodied by the meaning and norms that are em~edded in the everyday 

routines and rituals of practice. Feiman-Nemser & Floden (1986) talk about 

"cultures of teaching" in terms of teachers' shared beliefs, their knowledge of 

norms for interaction and their concepts of rewards for teaching. Hargreaves 

(1992) defines "cultures of teaching" as comprising "beliefs, values, and habits" 

that give meaning, support, and identity to teachers and their work. He says that 

culture has content- the values, beliefs, and assumptions of the teaching group, 

and has form - the patterns of relationships that reproduce and redefine the 

content. 

Hargreaves' (1993) notion of teacher culture is of considerable importance 

here. Most discussions on teacher culture stop at the content and do not 
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acknowledge the various forms that these cultures can take. As will become 

evident in the analysis of the data of this study, the form of teaching culture 

actually is, perhaps, more important to understand than the content. Hargreaves' 

(1993) says that there are three forms that teaching cultures can take: 

collaboration, balkanization, and individualism. 

Collaborative cultures, as the name suggests, encourage members to 

work together to find solutions (See Figure 2). 

Teacher 

~-A-----
1 Te~her I 

Teacher 
c 

Figure 2 

Teacher 
B 

Hargreaves' Collaborative Culture 

Balkanized cultures are departmentalized and competitive, typical in high 

schools where faculty are organized to work together based on subject-matter 

distinctions (See Figure 3). 
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Figure 3 

Hargreaves' Balkanized Culture 

In individualistic cultures, which Hargreaves (1993) argues is indicative of most 

schools, teachers work alone either by choice or by circumstance (See Figure 4). 

I Te~her I 

Figure 4 

Hargreaves' Individualistic Culture 
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Leinicke (1997) says that teachers in adult basic education are left alone 

to make in-class instructional decisions without the assistance of either 

administrators or colleagues. Lieberman and Miller (1990) call it "the greatest 

irony" and "the greatest tragedy" that teachers exist and function in isolation (p. 

160). Hargreaves (1993) says that whether it is called individualism, isolation, or 

privatism, this syndrome serves as a barrier to professional development and 

organizational change efforts. From his case study of teacher behavior, he 

identified three determinants of what he frames as "individualism." 

First, teachers plan and work alone due to administrative and situational 

restraints. Hargreaves (1993) says that the traditional architecture of school and 

separateness of classrooms cause physical isolation. In adult basic education, 

teachers are usually geographically isolated, working in borrowed space in 

schools and churches far from the central activities of the program (Fingeret, 

1992). This situation is compounded by schedule overlaps and gaps between 

day and evening classes. Meetings are poorly attended by part-time instructors 

(if they are even notified) due to their full-time obligations (Leinicke, 1997). 

Second, Hargreaves (1993) says that teachers strategically isolate 

themselves; that is, they actively participate in individualistic patterns in response 

to the demands of their environment. Teachers rarely use interactions with other 

teachers as a means to share experiences or collaboratively solve problems 

(Feiman-Nemser & Floden, 1986). Lieberman and Miller (1990) characterize 

teacher-teacher relations as "remote, oblique and defensively protective," ruled 

by a culture of privacy (p. 160). 
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"There is no safe place to air one's uncertainties," say Lieberman and 

Miller (1990, p. 161 ). Teachers do not discuss instruction and classroom activity 

with colleagues nor do they ask for assistance in difficult situations because it 

communicates a sense of failure. Even if they do ask for help, the culture of 

teaching discourages teachers from advising each other to seek alternative 

approaches; they are only to announce that alternative methods exist (Feiman

Nemser & Floden, 1986; Lieberman & Miller, 1990). 

Hargreaves' (1993) third determinant of individualism or isolation is 

individual choice. "Teachers sometimes like to be alone," he says, "to reflect, to 

retreat, and to regroup" (p. 72). Feiman-Nemser & Floden (1986) agree, saying 

that teachers value the freedom to run their classrooms at their discretion. A final 

reason for isolation not mentioned by Hargreaves is that teachers who deviate 

from the dominant culture may be marginalized in that particular institution to 

minimize significant change (Pratt & Nesbit, 2000). 

Pratt and Nesbit (2000) say that one way of explaining teaching cultures is 

in by reference to symbolic routines and rituals among teachers. They say that 

these rituals represent patterns of teachers' thinking, emotions, and actions all 

directed toward the sustaining the culture. Examples range from hallway 

greetings to elaborate ceremonies like graduation or recognition events, but the 

ones most associated with teaching include staff meetings, coffee breaks, 

teachers' lounge discussions, sharing of materials, the process of reviewing and 

revising curriculum, and the scheduling of classes. 
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Feiman-Nemser and Floden (1986) also include in their discussion of 

cultures of teaching teachers' beliefs about the rewards of teaching. The 

rewards of the teacher-student relationship are important for teachers' energy 

and self-fulfillment (Lieberman & Miller, 1990, p. 154). Lortie (1975) argues that 

the culture of teaching de-emphasizes extrinsic rewards (those attached to a role 

and involve income, prestige, and power), and ancillary rewards (specific 

characteristics of the work they might be perceived as rewards to some, such as 

the cleanliness or the environment or work schedule) occur outside of the effort 

on the job. Metz (1993) says that with few extrinsic or auxiliary rewards, the only 

rewards that teachers can control are intrinsic. These "psychic rewards" are 

characterized by the joys and satisfaction of caring and working with students 

(Hargreaves, 1993, p. 64); for example, students' progress, trust, motivation, and 

communication of their satisfaction to others. 

This discussion on the influences on teaching choices in adult education 

serves as the crux for this research. How do these forces work independently, 

together~ or are in conflict with another as teachers make decisions in the 

classroom? To revisit the model presented at the beginning of this chapter (See 

Figure 1 ), one can see that according to the literature, the issue of influence is 

problematic. Some influences, such as accountability or principal/influence only 

seem to affect how teachers carry out their work, but not necessarily what they 

believe about it. Other influences, such as culture and identity, seem to influence 

both thought and action simultaneously. It is the nature of these relationships 

and the degree of influence that will be investigated in this study. 
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Conclusion 

The review of relevant literature has provided a series of perspectives on 

teaching adult education and the influences on teachers' choices. The 

conceptual framework laid out in this chapter that is grounded in a relationship 

between how teachers perceive their work, how they carry out their work, and the 

influences on their practice, provides the framework within which the topic of 

study, research, design, and analysis of data are situated. In the next chapter, I 

provide the rationale for the methodology and research methods employed in this 

study. 
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CHAPTER Ill 

METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH METHODS 

Introduction 

This study explores the cultural and contextual factors that inform and 

shape practice in teaching adult basic education. The major goal of this study 

was to understand more deeply how selected adult basic education teachers in 

North Florida make choices and construct their own practice. The research 

design included data collection and analysis methods that assisted me in 

answering the central research question -- "What are the cultural and contextual 

factors that inform and shape practice in adult basic education?" - along with the 

ancillary ones defined in Chapter One. 

A qualitative research design was appropriate for this type of research 

because I was interested in the meaning that teachers have constructed and the 

ways in which they have applied it to their practice; that is, how they made sense 

of their world and experiences. There are generally five features of qualitative 

research (Merriam, 1998, Bogden & Biklen, 1998): 
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o Qualitative research is naturalistic in that researchers are concerned 

with the context of an actual setting and themselves constitute the 

primary instruments for data collection and analysis. 

o The product of qualitative study is richly descriptive and primarily takes 

the form of words, pictures, and artifacts rather than numbers. 

o Qualitative research is concerned with the processes of daily activity 

and interactions. 

o Researchers primarily employ an inductive research strategy, where 

theory emerges from processing and interpretation of the collected 

evidence. 

o Researchers are concerned with the participants' perspectives and 

how they make sense of their environment and experiences. 

Theoretical Perspective and Methodology 

The theoretical perspective describes the assumptions or philosophical 

stance buried within a particular research methodology. The theoretical 

underpinning for this inquiry was informed by interpretivism, which looks for 

culturally derived and historically situated interpretations of social life (Crotty, 

1998). The interpretive perspective informed the methodology and data 

collection methods used to discover the specific ways in which culture and 

context related to teacher beliefs and actions. Specifically, I searched for 
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meanings constructed by teachers as they sought to make sense of what they 

encountered in classrooms. 

The interpretivist perspective on classroom teaching assumes (Erickson, 

1986; Rios, 1996): 

(a) That classrooms are socially and culturally organized environments 

for learning; 

(b) That teaching constitutes one, but only one, aspect of the reflexive 

learning environment; 

(c) That nature (and content) of the meaning-perspectives of teacher 

and learner are an integral part of the educational process; 

(d) That events occurring at any larger system level (e.g., group, 

classroom, school, community) have to be viewed at the same time 

from the next higher and next lower system levels, if they are to be 

adequately understood; 

(e) That the thoughts, attitudes, and perceptions of the participants are 

themselves a critical source of data because personal· meanings 

constitute the focal point of inquiry; and 

(f) That particular attention must be paid to the specific difficulties 

encountered by those who were relatively powerless in educational 

contexts. 

This study borrows primarily from ethnographic traditions to inform the 

research methodology. Ethnographic studies are interpretive descriptions or 

presentations of participants' symbolic meanings and the social interaction 

82 



patterns through which these are developed and manifested. Ethnographic 

researchers are interested in uncovering the social order and the cultural 

meaning a setting or context has for the people actually participating in it. . 

Ethnographic studies are therefore interpretive descriptions or presentations of 

participants' symbolic meanings and the social interaction patterns through which 

these are developed and manifested (Bogden & Biklen, 1998; Fetterman, 1998; 

Merriam, 1998; Merriam & Simpson, 2000; Spradley, 1979). Schein (1992) says 

that ethnographic research provides researchers with methods to examine the 

cultural knowledge, behavior, and artifacts that participants share and use to 

interpret their experiences, as well as the underlying assumptions concerning 

individual ideology and practice. Ethnographers make inferences about the 

culture from what people say, how people act, and from the artifacts that people 

use (Spradley, 1979). 

Along with most traditions in ethnographic research, this study assumed 

that culture is central to understanding teacher thinking; however, this study is 

not a pure ethnography for the following reasons: 1) the study was limited in 

scope to selected teachers and a selected area within an organization and not 

the entire organization; and 2) the shared life of the classroom is not the unit of 

study, but is used in conjunction with the lived experiences of teachers in order to 

interpret meaning. 
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Selection and Description of Sites 

Marshall and Rossman (1999) say that a realistic site is one where (a) 

entry is possible; (b) there is a high probability that a rich mix of the processes, 

people, programs, interactions, and structures of interest are present; (c) the 

researcher is likely to be able to build trusting relations with the participants in the 

study; and (d) data quality and credibility of the study are reasonably assured (p. 

69). These criteria will be addressed throughout the remainder of this chapter. 

Purposive sampling involves selecting criteria for choosing the persons or 

sites to be observed and interviewed, and then proceeding to find or locate units 

to match the list (Merriam, 1998). Florida was an ideal state to study factors that 

affect practice in adult basic education, since it is one where the state 

government has given strong emphasis to increasing economic productivity and 

improving low literacy rates. Twenty-five percent of Florida's population read at 

the lowest level of literacy. The state's education department considers literacy 

an important tool in decreasing crime rates and increasing economic productivity 

(Florida Department of Education, 2000). 

The study was conducted at adult education programs administered by 

two public school districts in the northern part of the state, where the majority of 

counties with low-literacy rates above the state average of (25°/o of adults reading 

at the lowest levels) are located (Florida Literacy Coalition, 2002). Adult 

education programs in public schools encounter a multitude of significant 

challenges to planning, design and administration and are constantly bombarded 
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with demands from the environment and the school district (Kowalski, 1988). 

These programs were of particular interest due to the public school district's 

primary mission to serve clients who are younger than the adult population. 

The two sites were purposefully selected as a means of increasing variability in 

the sample, since they differ considerable in the size, scope, and administration 

of their ABE/GED programs. Within these programs, I drew my sample from the 

full population of ABE/GED teachers currently employed at these sties since the 

focus of the research is adult basic education instruction. 

Jordan County 

Jordan County (a pseudonym) was chosen specifically because it does 

not "fit" the characteristics of most counties in the region. The Jordan County 

Adult Education Center is located in a medium-sized and fairly urban area where 

the percentage of adults reading at the lowest literacy levels is lower than the 

state's average (25°/o). 

The headquarters for Jordan County's adult education program is located 

in several buildings on a block of land o·n the outskirts of town with numerous 

satellite locations throughout the county. The school district employs 

approximately twenty-one part-time ABE/GED teachers who teach at multiple 

sites throughout the district. Besides the ABE/GED program, Jordan County 

offers ESL courses, High School Credit courses, birthing classes, and parenting 

classes. Although the ages vary, most students who attend classes at the main 

campus are under 25. 
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The program's schedule lists fifteen ABE/GED classes held at eleven 

different locations (including the main campus). Most classes are held in the 

morning (before 12) or in the evening (after 5:00). The published list does not 

include classes that are blocked for specific clientele, such as workplace-based 

classes, correctional institutions, and drug rehabilitation programs. There are no 

classes at the main campus on Tuesday nights, which are held aside for staff 

meetings, or Fridays because of low attendance, although these stipulations do 

not always hold for the satellite sites. All classes except for one are taught in one 

room with one teacher. The class that is an exception operates in a carousel 

format between two teachers in the same classroom. 

The administrative staff consists of a principal, two assistant principals, 

and two program coordinators. The two assistant principals and program 

coordinators serve as supervisors over several teachers. The teaching units are 

generally grouped according to a specific area, such as ABE/GED, ESL, or high 

school credit, but this is not always the case. Each supervisor is responsible for 

at least one ABE/GED teacher. These four individuals handle all personnel 

management issues of the teachers, including the recruitment and hiring of 

teachers, the provision of resources and information, and the evaluation of 

teachers' performance. 

In Jordan County all teachers are part-time, working from a minimum of 

two hours per week to a maximum of thirty hours per week. As part-time 

workers, they are paid by the hour and receive no vacation, sick leave, or health 

86 



benefits. They are not protected by teachers unions nor do they automatically 

benefit from school-board approved pay increases. 

Staff meetings are usually held once a month and may entail the entire 

faculty, or may just involve a supervisor and the teachers that he or she 

supervises. Teachers are evaluated on an annual basis through observation of 

classroom instruction and discussion of the teachers' completed Independent 

Personal Development Plan. 

Davis County 

Davis County (a pseudonym) is representative of most counties in this 

region. The low literacy rates are higher than the state's average (25o/o). The 

Davis County Adult Education Center is located in a fairly rural county. The 

school district employs two full-time teachers and an instructional assistant who 

teach ABE/GED in a main facility. The satellite locations are funded by adult 

education grant funds and also serve children as part of the family literacy 

program. Classes start at 8:15 a.m. and runs until about 12:00 p.m., Monday 

through Friday. No classes are held in the afternoon or evening at the 

headquarters, but evening classes are offered through a family literacy grant at 

satellite locations. Students move between computer work, math, and social 

studies/science classes in a carousel format where they are grouped based on 

testing level. 

Staff meetings are held primarily to disseminate information, discuss 

future events, and to.communicate the principal's vision to the staff. According to 
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the teachers, meetings are called fairly frequently and are held in the multi

purpose room in the middle of the building. Teachers are annually evaluated 

according to the county policy. The administrative staff consists solely of the 

principal who is constantly mobile and talks with teachers and students 

throughout the day. TABE (Test of Adult Basic Education) Testing, registration, 

and other related paperwork are handled by one person who is not a teacher. 

Access 

Access to both of these sites was acquired through communication with 

the director of the adult education center in the district. In Jordan County, after 

several unreturned phone calls to the center, I was directed to submit paperwork 

(which required the principal's signature) through the district office before 

permission would be given. After this process was completed, I then made 

several more unreturned phone calls until I reached the director of the adult 

education center, who gave me oral permission over the phone to conduct my 

study. Before approaching the teachers in the program at their staff meeting, I 

discussed with the principal issues of access my procedures for eliciting 

participation as outlined in this chapter. 

Approximately two weeks into data collection, I received an email from 

one of the teachers saying that her supervisor wanted to speak with me . . 1 called 

the supervisor, who then told me that she had not been informed that I would be 

in the classrooms. The next day I received an email from the director of the 
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program telling to me to halt all classroom observations because she did not 

know I would be in the classrooms. After taking her a copy of the approved 

proposal that I submitted to the district with her signature and providing further 

explanation, she amended her approval and asked that I only inform supervisors 

when I would be in the classrooms. 

Access to the Davis County Adult Education Center was much easier. 

made a phone call to the director of adult and vocational education in the district 

in October of 2001 and, after explaining my project, was given immediate 

permission over the phone. I visited the county in February of 2002 and was 

introduced to the school superintendent. In October of 2002 the director set up a 

meeting with the principal of the adult education school (as it is called there) and 

he gave me permission to conduct the study. I later received written permission 

from the county office. 

Selection and Description of Participants 

In Jordan County, I personally approached four teachers and invited them 

to participate because I knew them previous to the study. The remaining 

teachers in this county were invited to participate in the study via Smail and a 

brief presentation at the monthly staff meeting, where I explained in detail the 

purpose of my research, my methods of collecting data, their rights of refusal and 

confidentiality, and how this research could help them. In Davis County, I met 

with two teachers and an instructional assistant and personally invited them to 
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participate. All three individuals initially consented; the instructional assistant 

later backed out of the study without giving a reason. The third teacher in this 

county was added after talking with the director and principal, who suggested I 

include an evening teacher. She consented when I visited her site. 

I originally had hoped to have eleven teachers in the study - nine from 

Jordan County and two from Davis County. Once underway, however, I was 

able to recruit twelve teachers from Jordan County and three from Davis County. 

I also had hoped to have a sample that at least roughly represented the 

combined ABE/GED teacher population of the two programs in terms of ethnicity 

(64°/o white teachers, 36°/o black teachers), gender (84°/o female, 16°/o male), and 

occupational status (92°/o part-time, 8o/o full-time). My sample was somewhat 

more balanced ethnically (53°/o white teachers, 47°/o black teachers) and had a 

higher percentage of part-time teachers (93°/o) than the actual population but was 

similarly distributed by gender (80°/o female, 20°/o male) (See Table 9). 

Two-thirds (67°/o) of the sample were either presently or formerly teachers 

in the K12 system. Their certifications were in elementary education, reading, 

math, English, business education, counseling, and physical education. The 

remaining teachers without certification have degrees in elementary education, 

journalism, and physical education. The range of adult basic education teaching 

experience went from less than 1 year to 15 years. Total teaching experience 

ranged from less than 1 year to 35 years (See Table 10). 
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Table 9 

Participants' Race, Sex, and Occupational Status 

Pseudonym Race Gender Approximate Full or 
Age Part-Time 

Brown B F Late 60s Part-time 
Craig _ w F Early 60s Part-time 
Creek w M Late 30s Full-time 
Georgia 8 F Early 30s Part-time 
Lome 8 F Early 40s Part-time 
Henry w F Mid 30s Part-time 
Jackson 8 M Early 50s Part-time 
Jefferson w F Late 40s Part-time 
Jesse w F Early_ 30s Part-time 
Oaks 8 F Early 30s Part-time 
Powell 8 F Early 60s Full-time 
Richards w F Early 50s Part-time 
Sutton w F Late 50s Part-time 
Washington w F Ear~y_ 40s Part-time 
Winfrey 8 M Early 30s Part-time 
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· Table 10 

_Participants' Educational Background and Teaching Experience 

Pseudonym B.S. Degree Graduate Work 

Brown Reading -Ph.D. - Divinity 

Crai_g_ Elementary Ed Adult Education*** 
Creek Ph_y_sical Ed None 
Georgia Criminology M.PA - Public 

Administration 
Lome Journalism Adult Education* 
Henry Mathematics None 
Jackson Mathematics Ed LeadershiQ** 
Jefferson Elementary Ed None 
Jesse English Ed None 

Oaks Criminology_ M.S. - Adult Education 
Powell Business None 

Education 
Richards Elementary Ed M.S. - Counselin_g_ 
Sutton Elementary Ed None 

Washin_g_ton Elementary Ed None 
Winfrey Physical Ed. Public Health 

*Currently pursuing a master's 
**Took all coursework for a master's degree but did not complete 
***Took some courses in the program but is not degree-seeking 

K12 Teaching ABE 
Certification Teaching 

Experience 
Elementary 3 
Ed/Readin_g_ 
K-8 5 
None 6 
None 4 

None 2 
Secondary Math 2.5 
Secondary Math 10 
K-8 5 
Secondary 3 

· En_g_lish 
None 2.5 
Business 6 
Education 
K-6/Counselin_g_ 6.5 
Elementary 15 
Ed/Readin_g_ 
None 6.5 
Physical Ed. 1 

Total Years 
Teaching 

Experience 
30 

35 
12 
4 

2 
7 

25 
27 
4 

2.5 
30 

27 
25 

6 
1 



Data Collection 

·Data for the study came from three primary sources: 1) field work that 

included interview and observation, 2) document analysis, and 3) journal entries 

Interview and Observation 

Ethnographers are guided by specific data collection methods and 

techniques that aid the researcher in the accurate identification and classification 

of social events and actions. Fieldwork remains the most prominent of the 

ethnographer's methods but the fieldworker also employs a number of 

complementary techniques to ensure the integrity of the data. These include 

interviewing and document analysis (Fetterman, 1989). 

Pratt (1998) calls actions, intentions, and beliefs the "indicators of 

commitment" that help define perspectives on teaching (p. 16). He says that 

actions, "the routines and techniques we use to engage people in content," are 

important to understanding teaching (p. 16), but without an understanding of 

what teachers are trying to accomplish (intentions) and why they think the 

practice is important (beliefs), one is unlikely to have a complete picture of the 

situation. 

The purpose of the interviewing done for this study was to focus on the 

meanings that events have for individuals, as well as the process by which 

teachers constructed practice. It is a highly flexible procedure in which 

everything that is brought up and considered relevant by the respondent when 
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everything that is brought up and considered relevant by the respondent when 

answering questions is explored (Marshall & Rossman, 1999; Sackmann, 1991 ). 

Observation as a means of collecting data in qualitative research offers a 

firsthand account of the situation. Combined with interviews, observations allow 

the researcher to understand the meanings that people hold for their everyday 

activities and are an integral part of a holistic research process (Marshall & 

Rossman, 1999; Merriam & Simpson, 2000). Olson (1988) says that even 

though teachers can tell us something about their understanding of the culture 

. and their fit within that culture, we need to have access to the environment in 

order to understand the culture and teaching itself. 

Fourteen of the fifteen teachers were interviewed in this study. All 

teachers were interviewed twice except for one teachers who was interviewed 

three times (Mr. Jackson) and two teachers who were only interviewed once (Mr. 

Creek and Ms. Powell). Most interviews took place in the teacher's adult 

education classroom, except for Ms. Washington (who met me for lunch), Ms. 

Oaks and Mr. Winfrey (who met me at a nearby university), Mr. Jackson (who 

invited me to his high school class), and Ms. Richards and Ms. Jesse (who 

invited me to their homes). Interviews lasted from a half of an hour to two hours 

and were conducted between October 8, 2002 and March 25, 2003. Interviews 

were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. 

In the first interview, teachers were asked about their personal and 

educational backgrounds, their previous experiences as a student and a teacher, 

what brought them to adult education, how they felt about their students, their 
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classroom, and their programs, what methods they employed in the classroom, 

and what their processes of learning were to improve their practice (See 

Appendices for Interview Protocol). 

After the first interview, teachers were observed in the classroom. 

Observations were conducted between October 14, 2002 and January 22, 2003. 

Seven teachers were observed once, seven teachers were observed twice, one 

teacher was observed three times, and one teacher was observed four times. 

usually let the amount of activity and richness of information from the first 

interview dictate whether I needed to return. Sometimes if a lot of activity was 

going on and I needed more time to analyze the relationships I included more 

observation; or, if there was light activity, such as students studying individually 

and quietly and I wanted to have more data from this site, I would include more 

observation. Most observation sessions lasted the duration of the class meeting 

period, which lasted from a minimum of two hours to a maximum of three hours. 

I also observed two faculty meetings during the study period and three school

wide student recognition events (See Table 11 ). 

According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), observations can either be 

participant or non-participant. The former is more difficult than the latter because 

of the dual roles of observer and legitimate member of the group. The range of 

participation went from exclusively observation in four of the classes, to 

conversing with the students and teachers during class in five of the classes, to 

helping students with their work or participating in the group projects in five of the 

classes. Students often asked me questions about graduate school or my 
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<O 
(J) 

Pseudonym 

Brown 
Craig 
Creek 
Lome 
Hen_!Y 
Jackson 
Jefferson 
Jesse 
Oaks 
Powell 
Richards 
Sutton 
Washin_g_ton _(Class 1l* 
Washing_ton _(Class 2)* 
Winfrey_ 
Geor_g_ia 

Interview 
#1 

x 
x 
x 
x 
x 
x 
x 
x 
x 
x 
x 
x 

x 
x 

Table 11 

Observation and Interview Frequency 

Interview Interview Observation Observation Observation 
#2 #3 #1 #2 #3 

x x 
x x x 

x 
x x 
x x x 
x x x x 
x x x 
x x 
x x 

x x 
x x 
x x x 
x x x 

x x 
x 

x x 



research, or talked about how they felt about their teacher. I included these 

comments in my field notes, and although the students were not the unit of study, 

their names and identities remained confidential in my field notes and write-up. 

At the beginning of the school year I began receiving requests to 

substitute teach in the adult basic education classrooms. Because I had never 

been involved in these classrooms as a teacher, it became evident, that if this 

were to continue during the course of the study, my presence in the classrooms 

as a substitute teacher would constitute a form of participant observation. Each 

time I substituted during the course of the study, I wrote up this experience as 

field notes or journal entries. As will become evident in portions of the findings, 

this type of observation became integral to understanding how students reacted 

differently to different teachers. I used these entries to explore issues concerning 

how students interacted with one another in these classrooms and the role and 

relation of administration in helping the "new instructor." 

I wrote up my observations in field notes which included (a) portraits of 

subjects, (b) reconstruction of dialogue, (c) descriptions of physical settings, (d) 

accounts of particular events, and (e) depiction of activities (Bogden & Biklen, 

1998). They also included my thoughts and reactions during the actual activity. 

For each observation, I drew a floor plan of the classroom including the seating 

arrangements and location of the technical equipment in the room. In addition, I 

included a description of everything that was on the walls of the room. I 

attached an "observation sheet" that included the following information: 

• Name of the county (pseudonym) 
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• Teacher's pseudonym 

• Type of site (main campus, postsecondary, private building, school) 

• Date and time of observation · 

• Number of students in attendance 

• Observed race and ethnicity of students 

• Observed gender of students. 

• Observed age range of students 

I also described the physical layouts of the facilities including lighting, 

cleanliness, accessibility, and furnishings. 

Document Analysis 

Researchers supplement interviewing and observation with gathering and 

analyzing documents produced in the course of everyday events or constructed 

specifically for the research at hand (Marshall & Rossman, 1999; Merriam, 1998; 

Merriam & Simpson, 2000). I collected program advertisements, school rules, 

standard forms used for registration and the recording of literacy completion 

points (LCPs), and newsletters. I also collected examples of worksheets used by 

teachers in the classroom and the newspaper articles used with assignments. 

also reviewed documents outside of the realm of the classroom including 

reported outcomes of program completers for the two counties, annual reports for 

the ABE programs, and district population and literacy information. 
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Journal 

In addition to field notes, transcripts, and documents, I faithfully 

maintained a personal journal during the data collection period to record my 

experiences; my ideas, fears, and mistakes, as well as the confusions, 

breakthroughs, and problems that arose during fieldwork (Bogden & Biklen, 

1998; Goodall, 2000; Spradley, 1979). On a weekly basis I wrote my thoughts 

. and concerns using Bogden & Biklen's (1998) guide for reflective analysis (pp. 

124-125): 

• Reflections on analysis - I speculated on what I had learned, emerging 

themes, patterns, connections between data, additional ideas, and 

thoughts that popped up. 

• Reflections on method - I commented on particular strategies, rapport 

with participants, and particular problems. 

• Reflections on ethical dilemmas and conflicts - I reflected on my 

values and responsibilities in relation to my research, conflicts of 

interests, or impending ethical problems. 

• Reflections on observer's frame of mind - I talked about my own 

biases and thoughts before, during, and after the research process. 

• Points of clarification - I corrected informational errors in transcripts or 

observations and made notes to myself about future projects and 

assignments in relation to the study. 
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Ethical Treatment of Participants 

Spradley (1979) advises that ethical treatment of participants in a study 

would entail: 1) considering informants first; 2) safeguarding informants' rights, 

interests, and subjectivities; 3) communicating research objectives; 4) protecting 

the privacy of informants; 5) refraining from exploiting informants; and 6) making 

reports available to informants. 

I attempted to address these issues by contacting the teachers in an open 

form to elicit volunteers instead of using administrative recommendations, and 

also by emphasizing in written and oral means the purposes and intentions of 

my study. During the period of observation I participated as often as possible in 

activities at the sites and offered my services to teachers in the classroom as a 

way of showing my appreciation for them allowing me to interview them and 

observe their classes. 

Before each interview I verbally explained the research process, the 

objectives of the study, and asked permission to audio record interviews. 

Interviews were transcribed verbatim from audiotape to ensure accuracy of the 

data. All participants in the study signed and received a copy of an informed 

consent form that explicitly presented the objectives of the research study, their 

rights as participants, and relevant contact information (See Appendices). 

Interview participants had the option of either asking that audio recording be 

paused, that the interview not be recorded at all, or that their entire involvement 
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in the study be terminated. In addition, they had the protection of saying things 

"off the record" that were not recorded on any field note (Spradley, 1979). 

The identities of the sites and all participants were kept confidential 

through the use of pseudonyms and the elimination of any identifying 

characteristics in field notes and transcriptions of audiotape. Confidentiality will 

continue to be protected. The tapes will be destroyed by December 31, 2005 

after the dissertation process has been completed. 

Each program will receive a report in the form of .an abstract of my 

findings. I am also providing a more detailed account of my findings to the 

teachers in the study. No detailed data that would compromise the identities of 

the informants will be included in any written document to the districts or the 

participants. 

Data Analysis 

The analytic procedure for this study fell into two phases: organizing and 

coding the data; and generating categories, themes, and patterns. 

Organizing and Coding the Data 

Four principal types of data were collected: field notes from classroom 

observations transcripts from interviews and member check discussions, 

classroom and organizational documents, and journal entries. Interviews were 

saved electronically and given a number (i.e., Richards1) that indicated the order 
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of the interview. Observations were given ordinal numbers regardless of the 

teacher (e.g., Observation #1, Observation #2, etc.). 

The initial phase of open coding was based primarily on the research 

questions; therefore, codes typically followed the interview guide and were 

broadly developed for teachers' backgrounds, beliefs, methods, processes of 

interpretation, relationships with other teachers, and influential factors in practice 

(See Table 12). 

Table 12 

Examples of Codes 

ADMIN An mention of administration 

BELIEF Teachers' statements of beliefs 

BKGD (P), (E), (T) Teachers' back round (personal, education, teachin ) 

INPRAC 
METHOD Instructional methods used in the classroom 

POLICY Statements about olicies and rocedures 

TEACH Relationshi s/interaction with other teachers 

Data from interviews and observations of each teachers were coded 

separately as a unit. For instance, I coded all of the interviews and observations 

related to one teacher, and then afterward I moved to the data set collected for 

the next teacher. I made notes as I coded that included my questions of the data 

and perhaps further questions I needed to ask teachers. I also made new codes 
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as I went along and made notes on those. After every three teachers' set of data 

I went back and re-coded according to the new codes that were developing. 

I used Microsoft Excel to organize and sort the codes. For each interview 

transcript, observation, and document, I recorded the location of the codes in an 

Excel spreadsheet (See Table 13). For example, for the transcript "Richards1 ," 

the code "method" was on pages 11, 12, 14, and 16-21. In addition, in the 

Table 13 

Example of First Phase Coding 

Transcript Code Location/Page Number in Transcript 

Richards1 BKGD (P) 2,3,4,5, 6, 7, 13, 14, 16, 19,20,22,23, 

Richards1 BKGD (T) 1,2,3,4, 11, 19,20, 22,23,24,25 

Richards1 CLASS 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 19, 20, 21 

Richards1 DISC 16 
Richards1 EXPER (S) 5, 6 

Richards1 EXPER (T) 5, 6, 7,8,9, 10 

Richards1 FAITH 19,22,23 

Richards1 INPRAC 8, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 24, 25 

Richards1 LEARN (T) 16 

Richards1 MEAN 17, 19,20,21,23,24,25 

Richards1 METHOD 11, 12, 14, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21 

Richards1 MYCN 1,2, 17,24 

Richards1 MYPN 2,9,10,11,25 

Richards1 N/A 11, 12 

Richards1 POLICY 20 

Richards1 RACE 6, 7,8,9 

Richards1 ROLE 22 

Richards1 TEACH 22 

Richards1 UN EXP 17 
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interview transcripts, I recorded the questions (and locations of the answers) that 

were asked of everyone so that I could sort and group text together according to 

the questions. 

To conduct the second phase of coding, I used the spreadsheet to sort the 

codes in alphabetical order by done, so that all "METHOD" would be together, 

and so forth. Using the page locations, I electronically cut and paste the text 

pertaining to each code into separate Word documents so that each code had its 

own separate document. In essence, the Word document was the text version of 

my Excel spreadsheet. I then printed those documents out and open coded 

within the larger codes. For example, "METHOD" was then coded for "stand-up 

teaching," "small group work," "discussion," etc; "BELIEF" was coded for 

"students," "teaching," or "learning." This was done for each broad code. 

Generating Categories, Themes, and Patterns 

This process involves noting patterns that are either evident in the setting 

or expressed by participants. Patton (1990) states that there are two ways of 

representing patterns that emerge from the analysis: (a) use categories 

developed and articulated by the people studied or (b) develop terms for 

categories and patterns of which participants were unaware and/or for which they 

had no labels or terms. 

Using my printed out text, I did three things. From my interview text, I 

searched for patterns, phrases, or general feelings that permeated throughout 

the interviews. In the observations, I used my journal to help frame my thoughts 
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about patterns in the classroom. What patterns were evident in what was 

derived from the field notes? Lastly, I asked questions of all the data collected 

(Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995): 

• What are people doing? What are they trying to accomplish? 

• How do they do this? YJhat specific means and/or strategies do they use? 

• How do members talk about, characterize, and understand what is going 

on? 

• What assumptions are they making? 

• What do I see going on here? What.did I learn from these notes? 

• Why did I include them? 

In the final phase of analysis, I attempted to establish connections 

betwee.n the codes, in essence looking for possible causal relationships or ways 

of explaining the emerging themes. I mapped out predominant issues and 

searched for examples and non-examples (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995). 

then used data, my journal, and literature to explain the connections that I found. 

Trustworthiness 

According to Merriam and Simpson (2000), internal validity in qualitative 

research addresses how close the researcher's findings are to actual reality, 

whereas reliability in qualitative research determines whether the results are 

consistent with the data collected. Lincoln and Guba (1985) however, argue that 

issues of validity and reliability are positivistic in nature and inappropriate for the 
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naturalistic paradigm, and they emphasize instead the establishment of 

trustworthiness of a qualitative study. For them, establishing trustworthiness 

involves the researcher assuring that the findings of the inquiry are worth paying 

attention to. Their Model of Trustworthiness of Qualitative Research has Their 

Model of Trustworthiness of Qualitative Research has four components: 

(1) Credibility is determined by how well the researcher accurately 

reconstructs and represents the multiple realities. 

(2) Transferability tests whether our findings can be applied to other 

settings. It is the responsibility of the researcher to provide thick 

description, an adequate database, and clear examination and 

understanding of the context. 

(3) Dependability in qualitative research is concerned with whether 

data collection methods and interpretations represent the full and · 

complete range and variety of human experiences. 

(4) Confirmability refers to whether the findings, interpretations, and 

recommendations are supported by the data and are inherently 

coherent. 

I addressed trustworthiness by using member checks and triangulation. 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) call member checks the "most crucial technique for 

establishing credibility" (p. 314). I went back to the teachers for a couple of 

reasons. First, I went back to them to go over their beliefs and methods to 

ensure that I had a clear picture of them as teachers. These sessions were 

usuaJly an hour in length. I prepared statements about their beliefs and methods 
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that I thought could be inferred or concluded from the data and asked for their 

feedback. Usually this led to further discussion of the issues (not audio-recorded 

but written down) which was used in conjunction with the original interviews. 

Second, I talked with teachers about my initial thoughts about what I was 

seeing in order to gauge if I were going in the right direction. I would read a 

statement to them such as, "We have no group identity here," or, "We spend 

more time navigating the system than teaching," which represented my view of . 

the emerging patterns. I then asked the teacher to comment and elaborate on 

that what he or she had heard from me. 

Triangulation addresses trustworthiness issues of credibility and 

confirmability. Although this study is qualitative, I triangulated through three 

different means: by using informants with varying experiences, perspectives, 

and backgrounds; by triangulating data collection methods within the qualitative 

paradigm through observation, interview, and document analysis; and by using 

different sources (such as interview transcripts and documents) for the same 

information (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The data collected were constantly 

compared to each other to search for disparities, such as when informants 

provided varying interpretations of similar events or contexts, or when informants' 

statements of behavior and context were not consistent with what I observed and 

recorded in the field notes (Eisner, 1991 ). These inconsistencies were a source 

for further exploration and deeper analysis of the data, and a reinterpretation of . 

the phenomenon on my part through several different lenses. 
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The technique of using journals has already been discussed and need not 

be repeated here. Lincoln and Guba (1985) say that journals which contain 

entries on the researcher's self and research process provides data on the 

human instrument. Journals establish credibility, transferability, dependability, 

and confirmability. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this chapter was to describe the research methodology 

and data collection and analysis strategies that I employed for this study. This is 

a qualitative study informed by an interpretivist perspective. The research design 

borrows from ethnographic methodology as the focus is on the cultural and 

sense making experiences of participants. Data was collected through 

participant observation, interviewing, and document analysis. The data was 

analyzed and coded for themes. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE CONTEXT OF ADULT BASIC EDUCATION PRACTICE 

In this chapter I begin the presentation of data in this study by describing 

the structure and activity of the two governing programs, including administration, 

the sites, and the set up of classrooms. 

Programs 

The Jordan County adult education program is located in 8: group of 

buildings on main campus on the outskirts of town with numerous satellite 
. . 

locations throughout the county. The school district employs approximately 

twenty-one full and part-time ABE/GED teachers who teach at multiple sites . 

throughout the district. Besides the ABE/GED program~ Jordan County offers 

ESL courses, High School Credit, birthing classes, and parenting classes. The 

main campus has two main one-story buildings with two temporary buildings (or 

portables). The main campus has a resource center and a snack room/cafeteria. 

Although the ages vary, most students who attend classes at the main campus 

are under 25. 
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Despite an appearance of autonomy at the satellite campuses, the main 

campus is handled with a tight fist. There are campus monitors and students, 

regardless of age, must have hall passes to go to the snack room, bathroom, or 

resource center. When there is a break between classes and students are 

standing outside, staff personnel are always monitoring the grounds. Students 

are not allowed to be alone in classrooms, regardless of their age, due to school 

district safety policies meant to protect children from harm. 

Throughout the program, students wanting to join a particular GED class 

need only show ·up when class is offered according to the schedule. Potential 

students learn of classes usually through word of mouth or by calling the main 

campus for information. A receptionist or secretary asks the student where he or 

she lives and then gives a list of open classes near that area. Only students who 

have prior discipline problems or criminal records are asked to come speak with 

an assistant principal before starting class, but other than that there is no pre

counseling required for new students. State of Florida regulations require that 

students who are under _eighteen years of age must show proof that they have 

legally dtopped out of school before enrolling in adult education courses. 

Dropouts in Florida have their driving privileges revoked until they can show 

proof of being enrolled in an adult education class for twenty consecutive days. 

I observed first day students in virtually almost every class. Orientation 

was handled similarly in ~ost instances, with only a few exceptions. For the 

most part, students are immediately given paperwork concerning personal 

information and then are asked to take what is referred to as a TABE (Test of 
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Adult Basic Education) locator, which is a brief assessment that tells the teacher 

what level of the TABE to give the student. Next, students take the full battery of 

TABE tests or the TABE survey (a shorter version of the TABE test), whichever 

the instructor prefers, in order to determine the current levels of reading and 

math. Teachers will use this information to decide where students should begin. 

Instructors have to physically drive the test booklets to the main campus 

for processing, which may take a couple of days. Until the results of the T ABE 

are received teachers usually give students essay assignments to complete or 

exercises from the newspaper. When the results are returned to the teacher, he 

or she registers the students for either ABE (equivalent to K12 grades 0.0 - 8.9) 

or GED (equivalent to grades 9.0 to 12.9) coursework. Students then start 

working in class toward improving their levels, either through workbooks, class 

instruction, or various other assignments over a period of time. They are tested 

about once every 3-4 months to ascertain their progress. When students' T ABE 

scores either are near, at, or above GED levels, the teacher gives the student the 

practice GED, and if those scores are near the 41 O mark needed to pass the 

GED, the teacher directs the student to sign up for the GED test. The student 

can take the test in portions or the whole battery at once, but must obtain a score 

of 410 in order to pass. 

In Davis County, traditional ABE classes are held at a main campus 

building. Satellite locations have family literacy programs (grant-funded) where 

ABE/GED classes are main components. Students enroll for the ABE/GED 

program at the school, and can pretty much come and go as they please, 
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although the principal, according to one staff member, has tried to implement a 

stricter approach to attendance for the younger students. Students take the 

same TABE tests as in Jordan County, but based on the results are assigned to 

a group (ABE, pre-GED, or GED). That group takes classes together based on a 

schedule and rotate classes between two teachers and an instructional aide. 

People constantly come in and out of the building all. day. Every time that 

I pulled up there were always students outside around the building. Residents 

from the community, employees from the nearby schools, and other people 

dropped by continuously during the day to talk to the principal, to ask one of the 

teachers to help them with some administrative work, or just to say hello. I often 

heard conversation between the teachers about their personal lives; it was 

obvious that most of the staff in the program had known each other for years. 

From the moment I walked in I was treated like family - to a point. I had 

open access to all classrooms and activity, and was invited to eat with the staff 

and students many times. On two occasions someone had just brought extra 

food from a large weekend event and it was prepared, cooked, and served to all 

the students at lunchtime. I happened to be there the day they decided to have 

an awards ceremony (even though it was not the end of the year) to reward 

students for their hard work. They invited some local retired teachers to come 

and celebrate with them. After the ceremony most of the staff and guests 

(including myself) were just sitting around talking and the principal decided to 

look up the GED scores on the computer. Every time he called out the name of a 

person who had passed, the whole room erupted in applause and joy. People 
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were crying, and everyone was hugging somebody. This continued for about 30-

45 minutes, until about thirteen names were called. Afterward, the principal 

walked over, and when I went to shake his hand to congratulate him on having 

such a good day, he kissed me on the cheek instead. "You're home, now," he 

told me, which I took I mean that I was a part of their "family." 

The Sites 

As was previously discussed, the classroom sites researched in this study 

were quite diverse in terms of location, class times, and set up of classrooms. 

-The sites were fairly balanced between those located on K12 campuses, at the 

adult education program's main campus, in postsecondary education buildings, 

and in non-educational buildings (See Table 14). 

Classroom Space 

At these sites, although nine classes were held in rooms reserved 

exclusively for adult education purposes, four of those rooms were shared 

between two or more adult education classes. Six classes were held in multi

purpose rooms that the host site used for other meetings and events, and only 

one room was shared between a K12 class during the day, and 

an adult education class in the evening. 

The use of classroom space was an issue that teachers mentioned quite 
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Table 14 

Description of Sites 

Brown Non-educational Multi-purpose 
Crai Exclusive 
Creek Main cam us Exclusive 
Geor ia · Non-educational Exclusive 
Lome K12 Exclusive 
Hen Postseconda Exclusive 
Jackson Non-educational Multi- ur ose 
Jefferson K12 Exclusive 
Jesse Main campus Share w/ESOL 
Oaks Non-educational 
Powell Head uarters Exclusive 
Richards K12 Share w/K12 
Sutton Postsecondar 

ton (1) K12 Exclusive 
ton 2 Main cam us Share w/GED 

Winfre Non-educational 

*Morning classes end before noon, afternoon classes end before5:00 p.m., and 
night classes begin after 6:00 p.m. 

**Multi-purpose rooms are used by the site for other purposes besides ABE/GED 
classes. Exclusive use means only that the ABE/GED class is the only class 
held in that room. The other classes have to share space with another adult 
education class or a K12 class 
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frequently in speaking of their daily practice. The most frequently noted issue 

concerned the size of the classrooms. In Ms. Oaks and Mr. Winfrey's classes, 

students sat elbow to elbow in a small room. If attendance is high, Ms. Oaks told 

me, she sometimes has to sit students at her desk. 

Ms. Georgia's classroom is so small that every chair touches ever') table 

in front of it. It is a tight fit, to say the least, even for the smallest of individuals. 

When I observed her class, Ms Georgia, a slender woman, had to slide behind 

every person, constantly saying, "Excuse me," as she tried to fit in rows to help 

students one-on-one. After class she talked with me about it: 

We have 20-25 and you see we seat 18. So we have an issue with 

seating ... and we went to [host site personnel] and then we told them what 

was the issue and they said, "Well, we don't have the classroom. That 

class only used to have six or seven students, and that's what it ran, and 

that's what we actually worked to have. When you first started coming we 

didn't have any students." 

At Mr. Jackson's site, the openness of the huge multi-purpose room 

contributed to the chaos and confusion he experienced as an instructor; people 

were constantly moving through the room and the sound seemed to bounce off 

the walls. Ms. Craig and Ms. Henry share a large room with an office in the 

middle. This is not normally an issue unless Ms. Henry's voice caries over to the 

other side as she teachers her lessons, or the volume of Ms. Craig's students 

during discussions becomes so elevated that Ms. Henry has to come over to 

mention it. 
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Classrooms are either rooms within a building or portable classrooms on 

the grounds of the host site. Ms. Washington, who taught at two different sites 

during the data collection period of this study, loves her exclusive portable space 

that the host site provides her. Her room is filled with her own personal items 

and knick-knacks around the room. Over a period of four years the room has 

become very pe.rsonalized. In contrast, when she took over the night class at the 

main campus, she complained about having to ask for file cabinet space and 

drawers in the desk that two teachers shared. · She made sure to let me know 

when .1 was in the classroom that she was not responsible for anything in the 

room. 

There are other teachers who love their classrooms as well. At Ms. 

Sutton's site, the multi-purpose room is fairly new__.;. built within the last five years, 

and after a history of being moved quite frequently to various locations, she is 

confident that her class has finally found a permanent home. She has the use of 

an automated overhead projector and her very own walk-in closet space for 

materials. The room is carpeted and clean with bright lighting. However, she too 

has to deal with noise and interruption from an adjoining room, as twice a month 

the loud laughter and conversations of a large meeting next door permeates the 

afternoon class. 

Ms. Jefferson likewise enjoys her classroom, which is also held in a newly 

built structure less than five years old. Although her classroom is used 

exclusively for adult education, it was designed with the elementary education 

student in mind. There are cubby holes for student to put their everyday work 
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and the sink, cabinets, and water fountain are all located at lower than average 

levels in order to suit younger students. 

Ms. Richards' experience with her classroom is the worst out of the whole 

group. Ms. Richards must teach in a portable classroom that is utilized by a third 

grade class during the day. She and her students have received notes from the 

day teacher written on large flip chart paper chastising them for moving the 

desks, or putting trash in the trash cans, or using materials in the room. The 

room has poor ventilation, the desks are small (meant for eight year-olds), and 

the carpet smelled of urine the day I was there. Ms. Richards had expected to 

receive a portable classroom for her exclusive use from the school halfway 

through the study, but as of the end of the data collection period had not yet 

moved to a new room. She communicates frequently with her supervisor for 

assistance, who runs interference between her and the principal of the 

elementary school. To decrease the tension of the situation, Ms. Richards tells 

students during orientation and frequently during class not to move the tables at 

all, even if they plan to put them back, and a student brings trash bags so they do 

not put anything into the class' trashcans at night. 

Classroom Set-Up 

There was no standard classroom set up of desks, tables, and chairs. 

Four different arrangements seemed to predominate: 1) in traditional rows of 

desks; 2) groups of two tables facing one another; 3) desks arranged in a U

shape; or 4) desks or tables arranged horizontally side by side. The set-up of the 
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classroom became an important indicator of the teaching-learning process. It 

seemed to contribute to or reflect the level of interaction among students and 

between students and teacher. For example, in the classes with traditional rows, 

I observed little to no interaction between students, and mostly the one-on-one 

interaction between the students and teacher. 

For example, In Ms. Lorne's class, students sat far apart from each other 

and worked quietly for the entire class period. There was no loud talking or 

laughing during the observation period. Students needing assistance went back 

to Ms. Lorne's desk (located behind them in the back of the room) and she talked 

with them quietly about their work, after which they returned to their seats. One 

student even came to her and quietly asked if she could speak to another student 

in the classroom. 

In Ms. Washington's day cla~s, after giving students the assignment for 

today, she mainly stayed at her_ desk (located behind them in the back right 

corner of the room) or at the computer. Students needing to speak with her 

would come to her desk and sit in a chair she provided next to her desk. 

Periodically she would roam up and down the rows asking if anyone needed 

help. I did not observe that anyone ever did. In fact, a student told me outside of 

class that her giving the students the assignment for the day and discussing it 

with them as a class was a rarely seen event. 

The two times that I was in Mr. Creek's class, there was a total of three 

students in the classroom. Mr. Creek's class is small and has rows of attached 

chairs and desks facing his desk. The day I observed his classroom activity, he 
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was not in the classroom; instead he was helping in the kitchen (adjacent to his 

classroom), preparing food for a ~idday lunch that the school was going to have 

together. He periodically popped his head back in the room to bark instructions 

to the three students, who more than once turned on the television to watch BET 

(Black Entertainment Television). Students needing him went back into the 

kitchen to speak and he consulted with them there, even closing the door to the 

kitchen so as to not spread the conversatio"n. The students in the classroom that 

day turned their desks .around so as not to face Mr. Creek and put their desks 

side-by-side. Soon after, I observed them completing the worksheets by using 

the answer key in the back of the book. 

Students in classes with tables that faced one another only spoke to 

people in their immediately vicinity. Only in Ms. Craig's classes with older 

students was this pattern broken. In Ms. Craig and Ms. Henry's younger groups, 

students primarily spoke to people in their immediate vicinity - that is, those 

sitting in front, or to either side - and spoke with them quietly. No matter how 

quiet, Ms. Craig verbally and nonverbally indicated to this younger group that she 

did not appreciate the chatter. In Ms. Washington's night class, this also was 

the case. Students rarely spoke to anyone not sitting with their group and spoke 

quietly during class. Ms. Jefferson had assigned seats in her classroom, sitting 

one student per table facing her desk. Students also are discouraged from what 

Ms. Jefferson would consider as excessive talking; she asks them to stay 

focused and stay on task when conversations erupt. 
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In contrast, students sitting either side-by-side or in U-shaped setups were 

lively, talkative, and social during class time. Students not only spoke frequently 

with the teacher, who stood or sat facing them, but they spoke with people next 

to them or on opposite sides of the room. There was more laughter and chatter 

in these classrooms mixed in with task-oriented activities. Ms. Brown's class sat 

around a group of tables pushed together. Students sat side-by-side around the 

tables in a kitchen table fashion. They spoke to one another across this setting 

continuously during class. 

Almost every classroom was equipped with a TV and an overhead 

projector. Common things seen in all rooms were file cabinets and 2-door 

cabinets for storage and record-keeping. Each class was equipped with either a 

blackboard or a whiteboard, and almost always there was something written on 

it, whether today's assignment, the weekly schedule, policies and procedures, or 

a list of who is ready to take the test. All of the classrooms except for Ms. 

Jesse's and Mr. Creek's were equipped with at least two computers. The 

computers on the main campus in Davis County are all located in Ms. Powell's 

room. On .the Jordan county main campus, there is also a resource center which 

also has several computers. 

All classrooms had numerous bulletin boards which displayed county rules 

and procedures, classroom expectations, and information about other adult 

education programs. Some boards, like Ms. Washington's and the one in the 

multi-purpose room in Davis County, contained pictures and copies of diplomas 

from former students. Other bulletin boards had skill-related rules and theories, 
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such as rules for grammar and the use of the computer in Ms. Jefferson's room, 

or math rules in Henry's room, or theme-related scenes, such as Native 

American History, or Remembrance of 9/11, seen in Ms. Craig's room. Ms. 

Georgia's walls were filled with inspirational sayings and pictures. Ms. Oaks 

placed sentences written as a form of discipline on her bulletin board, calling it a 

Wall of Shame. 

Mr. Jackson's room, located in a drug rehabilitation center, probably has 

the most striking wall scenery. At the front of the room were two large posters 

with twelve commandments to help residents get through their programs. There 

was a huge, colorful painting of the host site's logo on the right-side wall that was 

as large as the wall itself. Alongside it was a large, colorful painting of a swan. 

On the wall behind us were home-made collages that were titled "Examples of 

Sobriety." The reality of the students' lives was quite evident in what was 

presented on the walls around them. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an overview of the programs, sites, and 

classrooms of the two programs. The following chapter looks at descriptions of 

eight of the fifteen teachers in the study. 
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CHAPTER V 

PORTRAITS OF SELECTED TEACHERS 

Introduction 

The question that guided this study was "What are the cultural and 

contextual factors that inform and shape practice in adult basic education? Data . 

for the study was primarily gathered through classroom observation and in-depth 

interviewing of fifteen teachers. This chapter presents portraits of eight teachers 

in the study whose experiences and attitudes exemplify and represent the full 

sample. 

Ms. Craig 

Ms. Craig, a white woman in her early 60s, has been teaching adult 

education since retiring from the school system as an elementary school teacher 

five years ago. This is her third different ABE/GED site; the first two sites were 

closed due to lack of funding. Before joining Jordan County's adult education 

program, she had no prior experience working with adults. Her class is located in 

a postsecondary institution. 
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In interviews and during observations, Ms. Craig reminded me of my own 

elementary school teachers. On the first observation I was struck even by her 

handwriting while she was writing something on the board. Her cursive 

handwriting conformed exactly to the prescribed styles of calligraphy that I had 

learned in the early grades -- like the handwriting charts that adorn the walls and 

tables of elementary classrooms even today. 

When talking to her students collectively, she always referred to them as 

"Class." For example, "Class, I hear a little too much ta_lking this morning ... you 

can't do your best work with a stream of chatter," or, "Class, it's very important to 

practice each day ... you need those skills for the TABE and the GED." I honestly 

felt like I was back in elementary school and just had the sense that "elementary 

school" was as much a part of Ms. Craig's identity as her deep southern drawl. 

Ms. Craig even put smiley-face stickers on students' work when they had 

completed it "You won't believe," she told me, "They love these little smiley- ·· 

face stickers." 

Ms. Craig's students are predominantly black and range in age from 18 

years old to about 50 years old. Students who are under 18 are prevented from 

enrolling due to age restrictions imposed by the host site. Most of them are in 

class to get a GED, but some students already have diplomas and are either 

trying to improve their T ABE scores to get into vocational programs or are 

working to improve their skills to get a better job. She told me that students often 

do not talk about themselves openly in class. "I get to know them quite well with 
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the creative writing they do and the essays they write. That's the best way to get 

to know them. They. don't tell you much." 

I observed Ms. Craig using large-group instruction, individual 

assignments, individualized instruction, and guided/discussion techniques. Her 

. class is pretty routine and well-organized. Every day all classes go over a 

grammar exercise on the board from a book called, Caught'ya! Grammar With a 

Giggle, which asks students to correct sentences for punctuation. She also uses 

the standard GED materials from the Contemporary and Steck-Vaughn series, 

along with the newspaper once a week for essay writing and critical thinking. 

Every time that I was in the classroom she had grammar rules and 

examples on the board, including subject-verb agreement, subject pronouns, and 

punctuation marks. After she presents the grammar lesson for the day, she has 

assignments for each student to do based on his/her academic level. On 

Wednesdays and Thursdays students read and answer questions from the 

newspaper. 

Ms. Craig shares a classroom with another teacher in the morning. Ms. 

Craig teaches social studies, language arts, and reading while the other teacher 

handles math and science. The class is divided into three different groups based 

on the math TABE levels. Students rotate every hour between the two teachers 

and a computer lab. 

D~ties are split between the two teachers and Ms. Craig handles 

attendance. Students who are not there within fifteen minutes of class start time 

are not permitted to attend class and are counted as absent. Some students 
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who have consistent transportation problems or family responsibilities are put on 

a special schedule. Ms. Craig feels that this policy - dictated by administration -

is an inflexible one. For her, it is more important for students to be there and 

working hard than to be on time. 

We had another student who was not _on special schedule ... She has to 

drive from town, take her little child over to the hospital, drop the child off . 

at her sister's, drive back over here and get here by 8:15 ... So, I put her on 

special schedule ... What if we had dismissed her? I'm not as concerned 

with LCPs (Literacy Completion Points) as I am with progress the students 

make because ... it's not just for them, but statistics have proven, not only 

will they have a better life, but their children and children's children ... if we 

dismiss them for any little thing ... they're losing out, we're losing out, all of . 

society is losing out. 

One interesting aspect of Ms. Craig's classes was her approaches to 

issues of ethnicity and race. She taught a unit on Native Americans near the 

beginning of the data collection period. Her bulletin board had posters of Native 

Americans and scenes of lifestyles of different Native American groups. She 

recounted a personal story concerning Native Americans during one observation 

[Observation #7]: 

She tells the class about when she and her husband were traveling in 

South Florida and they wanted Indian souvenirs. They pulled over whe.n 

they saw an Indian family on the side of the road and her husband asked 

for souvenirs. "Me have no souvenirs," she tells us the man said, 

125 



deepening her voice. She crosses her arms to indicate how the man was 

standing when he said this. She tells us they were dressed traditionally 

and says, "I guess there are Indians who still live the same way ... it's really 

sad that they still live this way." She goes over the lives of Indians during 

the exploration period ... talks about how it's probably the "worst period in 

our history" how the Europeans treated Indians. 

"I just love talking about Indians and their way of life," she told me afterwards in 

interview. On the one hand, I was impressed at her having a structured lesson 

about Native Americans and being critical about how they were treated, and on 

the other hand, I was disappointed that she felt it was "really sad they still live this 

way." I interpreted her story about meeting the Native American man quite 

differently, and wondered to myself if he spoke in that manner ("Me have no 

souvenirs") as a sign of disgust because her husband assumed all Native 

American families in that part of the country sold souvenirs. 

In another observation, Ms. Craig started her Black History unit with her · 

two mature-aged groups [Observation #22]. 

Next she takes out her Black History folder. There are many laminated 

posters in there with text and a picture of a child. She tells us that she 

wrote this play for her elementary school children and the picture is the 

child who did the skit. Each speech begins with "Who Am I?" and then 

she reads the person's story so the students could guess. She did Stevie 

Wonder, Harriet Tubman, Madame CJ Walker, Booker T. Washington, Bill 

Cosby, Rosa Parks, Thurgood Marshall, and Maya Angelou. After these 
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she said, "You wanna do more?" and "Ooh! We gotta do Martin Luther 

King tomorrow." The woman at my table winked at me said, "Look'a 

there ... she likes that." 

Later that day when students talked about politics and how Democrats 

and Republicans were both bringing the country down, Ms. Craig talked to the 

students about Booker T. Washington's speeches and how he told whites that a 

consequence of not helping blacks succeed would translate into failure for blacks 

and whites. During the second interview Ms. Craig gave me a black .children's 

book as a g.ift, telling me that it would instill "African-American pride in any child." 

Another interesting aspect was the phenomenal differences in Ms. Craig 

interactions with younger and older students. The younger group did not 

respond to questions from Craig, did not speak to others not sitting close to them, 

and did not greet anyone leaving or coming. During all observations, Ms. Craig 

scolded younger students for talking during class and strolled nearby tables of 

the younger students who did not seem to be focused on work. Even when I met 

with her for the last time as part of the member check, she told me that her new 

students (younger) complained that she would not let them talk in class. 

The two mature groups, on the other hand, competed to answer questions 

from Ms. Craig, competed to come to the board to solve a problem, and 

supported one another when one did not understand or had answered the 

question incorrectly. I found the exchange between her and the older-aged 

groups to be invigorating. She allowed these students to disagree and she even 

participated in verbal exchange with one older student over policy. "I think it's 
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very important to hear their opinion," she told me during interview. "You're free to 

express your opinion. We live in a free country." 

Ms. Georgia 

This is Ms. Georgia's first year teaching adult basic education. She has 

been teaching the English as a Second Language class for several years. She 

has a bachelor's degree in criminology and a master's degree in public 

administration. She recently quit her managerial position in state government in 

favor of teaching ESL and ABE classes. Ms. Georgia's class meets five 

mornings a week at a site dedicated to workforce development. Half of her 

clients are single-parents mandated by the state government to attend GED 

classes. The class is filled predominantly with black students under the age of 

25. 

When Ms. Georgia, a black woman in her early 30s, was in school she 

was in high-level or gifted classes and understood what it was like to be what she 

phrased as "the only one" (only black student), forced to make it alone. She not 

only had to get along with the people in her class who were different from her 

ethnically, she then had to learn to get along with "the people in the hallway" who 

were different from her academically. This is why she advocates small-group 

work in her classroom, because "people need to learn to get along together in the 

workplace." 
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Ms. Georgia feels that the K12 system failed to meet her students' needs. 

She rarely spoke about what her students did not have. Instead she talked about 

what the system did not give them, what schools did not give them, and what 

teachers did not ~ive them. "Instead of blaming the kid, we missed the boat 

somewhere," she told me. "We could've done something differently." 

Describing herself as a high.achiever in school, Ms. Georgia sets the 

same high standards for herstudents. She does not accept nor does she allow 

them to accept anything less. 

No, this is school. This is serious. You're serious about this. You're not 

going to be in here a whole year. You're not going to be here two years. 

We getting in here and getting out of here, because you have something 

else to do. You got to get to college.· .. why are you wasting your time 

here? And that's the push and the motivation and it's worked. It has 

worked and I've been very pleased. 

Ms. Georgia uses five different teaching methods in the classroom: large

group· instruction, small-group work, guided discussion, individual assignments, 

and self-paced instruction. She creates a very structured environment; the 

content to be discussed is scheduled weekly and she divides the class period 

into equal increments. She explained to me her rationale for using different 

methods. 

I'm finding that it captures their attention; it keeps them more focused, and 

then as questions arise, it's not just me teaching. Their peers are also 

teaching them ... and the students value their peers. 
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Ms. Georgia believes that students should acquire life skills beyond GED 

content, and so she incorporates these skills into the curriculum. For instance, 

she incorporates public speaking assignments as part of her workforce 

development component. "You have to be able to communicate with people, 

she told me. "Many .of our students have not had that opportunity to 

communicate productively." In order to spark discussion of personal enrichment 

issues, she asks a student every morning to read an inspirational passage based 

on the theme of the day, which is usually posted on the board. The class then 

talks about what the passage means and how it speaks to them on a personal 

level. 

Like other adult basic education teachers with younger students, Ms. 

Georgia spends a considerable amount of time managing student behavior. She 

told me she felt like she was a high school teacher. During my observation, she 

quieted the class several times, collected notes being passed between students, 

and separated students who she felt talked too much when they were together. 

When a student she was sitting near kept talking after she had already separated 

him from another student, she turned and hit him firmly on the shoulder. He 

playfully grabbed his shoulder, yelled out as if in pain and turned around. The 

day of our first interview she kept a student after class for detention because she 

had to go across the street to get him during class time from a nearby fast food 

restaurant. In our second interview, Ms. Georgia was beginning to wonder if the 

. tight structure of her class was keeping students away. "I asked Ms. Thompson 
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[supervisor] is there something I'm not doing right because my people aren't 

showing up. Is it too structured?" 

Since this is her first year teaching adult basic education, she does not yet 

understand how to use the system to her advantage. She does not have much 

contact with other teachers and her supervisor, who is also new to adult basic 

education, is likewise on a learning curve. The lack of information about the 

unwritten rules of practice has caused her to miss valuable Literacy Completion 

Points. The informal system has also prevented her from incorporating new 

ideas into the classroom. She wanted to institute report cards for her students 

and she was advised against it by her supervisor and other teachers. She 

mentioned to me that she wanted to incorporate more faith- and family-based 

discussion into the classroom, but she had been discouraged by others against 

taking this kind of initiative. 

Ms. Georgia was the only teacher who admitted to me that her beliefs and 

practices had changed as a result of teaching. "I've not always been a flexible 

person ... If nothing else, it really improved my ability to relate to different people." 

Mr. Jackson 

Mr. Jackson, a black man in his early 50s, has over 25 years of high 

school teaching experience and over five years of adult basic education 

experience. Most of his experience in adult basic education has been in 

correctional institutions and drug rehabilitation programs. His class of men and 
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women between the ages of 25 and 70 meets twice weekly in the evenings at a 

drug rehabilitation center. Mr. Jackson was raised and educated in a small 

nearby town during Jim Crow and the early days of desegregation. He has a 

bachelor's degree in mathematics and is one course shy of his master's degree 

in educational leadership. Mr. Jackson was one of only two black male ABE 

instructors in the program. He left the adult basic education position halfway 

through the study to accept an evening teaching position at the community 

college. 

Mr. Jackson pointed to the past as having been a strong influence on his 

current teaching philosophy. He mentioned positive and negative experiences 

with teachers that continue to play out in his classroom behavior. He told me 

about teachers in his younger years who were ahead of their time. He also told 

me about teachers who degraded him and did not believe in him. Both 

experiences have stayed with him and are now a part of his everyday practice. 

For most of his career in adult education he has worked with 

disadvantaged groups, particularly drug offenders. Their special needs and 

demands cause him to be more generous in enrollment, spend more time after 

class, and be more flexible in his teaching style than he might be with other 

populations. His experiences with them provided him with insights as to the 

various issues they bring with them to the learning experience. He said that his 

students have low confidence because of years of perceived failure: 

Most of them have blocks about their ability to learn and to excel. Not all 

of them, now, but like the vast majority of them have self-esteem problems 
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and a lot of it is tied to their ability to do well academically ... "I've been 

dumb all my life. I've never been able to do math ... I can't spell. .. " 

I observed this class twice. This was the largest class I observed in my 

study (36 students), and it also contained the largest range of academic abilities, 

from low literates to college graduates. They demanded a lot of attention. 

could not keep up with Mr. Jackson's movements on paper as he whizzed 

around the room seemingly speaking or making eye contact with every single 

student in the room. "This is a workout," he told me during a break. "I'm tired at 

the end of this." I was tired watching him. 

This group was not inhibited from participating and they seemed excited to 

be in class. Mr. Jackson guessed that this was because they wanted a 

distraction from the numerous support groups and meetings they were forced to 

attend. They continued to volunteer for questions, even when they answered 

incorrectly. I noticed that when students did not respond to the answers 

correctly, Mr. Jackson would always walk over and place his hand on their 

shoulder before telling them "no" or "good try." "My reason for doing that," he told 

me later, "is I don't want them to feel put down. I know how I used to feel in class 

sometimes when I gave a wrong answer.'' 

Mr. Jackson went through a series of grammar worksheets by calling on 

various students to help complete the answers. Several times he stopped during 

the lesson to ask tangential questions related to the content, or give a personal 

story that related to the content. He also talked to them about tools they needed 

in life like speaking standard English. One man asked a question not using 
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correct grammar. "Uh, oh. Haven't we been talking about good English and all 

that?" The man corrected his sentence and everyone in class clapped. "Very 

good," Mr. Jackson told him, "That was a nice recovery, then." He told the class 

that night that these exercises were to help them develop comprehension skills; a 

lack of comprehension was a major block to reading. "I know some of you say 

you work with your hands, you don't need this." 

A young man stood up in class to volunteer to read. ·"I really don't know 

how to read that good," he said before starting. "I'd like to practice more, 

though." Mr. Jackson congratulated him and talked to the class about 

overcoming their fears of reading aloud or asking questions in front of the class. 

When I asked him later what inspired him to talk on that topic, he said he 

understood how some of them might feel, referring to his years in high school 

during the infancy of desegregation. 

It was bad back then ... the teacher couldn't say Negro. She said 

Nigras ... and she thought she was being proper when she said 

Nigra ... when you're at 16 or 17 and you're dealing with that, and you 

know they are watching everything you do, and if you can't speak, then 

you feel more pressure, and I'm saying ... I'm 16 now and I know the 

teacher's against me, and all the students ... they're looking at me. So I 

just felt pressured ... and I'm thinking the class, there may have been 2 or 3 

of us ... you know ... out of the 30 ... and l'm ... l'm just saying, f was nervous 

having to do that at 16 in front of what I felt was a hostile audience ... But I 

remember being up there under that podium and I was shaking and end 
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up ... after ... after a couple of minutes your leg would straighten out and 

then you could get past that and the thing about it. .. we did better than a 

lot of them [white students] considering the circumstances there ... 

Mr. Jackson had an ethnically mixed class, but he often referred to the 

black male students as "my brother." Ironically, even though Mr. Jackson 

cautioned students on the use of standard English, he often reverted to 

vernacular English, especially when he was excited about a student's progress. 

"I tell you, you be listening and reading!" Mr. Jackson told one man before giving 

him "dap" (bumping fists). When an older black man answered a question 

correctly, Mr. Jackson again walked over and "gave him dap." "We're old 

school," Mr. Jackson said to the class. "We went to school a long time ago when 

you had to know something to get ahead." 

I did not notice any remarkable differences in how he related to white 

students, except to say that during my observations he did not refer to the males 

as "brother," nor did he "give them dap" when they answered a question 

correctly. He gave words of praise and encouragement, but it did not include the 

behaviors I mentioned above. He told me in one of the interviews that he 

believes that he generally can get along with most groups, but wondered how he 

would fair against an ultra-conservative (prejudiced) white class. "I don't think I 

would teach anymore," he told me. 

Mr. Jackson talked to me about understanding his role as a black teacher 

with the black students. "I want to make sure we reach them in particular," he 

told me "We're behind as a race in education. I want to make sure I help in , 
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that. .. Black people seem to be more motivated when they see a black teacher," 

he said. "They tend to be more receptive and anxious." 

The second time I observed Mr. Jackson's class, the class was working 

out of individual workbooks, but this did not decrease the chaos nor the amount 

of attention that each person needed. Mr. Jackson asked me to work with a low 

literate male at a separate table, but I took the time to look around during the two 

hours to catch the activity. I noticed that for the first twenty minutes Mr. Jackson . 

sat at the computer stations getting people set up to workthere, but as soon as 

he would leave two or three people would raise their hands for help because they 

had gotten stuck. I noticed him trying to sit with different people during this time, 

but he could never give more than five or ten minutes to each person; someone 

was always calling his name. During breaks I walked around and helped people, 

but even after ten minutes I was frustrated and tired. There were so many 

people needing help and there just wasn't enough of me to go around. 

It was obvious to me during interviews that Mr. Jackson was frustrated 

with his job and had doubts about whether he should continue. The size of his 

class and the lack of adequate classroom space that prohibited outside 

distractions were talking its toll: 

I'm just saying, I gotta figure out a way of reducing my numbers so I can 

have something a little bit more manageable, and that's what I'm leaning 

more towards right now. But next year, I don't know that I want to come 

back there, period, because I don't like the set up of the classroom. I like 

to have a classroom with some walls. 
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Mr. Jackson usually is at the site for an extra hour (unpaid) each night 

answering student questions and regrouping from "the marathon." He had asked 

for another teacher or an aide and was told that there were not enough funds. 

The night I observed I waited at least 30-45 minutes after class to speak with 

him. By the second interview his tone indicated that perhaps he might go in 

another direction: 

I appreciate the work, but there comes a point where if it's not beneficial 

for me, and I'm tired, I'm run down at the end of the week, you have to ask 

yourself a question ... can I do without these $350 [monthly pay]? 

Ms. Jefferson 

Ms. Jefferson was the first teacher I asked to participate in my study; I had 

volunteered in her class the year before as part of a class requirement. I also. 

had substituted for her twice before. Ms. Jefferson, a white woman in her late 

40s, has been teaching adult education for her program for five years and had 

taught previously in elementary and middle school for over 20 years. She taught 

at another site previously and came to this site when it opened nearly two years 

ago. Ms. Jefferson has experience in international schools, Department of 

Defense schools, and three different alternative schools for boys. She had 

taught adult education in another state before moving back to Florida. 

Ms. Jefferson initially learned about the GED program through what one 

might call "investigative reporting": 
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JE: I wondered what GED was.-.. since there weren't that many jobs on 

base ... I thought if I went in and asked about the job the person 

might think I'm trying to take her job ... so I thought, I know, the best 

way to really learn what GED is, is to go in and be a GED 

student. .. I felt dishonest after I got the end of my survey ... I just 

said I really felt like the best way to learn what you do as a teacher 

and what it's like to be a good GED student is to carry a book 

around and to go in as one. 

K: What did you learn? 

JE: I learned how to approach a student, how to make them feel 

comfortable ... I learned that if you're not supportive to an adult they 

don't stay ... I just learned the importance of making that person feel 

comfortable and there's no stupid answers. 

In fact, this "investigative reporting" and observation are how Ms. Jefferson 

chooses to learn in her present position. She was only one of two teachers I 

spoke with that talked about visiting other classrooms and observing teachers as 

part of her professional development: 

Something that we have really loved about Ms. Tomlin (supervisor) is 

we're allowed to go visit other teachers and so that's the very best 

extension yet. I went to see Ms. Henry ... and then I went to Ms. Georgia 

because she had older students ... with Ms. Henry, I couldn't figure out how 

you teach .when everybody is on a different math level, how do you pick 

one thing ... Ms. Henry goes more into the nuts and bolts ... and I'm just 
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gonna have to do that for my kids ... I tell you something I learned from Ms. 

Craig ... her students are low and she's still scaffolding ... ! help until you 

can get to the next level ... she wrote a decent sentence for them ... then 

she gave them the words ... from there they picked what they wanted to 

pick there ... that's great ... 

Ms. Jefferson's students are predominantly white .and under 21. In fact, in 

almost two full years of operation at the site, she has only had two black 

·students. She describes her students as coming from affluent families; students 

dropped out because of hanging with the wrong crowd, acting out in school, 

truancy, pregnancy, drugs, bad reputations, and not fitting in economically. 

According to her, 80°/o of her students have been arrested at some point. 

value": 

Ms. Jefferson points to her faith as guiding her practice, calling it her "core 

When I see someone who's made a lot of mistakes in their juvenile life, 

how can you dislike them? I mean ... that's God's child just like you are 

and to judge them and to not be there to help them along ... God just 

wouldn't have that. .. and when you've been given grace, which I've been 

given a lot, then why wouldn't you give that to someone else ... 

She leads a Bible study group for teachers at the site once a week. She 

spiritually counsels distraught parents and students off hours, usually asking 

them if prayer and reading the Bible will give them any comfort: 

If they seem interested, I'll ask them what church they go to ... I will say 

that I see a lot of crying parents and a lot of crying kids, and when they're 
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at that point, and they're asking me ... you know ... what can I do? I do say 

that. 

Ms. Jefferson's classes are highly structured and organized. Students sit 

one or two to a table in assigned seats. The first hour of the day is large-group 

instruction; students correct a paragraph for punctuation together from Daily 

Geography, discuss and write down the word of the day from the Vocabulary 

Cartoons book, and study phonetic spelling. After that time is over they work on 

the content for the day according to the posted schedule: 

• Monday - Essay, Language Arts 

• Tuesday - Math 

• Wednesday- Social Studies 

• Thursday - Workforce Development 

• Friday - Science 

Ms. Jefferson places more emphasis on classroom management than any 

other teacher. Due to the age of most of her students and their prior histories in 

school, Ms. Jefferson firmly believes in a disciplined and managed classroom 

environment, where teachers firmly guide and work with students to achieve their 

goals. "You give them some freedom, but not total," she told me. This value was 

exemplified in her classroom policies, how she spoke with students, and what 

she expected from her students. "I don't know how much longer I'll be allowed 

to teach with my values," she told me. She felt as if fewer and fewer people 

agreed with her practices, but she would leave her job before compromising her 

140 



values. She credited one of her undergraduate professors with instilling in her 

the importance of good classroom management. 

The thing that she taught us was you have good disc!pline in the 

classroom, and she taught us how to do it, and she taught us by doing it 

with us, and I got it. .. You're not lazy ... you know ... you get 

involved ... you're not sitting at your desk the whole time ... you're up, you're 

with them, you are constantly involved. You're prepared. You don't go in 

and wing it by the seat of your pants. 

The adult education program rules clearly stipulate that students eighteen 

years of age or older have rights of privacy, meaning that parents or other 

responsible parties are not supposed to be informed by teachers of their adult 

children's attendance patterns or work product. For those students living with 

their parents, being in Ms. Jefferson's class means a waiving of those privacy 

rights. She feels that if the student is still living with parents, he or she is still 

under the parent's support. New students who are living with their parents, 

regardless of age, are asked to bring their parent or guardian in for a parent 

conference before they start with the class. During this orientation, Ms. Jefferson 

goes over the classroom rules and expectations and shows them the portfolio 

notebook that the student will produce in class. Ms. Jefferson explained the 

benefits of this meeting: 
I 

What I love about the parent orientation is, the kids will say, my parent 

doesn't ask me every single day was I in school, was on time, 'cause they 

know you're gonna call, and so it's not an issue anymore ... I tell them it's 
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meant to be a bridge builder. When you're doing what you need to do in 

class, your parents are relieved. They're happy. It's probably gonna free 

up maybe some other responsibilities ... things they haven't given you. 

Attendance policies are strict. Students who are absent and do not call in 

are called at home and asked about their absences. Parents who financially 

support their children, regardless of the student's age, are informed of the 

student's activities, progress, and absences. In her class, "one minute late is 

late," and after the second time the student's parents are called and informed. 

Excessive tardiness results in being asked to stay home for a couple of days. 

Three unexcused absences result in a conference with the student, where the 

student is asked to join another class that may better fit their scheduling and 

academic needs. Ms. Jefferson sees this as giving the student an opportunity to · 

choose an environment that fits his needs. 

She also calls with news about progress or great behavior on the student's 

part. "Most of the time I call for good stuff, and I wait a month because I don't 

want to have you be good for a week and then mess up ... almost all my kids have 

never had a teacher call their parents and say they're doing a great job at 

something." 

Ms. Jefferson's expectations for students beyond the GED play out in her 

everyday practice. She says that she operates her classroom in this structured 

fashion because it is what is expected of them outside of school; the reason for 

her strictness is to get them ready for the real world, where employers and 

colleges expect students to be present and on time. Students who score high on 
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TABE tests and are ready for the GED are allowed to work with teachers in the 

elementary school as tutors twice a week. Students fill out paperwork as actual 

school volunteers and use the experience as part of their portfolios. The 

relationships have been a great public relations tool for the GED program at the 

school, and work to build self-esteem for the students, who get to work with 

younger children. Ms. Jefferson said that besides one exception, the tutoring 

program for GED students has been a success. 

Her expectations also translate into the type of assignments that are given 

in class. Students develop a resume portfolio as a PowerPoint presentation that 

can be presented to employers. The portfolio includes reference letters, 

biographies, a resume, and samples of their work. Many times in class Jefferson 

refers to behavior or assignments in the context of what is expected "on the job" 

or "in college" or "in the real world." 

During my observation one day, the essay topic for the day was about 

moving out on your own. Many of her students had either tried to run away or 

move out on their own but had not succeeded. She talked about how she turned 
' 

one student's desires for independence into a learning lesson: 

C wanted to move out. .. sixteen, never had a job, no car ... never worked a 

day in his life ... I made that a topic of discussion. I said, "Many, if not all of 

you, have already done that, and now I know that you're living back home. 

Would any of you ... like to address why it looks so good to move out, and 

you moved back in?" So his class assignment had been ... now let's get 

you ready to move out. .. and call the electric company, the phone 
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company, the cable company, and find out how much the deposit was ... T 

helped me with him. He had to come up with a month budget for 

food ... Are you gonna wash your clothes, body soap, shampoo ... are you 

gonna get a haircut? He was like, "Oh," and so by the time he got his list 

he was like, "Oh, my gosh." We hadn't even counted car payment, car 

insurance, so he's kinda seeing ... 

She describes her role with students as facilitator or guide, but never 

mother. She's a friend with the adults but not with the younger adults. There 

was definitely a sense in the classroom of authority and respect from the 

students toward her. The language of her instruction; that is, the words she 

chose to use with students and the manner in which she used them is something 

that stood out for me. Her speech toward students is filled with compliments and 

encouragement; she seems to direct every exchange between herself and the 

students toward their own progress and improvement. From my field notes 

[Observation #11 ]: 

She begins to write on the blackboard and when she writes "eighteen year 

olds," a students says, "I was about to tell you the dashes." "You are so 

sharp in English," she tells him. "That's why I want you to take the pre

GED on Friday because I think you'll pass it. "She co~tinues to write the 

essay topic on the board. 

Before our first interview she had told the class to not disturb h_er because she 

would be busy. However, halfway through the interview, a student opened the 
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door to where we were sitting to announce that he had found a mistake. She told 

him: 

I'm so proud and pleased that you found that, J. Now didn't I say not to 

disturb me and Ms. Burgess for the next 30 minutes? Do you mind taking 

that back to your desk and working for awhile? Thank you. 

Ms. Lome 

Ms. Lome is in her second year of teaching adult basic education. This is 

her second time teaching for this program, having left the first time a couple of 

years ago due to the ov~rload of paperwork that comes along with the job. Now 

she is back to make extra money to help her two children away in college. Ms. 

Lome, a black woman in early 40s, has a bachelor's degree in journalism and is 

currently working on a master's degree in adult education. She is a professional 

staff trainer and private consultant with over fifteen years of professional 

experience who trains and works with adults for a living. She designs and 

delivers. I personally knew Ms. Lome prior to the start of the study. 

Her classes are held twice a week at night in a local middle school on the 

south side of town. Ms. Lorne's classes are small; there were only six people in 

attendance on the night I observed and they sat far apart from one another in the 

room and worked exclusively out of books. It was very quiet. 

Instruction was exclusively individualized. I was surprised that she had 

less interaction and activity in her class than any other teacher in the study. She 
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told me that the only time she ever worked with them as a group was if she were 

being evaluated; then she usually did a workforce development session. There 

was absolutely no interaction between students the entire two hours I was there. 

There was no talking and no noise except for the loud air conditioner. Ms. Lome 

sat at the back of the room behind the students' desks. When students needed 

help or finished their work, they came back to her desk. She spoke with them 

quietly (I could barely hear anything that was said), checked their work with a 

highlighter, and assigned them more work to do. There was no physical 

indication that this room was used for adult education besides the screensaver 

on the computer. Ms. Lome had no personal items on the desk. In fact, it was 

perfectly bare. 

Ms. Lome is philosophically opposed to most rules and policies in her 

program. For one, she feels that the rules are too K12 oriented and do not apply 

to her students. She feels that the emphasis on LCPs detracts from the real 

work of teaching, which is helping students to achieve their goals, whatever they 

may be. This apparent mismatch with program philosophy has resulted in her 

keeping distance from other teachers in the program. 

_Just listening in the meetings with them I know that I'm a rebel. I know 

that I'm going this way and everybody else is ... and that's great for them, · 

but it doesn't work for me ... 

When class first started, Ms. Lome asked a student if she wanted to work 

on the computer. Ms. Lome asked her specific questions about using the 

computer, including whether she had ever worked with a mouse. I asked her if 
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those types of questions were standard. "Yes, because of my training 

background," she told me. "I don't assume so I always ask, especially if the 

student has been out of school awhile and doesn't work around them. She also 

thought it important to talk to her young, black female students about the 

importance of buying books and reading to their children. I overheard her tell a 

student at her desk, "Use one simple book. If you start now, by kindergarten, I 

guarantee she'll be okay." During our first interview, I asked her more what she 

feels she needs to communicate to students: 

When I'm in the classroom and I'm teaching, I know that there's some 

things that I want to get across to the class that I think are very important 

because they've made a difference in my life and I can see the value and . 

how they fit in. I want to make sure that gets across but how I present it is 

gonna vary from class to class based on all that they're telling me and 

giving me. Basically they shape a lot of the classes that I teach. 

She added that her philosophy of sharing knowledge was influenced by 

previous experiences with people who kept knowledge from her: 

I'd never worked on a computer before in my life. They wouldn't show me 

how to use it. Nobody would show me. "Well, we'll show you. We'll show 

you." "No problem," I said. Get on there ... barn, barn, barn, barn ... beep, 

beep! Beeps all over the place. Did I care? Kept going. Then they 

showed me what to do ... they.said they didn't want me to tear it up ... and 

that point forward I thought that was the ugliest thing in the world that 

people would have knowledge and not share it with others. I thought that 
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it was horrible. What a way to try to hold somebody down! When I saw 

that, not a light, but a flame went off in me, and I said, 'Never again would 

I have information that I'm not willing to share with others,' 'cause I. .. I just 

saw how dirty, ugly, and nasty that was, and recognized that it was ... it 

was coming from a place where people were ... um ... insecure and jealous 

and unsure and afraid ... and l ... you know ... that's a horrible place to be. I'll 

never be there and I will never ever keep anything up here (points to her 

head). 

Ms. Oaks 

Ms. Oaks has been teaching adult education for two and a half years and 

it is the only teaching job she has ever had. Her education and previous 

professional experiences are in criminology. She came into teaching by 

accident; she had originally applied for another position with the program, and 

when the assistant principal noticed her background in corrections, she · 

encouraged her to take the teaching position in a correctional institution. 

I knew Ms. Oaks, a black woman in her early 30s, prior to the beginning of 

my study. I noticed early on how frustrated she was with her job. She 

complained about it often and did not seem to have the love or passion for her 

teaching as I had envisioned a teacher might: 
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See teaching's not my passion. Those people are passionate about 

teaching ... they wanna change the world and sometimes I think I started 

teaching for the wrong reasons. 

Ms. Oak's primary goal seemed to be to find employment outside of the 

classroom. She told me that when the focus groups were held in the past she 

would only go so she could get paid for the hour. When we were at an out of 

town conference she attended sessions geared mainly toward administrators and 

did not seem interested in bringing home materials to help her in class. She is 

just finishing up her graduate degree in adult education which she says does not 

apply to her present position because she purposely chose courses that help her 

administratively and purposely avoided method courses. "If I don't see 

progress," she said, "I am going to just completely change my career." Out of all 

of the teachers, Ms. Oaks complained the most about not feeling like a part of the 

group. She only seemed to communicate with Mr. Winfrey and Ms. Lome, two 

other black teachers in her group under the supervision of Ms. Vandella. She 

was hurt that after two and a half years of being there, she still had to present 

identification and tell the receptionist her name to get her paycheck. She even 

had been mistaken for a student and yelled at by a staff member for not being in 

class. She had to introduce herself just _recently to the principal at an out of town 

conference. 

Ms. Oaks teaches two all-female classes in a correctional institute, three 

hours each. The class meets five days a week. Ms. Oaks was one of only two 

teachers in the study who worked thirty hours during the week. This is her only 
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job. On the day I observed there was only one white woman in the class and she 

was working as an aide because she had already passed her GED. The other 

women in both classes were black. After getting over the initial stress of going 

into a correctional facility for the first time, I actually enjoyed my time with this 

class. The women were funny and engaging, and they respected Ms. Oaks, who 

served more as their mother than their teacher. According to Ms. Oaks, female 

students are more difficult to teach than male students because of the problems 

that they bring with them into the classroom, such as missing their children or 

problems with their families. She called it "extra baggage" because it transferred 

to other people in the room, including her. 

The language and tone of voice she used with her students reminded me 

of my mother and my friends' mothers growing up. When a student asked her a 

question that Ms. Oaks felt the answer was pretty obvious (regarding class 

procedures), Ms. Oaks said to her, "I'll hit you in the head with my heel." Another 

student kept calling her name and she said to the student without looking at her, 

"Do you see me paying attention to you?" A third student tried to take something 

off her desk and she slapped the woman's hand, saying loudly, "Get out of my 

desk!" When I was working with two students on their timetables, one tried to go 

do something else and Ms. Oaks yelled, "You sit down and learn those 

timetables until 2:00!" The students seemed uniformly used to her tone; they 

were receptive to it and even laughed at times. When I asked her about this 

tone, Ms. Oaks told me that she had to speak on their level in order to get 

anything accomplished. Her method of punishment for students cursing, 
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cheating, or lying was to have them write sentences to be placed on "The Wall of 

Shame." She told me that her supervisor didn't approve of that practice. 

She spoke in an elevated volume for some parts of the class as students 

talked and joked amongst themselves. They joked me with me, they joked with 

her, and the joked with each other. I deserved it. I was acting like a scared 

mouse at first, clutching my notebook and pen like someone was going to attack 

me. One student actually pointed that out and everyone laughed, including me. 

There were only interested in working and socializing with one another. 

There actually wasn't much instruction going on that day in either one of 

her classes. Half of the class time was spent getting everybody to calm down 

and be quiet and work on the lesson, and the other half was spent on individual 

work. In the first class she tried to teach a lesson on homonyms to two or three 

people. Maybe I was distracting the students, but it wasn't working, so she put 

the book down and she started a lesson on exponents.. She put an example on 

the board showing them how to do it and then the class answered questions 

together. In the second class, she tried to give two vocabulary tests 

simultaneously and fin~lly asked me to help. She told me she likes to try to keep 

the atmosphere school-like: 

I do things a little different. If you go to an adult ed class, you usually don't 

see a lot of them teaching from the board ... and it's usually self-paced and 

they don't have a lot of stuff in their folders, but I try to make these 

students feel more like they're at school, because that's the way you keep 

that population interested. 

151 



Ms. Oaks experiences high levels of stress on her job, which comes from 

three different places. The first source of stress is the location of her site and the 

clientele of her students. She is in tight quarters with about 15 incarcerated 

women for six hours a day with no security or protection. Anything can happen in 

there and anything has happened in there. She's required to carry around a 

security device but not only is it hard to wear with a dress, she found out that it 

does not work in her room. She has had problems with violent students in the 

past, but she feels prepared to handle them: 

We had 2 students, 1 HIV+ and another one ... we didn't know ... they had · 

an argument. .. I didn't side with anybody ... [I said] you need to sit 

down ... didn't tell both of them ... she got upset with me because she said I 

directed it towards her ... so she basically cursed me out. .. [I said] you can 

get out the class now ... you can go back .... she picked up a chair ... and I 

told her ... Lord forgive me ... I told her, I said, if you throw that chair and 

you hit me, that'll probably be the last breath you ever take ... and I told 

her, I will probably be in jail with you because you will be dead ... she start 

crying ... [The students said] go ahead and put the chair down ... so she put 

the chair down, but I was ready for her ... School Board has this policy 

about students ... use of force ... I didn't sign a waiver ... I wouldn't sign 

it. .. and Ms. Vandella told me if I felt that strongly about it she'll stand 

behind me, so she did ... I'm not gonna promise if an adult hits me I'm not 

gonna hit them back .. . 
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She does not have a deputy in the room with her due to a shortage of staff 

and so if she needs to take a bathroom break, as what happened when I was 

there, she has to take the whole class with her to wait in the hallway. The 

second source of stress is the complexity of problems that her all-female 

students bring to class. According to her, they are harder to teach because they 

are concerned more about their families and their current situation than on 

getting their work done. She also has to spend a lot of time listening to them talk 

about their problems. This has led to them involving her more in their outside 

lives, such as calling her to sit with them when they meet with their lawyers or 

asking to see her after they've received harsh sentences. In addition, many of 

the students have learning disabilities which she is not trained to handle, but she 

is not allowed to have volunteers come to the site. "They [administration] don't 

realize the people with disabilities take up so much time," she told me. Also, she 

feels she has to be careful because there are people in the class who are HIV+ 

and she's not allowed to know who they are. This poses a problem when there 

are altercations in the classroom without the presence of security. 

This leads to the second source of stress for Ms. Oaks, the administration 

(of the host site and her own program), that seems to disapprove with many of 

her intentions and methods that she uses with the students. She has been 

talked to about not wearing the security device and has received comments 

about what she allows students to do in the classroom, like sit at her desk or 

watch movies. She feels as if the host site works against her, calling her 

supervisor to report her whenever they disagree. 

153 



A third source of stress is accountability. She takes the gaining of LCPs 

as a serious activity and treats the methods she uses like a previous resource to 

be carefully guarded. Ms. Vandella (supervisor) tells us all the time that if [there 

are] no LCPs than the program may go under." I witnessed her telling two other 

teachers that she would help them get more LCPs, but they should not tell 

anyone else what she was going to tell them. She told me more than once that 

she got more LCPs than any other person who had worked there before her. 

For Ms. Oaks, the pursuit of LCPs justifies the actions she takes in the 

classroom that often bend or break rules, such as allowing students to watch 

movies, giving them breaks, or scheduling outside speakers to come talk to the 

class about job opportunities. She also keeps non-attending students on the roll 

if she feels they may later pass the GED. She says that it is unfair to put 

pressure on teachers to produce results and in the same breath restrict the 

activities that teachers and students can do to achieve those results. 

Ms. Richards 

Ms. Richards, a white woman in her early 50s, has been teaching adult 

basic education for a little over six years and overall has more than 25 years of 

teaching experience. This is her second stint with the program, having left it the 

first time to take care of a family member. Ms. Richards has a bachelor's degree 

in elementary education and a master's degree in counseling. During the day 

she teaches elementary students in an alternative school. 
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Ms. Richards' has a rural group of students from outside the city limits who 

are mainly white and under 25. When I observed her, she used the first hour or 

so to work on a vocabulary word of the day, which came as a result of them 

asking the definitions of so many words. Afterward students worked individually 

on the computer and in their workbooks. When they needed help, they came 

over to a table where she was sitting. A physical limitation prohibits her from 

being as mobile as she would like to be in the classroom. "It's a small place and 

I'm big woman and it's just my knee's killing me," she told me. "If I can get in 

there and get settled and then let them come to me ... " 

Although students mainly work out of workbooks, she relishes the times . 

when discussion emerges from the content: 

We've had writing videos that just generated some wonderful 

discussions ... the whole focus of the video was writing and getting ready to 

take the GED writing and how to take a theme and ... and you know ... web 

it, or come out and make the stupid sentences, but then other questions 

spun off of that and that's where we get to that Socratic kind of thing and 

we're just all sitting around in a circle talking. So is that structured? No. 

Is that planned for? You know ... everyday I go and pray that we'll have 

some of those teachable moments come up in that.. ~you know ... that kind 

of student-directed learning because those are the things that will keep 

them coming and keep them engaged, because those are the things that 

are real to them. 
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Students primarily worked on their own in class, but I observed many 

instances of where she utilized humor, sarcasm, and cynicism to make her 

students feel more comfortable. When it started raining outside, she asked the 

class. "Anybody got an ark?" When one student nodded, she responded, "Okay. 

We're gonna start calling you Noah." Later that same student received a female 

visitor outside of the portable. When he returned, she asked him if that was a 

member of his harem. He looked confused and it was obvious that he did not 

know what the word meant. She used the opportunity to assign him the word as 

a vocabulary assignment. 

. The students are forced to use a portable classroom that belongs to a 

third grade class. She told me that the daytime teacher leaves large, nasty notes 

on flip chart paper about the night class using materials, leaving trash, or moving 

desks around. She was going over the rules with a first-day student, and she 

slipped in her mini-war with the daytime teacher: 

Don't move any desks. The day teacher has written my second little note · 

saying that I'm rude, crude, and socially unacceptable. Oh, well! 

By her own admission, Ms. Richards' education and experience in 

counseling has sometimes led her to reach out to personally assist her 

disadvantaged students. She told me of a former student who was homeless but 

still attending class: 

I have a girl who graduated from high school and the last three months 

that she was in my class before she got her GED, her diploma, she was 

living in her car and I was doing her laundry ... and I'd bring her ... you 
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know ... peanut butter and jelly and ... you know ... and she literally was living 

in her car. .. 

Ms. Washington 

Ms. Washington, a white female in her early 40s, has been teaching adult 

education for about six years. She received her degree in elementary education, 

but has never taught in a K12 classroom and does not have K12 certification. 

Her only teaching experience has been in adult education. This is her second 

site. Ms. Washington was the first teacher that I interviewed in the study. I found 

her to be open, funny, and one of the more cynical teachers in the study. 

Besides teaching adult education, Ms. Washington is also the manager of 

a band and does freelance training. She saw professional development as a way 

of learning interesting ideas for her own workshops. She has presented at the 

state adult education conference and has also done workshops on how to start 

focus groups. 

Ms. Washington's site is located in a portable classroom on a school 

campus. Although Ms. Washington told me that her classes are pretty even by 

race and gender, on the days I observed the classes were predominantly white 

and male under 21. Her students seemed to be high-performing and 

independent. "I love having students who know it all," she told me. I rarely, if 

ever, saw a student needing Ms. Washington's help to deal with the content, 

even though she occasionally got up from her desk to roam around the room. 
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Some of the male students seemed bored during observations; they stared off 

into space or attempted to lay their heads on their desks. 

She believes that her students did not succeed in school due to lack of 

parental support at home. She sees her role as surrogate parent and guidance 

counselor in academic and personal matters, even going so far as to counsel 

students on matters of juvenile .delinquency or abortion. 

Desks were arranged in neat rows that pointed toward the front of the 

room. Ms. Washington told me that she had learned that putting them together 

at tables only led to talking. When I first went to this class to observe, I did not 

even recognize Ms. Washington because she looked so much like the other 

students; she was dressed in jeans, a T-shirt, and sandals. 

Ms. Washington says that she believes in developing higher order critical 

thinking skills. The first day I was there she had them picking a picture out of the 

newspaper and writing a reaction to what they saw. She discussed one of the 

pictures with the class before leaving them to do the assignment. She also used 

brain teasers that she put up on the board for the students to complete. They 

seemed to respond to those very well. In the second observation they did an 

activity with graphs. Students completed a picture on graph paper, plotted the 

coordinates, and then gave those same coordinates to another student the next 

day to see if they could draw the same picture. 

Good teaching is validated by the comments of her present students and 

the number of students who come back to see her. Her wall behind her desk is 

covered with photographs of graduated students. The diploma of her first 
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graduate is framed and placed above the sign-in sheet for class. Like Ms. Oaks, 

Ms. Washington looks at her LCPs as also validating her teaching ability. When I 

observed her class the first time she showed me a notebook where she has been 

keeping track of her LCPs since 1999. She told me that she has gotten more 

LCPs than any other site. 

According to Ms. Washington, the most influential element on her practice 

is her own daily attitude toward teaching. "It's all about how I feel," she told me. 

I found her at times to be cynical about other teachers and administrators. Her 

cynicism usually related to issues of administration, whether it was concerning 

her former supervisor or her present supervisor (Ms. Vandella) and her 

perception of their support, intentions, and ability to be effective. She told me 

about one incident that probably contributed to her present attitude, when she 

was verbally (and almost physically) assaulted by a student's mother: 

What happened was her daughter had a cute little attitude and I sent her 

home. She was being disrespectful. She dissed [disrespected] me up 

and down ... Well, her mother came in with the same attitude times ten and 

threatened to beat my ass if I wasn't gonna let her daughter come into 

class. That's when I did code blue ... I did a code blue and she just 

kept ... she was in my face and threatened me and threatened me and I 

kept trying to get her out. .. Anyway, then after the police came she got 

fined ... 

She received very little administrative support after the incident; in fact, 

she felt as if administration blamed her for the incident. According to Ms. 
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Washington, there was never any offer of counseling and she was expected to 

report to the work the next day. She was forced to take several days off due to 

the stress. 

Her feelings about her present supervisor have also developed into 

cynicism. Ms. Washington neither trusts her supervisor's intentions nor does she 

perceive her as someone of expertise and guidance in adult basic education. 

She constantly described her supervisor as one who did not communicate well 

and spoke of numerous instances where she felt that her supervisor was lost. 

For example, Ms. Washington recently (after data collection) took over the class 

of a new teacher .. When she noticed that the former teacher had not tested 

students correctly and therefore had jeopardized LCPs, she called her supervisor 

to inform her. She was shocked to learn that her supervisor had no idea of the 

importance of procedure either.- "What am I supposed to do when the supervisor 

doesn't know the freaking rules?" she asked . . 

Conclusion 

This chapter has portrayed the responses and observations of eight 

teachers in the study. It opens the door to future discussions on issues ~uch how 

beliefs, race and ethnicity, young adults, stress, accountability, and the influence 

of other teachers impacts the daily practice of teaching. The next three chapters 

explore the data across the full field of fifteen teachers. 
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CHAPTER VI 

THE INFLUENCE OF TEACHERS' BELIEFS AND KNOWLEDGE ON 

PRACTICE 

Introduction 

In the previous chapter we looked at eight of the fifteen teachers who I felt 

provided the richest descriptions of their experiences and best represented the 

full sample. In this chapter and the next two, we begin to view the data across 

the full sample of fifteen teachers. 

To discuss the sample again, there are fifteen teachers in the study from 

two counties in North Florida who teach ABE/GED classes (See Table 15). The 

teachers are varied in age (ranging from 30s to·60s), ethnicity (seven blacks, 

eight whites), and gender (twelve women, three men)'. They also have varying 

levels of ABE teaching experience (ranging from one year to fifteen years) and 

overall teaching experience (one year to thirty years). 

The primary question addressed in this study is, "What are the cultural and 

contextual factors that inform and shape practice in adult basic education?" This 

chapter specifically looks at the beliefs that teachers hold about their students 

161 



Table 15 

Descriptions of Study Participants 

Pseudonym Race Gender Approximate K12 Teaching Years ABE Total Years Teaching 
Age Certification Teaching Experience 

Experience 
Brown B F Late 60s Elementary 3 30 

Education/Readin_g_ 
Crai_g_ w F Earlt 60s K-8 5 . 35 

Creek w M Late 30s None 6 12 

Geor_g_ia B F Earlt 30s None 4 4 

Lome B F Early 40s None 2 2 

Henry_ w F Mid 30s Secondary_ Math 2.5 7 

Jackson B M EarlY_ 50s Secondary Math 10 25 

Jefferson w F Late 40s K-8 5 27 

Jesse w F Earlt 30s Secondary En_g_lish 3 4 

Oaks B F EarlY_ 30s None 2.5 2.5 

Powell B F Earlt 60s Business Education 6 30 

Richards w F Earlt 50s K-6/Counselin_g_ 6.5 27 

Sutton w F Late 50s Elementary 15 25 
Education/Readin_g 

Washin_g_ton w F EarlY_ 40s None 6.5 6 

Winfre_y B M EarlY_ 30s Physical Education 1 1 



and what teaching should look like, and the knowledge that they possess to help 

them carry out their practice. 

Teachers' Beliefs 

Anderson (1998) argues that beliefs cannot be directly observed or 

measured but must be inferred from people's statements, intentions, and actions. 

In this section I infer from teachers' statements and observed actions what 

teachers believe about their students and teaching. This section also talks about 

the sources of those beliefs. 

Beliefs About Students 

When teachers described their students, they usually did so in terms of 

their backgrounds, their attitudes about learning, and the major issues in their life 

that they bring into the classroom. 

Students' backgrounds. Most teachers described their students as 

being from lower-income neighborhoods, although there were differences 

between the sites in terms of ethnicity and gender. The one exception was Ms. 

Jefferson, who believed that most of her students came from higher income 

households. Having had experience teaching ABE to low-income, older black 

students and affluent, younger white students, she explained that a higher 

income level does not necessarily translate into a smoother teaching experience: 
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I think affluent kids can be a little bit more difficult to motivate because 

they still have everything ... they don't realize that you gotta get your 

education because Mom and Dad aren't gonna keep buying ... Here, it's 

kind of like getting them motivated to appreciate their education. How 

could you see it when you have everything? 

Issues students bring. Teachers discussed students coming in with a 

range of issues that affected their learning experiences. Ms. Washington, who 

teaches a younger group, assumes that students ending in her class are there 

because of a lack of parental support: 

The majority of my population is sixteen and seventeen year olds, and the 

reason that they're here is because their home life isn't good to begin with, 

otherwise they wouldn't have dropped out of school. So they don't have 

that parental support ... I'm giving them some support to help them get to 

where they need to go. 

Ms. Richards teaches in a rural, low-income area, and discussed the economic 

difficulties of one of her students: 

I have a girl who graduated from high school and the last three months 

that she was in my class before she got her GED, her diploma, she was 

living in her car and I was doing her laundry ... 

Students in four of the observed classes were either presently 

incarcerated or had a history of being incarcerated. Mr. Jackson, who has 

extensive experience with this clientele, says that these students usually bring a 

complexity of issues beyond academics and parental support: 
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Some of these people have been homeless and sleeping out under the 

trees and under the interstate, prostituting, and I'm just saying they don't 

use that kind of skill for awhile ... been in jail, been in prison, and they 

don't. .. they're not into the environment that enhances that or keep it up ... 

Ms. Jefferson, Mr. Jackson, and Ms. Oaks talked about the special issues 

- that women bring to adult education: 

They dropped out because of being in with the wrong crowd ... acting out in 

school. .. truancy, pregnancy, drugs ... this is amazing with the 

girls ... sometimes they get such a bad reputation, they can't face anybody 

anymore. [Ms. Jefferson] 

A lot of the ladies have lost their kids, or the kids have been taken out of 

the home, or the kids are with relatives, and they're trying to get them 

back. [Mr. Jackson] 

Women bring more issues. They bring the sad hearted families. They 

bring the children. They don't have a focus. Unlike the man ... if they're 

[men] focused on something, that's what they want to do. At that time, if 

they're focused on school ... everything is in the background. A woman 

carries that with her. So, if she's having a bad day, everybody around her 

is gonna have a bad day, too ... they want everybody to feel their pain. A 

man don't want anyone to feel their [sic] pain. So, if you're dealing with 

that, especially in an education, it's especially hard. A couple of times, 
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I've had students that have kept me after work for over two hours talking 

to me about their personal life ... and that's just extra baggage, you know. 

[Ms. Oaks] 

Attitudes toward learning. Academically, teachers said their students 

are either at the middle school level or are nearly ready to pass the GED. Only 

one teacher, Ms. Sutton, a white teacher in her late 50s teaching black middle

aged students, voiced that a couple of her students "were not so smart," and 

used the example of them copying the answers from the back of the book instead 

of working on their own. 

Some students, such as those in Ms. Craig and Mr. Jackson's classes, 

already had a diploma or their GED, and a couple in Mr. Jackson's class even 

had their college degrees. Teachers felt that although most students were there 

for the purposes of obtaining a GED, some students simply wanted to improve 

their skills in order to get a better job, gain entrance into postsecondary 

programs, or help their children in school. 

Most teachers believe that students did not succeed in school because of 

either their lack of focus and attention in school or lack of parental support. 

Exceptions were Ms. Georgia, who felt that teachers "could've done something 

differently," and Ms. Richards, who felt that the traditional model of school that 

lacks empowerment and does not give students some control "did them in." 

Other teachers talked about how dedicated and serious that older adults were 

because they now appreciated the work. 
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A group of teachers also talked about their students not believing in their 

own abilities and having low self-esteem due to years of perceived failure. Mr. 

Jackson, whose students are in a rehabilitation program for drug abuse and have 

histories of being incarcerated, talked about his students in particular: 

Most of them have blocks about their ability to learn and to excel. Not all 

of them, now, but like the vast majority of them have self-esteem problems 

and a lot of it is tied to their ability to do well academically ... "I've been 

dumb all my life ... l've never been able to do math ... I can't spell ... I was 

seventeen years old in the eighth grade so eventually I just quit." So in 

other words, they're telling you they've had difficulties with learning and 

because of that in conjunction with the other thing (drugs), they feel real 

down or low and their self-esteem and their confidence that they have in 

themselves is very low ... and it's a challenge to get them to start thinking 

beyond that. .. 

In contrast, Ms. Oaks said that the low self-esteem of the students actually 

makes it easier for her to teach: 

Their self-esteem is low and they think they don't know anything so it's 

easier to teach them new things ... they're more willing to accept things. 

Beliefs About Teaching 

Why are the teachers in this study teaching ABE in the first place? Most 

teachers mentioned "helping others," "making a difference," or that teaching was 

"a calling" or ministry to them: 
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If you're the type of person that doesn't mind helping people or you like 

showing people how to achieve or how to accomplish their goals ... and 

see, to me that's easy. I think it's a part of my innate nature there ... " [Mr. 

Jackson] 

For Ms. Oaks, teaching is merely a stepping point to an administrative position: 

I've always wanted to work in administration. Never wanted to teach, but I 

know that's the only way I can get to be an administrator. I have to have 

at least two years of teaching experience to become a vice principal, and 

three years to become a principal. So ... that was my only reason for 

tea<?hing ... not because I like it. 

Teachers in the study expressed several different themes in regards to 

their beliefs about teaching. They felt that teaching was about structure, control, 

and authority; counseling; and connecting. They also talked about what they felt 

the rewards of teaching were, the impact of accountability, and the everyday 

stress that comes along with the job. 

Structure, control, and authority. Most teachers in the study believe 

that they are the authority in the classroom and their purpose is to provide 

structure and manage classroom behavior. In every single class I observed 

students of all ages referred to the teachers as "Mr.," "Ms.," or "Mrs.," and 

although I was told by a few teachers that they wouldn't mind being on a first 

name basis with the older students, I never witnessed it in ·any classroom. Ms. 

Georgia, a young black teacher, told me that she insists on the title from 

someone of any age because it is a sign of respect. In fact, she in turn refers to 
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an older female student in her class as "Miss F," which she credits to her 

Southern upbringing. 

It was quite evident that most teachers saw themselves mainly as the 

authority figure and ultimate decision-maker in the classroom, controlling all 

aspects of a student's environment from entry to exit. Teachers generally 

·structured the learning experience for the student from beginning to end. For 

example, teachers assigned the content areas for students to work on based on 

the outcomes of the initial T ABE, saying that students did not need to work on 

what they already know. Next, teachers decided on a nightly basis what students 

would work on, and within that class period the order in which it would be worked 

on. Students not wanting to participate are asked to leave and could possibly be 

formally disciplined for disrupting class. The teacher decided when students 

were ready to take the GED exam and sometimes directed the students on what 

areas of the exam should be taken. 

Most teachers sought to provide some sort of structure for their students 

and their classroom environment, either through strict adherence to policies and 

procedures or by teaching organized lessons and scheduling daily 

concentrations of content. Ms. Georgia and Ms. Jefferson, both having classes 

with younger students, did both; they strictly managed the classroom and 

structured learning activities as a means of training students for their lives in work 

and college after receiving their GEDs. 

Teachers who were former K12 teachers indicated that they left the K12 

system due to discipline problems; ironically, they have also had to encounter 

169 



discipline problems in their present classrooms, particularly when the majority of 

the students were below the age of 21. Disciplining of students was an issue that 

came up in almost every interview and observation of teachers with younger 

students. Most teachers in classes with younger students believed in a "my way 

or the highway" concept, where students who are not focused on their work, 

disturb other students, or who refuse to follow the attendance policies are 

scolded, asked to leave for the day, or are un-enrolled from the class. Ms. 

Richards discussed this sentiment: 

And of course they call me, "My Way or the Highway," because it is gonna 

be my way. Now, if you wanna learn I'm there to teach, and I'll teach you 

'til your legs fall off, but if you're here to waste my time, let me help you 

find another place where you'll be successful. 

Ms. Washington agreed: 

If you're not willing to put the effort in, I feel like, okay, you don't walk 

through that door motivated to learn, then don't come. If you come 

through this door and you're tired and you don't want to open up a book 

and you've got a headache, and you're not willing to read ... for whatever 

reason ... don't walk through that door. Stay home. Do something else 

and come back the next day, wanting to be here and wanting to learn. 

The behavior of the younger students was such an issue in the class 

where Ms. Craig and Ms. Henry taught that the host site restricted enrollment to 

learners over the age of eighteen. According to Ms. Craig, a retired elementary 
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school teacher, this did not prevent discipline problems, which usually involved 

issues of attendance or classroom behavior: 

I corrected him because he kept talking and talking and he looked up 

there, getting a pencil out of the ceiling that he had thrown up there, and 

he said, "What's wrong with you? You must be drinking today. You better 

quit that drinking." I mean ... it was just really belligerent, so I sent him 

home for two days, and as he went mumbling out of the door, yeah-yeah

yeah, all the way down, disturbing all the students, I really should have 

given him a week ... they usually get really angry when you do· that, 'cause 

they want to show off in front of their peers, so he probably won't come 

back for a week 'cause he's angry. 

Ms. Craig believes that excessive discipline harms the overall goal of the 

program and could have undesired long-term effects on the students: 

I'm not as concerned honestly with LCPs as I am with progress the 

students make because you know ... it's not just for them, but statistics 

have proven, not only will they have a better life, but their children and 

children's children ... it's perpetuated ... if we dismiss them for any little 

thing, they're losing out, we're losing out, and society's losing out. 

Ms. Georgia, a young teacher who has never taught in the K12 school 

system, said that she feels like a high school teacher. During my observation 

she quieted the class several times, collected notes being passed between 

students, and separated students who talked during class. The day of our first 

interview she kept a student after class for detention because she had to go 
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across the street to get him during class time from a nearby fast food restaurant. 

Those not used to structured environments, she told me, were prone to rebel. 

witnessed such a rebellion during my observation. From my field notes 

[Observation #14]: 

They vote as a class . . Everyone didn't vote so they voted again. Ms. 

Georgia has a problem getting one person to vote. She asks him to vote. 

"I don't want to vote." Ms. Georgia makes him. He gets mad and votes 

for #2, but mumbles afterward, "Shit." Ms. Georgia stops what she is 

doing and says quietly to him. "W, I don't even have to ask you. You 

know what to do." He prepares to leave but continues mumbling loudly. 

The girl next to me at our table tries to qui~t him ... an older woman in front 

of him says something about having to do this on the job. He gets up and 

storms out, slamming the door. Nobody in the class says anything. Ms. 

Georgia turns around and says, "Okay ... number 2." 

It seemed to me that the young man did not originally intend to "show out;" 

that is, behave badly on purpose in front of his peers, but after the entire class 

heard him curse he probably felt he had no choice but to continue his rampage 

due to the spotlight and attention he was receiving. When I talked with Ms. 

Georgia long after this incident, she said that had been the student's fourth time 

being dismissed from class. When he failed to attend class the next day, she · 

called him at home and he apologized to her and the class before being allowed 

to return. "When they disrupt class," she told me, "You've not just offended me; 

you've disrupted the class process as a whole." 
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Ms. Jefferson has a systematic process of parent calls and suspensions 

until the problem is alleviated. Three conferences result in the student being 

asked to find another class. · The more serious infractions, such as when one of 

Ms. Richards' students yelled racial slurs at other classmates, result in the writing 

of a referral to be submitted to the program office and subsequent dismissal from 

the adult education program. Ms. Oaks handled what she felt as minor 

infractions by requiring the student to write repetitive sentences that are placed 

on the "Wall of Shame," a spot on the bulletin that showcased the written punitive 

measures assigned to students for lying, cursing, or cheating in class. 

The worst examples of discipline problems came in the forms of violence 

directed toward the instructor. Several female teachers talked about verbal and 

physical threats towards them made by male students. Ms. Washington, whose 

site is on a K12 campus, had a parent verbally assault her in front of her class 

after Ms. Washington had sent a female student home for having a bad attitude. 

Ms. Washington was forced to close and lock the door from the inside and report 

a "Code Blue" to the school's office, alerting administration of the present of 

violent persons on school grounds. Ms. Craig, whose site is on a postsecondary 

site, told me of a black female student who pushed her in class. She called law 

enforcement to have her removed from campus. The student was expelled from 

the Jordan County adult education program and never allowed to return. 

Ms. Jefferson and Ms. Georgia, teachers who learn from one another, 

observe one another, communicate often, and share similar teaching 

philosophies, both told me on separate occasions that they were concerned that 
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their philosophy of structure and discipline may not be tolerated much longer. 

Ms. Jefferson remarked to me, "I don't know how long I'll be able to manage my 

classroom in this fashion," indicating that administrative input may challenge her 

style. Ms. Georgia noticed that enrollment numbers were decreasing. "Am I too 

strict?" she asked rhetorically. 

Counseling. Some teachers believe that they should be more of a friend 

to students, helping them beyond the classroom in any matter that will help the 

student achieve success. Teachers told me that they often counseled with 

students about personal problems and family matters. Teachers who leaned 

heavily toward the counseling role expressed the pressures of dealing with 

student problems, often becoming personally involved in the lives of students. 

Ms. Jefferson said that when younger students come to her with such problems, 

she either counsels them through the eyes of a parent, or she incorporates 

spiritual guidance and advice into the conversation. Ms. Washington, whose 

students were primarily under the age of 25, talked about how she counseled a 

student against having an abortion: 

Ms.W: I had one student four or five months pregnant. She wanted 

to have an abortion. She was going to go up to Georgia. So 

I just said, 'This is the procedure that they're gonna have to 
I 

do. This is the gestation that your child is in. This is what's 

gonna happen to your body. This is what's going to happen 

to this child. This is not an embryo anymore,' and we just 

talked about it and she had the baby and went in for 
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Kim: 

Ms.W: 

adoption to a great family that she keeps in contact 

with ... and she's so happy about it. 

Do you think you were instrumental in her decision? 

I think so ... and what I did, I just empowered her with the 

knowledge of what was gonna happen. I didn't say this is 

wrong or this is right, but empowering them with the 

knowledge ... and that's important to do ... 

Ms. Richards talked about a couple of instances where she probably went above 

and beyond what she felt other teachers might do for their students. For three 

months she washed clothes and brought sandwiches for a student who was 

living out of her car. Here she talks about helping another student: 

Ms. R: I have one where she just got kicked out. She came 

Wednesday night and she had four kids in her car. They 

were gonna sleep in a car ... 

Kim: 

Ms. R: 

You're kidding. 

Unless she could find her friend who was staying up in a 

hotel because her ex-boyfriend, her old man as she called 

him, had kicked her out. Well then ... you know ... we went 

from teacher-student into kind of counseling mode there 

almost immediately to try and get her some resources and 

some things she could do immediately for that night to make 

sure that she had some ... 

Kim: What did you do? 
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Ms. R: Including giving her the last 1 O bucks in my wallet? Um ... I 

did give her some numbers to call for some assistance to get 

a place to live, and that was ... that was all I can do at that 

point. 

For teachers like Mr. Jackson, Mr. Winfrey, and Ms. Oaks, the 

rehabilitative environment of their sites forces them into the counselor role. As 

she told me during interview, Ms. Oaks attempts to balance her own values with 

students' needs for someone to listen and connect with them: 

A couple of times, I've had students that have kept me after work for over 

two hours talking to me about their personal life ... and that's just extra 

baggage, you know ... it depends on who's telling me the problem. Now, if 

I have a student to come up to me and [she's] been in there for child 

molesting and wants to tell me why she molests her child, I don't want to 

hear it. But I do hear it because I have to treat everybody fairly. Now, if I 

have someone to come in there and say, you know, my dad raped me 

when I was young and I just ... 1 need help. I need this ... I want to know 

how to change and I want to ... and they're trying to better themselves, 

that's different. I want to listen. But none of my students ... any of them 

will tell you that I treat them no different. 

She explained that her closeness with them and her willingness to listen to their 

problems have caused more problems: 

There was one young lady ... I knew her from before ... she begged and 

begged me to come to court so she could have somebody ... she got 
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sentenced for 15 years ... she asked for me ... asked me to come and talk to 

her ... they felt I was too attached ... if any one of my students needed me in 

that way, I'd be there for her ... now they get more requests ... I didn't mean 

for it to go that way ... now it's all the ti~e ... I try to be there for my 

students ... they [host site] thought it was a problem ... 

Ms. Jefferson commented quite frequently that she did not consider herself as 

"friend" with the younger students; however, an incident she recounted to me 

involving two of her students outside of class forced her to rethink her 

responsibilities as a teacher. 

Ms. J: I saw them [the students] at TCBY, they were pulling out, 

and I thought I would wait for their space and I'll identify 

myself to them, so I did ... and uh ... he was stoned. 

Kim: 

Ms. J: 

Is that right? 

And she was getting in the car with him. I was so ... I 

recognized it and now what do I do? Do I give them a 

lecture ... "M, don't get into that ... " It was an awful position to 

be in ... I just said, "I hope you're doing well," general stuff so 

it couldn't be taken ... I was like ... I hope he doesn!t get in an 

accident and kill both of them, then I'll feel like, why didn't 

you step further? 

Kim: Why didn't you step further? 
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Ms. J: I guess 'cause I didn't want them to think ... I guess I always 

try to be the academic person. If they ask me for 

something ... 

Kim: You'll tell them. 

Ms J: Yeah ... and I'll lay it out. .. but they weren't asking. They were 

on their free time and I wanted to say to M, why are you 

getting into a car with him stoned? 

Connecting. Teachers also believe that good teaching is about 

connecting: either connecting with the student or connecting the student's 

learning experiences to the context of their lives. Teachers said that they 

understood their students through their essays and their personal conversations 

with them, either during class at the teacher's desk or after class. "I know their 

children and I know their brother," Ms. Georgia said. Ms. Lome said that when 

students come to her for help with their work, she takes that opportunity to ask 

about their lives: 

You start asking them questions~ "Are you married? Do you have any 

kids?" And then we start talking about kids, and if they got kids, one of the 

things I like to tell them ·is that it's important for their children to see them 

doing their homework. 

At least three of the teachers, Ms. Georgia, Ms. Lome, and Ms. Oaks, said to me 

that "we're all in this together," indicating a strong connection with the group and 

that the fate of one influenced the fate of the other. Ms. Oaks explained: 
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I don't want them to feel like I'm any better than they are, so I want them 

to think that we're on the same level. Everybody has a weakness and 

everybody has a strength -- and that's what I tell them the first day of 

class. My weakness may be your strength, and my strength may be your 

weakness. We're here to help each other and I'm not over you ... ! let them 

feel comfortable with me. 

Mr. Jackson says that the connection is about a true understanding of 

what these adults have gone through ~nd a sincere desire to help: 

Because you have some people who teach and they don't want to be 

aligned with those that are ... you might say ... downtrodden ... I'm just saying 

some personalities and teachers or characters, they don't like 

that. .. dealing with that element. They tend to not be as good at it because 

they keep themselves back from the people. Alright. But one that's good 

at that probably would have to have ... no holdbacks, or someone who 

can ... readily go in and see a need to try to help and to uplift the 

people ... and unless you have that liking there ... you don't tend to do as 

well, or you just remove yourself from that environment ... you only do it 

while you're there, and you do it forthe money and you'll be gone. That's 

just my feeling about it now. It helps to really feel connected and wanting 

to elevate the people you're dealing with. 

Teachers told me and I observed in classrooms that they often used their 

own personal experiences to reveal life lessons to the students. "I'm always 

telling about myself and my children, when I was growing up, the way things 
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were, what my mother told me," Ms. Craig said. "I tell them a lot about me and 

my children," Ms. Georgia told me, "So I try to make it as personal as possible 

because if they like the teacher they'll come to class." "I try to show relevance to 

what they're doing," says Mr. Jackson. "Show how this ties with that, or how 

relationships can tie back to education." Said Ms. Lome about the inclusion of 

life experience: 

When I'm in the classroom and I'm teaching, I know that there's some 

things that I want to get across to the·class that I think are very important 

because they've made a difference in my life and I can see the value and 

how they fit in. I want to make sure that gets across ... 

Like other teachers, Ms. Washington uses her own personal experiences in the 

classroom to connect them to the content at hand: 

We were watching ... I don't know if it was a movie or something and we 

were talking about labeling ... the American Indians ... during the American 

Revolution and how the Trail of Tears and all that going on and how 

the ... they would come in and they would take the Indians out of their 

homes and they basically burned their places down and they'd say go and 

they moved them ... and ... I said, just because they were Indians and they 

weren't looked at as humans ... and I said now think about African 

Americans. They came over and they weren't considered humans, either. 

They took them out of their homelands and I said, "In my personal 

experience ... " I said, "Have you ever heard of Auschwitz? My father was 

in Auschwitz," and so here I was telling them a little bit about me. I said, 

180 



"Here, Jews were taken and killed because they weren't human. They 

weren't moved to a separate part of the country. They were just burned or 

ki!led." And then so we talked about, "Oh, Ms. Washington. Does your 

dad have numbers on his arm?" and I said, "Yes, he does," you know ... 

and so we made the little class discussion. So that's how I brought it in to 

it. It's usually that way. It's ... I tr}t to make it a learning experience to 

whatever information I give them. 

Ms. Georgia sets aside time everyday .in class for students to make connections 

with certain content. She has them orally respond to inspirational texts that are 

read aloud by students in the last ten minutes of every class. 

Rewards. When teachers talked about the rewards of teaching, they 

generally spoke about the intrinsic or psychic rewards (Lortie, 1975) of teaching 

that come from students' academic achievements and their general statements 

of appreciation. According to Lortie (1975), teachers are unsure as to whether 

student achievement is directly related to their instructional efforts, but they do 

find reward in them. Teachers such as Ms. Richards say that they find student 

achievement to be validation for what they are doing: 

In the olden days the highlight was always graduation ... one year I 

had ... the Florida Career Development Association ... they do a poetry and 

poster contest and one year I had not only the national winner in the 

poetry contest but also the national winner in the poster contest were from 

my classroom ... and I got to read her poem at graduation one year and 

recognize her in the audience and _it was so cool. It was just awesome. 
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For Ms. Georgia, it's the attitudinal change along with the academics that shows 

she has accomplished something: 

They've had some negative experiences, not only in life, but in the 

educational system, so the attitudes have changed tremendously from the 

students· that I got when I came here September 3rd and the students that I 

have now today ... it's a very different type student and a different attitude 

towards learning. 

Teachers overwhelmingly received what Lortie (1975) calls psychic 

rewards from students' expressions of gratification or appreciation. Says Ms. 

Craig: 

Well, I had one class ... it was wonderful, and it was like, "Ms. Craig, I love 

you ... I mean ... if I had had teachers like you I never would have quit 

school." Well, look. That's what I'm here for, and without you I wouldn't 

even have a class, wouldn't even have a paycheck, wouldn't even have a 

job ... the students who come who are eager to learn, who really appreciate 

you ... that's a highlight, when they make progress. That's a great reward 

for teachers. 

Ms. Richards talked about one student who at first seemed like he was not 

getting the message. 

And I was kinda getting on him and I said, "E, when you go home you can 

just tell your mother how awful this teacher is, but right now this is what I 

need for you to do." And he said, "Ms. Richards, I would never go home 

and do that 1cause I've been in school a long time and I've been in school 
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in a lot of places ... really, truly, I would like to have you be my kids' 

teachers because you're fun." He was go_ing on and listing all my ... and I 

said, "Oh, please. I ain't gonna be here. Don'trush out and have babies 

on my account 'cause I cannot wait [to retire]." 

Ms. Washington also talked about students' appreciating her efforts: 

Ms. W: In fact, one of my students today was writing about what 

she's proud of on an essay, and the thing that she's most 

proud of is finishing school, and she said things that helped 

her there ... one of the things was her teacher. 

Kim: 

Ms.W: 

And how did that make you feel? 

Like I'm doing something right in my life, you know ... and one 

of things she said about me was that I listened to her, and 

helped her, and I give her ... I make her feel like what she 

says matters. 

During the first interview, Ms. Richards showed me a letter from a parent of a 

GED student thanking her for the encouragement that she had given the student. 

She also mentioned that having former students mention her influence shows 

that she has had a positive impact on students' lives: 

My stepdaughter went to the doctor and the nurse was telling her, "Your 

mother was my teacher and when everybody else said I'd never get into 

nursing school 'cause my math scores were too low, your mother is the 

one who said, 'Well, we'll just show them won't we?' and here I am. Ten 

years later I'm now a nurse." 
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Accountability. Funding for ABE programs in Florida is determined by 

the attainment of Literacy Completion Points (LCPs), which students earn as they 

achieve eligible gains from one level to the next according to the T ABE test 

scores, master subject matter competencies, or ultimately receive their GED 

(General Education Diploma). Many teachers shared a sense of urgency in the 

attaining of Literacy Completion Points (LCPs) as a means of job survival. 

Teachers described the pressure they feel when conceiving their responsibility in 

the accountability system. They felt that it's all about the money. Ms. 

Washington, who deeps detailed records of LCPs gained from her students, 

expressed how performance measures affected her individual job: 

Ms. W: If I didn't get students, I wouldn't get LCPs. If I didn't get 

LCPs, I wouldn't have this class ... the funding's gone ... 

Kim: 

Ms.W: 

Kim: 

Ms.W: 

So it really does mean your job in a way. 

Damn right, it does. They make it look one way but it really 

is ... it comes down to money. Anything comes down to 

money ... 

And how do you feel about that as a teacher? 

Well, how I feel doesn't mean a damn thing in the big 

scheme of things ... 

Ms. Jefferson and Ms. Craig told me that the message of accountability flowed 

clearly downward from administration. Ms. Craig told me that the principal 

herself has said that "we're gonna phase out those classes that don't get LCPs." 

Said Mr. Jackson: 
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They threaten to cut back on staff, close centers if ... if you're not getting 

enough LCPs, we may have to consider closing that facility because we 

won't get funding for it, and that's kind of the way it's stated here. 

Mr. Jackson has the largest and most diverse class in terms of academic abilities 

of any teacher in the sample. He felt that the funding pressure is increased 

considerably when administrators are also feeling the pinch: 

Her goal is to keep her boss off her back, and if her boss, is ... if the 

principal is saying you got ten centers here, and you're getting none 

[LCPs] out of here [one center] ... she's gonna lean on me or lean on 

whoever is bound to get it up because she's gonna get the monkey off of 

her back ... and it's the same thing with the principal ... the overall goal is 

good ... we want to reach as many students as we can and improve 

their ... their skill level and their education, but the big thing is hey, the 

principal wants to get paid, too ... she has to work within the guidelines and 

she's gonna keep whoever is over her off of her back. The assistant 

principal is gonna do the same thing. Well, I wanna get paid and I want to 

make sure I don't have somebody breathing down my neck, so I'm gonna 

do what I have to do. 

Even though all teachers in this study understood the notion of 

accountability and standards, some either found it to be in conflict with their own 

visions of what teaching should be, or difficult to accomplish within the 

boundaries of policy. Ms. Lome indicated that if students' needs were met, LCPs 

were an added bonus: 
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In order for me to concentrate on gathering ... making sure l'm ... l'm 

working on LCP points, I would not be meeting the needs of the 

students ... you know what I'm saying ... if you're goal is to try to provide 

something for each student, then it's very difficult. .. not impossible ... but 

difficult to focus in on just ... okay ... LCP ... LCP ... 'cause you're not 

worried ... worried about the student now, now you're about this point. .. and 

that wasn't my focus. What I would do is after they would do all the work, 

take a look and say, "Would any of these qualify me for an LCP point?" If 

it did, great, and if it didn't, it didn't. . But that wasn't my focus. 

Ms. Richards, who had taught under the previous funding system that awarded 

monies based on enrollment numbers instead of measurable outcomes, agreed 

with Ms. Lome: 

I'm here to teach ... they're gonna learn and get their goal and if they get 

their goal · and they just wanna get better doing something ... she [a student 

in her class] has her diploma. She just wants to get better ... in math ... and 

language for her own personal whatevers [sic]. She doesn't need to go 

and get a GED ... if I don't get an LCP, I don't care ... I just find that stuff 

kind of ridiculous ... 

Although all students are supposed to be enrolled in workforce 

development, and that is one of the state mandated goals for adult education, it 

is difficult for students to complete the work and receive an LCP. In response, 

teachers in this study (sometimes at the direction of supervisors) either did not 

introduce workforce development at all, or simply just chose to not enroll the 
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student and teach the skills anyway. Mr. Jackson said it just was not feasible for 

him to teach workforce: 

I can't just take a whole month and say, okay, I'm gonna dedicate it to 

workforce readiness, okay? One, we're governed by literacy completion 

points, so you got to be handing them something that they can 

accomplish ... if you only have them for two ... it'll probably take you two 

weeks ... by the time you get them through it and got all of your results 

back. So that's a 1/2 month gone ... and then you look around again, they 

may stay 2 weeks and boom - they're gone. Or they may stay another 

month and they're gone, so it's kind of ... so a teacher is gonna deal with 

things that they can get some LCPs and keep your supervisor off your 

back. 

One result of the present accountability system is divisiveness and 

competition among the teachers. In adult education, there are four written ways 

to obtain an LCP, but within those ways there are several tricks of the trade that 

are not printed in any handbook. Teachers in this study who had learned these 

tricks and who were successful in achieving many LCPs were not always so 

open to sharing with other teachers; in fact, the acquisition of LCPs was seen as 

a competition. Ms. Oaks, who by her own account has gotten more LCPs then 

anybody previously at that site, sees the different tricks to get an LCP as a 

precious, guarded resource. In two different instances I observed her advising 

teachers on ways to get an LCP, always cautioning them not to tell anyone. In 

one instance when a teacher asked her for advice, she told her, "Call me and I'll 
' 
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tell you, but don't be going around telling anybody because I don't want them 

finding out and trying to get more than me!" 

Ironically, although it was obvious on all fronts that LCPs were important in 

order for each site to remain open, teachers in the study had difficulty articulating 

to me how many they needed for their own particular sites to remain open. They 

know they need them, but they have no idea of how many. Some teachers were 

directed to indicate on their performance p_lan their LCP goals for the year, but 

those numbers did not seem to be related to any conscientious calculation of 

what it would take to stay open. An administrator explained it to me this way: 

If they don't get LCPs we'll look at it. Some sites have low enrollment, 

some sites have high enrollment. .. impossible to have a set number. .. not 

necessarily my call. .. final decision is made by principal. .. she will 

determine if we need to evaluate a site in terms of attendance ... if you 

have fifty students and no LCPs then there's a problem ... 

Despite the level of importance that LCPs have, adult education teachers do not 

receive any rewards if the program performs exceedingly well according to the 

state standards. Mr. Jackson said that teachers feel pressured "only if you're not 

getting them": 

Whether I had fifteen GEDs, or fifteen diplomas, or two, or whatever. .. this 

is what I've noticed ... or whether I have forty LCPs or twenty ... you're not 

rewarded ... you're not rewarded one way or the other ... I only hear ... if my 

LCPs are low, that's when I hear something. 
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Ms. Washington expressed irritation at her not being recognized as Teacher of 

the Year after getting 125 LCPs (equivalent to fifteen people passing the GED) in 

a school year: 

Ms.W: 

Kim: 

Ms.W: 

Kim: 

Ms.W: 

Kim: 

Ms.W: 

Kim: 

Ms.W: 

I was like ... I got 125 freaking LCPs. I've been here longer. 

was really ... and I really thought it (Teacher of the Year) 

wasn't a popularity contest. It took me a couple of years to . 

realize that [it was]. 

You thought it was based on productivity. 

I thought it was being a really good teacher. 

Being a really good teacher. 

And I really thought I was going to get recognition for being a 

really good teacher ... 

And nothing for getting 125 LCPs. 

Nothing. Not a damn thing. 

Does that discourage you at all? 

Well, you see, that's what I thought Teacher of the Year 

was ... was being a good teacher and it wasn't. It really 

wasn't. 

Finally, there is a sense that as a teacher," you do what you have to"; that 

is, navigate the system in order to receive more LCPs. At least three adult 

education teachers spoke of unwritten methods such as enrolling students in the 

GED course, even if they do not score within that range on the TABE, in order to 

receive those LCPs (25) when the student passes the GED. Two others talked 
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about bending, reshaping, or even ignoring attendance rules so that they could 

still get the LCPs from the students when they passed the GED. Another teacher 

summarized the rationale for "cheating" to get results: 

I get to a point ... just don't give a shit ... in order to keep money flowing in, 

I'm gonna have to get LCP points ... in order for me to get LCP points I'm 

just gonna have to do it the way that I wanna do it and screw what 

everybody else thinks. If it works, I'll keep it. If it doesn't work, I'll throw it 

out. I just have to try what I have to try. If I lose my job in the 

process ... hey ... I get unemployment. If I have to get LCPs to keep the job 

... they say if enough LCPs are not coming in the program may go 

under ... as long as I'm not breaking the law, I'm gonna do what I wanna 

do, and if they catch me and they have a problem with it, and I have to get 

fired that's just so be it. After awhile you get to that point ... 

Stress. The stress of the job was articulated in various ways by the 

teachers in this study. For Ms. Oaks, the location .of her site (correctional 

institution) and the limits of freedom and accessibility made her job difficult for 

those unaccustomed to the situation: 

You're locked down six hours a day and you got about the same rights as 

the students. They're gonna search you ... and once you're locked behind 

them doors, you're locked behind those doors ... That is a very stressful, 

high, intense job ... you know ... and if you haven't been trained in the field, 

there's no way you can stay there. I know that for a fact. There's no way. 

If I wouldn't have been a probation officer three years of my life, there's no 
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way I would stay there, because I wouldn't have been able ... be 

accustomed to it. 

Mr. Jackson talked about stress in terms of what he was expected to accomplish 

by himself in a large class (36 students) full of demanding students: 

They got issues and their concentration is poor. So they'll come and then 

want to sit and they're gonna talk. "Well, my mind is just not here tonight, 

Mr. Jackson. I can't concentrate." It's not like that every night now, that 

sense of chaos. But sometimes you do get stressed. You're trying to 

touch people. You're trying to tutor people. You're trying to encourage 

them to try ... 

Mr. Jackson left his ABE job during the data collection period to accept a part

time position teaching remedial math. In my second interview with him he 

seemed to have been already thinking about going in a new direction: 

And it's getting to a point that it's not. .. it's almost not worth it for me ... and 

I think I clear maybe 350 (dollars) a month ... I appreciate the work, but 

there comes a point where if it's not beneficial to me, and I'm tired, I'm run 

down at the end of the week, you have to ask yourself a question ... can I 

do without these $350? 

Ms. Washington took over two different teachers' classes during the study and 

talked about the stress of coming in under someone's organization system and 

incomplete paperwork, calling it "unorganized mayhem." 
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Sources of Beliefs 

A teachers' belief system may stem from previous training, their school 

history, or their cultural upbringing (Rolandelli, 1997). Teachers' beliefs in this 

study were formed through their previous experiences as students, as a teacher 

in their own classrooms, or through their own personal journeys outside of 

teaching. 

Teachers pointed to their own teachers as having a profound influence on 

their beliefs. Whether it was particular methods in the classroom, specific 

content, or just an endearing, caring method, the teachers in this study 

incorporated those values into their practice and could give direct credit for 

certain methods to their former teachers. Teachers most often talked fondly of 

their own teachers in school and in college whose mannerisms, habits, or 

teaching methods had an impact on them as students and was incorporated into 

their own current teaching style. 

The most common trait that their favorite teachers possessed was that 

they were demanding. "He was an instructor that pushed me beyond the comfort 

zone," Ms. Georgia said about one of her teachers who seemed to know exactly 

what worked for her. "That's what I've learned as a teacher," she told me. "You 

have to learn each individual student." 

Ms. Jefferson points directly to her college professor as one person one 

shaped her ideas about high standards and classroom management. "I wanted 

to quit her class because it was just so ridiculously demanding to me," she said. 

But she soon realized how easy that first year of teaching (K12) was for her 
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compared to other new teachers. "She had prepared us pretty much for 

everything you were gonna encounter." 

Ms. Richards, who spouts a "my way or the highway philosophy," said she 

liked the teachers "that were the hardest and roughest on her." Mr. Jackson 

agreed, remembering one of his hardest teachers "Yeah, she'd twist your ears 

and pull your ears and thumped you on the head ... you were sitting on the edge 

of your seat 'cause you didn't want to get the wrong answer." 

Another common trait mentioned was that teachers motivated them to 

succeed, whether it was the "pat on the back," mentioned by Ms. Washington, or 

college professors like Mr. Winfrey and Ms. Lome encountered, who inspired 

them to challenge themselves as adults and seek graduate study. Mr. Jackson 

said that one of his elementary school teachers, who was "ahead of her time," 

inspired him to choose math as a career. 

· Some teachers, like Ms. Richards, took with them the fun that teachers 

brought to the classroom. "When it's enjoyable for the students they're more 

likely to retain the information that you want them to get," she told me. She 

pointed to one of her high school teachers as having a profound effect on her 

teaching philosophy: 

He always came to school in a suit and tie ... seer suckered suits ... I had 

him for world history and he's going to tell us about when William the 

Conqueror came across the English Channel and conquered England 

from Normandy, France ... and we didn't have carpet on the floor some of 

those days, either. He got on the floor in his seer sucker suit and rode his 
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ass across the ... think ... now, I'll never forget that it was 1066 that 

William ... just because he did that. I never ... I never took a note in his 

class and I could always ... and I aced his class ... you know ... had him for 

humanities ... aced it. .. had him for ... 1. .. 1 took everything I could ... if I could 

have taken math from him, I know I would have passed. 

For black teachers in particular, their own experiences of marginalization 

influenced their own attitudes and philosophies of teaching in the classroom. 

The black teachers portrayed here could all point to histories of marginalization, 

either in school or on their jobs that contributed to their attitudes about teaching. 

For instance, Ms. Oaks' perception of discrimination in school as a child that she 

felt came at the direction of the principal left her feeling that teachers were weak. 

Ms. Georgia's experiences trying to fit in as a high-achieving black student led 

her to believe that students needed preparation to work well with all kinds of 

people. Mr. Jackson's experiences with hostile racial environments led him to be 

more understanding of those who are afraid to speak out or show weakness in 

front of others. 

Another force from the past was their own experiences as a teacher. 

Teachers talked about previous mistakes that made them rethink their own 

values and methods of instruction. For example, one teacher who had 

experienced a violent episode in the classroom changed her methods to a more 

authoritarian stance. Another teacher who was a staunch proponent of peer 

tutoring learned that when the peers are of differing ages, it is an embarrassing 

194 



situation for both students. Teachers fairly new to adult basic education spoke 

often of learning about the field through a trial-and-error approach. 

Finally, teachers talked openly about how events in their own personal 

lives affected how they understood teaching and learning. Ms. Lorne's anger at 

co-workers withholding information from her years ago led to her to believe in 

sharing knowledge and helping others understand what they need to. For Ms. 

Richards, the loss of a friend caus.ed her to re-evaluate her own philosophy: 

My best friend just died four months ago ... and we are not guaranteed 

tomorrow and I am not gonna waste a minute ... and if that's what you're 

here for, then I ain't ... cause I ain't into wasting time anymore. 

Teachers' Knowledge Base 

The data showed that teachers possess knowledge in three different 

areas. For one, teachers possess content knowledge about the five GED areas 

and workforce development. Second, teachers possess knowledge about the 

written and unwritten policies and procedures to do their work. Third, teachers 

have knowledge about adults, their preferences, and their learning styles. The 

level of knowledge differed among teachers and many teachers did not possess 

all three types of knowledge. This section also discusses the learning 

experiences that teachers talked about that contribute to their knowledge base. 
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Knowledge of the Content 

Most teachers seemed to specialize in one subject area due to their K12 

certification of education, and it was usually reading or English (See Table 16). 

Table 16 

Educational Background of Study Participants 

Teacher B.S. Degree Graduate Degree(s) 

Brown Heading 
.. 

Ph.D. - Divinity 

Cra!_g Elementary: Ed Adult Education*** 
Creek Physical Ed None 
Georgia Criminology M.PA - Public 

Administration 
Lome Journalism Adult Education* 
Herny Mathematics None 
Jackson Mathematics Ed Leadership** 
Jefferson Elementary Ed None 
Jesse En__glish Ed None 
Oaks Criminology M.S. - Adult Education 
Powell Business Education None 
Richards Elementary Ed M.S. - Counseling 
Sutton Elementary Ed None 

Washi~ton Elementary Ed None 
Winfrey Physical Ed. Public Health 

*Currently pursuing a master's 
**Took all coursework for a master's degree but did not complete 
***Took some courses in the program 

Certification( s) 

Elementary 
Ed/Readin__g 
K-8 
None 
None 

None 
Secondary Math 
Secondary Math 
K-8 
Secondary English 
None 
Business Education 
K-6/Counseling 
Elementary 
Ed/Readin_g_ 
None 
Physical Ed. 

Almost every teacher expressed that a lack of knowledge in other content areas 

was a hindrance for them. Mr. Winfrey, a first year ABE teacher, told me that he 

was not able to help a student needing English as a Second Language 
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instruction. "I gave him some materials, but my focus is on the GED," he told me. 

Eventually, the student stopped coming to class. Mr. Jackson, a math teacher by 

trade, talked about how his lack of experience with low literates was a problem: 

It's a hindrance when I'm dealing with that population or that type of class. 

I feel that the lack of my exposure to it. .. lack of my training in dealing with 

that is probably a hindrance. I can't teach reading. Beginning reading? 

cannot teach that. .. I had a guy in there last week and he said, "Mr. 

Jackson, I really have a problem with reading," and while he was telling 

me this ... you could see ... he was making sure that nobody is hearing what 

he's telling me. He said, "Now, while I'm here I would like to try to get 

some training and some learning because I'd like to be able to read," and 

I'm sitting there saying to myself ... ! didn't want to tell him I couldn't help 

him in that area. I told him I was gonna refer him to a Literacy Volunteer. 

Try to get them to come in there and deal with him, because I'm just 

saying, I don't know where to start when it comes to teaching somebody to 

read. 

Teachers compensate for the content weaknesses in several ways. Ms. 

Jefferson, who is certified in elementary education, utilizes other students who 

are high in math to tutor their classmates. Ms. Richards and Ms. Georgia study 

at home to refresh their skills. Ms. Oaks says that she just will not teach what 

she does not know: 

I don't teach anything I don't know ... if it's in that little GED lesson plan 

book and I don't know it, I'll try to learn it. If I don't learn it, they're 

197 



responsible for learning it on their own ... The Lord has blessed me not to 

have to teach anything I don't know yet, because [by] the time we get to 

the point where it's something that I don't know, that person is gone 

home ... 

Knowledge of Policies and Procedures 

Although teachers were knowledgeable about the program's policies and 

procedures, they believed in their right to adapt the policies to fit within their own 

belief systems. When I asked Ms. Jefferson how she came up with her own 

attendance policy, which punishes students for being one minute late and results 

in phone calls and parent conferences for excessive absences, she explained 

that the Jordan County policy was unclear: 

It's real gray. Well, here. Here's theirs. [Shows me the attendance rules] 

Okay. [It says,] "Students are expected to attend consistently." See 

gray ... the high school credit [classes allow] five consecutive 

absences ... on the sixth one you're let go ... well, now, what they do ... or my 

own child did while he was out there. Out for five, show up on the six[th 

day] ... out for five, show up on six ... I just feel. .. since that is gray ... I design 

it so it benefits, I think, the way it's gonna be if they leave my class [to go 

to college]. 

Teachers are often left alone to interpret policies and decisions, 

particularly if they are new instructors. Mr. Jackson said that this is typical in 

adult basic education: 
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In the beginning, you have to figure out a way for yourself as to how I'm 

going to get this information across, and knowing that you're dealing with 

a lot of other obstacles that will hinder that, because of where they are and 

who they are and their background and their experiences in life, you have 

to figure out a way, now ... how can I get them ... how can I move this 

information from here and get it in over to them on a level that they can 

understand. So you have to devise your own means and you have to be 

kind of a psychologist, because you got to try to understand what makes 

them tick. 

Some teachers in this study complained about finding out too late about 

those "unwritten" rules that could have helped them obtain more LCPs. "Some 

little things that would've been nice to know you kind of learn on your own," said 

Mr. Winfrey, a first year teacher. Ms. Georgia, who also in her first year teaching 

ABE, also expressed this concern: 

When Ms. Thompson [supervisor] wasn't here I took the stuff over to Ms. 

Tomlin [supervisor] for LCPs ... [She asked] why aren't these people 

enrolled in ABE and ~ED ... [I said] the rule says that it's a 9.0 (grade level 

based on TABE results) before you can be enrolled [in GED classes] and 

she says you can also use your discretion ... I wasn't aware of ... I do~'t 

even know I have that discretion ... 

Later in the interview she indicated that a lack of information actually hurt her 

students: 
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One of the things that concerns me as a GED teacher that I didn't know 

about was the backlog of taking the GED test. That is a major issue for 

me. Nothing else concerns me more than that. .. but had I been told that 

it's three months initially, then I'd note to tell my students to go sign up 

immediately, so they'd be ready. I wasn't aware of that, so when I realized 

they were close, it's like I'm sending them to take their tests ... three 

. months down the road ... 

Knowledge of Adult Needs and Issues 

Teachers agreed that relevant content is important for adults. Ms. Oaks 

complained that current materials and lesson plans designed by Jordan County 

do not take into account learners' prior experiences or lack thereof: 

I had a student that asked me, "What is the suburbs?" You don't make a 

lesson plan about how much houses cost. .. they're not on that level. You 

can't relate to them like that. They don't wanna think about stuff like 

that. .. you know ... you have to give them something that they can relate to. 

Ms. Jefferson agrees that adults must also see content in the context of solving 

problems: 

I feel like it has to be valuable. Like for instance, if you were teaching 

them circumference, which is geometry, they may not be convinced. Why 

do I have to do this? Well, when you're painting your room or putting in 

carpet. .. you put it in real life context. .. 
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Teachers like Ms. Lome, Ms. Richards, and Mr. Jackson, and Ms. 

Jefferson talked about the need to relate to adults in a different manner. Ms. 

Jefferson makes a distinction between the treatment of young and older adults, 

giving older adults who support themselves more flexibility and choice. She 

explained that working with adults can be a tough task due to a lifetime of 

negative experiences: 

I almost think building an adult's confidence takes a little bit more work 

than even a teenager. I mean ... a teenager's been fresh dragged down by 

his friends, his parents, his peers ... but adults have had that longer, so it 

takes longer to erase that. 

"I try to pay attention to their frustration level," she told me later, speaking about 

her older adults. She recounted a situation with an older student at her breaking 

point: 

Ms. J: Like Twas ready to quit one day over some part she had gotten 

stuck on fractions. Do you know what T looks like? She doesn't 

look like she'd be crying very easily. 

Kim: No, no. She had had a bad day. 

Ms. J: Yeah ... and she ... she said, "I'm about ready to quit," and I said, 

"Let's talk about that," and then the tears came, and then ... I tell all 

my adults, you need to know ... well, I tell all my students, you need 

to know yourself and your learning, but with my adults I'll say, if 

you're getting to that point, where you're so defeated you're ready 
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for tears, that's the time to stop ... and they feel like they're being a 

quitter, and I'll say, no, you're not being a quitter. 

Ms. Lome said even if they are young in age, their adult situations warrant 

different treatment from the instructor than children. 

At this stage in their life where they left school to come here, they've gone 

through some adult stuff. Something's happening in their lives and I don't 

threat them as if their juveniles ... I treat them like they're adults, and then I 

expect them to conduct themselves that way as well. 

Formal and Informal Learning Experiences 

When asked, most teachers could not remember what they had learned 

from .in-services and professional conferences, and those that could indicated 

that they did not use much of it in the classroom. For some teachers, the 

problem was the K12 emphasis in the content and atmosphere of the training 

that did not apply to their mature learners. "I think they fail to understand," Ms. 

Oaks said to me, "When I'm at my site [correctional institution], you're dealing 

with a whole different' population. You can't make a lesson plan." Some of Ms. 

Oaks' students who are female inmates at a correctional institution, are also on 
' 

medication to control depression, anxiety, or psychological disorders. 

For others, the theories presented worked in white, middle-class classes, 

but not with their minority, low-income population. Others claimed that in-

services concentrated too much on personal development and not enough on 

instructional improvement. 
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Only two teachers had sought graduate degrees in adult education and 

two others indicated a desire to receive graduate degrees in educational 

leadership. Most teachers indicated no interest in receiving further education or 

training as it pertains to teaching adult basic education. This may be due to the 

part-time nature of the job. Only two of the fifteen teachers were full-time, and 

only three of the remaining thirteen taught ABE as their only job. 

Many teachers indicated that they learned simply by talking with other 

teachers on a regular basis. Ms. Richards' supervisor assigned a teacher to 

work with her once a week to incorporate group-work into the class. Many 

teachers commented that they often call the resource center for answers to math 

questions. Ms. Jefferson said she has a resource center employee come out 

and actually teach a math lesson so she can observe it for herself. 

In neither county was there a new teacher orientation in place to educate 

new teachers about the nuances of the profession. · Most of them, like Ms. Lome, 

either lean on their own instincts about how it should be done or are lucky 

enough to talk with other teachers. I asked Ms. Lome what factors helped her 

through her first year in ABE: 

She [another teacher] gave me some good hints. She helped me through 

my first year ... got me going ... "You need to do this ... hold on to all this." 

So she told me a lot of stuff to do that had it. .. let me put it this way. Now 

they try to give me some paid training, but I already know what to do and I 

don't have time now to go sit through it all to do ... you know ... I know it 

now. I got it. 
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Ms. Oaks told me that even after observing another teacher, her own special 

circumstances of working with inmates with varying academic levels demanded 

she try it her own way: 

I observed a class when I first started because I never taught before, and 

she [teacher being observed] didn't teach me anything, and I seen [sic] 

how students were reacting, because I'm very observant. It looked like 

they were bored and stuff, and I said, "You know what? I'm not gonna do 

it this way. I have to figure out my own way," and I got in there and I had a 

student that couldn't read, and I had another one ... she had the mind of a 

second grader who couldn't even think ... I was just. .. I had to learn. No 

one told me that. I learned it myself. 

Ms. Georgia was particularly dismayed at what she had observed in ABE/GED 

classrooms before moving to Jordan County: 

I was accustomed to seeing ABE/GED instructors sit behind the desk and 

the students just work independently. Well, if the students did not make it 

in the regular system, then they are not going to be able to sit down and 

work independently to get those credits. It just didn't make sense to me. 

Discussion 

What are the connections and relationships between teachers' beliefs and 

the knowledge they possess, and what does this tell us about their practice? The 
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following commentary attempts to illustrate the dominant themes from this 

chapter that help to clarify how beliefs and knowledge inform and shape practice. 

What Students Need 

As was discussed in this chapter, most teachers mainly expressed their 

views of students in terms of what students did not have. For example, teachers 

believed that students were in ABE programs because of their lack of success in 

school and in life. They believed that students lacked self-esteem and brought 

with them a plethora of social issues, ranging from unstable home lives to 

previous bouts with drugs and crime that made it difficult for them to concentrate 

on their work and succeed. They also believed that students lacked parenting, 

structure and guidance. Some teachers even believed that the students lacked 

the intelligence to do well or had never had access to opportunity or work skills. 

They believed and articulated that good teaching involved filling in the gaps that 

they perceived their students to have. Statements such as "I'm gonna give them 

that support," indicated that teachers believed that in order for the students to 

succeed, they needed to provide what they felt the students lacked. Therefore, 

they described good teaching as providing structure, connecting, or counseling 

for those reasons. 

Their emphasis on the barriers to students' success and their roles in 

removing their barriers reflects what Fingeret (1984) termed as a "deficit 

perspective," where teachers emphasize what they feel learners are missing, 

such as self-esteem, the ability to cope, or motivation, instead of reflecting the 

205 



andragogical view that learners bring a reservoir of experience to the learning 

environment that instructors need to understand how to tap (Knowles, 1980). In 

other words, most teachers believed students were in their classrooms because 

they had failed, with that being the assumption under girding the teacher-student 

relationships. 

Only in two instances did teachers indicate that perhaps the system had 

failed the student; however, they also expressed their roles as filling in the gap, 

such as statements as, "I'm here to teach them about life," or "I'm here to teach 

them what they don't know." 

Many of the terms and language reflected in this chapter certainly ring 

familiar with ABE teachers' statements in Dirkx and Spurgin's (1992) study . 

. Those teachers also felt that good teaching meant designing and managing the 

learning environment in such a fashion as to eliminate or reduce the barriers 

associated with students' "needs." Teachers here used their beliefs about 

students to rationalize their own preferences, practices, and perceptions of their 

roles in the classroom, regardless of whether or note those views accurately 

reflected the realities of students' lives. 

Dirkx and Spurgin (1992) explain the "deficit perspective" as stemming 

from an acceptance of the middle-class culture as the norm; other cultures are 

subsequently judged against this norm. They also were confronted with these 

perceptions of students when they interviewed ABE teachers for their study. 

Their teachers were all white and female expressing beliefs about minority 
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students, but the teachers in this study are diverse ethnically and by gender and 

expressed deficit beliefs about minority and white students similarly. 

One complication with the deficit perspective is that although teachers 

express themselves in terms of what students lack, their actions and sometimes 

their continuing statements reflected that they felt their students were capable of 

succeeding, (even if they only believed it would occur if those needs were 

addressed). I did not observe teachers interacting and conversing with students 

as if those "needs" were an issue; on the contrary, I witnessed seve_ral occasions 

where teachers would compliment the class on their hard work or scold a student 

for saying that they weren't able to accomplish something. So for these 

teachers, they did believe .that students lacked many things, but capability to 

succeed was not one of them. 

Another issue is the relationship of race and ethnicity to the deficit 

perspective. Authors typically associate this perspective with white female 

teachers who teach minority students (Amstutz, 2001; Beder, 1991 ). Dirkx and 

Spurgin's (1992) teachers were all white and female, although he did not indicate 

that a race was a factor in their beliefs. In this study, however, blacks held 

similar views of all of their students as their white counterparts. And as will be 

explored in detail in the following chapter on how teachers interact with students 

of different races, black teachers feel that "lack" in regards to black students is 

their socio-economic status - or society's prejudicial way of dealing with their 

status -- in general. In other words, just being black means you need something 

extra from teachers in order to succeed. As a consequence, some black 
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teachers saw their roles as helping students function in life despite this "basic 

disadvantage." 

The discussion on the relationship between beliefs about students and 

learning is important. Some researchers have suggested that teachers' 

perceptions of students' behavior and performance "provide insight into the 

underlying assumptions and beliefs that guide the decisions and actions of 

instructors" (Fingeret, 1984, p. 81 ). It starts the conversation begun in the 

opening chapter on what actually influences teachers' choices. 

The Dilemmas of Teaching 

Work vs. Job. Feiman-Nemser & Floden (1986) make a distinction 

between what they call the "work" of teaching and the "job" of teaching (p. 517). 

The "work" of teaching emphasizes the realization of education goals, which 

involves instructing, motivating, bonding with, and assessing students. The "job" 

of teaching emphasizes organizational goals, such as managing the classroom 

and keeping up with the bureaucratic paperwork. The authors submit that 

tensions between the "work" of teaching and the "job" of teaching are usually 

displayed in terms of conflicting goals and standards between teachers and the 

bureaucratic systems that exert pressure on their practice. 

Accountability looms over teachers in this study like an impending storm 

and weighs on them like a ton of bricks. They are constantly bombarded with 

messages from administration that without LCPs (Literacy Completion Points), 

their jobs are in jeopardy. They struggle to balance student needs with 
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measurable goals and outcomes. In most cases, the goals and outcomes win. 

Teachers avoid enrolling students in content areas that make it difficult to obtain 

an LCP. 

The presence of accountability means that obtaining the GED is the 

primary purpose in the classroom and this understanding has changed what it 

means to be teacher in adult basic education. For one, teachers make sure that 

new students fill out all the necessary paperwork b.efore any discussion on 

students' needs, abilities, or concerns about returning to education, so that 

students can immediately be counted for funding. Second, because LCPs can 

be acquired through testing, students are constantly tested for progress. They 

are tested when they enter, if they've been out for six weeks, at the end of the 

semester, and at the end of the year. The full battery of tests is long and 

arduous, but LCPs cannot be awarded without them. Finally, any activity not 

related to obtaining or studying for the GED is seen as irrelevant and off-task, 

such as stopping to talk about current events or discussing the students' 

personal lives. Teachers in the study take few risks with the content, preferring 

to stick with the commercially-printed materials, and tend to stray away from 

controversial issues in discussion. Finally, these teachers refrain from enrolling 

students in any class that will not produce LCPs. 

Teachers in the study spend more energy on navigating the system than 

on instruction; this appears to be the bulk of practice. They simply do not have 

the freedom to focus exclusively on teaching or working with students to meet 

their needs. They felt that the variability of student abilities, the struggles and 
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distractions that student face in their outside lives, and the systematically 

imposed restrictions on what they can do should preclude them from being held 

accountable for student performance. Accountability in adult education is a 

moving target - the uncertainty of which generates undue pressure, causes 

conflicts between state imposed or individual notions of teaching, and breeds 

divisiveness and competition between teachers. 

Authority vs. counselor. Teachers said that they interacted with 

students either as an authority figure or a counselor, but did not speak in broader 

terms beyond this or mention any other roles as cited in previous studies of adult 

educators, such as co-learner, provocateur, or resource person (Magro, 1999). 

However, teachers in general have been observed to deal with conflicting norms 

of authority and the importance of forming of personal bonds (Feiman-Nemser & 

Floden, 1986), and the same was the case in this study. At the same time that 

teachers work to maintain authority and distance from their students, they also 

understand that motivating students requires a certain degree of closeness. 

The dilemmas of teaching are not unique to adult basic education 

teaching, but they do provide insight as to the complexity of the decision-making 

process across all teaching contexts, whether it is K12, adult education, or higher 

education. Teachers in this study tended to rely on their own belief systems to 

interpret and solve most dilemmas of practice, although (such as in the case of 

forming personal bonds) they risked marginalization and disapproval from the 

teaching group at large. Some dilemmas, such as whether to concentrate on the 

"job" of teaching or the "work" of teaching, continue to plague this group. Two 
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camps emerged on this issue, probably framed around their views on why they 

were teaching adult basic education in the first place. In the first camp were 

teachers depended financially on the position and who did seem concerned with 

losing their sites; and they tended to concentrate more on the mechanical and 

bureaucratic functions of teaching. The other camp, however, who indicated that 

they taught ABE simply "because they wanted to," had more of a nonchalant 

attitude towards Literacy Completion Points. As one teacher said, "If it's so 

important, they can have this job." 

The Critical Role of Teachers' Knowledge 

In continuing their talk on beliefs and knowledge, Feiman-Nemser and 

Floden (1986) say that teachers use knowledge to "resolve tensions," manage 

dilemmas," and "simplify the complexities of their work" (p. 514). But what is 

important is that in order for teachers to use the knowledge, they must possess 

the knowledge, or have avenues to acquire the necessary knowledge they need 

to carry out the "work" and the "job" of teaching. In this study, a lack of 

knowledge seemed to cause more dilemmas than to solve them. For example, 

new teachers with lack of knowledge about how to navigate the system often 

learned of "shortcuts" too late to help their own students, such as when Ms. 

Georgia did not understand the nuances and unwritten rules of enrolling students 

or the actual waiting time to take the GED exam. 

The teachers' lack of content knowledge in some instances posed 

problems. Teachers resolved this dilemma using peer-tutoring, resource 

211 



personnel, or just not teaching the unknown material. In a couple of instances, 

teachers simply did not want to admit to a student that they were not 

knowledgeable in that area; this resulted in students who came to the program 

with self-expressed needs not being serviced at all. Even though one teacher 

admitted to me that she was generally unsuccessful in engaging younger 

students, she continued to utilize the same practices. 

Ms. Washington feels that a good teacher does not have to know the 

information; she should know "how to find the information." The importance here 

is not to emphasize what teachers do not know, for they are not expected to be 

experts in all facets of their work. The important issue to understand is that many 

teachers in this study did not know what to do next when they realized they didn't 

know, such as when Mr. Winfrey encountered a student needing instruction in 

English as a Second Language. Instead of asking others for advice or learning 

more about that content, he simply left the student to learn independently, and 

eventually the student stopped coming. 

This is why the data on the formal and informal learning experiences is 

vital. What teachers know, how they come to know it, and what they do with 

what they know can guide practitioners in structuring learning experiences that fit 

more closely with the ways in which teachers learn. 
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Conclusion 

This chapter specifically looked at the beliefs and knowledge of the 

. teachers in this study and analyzed the relationships between the two in terms of 

how it affects practice. The next chapter will look closely at the norms of 

interaction - that is, the unwritten rules of practice that govern how teachers 

communicate and relate to others involved in the adult basic education 

experience. 
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CHAPTER VII 

THE INFLUENCE OF NORMS OF INTERACTION ON PRACTICE 

Introduction 

In Chapter Five, we looked at the thoughts and experiences of eight 

teachers in order to view teaching as an individualized practice. In Chapter Six, 

we explored the beliefs and knowledge of the full sample of fifteen so that we can 

gain an understanding of how the two relate to one and other, and how beliefs 

and knowledge work together to inform and shape practice. In this chapter, I 

discuss the formal and informal rules that govern how teachers relate to the 

various groups involved with teaching adult basic education at these programs: 

students, parents, administration, the host site, and other teachers. Feiman

Nemser & Floden (1986) say that norms of interaction shape the way teachers 

perceive their work. 

Interaction with Students 

Teachers' beliefs about how they should interact with their students was 

discussed in the previous chapter, but will be briefly repeated here. Teachers 
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believe that their roles for their students in the classroom are to function as either 

an authority figure or as a counselor. Some teachers believe that they are the 

authority in the classroom and their purpose is to provide structure and manage 

behavior. Some teachers believe that they should be more of a friend to 

students, helping them beyond the classroom in any matter that will help the 

student achieve success. 

In each of the 25 different observations of ABE/GED classrooms, I 

scanned the room to record what I felt were obvious demographics of the 

students (See Table 17). I did not interview students nor did I give them surveys 

in order to get an accurate depiction of their demographics. Seven of the sixteen 

classes were either majority male or majority female classes, and the remaining 

split were fairly balanced. Ten of the sixteen classes (not necessarily the same 

ten), classes had mainly black students. Only three classes had a predominantly 

white student attendance, two of those were all-white classes. Nine of the 

classes had either mainly teenage dropouts or students in their mid- to lower 20s. 

Three classes served students primarily over thirty years of age. 

What's important to note in this section are the differences in how 

teachers were observed interacting with different age groups and how their own 

actions differed according to their own ethnicity. 
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Table 17 

Profiles of Teachers and Th.eir Students Based on Age, Race*, and Sex* 

Pseudonym Teachers Students 

Approximate Age Race Sex Approximate Race** Sex 
Age 

Black White Male Female 
Brown Late 60s Black Female 40s - 50s 14 0 12 2 
Cra~ Early 60s White Female 20s 18 5 12 1 1 
Creek Late 30s White Male Teens 4 0 1 3 
Geor:.g_ia Ear!Y_ 30s Black Female 20s 1 1 0 5 7 
Henry Mid 30s White Female 20s 8 1 6 4 
Jackson Early 50s Black Male 20s - 40s 32 31 48 15 
Jefferson Late 40s White Female Teens 0 14 14 4 
Jesse Ear!Y_ 30s White Female 20s 0 12 7 5 
Lome Ear!Y_ 40s Black Female 20s - 40s 5 1 1 5 
Oaks Early 30s Black Female 20s - 30s 9 0 0 9 
Powell Early 60s Black Female Teens 5 6 6 5 
Richards Early 50s White Female Teens 2 6 4 4 
Sutton Late 50s White Female 30s - 40s 6 1 3 8 
Washin_g_ton _{_11 Early 40s White Female Teens 14 10 16 10 
Washin_g_ton _{_2l Ear!Y_ 40s White Female 30s - 60s 10 5 8 9 
Winfrey Early 30s Black Male 20s - 30s 6 3 9 9 

*These are the combined totals of all classes observed. 
**The following classes also had Hispanic students: Ms. Craig (1 ), Ms. Henry (1 ), Ms. Georgia (1 ), Ms. Jefferson (4), and Ms. Washington 
(4) 



Differences in Older and Younger Students 

Most of the classes were comprised of students who were generally 

around the same age; teachers of younger groups were more formal in their 

conversation and relationships with their students than the teachers of the older 

groups. In classes with younger students, particularly when they were 

teenagers, discipline and respect were strongly emphasized. The teachers had 

strict rules for attendance, frequently called parents, and had structured 

assignments or curriculum for students to follow. Discussions were planned and 

content-related. These students were observed to be more reserved and 

usually chose to work or talk with one or two other people in the class. 

Classes and groups containing mature adults (those seeming to be over 

thirty years-old) were more social; they greeted each other when they walked into 

class, called each other openly by their first names, voluntarily worked together 

to complete work or solve problems, playfully joked with one another, and 

seemed excited to be participating in education. The class environment was 

much more flexible. Students generally worked according to their own pace and 

on whatever assignments they wished for that day. There was much more 

laughing and camaraderie in these classes and discussions moved freely 

between family, sports, music, and the daily news. 

In classes where there might be only one or two older students mixed in 

with the younger group, older adults were either used as role models or 

counselors in class or took it upon themselves to admonish or scold younger 

students for not being serious about their work. Ms. Craig told me of a student 
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who wrote in her essay about wanting to teach the younger students about 

manners and grace. In Ms. Georgia's class, when a student's outburst 

interrupted class and he was asked to leave for the day, it was the older student 

in class who turned to him and reminded him of how much he needed the GED in 

order to make it in life. In Richards' class, I observed an older student directly 

addressing a younger student about the level of his noise in the classroom. 

"Some of us are trying to work!" she told him. Ms. Washington also talked about 

one of her older students: 

She's great. She's eager to learn ... and she's funny. She comes and tells 

me, she says, 'You know when I'm here with them before school and you 

get here, I tell them that they need to straighten up or get out of here 

because this is free education for them and I missed it when I was their 

age and see, I'm coming back to try to make it better.' 

Two teachers, Ms. Washington and Ms. Craig, worked with two separate 

classes of younger and older students, and their experiences give insight into the 

possible affect of teaching style on different age groups. Not long after the 

beginning of my study, Ms. Washington agreed to take on the class of an 

instructor who was dealing with personal issues. In our first interview, I had 

asked her if she would use the same methods with students who were over thirty 

years of age, and she said that she would. It was a night class, one which I had 

substituted for at least three or four times and where I was familiar with the 

students. The students were primarily black and most were over fifty years of age 

with grandchildren. There were a couple of younger people in the class and at 
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least one Latina student in her 30s who told me that she was attending class so 

she can help her daughter in school. 

When Ms. Washington told me about taking over the class, she asked me 

about them, and I gave her my perceptions of the students in the class and what 

I felt normally worked for them. I told her about how they liked to work together 

and went at a slower pace; that they often stopped to talk about current events or 

gossip in between assig.nments. I observed in her day class that the desks were 

set up in rows - to stop talking - she told me. Ms. Washington's routine was to 

put an assignment on the board and for students to complete it quietly at their 

desks. She occasionally walked between the rows asking if anyone needed any 

help, but I did not observe anyone ever needing any. Students wanting to talk to 

Ms. Washington came to her desk in the back of the room. I wondered to myself 

how these differences (between her style and what the students liked to do) 

would work out. 

The next time I talked with her, she seemed to be disillusioned with the 

night class experience. For one, she had to share a room, desk space, and file 

space with another teacher. Another problem was that the extended absence of 

the previous instructor meant that much of the important paperwork, including 

TABE testing and registration, had lapsed, so it was taking her a long time to 

organize everyone and get them on track. She described it as "unorganized 

mayhem." 

But what seemed to puzzle her more than anything else were the students 

themselves. She told me about one of the older black male students who did not 
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seem to be happy with her. He had told her that a process she was using to 

solve a math problem "wasn't the right way" because it was different from how 

another teacher showed him. "I'm wondering what they are there for," she said 

to me about him and his wife, who came in together and always brought snacks 

for them to eat. "You're not supposed to eat in class," she said to me. 

When she gave the class a math worksheet with a Halloween theme, the 

older students would not work on it because working with a Halloween them went 

against their religious beliefs. She could not understand why and explained how 

this would not be a problem with her younger students, since they hadn't lived 

long enough to form such strong opinions. 

In another instance, an older black female student leaving for the night 

told her that "Lord willing, I'll be here." Ms. Washington said that when she 

responded, "Well, do you want to be here?" the older woman made a point of 

letting her know that it was definitely the "Lord's will." In telling me the story, Ms. 

Washington seemed to scoff either at the idea, or the woman's passion about the 

subject. I could not tell which. 

I observed the night group two times and the differences in their 

interaction and socialization patterns from when .1 had substituted for this class 

were clear. When I was in the class, the students were jovial and social with one 

another, greeting each other as they came in, asking about each other's family, 

and joking with one another about the learning process. They decided as a 

group what they would work on for the evening and usually went over the 
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problems together, each one answering a problem until the whole group could 

move on. 

In contrast, when I observed the same group after Ms. Washington took 

over, the atmosphere had completely changed. It was very similar, if not exactly, 

like her day class. Although students still sat at tables, they only sat one or two 

to each table and were separated. There was only quiet talk between them and 

they only asked Ms. Washington for help when she walked around. The older 

couple who rarely missed a night when I was there were not in class either time I 

observed. 

I observed Ms. Craig three different times in the same classroom. What 

brought me back a third time was my inability to understand from a cultural 

standpoint what was happening between her and the younger group. She and 

Ms. Henry teach in the same room, and students rotate between them and the 

computer stations in a carousel format throughout the morning. So she has three 

sessions of students, one hour each session. The first two times I observe.d her, 

I only stayed on her side for the first hour - the period with the younger group 

(officially the pre-GED group) -- and then I followed the group over to Ms. Henry's 

side. In these first two observations I began to notice that this younger group 

was virtually unresponsive to Ms. Craig's teaching style. They rarely spoke 

directly to her, they did not answer any of her questions, and they seemed to be 

bored. I was bored sitting in there with them. 

I decided to go back a third time and remain with her for the entire three 

hours so that I could observe her with the three different groups. What struck 
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me most about this experience were the differences in classroom interaction and 

Ms. Craig's attitude between the younger class and the two mature groups. Ms. 

Craig taught the same lesson three times, but it really wasn't the same class 

atmosphere. · With the younger group, she walked around from table to table 

talking to students who were working quietly and periodically lingered around 

students she felt were talking too much. Besides the daily grammar exercise on 

the board, the class did a newspaper activity. From my field notes [Observation 

#22]: 

The class is reading about the President's State of the Union address and 

answering questions on the board ... She stands at the whiteboard and 

asks a male sitting at a nearby table if he can read it. .. He does not 

respond ... The student she has just spoken to laughs quietly while still 

looking at her. I can't tell whether he's laughing at her or what ... She starts 

talking ... I turn around to see who she is talking to and it's no one in 

particular ... No one turns around to look at her while she's talking and no 

one responds ... She goes over the history of the State of the Union 

address. "What's it called?" No one answers. "What's it called?" There 

is no answer. Finally she says, "State of the Union Address." 

The same lesson with an older group was a much different experience. 

They quickly went over the grammar lesson together, with volunteers fighting 

with one another to come up to the board to answer questions. Next, they went 

over the newspaper questions as a group (as opposed to individually like the 
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younger group), and this led to further discussion about national and state 

politics. 

I also noticed changes in her behavior and attitude between the two age 

groups. Her voice was lighter and she moved more quickly around the room with 

the older groups. She did not scold or admonish the older groups for talking 

amongst themselves, although I did notice several side conversations occurring 

in class. There was laughter and joking among those in the room, including Ms. 

Craig. In the last class of the day, she even sat down in a chair in the middle of 

them all while talking about the possibility of war with Iraq. I should not have 

been surprised. In our first interview together, she told me that there was a 

particular group that she enjoyed more because they participated and learned 

from one another. 

Before this third observation, I asked her about the differences between 

the younger and older groups. "They [the younger group] just sit there," she told 

me. "They do not respond or they just like working in small groups ... Stand up 

teaching is harder with the younger group." When I asked her why she just did 

not allow them to work as they preferred, she responded, "Sometimes I let them 

choose. I just believe that all students learn best from direct teaching and direct 

follow up." She told me that she wished she knew about methods for motivating 

the younger group. 
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Differences in Male and Female Students 

Three of the classes were dominated by female students and nine were 

fairly balanced between men and women. It is these two distinctions that are 

interesting to discuss. Both male and female teachers looked at the female 

student as having different issues and concerns that required special attention. 

Teachers spoke of the family problems and emotional stress that women brought 

to class every day that were not characteristic of men. Ms. Jefferson talked 

about her young girls in class leaving traditional school simply due to developing 

a "bad girl" reputation that made it difficult for them to stay. Ms. Lome specifically 

spoke to young women about reading to their children and having books in the 

home. When talking about their students, teachers rarely, if ever, mentioned 

men as a specific group. 

Another way that the gender of students in the class was a ·factor was in 

the counseling role discussed in the last chapter and earlier in this one. When 

female teachers talked about having to counsel or advise students in personal 

matters or help them above what other teachers might do, they were usually 

talking about their female students. Male teachers followed the same pattern. In 

Mr. Jackson's class, I observed men waiting to speak with him before, during, 

and after class. Mr. Winfrey, whose class is all-male, used class as an open 

forum for male-oriented issues. 

In mixed classes, men and women interacted with each other 

academically and personally. For instance, when I observed students sitting two 
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to a table or speaking in lowered tones next to each other, it was usually a male 

and a female. In Ms. Washington and Ms. Richards' classes, the teachers spoke 

to "a male/female couple" about staying focused during class. Mr. Jackson 

separated the men and the women in his drug rehabilitation class to different 

tables to decrease distraction. For many of them, he told me, it had been a long 

. time since they had had contact with anyone of the opposite sex. They often 

used this context to flirt or parade in front of each other. He had asked his 

supervisor more than once for separate classes for men and women, but was 

told that there was not enough funding. 

Differences in Blacks and Whites 

Ethnically, of the fifteen teachers in the study, seven were black and eight 

were white. Ten of the teachers (five black and five white) taught classes where 

the day I observed the majority of students were black. Almost none of the 

teachers seemed to perceive any differences in how they related to different 

ethnic groups, although most of the white teachers did mention being accused of 

being racist at some point in their teaching career. 

A few issues I think are particularly worth noting. White teachers in this 

study seemed to have had to deal with tension due to issues of ethnicity in the 

classroom more than black teachers. Almost all of the white teachers recalled 

painful instances of being labeled a racist by their students. Ms. Richards was 

forced to expel a black student who yelled racial epithets at her and other 

classmates, and talked about having to deal with a sensitive situation when a 
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white student wrongfully accused a black male student of looking in her purse. "I 

never said anything to the kid," she said to me. "So he looked in her purse. 

Tough shit! She didn't like it. Get a life! God!" 

Ms. Washington was nearly attacked by a parent who called her racist. A 

student told Ms. Sutton, who is Jewish, that his family jokes that he's Jewish 

because "he's so cheap." Ms. Jefferson was so cognizant of the racial make-up 

(all-white) of her class that when a black student enrolled, she was concerned 

about him fitting in with the group and she pulled him over for a conversation: 

Ms. J: 

Kim: 

Ms. J: 

So with P, I said ... "I was just curious. Do you feel 

comfortable?" I said, "I've never been the only white person 

in groups except for at a church, and that's a very 

comfortable place for me," so I said, "I was wondering how 

you felt about that?" And he said, "You know, I did kind of 

feel. .. " He said, "I walked in the class and it was like ooh." 

So of course then we talked about it the third day ... he said ... 

"I wasn't sure how people were gonna react to me," but he 

said, "I think everybody's pretty nice." 

What made you ask that? 

'Cause again I'd never been in a place where I was [the only 

white person] ... other than shopping ... somewhere where 

you're gonna have constant interaction for a good amount of 

time. Just because I had never been in that setting, I was 

curious. 
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Kim: 

Ms. J: 

Kim: 

Ms. J: 

You were curious. Did you have any concern that he might 

be [uncomfortable]? Was their real concern that he might 

[be uncomfortable]? 

Yeah. Yeah. 'Cause I couldn't figure out how I felt. I think I 

would feel alright. I felt comfortable at a church, but again, 

you don't always want to perceive that just because you felt 

some way someone else does. 

Did you think at all that students would treat him any 

differently? 

I wasn't sure. 

Black teachers, on the other hand, recounted more instances of racial 

tension in their past that affected their teaching style. For instance, most of the 

black teachers recounted instances as students where they felt discriminated 

against or ignored based on the color of their skin. They indicated to me that 

these past histories of marginalization influenced the way they reached out to 

similar groups in their classrooms. 

The black teachers in this study showed teaching or language styles that 

were distinctly different from the white teachers. For one, black teachers used 

unique communicative patterns with their students that involved the use of idiom, 

slang, and vernacular language. Ms. Powell, who works in a rural setting, often 

spoke to students and co-workers in idioms, telling them that you "can't squeeze 

blood from a turnip" (I can only give you so much attention), or "I didn't just fall off 
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the turnip truck yesterday" (I'm not fooled easily), or "All work and no play makes 

Johnny a dull play, but all play and no work makes Johnny a stupid boy." 

Mr. Jackson had an ethnically mixed class, but he often referred to the 

black male students as "my brother." When an older black man answered a 

question correctly in class during my observation, Mr. Jackson walked over to 

him and bumped fists with him (called "giving him dap"). "We're old school," Mr. 

Jackson said to the class, referring to himself and the older student. "We went to 

school a long time ago when you had to know something to get ahead." 

The second indication of a different teaching style for black teachers was 

in how they directly addressed student behavior. Black teachers used what 

Callender (1997) refers to as "shaming" or "truth telling" to purposely embarrass 

the student and correct the behavior. In Ms. Georgia's class, when a student 

near her continued to talk to other students after she had already warned him, 

she turned and hit him firmly on the shoulder. He playfully grabbed his shoulder 

in protest, yelled out as if he were in pain, and turned around. The class was 

amused. 

The language and tone that Ms. Oaks used with her students reminded 

me of my mother and my friends' mothers growing up. She conducted her class 

in a high volume for almost the entire period. She told her students to be sure 

and "act normal" on the day of her evaluation. When a student asked her a 

question that Ms. Oaks felt had a pretty obvious answer (regarding class 

procedures), she said to the student, "I'll hit you in the head with my heel. I will 

hit you in the head with my heel." In another instance, a student kept calling her 
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to get her attention while she talking to another student. Without turning around, 

Ms. Oaks put the palm of her hand toward the student and yelled, "Do you see 

me paying attention to you?! Do you see me paying attention you?!" A third 

student tried to take something off of her desk and she slapped the woman's 

hand, saying loudly, "Get out of my desk!" The students seemed accustomed to 

the tone and even laughed at their fellow students who were recipients of the 

remarks. When I asked her about her style, she told me that she had to "get on 

their level" to get anything accomplished. 

In only two instances did I observe white teachers "poking fun" or "fussing" 

at students in a playful, but serious manner about completing their work or 

staying on task. Both of these teachers taught in rural settings, which may have 

something to do with their familiarity with students. 

A third aspect of the black teachers' style was in the level of involvement 

that they had with their students. Black teachers tended to connect strongly with 

their students in the classroom. Four of the six black teachers spoke in terms of 

"we're in this together," indicating that the fates of the students and the teacher 

were intertwined. 

These teachers often stopped during class to specifically address how the 

content being addressed tied in to students' personal goals. For example, Mr. 

Jackson, during a lesson on reading comprehension, often stopped to emphasize 

that even people who work with their hands or work in machinery needed to 

understand what they were reading. He also made sure to emphasize that 

students use standard English in the classroom so that it could help them get 
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better jobs. Ms. Lome talked to young black mothers about the necessity to 

introduce and advocate reading in their households. Ms. Georgia, whose class 

has mostly black students, set aside time each day for students to reflect and 

respond to inspirational passages in terms of their own lives and development. 

Black teachers also felt a personal responsibility to making sure that black 

students succeed and are knowledgeable about things in life. Mr. Jackson's had 

many years of experience working with drug offenders and criminals, many of 

whom are black males, and understood the various issues that his, students, 

particularly the black students, bring with them to the learning experience. "I 

want to make sure we reach them [black students] in particular," he told me. 

"We're behind as a race in education. I want to make sure I help in that." 

Mr. Winfrey, a young black male teaching in a correctional institution, told 

me that he felt responsible for expanding his students' minds and opening them 

to new ways of thinking. Although the day's scheduled content when I observed 

was science, the topic of discussions easily turned to music and nutrition. He 

played different types of music (jazz, alternative, and reggae), constantly 

switching CDs throughout the three hours and educating his mostly black class 

about the various genres of music and the different artists. Students voiced their 

opinions openly about what they heard from him and the music. One student 

said to him, "You know what I'm gonna do? I'm gonna write down all the music I 

like when I'm in here and I when I get out, I'm gonna listen to that instead of 

Tupac [rap artist] 'cause I get thugged out and hyped [criminal and excited]." At 
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the end of class Mr. Winfrey began to talk to the students about nutrition, warning 

them about preservatives and additives that the government includes in foods. 

A fourth indication of black teaching style was that I observed black 

teachers touching their students more often. When students in Mr. Jackson's 

class did not respond to an answer correctly, he would always walk over and 

place his hand on their shoulder before telling them "no" or "good try." "My 

reason for doing that," he told me later, "is I don't want them to feel put down. 

know how I used to feel in class sometimes when I gave a wrong answer." 

Teachers also were observed hugging students and patting students on 

the baQk in encouragement. As I already noted above, teachers like Ms. Oaks 

and Ms. Georgia also used touch as a form of discipline to correct student 

behavior. I do not have evidence of this from most of the white teachers, who, 

although extremely friendly and cordial to their students, kept a clear physical 

distance between themselves and the students. 

A comparison of similar circumstances would further illustrate this point. 

In Ms. Jefferson's class before our interview, she told her class not to disturb her 

for the next thirty minutes because she would be speaking with me. 

Nevertheless a student burst into .the room where we were talking no more than ,. 

five minutes after we got started to "show her something." She let him finish, and 

then said to him, "Now, Z, didn't I tell you not disturb me?" The student nodded, 

protested some, and then went back to his seat. In Ms. Oaks' class, by contrast, 

a student was constantly calling her name. "Ms. Oaks! Ms. Oaks! Ms. Oaks!" 

Ms. Oaks' back was turned to the student, and without turning around, she 
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pointed her hand toward the student, palm out, and yelled, "Do you see me 

paying attention to you?! Do you see me paying attention to you?!" 

It is . interesting to note here that most of the black teachers taught in 

classes that were predominantly black; therefore, it is difficult to assess whether 

these same teaching styles would be used in different circumstances. Mr. 

Jackson had an ethnically mixed class, and everything about his style was the 

same between white and black students, except that I did not observe him calling 

a white student, "my brother," or exchanging other cultural nonverbal greetings. 

Mr. Winfrey, whose class is majority black, was confident that he treated both 

groups equally. "I have a good reputation," he told me. "They [white students] 

wouldn't come back to class if they felt I treated them any differently." 

In four of the five classes that had black teachers with predominantly black 

students, the level and volume of engagement was higher than in any of the 

other classes. Callender (1997) says that this stems from African communicative 

traditions of call-response and repetition founded in the black church. I 

observed that when there were only one or two black male students in a class 

that was predominantly white; those students either had their heads down on the 

desk or talked with students next to them. Teachers usually said something to 

these students about getting back on task. 

One thing in Davis County that caught my attention was the differences in 

behavior and study habits between the black and white students. The structure 

of classes prevented me from observing students during instruction in any large 

scale, but I noticed that there were always black students standing outside of the 
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building during school hours. Ms. Williams, a black staff member at the adult 

school, mentioned in every conversation with me how disappointed she was in 

the attitude and motivation of the black students. She said that on the day when 

I had observed everyone celebrating the GED scores of those who passed, it 

was important to note that most who passed were white. She talked often about 

how the white students came in with higher scores and got their GEDs more 

quickly. "If you just look in their faces," she said about the black students, 

"They're just dead." 

Interaction with Parents 

Only four teachers indicated that interaction with parents was a routine 

part of practice, but because many of the students I observed were teenagers, I 

felt that the inclusion for norms of interacting with parents was relevant. Most 

contact involved some conversation about attendance and progress. Ms. 

Jefferson, as noted earlier, has the most interaction with parents, such as 

requiring a parent orientation when a student joins the class, and frequently 

calling the student's home regarding positive and negative classroom behavior. 

asked her how her students felt about these practices: 

I tell them [students] it's meant to be a bridge builder. When you're doing 

what you need to do in class, your parents are relieved. They're happy. 

It's probably gonna free up maybe some other responsibilities ... things 

they haven't given you. As time goes on ... not guaranteed, but maybe, 
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when you build those bridges as an adult. .. doing what you're supposed to 

be doing ... 

Later she talked about an instance where her mediation between students and 

parents seemed to help. 

And one student didn't want to be here ... her mom did ... we negotiated ... I 

said ... M says that she feels she's high [level] and she does everything I 

ask her to, and she proves that she's high, then will you allow her to go 

over to Fast Track [for more advanced students] if she wants to, even 

though you don't want her to, and the lady said yes. Well, M didn't believe 

her mom. I know her from the past and all that stuff. So finally I said, well, 

I don't know. So we ... let's at least do our part and sure enough M's mom 

did adhere ... 

The issues surrounding teacher-parent relationships that plague K12 

education, such as varying definitions of parent involvement and ideal parent 

behavior, did not seem to be of concern here, except for one reported incident of 

parental violence toward a teacher. · Like discipline, the issue of the level and 

nature of the contact between teachers and parents is something that teachers 

with younger populations have to address more often than do other teachers. 

Interaction with Administration 

In Davis County, the principal and teachers in the program share a 

building. The principal has two desks in the building and is very mobile and 
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visible; he has constant daily contact with staff and is the primary decision-maker 

on all facets of practice. In Jordan County, however, interaction with 

administration usually involved the two assistant principals and two program 

coordinators, who each supervise groups of teachers, normally, but not always 

according to content area. Teachers were interviewed and were hired by these 

supervisors, and teachers rarely, if ever had contact with the principal of the 

program. Ms. Jefferson told me that the principal is mostly "behind the scenes." 

A couple of teachers complained about the principal walking past them without 

recognition. Said one of them: 

Ms. Band [principal] doesn't even know what I look like. She walked past 

me four times at that conference ... didn't even know who I was ... when I 

finally stopped ... [I said], "Thank you for answering my questions on the 

survey that I had for class." [She asked], "What's your name?" "I work for 

you." "Nice to meet you." I've been working there two and a half years. 

She doesn't know me. 

The knowledge of the supervisor about rules and procedures seemed to 

be important to teachers. Teachers respected supervisors who encouraged 

learning, were knowledgeable about the field, and guided them in the right 

direction. As Ms. Georgia's statements reveal, most teachers appreciated the 

autonomy that supervisors gave them to run their classrooms: 

Ms. Thompson is a supportive supervisor ... it's kind of ... this is your 

site ... this is the curriculum ... she comes back and periodically does her 

assessment, but for the most part ... I mean ... you're the teacher ... you 
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know ... conduct the class ... I mean ... it's very self-oriented ... ! am a self 

starter and I am a very independent worker, so that works for me because 

it's not someone saying, "How you doing?" "Do you need help? Did you 

get this?" It's not that environment at all, so I've enjoyed working for 

Jordan. 

In contrast, teachers ignored or disregarded supervisors who appeared 

inexperienced or inept. In this case, they turned to other teachers, or another 

supervisor for information and support. 

Annual evaluations usually entailed a supervisor observing the teacher in 

the classroom for a session and then meeting with the teacher to go over their 

Individual Professional Development Plan (IPDP), a document used to reflect on 

their progress to date and to set goals for the upcoming year. It is the same 

evaluation form used for K12 teachers in the county. Ms. Richards and Ms. 

Craig were the only teachers who indicated when asked that they saw this 

evaluation as a positive experience. Most teachers considered the evaluation 

process as a "necessary evil" involving too much paperwork. Teachers are 

usually asked to perform a lesson (on any area, as long as it's large-group 

instruction) for the evaluation, even if that is not normally their delivery method in 

the classroom. The first time I observed Mr. Jackson, he had put together a 

large-group lesson because he had scheduled an evaluation with his supervisor. 

Ms. Oaks warned her students to "act normal" (good behavior) on the day of the 

evaluation. Ms. Lome called it "putting on a show": 
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Ms. L: 

Kim: 

Ms. L: 

Kim: 

Ms. L: 

They're [students] all over the place [academically], so on 

this particular day, I put on a show and I simply conducted a 

class in interviewing techniques with this group for the day. 

So what did the students think when you decided you were 

gonna teach a class today, which was not normal? 

They knew. 

They knew that. .. it was for ... what was going on? 

And I told them, I said, "I need you to be here, I need you to 

be on time." I tell them all this stuff 'cause we're in this 

together, so I tell them I was coming in to be evaluated. This 

is what she's [my supervisor] looking for. I want you to be on 

your best behavior, which they usually were but ... again; I 

had some young kids in that class. I had to tell them, "Be on 

your best behavior." And ... we went over the interview, they 

did a great job, answering back ... they were interested and it 

was a good topic ... and I got my evaluation. 

Some teachers have no idea of how to fill out the IPDP and the 

requirements for setting LCP goals varied from supervisor to supervisor. They 

complained that they rarely receive feedback about their work, and when they do 

it is not very useful for them: 

Never got that feedback. Never got that feedback. Always assumed that I 

was out there by myself just doing the paperwork ... you know ... coming to 
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class.· .and almost thinking that part of what made me a good teacher was 

that I showed up every day on time. [Ms. Lome] 

One of the things that I asked for ... are there any areas of improvement 

because I'm always looking to improve. I'm always looking to improve, 

especially being a new instructor ... you want to find out the areas that you 

may or may not be weak in ... and. her response was that really there 

wasn't any area of improvement, which is good but I think maybe being a 

new instructor there has to be something. [Ms. Georgia] 

She didn't give me feedback. She just said fine. I said so how was it? Are 

you okay? [She said] It was fine. I was just looking for ... to see if class 

started on time ... [Ms. Washington] 

Teachers sometimes suggested that a lack of experience, knowledge, or 

support from their supervisors affected their daily practice. Ms. Washington took 

over yet a third class after I had collected data and she talked with me about this 

new experience during the member check process. The previous teacher had 

been a first year instructor. Ms. Washington noticed that none of the previous 

teacher's students had valid scores, which meant they would not be able to get 

the LCPs when those students made gains: 

When I called Ms. Vandella [supervisor] and told her that the scores 

weren't valid, she asked me why did they have to be. What can I do when 

the freaking supervisor doesn't know the rules? It's obvious she [the 
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teacher] wasn't trained. I called Ms. Welch [staff member and friend] and 

she's gonna say something to Ms. Tomlin [supervisor] about it. I know this 

is gonna come back to bite me. I just know it will. 

Interaction with. the Host Site 

Another interesting and important relationship was the one between the 

teacher and host site, if the class was not held at the main campus. This is 

germane only to Jordan County because of the large number of outside locations 

where classes are held. What is important for this discussion is that the nature of 

the relationship with the host site personnel affected the smoothness of the 

operation. At some sites, the adult education program was only "using space"; 

that is, the host site did not determine the composition or enrollment of class and 

had nothing to do with teaching methods. In these instances, the teacher 

generally worked through the supervisor, who served as a liaison between the 

teacher and the host site personnel, to solve problems. Examples of these 

relationships were found in classes held on the K12 campuses. 

At other sites however the adult education class at the site was funded 
' ' . 

by the host site. This changed the relationship dramatically. For instance, Ms. 

Oaks and Mr. Winfrey had to appease both the administration of their site and 

their supervisor at the adult education program. They both spoke of instances 

where if the host administration did not approve of something, they would contact 

the supervisor and literally "tell on them." Mr. Jackson had more of a collegial 
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relationship with the host site administration, and they worked together to come 

up with solutions for problems such as separating the men and women to 

decrease distractions. 

Interaction with Other Teachers 

Teachers in Jordan County are geographically and professionally isolated 

in numerous satellite sites across the county. Ms. Oaks complained that after 

working for the program for two and a half years, she still had to give her name 

and show her identification in order to get her paycheck every month. She has 

been mistaken for a student a couple of times; once she was told that she 

couldn't park in the faculty section, and once she was threatened with removal 

from campus for lingering on a park bench between classes. 

Even those who teach at the main campus have relatively little contact 

with other teachers, admittedly by their own choice. Many teachers noted that 

their preference to remain distant from other teachers was due to a lack of trust, 

particularly if they felt that their methods or practices differed significantly from 

those of other teachers: 

I would hear things like, "We saw some of your students leaving early," 

and I thought that was ridiculous because people got families to go to, 

maybe they just got off work ... That's bad ... check to make sure nobody's 

looking ... 'cause there's always someone who's gonna tell that. .. which I 

thought was very juvenile ... so ... for that reason I stayed ... I didn't do a lot 
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of socializing with other teachers ... I was there ... hung out with my 

class ... do what needs to be done. The people I had to interact with I did , 

but others ... ! just ... kinda ... hey and bye. [Ms. Lome] 

Ms. Vandella [supervisor] sent someone out there to help me organize my 

bookcase ... she [helper] went back and told on me ... that I let them have 

breaks, I don't handle my class responsibly ... she told everything ... Ms. 

Vandella is questioning things I did ... she [teacher] felt that I wasn't 

showing them authority ... she felt that my environment was not showing 

that I was in authority and that I did not have control over my class... [Ms. 

Oaks] 

When teachers want to deviate from the norm, they often fear or 

experience disagreement from the group or administration. Ms. Sutton, who is 

Jewish, allowed a low-literate student to bring in his Sunday school lesson so she 

could help him learn to read it. When I asked her if the use of religious material 

was allowed, she didn't know, but she said that she wasn't going to ask, either. 

Ms. Georgia wanted to incorporate report cards in her class and was 

discouraged by others from doing it, opting instead to do conduct periodic oral 

assessment with the students. She also indicated having many single parents in 

her group compelled her to incorporate more family issues into discussion: 

Ms. G: I know as an instructor we are not encouraged to get into the 

family ... 

Kim: Who doesn't encourage you not to get into ... ? 
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Ms. G: 

Kim: 

Ms. G: 

The ... the guidelines ... 

Do they say that? I mean ... is that written, or has it been 

said. Is that. .. 

It's been ... it's said. It's perceived and it's said and it's 

working with other teachers and it's talking with other 

teachers ... 

Only two of the teachers told me that they had ever seen anyone else in 

their program teach, yet several times in interviews teachers spoke of other 

teachers' methods with disdain or ridicule, particularly when the methods were 

different from their own. Ms. Lome recalled her first experience teaching for the 

program: 

Yeah ... that's part of the reason why I didn't do a lot of socializing there 

because I knew our philosophies were not the same. We're coming from 

two different places, there. Two different places. 

Ms. Jefferson indicated that she was hesitant to accept a leadership role 

in the program because she knew her methods were unlike most teachers'. 

According to her, other teachers had said that if they taught with her methods of 

classroom management "they wouldn't have any students." When Ms. 

Washington spoke to me about another teacher who allowed students to come 

and go as they please and eat in the evening class, she told me, "That's not what 

adult ed is all about!" Ms. Georgia said that using individualized instruction as 

the only method "didn't make sense" because students who previously did not 
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make it in school were not able to sit down and independently guide their own 

curriculum choices. 

Staff meetings in Jordan County are held once a month and usually only 

involve a few teachers and their supervisor. Rarely are full faculty staff meetings 

held. I only observed the teachers together twice: once in a large faculty 

meeting at the beginning of the study and a second time in a small meeting with 

Ms. Tomlin [supervisor] and her teachers. In both settings, the facilitators of the 

meeting stuck closely to a published agenda. The first staff meeting I attended 

was a full staff faculty meeting where I introduced myself and asked for 

volunteers interested in participating in my study. The subject for the day was 

student retention and the supervisor in charge, Ms. Thompson, went through a 

list of methods to keep students in classrooms without ever mentioning the 

reasons why they typically leave. Most suggestions included giving rewards for 

student progress or recognizing students' birthdays. Nothing was said about 

teaching methods, teachers' attitudes, or teachers' beliefs. 

The second meeting was a smaller meeting between Ms. Tomlin and 

about eight of her teachers. She had asked the teachers to bring examples of 

group work to share. Two of the teachers presented work for small groups and 

the others brought examples of large group instruction. One teacher, Ms. Ellis, 

used far more varied kinds of materials than anyone else. As she talked about 

what she did in the classroom, she passed her materials around. The teachers 

seemed interested in these materials and asked Ms. Tomlin if they could have 

them. Ms. Tomlin gathered together a list of requested items to order. 
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At the end of both staff meetings I attended, teachers were asked to talk 

about their "best practices" in the classroom and to give examples. I wondered 

aloud to Ms. Washington and Ms. Craig if teachers ever talked about what went 

wrong in their classrooms or asked for help. Said Ms. Craig: 

Teachers will not bring up problems in front of administration or someone 

who is administrating ... You're not supposed to admit you don't have a 

handle on it. 

Ms. Craig said that if she were going to bring up something negative, she 

would mention it in "focus group." Many teachers mentioned this focus group 

that had met on a monthly basis the previous year, but had been disbanded due 

to funding cuts. According to the teachers in the study, the focus group was a 

way for teachers to ask questions and express themselves without the presence 

of administration. "We used to do a lot of sharing in focus group," said Ms. 

Jefferson. Ms. Washington credited the focus group with helping new teachers 

acclimate themselves to the system: 

That's why the focus group was so important, because we gave out all 

that information, and when new teachers came in it was like ... it was a 

godsend to them because they were getting everything ... and they were 

getting the best faculty ... you know ... not just from us, but from other 

teachers. 

Ms. Washington claimed that without this focus group for teachers, the 

administration no longer maintained a forum for open ideas. In fact, Ms. 

Washington cautioned me against reporting negative results from my study. 
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"Never say anything negative about administration in front of administration " she 
' 

told me. "Only talk about the good things and mail us [the teachers in the study] 

the rest." 

Discussion 

The Challenge of Assumptions 

In the previous chapter we viewed the assumptions and beliefs of the 

teachers in this study in the framework of a deficit perspective, that looked at 

their roles as teachers as fillfng in the gaps that students brought with them or 

removing the barriers that had formed from students' lives. What was not 

explored in that discussion was what happens when those beliefs and 

assumptions are applied to different social categories (e.g., race, gender, age) of 

students. 

There were two instances discussed in this chapter where teachers did 

not alter their assumptions for a different group, which resulted in a mismatch 

between teachers' assumptions and actual reality. The first, with Ms. 

Washington, demonstrates what may occur when the same teaching style 

applied to different ethnic and age groups can have different effects. Although 

students in her day class, that I observed to be mainly young, white, and male, 

seem to work well in the teacher-controlled, individualistic environment, it was 

obvious that the older black students in her night class preferred a more sociable, 
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interactive climate. Instead of changing her style to fit the group, she forced 

them to behave according to her own standards of how learning should occur. 

In the other instance with Ms. Craig, younger black students seemed to 

prefer to work in small pairs or individually, yet that seemed to hamper Ms. 

Craig's spirit, who continued to try to force them into large-group activity. This 

exercise in futility was painful to observe. 

There were a couple of instances where teachers expressed awareness 

that they could not .simply apply the same set of assumptions to all their learners. 

For example, Ms. Jefferson, who operates with younger students under the 

assumption that they need control and authority, does not hold those 

assumptions for her older students, who she gives more flexibility to make 

choices in the classroom. Mr. Jackson, who teaches high school during the day, 

clearly articulated to me that adults needed more flexibility than his daytime 

students. 

The young ages of many of the students in the classrooms I observed 

makes relevant a discussion on how youth has changed what it means to teach 

adult basic education. · The added activities of managing classroom behavior, 

calling parents, and dispensing disciplinary action are not what Knowles (1980) 

had in mind when he posited that adult education instructors should be doing 

different things in their classrooms than teachers of children. The issue of 

discipline is a real one that seems to be directly associated with the age of the 

students. However, the problem seemed to be more pronounced when there 
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were larger groups of younger students in one setting. What would be the result 

of systematically placing younger students in classes with older adults? 

Most of the teachers in this study are K12 certified or were schooled in 

similar K12 contexts and seem eager to apply that model of structure and control 

to the young adult ABE classroom - once again under the auspices of "this is 

needed to get them ready for life," which assumes that none of them are. Can 

Knowles' (1980) assumptions of andragogy apply to teenage drop-outs in adult 

basic education classroom? He says that in setting a climate for learning, 

instructors should, among other things, make sure it "exudes a spirit of mutual 

respect," "is collaborative," and has a climate of "mutual trust and mutual 

responsibility" (p. 223). These concepts are most intriguing when applied to the 

young adult classroom as observed in this study. 

Knowles (1980) argues that participants should not see teachers as 

people out to manipulate or control them. This is in stark contrast with the 

stringent attendance policies enforced by Ms. Henry, Ms. Washington, and Ms. 

Jefferson, who prefer to prevent students from participating in class if they are 

late or absent too many times. This also contrasts with the control of the daily 

curriculum such as is seen in Ms. Oaks, Mr. Winfrey, Ms. Georgia, and Ms. 
' 

Jefferson's classes. 

Another area where the application of standard assumptions across 

different groups doesn't fit is in the area of race, in particular, the black students 

observed in this study. The discussion of black teaching styles is important 

because aside from a couple of exceptions, classes that had a majority of black 
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students with a black teacher appeared to be different in the tone, character, and 

atmosphere of the classroom. As compared to classes led by white teachers , 

where learning occurred in a much lower volume (usually at the direction of the 

instructor), where teachers spoke in more formal language with students , and 

where students also spoke more formally with the teacher, most classes with 

black teachers were often louder with less formal interaction between teacher 

and student. 

Why does this matter? According the Florida Department of Education 

(2000), almost 69o/a of the students in ABE programs are either black or 

Hispanic. Programs should better reflect the learning and social realities of these 

populations. Instead, programs are based on a white middle-class experience 

(Guy, 1999). Sheared (1999) found that black students are more likely to 

participate in adult education when they felt a connection with the teacher, other 

students, the program, and the program's goals. 

In addition, she found that when learners were given voice; that is, when 

the ethnic, gender, and class realities of the learner's lives were incorporated into 

teaching practice, black students were provided with tools to confront the barriers 

of their everyday lives. One way this is done is through dialogue, where learners 

are allowed to speak at the same time as the teacher. Seen as disrespectful 

through white middle-class eyes, Sheared (1999) argues, this activity more 

accurately reflects how minority learners converse in their homes and allows 

them to use others to gain a better understanding of the subject matter. Another 
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way is through call and response, which she defines as when students respond 

to the teacher with verbal affirmations. 

This issue will be developed further after we place the practices of all of 

the teachers (next chapter) against a framework of culturally relevant teaching 

(Guy 1999). For now, we can say that definitely the assumptions and beliefs 

introduced in Chapter Six can be tied to how teachers chose to relate and 

interact with one another here. 

Relating Relationships to Practice 

Exploring the norms of interaction between teachers and the involved 

parties in the teaching-learning transaction provide insight to the boundaries that 

the teachers have constructed about acceptable practices. In Chapter Six, and 

to some extent here, we have talked about the influence of strong beliefs on what 

teachers do in the classroom. Here I introduce another dimension: the shared 

understanding as to how teachers should operate and communicate with the 

people around them. 

Teachers in Jordan County are administratively and mentally isolated with 

their own classrooms, partly by choice and partly by circumstance. Isolation is a 

permanent state of affairs for these teachers. They do not share information nor 

do they desire to interact in any meaningful way with other teachers. 

Could this also be an issue of control? As it shown in this chapter, all 

aspects of interaction between teachers and other people occur within a 

controlled format. Teachers control the nature of the relationship between 
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themselves and students, either by choosing to be more involved or by insisting 

on a clear distance (such as through the use of titles). In some instances, 

teachers control the level of parent involvement; one teacher actually forces 

parents to become a part of the learning process as a pre-requisite for the 

student enrolling in her class. Contact with the principal is controlled and filtered 

through the supervisors. Contact with the supervisors also occurs through 

controlled circumstances. Finally, teachers control whether they relate and 

communicate with other teachers. Despite the geographic circu.mstances, most 

teachers in this study did not aggressively seek further contact beyond what they 

deemed necessary for their jobs. 

Conclusion 

What does the discussion of shared beliefs and patterns of relationship 

lead us? In the next chapter, we look at how these shared beliefs and 

relationships under gird what goes in teachers' heads, and subsequently, their 

classrooms. The actual teaching techniques employed by ABE teachers in the 

two counties will be explored and we will hear the rationale behind their choices. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

THE CONTENT AND STRUCTURE OF INSTRUCTION 

Introduction 

In the foregoing chapters I talked about teachers' beliefs and knowledge, 

and their norms for interacting with the various groups involved in the learning 

chapter. In this chapter I complete the presentation of data in this study by 

describing the content and methods of instructional activity. At t~e end, I will look 

closely at what these practices communicate about what literacy means in these 

programs, and view the teachers' methods through the lenses of their own beliefs 

and norms. 

Content and Materials 

The content presented in classrooms primarily centered on GED subjects 

(math, science, reading, social studies, essay) or workforce development topics. 

· Only three of the teachers, Ms. Georgia, Ms. Jefferson, and Ms. Oaks, made 

workforce development a major part of their curriculum. Half of Ms. Georgia's 

clientele were single parents mandated to attend her class as part of the state's 
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welfare-to-work policies. She talked with me about her Thursday workforce 

component: 

I actually teach the workforce section, and they are encouraged to dress 

professional dress on that day, and they actually do it. .. at first I thought, 

oh, gosh ... you know ... at first I was a little nervous because if they don't 

really have the clothing they may be inclined not to ... and that has not 

been the case ... they do the best they can ... you know ... I have one that 

wears flip flaps (sandals). She doesn't wear flip flaps on that day, she 

wears closed-in shoes, and I make sure that I comment on that, and I say, 

well, you look so nice today. I'm so glad you took the time to dress 

professional today. 

Ms. Georgia also incorporates public speaking as part of her workforce 

development content: 

You have to be able to communicate with people, and many of our 

students have not had that opportunity to communicate 

productively .... how I incorporate the public speaking is something as 

simple as ... if we're doing workforce for that day, we actually do mock 

interviews ... I have them come up and I have them talk about [it] ... if we do 

an assignment. .. we write an essay, I explain you have the option to ... you 

have to do the public speaking this week. You have the option to share 

the essay that you just wrote, or you can do your vocabulary words and 

read your sentences, whatever it takes, but you need to need to have 
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good posture, you need to project. .. and that gets them comfortable 

speaking, because that's also important. 

Ms. Jefferson has students design a resume portfolio notebook, which 

contains their biography, work history, and samples of their work. The portfolio is 

also available as a PowerPoint presentation. Students take the portfolio 

notebook on interviews, she told me, so that the stigma of being a GED graduate 

can be erased. Ms. Oaks brings in outside help to inform students about making 

good employment choices: 

We basically give them coursework just to build up their skills in their 

interest [area]. Say they're interested in a counseling career. We teach 

them what type of jobs they can get now that will help them become a 

counselor in the future. We teach them interviewing skills, how to dress 

for an interview ... we teach workplace attitudes ... basically like how to deal 

with conflicts amongst employees. Say you don't get along with your 

supervisor ... how you deal with that and overcome that and not get fired. 

We teach them .... if they do wind up getting fired how to get another 

position, and that's about it. 

Almost half of the teachers incorporated vocabulary words into their daily 

lessons. Ms. Richards and Ms. Craig both had a "word of the day," such as 

"disperse" or "inert." Ms. Jefferson had more difficult vocabulary words, such as 

"philippic" or "dogmatic" and had students decipher words out of the dictionary 

from their phonetic spellings. Ms. Oaks and Mr. Winfrey administered vocabulary 

tests where students gave the definitions for given words. 
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There are two different GED workbooks (Contemporary & Steck-Vaughn) 

which are used at both sites. Only one teacher complained about the availability 

of materials; on the contrary; there seemed to be plenty of financial resources for 

whatever materials teachers desired. Some teachers used pre-printed 

worksheets, practice booklets, or other commercially-prepared . materials in 

addition to the workbooks. Most teachers used the newspaper as a source of 

instruct.ion, usually for essay writing or critical thinking about current events. 

Methods of Instruction 

The methods that teachers used in class could be characterized by two 

major instructional approaches: personalized systems of instruction (Jarvis, 

1995) or group-based instruction (Beder & Medina, 2001) (See Table 18). · 

Personalized systems of instruction include one-on-one instruction by either the 

teacher or a peer student, assignments given by the teacher to be completed 

individually, individualized instruction in workbooks according to academic level, 

and computer-assisted learning. Group-based instruction includes classes 

where the teacher goes over exercises or questions with the entire class 

responding (large-group), where groups of three or four work on projects or 

questions together (small-group), and where the teacher and students are 

engaged in discussion of content (controlled/guided discussion). 
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Table 18 

Observed Methods of Instruction 

Pseudonym Number of Methods 
Observations 

Group-Based Instruction Personalized Systems of Instruction 

Large Small Controlled/Guided Teacher Peer Individual Individualized 
Group Group Discussion Tutoring Tutoring Assignments Instruction 

Brown 2 x x x x x 
Craig** 3 x x x x x 
Creek 1 x 
Georgia 1 x x x x x x 
Lome 1 x x 
Henry** 2 x x x x x 
Jackson 2 x x x x 
Jefferson 2 x x x x x x 
Jesse 1 x x 
Oaks 1 x x x x x 
Powell* 1 
Richards 1 x x x 
Sutton 2 x x x x 
Washington 4 x x x x 
Winfrey 1 x x x 

*This teacher exclusively teaches on the computer. 

**The computer serves as the third "carousel" in the wheel of instruction. 

Computer-
Assisted 

x 
x 

x 
x 
x 
x 

x 
x 
x 
x 



Pers·onalized Systems of Instruction 

By far the most frequently used method of instruction used were those 

geared toward the individual student,including teacher tutoring, peer tutoring, 

individual assignments, individualized instruction, and computer-assisted 

learning. Every class except one had individualized instruction at some part 

during the observation, where students worked on assignments that are geared 

toward their individual academic levels. The amount of time spent on 

individualized instruction varied from the entire class time to only a few minutes 

each day. In most classes using individualized instruction, students turned to the 

teacher most of the time for assistance when they had problems or did not 

understand the questions; hence teacher tutoring was often used in conjunction 

with individualized instruction. 

If students were not working out of their workbooks at their own pace, they 

were completing daily assignments written on the board that corresponded to the 

scheduled content of the day or that was geared toward their academic levels, 

which are termed "individual assignments." Most of the individual assignments, 

however, were related to the essay question of the day that students had to 

respond to using the five-paragraph format: introduction paragraph, three main 

points, and concluding paragraph. I observed essay writing in three different 

classrooms. The prompts used were those typically found on a GED test, such 

as "If you had a million dollars and you couldn't spend it on yourself, what would 

you do with it?" or "What things would you need to consider when moving out on 

your own?" 
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Computer-assisted learning was also heavily used in the classrooms I 

observed. In Davis County and in Ms. Henry and Ms. Craig's classes, students 

are required to spend an hour on the computer using programs such as PassKey 

and Pre-GED, which provide exercises that are tailored to the individual students' 

academic level. Jordan County requires students to be on the computer on 

rotating schedules. In Ms. Richards and Ms. Washington's classes, students 

used the computer quite frequently on a schedule. Ms. Georgia and Mr. Jackson 

put students on the computers less frequently. Ms. Georgia was not yet 

comfortable with the program and at the time of the interviews had not been able 

to work the computers into her routine: 

I wanted to review the lessons first and didn't get an opportunity to do 

that. .. obviously if Jordan has said it's a good program, then obviously it's 

a good program, but I like to see what the program entails ... 

Mr. Jackson understood the benefits of incorporating the computer 

into instruction, but talked about the difficulties of handling that with the 

makeup of his class: 

They want you to work the computers ... that's the big thing now ... since 

computers are so frequently used and they are used on almost every job 

nowadays ... Well, we've got four and I'm supposed to rotate them, but see 

it's ... I'm just so overwhelmed with so many other things in there ... l've 

really never had time to ... you know ... deal with computers and them at the 

same time ... See ... I'll tell you what they want. .. on those four computers 

they want me to have four intervals of thirty minutes, and that way I can 
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have four on each computer and I probably could work sixteen per night, 

alright, like that. In some cases when you're tied up and you can't watch 

them, and you're running like this ... 

Ms. Jefferson, Ms. Lome, and Ms. Sutton allow students to choose 

whether they want to use the computer programs. Neither Ms. Lome nor Ms. 

Sutton, however, seemed to push at all for students to get on the computer. 

When I was interviewing Ms. Sutton, during a break I began to talk with one of 

her students, who I had known previously from substituting the class. I asked 

him about the computer and he told me that he didn't get on the computer 

because he didn't know much about it. Here's the difference between Ms. Lome 

and Ms. Sutton in the same situation: Ms. Lome acknowledged that her student 

may not be comfortable with the computer and asked her student about using the 

mouse, etc. Ms. Sutton, on the other hand, when confronted with the information 

that her student was not comfortable, offered to set him up with a computer 

program (!) that would help him learn to use the computer. 

It was rare for one method to be used exclusively. Only two of the fifteen 

teachers (Ms. Lome and Mr. Creek) used individualized instruction exclusively, 

and only one class (Ms. Powell) used the computer exclusively. In Ms. Lorne's 

class, students worked quietly out of their workbooks until they had a problem or 

had finished the chapter, in which case they would come back to her desk where 

she would correct it and put the work in their folders . . In Mr. Creek's class, 

worksheets (which were copies of the pages out of the Steck-Vaughn and 

Contemporary workbooks) were available in a box on his desk. Students 
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grabbed a stack of worksheets corresponding with their own academic levels, 

completed them, and placed them in another box on his desk to be graded. Ms. 

Powell's class was specifically designed to monitor students while they worked 

on the computer. 

Group-Based Instruction 

The majority of classes used .large-group instruction in conjunction with 

either individual assignments or individualized instruction. Usually this entailed 

the discussion or demonstration of particular content with the whole class going 

over examples, and then afterward either the assigning of specific workbook 

pages for students to work on or the directing of students to work on the 

scheduled content for that day out of their workbooks. I observed this math 

lesson in Ms. Georgia's class [Observation #14]: 

They are working out of the Contemporary Number Power book for 

fractions, decimals, and percents. She [Ms. Georgia] asks that people 

read the directions out of the book aloud one at a time. One by one they 

read the paragraph explaining the procedures, then they go over the 

examples. Ms. Georgia calls on people by name individually to answer 

questions. "A, what would it be? [To another student] You wanna help 

him, B?" She shows that .12 Y2 =12 Y2 °/o ... 
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I also observed Ms. Craig condµcting a large-group lesson on grammar 

[Observation #22]: 

She [Ms. Craig walks down the aisle again back to the first 

whiteboard ... "Okay, Class, who can tell me what 'disperse' means? We 

should look over our Caught'Ya! [exercises from the book] She reads this 

uncorrected sentence on the board aloud, "After purchasing a red skirt, a 

striped blouse, and a pair of pink shorts, Juliet had dispersed all her 

monthly clothing allowance." 

"Who looked it ['disperse'] up?" she asks. One guy raises his 

hand ... some of them discuss what "disperse" might mean. She calls on 

the girl behind me and she reads the definition from the dictionary. "What 

do we capitalize?" she asks. The girl at the table responds and Ms. Craig 

corrects the whole paragraph as the girl gives the answers ... "Class, what 

does it mean to purchase something?" The girl responds that it means to 

buy. "Class, we need some other punctuation to make this sentence 

complete." The girl says something about adding a comma and Craig 

adds them all. 

Ms. Jefferson conducts a large-group lesson on the daily subject for the first hour 

of each class. From my field notes: 

The following uncorrected passage is on the board from Daily Geography 

[grammar book]. Jefferson tells me that she used to use Caught'Ya! 

Grammar with a Giggle but that the students found those too easy: 
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"A librarean can help you find an Egyptian version of Cinderella. In the 

Egyptian story the main character are a mistreated slave. She receives a 

red slipper, which eventually leads the king to her. The king decides that 

he must marry the girl who's tiny foot can fit in the slipper. Does this story 

sound a little familar to you?" 

She tells the class to correct the paragraph. "I'm not going to give you any 

hints." One young man goes up the board and marks "are" because "main 

character" is singular. Another person guesses "Egyptian." Why not 

Egyptian?" she asks. Because Egyptian is in a prepositional phrase. He 

tells her. Another student mentions librarian, that "Cinderella" needed 

quotations, and familiar. Why? (she prompts class). There's one 

more ... she continues to prompt the class (it's who's). The students can't 

find it. "Whoever finds it can leave 5 minutes early. I think you've been 

looking at it too long." She turns off the overhead. 

One difficulty concerning large-group instruction surrounds the multiplicity 

of academic levels that can be found in the typical GED program. Ms. Lome 

says that it is this multiplicity that prevents her from stand-up teaching in the 

classroom: 

I was dealing with students who had come in there who I knew 

were gonna pass the GED ... would walk in, you TABE them and 

you see where they are and you say, "Oh yeah. They'll be out of 
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here in no time." You've got others who were on "K" level who had 

trouble comprehending a ... a workbook that my five-year old niece 

could zoom through ... and there's another guy who still didn't 

understand money. The variations were all over the place ... 

Ms. Oaks and Mr. Winfrey agree that the differences in math and 

reading are insurmountable for a teacher to bring together, but as Ms. 

Oaks explains, subjects like science and social studies can be taught as a 

group: 

There's no TABE test for social studies and science. You have to start 

everybody on the same level. So that way I can teach it. Just like 5th 

grade ... everybody's on the 5th grade level. Okay. The rest of the course 

work, everybody's on different levels. Even math ... everybody's on 

different ... you can't teach the class. There's no way you can stand in 

front of someone ... last year I had a student who was 55 years old that 

didn't even know how to spell her name and didn't even know what a plus 

sign was, so it's no way I can teach her math and somebody else is on 

algebra. So that's the reason I only teach social studies and science. 

On Davis County's main campus and in Ms. Henry's classroom in Jordan 

County, students are grouped according to academic levels which helps to 

alleviate this problem. In Ms. Jefferson and Ms. Georgia's classes, students tend 

to be on the same academic level which makes group instruction easier. Ms. 

Craig believes however, that group instruction can occur even with varying 

levels. "A lot of teachers don't understand that you can do stand up teaching and 
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correlate it with the different levels," she told me. Ms. Craig introduces a 

standard lesson (such as commas) to everyone, and then assigns the students 

assignments out of their individual workbooks (individualized assignments). 

The most interesting display of large-group instruction was in Mr. 

Jackson's class. Not only was this the largest class I observed, but the 

differences in academic levels in the room ranged from low literates to college 

graduates needing to upgrade on their basic skills. Mr. Jackson went through a 

series of worksheets and copies of newspaper articles by calling on various 

students to help complete the answers. 

"Who remembers what an action word is?" he asks them. People call out, 

"Verb!" "That's right," he tells them. "I knew I had sharp students in here." 

He constantly walks around and asks questions of the students. When 

the students call out the answers, he says something like, "That's good, 

Mr. S!.". He calls on volunteers to answer each question, and as it is 

answered he instructs them how to mark out the word on the sheet. .. The 
' 

next sheet is on the parts of speech [making plurals]. "Put your hand 

down, I got it!" a student yells out. Everyone laughs. He spells the word 

loudly and proudly ... There is never complete silence in the room, always 

constant chatter ... 

In most classes the large-group instruction was well-received. Students of 

all ages participated and responded to teachers' questions. Ms. Washington said 

students love it "because it's something they're used to." Ms. Oaks said that she 

tries to make it appear "like school" because the students enjoy that. Ms. 
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Georgia credited the level of involvement with the success of large-group 

instruction: 

The entire class is participating ... If we're doing language arts that day, I'll 

do a language arts assignment on the board ... every single student has to 

come up to the board ... They get up and they participate ... it gives them ... it 

helps them to build that confidence, and as they go up on the board, they 

have to explain, well, why is it that way ... I try to keep them involved as 

much as possible because it's still instruction, but it keeps them involved. 

They don't get bored ... you have a lot of short attention spans here so it 

keeps them constantly moving. 

Another group-based method was class discussion, either controlled or 

guided by the teacher. Ms. Craig used the newspaper as prompts for discussion. 

From my field notes [Observation #22]: 

Ms. Craig tells them to go to the cartoon on page SA ... the cartoon is of 

Governor Jeb Bush dressed as a Hun with an axe destroying the state 

library. The caption reads: The axe is mightier than the pen ... "Are there 

any more comments on the cartoon? Why is Bush axing the library? He 

gotta save money. He's blaming this on the class size amendment that he 

didn't like." [Later] she asks, "What kind of person is Saddam? These are 

our opinions." The new woman says, "Insane ... if we don't he'll drop them" 

. [the bombs]. Craig keeps on reading from the paper. 'Why was Saddam 

supposed to not have weapons?" She pulls down a map to show where 

Iraq and Kuwait are located and why he initially invaded Kuwait - for port 
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access for oil. Craig asks, "Why about North Korea?" The white man 

responds, "They're gonna use them on us." 

Washington also used current events to spark discussion from the 

students [Observation #1 ]: 

She chooses a picture from the bottom of the front page of today's paper. 

"Let's do one together," she says. She asks questions of the entire class 

about the photo like, "Who is it? How do you know?" One student had 

already read the article and talked a little about what the article was about 

[A teacher in a local middle school was asked by the school board to 

remove her camera from the classroom which she says was used as a 

monitoring tool]. She asks their opinion about the issue. A female asks, 

"Wouldn't that distract you?" A male responds, "I think it creates an 

impersonal environment." "Do you think it's legal?" Washington asks. 

"You make us sign a form," says a female student [referring to consent 

forms that Jordan County requires to take pictures or videotape students]. 

Ms. Georgia's version of group discussion entailed the reflection on a daily 

theme, usually written on the board. The theme for the day I observed was 

"Savor It All." At the end of the class period, a student volunteered to read a 

passage called "Good to the Last Drop." Afterward Ms. Georgia asked students 

how they felt about the passage. From my field notes [Observation #14]: 

"What do y'all think that means? What did she mean by that?" A student 

answers, ''We can get such joy if we endeavor to find the joy in 

everything." Ms. Georgia asks that at least one person reflect on this. A 
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woman says, "I think it means whatever you do or whatever you work for 

make the most of it." A young male student says, "What point you may be 

in, you got to savor the moment." A woman says, "Seize the moment." A 

man says, "Take advantage of what you receive or what you get." 

I asked Ms. Georgia why this portion of class was so important for her students. 

Reading at the end gets students to talk a lot on areas that they 

necessarily wouldn't open up a lot on ... That day they were reading out of 

Maximize the Moment by T.D. Jakes ... they like that one a lot more 

because it gets more into ... soul searching ... 

One of the least observed methods of instruction was small group work, 

where groups were given assignments to complete together and share with the 

larger class. I participated as a group member in the only two instances I 

observed this method. In Ms. Sutton's class, our groups worked on counting the 

number of sports stories in the newspaper that centered on men and women. 

Afterward we shared our results with the other group to see who was correct. 

Ms. Georgia believes in using small groups as a regular occurrence, 

although she admitted that she hated working in groups while she was in 

graduate school. Her rationale is that in today's workplace environment, "you're 

gonna have to work with people." During my observation, she used small groups 

to conduct a lesson that in other classes I had observed was used exclusively as 

an individual enterprise: the construction of an essay. After voting on the topic 

as a class she allowed the students to brainstorm ideas in the mind mapping 
' 

process to develop the three main points of the essay [Observation #14]: 
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She tells everyone to get into groups to develop the essay ... I go to the 

group at the front of the room to work with them. The women were in 

groups of four and the males were together in one group. Ms. Georgia 

told them that she was writing the opening paragraph ... ! work with my 

group to do our three paragraphs. Each group says their paragraph. 

Georgia writes it on the board ... They revise the opening paragraph 

together. .. She calls a student up to put her group's paragraph up for 

everyone to revise together. "Ms. Georgia," the student says, "I'm not 

good at this." Ms. Georgia responds, "I hate when you say that. You are 

good at this and you just need to practice." 

The other rarely seen method was peer-tutoring. Only once did I observe 

purposeful peer-tutoring that was a routine part of the classroom. Ms. Jefferson 

uses peer-tutoring as a way of building self-esteem in students who previously 

had not had success with schooling. "You should've seen Z's face when I picked 

him to sit down with somebody else ... he took it very seriously." She also 

realized through this process that peer-tutoring can be embarrassing for both 

students when they are of different ages. Younger students tell her that they're 

"embarrassed" to teach the older students, and older students are embarrassed 

to have younger students teach them. "I made that mistake twice," she said, "I 

felt terrible." She also uses peer-tutoring in areas such as high level math. "I 

always have really high math students that have completed algebra 11 and 

geometry, so I rely on them to help." 
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Mr. Jackson also realized that peer-tutoring helped him with his large, 

demanding class. 

I've been getting smart. I've got one guy ... you may have seen him 

floating around ... Now he likes helping ... and he does a good job ... he likes 

doing that, and his ability level. .. he's a little bit better than the average 

client in there. He's not the sharpest one in there, but he has the desire to 

help ... and if he runs into problems, he'll just come to me and bring the 

problem to me and say I need some help here. But he does a good job. 

In other classes, peer-tutoring consisted of students spontaneously 

helping their classmates work through problems. For instance, in the satellite 

class in Davis County that consisted mainly of mature and elderly adults, I 

noticed them helping each other on math and reading. In contrast to the other 

classes with younger students, these students looked to their classmates first to 

answer a question before they asked the teacher. 

Discussion 

The practices in these two programs reflected a definition of literacy as 

discrete skills (Beder & Medina, 2001; Fingeret; 1992; Lytle & Woolf, 1989) -

pretty much resembling teaching practices documented in the most recent 

studies of adult basic education programs (Beder & Medina, 2001; Leinicke, 

1999; Nesbit, 1998; Young, 1997). Using Beder & Medina's (2001) findings as a 
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guide for analysis, the instruction resembled what they framed as discrete skills 

instruction, which they defined as (p. 51): 

• Teacher-prepared and teacher-delivered lessons focusing on 

conveyance of factual information and literal recall from learners. 

• A predominance of commercially published materials for reading, 

writing, math, and GED instruction. 

• Lessons, each with a clear beginning and end, organized into 

distinct time periods. 

• A focus on the discrete skills that encompass traditional subject 

areas. 

• A high degree of teacher to learner and learner to teacher 

interaction and low degree of learner to learner interaction. 

Every teacher in this study employed these practices, which Fingeret 

(1992) argues characterizes literacy as being devoid of context. The strongest 

examples of decontextualized discrete skills instruction were Ms. Craig, Ms. 

Georgia, Ms. Henry, Ms. Oaks, and Mr. Winfrey, all who presented content 

lessons during my observations from the commercially-printed workbooks, all 

with introductions, examples, and assignments for students to complete 

individually after the lesson. Individualized instruction also is an example of 

discrete skills instruction, where students are seen to acquire skills, but without 

clear goals and without strong direction. 

The commercially-printed materials followed similar patterns as those 

decontextualized lessons discussed earlier: an introduction to the topic, 
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examples of the skill to be addressed, practice exercises, and an end of the 

segment assessment. Nesbit (1998) called this "focus[ing] on teaching the 

syllabus rather than the students" (p. 163). Materials are divided by GED content 

areas and vary according to academic level. The structure of the classes and the 

emphasis on getting the GED in a certain amount of time define the purpose of 

teaching as "covering the required curriculum in the time available" (Nesbit, 1998, 

p. 163). 

Implicit in this concept of literacy as skills are assumptions concerning 

how students learn and the appropriate role of the instructor. Freire (1970) calls 

the expectation that teachers and material simply "deposit information" into the 

minds of passive students as a "banking model" of education. This model gives 

no credence to the learner's ability or experience. The teacher's responsibility in 

the banking or behaviorist model (Brookfield, 1989) is to make sure that students 

move systematically through pre-defined learning objectives that have clear, 

measurable outcomes. 

So is this working? Beder & Medina (2001) respond with a non-committal, 

"It depends" (p. 99). Certainly the affect and necessity of such instruction can be 

looked at from three different viewpoints. The first is from the governing bodies 

that fund and make policy for adult basic education. Is this working for 

government? An example would be the goals of adult education as stated by the 

Florida Department of Education (2002), which state that an adult education 

programs should: 
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• 

• 

Enable adults to acquire basic educational skills [emphasis added] 

for literate functioning; 

Provide these adults with sufficient basic education to enable them 

to benefit [emphasis added] from job training and retraining 

programs and obtain and retain productive employment so that they 

might more fully enjoy the benefits and responsibilities of 

citizenship; 

• Enable adults who so desire to continue their education to at least 

the completion of secondary school; 

• Enable adults to read, write, and speak in English; computer and 

solve problems at levels of proficiency necessary to function on the 

job and in society; achieve their goals; and develop their knowledge 

and potential. 

One might infer that that the goals are in order of importance - the first 

being that of basic skills instruction. It is the second goal that is conveniently (for 

me, at least) in alignment with what Fingeret (1992) defines as a "literacy as 

skills" model. For example, she says that programs focused on skill acquisition 

believe that basic skills are necessary in orderto learn content and workforce 

skills. The second goal infers this relationship: "Provide these adults with 

sufficient basic education to enable them to benefit from job training and 

retraining programs." To carry it further, to receive funding from the federal 

government, the State of Florida needs to show progress in three core indicators 

of performance (Florida Department of Education, 2000): 
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• 

• 

Demonstrated improvements in literacy skills, reading, writing, and 

speaking the English language, numeracy, problem-solving, 

English language acquisition, and other literacy skills; 

Placement in retention, or completion of postsecondary education, 

training, or unsubsidized employment; and 

• Attainment of secondary diplomas or their recognized equivalent. 

The progress is determined by the Test for Adult Basic Education (TABE) and 

the General Education (GED), both .of which emphasize skill competencies. As 

Beder and Medina (2001) put it: 

Indeed, it would be expected that highly systematic and focused efforts at 

factual, discrete skills instruction would yield good gains on most of the 

tests used for learning-outcome accountability because these tests tend to 

measure this kind of skill acquisition (p. 99). 

So for the State of Florida, if funding is determined by performance, and the 

measures of performance are determined by test scores, then good instruction 

prepares the students to do well on the tests. 

Is this working for teachers? Sparks and Peterson (2000) shed light on 

teachers' conceptions of "what works" in terms of accountability standards: 

Another set of discourses about accountability is that of the experts, or 

practitioners, who define accountability according to what they deem 

appropriate educational services, or what they want for the students above 

and beyond, or in some cases different from, what the students want for 

themselves (p. 270). 
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Teachers in this study stated that they felt that their students were mainly there to 

obtain the GED, and they saw their roles as helping them get there. A couple of 

teachers, Ms. Georgia and Ms. Jefferson, went beyond that saying that they were 

interested in giving their students skills for life or preparing them for the demands 

of college, respectively. In the discussion on the intersection of beliefs and 

practice, we saw that teachers rationalized their decisions in the classroom 

based on the perceived needs of students, regardless of whether they reflected 

reality. 

Is this working for students? One of the primary goals of adult education 

in Florida is for students to enter postsecondary studies, yet only 14.9°/o of 

students completing ABE programs did so in FY 2000-2001 (Florida Department 

of Education, 2002). A little over 193,000 students "separated" from adult 

education programs overall during that same time, although no reason or the 

definition of "separated" is given. Amstutz (2001) argues that it is this 

decontextualized instruction that drives learners from adult education programs. 

Brookfield (1989) cites studies of adult learners' preferences, which found among 

other issues that learners appreciate educational activities that make a "direct 

connection to their past experiences or current concerns" (p. 206). 

In relating to diverse students, whether it is by age or ethnicity, teachers in 

this study relied on their own frames of reference to make decisions in that 

regard. Teachers rarely saw the need to dramatically change approaches to 

account for age and did not take learner's cultures into account when choosing 

content. Although black teachers did use teaching .styles that differed from their 
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white counterparts, they still failed to teach in a culturally relevant fashion, which 

according to Guy (1999), requires instructors to explore whether all parts of the 

learning environment, including instructional practices, communicative 

processes, classroom norms, and learning expectations are in alignment with 

their students' cultural values. Only one of the teachers was observed to 

incorporate social issues and none of the teachers included the learner's culture 

into the content as a means of student enlightenment or emancipation; for the 

most part they accepted and utilized the standardized curriculum provided to 

them. 

This may not be working for students. As Beder and Medina (2001) state, 

the problem lies with the definition. If literacy is seen as a cultural and social 

practice, or as critical awareness, then teacher-centered and decontextualized 

practices are "substantially deficient" (p. 99). Proponents of these views of 

literacy understand that "literacy is connected to the social, historical, political, 

cultural, and personal situations in which people use their skills" (Sparks & 

Peterson, 2000). Therefore, content would start with the "rich cultural 

experiences" of the learner; skills are then taught through the contexts of 

housing, food, health care, and child care. 

In addition, this view advocates th.e development of critical awareness in 

its citizens, something noticeably absent from any of the classes observed. Even 

black teachers who voiced a sense of responsibility toward their black students 

and often talked about their own histories of discrimination and marginalization 

did to seem to show sensitivity to the sociocultural factors at play in their 
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students' lives, or encourage students to critically challenge the content of their 

instruction in lieu of the power and social dynamics of society (Dirkx & Fonfara, 

1993; Guy, 1999). As Dir~x and Fonfara (1993) also found, teachers in this study 

tended to give learners skills to "persist" rather than "resist," such as the 

development of speaking skills, using Standard English, or emphasizing that 

students read to their children. 

Jacobson, Degener, and Purcell-Gates (2003) say that what constitutes' 

contextualized instruction is a matter of debate. For example, Beder & Medina 

(2001) argue that even skills-based instruction can be contextualized. In 

contextualized discrete skills instruction, learning is still focused on the 

acquisition of a skill, but is based in issues relevant to learners' lives. Essay 

. assignments, which I observed in six classes, are good examples of this type. 

Questions usually involved different situations that may occur in a learner's 

reality, such as budgeting money or finding an apartment. Ms. Craig, Mr. 

Jackson, and Ms. Washington all framed the building of reading comprehension 

within the framework of current events from the newspaper. Ms. Craig also 

embedded a social studies lesson on government within the context of the War 

on Iraq and budget cuts in Florida. 

The workforce development component is another good example of 

contextualized, skill-based instruction, since the focus is on the current issues 

related to obtaining employment. The problem is that 1) some teachers indicated 

that learners weren't interested in that material; 2) some learners are 

homemakers by choice and are not studying literacy to obtain employment; and 
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3) the pressure of accountability precludes some teachers from including the 

content in practice. It just takes learners too long to accomplish the objectives. 

Beder and Medina (2001) did observe another form of instruction in ABE 

classrooms - what they called "meaning making instruction," and what they felt 

really was based in the reality of student lives and where the content made actual 

connections between students and content. I only observed this with one 

teacher, Ms. Georgia, who had students· orally react to inspirational passages in 

terms of what meaning they made out of the given messages. Although she 

continued to teach the academic content in a decontexualized, discrete way, this 

portion of class each day at least made learners and their opinions the center of 

practice. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has described the methods that teachers in this study use in 

the classroom on a daily basis, which reflect a view of literacy as a discrete set of 

skills that can be acquired through an organized, sequential format with the help 

of a teacher. This view is in alignment with the deficit model of beliefs discussed 

in the previous two chapters that views learners as deficient and lacking. In the. 

next chapter, I return to the problems voiced in the opening chapter concerning 

the "look of teaching" and teachers' attitude towards change. I will connect the 

themes from Chapters Six, Seven, and Eight and show what they reveal about 

what actually informs and shapes practice in adult basic education. 
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CHAPTER IX 

ANALYZING THE CULTURAL AND CONTEXTUAL FACTORS OF 

ADULT BASIC EDUCATION PRACTICE 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I return to the problems of adult basic education teaching 

that lead to the questions of this research, and discuss how the findings from the 

previous chapters have led me to understand the culture and context of ABE 

practice, and the sort of influence they exercise upon teachers, as well as the 

influence that teachers exercise upon them. 

In Chapter One I presented two major problems that I wanted to address 

with this study - one, that teaching adult basic education teaching essentially 

looks much the same now as it did thirty years ago, and two, that fundamental 

change in teaching remains elusive. My goal in this study was to understand both 

problems through a cultural and reflective perspective; that, only with the 

teachers' voice could one gain an understanding of practice as a cultural 

phenomenon. Using an interpretivist framework informed by literature on 

teaching practices and the factors that influence those practices, I interviewed 

and observed fifteen teachers over a four-month period. I sought to get their 
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perceptions of what actually shapes their choices in the classroom, in order to 

more clearly understand why they are not incorporating more innovative methods 

in their classroom practice. Teachers' responses and my observations revealed 

four themes that answer the overall question, "What are the cultural and 

contextual factors that inform and shape practice in adult basic education?" 

• Teachers' conceptions of the teaching-learning process are directly 

related to practice. 

• Accountability shapes how literacy 'is perceived in the programs. 

• The culture of teaching precludes certain types of communication, 

learning, and change. 

• The uncertainty of teaching leads teachers to lean strongly toward their 

own deeply held beliefs. 

Teachers' Conceptions of Teaching and Learning 

Teachers' conceptions of teaching and learning were evident in the 

resources and materials they used for teaching and in the specific teaching 

methods that they used. Their conceptions of teaching were formed by two 

unique but interrelated notions: a deficit perspective of adult learners and a 

paradigm of teaching that both focuses on the expert knowledge of the teacher 

· and a belief in the learner's need of nurturing. 
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The Deficit Perspective Revisited 

As has been discussed through the study, the deficit perspective 

presumes that adult literacy students are dependent, deficient, and in need of 

rehabilitation in order to persist in mainstream society (Beder, 1991 ). Teachers 

in this study employed "deficient approaches" that focused on students' lack of 

skills and their failure to learn (Peterson, 1999). For example, all teachers when 

discussing their students did so in terms of a lack of academic skills, low self

esteem, or insufficient parental support or financial stability, all issues which they 

felt historically interfered with students' ability to succeed in school. In response 

to the "deficits," teachers designed the learning environment and spoke of their 

specific purposes in terms of either "teaching them skills," "giving them skills," or 

"preparing them" for life after the GED. These attitudes obviously assume that 

the learners do not already possess those skills, although as Knowles (1980) 

argues, learners enter any adult education environment possessing a wealth of 

relevant experiences. 

Beder (1991) separates the deficit perspective into two co~ponents: skill 

deficits and social deficits. Skill deficits, as the name suggests, focuses attention 

on a lack of skills, which he defines as "a discrepancy between a learner's 

reading, writing, and mathematics skills and the desired level of skill 

performance" (p. 145). Most teachers in this study certainly saw literacy 

education as the acquisition of skills or tasks (Fingeret, 1992). No teacher spoke 

in other terms such as cultural practices or critical reflection, as will be discussed 
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later. All teachers used methods in the classroom that Beder and Medina (2001) 

framed as "discrete skill-based instruction," characterized by teacher control of 

content and learning, the use of commercially-based materials, and the use of 

i~dividualized instruction. Beder (1991) argues that this approach is "generally 

effective" because it is systematic and organized (p. 145). As will also be 

discussed later, this method is also effective because it moves learners towards 

the State of Florida's defined goals for adult basic education and satisfies 

accountability measures. 

The second component of the deficit perspective, social deficit, is what 

causes "great damages" (Beder, 1991, p 145). Teachers embracing a social 

deficit perspective view the culture of their learners as "dysfunctional, inferior, 

and morally impoverished (Beder, 1991, p. 145). Quigley (1997) says that this 

view of illiteracy stems from a social stigma that popularly portrays low-literates 

as simple and sad people and politically uses low-literates to scare people into 

achieving academically. Beder (1991) submits that the deficit perspective allows 

society to maintain prejudicial attitudes without being blatant. As he put it, it's not 
. . 

okay to bash blacks, Hispanics, or the homeless, but it is okay to bash the low-

literate. In this, the rich culture of learners is devalued in favor of the knowledge 

that teachers possess. 

Beder (1991) points out two negative consequences of the dominance of 

the deficit model. First, labeling low literates as deficient perpetuates the cycle of 

negative identity attached to this group and therefore reinforces the barriers to 

their success. Says Askov (2000), "It is not surprising that the adult learners 
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themselves are not eager to enter programs that perceive them this way" (p. 

255). Second, the deficit model draws attention away from the real possibility 

that low literacy is a social construction that cannot be addressed without real 

social change. 

A Faulty Paradigm? 

Teaching with a deficit model mixes behaviorist and humanistic paradigms 

of facilitation (Brookfield, 1989). In the behaviorist realm, teachers are seen as 

experts whose roles are to lead learners through a series of learning activities 

that will help them successfully attain pre-defined measurable learning 

objectives. Similar to the "banking" model of education (Freire, 1970), 

behaviorists believe that teachers are needed to "diagnose needs and prescribe 

cures" (Fingeret, 1992), such as comments like, "I'm here to teach them about 

life," or, "These students need structure because they've never had it." Fingeret 

(1992) says that this notion of instruction was born from a deficit perspective. 

Quigley (1997) blames the attitude towards learners as being deficient on 

the humanist view of adult education, which he says can be harmful to some 

learners. He argues that humanism portrays the learner as having psychosocial 

needs such as self-esteem or motivation, and the instructor's role is to "nurture" 

or "mother" the student through the process~ For example, one teacher in this 

study instituted peer-tutoring and outside work at the host site to build self

esteem in her students. Another teacher took great pains in not further harming 

his students' self-esteem by giving negative feedback in a caring and protective 
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fashion - he touched students on the back or their arms in comfort before telling 

them that they did not answer the question correctly. 

Sources of the Conceptions 

Where do these conceptions of teaching and learning come from? In this 

study teachers' conceptions came from a few different sources. For one, 

teachers in this study had a "well-developed conception" of teaching long before 

coming to adult education (Taylor, 2002, p. 379) . . According to Rolandelli (1997), 

teachers often develop this conception long before choosing teaching as a 

career. Teachers in this study pointed to the past as a direct reference for their 

preferred methods or their views on "good teaching," particularly to the 

exemplary teachers in their memories. For example, one teacher talked about 

how her strong views on the importance of classroom management were heavily 

influenced by a college professor who emphasized and modeled those practices. 

Beyond that, all teachers experienced similar K12 schooling practices, having all 

attended traditional public schools. Lortie (1975) says that the "apprenticeship of 

observation," the informal practice of observing teachers over a 13-year period 

leads teachers to teach as they were taught - whether it was good or bad. As he 

puts it, students experiencing didactic instruction for thirteen years will come to 

believe that didactic instruction is appropriate and proper in all circumstances. 

The "apprenticeship of observation" leads to "traditional, intuitive approaches to 

teaching" (p. 81 ). 
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Most teachers in this study tended to treat most adults like children 
' 

incapable of making their own decisions about anything, a pattern learned in K12 

schools (Beder & Medina, 2001; Quigley, 1997), and, according to Amstutz 

(2001 ), was one of the reasons ABE learners dropped out of school in the first 

place. The entire educational experience was controlled by ABE teachers from 

entry to exit. For example, at least four of the teachers had schedules of when 

certain content would be delivered, and another four worked at sites where 

students changed classes and were forced to study all subjects, regardless of 

what they needed or wanted. All teachers controlled when students would take 

tests to measure their progress, and made decisions as to whether students 

were ready to take the GED. 

In some instances, teachers having both younger and mature adults in the 

same class preferred to remain inflexible on strict attendance policies, where 

students were given grace periods to get to class on time or else be barred from 

attending that day. Adults over eighteen years of age in one class were still 

required to bring parents for an orientation meeting if they still lived at home, and 

despite privacy regulations, were subject to phone calls to parents if they chose 

to be absent from class or frequently tardy. 

Another source for teachers' conceptions and actions is the apparent 

philosophies of the adult education programs themselves (Kember & Gow, 

1995). Because funding is based on the acquisition of skills rather than the 

development of critical awareness, administrators recognize and emphasize 

teaching methods that move learners toward those goals. The principals and 
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supervisors were educated in teacher-education programs and were formerly 

employed in the K12 system; none were career adult educators. In Jordan 

County, teachers were mandated to set yearly Literacy Completion Point (LCP) 

goals and were evaluated on their ability to manage the classroom and conduct 

large-group instruction. 

This theme is important because there were strong connections in this 

study between what teachers believed and what they practiced. Teachers 

believing students lacked structure and guidance in their lives had highly 

structured classrooms with few to no opportunities for student choice and input. 

Black teachers who felt ultimately responsible for the progress of black students 

spoke personally with those students, gave them encouragement, and structured 

the class environment in a manner that they believed was optimally conducive to 

their students' ultimate success. Teachers who felt students needed certain 

content to make it in life incorporated those areas into the curriculum. Taylor, 

Dirkx, and Pratt (2001) argue that teachers need such congruence in order to 

provide them with a sense of logic and control. 

Accountability 

Accountability has been discussed at length in this study and emerged as 

a major influence on how teachers constructed their practice and made choices 

in the classroom. To remind the reader, funding in Florida is based on the 

attainment of Literacy Completion Points (LCPs), which are earned as learners 
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move upward in academic levels. Learning gains are measured by standardized 

tests, like the Test for Adult Basic Education (TABE) or the General Education 

Diploma (GED). Agencies are held accountable for gains in the following core 

indicators (Florida Department of Education, 2002): 

• Demonstrated improvement in literacy skills in reading and problem 

solving, numeracy, writing, English language acquisition, speaking the 

English language, and other literacy skills; 

• Placement in, retention in, or completion of literacy levels within a program 

and/or advancement to higher program levels; 

• Placement in, retention in, or completion of postsecondary education, 

vocational/technical training, employment or career advancement; 

• Receipt of a secondary school diploma or its equivalent. 

Accountability is a direct result of the "literacy as skills" perspective 

discussed earlier (Fingeret, 1992); this perspective fits well with the goals of 

accountability policies in Florida because standardized tests can easily measure 

knowledge of basic skills - one of the primary goals of Florida's adult education 

programs. Says Merrifield (1998) on the necessity of standardization: 

Standardized tests perform a function that is vital for the adult education . 

system. They enable "learning" to be compared across learners and 

across programs. Without this capacity, it is difficult to see how the field 

could be accountable beyond the individual learner (and in a sense, 

perhaps not even to individuals, since many will want to know how their 

skills compare with others) (p. 52). 
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Teachers in this study felt the pressures of reaching accountability 

standards, saying that administration continually emphasized the attainment of 

LCPs to prevent their sites from closing. What is important for this discussion is 

how these perceptions of accountability affected practice. As was noted above, 

teachers saw themselves as experts whose jobs are to move learners along the 

carefully planned learning exercises to get them ready for the pre-determin.ed 

objectives. Few teachers quarreled with that notion of teaching, although those 

who had been around long enough to remember when funding was based on 

enrollment nostalgically remembered that it seemed to be more learner-centered 

back then. 

Next, accountability affected what content teachers decided to present to 

learners. For example, one teacher doesn't deal with workforce development at 

all because of how long it takes to complete. Another teacher said that she 

doesn't enroll students in workforce development; she just teaches the content 

because of the difficulty for learners to complete the objectives. 

Most teachers in this study accepted the commercially-printed materials 

without questions, and many times with praise, although Fingeret (1992) argues 

that those materials "invoke" the banking notion of learning. What I found 

interesting is that teachers did not have time, did not understand how, or simply 

did not choose to incorporate authentic materials into the curriculum, particularly 

in the areas of language arts and social studies. The GED exam assesses 

certain competencies that could be developed through other means besides the 
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standard materials. For example, one of the language arts competencies is 

determining the main idea; another is being able to infer the author's tone and 

intention from the text. These competencies can be developed using authentic 

novels rooted in the learners' social experiences or using the newspaper. 

When the newspaper was used, it was typically used for essay-type 

writing but was not used in conjunction with those specific competencies I just 

mentioned. Essay questions often made references to fantasy situations, such 

as asking learners, "If you had a million dollars and you couldn't spend it on 

yourself, who would you spend it on?" Teachers rarely asked students to explore 

concepts that challenged their assumptions, beliefs, or that directed them toward 

transforming society. 

What accountability has done is leave learners out of the choice. A 

recurring theme in this study is teacher control over the learning experience from 

entry to exit. Teachers design learning and implement policies based on what 

they feel students need. For example, when new learners enter the program, 

they usually are not allowed to start work on material in which they are already 

comfortable, which might actually help in alleviating initial fears of returning to 

school. Instead, based on the initial TABE scores, teache.rs select the content 

that the scores show students need to work on, and students are usually forced 

to start with that. 

Bingman, Ebert, and Bell (2000) argue that learners' perspectives should 

be taken into account when developing accountability measures. Sparks and 

Peterson (2000) say that "ABE practice must reflect the needs of goals of the 
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learners themselves and not the needs of the instructors and administrators who 

serve them" (p. 273). What are the learner's perspectives? Stein's (2000) adults 

stated that adult basic education should be about: 

• Having access to information so adults can orient themselves in the 

world. 

• Giving voice to their ideas and opinions and having confidence that 

they will be heard and taken into account. 

• Acting independently to solve problems and make decisions in the 

multiple roles of adulthood. 

• Continuing to learn in order to keep up with the rapidly changing world. 

This seems to substantiate Fingeret's (1992) assertions that literacy should be 

seen as social or cultural practices, or as critical awareness. Merrifield (1998) 

says that this perspective de-emphasizes discrete skills and renders 

standardization as useless: 

When literacy is defined as social practices, rooted in context, intertwined 

with social relationships and power, constantly changing and being 

changed, then what is important is what students do with what they learn. 

Standardized tests are not very useful as guides of this kind of 

performance, precisely because they do not measure what students can 

do with their knowledge, only whether they perform well on the test 

(Merrifield, p. 36) 
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Tying the goals of the program with the goals of the learner seems simple 

enough to accomplish, but it sharply conflicts with the accountability needs of the 

state. Whose needs are more important? 

The Culture of Teaching 

How is it that teachers come to share perceptions of practice, have similar 

patterns of knowledge use, employ similar rules that govern the norms of · 

interaction, and use common instructional methods? Hargreaves (1992, 1993, 

1994), speaking on K12 teaching, directs us to an exploration into the cultures of 

teaching as a means of explaining a development of shared "beliefs, values, 

habits, and assumed ways of doing things." He says that culture has content

the values, beliefs, and assumptions of the teaching group, and has form - the 

patterns of relationships that reproduce and redefine the content. 

This concept of cultures of teaching moves beyond the teachers' individual 

relationship to his/her classroom, expanding the perspective to one that 

acknowledges that the relationships between teachers and their colleagues also 

have powerful effects on teachers' lives and work. Teachers are influenced by 

the shared views of present and former colleagues. 

There has been a growing desire to apply this concept to adult education 

instruction as means of explaining why teaching appears as it does (Pratt and 

Nesbitt; 2000; Nesbit; 1998). Pratt and Nesbit (2000) define cultures of teaching 

as (p. 125): 
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1) A complex web of interpretations and meanings that people use to 

make sense of their experiences, and 

2) The range of social relationships and practices people find 

membership in, as they struggle over the material conditions and the 

form and content, of everyday life. 

Although these conceptions seem to comfortably flow from Hargreaves' (1992, 

1993, 1994) depictions of cultures having both content (values, norms, and 

beliefs), and form (isolation, balkanization, and collegiality), the authors fail to 

discuss the unique forms these relationships and associations may take as a 

problem-solving response to demands and constraints over time. 

The content, as Hargreaves (1992) sees it, can be seen in what teachers 

think and say and do. The content of teachers' shared beliefs was discussed in 

detail earlier in this chapter in terms of their conceptions of the teaching-learning 

process. Teachers' beliefs about students reflect a deficit model (Dirkx & 

Spurgin, 1992) that emphasizes what learners lack in terms of skills, intelligence, 

or support that prevents the student from achieving their intended goals. 

Teachers believe that curriculum and methods should directly reflect their own 

perceptions of what learners need. They believe in authority and control over the 

learning experience. In essence, they feel they know what's best for their adult 

learners. 

It is the form of teaching cultures in this study that is the crux of this 

discussion, because as Hargreaves (1992) argues, to understand form is to 

understand the processes of teacher change and development. Change in the 
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content -- that is, a change in the belief systems of teachers -- requires a change 

in the form that culture takes. 

Teachers in Jordan County indicated that they preferred to be isolated 

from other teachers for their own privacy - to protect the secrets of their 

classrooms. As one teacher put it, "There are just too many legs on this spider." 

The sense that, "I am unlike anyone else," combined with a. sense that, "It's not 

okay to be unlike anyone else," has led to a perceived notion that it is dangerous 

to reveal one's practices and problems to other teachers, and even more 

dangerous to talk about those issues in the larger setting. Even good practices 

concerning accountability, paperwork, and working the system are not often 

shared with new or struggling instructors. Hargreaves (1992, 1993, 1994) calls 

this "individualistic culture", which isolates teachers and keeps them focused on 

the present, the "most pervasive" culture in teaching. 

The individualistic culture of teaching provides no safe place to air 

problems and uncertainties (Lieberman & Miller, 1990), because to do so would 

show a teachers' failure or weakness (Hargreaves, 1992). Teachers indicated 

that they are supposed to handle problems on their own. Administrators do not 

provide for such an environment in the staff meetings and even if it were so 

provided teachers would be reluctant to do so "in front of administration." The 

disbanding of the focus group due seemed to kill the only opportunity teachers 

had to solve problems collectively. Teachers are subsequently shut out from 

sources of praise and feedback, new teachers receive little guidance; and 

teachers are prevented from learning from one another in a free and open 
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atmosphere. A separate issue is that norms of teaching make it almost a 

cardinal sin to advise a colleague in a different direction without first being asked 

directly. Mclaughlin (1993) sensed a similar sentiment from her teachers when 

she researched the impact of the professional community on teaching: 

The embittered, frustrated teachers who spoke in these pages all existed 

in professional communities with powerful norms of privacy and 

unchallenged sacred principles or personal beliefs. Lack of contact with 

others who held different views or struggled with similar problems 

deprived these teachers of critical feedback about their practices and 

beliefs, as well as exposure to possible responses or alternative practices 

for contemporary classroom. (p. 99). 

Another aspect of the culture of "individualism" is that teachers 

concentrate on the present and stray from changes or situations that might either 

affect the context or challenge the way they teach (Lortie, 1975). They stick with 

what they know. Most of the teachers in the study were trained to become K12 

teache_rs, and generally were not interested in seeking out formal education in 

the area of adult learning or observing other teachers in the classroom. As Ms. 

Washington put it succinctly, "That would be going above and beyond." 

Perhaps this attitude stems from the occupational status of most teachers 

in the study, a situation indicative of the field of adult education across all 

spectrums. Almost all the· teachers in the study were part-time; few teachers 

interviewed saw teaching ABE/GED as their profession or craft. Teachers' 

purposes for teaching ABE/GED -- mostly for extra money, or for a change of 
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scenery from the K12 environment, or because the job fit with their lifestyles 

more than K12 teaching -- may have much to do with their lack of interest in 

spending time or money to pursue further education or seek in-service activities 

that would improve their classroom practice. 

Jordan County teachers feel their in-service seminars are meaningless 

and Davis County does not have any for their teachers. The geographic location 

of teachers in Jordan County prevents informal interaction, and the lack of a 

formal structure where teachers can share information has served to be 

detrimental to practice; teachers are prevented from learning from one another in 

an open atmosphere, and are left to their own devices (and beliefs) to make 

sense of their environment. The culture of teaching precludes innovation and 

improvement on a comprehensive scale simply because teachers are afraid or 

uncomfortable with sharing their problems and experiences. 

This individualistic notion of teaching also played out in classroom 

practice. For example, there were few incidences of small group work or peer 

tutoring. Students were discouraged from talking with one another during class. 

In only two classes did I see students being given some sort of choice of the 

content to be presented for that day. 

The existence of two forms of culture within an organization is not 

uncommon. A second form of Hargreaves' (1992) culture of teaching is called 

"balkanization," where groups are segregated and competitive. This form was 

also evident in Jordan County, but on a much smaller scale than the 

individualistic culture, and in two ways. First, the organizational division of the 
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teachers (supervisor-several teachers) meant that policies, procedures, and 

meaning differed depending on the group and the values and norms of the 

supervisors. When I asked one administrator about how the message of 

accountability was being transmitted, she replied that she could not speak about 

other supervisors, but she could tell me what she told "her teachers." In addition, 

despite the isolation and preferred distance that many teachers recounted, I 

observed that some of the black teachers in the study, particularly those from the 

same unit (having the same supervisor) did communicate with one another and 

kept each other abreast of information and updates. Their conversations in front 

of administration or other teachers usually were done in close proximity and 

under whisper. Overall, most teachers pointed to at least one other teacher with 

whom they spoke with on a regular basis. 

What happens when teachers decide to go against the culture of 

teaching? Pratt & Nesbit (2000) say that this can be dangerous for the teacher: 

Sometimes, teachers may deviate from the local norms, and this may 

pose a cultural challenge to their work group. If they do, they may be 

marginalized so as to minimize significant changes to the local cultural 

norms of teaching that subject, to those students, in that particular 

institution (p. 125). 

The general perception among most teachers in this study was that it was 

never a great idea to share information with others that might bring unwanted 

attention because what normally occurred was that teachers were either "told 
' 

on·" that is other teachers would tell administration about what was happening, 
' , 
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or they were discouraged from trying a new idea outside the norm. In this study, 

teachers who deviated from the norms separated themselves from the group and 

purposefully isolated themselves to avoid open disapproval and attention from 

other teachers and administrators, such as when Ms. Jefferson was told by 

another teacher, "If I taught like that I wouldn'fhave any students." 

The Uncertainty and Certainty of Practice 

Another theme evident in this study is that of teachers coping with 

uncertainty, a message recounted in other studies of the social conditions of 

teaching (Hargreaves, 1993; Lieberman & Little, 1990; Lortie, 1975). Lortie 

· (1975) argued that the teaching profession was more ambiguous than any other 

simply due to the number and variety of problems without confirmed cultural 

solutions. He argued that teaching lacked a "technical culture" with prescribed 

solutions that exists in other professions such as law or medicine. Uncertainty 

"stalks" teachers in these programs like a predator as th~y go about their daily 

work (Lortie, 1975, p. 156). For example, the variability of academic levels in 

the classroom pushed teachers to make decisions concerning what content to be 

presented and how it was to be presented. Most teachers did not know how to 

teach similar content to these students and so either 1) utilized individualized 

study; 2) taught the same topic at the same level to everyone regardless of 

academic level; or 3) differentiated between which subjects would be taught to 

the group and which would be self-paced. 
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Another example of the uncertainty of teaching resides in the enrollment 

practices of most ABE teachers. Formal policy states that students can register 

and drop as they please. Some classes, like those at the drug rehabilitation 

center or in the correctional institution, constantly had rotating numbers of 

students as they entered and exited the programs. At least three of the teachers 

talked about how this affected how they dealt with instruction and accountability. 

One teacher said that the enrollment flow was the primary reason he chose not 

to teach lessons as sequential units. Another teacher said that he purposely did 

not enroll students in labor-intensive courses like workforce development 

because they could be gone before they finish. The third teacher talked about 

how she now understood that she needed to test students before they leave so 

that she can still get her LCPs. 

Other expressions of uncertainty about teaching in this study were in 

regards to what constituted desirable and effective teaching methods or 

standards for evaluating the quality of their own teaching. In Jordan County, 

aJthough teaching appeared generally the same across sites and contexts, there 

· was a strong .sense of uncertainty from the teachers as to what actually 

constituted desirable teaching methods "for the program." No teacher could 

clearly say with confidence what the agreed-upon practices were, yet almost 

every teacher clearly believed that many of the things they were doing in the 

classroom would be considered different or unacceptable by the larger group. 

The individualistic culture that prevented them from sharing about their 

classrooms also prevented them from knowing that they are not so different from 
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their co-workers the same across the program: some variation, but relatively little 

deviation. · 

Teachers also viewed their self-efficacy with uncertainty. Like the 

teachers in Lortie's (1975) study, adult basic education teachers in both Jordan 

and Davis Counties had difficulty explaining to me how they knew they were 

doing a good job or assessed their practice against their students or 

accountability measures. Some teachers framed it in terms of how students 

openly expressed their appreciation or returned to update them on their lives. 

Others framed it totally in terms of how many LCPs they acquired as signs that 

students were achieving goals .. 

It is understandable why some teachers did not know how well they were 

doing as teachers. Lortie (1975) says that for teachers the objectives are unclear 

and that teachers lack specific standards by which to judge their practice. The 

evaluation process and the administrators of that process in Jordan County were 

K12 oriented. Teachers were evaluated on how well they delivered a lesson or 

managed the classroom, rather than whether the class met learner needs and 

expectations. Teachers were also evaluated by expected versus actual LCP 

outcomes, even though they were uncertain as to those boundaries and 

guidelines as well. 

How do teachers cope with the uncertainty of their professional lives? 

Once again, we are drawn back to the previous discussions of the strong 

influence of teachers' beliefs on practice and why teaching in adult basic 

education is so uniform. When teachers encounter similar problems or decisions 
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in the classroom, the "uncertainty" of practice, they draw on similar instructional 

frameworks to interpret those problems and make decisions on how to solve 

them. 

According to Lortie (1975), without a strong technical culture or "special 

concepts" related to their profession, teachers generally "fall back upon individual 

recollections" (p. 70). This, he says, contributes to the individualistic nature of 

teaching. Teachers in Jordan and Davis Counties were forced to "go back to 

what they knew" in the face of recurrent dilemmas in a vague context. 

For example, some teachers encountering multiple academic levels had 

no prior reference since all of their experiences were in schools divided by grade 

levels. As was noted earlier, those who did not adopt individualized instruction to 

solve the problem simply did their best to transform the classroom into same

level divisions, either by physically dividing the students that way or choosing 

particular content they felt could apply to everyone. Only a couple of teachers 

felt they understood how to teach the same content to multiple academic levels. 

Another example is when teachers realized (or did not realize) that 

students did not respond well to their preferred practices. Teachers either 

removed students from their classes or forced students to accept their model of 

instruction. 
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Discussion 

The one issue that permeates through all four themes is the question of, 

"Who is controlling the learning process?" Teachers believe they control the 

classroom, the culture of teaching says that it is those relationships that 

determines practice, the government strongly declares that it controls what goes 

on, and can prove it by waving money and seeing how everyone jumps, and the 

uncertainty of practice demands that teachers need to be flexible and creative 

due to the daily challenges that come their way. In this study, teachers' 

conceptions of practice were always placed within the context of the other three. 

For these teachers, beliefs laid the foundation for everything else to come along, 

and served as the gatekeepers of practice. If it doesn't fit the beliefs, it doesn't 

belong. 

Conclusion 

This chapter presented the relevant themes of the study and analyzed 

them according to the literature. In the final chapter, I present the final 

conclusions, implications of this research, and areas for further study. 
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CHAPTER X 

CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND AREAS FOR 

FURTHER RESEARCH 

Through the narratives and observations contained in these pages, not 

only did we get a view of the content and methods of practice, but we also heard 

from teachers about their own perceptions in terms of their beliefs, their 

expectations, and their rationale for making certain choices. We also looked at 

the norms of practice and the nature of different teacher relationships. The 

purpose of this final chapter is to discuss the core themes that have emerged in 

this study and discuss their implications for research and practice in adult basic 

education and draw from the findings and analysis areas for further research. 

Review of Findings 

The question driving this research is, "What are the cultural and contextual 

factors that inform and shape practice in adult basic education?" To answer that 

underlying question the following research sub-questions were also addressed: 
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1. What beliefs do teachers hold about teaching and learning in adult 

basic education? 

2. What is the nature and depth of their own knowledge base about 

adults and adult education teaching methodology? 

3. What meanings do teachers attach to their work in adult basic 

education? 

4. What teaching methods do adult basic education instructors actually 

use in their classroom and why do they use them? How successful do 

they perceive these to be? 

5. Who or what do teachers rely on to understand teaching practice? 

6. To what extent is there a discontinuity between teachers' knowledge 

about teaching, their descriptions of teaching practice, and the way 

they actually teach? 

7. If such a discontinuity exists, what seems to contribute to this 

phenomenon? 

Findings were organized into three separate categories: 1) teachers' beliefs and 

knowledge, 2) norms of practice, and 3) content and structure of instruction. 

Teachers' Beliefs and Knowledge 

Teachers' beliefs follow a deficit model that emphasizes what students 

lack instead of focusing on the relevant experiences students bring with them to 

adult basic education. They get their rewards from their students' achievements 

and expressions of gratitude rather than from money. Teachers generally have 
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content knowledge about the areas pertaining to GED, but often avoid dealing 

with unfamiliar areas like low-literacy or math. They are knowledgeable about 

program policies and procedures, but often reshape them to fit their own beliefs. 

Norms of Interaction 

. ·Teachers generally operate in a teacher-as-authority context and retain 

control of most, if not all, aspects of a student's learning experience. However, 

teachers also have close, personal relationships with students and establish 

bonds of trust with them. Some teachers with younger populations in their 

classrooms also have to deal with parents and discipline problems. Teachers 

and administrators interact infrequently, usually in the context of annual 

evaluations or periodic site visits. They appreciate administrators who appear to 

be competent and knowledgeable in their field. 

Most teachers do not communicate with each other on a regular basis 

outside the monthly staff meetings. They are geographically isolated at 

numerous sites across the county but often refrain from interaction by choice. 

They do not believe their practices in the classroom would be received well by 

the larger group and therefore feel it necessary to protect their secrets. Their 

only outlet for teacher interaction, a funded focus group, was recently disbanded 

due to a lack of finances. 
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Content and Structure of Instruction 

Although the two programs are different in terms of size and structure 
' 

they are very similar in their approach and delivery of content. Content is 

focused on the five areas of the GED (math, science, social studies, language 

arts, and essay) and workforce development. After students initially assess their 

academic levels through TABE testing, they work toward improving their 

knowledge of the content area by working out of commercially printed workbooks 

tailored to their individual levels. After their skills have improved to a high 

enough level, students register to take the GED exam. 

Within the classes, teachers generally use three different delivery methods 

to help students: individualized, self-paced work, large-group instruction, and 

computer-aided instruction. Exclusive use of one method was the rarity, and 

most often a combination of large-group instruction with another method was the 

norm. Small-group, peer-tutoring, and guided discussion were rarely observed. 

Teachers chose delivery and content according to their views of what students 

needed or their perceptions of students' reasons for entering the program. 

Instruction reflected a view of literacy as the acquisition of skills rather than the 

development of cultural literacy and critical awareness. 
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Concluding Themes of the Study 

In the opening chapter of this study, I lamented that teaching still looks the 

same after almost thirty years, and that despite formal education initiatives 

directed at change, teachers do not seem to be interested in alternative methods. 

In this section, I revisit those initial assumptions in light of the findings and 

analysis herein. 

Teaching Looks the Sam_e 

Teaching in the programs studied does look the same as Mezirow, 

Darkenwald, and Knox (1975) described it almost thirty years ago, despite 

differences across the sample in terms of facilities, site locations, teachers' 

educational backgrounds and identities, and student demographics. Not only do 

teaching methods and classroom environments in this study appear uniform, as 

Nesbit (1998) discovered in his study of ABE math teachers, but - as Dirkx, 

Pratt, and Taylor (2002) also noted - teaching looks the same "from the inside" 

as well, which is indicated by teachers' perspectives of what practice should be 

and the methods by which they construct practice (p. 91 ). 

Alternative concepts of literacy instruction, such as collaborative learning, 

critical pedagogy, or culturally relevant instruction have not reached the ears of 

the teachers in this study. For one, only two of the fifteen teachers pursued 

graduate study in adult education, and one of those two teachers focused on the 

administration of adult education, purposely avoiding methods courses which 
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might have contained this material. Another reason is that that in-service 

seminars and professional development conferences, according to the teachers, 

usually involve the covering of policies and procedures or personal development, 

issues not related to the actual mechanics of adult basic education instruction. 

Even if teachers did receive the instruction, there is evidence that 

suggests that they still may not change their beliefs. Taylor (2002) fou'nd in his 

study on the beliefs of adult education graduate students that their perceptions of 

what teaching is did not change over time. One of the teachers in this study who 

pursued graduate study in adult education remarked that the emphasis on 

humanistic views of teaching and learning in her program were irrelevant to her 

population and could not help her in the classroom. 

There's Just "Something About Teaching" 

Dirkx, Pratt, and Taylor (2002) concluded that "something about teaching 

makes fundamental change in teaching practice very difficult to accomplish" (p. 

93). Some authors suggest various "somethings" that might inhibit change, such 

as a fear of change, scarce resources, or a mismatch between the new methods 

and the existing culture (Beder & Medina, 2001; Heimlich & Norland, 2002). This 

study explored whether those suggestions should be encompassed within a 

broader spectrum of cultural and contextual factors that inform and shape 

everyday practice. The findings suggest that at least four separate factors 

interfere with fundamental change in adult basic education instruction: teachers' 
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conceptions of teaching and learning, accountability, the culture of teaching, and 

the uncertainty of practice. 

Implications: Recommendations for Change 

How then can change -- fundamental change, as Amstutz (2001) says is 

necessary in order for instruction to improve - occur in adult basic education? 

The conclusions of this study lead to several implications for practice and 

research. 

1. Research teachers' lives to understand practice. 

Teachers are products of their life experiences. If you want to understand 

teachers' rationales for their choices, start with the teachers. Remember, 

teachers in this study relied heavily on their own beliefs that were formed long 

before coming to adult basic education, or teaching at all for that matter. Most, if 

not all of the teachers pointed toward their own teachers and their own 

educational experiences more than any formal training or education. 

Teachers in this study also pointed to critical incidents, both positive and 

negative, that specifically informed and shaped their outlook on the teaching 

perception. Goodson (1992) argues that the importance of understanding 

teachers' life experiences and backgrounds, their identities in and out of the 

classroom the various cultures to which they affiliate themselves, or their social 
' 
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locations, cannot be understated. All fifteen teachers talked about their families 

their faith, or their ethnic values that serve as firm foundations for their practice: 

their core values of teaching. Despite the influx of pre-service educational 

experiences and informal and formal learning activities throughout their careers, 

these teachers assessed any new information against their core values before 

deciding on how (and whether) to proceed. 

2. Match teachers' assumptions with students' realities. 

Amstutz (2001) argues that literacy programs (like adult basic education) 

cannot have significant impact if "programs continue to employ White, middle-

class teachers who have not acknowledged their own prior assumptions about 

adults with low-literacy skills" (p. 187). Adult basic education directors should 

attempt to recruit and retain instructors whose assumptions and backgrounds 

match the backgrounds and experiences of the students in the classrooms. 

Although the majority of the teachers in the study were white, black 

teachers also shared the deficit model toward their students, and strove to fill in 

the gaps in skills and self-esteem and give their students the tools to succeed in 

life. Training should begin with teachers' examining their own assumptions, 

particularly the "roots of their commitment," and "the personal grounds that 

underlie their professional work" (Raymond, Butt & Townsend, 1992, p. 155). 

' 

Also If the field of adult basic education is going to continually recruit from 
' . 

the K12 field, more understanding of K12 models of instruction, teachers' 
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experiences, and assumptions of the field are necessary in order to form a 

starting point for change. As Beder and Medina (2001) suggest, adult literacy 

education needs teaching models that more effectively transition teachers from 

K12 to adult literacy contexts. 

3. Re-conceptualize professional development. 

An important implication found in this study for practice is in the area of 

professional development, which needs to be reconceptualized as a reflective, 

contextual, and teacher-directed practice. Training for teachers should unpack 

teachers' perceptions of the complexities involved in classroom life and how their 

current methods address or ignore these issues; in essence, linking their 

"recurrent dilemmas" to "condensations of reality" (Lortie, 1975, p. 70). 

Teaching in these programs looks as it does because there exists few to 

no learning experiences that challenge the previous experiences and 

socialization processes that have occurred. Rolandelli (1997) argues that unless 

teachers undergo training experiences that challenge their traditional notions of 

individualistic practice and deficit beliefs toward their students, their biographies 

and histories will continue to serve as a primary means of interpretation. 

Nesbit (2000) calls the exploration of the cultures of teaching a "powerful 

force for professional development": 
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Teaching can only be truly understood by referring to the framework of 

thought in which practitioners make sense of what they're doing. 

Teachers cannot "practice" without some knowledge of the situation in 

which they are operating and some idea of what needs to be done" 

(paragraph 14). 

An integration of the cultures of teaching in professional development programs 

can help teachers to become more reflective, natural, and thoughtful in their 

approach to teaching (Dirkx & Spurgin, 1992). Administrators must re-think and 

re-shape the teaching environment to one where teachers are unafraid to 

question and reveal their own deficiencies and problems. They should highlight, 

reward, and communicate innovative and alternative methods that work (Lohman 

& Woolf, 1998). 

4. Pay attention to culture. 

Analyses of teaching- in adult basic education must continue to include the 

wider definitions of culture and context. As this study has illustrated, teaching is 

constantly surrounded and influenced by certain cultural and contextual 

conditions, and a true understanding of the phenomenon of teaching cannot 

occur without an understanding of how these conditions are developed, are 

sustained and are related to the classroom environment. , 
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Continuous and constant attention to the culture of teaching is needed in 

order to institute dramatic changes as to how teaching is understood and 

practiced in this field; why teachers make certain choices, why they persist in 

using traditional instructional methods, and why they accept or reject innovation 

and change (Hargreaves, 1992). As was discussed in detail in the last chapter, 

in order to change the content, that is, the beliefs, habits, and assumptions of the 

teaching collective, the form, or the relationships and associations of the teaching 

group must move from one of individualism to one of collegiality. 

Individualism in this study resulted in a lack of communication and 

learning experiences from the school's members. What occurs in a collegial 

atmosphere? Raymond, Butt and Towsend (1992) describe a collegial 

atmosphere as one where 1) there are specific staff discussions of teaching 

practices; 2) teachers observe each other at work; 3) teachers work together on 

plans and materials; and 4) teachers learn from and with each other. As was 

detailed in Chapters Six and Eight, teachers in Jordan County actually operate in 

an atmosphere diametrically opposed to the one described above: Staff 

meetings are meant to disseminate announcements and good news; teachers 

are not required nor do they desire to observe others at work; teachers plan, 

think, and work alone; and teachers are prevented from working together due to 

the culture of their work group. 

Little (1990) provides ·three benefits to having a collegial culture in K12 

education that can also be applied to adult basic education. First, Little says that 

in a collegial atmosphere, teachers have confidence in the knowledge and the 
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rationale behind the program's methods. Second, schools with such cultures are 

braced and prepared for innovation, giving teachers the room to test and 

examine new ideas. Third, teachers working collegially systematically assist new 

teachers and quite naturally socialize them to the values, traditions, and habits 

they work well for the school, and ultimately the learners. 

It is obvious that adult basic education teachers who operate in a collegial 

atmosphere would be actually modeling andragogical practices (Knowles, 1977), 

where learning is continuous, relevant, and experiential. 

5. Use the cultural" and contextual factors of practice to observe teaching 

at all levels of education. 

The major factors informing and shaping practice presented in this study, 

strong belief systems, classroom complexities, organizational structure, and 

cultures of teaching, can be used to observe and understand practice at all levels 

of education from K12, to higher education, and adult education. This is because 

the nature of teaching -- the bottom-line essence of the profession -- is similar 

across all contexts. 

One word of caution, though. The particulars of each factor will differ 

depending on the context. The challenge of studying teaching as a cultural 

phenomenon is that the culture is local and is difficult to generalize to other 

groups in different locations, teaching different subjects, and with different 

students. The goal of this study is not to generalize the content of the factors 
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across various teaching environments, but to present a model of how teaching 

should be understood for those who desire to affect change. 

Areas of Further Research 

This study answered many questions but opened the door to many more: 

1. Would the methods and practices of ABE teachers in community 

college programs be similar to those in this study? 

As many have argued (Amstutz, 2001; Leinicke, 1997), teachers who 

have elementary and secondary backgrounds tend to teach traditionally with 

practices that are tailored more to a younger population. These programs were 

run by K12 school districts and teachers were heavily recruited from those ranks. 

It would be interesting to compare the beliefs and practices of these teachers 

with teachers of adult basic education in other settings, such as community 

college programs, who may have different notions of the purposes of adult basic 

education (e.g., as a portable into the community college), have differing funding 

pressures, and whose teachers may come from sectors outside of the public 

school system. 
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2. What would the belief systems of teachers who had alternative 

schooling experiences look like? 

Another conclusion made in this study is that teachers primarily were 

influenced by strong belief systems that were formed from their similar 

experiences in schooling. How would a different schooling experience, such as 

home schooling, or schooling in a different country, affect how the teachers think 

and make decisions? 

3. How does a teachers' teaching style in classes with minority students 

affect student outcomes? 

Due to the high percentages of blacks and Hispanics in adult basic 

education programs in Florida, an important area of research would be the 

specific teaching practices of successful teachers of minority adult students, such 

as has been done in the K12 area. This would require a more holistic study that 

would include quantitative data comparing student outcomes with qualitative data 

observing teaching styles and practices with student perspectives on the learning 

environment. 
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4. Is there really a culture of teaching in adult basic education? 

The literature in the K12 arena is extensive but has only been discussed 

by a few authors in adult education (Nesbit, 2000; Pratt & Nesbit, 2000). By 

definition, a culture of teaching is comprised of beliefs, values, and norms, and 

these can change based on the situation, the site, and it's history. However, 

teaching does seem to look the same across contexts and across time and a 
' 

series of studies with similar frameworks could start to look for patterns across 

the profession. 

5. How do issues of race, class, and gender change what the "culture of 

teaching" means in a school? 

Findings in this study showed that race was a salient issue to discuss in 

terms of how teachers viewed their role and the methods they chose in the 

classroom. This study also hinted at how black teachers bonded to share 

information but all spoke of refraining from contact with other teachers beyond 

that. In addition, the women in this study seemed to view their roles in more 

nurturing and mothering contexts than the men, although there weren't really 

enough men in the study to make a fair comparison. Future research should 

specifically address how issues of race, class, and gender affect the form that 

teaching cultures take. 
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6. How does leadership influence the cultures of teaching? 

The role of leadership and culture is hotly contested in the literature. What 

was administration's role in this study? Although I did not witness clear 

messages from the top concerning how teaching should be conducted, teachers 

inferred from the evaluation process that there was a right way to do things in the 

classroom and it usually did not entail what they were doing. Teachers also 

understood the importance of accountability from administrative messages -

"directly from the top," as it was said. Teachers inferred from this that it was 

definitely of primary importance for learners to pass the exams and achieve the 

objectives. Finally, is it a coincidence that teachers in Jordan County, 

fragmented and isolated and with no sense of unity among them, complained 

that their administrators were either absent, unqualified, or out of touch? 

7. Can programs teach "literacy as social and cultural practices" or 

"literacy as critical awareness," and still satisfy measurable objectives? 

An alternative to the deficit perspective would be a participatory model of 

education (Beder, 1991; Fingeret, 1992). Driven by a combination of humanist 

and emancipatory traditions, teachers assume that learners bring rich, cultural 

experiences with them that can be used to enhance the learning experience. 

Learners are seen as responsible, thinking persons who can, and should, make 
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their own decisions regarding learning. According to Beder (1991 ), the culture of 

illiteracy is seen as "different" instead of "inferior." 

Further research would either 1) describe and analyze existing programs 

that have managed to do both effectively, or develop such programs as research 

models. 

In Closing 

This study focused on the content, the process, and the meaning of 

practice for adult basic education teachers. Not only did we hear from teachers 

how they chose content and methods, but we also read their expressions of their 

beliefs and the expectations they held for their students. This discussion of the 

cultural and contextual factors that inform and shape practice leads us to a 

clearer understanding of how teachers make choices and the rationale they use 

in making those choices. 

The greatest pleasure for me was that I had the ability to have in-depth 

conversations with fifteen experienced teachers in the field. Incorporating the 

teachers' voice in the dialogue on practice gives us a view of practice from the 

inside-out, instead of a clinical, outsider's perspective. It was through their 

narratives that I began to understand what it truly meant to be a teacher in this 

field on a daily basis. It was from our hours spent together that the personal 

histories, philosophies, and daily experiences of each man and woman began to 
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be infused in my own psyche. After some time, I knew not where their voices 

ended and my own began. I began this work by trying to get the fifteen different 

voices to sound like one, but in the end, I understood that in order to truly 

understand what they were telling me as a collective, I had to listen to each 

teacher's unique story - and truly understand them individually. 
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APPENDIX A 

HUMAN SUBJECTS RESEARCH APPROVAL 

®~~ . 
Florida State 
UNIVERSITY 

Office of the Vice President 
for Research 

Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2763 

(850) 644-7900 • FAX (850) 644-4392 

APPROVAL MEMORANDUM (for change in research protocol) 

from the Human Subjects Committee . 

Date: 

From: 

To: 

Dept: 
Re: 

September 26, 2002 

David Quadagno, Chai~i=J-i 
Kimberly R. Burgess 
3717 Aksarben Drive · 
Tallahassee, FL 32311 
Educational Leadership and Policy Studies 

Use of Human subjects in Research 

Project entitled: Why They Don't Practice·What We Preach: Teachers' 

Perceptions of Cultur~ and Context' in Adult Basic Education 

The memorandum that you subm"itted to this office in regard to the requested change in your research protocol for 

the above-referenced project have been reviewed and approved. Thank you for informing the Committee of this 

change. 

A remind.er that if the project has not been completed by March 25, 2003, you must request renewed approval for 

continuation of the project. 

By copy of this memorandum, the chairman of your department and/or your major professor is reminded that he/she 

is responsible for being informed concerning research projects involving human subjects in the department, and 

should review protocols of such investigations as often as needed to insure that the project is being conducted in 

compliance with our institution and with DHHS regulations. 

This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Protection from Research Risks. The Assurance Number 

is IR800000446. 

cc: Or. Peter Easton 
chgapp.doc 
APPLICATION NO. 02.143 
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APPENDIX 8 

. INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

lnfermed Consent 

Dear Administrators, Teachers, and Staff: 

I am a Ph.D. candidate at Florida State University in the area of aduh education. From October 2002 until 
January 2003 I am conducting a research project as partial fulfillment of my requirements to obtain a 
doctorate degree. The title ol my study is "Teachers' Perceptions Culture and Context in Adult Basic 
Education." The purpose ol this study is to understand how teachers make choices and construct their own 
practice, as well as the internal and external factors that influence those choices. 

Information will be gathered primarily through observing program activities such as classroom instruction 
and administrative meetings, interviewing teachers and students, and reviewing organizational 
correspondence, advertisements, and classroom materials. 

Observations will be arranged at a time and place convenient to you. I will attempt to be as unobtrusive as 
possible, but will participate in activities in any manner you see fit. Interviews will bearranged at a time and 
place convenient to you. I will a?k you questions concerning your experience and education, your beliefs 
about teaching and learning, and the teaching methods that you use in the classroom. With your 
permission I would like to audiotape the interviews so that we can have an accurate record of your 
thoughts, experiences, and opinions. I will keep the tapes in a locked filing cabinet of which I will have sole 
access. The tapes will be destroyed after the completion of t~e dissertation or December 31, 2005, which 
ever is sooner. 

Your identity and personal information and concerns will be kept confidential in the notes, in the 
dissertation, and any public reporting of my results to the extent allowed by law. The recordings will be 
transcribed using pseudonyms and disguising any personally identifying information. I do not anticipate 
any risks to you. · 

I invite your voluntary participation in this project, which will benefit your pr~gram by providing a better 
understanding of your program environm·ent. There is no penalty if you choose not to participate or choose 
not to be recorded. You have the right to ask and have answered any questions concerning the study. 

Please keep a copy of this inlormed consent for your records. If you have any questions and/or concerns 
about this research, please contact me at (850) 980-5038 (doctorkim72@hotmail.com) or my advisor, Peter 
Easton, at (850) 644-8165 (easton@coe.fsu.edu). 

Sincerely, 

Kimberly R. Burgess 

I have read and understand this consent form. 

· Signature Printed Name 
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APPENDIX C 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 

OPENING QUESTIONS ARE IN BOLD 
Prompt questions are in italics 

TELL ME SOMETHING ABOUT YOURSELF 
o Current Position 
o Part/Time or Full-Time 
o Subject 
o If part time, what is your full-time position? 
o Length of time at the full time position. 
o Education 
o Other Professional Experience 

WHO ARE YOU AS A TEACHER? 
o Why did you initially decide to teach? 
o What persons or experiences do you think influenced you in your decision to 

become a teacher? 
o What are your life's priorities? 
o How do work responsibilities coincide with your personal obligations? 
o How would you describe yourself as a teacher? 
o What image or comes to your mind when you think of your role as a teacher? 
o Do you consider yourself a leader? Explain. 
o What are your strengths and weaknesses as a teacher? 
o What would be important to understand if someone were evaluating your 

teaching? 

WHAT DOES IT MEAN FOR YOU TO TEACH ADULT BASIC EDUCATION? 
o Why do you teach now? 
o What are you trying to accomplish? 
o I would hope my job would change in the following three ways over the next 

two years ... 
o What are your learning or what have you learned from teaching? 
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WHAT ARE YOUR BELIEFS ABOUT TEACHING AND LEARNING ADULT 

BASIC EDUCATION? WHAT CONTRIBUTED TO YOUR BELIEFS? 
o What are your core values of teaching? 
o What is illiteracy? · 
o What does it mean to learn? 
o What does it mean to teach? 
o What is the relationship between teaching and learning? 

o What or who has influenced your beliefs and attitudes about teaching? 

WHAT DO YOU KNOW ABOUT ADULTS AND TEACHING ADULTS AND 
' 

HOW DID YOU COME TO KNOW IT? 

WHAT DOES IT TAKE TO TEACH ABE? 
o What does it require to be really good at teaching? 

o What do you need to know to teach ABE? 
o What does "effective teaching" mean to you? 

o Describe the last time you saw really good teaching. 

o Of the teachers you know who are working today, are there any you consider 

to be outstanding teachers? Please describe them. 

o How do you know when you're doing a good job? 

o Describe the working environment 
o What is expected from teachers? 
o If someone wanted to teach here, what would you tell him or her about the 

program? 

HOW IS YOUR TIME SPENT? 
o Describe a typical day. 
o How is your time is distributed during the week? 
o What do you wish you could spend more time on? 

WHO OR WHAT GUIDES YOU WHEN YOU'RE MAKING DECISIONS IN THE 

CLASSROOM? 
o Who do you turn to for support and advice? 
o Who do you trust? · 
o How much input do you have on: 

o Course content 
o Course goals 
o Class schedule 
o Course materials 
o Examples and exercises 
o Class/attendance rules 
o Criteria for success (teacher, student, program) 

o How do you decide what to teach and what should be learned? 

o To what extent are you free to do more-or-less as you think best? 
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o What are your priorities when you teach? How do you communicate these 
priorities to your students? 

o What is the role of administration in this program? 
o What do you think are the responsibilities of administrators toward teachers? 
o How much contact do you have with other teachers? Administrators? 
o When teachers get together, what do they talk about? 
o Do you ever talk about teaching with others? How is it discussed? What is 

the usual context? 
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APPENDIX D 

REFLECTIONS ON EXPERIENCE AND 

METHODOLOGICAL LIMITATIONS 

Patton (1990) states that any qualitative report must include information 

about the experience, training, and perspectives that a researcher brings to the 

field, and then careful consideration of ways in which that information may either 

negatively or positively affect data collection, analysis, and interpretation. This 

section, therefore, discusses my perceptions of the cultural and contextual 

factors that influenced my study. 

I think it important to share various aspects of my thinking in order for 

readers to understand how I know see this study and its participants. Until fairly 

recently, I was unaware of anyone in my immediate family having ever dropped 

out of school or needing the services of adult basic education. I had never even 

been in a GED classroom before a year ago, and most of my prior knowledge of 

this area came from reading and speaking with friends, co-workers, and more 

distant family members. I did believe that I could relate to the external pressures 

and barriers to succeeding from a student perspective, as I had completed my 

undergraduate and graduate degrees in the role of a single-parent often holding 

more than one job. 
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Here is where the similarities end. Unlike many students in adult basic 

education programs, I do not have negative attitudes of school or schooling. I 

have traveled to many countries and have learned languages other than English. 

The fact that I am pursing a doctoral degree means that my attitude towards 

education differs tremendously from most ABE students. I do not see learning as 

a difficult experience, where the opportunity costs are too large for me to pursue 

further education. 

· My relationships with teachers and administrators during the time of this 

study grew from caution in the beginning to amazing admissions and sharing of 

information at the end. Teachers began to call me at my home to talk with me 

about episodes that had occurred during the week. By the second interview and 

particularly during the member check process, teachers _were talking to me about 

what they thought I should know before I asked one question. 

At times this was difficult. When teachers asked me my personal opinion 

about administrators, their own classrooms, or other teachers, I felt pressured to 

give politically correct answers. I was more open about what I was observing 

with teachers that I had known before the study began. However, as the study 

progressed, I began to reveal personal insights to other interviewees as well in 

order to prompt for more stories or examples. It was through these interactions 

that I received the sternest warnings from teachers about not reporting negative 

findings in front of administration or the consequences of others knowing that 

they had broken the rules. 
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Teachers also openly discussed their positive and negative experiences 

with issues of race and gender. I think that my being a black woman did have 

some affect on the teachers. For instance, one white female teacher, when 

. talking with me about other people she knew, always let me know when the 

person she was talking about was black, and she always complimented the 

person's beauty and intelligence. The same teacher gave me a black children's 

book and wrote a message to me in the front cover. Black teachers in the study 

always asked me many questions about my education and what it took to 

succeed in graduate school. I felt from them a sense of pride in what I was trying 

to accomplish, and at least two of the black teachers mentioned this to me. 

The most obvious methodological problem occurred during this study was 

the related differences in the content of data between the two sites. I was able to 

have in-depth interviews with teachers in Jordan County but rarely saw them 

together as a group. This occurred for a couple of reasons. For one, a few of 

the staff meetings during my collection period were near holiday periods and 

were canceHed. Second, to my surprise, the large staff meeting that I attended at 

the beginning of my study was a rarity; most monthly staff meetings only 

consisted of a supervisor and a few teachers. 

In Davis County, I observed the teachers together in a group but was 

unable to get in-depth interviews with them. I only had one interview with ~ach 

teacher in the main building and was not able to get an interview with the satellite 

instructor. The two interviews were short and to the point, sticking mostly to 

information about their personal and educational backgrounds. When I first 
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inquired to Ms. Powell about further interviews, she seemed hesitant and asked 

me what could I possibly have to ask her that I couldn't ask her there. I never 

asked her again. Mr. Creek was ready to end the first interview as quickly as 

possible, constantly asking me if I needed something else. 1 never asked him 

again, either. When I asked Ms. Williams, a staff member and part-time teacher, 

about their hesitancy with me, she told me that in rural areas such as Davis 

County, there really is no guarantee of anonymity, and there was fear of 

repercussions should the county office find out that they had said anything 

negative. 

I dealt with these issues in a couple of ways. In Jordan County, because I 

rarely saw the teachers together, I used interview questions to draw from 

.Participants their descriptions of what staff meetings and in-service activities 

were like. In Davis County I relied more on the observations of the classrooms to 

supplement the brief interviews I was successful in getting. 

Another methodological problem involved the timing of the second 

interviews after the observation. I initially had hoped to schedule interviews 

immediately after the first observation so that the activities of that time would be 

fresh in the teacher's minds. However, due to scheduling problems on the 

teacher's part, my part, the school calendar, and the time it took to write up and 

think about the field notes from that observation, the time period between the first 

observation and the second interview ranged from a minimum of 5 days to a 

maximum of 60 days. Early on I understood that this could be a problem and so I 

took great pains to be extremely detailed in the field notes. No matter the time 

326 



period, teachers all seemed to remember the episodes I recounted for them and 

could discuss their actions. 

A third methodological limitation, related to the second, involves the use of 

field notes to describe the teachers' classroom actions instead of video recording 

the class. The video recording of the classroom activity would have allowed the 

teachers to interpret their actions for themselves instead of having to depend on 

their memories or respond to my statements or reflections about what I "thought" 

I saw and heard. I initially suspected that asking the districts' permission to video 

record the class would spark anxiety from principals and either delay or 

jeopardize approval for the research. Events seemed to have proven me right, 

since it became evident early on that in Jordan County my mere presence in the 

classrooms was cause for alarm; I was asked to provide further justification to the 

principal (beyond the standard approval paperwork) for even being there. 
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