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ADULT ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS ( E L L S )

The population of adult immigrants, refugees, migrant workers, and naturalized
citizens studying nonacademic English as a second language in North America is
large and growing. In the United States, nearly 45% of the adults enrolled nation-
wide in state-administered adult education programs attend English as a second
language (ESL) or English literacy classes, bringing the official number of such
students to approximately 1.2 million in 2003-2004 (U.S. Department of
Education, Office of Vocational and Adult Education, 2006); and making this the
fastest growing segment of learners in adult education programs (Yang, 2005).
Combined with the large numbers of adults studying English in privately spon-
sored programs, volunteer literacy services, community-based programs, or work-
place ESL classes, these adults represent a significant student body.

They also represent a group of learners with unique expectations and needs.
They differ from other adult ESL learners, such as international students at
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universities in North America, in many ways because of this very diversity. These
adult learners are generally considered to range in age from 16 to 90-plus, in edu-
cational background from no formal schooling to PhD holders, and in native lan-
guage literacy levels from advanced to pre-literate. Their corresponding needs
range equally widely, from basic literacy and/or survival English skills, to transi-
tional classes to help them prepare for higher education in English. By contrast,
ESL students in colleges and universities tend to fall into a more limited age range,
can be counted on as having at least a high school-level education and a reasonably
advanced level of literacy in their native language, and as college or university
students, share an obvious common need for training in academic English skills.

There are indications in recent years that the needs of these adult ELLs are not
being fully met. Despite the best efforts of adult ESL teachers—many of whom
are volunteers—dropout rates among adult ESL students remain a problem, and
achievement is at best inconsistent. Looking at the largest linguistic subgroup
among adult ESL learners, the results of the 2003 National Assessment of Adult
Literacy (NAAL) showed that in the 11 years since the previous national survey,
the English prose and document literacy levels of Hispanic adults in the United
States have fallen significantly (18% and 14%, respectively), and their quantita-
tive literacy scores have remained unchanged (Kutner, Greenberg, & Baer, 2005),
Another recent analysis shows that of foreign-bom adult Hispanics, approxi-
mately 73% speak English "less than very well," and for Asian adults, 40,4% fall
into this category (Fry & Hakimzadeh, 2006),

At the same time, there is increasing political discussion and thus interest in
the language skills and subsequent "employability" of these adult ELLs. From the
President on down, the correlation between postsecondary education and training—
for which adequate English skills are essential—and economic stability is fre-
quently argued. The apparent inconsistency between such an agenda for adult
higher education and the realities of achievement raises immediate and important
questions about the nature of language learning and teaching with respect to this
community of students. What, for example, are the unique characteristics of these
particular adult ELLs' language learning processes? What external factors have
the greatest impact on their language learning success or failure? What are the
most effective curricula and pedagogical approaches for these students?

Unfortunately, possible answers to these and other questions are often anec-
dotal and unsubstantiated. Not only do adult ELLs studying nonacademic
English remain an understudied population in the academic scholarship on
second-language acquisition (SLA) and education, the research studies that do
exist often lack a theoretical base and thus remain disconnected from each other,
making it difficult to draw the conclusions necessary to answer questions like
those above. No study to date has looked at the full scope of research on this
particular population of learners to understand the exact extent of its neglect in
the literature or to provide an accurate picture of what research does exist.
Johnson's 2001 annotated bibliography of the 12 works on SLA in adults that were
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available at that time in the ERIC database focuses on actual SLA research—that
is, studies investigating the linguistic processes of adults leaming a second language.
It is not restricted to studies on adults in nonacademic settings and does not
include adult ELL works investigating things other than linguistic processes of
learning—studies that she criticizes (not inaccurately) as generally "observa-
tional" and dealing with program issues. Although her focus is understandable, it
leaves the field still lacking in any comprehensive picture of adult ELL research
from which to try and draw conclusions.

This article provides a broad overview, therefore, of the recently published lit-
erature on adult ELLs in nonacademic settings to clarify the extent and nature of
this research and to explore any emerging trends within this area of study. It
focuses on works dating from 2000 onward, first because Johnson's bibliography
provides the field with some picture of the literature prior to 2000; and second,
for manageability, it is necessary to set certain limits on how much literature can
be covered. With this information compiled from studies spanning the past 6
years, we may learn what answers are already out there to questions like those
raised above and better understand what directions future research on this par-
ticular student population needs to take.

ADULT ESL RESEARCH

The studies considered for this article were compiled by conducting a general
search of the keywords "adult ESL" in two primary academic indexes:
EBSCOhost (which includes Academic Search Premier, ERIC, and Educational
Abstracts) and Linguistics and Language Behavior Abstracts, between them cov-
ering thousands of academic journals and dissertations worldwide. These simple
keywords were chosen to generally restrict the results to studies in ESL situations
in North America, the United Kingdom, or Australia (as opposed to English as a
foreign language contexts, in which the students' needs and profiles are distinc-
tively different from adult ESL learners leaming English as immigrants or
refugees); but was otherwise broad enough to allow for all studies with adults to
be initially identified. The resulting list was then pared to primary research stud-
ies dating from 2000 to the present and to those studies that dealt with adult
English language learners outside of higher education contexts. In other words,
studies focusing on international students in North American universities or on
adult students taking ESL classes to complement their disciplinary coursework in
colleges and universities were removed, leaving those studies focused on adult
learners in government sponsored or community-based English language
programs.' Using the keywords "adult ESL" also meant that studies on adult
basic-education learners were not covered. Although this literature has occasional
insights for adult ELLs, such as when it deals with practical concerns like how to
juggle work, family, and an evening adult education course, its primary focus is on
native English speakers in adult education or literacy programs—a population
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with completely different linguistic, cultural, and often educational backgrounds
from those of adult ESL learners and thus of marginal relevance when answering
questions about these adults' second-language learning processes or experiences.

The result was a total of 41 works: 23 published articles and 18 unpublished
dissertations. Based on methodology and focus, these works were then roughly
divided into three broad categories: ethnographic studies, teacher-related studies,
and second-language acquisition studies. The details of each category and corre-
sponding research are discussed below; however, the overall distribution of the
studies shows a majority of ethnographic works (23), followed by teacher-related
studies (12), and finally, SLA studies (6; see Table I),

As with all research, the studies described below vary not just in terms of
methodological approach but also in terms of quality within those approaches.
Among the qualitative studies in particular, there are numerous inconsistencies
in their conduct. Some researchers cited fail to describe their methodological
approach adequately to allow for proper assessment, let alone replication, of their
studies. Others fail to locate their work within a theoretical framework that would
permit the reader to easily understand the author's perspective and would permit
the work and its findings to contribute to an identifiable segment of the literature.
Some studies noted here employ methodologies of questionable reliability—from
spending a limited time with the community under investigation and failing to tri-
angulate data collection methods, to providing insufficient and unconvincing evi-
dence to make the researcher's interpretations and conclusions clear and credible.
Having said this, the goal in the following sections is not to isolate particular stud-
ies and point out flaws in their design or conduct but, rather, to attempt to under-
stand the broader state ofthe literature—a task made that much more challenging
because of the shortcomings noted above.

Ethnographic Studies

Clearly, the largest group, ethnographic studies, also comprises the broadest
category in terms of definition. Most of these studies revolve in one way or
another around questions of identity, power, and socialization, sometimes with
respect to specific ethnic communities, sometimes in terms of adult ELLs in gen-
eral. Some focus on particular aspects of language (i,e,, pronunciation), social-
ization (i,e,, prejudice), or language learning (i,e,, motivation). Others simply
describe adult ESL programs and offer recommendations accordingly.

Looking first at studies focused on particular ethnic communities. Bernât
(2004) surveyed Vietnamese ELLs in Australia for possible correlations between
their beliefs about language learning and their motivation. Interestingly, despite
their beliefs that as adults, they were at a great disadvantage in language learning,
and despite their widespread lack of confidence in their own language-learning
abilities, all had high motivation. The findings indicated that this stemmed largely
from external motivating factors, primarily the need to find work.
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TABLE 1
Distribution of Study l^'pes

Published articles

Dissertations

Total

Ethnographic

Bemat (2004)

Butlaro (2001, 2004)

Derwing (2003)

Gault (2003)

Gordon (2004)

Hubenthal (2004)

King (2000)

Menard-Warwick (2005b)

Schomburg (2004)

Skilton-Sylvester (2002)

Warhol (2004)

Carpenter (2005)

Hwang (2003)

Hyman (2002)

Jeon (2005)
Kristjansson (2004)

UBelle (2005)
McVay (2004)

Menard-Warwick (2005a)
Palacios (2002)
Warriner (2003)
Yeh (2005)
23

Teacher-Based

E. M. Ellis (2002, 2004)

Gunn (2003)

Hird et al. (2000)

Kim(2005)
Morgan (2004)

Wu & Carter (2000)

Bonissone (2003)

Gault (2004)

Gilbertson (2000)

Maum (2003)
Shono (2005)

12

SLA

Brindley & Slatyer (2002)

Izumi & Izumi (2004)

Panova & Lyster (2002)

Reder et al. (2003)

Adams (2005)

Lee(2000)

6

NOTE: SLA = second-language acquisition.

Several studies (Buttaro, 2002, 2004; Carpenter, 2005; Gault, 2003; Menard-
Warwick, 2005a, 2005b; McVay, 2004) looked at the experiences of Hispanic/
Latino/Mexican ELLs in the United States. Among these, a common element
noted was the critical role of the family in promoting learner success. Other
common points raised in these studies can likely be generalized to a broader adult
ELL population, including the need to support ELLs by providing child care
facilities, academic and work counseling, and help with transportation. For the
classroom, recommendations were made to balance newer pedagogical approaches
with more traditional teaching methods (that the students may expect and value),
to set goals together, to address the students' realities—not our assumptions of
what they might be, to first address the students' speaking and listening needs
before reading and writing, and, if possible, to consider a combined classroom/
individual tutorial approach to teaching.

Warhol (2004) and Hubenthal (2004) both looked at elderly English learners,
the first at female Liberian refugees, the second at Russian ELLs. Outside of the
shared age factor, the groups differed quite substantially in educational back-
grounds and motivations, and these differences were reflected in the findings of
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the two Studies, The findings of Warhol's action research emphasized the mis-
match between the women's own ideas regarding "success" in the government-
funded program in which they were enrolled and the government's ideas.
Although the government uses test scores to measure success, the women place
more value on their active participation in the program and on their ability to
complete assigned tasks, Hubenthal's Russian participants, unlike many younger,
more extrinsically motivated adult ELLs, expressed being motivated to learn
English to feel like competent, articulate, independent adults—a finding arguably
reflecting their past education and professional identities. The participants also
noted barriers to their learning that no doubt may be shared among older learners
of any ethnic background. These included health problems and shame about poor
memory ability and perceived language learning difficulties.

Two studies looked at Korean learners (Hwang, 2003; Jeon, 2005), The first
looked at how the Korean community's efforts to promote biliteracy have con-
tributed to the maintenance of the Korean language among Korean communities
in the United States, and the second examined a case study of a Korean mother
and her three children, showing how language learning is more thany'M,yi language
learning but, rather, constitutes a social process of reconstructing a new ,ye//in the
target language culture.

Two other studies focusing on issues of identity with reference to specific eth-
nic populations are Gordon (2004) and Skilton-Sylvester (2002), Skilton-
Sylvester's case studies of four Cambodian women show how their motivation
(investment) for learning English is directly tied in with the ways in which their
various identities are recognized in the classroom. The author applauds efforts to
incorporate students' cultural and social identities into program and curriculum
design but cautions against simply creating new standards—for example, all
Cambodian women can be expected to act and feel in a certain way, and there-
fore, we must teach them all in a particular manner appropriate to those expecta-
tions. Rather, she encourages curricula that can embrace the influences of multi-
dimensional identities. Gordon's comparative study of male and female Lao
students and their language socialization reveals an interesting element to the
"multidimensionality" of gender identity. He found that as the Lao women social-
ized into the target language, they experienced a broadening of their identities,
whereas the Lao men experienced a narrowing of theirs.

This brings us to the various studies on student identity and socialization
among mixed groups of adult learners. Several studies looked at adult ELLs to
explore how broader concepts of students' cultural, ethnic, and gender identities
impacted their language learning experiences, Wardner (2003) showed how
students position themselves and are positioned in educational and local contexts
according to their choices with regard to language learning, and Kristjannson
(2004) emphasized the importance of programs creating a caring community for
the learners to be a part of. King's (2000) study on transformational learning pro-
vided clues to the particular classroom activities that students felt contributed
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most to their personal development. They emphasized the value of activities like
discussions, writing about their personal concerns, group projects, and journal
writing; and of topics like the English language, the host culture, and intercultural
awareness. Palacios's (2002) case study of a literacy program looked at how
students' and teachers' perspectives about literacy (e.g., viewing literacy as dis-
crete skill development, as functional/survival skills, or as a personal/social
empowerment tool) promotes the use of particular literacy events. Thus, for
example, discrete skill perspectives are likely to lead to activities such as teach-
ing alphabet lessons, whereas a functional perspective may lead to exercises like
resume writing.

In two final sets of studies, Derwing (2003) and Hyman (2002) both looked at
issues of foreign accent among adult ELLs. Hyman's quasi-experimental study
contrasted native-English speaker responses to ELL students' speech before and after
training and found a strong connection between judgments of accent and "occu-
pational fit." In other words, those with strong foreign accents were deemed less
suited to be hired for certain jobs. Focused pronunciation training was found to
be helpful in improving the students' accents. Derwing's large-scale survey of
adult immigrants in Canada found that although few felt that they had been
openly discriminated against because of their accents, most admitted feeling that
they would be respected more if they sounded more native-like. She also concludes
with recommendations for teaching pronunciation—guided by intelligibility—and
for exploring issues of accent and bias with classes of adult ELLs. Also dealing
with issues of prejudice, though not as related specifically to accent, LaBelle
(2005) and Yeh (2005) both found that their adult ELLs had experienced some
prejudicial treatment in their relations with native English speakers—though not
extensive. Both groups displayed various strategies for coping with prejudice
stemming from, for example, the "English-only" perspective within the United
States. These "counter-discourses" included using their native languages, ignoring
the prejudicial attitudes, remaining silent, deflecting, and bypassing the offending
behavior or speech.

Although one is first struck by the diversity of these studies, it is possible to
pick out certain common threads running through them. Notable in particular
among studies about adult immigrant ESL learners is an emphasis on practical
issues, such as the importance of providing these students with physical, finan-
cial, and consulting help to improve their chances of success in learning English.
On such practical or concrete matters, it would be useful to have some compara-
tive studies between programs—both within the United States and with those in
other countries—to clearly identify the most critical of these practical issues on
language learning success as well as studies to compare the relative effect on lan-
guage learning of these types of factors and more traditional SLA factors, such as
classroom practices or learner differences.

Another point that emerges from these studies, and is no doubt a contributing
factor to their overall disparate nature, is the need to recognize the diversity
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within the adult ESL population. This diversity can be seen by simply looking at |
the populations involved in these studies, which differ ethnically, in age, and in |
educational and professional backgrounds as well as in reported needs and pref-
erences for learning English. This diversity makes it all that much more impor-
tant that researchers focusing on adult English language learners identify and
develop broad research themes along which to build up common knowledge
within the field, rather than a kind of ad hoc approach, in which little or no
attempt is made to connect studies with each other, and resulting in a collection
of separate studies that seems to fall short of what we can define as a cohesive
body of literature.

A fmal observation can be made about those studies touching on issues of
identity and socialization and the broad questions that they raise about the expec-
tations held for—and by—adult BSL learners. Presumably, teachers, program
administrators, and government officials all want to see these students learning
the English language adequately to permit them to live a comfortable and full life
in a majority English-speaking environment. But how much English does that ,
require? Should the goal of adult ESL classes be that the students learn to cope
with the basic necessities of life or that they be progressing toward full integra-
tion into the native English speaking community? Basic questions like these are
critical, because their answers ultimately determine the expectations held for
these students and subsequently affect the curricula designed for them.

Such questions may also prove useful by providing a starting point for under-
standing the scattering of studies on adult ELLs' identity and socialization. When ,
considering the students' own expectations, studies like these remind us that these i
adult learners are themselves often caught in a complex dilemma. They may want i
to learn enough English to cope with practical needs, and to feel like the whole,
respected, mature people that they are in their native language cultures and envi-
ronments, but not to an extent that might risk a loss of those native cultures and '
languages. How do all these various perspectives (of teachers, students, adminis-
trators) on adult ELLs' identities within native English speaking societies and
subsequent language learning expectations connect, conflict, or merge? And what
is the result of such conflict or merging on the effectiveness of instruction and
learning in adult ESL classes? Such questions remain as yet unanswered.

Teacher-Related Studies \

This category consists of those studies focused on teachers in adult ESL j
programs—either as the subject of the studies themselves or in the case of action |
research studies, on particular teaching practices and the individual teacher's |
experiences and impressions. In the latter category, there is the example of Kim |
(2005), which describes the author's use of dialogue journals in a culturally ,
diverse adult ESL classroom and shows how the use of those journals positively |
served to build a sense of community among the learners and as a source of valuable i
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information for the teacher—helping her in the planning of lessons relevant to the
students' linguistic and cultural needs. Also an action research study but examin-
ing the relationship between teachers' attitudes and student success is Gunn
(2003). In this study from Australia, the author describes her experience with a class
of low- and pre-literate adult ESL learners and how the explicit effort to avoid
adopting a "deficit" view of the learners by seeing the class as an "opportunity" for
literacy led to positive changes in her own attitudes and approaches—both in the
school's relationship with the learners' communities, and in the curriculum.
Bonissone (2003) reached similar results in her study, which was a collaborative
study between the researcher and one literacy teacher. Again, efforts taken by the
teacher to explore and reflect on how new approaches in the classroom led to pro-
gressive changes in the teacher's own beliefs and practices, interactions between
her and the students, the overall learning environment, and types of literacy that
her students used and produced.

Of the studies focusing on teachers in general, there was one relatively large-
scale study comparing practices of teachers of children and teachers of adults
(Hird, Thwaite, Breen, Milton, & Oliver, 2000). Hird et al. (2000) found some
broad similarities between the teachers' practices, such as efforts to create a pos-
itive affective environment in the classroom, but also several differences. For
example, the teachers of adult ELLs tended to use more drilling/repetition/
rehearsal exercises, paid greater attention to differences in students' proficiency
levels and learning styles, and generally were more focused on outcomes and
assessment than the teachers of children. The reason for the last of these was
attributed to the Australian system of providing a limit of 510 hours of English
lessons to adult immigrants, during which time they are expected to acquire ade-
quate skills to pass the Certificate of Spoken and Written English.

E. M. Ellis (2002, 2004) and Maum (2003) explored teachers' beliefs and
practices from the perspective of differences between native English-speaking
and nonnative English-speaking adult ESL teachers. Maum conducted a large-
scale survey of native English-speaking teachers (NESTs) and nonnative English-
speaking teachers (NNESTs) of adult ELLs. Both in statistical analyses and in
subsequent interview data, significant differences between the two groups were
observed. For example, NNESTs were more likely to see an important role for the
teacher's own sociocultural and linguistic background in the classroom and in the
inclusion of cross-cultural issues in ESL instruction. Ellis's studies have also
shown differences between the teaching practices of monolingual versus multilin-
gual (both NNESTs and NESTs with advanced proficiency in another language)
adult ESL teachers. The author makes the argument that the teachers' own language
learning experiences are a valuable resource for the adult ESL teacher and should
be viewed as a positive—arguably, even required—attribute of ESL teachers.

Another qualitative study of ESL teacher experience is Morgan (2004), in
which the bulk of the article is an in-depth analysis of the literature on teacher



Mathews-Aydinli / RESEARCH ON ADULT ELLS 207

identity, followed by a narrative of the author's own experiences teaching in an
adult ESL program in Canada. He explores the processes of how he and his
students negotiated their various roles in the classroom, and in doing so all came
to understand themselves better—challenging their own assumptions about cul-
ture, gender, and family roles.

Gault's 2004 study actually involves adult ESL students, but the focus of the
inquiry was on their beliefs about "good teaching" in ESL and thus is of direct
relevance to teachers—the argument being that if teachers' teaching practices fail
to match students' assumptions, the resulting learning environment will be lim-
ited. In fact, Gault found that such mismatches do occur, primarily in the case of
teachers adhering to solely communicative-based approaches and being reluctant
to practice error correction of form, although the students tended to be familiar
(and therefore expecting) of more traditional, even grammar-based approaches.
Although Gault does not recommend giving up, therefore, on communicative
approaches, he does suggest making clear the rationale for using them (preferably
in the students' native languages) and balancing them with approaches and exer-
cises that match the students' expectations. Shono (2005) also compared student
and teacher beliefs in her effort to identify the characteristics of a "good teacher."
Her results reveal such recommended personal attributes as being a respectful
professional, a cultural mediator, caring and patient but also a student belief in the
importance of the teacher being a native English speaker—an interesting point
when we consider the findings of Maum and Ellis and their emphasis on the value
of multilingual ESL/NNES teachers.

A final study on teacher practices is Wu and Carter (2000), which looked
specifically at the work of volunteer teachers in a "successful" adult ESL
program. Recommendations from the survey study include the following: (a)
Encourage professionalism among volunteer staff, (b) appoint a director who can
supervise the volunteers, (c) create a friendly atmosphere, and (d) allow for flex-
ible schedules. These recommendations are well-taken when we consider the
findings of Gilbertson (2000), whose general descriptive study of an adult ESL
program concluded that without appropriate and adequate training, volunteer
teachers could actually do more harm than good.

The teacher-related studies, unsurprisingly, evolve in one way or another around
instructional practices and, directly or indirectly, around identifying important
aspects of teaching adult ELLs effectively. Although the studies approach this task
from very different angles and reach many different conclusions, it is possible to
pick out one common thread that runs throughout them all—namely, a particular
sensitivity toward the students' cultural backgrounds. For example, the studies
emphasize the importance of building up good relations between the school and the
students' local ethnic communities, the benefits of having teachers who can relate
to the students' cultural backgrounds, and the role of ESL teachers as caring, patient
cultural mediators.
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One could argue that culture is inseparable from language and, therefore, from
all second-language teaching, but it seems that this consciousness of a need for
cultural awareness and sensitivity is particularly strong within the literature on
adult ELL instruction—more so, for example, than in studies on adults in EFL or
academic ESL settings. Although culture and cultural understanding is empha-
sized in these studies as something for teachers and program administrators to pay
attention to, it seems that the adult ELL population presents a still-undertapped
resource for research on culture and second-language learning. Unlike young
learners, whose cultural identities are perhaps less strongly entrenched (and are
thus less immediate sources of conflict when learning a second language), or EFL
learners who may never even meet with people from the target language culture,
adult ELLs must negotiate culture and language issues on a daily basis. Clearly
this subgroup of learners has much to offer the literature on this theme.

Second-Language Acquisition Studies

This final category is generally meant to encompass those studies in which
adult ESL students were the participants but not necessarily the focus of the
research: in other words, conceptual studies on various aspects or themes in SLA
research, in which the students used in the conducting of the study happen to be
adult ESL learners. The SLA concepts examined in these studies were
learner-learner interactions (Adams, 2005), task difficulty in listening assessment
(Brindley & Slatyer, 2002), oral output (Izumi & Izumi, 2004), the effect on oral
proficiency of multimedia as an instructional tool (Lee, 2000), and corrective
feedback and uptake patterns (Panova & Lyster, 2002). The final work listed here
doesn't clearly fit into any of the categories. Reder, Harris, and Setzler (2003) is
not a research study but rather a report on the setting up of a database on the pop-
ulation of adult English-language learners in the United States. It describes an ini-
tiative of video- and audiotaping 5,000 classroom hours of low-level adult ESL
learners in a community college. The tapes are being transcribed and coded for
easy searching of linguistic and pedagogical factors both for longitudinal data and
for detailed interlanguage data. I have included it in the SLA category because of
the tremendous potential that this database project holds for enabling future
research—both SLA studies in general and on adult ELLs in particular.

Of the conceptual study findings, some of the more interesting for adult ESL
teachers include Adam's (2005) finding in a quasi-experimental study that inter-
actions between learners, like interactions between ELLs and native English
speakers, facilitates the learners' second-language acquisition—thus providing
evidence to the value of classroom communicative teaching methods that pro-
mote learner-learner interactions. Izumi and Izumi's (2004) experimental study
about using oral output tasks to promote grammar acquisition actually found that
the control group receiving only oral input outperformed the treatment group.
However, the researchers conclude that this may have been because the output
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tasks used were not appropriate. They recommend that to stimulate the kind of
cognitive activity necessary for learning, different tasks are necessary: for
example, having students first produce oral output in a task and then receive oral
input on it (rather than the other way around), thereby eliminating the possibility
of students simply memorizing and repeating certain forms. They also recom-
mend using dictogloss activities with students, in which students listen to a text,
take notes, and then work with a partner to reconstruct the text.

In terms of teacher practice, Panova and Lyster (2002) looked at patterns of
corrective feedback given by teachers and how students responded to this feed-
back. They observed that teachers in the adult ESL class in question relied pri-
marily on recasts and translation when providing feedback on student oral errors.
Neither of these feedback types was found to be effective in promoting learner
uptake and repair of errors. Although the authors do not recommend abandoning
the use of these types of feedback, noting, for example, that recasts are useful for
scaffolding purposes and in the case of errors that are beyond the students' cur-
rent level, they do suggest incorporating feedback methods that encourage
students' own retrieval and production processes. For example, teacher repetition
of the error, elicitation of self-repair from the student, and request for clarification
are more likely to result in student uptake and repair.

The two final studies in this category were Lee (2000), whose quasi-experimental
study on the use of interactive multimedia instruction was found effective in
developing the communicative competence of adult ESL learners, and Brindley
and Slatyer's (2002) exploratory study on the validity and reliability of listening
assessment tasks used in the Australian adult ELL testing. Their findings shed
doubt on the fairness of using tests to measure listening competency, as they show
the extreme complexity of determining what makes an assessment task "difficult,"
and thus able to be compared and scored in relation to other tasks. They empha-
size the need for additional research on the interaction between texts, tasks, and
individual learner variables.

Two things immediately stand out about this group of studies. First, their
number is strikingly small. Compared with the studies in the first two categories,
which can be largely classified as qualitative in methodological approach and data
collection techniques, there are only a handful of quasi-experimental investiga-
tions. More important, however, is what these studies have to say about second-
language acquisition among the adult ELL population in particular—which is not
a great deal. Three of the five research studies use adult ELLs to add evidence to
ongoing debates in SLA research and do so convincingly for discussions on the
benefits of student-student interaction and on the predominance of recasts as oral
corrective feedback; and less convincingly for the idea that oral output promotes
grammar acquisition. The other two studies again "use" adult ELLs to show the
effectiveness of a particular teaching tool on improving communicative compe-
tence and to explore the reliability and validity of listening comprehension tests.
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None of these studies is explicitly concerned with the SLA processes of this
particular subsection of adult second-language learners, which is why there are
no studies, for example, contrasting the differences between adult ELLs and
another population, as based on interaction patterns or corrective feedback and
uptake. This is to be expected, because interesting differences, in terms of second-
language acquisition, are seen between learners of different ages, or linguistic
backgrounds, or perhaps learning styles or preferences. For the researcher look-
ing at interaction patterns or oral recasts, whether one's participants are adult ESL
learners studying in a university ESL classroom or a church basement is irrele-
vant. If we ask what is unique about the adult ELL population (in nonacademic
settings) that would be of interest to researchers of second language learning and
teaching, we are brought back to questions of these students' life experiences, and
to issues of culture and identity, and the respective roles of these factors in the
second-language learning process. It is unsurprising, therefore, that these are the
issues dominating this small but growing area of research.

CONCLUSION

The numbers alone in this survey point clearly to the main problem surround-
ing research on adult ELLs: There is still not enough research being conducted on
this specific population of second-language learners. Despite the number of pub-
lished studies coming out of Australia, Canada, England, and the United States,
the vast majority of research with adults, whether in ESL or EFL contexts, still
tends to surround those learners in higher education contexts—perhaps an unsur-
prising situation because that is the context in which the researchers themselves
tend to work. Unfortunately, the contextual and individual-level differences
between most ESL/EFL students in higher education and adult ESL students in
nonacademic contexts are so great, that research with one group has often little
significance or relevance for the other. This argument is equally true for research
on adult basic education or adult literacy—a category into which adult ELLs are
often erroneously placed but which actually focuses on the very different needs
of native English-speaking adults. There remain, therefore, many channels of
inquiry that have yet to be explored with adult ESL learners. On a positive note,
the number of dissertations being written on the adult ELL population has been
growing in recent years, suggesting that the numbers of future published works
will increase as well.

The second "problem" with the research on adult ELLs concerns the nature of
the research that actually is being conducted. Whether or not one considers this a
problem depends on one's perspective on research and on the methodological and
epistemological approaches we espouse. Currently, most studies being conducted
are of an ethnographic nature, are case studies, or involve qualitative data collec-
tion methods. Although, admittedly, several of these studies would have benefited
greatly from the advice of standards setting articles in qualitative research (e.g..
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Chapelle & Duff, 2003), it is nonetheless unfortunate that such studies may not
be given the attention that they deserve in the current political environment,
which prioritizes quantitative, experimental data collection and analysis. If we
agree that research on adult ELLs will have the greatest ultimate impact when it
can be used to influence education policy or funding, then arguably efforts must
be made at this time to also produce research that policy makers are more likely
to consider. This might include, for example, studies showing that systematic or
concentrated attention on factors that current research suggests are important to
successful language learning in adult ELLs can actually—and measurably—be
shown to raise communicative competence.

This is not an unreasonable request. Most researchers can agree that different
research approaches and methodologies all have their place and time, and the
optimal route to constructing a comprehensive body of scholarly knowledge is for
such diverse approaches to build on and complement one another. So, although
descriptive studies play an important role in identifying factors and issues of
importance for a certain group of learners, qualitative studies can provide deeper
understandings about these factors and the relations between them; and quantita-
tive studies can attempt to test for significance in these relationships. It is heart-
ening to see the emergence of projects such as the adult ESL learner corpus at
Portland State University, which will no doubt provide extremely valuable and
measurable data to be explored further in different studies. Ultimately, though, if
the diverse research studies being conducted on adult ELLs are to mature into a
settled body of literature, one that can convincingly contribute to our knowledge
of how this population learns and should therefore be taught, they will need to
adopt consistent standards of quality, commonly recognized themes of inquiry,
and a more evenly balanced diversity of methodological approach.

NOTE

1. This search also did not include works on the specifics of workplace literacy but concentrated
on research done in "regular" adult ESL programs, both private and government-sponsored. A good
starting point for looking at fairly recent research studies on workplace literacy is the 2000 special
issue of The Canadian Modern Language Review (Vol. 57, No. I ; see studies by Bell, Katz, and
Duanduan).
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