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Persistence Among Adult Education Students Panel Discussion

Panel Moderator:  Dr. David J. Rosen

Dr. David J. Rosen:
Hello, and welcome to the second in a series of panel discussions featuring research conducted by the National Center for the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy, also known as NCSALL.  My name is David Rosen.  


This panel will focus on learner persistence in adult basic education, English for speakers of other languages and GED programs and on a particular study directed by NCSALL’s John Comings, entitled Supporting the Persistence of Adult Basic Education Students.  We’re fortunate to have John and two other experts with us today, so let me introduce them to you now.  


John Comings is the Director of the National Center for the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy.  It’s a research and development consortium, including world education, Portland State University, Rutgers University and the Center for Literacy Studies at the University of Tennessee.  NCSALL is funded by the Institute of Education Sciences at the U.S. Department of Education.  


Kathy Endaya is the Director of Project READ, a volunteer-based literacy program serving adults, children and families at the Redwood City Public Library in Redwood City, California.  


Ernest Best is a former GED student who currently directs the African-American Men’s Literacy Project in Boston, as well as the Massachusetts Alliance for Adult Literacy, a statewide organization that focuses on leadership and advocacy for adult learners.  


Welcome to you all.  John, perhaps you could begin by providing a context for our discussion today, and perhaps you could tell us how learners and programs are doing nationally with learner persistence and how significant this issue is.

Dr. John Comings:
Thank you, David.  Let me start by defining persistence.  It has two components:  intensity, the hours of instruction per week, and duration, the number of months of engagement in learning.  Together, these are usually identified as the hours of instruction over a twelve-month period.  We know a couple things about persistence.  One is that our students need about 100 to 150 hours of instruction to be able to accomplish and move forward one grade level equivalent.  We also know that though the hours of persistence have been moving up over the last two decades, still, most states have an average persistence rate below 100 hours.  There are a few that have it above it.


This is an extremely important issue for our field.  In the K through 12 system, persistence is not a problem because there’s a legal mandate for students to be there.  Our students make a decision every single time they come to instruction, and we have to put in place the supports to that persistence in our program so that we’ll provide that kind of support that’s needed to those students that K through 12 students get through the legal mandate.  Our goal should be to have the highest percentage of our students possible participating for at least 100 hours every year and, then, engaging in instruction for more than one year, since most of our students need hundreds, if not thousands, of hours of instruction to reach their goals.

Dr. David J. Rosen:
Thank you.  Perhaps you could present a bit of background on the study and tell us a little bit about the research design.

Dr. John Comings:
Sure.  When NCSALL first designed its research agenda, we went out to several hundred practitioners and researchers and administrators around the country and asked them what question, if answered, would help improve their program services.  The top question, particularly for teachers, was phrased this way:  “I get students into my class; just about the time they’re starting to make progress, they leave.  How can I keep them longer?”  That’s what this study is all about.  The study has had-- It has three phases; we’ve completed two of them.  In the first phase, we looked at all the literature we could find, both the research literature, the theoretical literature and the practice literature.  And we talked to programs around the country that had tried to address this issue in one way or another so that we could find out what was out there - what we already knew about it.  


There was a gaping hole in this information, and that was the voice of the students.  So, we went out to 150 students around New England and interviewed them.  We also followed their persistence to see who persisted and who didn’t.  That first phase led to some advice that we thought we could give to programs that would help increase persistence.  But, of course, we didn’t know if the advice would actually work in a real program.  


So, in the second phase of the study, we had support from the Wallace Reader’s Digest Fund to work with five library literacy programs around the country, all of whom were given the resources needed to try and improve the persistence of their students.  They looked at our research, they looked at other research, they talked to other people about what might work; and they all made an effort to increase the persistence of their students.  We observed that, and we interviewed their students.  And we found what parts of our advice were things that were actually-- that programs were actually able to do and what it looked like when they tried to do it.


The third phase, which we’re just starting on now, will be our looking back at both of these two phases of the research, pulling from it what we think will work and then testing it out to see if it actually works in practice.  

Dr. David J. Rosen:
John, tell us about the preliminary results of the research.  

Dr. John Comings:
Well, first, we found, like many things in our field, that one size does not fit all and that there are actually five different kinds of students based on their patterns of persistence.  The first are long term students.  They have very few barriers to participation; they have very strong motivation.  Good programs that provide convenient services are going to be able to serve these students easily.  


The second were mandatory students.  These were students who had to participate in our programs but because of the legal mandates of a social service or correctional institution.  So, though they may have had barriers to participation, those barriers were addressed by-- with services from the agency that mandated that participation.  But, these students had no real personal motivation to participate.  They were just doing it because they were told to.  What programs need to do with these students is to help build that personal motivation so that the students are going because they want to and not because they have to.  


The third were short term students.  These are students that had a specific goal that they were trying to achieve.  They come to a program, they may have barriers to persistence or not, but they can overcome those barriers for this short period of time to reach this goal that they’re motivated to achieve.  What our programs can do is to just identify these goals - identify these students and help them reach that goal.  They won’t look very good on persistence data because maybe they-- it only took 30 or 40 hours for them to reach that goal.  But they should be counted as a success.  


The fourth are try-out students.  These are students who have the motivation to come to our programs but are facing very high barriers to participation.  They’ll come-- Sometimes they never come past the orientation, or, if they do, they drop out after one or two sessions.  These students should-- Our approach to these students should not be to involve them directly in services immediately but, rather, to help them develop a plan to overcome these barriers so that in the future they’ll be able to come and be successful and not just reach-- not just achieve another lack of success in education.  


The last group, which we believe is the largest group, are intermittent students.  These are students who come to programs, they don’t have high barriers to participation, and they’re motivated.  They come; they stay for a few months, maybe even six or seven months - maybe a whole year.  But, at some point during their participation, a barrier arises that is so strong that it knocks them out of the program.  Programs need to look at these students as not a dropout but, rather, a student that just can’t participate at this time and develop ways to help that student continue their learning after they drop out and then bring them back into services as soon as possible.  


Now, when we talked to students about what were the forces that were helping and hindering them in their participation, they said four things to us; first of all, that there were a number of aspects of their life that were acting as barriers to their participation.  And they needed to learn how to manage those forces.  They couldn’t completely get rid of them.  They were going to be barriers to their participation, but they needed to learn how to manage those forces.  


Second, many of them came with poor self efficacy.  They didn’t believe that they could accomplish this task, and they needed us to help them build that positive self efficacy - that they could in fact be successful.  


Third, we found on the quantitative side of our study that students who were able to articulate a very clear goal were more likely to persist than those who couldn’t.  So, our students need help in identifying and articulating those goals.  And if goals are important, then students have to make progress in reaching these goals, and they have to be able to see that progress.

Dr. David J. Rosen:
And how might these findings affect programs?

Dr. John Comings:
Well, right now, we think there are two different approaches to the advice that we can give to programs.  One is to look at programs the way they’re now functioning and help them to build supports to student persistence.  In looking particularly in the second phase at what programs are already doing and then back at the first phase as to what they ought to be doing, three things came out.  The first:  our students need personal emotional support to persist.  And many of our students are able to persist because there’s somebody in their life who can provide that support.  But we also found that program staff, teachers and fellow students were providing that support as well.  They’re doing it informally.  We need to formalize this to make sure that every student comes into an environment where they’re getting this kind of positive support.  


Second, our students need help in both addressing their educational needs and addressing their support needs.  We found that program staff were providing informal counseling to students about to deal with both sides of this issue.  We need to formalize that counseling so that when students come into a program, they’re helped to understand how they’re going to reach their goal, both on an instructional side and on the persistence side.  


We also found that programs are not very good at providing that kind of direct support - providing daycare, providing transportation, helping with job schedules.  But they can be very good, and they are very good informally, at providing connections to social services that can provide that direct support.  Again, we need to formalize this so that every student is in a program where they’re connected to those social services.  


The other approach is to think about changing the whole nature of participation.  We’re looking at this around sort of three chronological phases of a student’s participation in a program; first, as they enter - the recruitment, the intake and orientation phase.  We need to help students express a clear goal and then build a written plan, both on the instructional side and on the support side, of how they’re going to accomplish this goal.  


The second phase is their actual participation in services.  There, we have to, first of all, continue to update this plan so that as things in the student’s life change, the plan can change as the students make progress.  Strengths and weaknesses are identified by their teachers that that plan can change on the instructional side.  But, most importantly, students have to be offered a multiplicity of modes of learning - so classes, both general classes and specific classes on things like spelling or pronunciation; tutoring, both one on one and group tutoring; the use of computers, learning on the web; using written materials, audio materials and video materials.  All of these have to be available to the student, and their plan has to incorporate all of these so that there’ll be some times when they can’t participate in a class-- they can’t show up at a specific time and place because, for example, their job schedule has changed.  They’ve got to have another way to pursue their learning through a self-study option.

Dr. David J. Rosen:
Thank you, John.  We’re going to turn now to Ernest Best and Kathy Endaya, our Program Directors, to get your perspective on learner persistence.  First, Ernest, tell us from your perspective as a former GED student what helped you to persist and complete the program.  

Ernest Best:
Well, it’s really simple.  Although the problem of persistence seems to be rather complicated because there’s no one magic bullet, at its heart, it’s really simple.  The reason why I persisted, or one of the reasons why I persisted, is the program demonstrated respect for me as an individual.  They cared what I thought.  They had a respect for my ideas and made sure that I could make a contribution to my own educational development.  They also demonstrated that they cared about me as a person.  So that’s really, really important.  We like to look at academic outcomes and studies and research, but it all comes down to the real personal touch.  That’s really, really important.  They made it clear that they really cared about me.  That was really important.  Also, they showed an interest in seeing me succeed as a person.  They worked with me to help me form a plan to become successful.  By doing that, that enabled me to have confidence that I had a better chance of succeeding.  By having a better chance at succeeding and having the kind of supports like that, where I may not have outside of the program, would make me want to be there.  Where else would I want to be?  So, they created the conditions and environment that would make an adult learner want to persist because these are supports that they don’t normally get on the outside.  So, you’re actually creating a culture of support within a program.

Dr. David J. Rosen:
And now wearing your hat as Program Director of the African-American Men’s Literacy Project, tell us what has helped students in that program persist.

Ernest Best:
Well, very similar to what I just talked about myself.  What happened to me in the program-- also what I do for African-American men-- is deal with external issues that work against persistence.  For example, it was important that I had employment.  It was important that I can take care of life issues - what John had talked about before.  Also, once I had those things taken care of, most of-- I was able to take care of those things on my own, but many of my students cannot because at the time that I went to school and now at this particular time, I think that the problems from a socioeconomic standpoint are really much harder to negotiate than they were at the time when I went to school.  The level of poverty where I work in the city of Boston is much more deeper and really hard to live through than it was when I was going to school.  So, we have to really, really make a much more concerted effort into dealing with those outside issues:  homelessness, joblessness or over-employment or under-employment, healthcare, childcare - a lot of those issues.  So we actually have to have direct links to services within the community, and also we have to have services on the premises, like counseling.  Because of the seriousness of the problems that we’re having in the inner city, we actually have to have counseling on the premises, and there’s more issues, like mental health issues and also issues-- personal issues in their life that have to be dealt with in order for the men to persist and concentrate on what they’re there for, which is to raise their level of academic outcomes.  

Dr. David J. Rosen:
And are the men in the African-American Men’s Literacy Project persisting?

Ernest Best:
Yes; they are.  We have amazing results.  First, I’d like to say that at all levels of education, African-American men have-- we’re at the lowest in terms of persistent rates and academic outcomes.  With all the things that we have in place to support persistence, our men have demonstrated history-making outcomes in terms of persisting.  We have a 93% persistence rate.

Dr. David J. Rosen:
That’s excellent.  

Ernest Best:
And our men are also advancing at twice the rate as the larger program that we’re in at the [Wait House] in Boston.

Dr. David J. Rosen:
And over what period of time?

Ernest Best:
We’ve been doing this program now since 1999, so it’s been five years.

Dr. David J. Rosen:
Excellent.  Kathy, let’s turn to you.  As a Program Director, tell us what you think programs can do to support persistence.

Kathy Endaya:
Well, I think that Ernest has pointed out so many of the vital areas, and I think that programs really need to do a very good intake of learners and find out their goals and how to help them deal with the obstacles that may be affecting their persistence.  And I think programs also have to realize the differences we did as part of the study between retention and persistence.  Persistence is a much more complicated, long term solution for a learner, and it addresses not only short term but long term goals for those learners.  I think acting as a resource in the community, doing a good intake interview to find out how your learner learns and put in place methods and materials that will support that learner, the way they learn and also doing the assessments and checking back probably after about six months and then reevaluating what you’re doing for the learner and with the learner and helping them just realize that they can be an independent learner by making them a part - a learning partner - not a student necessarily, but a learning partner - in this quest to improve their literacy skills and address all of the goals that they came to the program with.

Dr. David J. Rosen:
Do you have anything else that you would like to add?

Ernest Best:
Yes, David.  After dealing with the external things that hinder persistence, I think there’s something really, really important that has to be added which is really central to the reason why students are in the program.  That is to have an education - have an academic curriculum that deals directly with their lives - a student-centered education - a content-based education based on what they deal with in their everyday lives.  That’s just so important to persistence.

Dr. David J. Rosen:
Kathy, would you like to add something to that?

Kathy Endaya:
Well, I think just building on that, I think it’s so important that, as we struggle to see how we can aid a learner in their persistence in the programs and also when they’re not in the programs, is to look at starting where they are and really making them the center of the instruction.  So, if it is a time management problem or if it’s a reading problem - wherever they are - to start there and to build off of that, including materials that are appropriate for their level but also interest and life related.  So, when the adults come to our program, we’re helping them at many different levels while we’re helping them with their literacy.  So, it’s dealing with the driver’s license or whatever they’re trying to get, keeping in mind those long term goals also so that they’re motivated and they’re increasing their confidence that they can do it and that they can soon do it without us.  

Dr. David J. Rosen:
Let’s look at the research from your perspective.  What parts of the research, Ernest, other than the ones that you’ve mentioned, resonate with you as a Program Director?

Ernest Best:
Well, although I think it’s really important to kind of reiterate certain things, and you really have to talk about supports, like what happened in my personal life dealing with my personal story.  We have to talk about meeting external factors that are barriers that keep a student out.  For me, that was financial later support to further go on to college and do other things.  Also, for students we have now, we have to think about the particular life issues that they have to deal with and help them work on those as well.  Also, we have to look at our academic support and also a personal support.  It’s really important that they have a personal support where they think in the program that the practitioner is in step, care about them - who they are as a human being and as a person - and to have a nurturing relationship that they know that we have an interest in their success.  

Dr. David J. Rosen:
Great.  And, Kathy, how about you?  What parts of the research were particularly noteworthy from your perspective?

Kathy Endaya:
I think that what we learned from the research was all that we were doing and how we could expand what we were doing in the areas of just beginning where the learner is when they come to your program.  Sometimes we look at the learners and say “you dropped out, so that’s a failure on your part.”  I think what persistence means is looking at that as saying “how could I have been more supportive and understanding of your challenges to help you stay in this program?”  We’ve heard of some programs saying “three strikes, and you’re out of the program.”  What we’ve really found through this research and really listening to what our learners have said that they need to persist in these programs is that we need to take each event that comes up and say “how can we help you?  If it’s not a good time now, how can we help you connect with maybe another resource in the community or at school to help you persist while you’re away from the program and, please, do return to the program.  We’ve also looked at keeping the learners very aware of the progress they’re making because many come to us thinking that they haven’t been able to learn and they probably can’t learn, or it’s just something they may not achieve.  So, breaking down those goals into small steps and helping the learner be a part of that tracking of the progress I think has been something that we’ve learned also.  It really helps to keep a learner motivated and keeps them encouraged in working towards their persistence goals.  

Ernest Best:
Can I just--?

Dr. David J. Rosen:
Sure; go ahead.

Ernest Best:
Could I just add to that?  This directly talks about-- relates to your research.  We actually give that a name in our program.  When the student orientation comes up, we talk about those episodes that can happen.  We don’t call it dropping out at all.  We call it stepping out.  We actually give it a name.  We let them know those things can happen from time to time, especially when we do the assessment.  I’ll just give you one quick example.  We had one man who has custody of his son.  So, what happened-- there were some issues his teenaged son had that he had to deal with during that time, so he could not stay in school for a few weeks.  He had to step out to deal with those issues.  We helped him in every way he can to deal with those issues.  Then he was able to return again and then complete his EDP, which is an external diploma program that we have in Boston.  So, it was stepping out.  It was not a stigma placed on that.  We give that a name as something that legitimately happens and that could be dealt with and could be corrected or modified, that makes a huge difference.  So, people feel good and not bad about stepping out and returning; it’s just part of the whole process.

Dr. David J. Rosen:
So, it sounds like one of the findings from the research and a finding which resonates with both of you is this idea that people don’t have to drop out - that they can step out or stop out, I’ve heard some people say, if the programs are prepared and have a variety of ways in which learners can participate.  


John, tell us; what are the next steps with research?

Dr. John Comings:
Well, there are two next steps.  The first step - we’re taking a look at all this research and putting it into what we call an intervention.  It will be a very specific set of advice to give to programs - existing programs - that we’re going to identify a group of programs.  To half of those programs, we’re going to ask them to implement this advice, and the other half, we’re going to ask them to continue on doing what they’re doing.  Then we’ll see whether persistence increases or not and, if it does, how much and whether that increase in persistence is worth the extra time and effort and money involved in the intervention.  At the end of that, we’ll be able to say not only we have this good advice but we have evidence that it works.  


The other path we’re going to follow is around the change of participation - the change of the definition of participation.  We’re already trying some things out on this, but we believe some more exploration needs to take place, both what various groups around the country-- what various programs around the country are doing to change the nature of participation but also what would be an intervention that would change the nature of participation in such a way that persistence would increase.  Then, eventually, we’ll test that out as well in the same way.

Dr. David J. Rosen:
John, how can our viewers learn more about NCSALL’s research on persistence?

Dr. John Comings:
Well, all of our publications are on the web.  There are a couple of articles that we’ve written for focus on basics, which is on our website, and we’ll be writing some more articles for that.  There are also full reports of the research.  The first-phase report is on our website.  The three research papers that we’ve completed on the second phase are on a different website, MDRC, though you can gain access to it through our website.  And, the final report of the second phase of the research will be up on the website by the end of the year.  


But, we also have on our website a study circle guide that provides all the resources a group of practitioners need to come together, read the research, discuss it, decide what this means for their classes and programs, try a few things out to see if they work, come back together, share their experience and continue improving the persistence of their students.  We believe this is the most effective way in which practitioners particularly could gain access to this research.

Dr. David J. Rosen:
So, practitioners at a program, for example, could come together in a study circle and use these materials - download them from the web or in other ways.

Dr. John Comings:
Right.  And everything they need to do the study circle is in the guide.

Dr. David J. Rosen:
A very promising approach, I think.  John, I want to thank you.  And, Ernest, I’d like to thank you, and, Kathy, I’d like to thank you for joining us today in this panel - discussion panel on research on persistence.

