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Age, Period, and Cohort Effects on Adult 
Literacy Skills in the United States
Takashi Yamashita, University of Maryland, Baltimore County

Thomas J. Smith, Northern Illinois University

Phyllis A. Cummins, Miami University
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Abstract
Adult literacy skills are critical assets of individuals as well as societies in terms of economic (e.g., 

human capital) and social well-being. Thus, it is important to monitor the long-term trends and sources 

of skill gain/loss. Yet, temporal sources of adult literacy skill variation are understudied. The current 

study analyzed three comparable, nationally representative datasets including the 1994 International 

Adult Literacy Survey; the 2003 International Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey; and the 2012/2014/2017 

Program for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies. Results from the age-period-cohort 

hierarchical cross-classified random effects model showed significant variation in adult literacy skills 

across cohorts (1930-1995) and time periods (1994-2017). Possible implications for adult education policies 

and future research needs were evaluated. 

Keywords: Adult literacy, skill variation, human capital

Research Article

Correspondence: yamataka@umbc.edu

http://doi.org/10.35847/TYamashita.TSmith.SSahoo.PCummins.5.1.4

The objective of this study is to document recent 

trends of adult literacy skills in the United States 

across time as well as to examine potential 

temporal sources of literary skill variation—

specifically, age, period, and cohort effects. To 

do this, we analyze nationally representative 

large-scale assessment data with underutilized 

cross-classified multi-level modeling approach. 

A series of previous international studies across 

economically developed nations showed that 

adult literacy is one of the most critical indicators 

of social and economic well-being, not only at 

the individual level, but also at the societal level 

(Organization for Economic Co-operation and 

Development [OECD], 2000, 2019). Results from 

the current study provide empirical evidence 

pertaining to recent trends of adult literacy and 

in turn, inform possible needs for adult education 

curriculum modifications and education policy 

interventions.

mailto:yamataka@umbc.edu
http://doi.org/10.35847/TYamashita.TSmith.SSahoo.PCummins.5.1.4
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Theoretical and Policy 
Perspectives on Adult Literacy
Human capital is a widely accepted critical asset 

for social and economic advancement in any 

society (Benhabib & Spiegel, 1994). Human capital 

often is considered as consisting of individual 

and collective knowledge, skills, and experience, 

which jointly maximize economic benefits such as 

income and employment security of individuals as 

well as economic growth of nations (Becker, 1993). 

Basic skills, such as literacy and numeracy, are 

known to be core components of human capital. 

Indeed, basic skills seem to promote economic 

growth as well as, if not better than, common 

human capital determinants such as average 

years of education/schooling. Convincing evidence 

shows that, among OECD nations, improvement 

in average adult literacy skills are linked to the 

per capita growth in gross domestic product (GDP; 

(Coulombe & Tremblay, 2006). Thus, monitoring 

the trends of literacy skills and identifying reasons 

for the changes are important from economic and 

education policy standpoints. 

Additionally, other benefits of increasing 

literacy skills have been documented. In general, 

economic outcomes have been the main areas of 

interest in this context. However, Reder (2020) 

argues that the dominant focus on economic 

benefits (i.e., neoliberalism) in adult education 

overlooks other outcomes such as benefits (e.g., 

increased participations) in social, cultural and 

civic affairs. International studies show that adult 

literacy is related to civic engagement, political 

efficacy, social capital (e.g., trust in governments 

and communities), and general health (OECD, 

2013; Saal et al., 2020; Yamashita & Kunkel, 2015). 

Therefore, efforts to enhance literacy skills can be 

pursued not only for economic benefits, but also 

for benefits in individual and social well-being. 

Correspondingly, declines in literacy skills at the 

population-level can serve as a warning sign, both 

from economic perspectives and a variety of social 

problem perspectives (Flisi et al., 2019; Murray et 

al., 2016). 

Age, Period and Cohort Effects on Adult 
Literacy 

Some areas of literacy that have seen relatively 

little research at the national level involve the long-

term trends and sources of the changes. Virtually 

all published studies show that there is a negative 

relationship between aging and literacy skills 

(Barrett & Riddell, 2019; Desjardins & Warnke, 

2012; OECD, 2016). As the global community is 

experiencing population aging, research on skill 

trends over time has current as well as future policy 

implications that are significant (Desjardins & 

Warnke, 2012). At the same time, previous findings 

may over-estimate age effects on literacy skills 

because other temporal sources of variation— such 

as period and cohort effects — often are overlooked 

(Green & Riddell, 2013). 

In the context of literacy, age effects refer to the 

variation in literacy skills due to aging-related 

physiological changes, cumulative social/

educational experience, and social role transitions 

across life stages (Yang & Land, 2008). The 

particular cohort, which is defined by the specific 

time period when one was born may explain a 

portion of the variation across time in literacy 

(Desjardins & Warnke, 2012). Cohort effects refer 

to differing literacy skills due to the unique life 

experiences across cohorts. In contrast, period 

effects represent the impact on individuals of 

all ages due to the changes in social, cultural, 

economic and physical environments (Yang & 

Land, 2008). 

The examination of adult literacy and potential 

temporal sources of literacy variation is timely. 

First, the well-known demographic trend of 
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an aging population warrants a need for better 

understanding of the associations between age, 

cognitive skills, and adult literacy skills. Starting 

2011, a rapid increase in the older population 

aged 65 years and older in the United States (9% 

in 1960s and 15% in 2014) has been driven by the 

large Baby Boomer cohort (born between 1946 

and 1964), whereby, in 2014 over 22% of the labor 

force was aged 55 years and older (Mather et al., 

2015). Second, the Great Recession of 2007-2009 

has impacted the access to formal education and 

labor force participation in the overall population 

has done so disproportionately across different 

cohorts (Kalleberg & Von Wachter, 2017). Specific 

cohort members such as Millennials may have 

experienced formal education differently than 

other cohorts. Moreover, relevant education 

policies (e.g., the Higher Education Act of 1965 

and the American Recovery and Reinvestment 

Act of 2009) most likely altered access to higher 

education in general and across cohorts such 

as Baby Boomers and Millennials, in particular 

(Evans et al., 2019). Although the objective 

of the current study is not to examine any 

specific historical event or cohort; age, period, 

and cohort effects are important pieces of 

information to facilitate interpretation of adult 

literacy trends. 

Recent Empirical Studies

To date in the 21st century, only a handful of 

national-level studies on adult literacy trends 

involving examination of age, period and cohort 

(APC) effects have been conducted in the United 

States. Yang and Land (2008) analyzed the 15 waves 

(1974-1996) of cross-sectional data from the General 

Social Survey (GSS; Smith et al., 1972-2014), using 

cross-classified random effect models, and found 

that there were period and cohort effects on the 

10-item verbal test scores among adults in the 

United States. Green and Riddell (2013) examined 

two waves of cross-sectional data from the 1994 

International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) and 

the 2003 International Adult Literacy and Life 

Skills Survey (ILASS) using a series of ordinary 

least squares (OLS) and quantile regression 

models, and found that literacy skills decline in 

individuals as early as their late 20s, and the rate 

of skill decline accelerates in later life. Also, their 

analyses showed that successive cohorts tend to 

have lower literacy skills than previous cohorts. 

Murray, Binkley and Shillington (2016) analyzed 

two waves of the U.S. cross-sectional data from the 

2003 IALSS (aka ALL) data and 2012 Program for the 

International Assessment of Adult Competencies 

(PIAAC) using regression models, and reported 

that there were literacy skill declines in all cohorts 

(26-65 years of age, by 10-year increments). Kim 

(2018) analyzed PIAAC data from 17 OECD nations 

including the United States, and found that older 

cohorts were more likely to have lower literacy 

skills than younger cohorts. The findings from 

Kim (2018) do not necessarily imply that older 

cohorts had lower literacy skills than younger 

cohorts when they were the same age, but do 

provide a snapshot of the age group differences 

in literacy. Barrett and Riddell (2019) used IALS, 

ALL, and 2012 PIAAC data using OLS and quantile 

regression analyses, and found that the literacy 

skills declined with age, starting in the mid-20s, 

and the successive cohorts were more likely to have 

lower literacy skills. 

Based on the recent studies on the adult literacy 

skills and APC effects, there are consistent as well 

as mixed findings and methodological approaches 

(Barrett & Riddell, 2019; Green & Riddell, 2013; Kim, 

2018; Murray et al., 2016; Yang & Land, 2008). First, 

the negative associations between age and literacy 

are consistent in previous studies, and suggest 

curvilinear relationships (Desjardins & Warnke, 

2012). Additionally, cohort effects on literacy likely 

exist in the United States (Green & Riddell, 2013; 



7

ADULT LITERACY EDUCATION WINTER 2023

Yang & Land, 2008), as well as European nations 

(Flisi et al., 2019). However, the direction of cohort-

literacy relationships has yet to be established. On 

one hand, successive cohorts have lower literacy 

skills than previous cohorts (e.g., Barrett & Riddell, 

2019; Green & Riddell, 2013). On the other hand, 

certain cohorts seem to have lower literacy than 

other cohorts regardless of the time order (Yang & 

Land, 2008). It also should be noted that younger 

adults consistently show higher literacy than 

older adults when any particular time point (i.e., 

snapshot) is examined (Barrett & Riddell, 2019; 

Murray et al., 2016). However, the differences in 

literacy across cohorts at one time point could be 

due partially to APC effects. There are only a few 

studies that have specifically examined period 

effects on literacy in the United States, but these 

effects have not been explicitly documented (Yang, 

2006; Yang & Land, 2008). 

With regard to the methodological approaches, 

all recent studies that include the United 

States used some combination of IALS, ALL, 

and PIAAC (Barrett & Riddell, 2019) and, with a 

few exceptions, GSS (Yang & Land, 2006, 2008) 

data. Arguably, IALS, ALL, and PIAAC provide 

the most sophisticated recent U.S. historical 

literacy assessment data at the national level 

(see the methods section for more details about 

the literacy assessment). The synthetic cohorts 

with 5- or 10-year birth year increments are the 

most conventional cohort classifications (Yang 

& Land, 2008). All studies adopted graphical and 

model-based approaches (e.g., Green & Riddell, 

2013; Yang & Land, 2008). Namely, the estimated 

literacy skills by age, period, and cohort were 

visualized to document the trends and to identify 

patterns and, then, APC effects were quantified 

as the estimated coefficients in statistical models. 

Linear effects of age, gender, social groups (e.g., 

race/ethnicity), educational attainment, and early 

life socioeconomic environment (e.g., parents’ 

or guardians’ educational attainment), as well as 

non-linear effects of age consistently have been 

considered in previously-published model-based 

approaches (Desjardins & Warnke, 2012; Hanushek 

et al., 2013; Kim, 2018; Yang & Land, 2008). 

Research Objective

Building on the existing research, the objective of 

this study was to document APC effects on adult 

literacy using nationally representative U.S. data 

from the 1994 IALS, 2003 ALL and 2012/2014/2017 

PIAAC data, which allow methodological 

approaches that were previously less feasible. To 

date, there are only two published APC-related 

studies (Barrett & Riddell, 2019; Desjardins & 

Warnke, 2012) that utilized data from IALS, 

ALL and PIAAC. In addition to IALS and ALL, 

the current study was designed to advance the 

APC analysis of adult literacy by using the most 

recent data from 2012/2014/2017 PIAAC restricted 

use file (RUF), which provides data at additional 

time points, and more precise measures such as 

continuously-measured age that are not available 

in the public use file (PUF; National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2015). Specific sources of 

temporal variation (APC effects) in adult literacy in 

the United States were estimated. 

Methods

Data

Data were obtained from 1994 IALS, 2003 ALL, and 

2012/2014/2017 PIAAC. The current study focused 

on the U.S. data although all three surveys provide 

internationally representative data. IALS, ALL, 

and PIAAC each used complex sampling designs 

and sophisticated assessment methods to collect 

data on literacy and demographic, socioeconomic, 

and other (e.g., education participation, skill 

use, health) characteristics of adults between the 

ages of 16 and 65 years (except for the 2014/2017 
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PIAAC data, which included an additional age 

group of 66-74 years old). More details about 

each study have been published by the National 

Center for Education Statistics (National Center 

for Education Statistics, n.d.) and elsewhere 

(Paccagnella, 2016). IALS U.S. data and ALL 

U.S. data (international version) were obtained 

from Statistics Canada upon the approval of the 

data use agreement. The ALL (U.S. version) and 

PIAAC U.S. RUF data were obtained from the U.S. 

Department of Education, Institute of Education 

Science (IES), National Center for Education 

Statistics (NCES; license #17080026). Although 

the PUF data files with limited age information 

(i.e., categorized rather than continuous age 

measures) were available, the restricted files 

with the continuous age measure were necessary 

for the objectives of this study. Additionally, 

the reason that both the international and 

U.S. versions of the ALL data were used was to 

obtain both the rescaled literacy measure and 

continuously measured age variable, which were 

only separately available. 

Given the survey periods (year and month) and 

the distributions of respondents (2011-2012, 2013-

2014, and 2017), PIAAC data were classified by year 

(2012, 2014 and 2017). From the original data (NIALS 

= 3,050; NALL = 3,420; and NPIAAC2012 = 4,890, NPIAAC2014 

= 3,580, and NPIAAC2017 = 3,480), participants younger 

than 18 years old at the time of the survey (n = 

940), cases with missing values in the measures of 

interest (n = 360) and/or ineligible participants (n = 

40) who belonged to cohorts born prior to1930 (see 

below for the cohort measure) were excluded. The 

final sample size of the pooled data was N = 17,220 

(see Table 1 for the total sample sizes for each 

survey). Also, based on the birth year and survey 

year, the participants were cross-classified into 

unique sub-groups (see Table 1 for the sub-group 

sample sizes). 

Measures

In PIAAC, literacy was defined as “…

understanding, evaluating, using and engaging 

with written text to participate in the society, to 

achieve one’s goals and to develop one’s knowledge 

and potential” (OECD, 2011, p. 8). The literacy 

definition in PIAAC is broader than those (i.e., 

prose and document literacy) used in IALS and 

ALL. However, OECD (2019) reports that literacy 

scores are comparable across three surveys. 

Specifically, OECD states “…the Survey of Adult 

Skills was designed to be linked psychometrically 

with IALS and ALL in the domain of literacy…” and 

“…analysis of data from the field trial and from 

the main data collection confirmed that results 

from IALS, ALL and the Survey of Adult Skills could 

be placed on the same scale in literacy…” (p. 84). 

The rescaled literacy proficiency measure based 

on the performance assessment was expressed 

in the form of 10 plausible values (each ranging 

from 0-500 points) estimated using multiple 

imputation. More technical details regarding the 

skill assessment and estimation are published 

elsewhere (Goodman et al., 2013). 

Age was recorded in years and re-scaled to 10-year 

increments to facilitate efficiency of estimation 

and interpretability. After grand-mean-centering, 

the squared value of this variable was computed 

to capture a non-linear relationship with literacy 

(Yang & Land, 2006). The periods consisted of 

the five survey years, including 1994, 2003, 2012, 

2014, and 2017. From the pooled data, fourteen 

cohorts (1930-1995) were defined with the 5-year 

synthetic cohort. Use of 5-year synthetic cohorts is 

a common practice in social science (Yang & Land, 

2008). Due to the limited sample sizes (less than 

40), cohorts consisting of individuals born prior to 

1930 were excluded from this study. 

Covariates were selected based on the relevant 

research (e.g., Barrett & Riddell, 2019; Desjardins 
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& Warnke, 2012). Gender was a dichotomous 

measure (1 = female and 0 = male). Educational 

attainment was the dichotomous coded as 1 = 

college education (including associate, bachelor’s, 

graduate, and professional degrees) and 0 = less 

than college education. Race/ethnicity was coded as 

a set of three dichotomous (0/1) dummy variables 

contrasting Black, Hispanic, and Others with 

a reference group (White). Nativity indicated 

whether the participant was born in the United 

States (coded as 1) or outside of the United States 

(coded as 0). All measures were grand-mean 

centered, except for educational attainment 

(group-mean centered; see Yang & Land, 2008) 

in the models for the interpretation purposes. 

In multilevel models, centering dichotomous 

variables is recommended because of the known 

advantages for interpretation of intercepts, 

addressing issues of possibly highly correlated 

intercepts and slopes, and facilitating the variance 

estimation process (Hox, 2010; Raudenbush & 

Bryk, 2002). 

Statistical Analysis 

Descriptive statistics of all variables of interest 

were computed, employing the IDB analyzer 

application (International Association for the 

Evaluation of Educational Achievement, 2016), 

which takes the sampling weights, replicate 

weights, literacy plausible values, and specific 

replication methods (paired jackknife with 80 

replications of the U.S. data) into account and 

generates macro SAS code. Descriptive statistics 

for literacy proficiency also were computed by 

APC. To quantify the APC effects, we employed 

a hierarchical APC cross-classified random 

effects model (HAPC-CCREM; Yang, 2006; Yang 

& Land, 2008). HAPC-CCREM can be considered 

as an application of multilevel modeling with 

the individual and cohort/period group levels. 

Individuals were considered nested within the 

cells that were cross-classified by the 5-year cohort 

and period in this study (see Table 1). Technical 

details of the HAPC-CCREM have been published 

elsewhere (Yang, 2006; Yang & Land, 2008). 

The models were estimated using the Bayesian 

method with Markov Chain Monte Carlo (MCMC) 

algorithm in Mplus version 8.

Results
The weighted statistics based for the sample (Table 

2) showed that the mean literacy skill proficiency 

was 269.90 out of 500 points. The mean age was 

approximately 42 years, while the distribution of 

gender was fairly uniform and 37% of adults had 

a college or higher degree. The majority of adults 

(86%) were born in the United States. The patterns 

of mean literacy proficiency scores are represented 

in Figures 1-3. It should be noted that these figures 

do not represent the ACP effects but, rather, a 

snapshot or descriptive summary by age, period, 

and cohort given the data available for the time 

frame between 1994 and 2017. From examination 

of Figures 1 and 3, age and literacy skills appeared 

to be negatively correlated. Figure 2 suggests weak 

downward trend, if any, between 1994 and 2017. 

On a relevant note, 2014 and 2017 PIAAC included 

the oversampled, older age group (66-74 years). 

Yet, the patterns of means exclusive of this older 

age group showed similar trends. 

Table 3 summarizes the findings from the 

HAPC-CCREMs. In these results, the statistically 

significant fixed quadratic effect of age indicated 

a non-linear relationship between age and literacy 

among adults. Based on the Model 2 results, 

literacy skills start declining around 26 to 27 years 

of age and this finding is consistent with prior 

research (Barrett & Riddell, 2019). Subsequently, 

literacy skills decline at an accelerated rate in 

accordance with age. There was evidence of period 

and cohort effects, with level-2 period and cohort 
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variances of 10.48 and 88.60, respectively, and 

95% credibility intervals that did not include zero. 

These statistically significantly level-2 random 

effects indicated between-period and between-

cohort variabilities, which are possible period- and 

cohort-related temporal sources of variation in 

literacy skills. 

Discussion
Considering the human capital and wider benefits 

of adult literacy (Becker, 1993; Reder, 2020), the 

objective of the current study was to analyze  

three comparable nationally representative 

data sets, IALS, ALL, and PIAAC, to document 

potential temporal sources of variation in adult 

literacy skills in the U.S. Results from the 

HAPC-CCREM revealed significant non-linear 

age effects, as well as the period and cohort 

effects on adult literacy skills. Consistent with 

previous research (Barrett & Riddell, 2019; 

Green & Riddell, 2013),  mean literacy skills start 

declining in the early stages of adult life. Aging 

is linked to general cognitive decline in later 

adult life and, in turn, older age may partially 

explain the literacy decline (Hanushek et al., 

2015; Hartshorne & Germine, 2015). However, as 

Green and Ridell (2013) point out, the age-related 

literacy decline varies by initial proficiency levels, 

with those demonstrating higher proficiency 

at a younger age tending to experience greater 

decline, commencing even immediately after 

the conclusion of initial formal schooling (i.e., 

around the age of 25-35 years). It should be noted 

that those with lower literacy proficiency may 

not experience salient decline in accordance 

with age, or at least, decline is not captured by 

the assessment, simply due to the floor effect. 

Additionally, types of cognitive functions show 

different developmental trajectories. For example, 

verbal ability stays constant while numeric ability 

declines across adult life stages and lifestyles, such 

as characterized by social and physical activity 

habits (Hedden & Gabrieli, 2004; Mirowsky, 2011). 

Thus, despite the fact that the average literacy 

level generally starts declining around the age of 

25-35 years and at a more accelerated rate in older 

age, the variability by the skill levels as well as 

relevant lifestyle factors should not be overlooked. 

Also, considering the importance of formal 

education on literacy skills, older age may indicate 

the time that has passed since the last formal 

education --- the recency effect (Desjardins & 

Warnke, 2012; Kim, 2018). However, given that 

the adult literacy assessments used here are 

designed to assess adult activities/skills (e.g., 

work-related, civic, personal), rather than skills 

based on academic curricula, it does not appear 

likely that the age-related decline in literacy skill 

is fully or even largely explainable as an artifact 

of the assessment used. The PIAAC literacy 

assessment was designed to capture a wide range 

of adult literacy proficiency, which reflects the 

skillsets needed for a transition from school to 

work, general cognitive skills and generic work-

related skills (Schleicher, 2008). At the same time, 

the IALS, ALL and PIAAC literacy assessments 

partially reflect multiple domains of cognitive 

skills. In addition, certain types of cognitive 

skills (e.g., vocabulary, crystalized intelligence) 

are needed for different life stages  (Baltes, 1987; 

Desjardins & Warnke, 2012; Parkin & Java, 1999). 

In formal education settings, there arguably 

are more opportunities to use a wide range of 

cognitive as well as reading and writing literacy 

skills. Yet, following formal education in earlier 

life stages, adults may increasingly use a narrower 

range of specific cognitive skills, such as job-

related skills, and in turn, basic literacy skills 

may decline (Murray et al., 2016). Additionally, 

sub-populations of adults, for example, those 

who are not in the labor force, may have fewer 
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opportunities to use specific or basic literacy skills, 

and lack of literacy practice/engagement may 

result in skill loss (Green & Riddell, 2013; Reder et 

al., 2020). These age-related changes in literacy 

proficiency should be cross-referenced with 

discussions on the period and cohort effects. 

Explanations for period and cohort effects are 

limited in the literature. Social and economic 

conditions, as well as quality of education 

systems at the time of individuals’ schooling, are 

arguably the main reasons provided for period 

and cohort effects (Flisi et al., 2019). Also, from 

a life course perspective, it is possible that the 

size and composition of each cohort along with 

the social/economic conditions may determine 

which resources are available to individuals 

and differentiate access to high quality formal 

education. For example, large cohorts such as the 

Baby Boomer cohort, which faced more severe 

within-group competition over economic and 

educational opportunities due to its larger cohort 

size relative to other cohorts (e.g., Millennials), 

or cohort members who lived through the Great 

Depression in their pre- and early-adult lives may 

have experienced reduced access to education 

opportunities due to limited economic resources 

(Elder, 2018). Also, social inequality by gender 

and race/ethnicity may have played a role. 

Indeed, our analysis showed that, after adjusting 

for specified sociodemographic characteristics, 

period- and cohort-related variability in literacy 

skill was reduced (see Table 3). It should be noted 

that the timing, components (e.g., crystalized 

and fluid intelligence; verbal meaning and 

word fluency), and patterns (i.e., simultaneous 

gains and losses in different cognitive skills over 

time) of cognitive skill changes in adult life may 

widely vary for different reasons across cohorts 

(Baltes, 1987; Hartshorne & Germine, 2015). 

Future research could seek to identify specific 

explanations of the APC effects on the literacy 

skills when more data and alternative research 

methods become available. 

Several limitations should be noted in this study. 

We are aware that the HAPC-CCREM requires 

strong assumptions (e.g., the exchangeability 

assumption) and possible pitfalls may ensue in 

the statistical estimation (Bell & Jones, 2014). At 

the same time, HAPC-CCREM has advantages over 

other methods, such as decomposition of APC 

effects with cross-sectional data. Whereas more 

methodological development is needed regarding 

APC analysis, HAPC-CCREM is useful to quantify 

possible temporal sources of variation (Masters & 

Powers, 2020). Also, the use of cross-sectional data 

limited our capacity to understand the changes 

in literacy skills, whereas longitudinal panel 

data enable researchers to directly investigate 

changes in adult literacy and APC effects (Beller 

et al., 2019; Reder et al., 2020). Moreover, due to 

methodological concerns and data limitations 

including unbalanced and unequal-interval 

data,  our analysis did not consider specific 

period or cohort differences. The current APC 

analysis guidelines caution against fitting overly-

complicated APC models, and also caution users 

not to extrapolate APC analysis results to specific 

matters (Masters & Powers, 2020). Indeed, at 

the time of this study, APC models may only be 

useful for descriptive purposes (Kramer & Casper, 

2015). Relatedly, our APC analytic model was 

relatively simple and the possibility of omitted 

variable bias cannot be ruled out. For example, 

potentially relevant individual characteristics 

such as childhood socioeconomic status (e.g., 

parents’/guardians’ education) were not included 

in our final model although sensitivity analysis 

showed that our findings were consistent with 

the results reported in the current study. Finally, 

we did not include any higher-level measures 

above and beyond period and cohort. For example, 

macro-level social and economic environmental 
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characteristics (e.g., job demands, or the 

“Matthew Effect” whereby literate persons become 

increasingly literate) may partially explain the 

predictors of variation in the adult literacy trends. 

Again, our analysis focused on the rigorous 

description and documentation of three potential 

temporal sources of variation in adult literacy—

age, period, and cohort. 

Strength and Contributions 

To date, limited research has been carried out 

using multiple versions of cross-sectional data 

consisting of sophisticated and comparable 

literacy measures of adult literacy and using APC 

analysis (Barrett & Riddell, 2019; Desjardins & 

Warnke, 2012). Using relatively under-utilized 

HAPC-CCREM and Bayesian estimation methods, 

the APC analysis with five time-points from 

IALS, ALL and PIAAC presented here adds unique 

empirical evidence to the literature. Also, 

investigation of systematic decomposition of 

APC effects remains scant in recent adult literacy 

research. Potential sources of adult literacy 

variation inform labor as well as adult education 

policies in the United States. Particularly, as older 

adults remain in the labor force longer and need 

to constantly learn new skills to stay employable 

(Cummins et al., 2015), age-related literacy skill 

decline is disadvantageous in the labor market 

and adult education settings. Findings about the 

APC effects provide a context in terms of different 

earlier life and education experiences, such as 

the social and economic conditions of specific 

cohort members (e.g., Baby Boomers). Therefore, 

for example, offering adult literacy education 

programs that are crafted to each cohort could 

maximize effects of adult education and training. 

This study included the adult population aged 

between 18 and 74 years of age and was based on 

human capital theory, along with lifelong and 

lifewide learning perspectives, which entail social 

and political participation in societies (Becker, 

1993; Reder, 2020). Our findings suggests possibly 

unstable nature of human capital over the life 

course, due to the combination of individual 

aging-related decline and skill obsolescence 

in the dynamic societies (e.g., scientific and 

technological advancement) (e.g., Schuetze, 

2007). These multilevel sources of variations in 

literacy proficiency over time provide insights 

to andragogy --- “the arts and science of helping 

adults learn”  (Knowles et al., 1998, p. 61). That 

is, adults may have diverse learning preference 

due to the earlier life experiences in different 

time points. In summary, the current study 

documented the APC effects on literacy skills of the 

adult population in the United States, possibly due 

to the individual as well as societal level impacts.

Based on the findings from this study, future 

research should address several important 

areas. First, APC analysis benefits from further 

methodological refinement and innovation. 

Given the current limitations in APC analysis 

(Bell & Jones, 2014; Masters & Powers, 2020), 

improvements in the APC analytic approach are 

critical. Also, longitudinal panel data expand 

the possibility for analyses of APC effects in adult 

literacy research (Reder et al., 2020). Although 

the use of a synthetic cohort is a conventional 

approach in APC analysis, future research in 

adult literacy should consider theoretical cohorts 

such as the Baby Boomer, Generation X, and 

Millennial cohorts (e.g., Hughes & O’Rand, 2004). 

Furthermore, APC effects on different types of 

literacy skills, such as job-related, quantitative, 

and digital literacy should be included in 

future research agenda. Moreover, sub-group 

analyses of specific social groups, such as joint 

classifications of gender and race/ethnicity, are 

critical, particularly for countries with diverse 

populations. Finally, additional research is needed 

to clarify explanations for the temporal sources 
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of variations in adult literacy, and to identify 

the linkages with specific cohorts and historical 

events (e.g., major changes in education policy, 

economic conditions, and public health crises such 

as the COVID-19 pandemic), as well as examine 

potential interactive effects of these temporal 

sources of variation on adult literacy skills. 

Conclusion
The current study utilized large-scale assessment 

data from 1994 IALS, 2003 ALL, and 2012/2014/2017 

PIAAC, and generated empirical evidence of the 

APC effects on literacy among the adult population 

aged between 25 and 65 years in the United 

States. Results showed that literacy skills tended 

to decline with age at an accelerated rate. In 

addition, there were notable variations across the 

period and cohorts. The empirical findings from 

this study provide possibly multi-level sources 

--- individual aging and skill obsolescence due to 

the social change --- of literacy declines over time. 

These sources of variations in literacy proficiency 

reflect diverse learning preference by cohorts and 

as such, should be reflected in adult education 

programs. Given the important roles of basic skills 

as a part of human capital as well as well-being of 

the societies, closely monitoring the literacy skills 

trend over time and reflecting empirical evidence 

in adult education programs and education policy 

are critical. Based on the findings from this study, 

and the potential for subsequent availability 

of large-scale assessment data, future research 

should identify specific explanations for the APC 

effects on literacy over the life course to inform 

specific areas of adult education program and 

policy modifications. 
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TABLE 1: Cross-Classified Samples by Periods and Cohorts

Period
(Survey year)

Synthetic cohort (5-year) Column 
Total1930 1935 1940 1945 1950 1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995

1994 (ILAS) 230 260 280 300 320 360 330 290 200 110 0 0 0 0 2670

2003 (ALL) 0 90 240 300 320 380 360 400 370 351 400 60 0 0 3260

2012 (PIAAC) 0 0 0 390 470 520 520 470 500 480 520 490 340 0 4690

2014 (PIAAC) 0 70 380 300 60 90 100 120 120 250 520 480 620 140 3240

2017 (PIAAC) 0 0 80 200 280 360 350 280 300 300 350 310 290 240 3360

Row Total 230 420 980 1490 1440 1700 1660 1550 1490 1490 1790 1340 1260 380 17220

Note: Per the U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences restricted use data guideline, the figures were rounded to the nearest 10. 

Data source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, and Statistics Canada, 1994 International Adult Literacy Survey; 
2003 International Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey; 2012/2014/2017 Program for International Assessment of Adult Competencies, 2012/2014/2017 
Restricted Use File Data. 
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TABLE 2: Weighted Descriptive Summary of the Pooled Samples from IALS, ALL and PIAAC

Measures N = 17,220a Mean (Standard Error)  
or Percentage

Literacy proficiency (0-500 points)b 269.90 (1.32)

Age (years) 41.68 (14.07)

Gender (Female) 51%

Educational attainment (college or higher) 37%

Race and ethnicity

White 69%

Black 12%

Hispanic 13%

Other 6%

Nativity (U.S. born) 86%

a. Unweighted sample size of the final analytic sample

b. See Figures 1-3 for the mean literacy proficiency by age, period and cohort.

IALS = International Adult Literacy Survey in 1994; ALL = Adult Literacy and Life Skills Study in 2003; PIAAC = Program for the International Assessment of 
Adult Competencies in 2012, 2014, and 2017

Values represented the weighted mean values between 1994 and 2017.

Note: Original sampling weights and replicate weights in each survey were applied in the IDB Analyzer application (IEA, 2016).

The weighted descriptive summary was rounded per the data security guidelines provided by the National Center for Education Statistics.

Data source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, and Statistics Canada, 1994 International Adult Literacy Survey; 
2003 International Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey; 2012/2014/2017 Program for International Assessment of Adult Competencies, 2012/2014/2017 
Restricted Use File Data. 

The restricted file data use was approved by the Institutes of Education Sciences (IES) Data Security Office.
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TABLE 3: Estimated Coefficients from the Hierarchical Age-Period-Cohort Cross-Classified Random Effects Models

Model 1 (Null) 
Estimate (95% 

credibility interval)a

Model 2 (Base) 
Estimate (95% 

credibility interval)a

Model 3 (Full) 
Estimate (95% 

credibility interval)a

LEVEL 1 fixed effects

Age (years, 10-year 
increment)

-3.51 (-4.72, -1.14) -6.33 (-7.06, -5.69)

Age2 -1.14 (-1.61, -0.68) -0.57 (-0.95, -0.20)

Gender (Female) 2.44 (1.13, 3.73)

Educational attainment 
(college or higher)

44.87 (41.51, 44.26)

Race and ethnicity

White Reference

Black -32.53 (-34.43, -30.65)

Hispanic -29.34 (-34.43, -30.65)

Other -11.83 (-14.63, -9.11)

Nativity (U.S. born) 28.97 (26.79, 31.17)

LEVEL 2 random effects

Period 92.60 (18.29, 1614.47) 88.60 (16.88, 1340.31) 13.60 (2.31, 217.39)

Cohort 91.47 (39.42, 257.64) 10.48 (3.25, 35.64) 2.03 (0.21, 9.27)

Residual variance 2717.48  
(2660.11, 2777.11)

2712.98  
(2656.84, 2770.17)

1854.30  
(1815.77, 1894.20)

ICC (and DEFF)

Period 0.03 (41.56) 0.03 (39.93) 0.01 (9.96)

Cohort 0.03 (113.25) 0.01 (14.26) 0.01 (4.77)

Model fit indices

Deviance information 
criterion (DIC)

187453.49 187428.18 178493.60

Posterior predictive 
probability (PPP)

0.36 0.34 0.39

95% confidence 
interval for Δχ2

-9.38, 16.66 -10.85, 18.37 -14.00, 21.14

Notes: a. The median and 95% credibility interval from the posterior distribution. ICC = intraclass correlation coefficient. DEFF = design effect.

Data source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, and Statistics Canada, 1994 International Adult Literacy Survey; 
2003 International Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey; 2012/2014/2017 Program for International Assessment of Adult Competencies, 2012/2014/2017 
Restricted Use File Data. 
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FIGURE 1: Comparisons of Weighted Mean Literacy Proficiency Scores across Age 
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Data source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, and Statistics Canada, 1994 International Adult Literacy Survey; 
2003 International Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey; 2012/2014/2017 Program for International Assessment of Adult Competencies, 2012/2014/2017 
Restricted Use File Data. Mean values reflect weighted statistics using supplied sampling weights. 

FIGURE 2: Trends of Weighted Mean Literacy Proficiency Scores between 1994 and 2017 
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FIGURE 3: Comparisons of Weighted Mean Literacy Proficiency Score across 5-Year Synthetic Birth Cohorts
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Abstract 
Community-based adult learning (CBAL) focuses on improving the quality of life for the most 

disadvantaged and has a different ideology, methods, and curriculum from mainstream education. This 

Scottish case-study investigated the main changes that had impacted on CBAL provision in the preceding 

three years. These were: a reduction in funding for CBAL and its undervaluing by other professions; 

the impact of COVID-19 on learning and teaching; the importance of CBAL in promoting wellbeing. It 

is argued that these Scottish issues are similar in their impact to other Western countries; negatively 

because COVID-19 has exacerbated inequalities in the education available to the least advantaged, and 

positively in that CBAL practitioners have demonstrated the value of their work especially in addressing 

digital inequalities and mental health issues.

Keywords: wellbeing; digital inequalities; empowerment

Community-Based Adult Learning: a 
Scottish Case Study in the Time of COVID-19
Lyn Tett, Universities of Edinburgh and Huddersfield

This article focuses on community-based adult 

learning (CBAL) to examine the changes that 

have affected practitioners especially in the 

time of COVID-19. Although it is set in Scotland, 

it illuminates the impact of the reduction of 

resources for CBAL experienced by many Western 

countries. CBAL has a different focus from 

mainstream education in its underpinning 

ideology, its methods, and its curriculum. Its 

ideology is based on empowering participants and 

aims to deepen democracy and improve the quality 

of life for those that are the most disadvantaged in 

society (Kane, 2013). Its methods are to encourage 

and engage people in learning that is relevant to 

them, so it is responsive to community priorities 

identified with people rather than for them. Rather 

than having a pre-set curriculum it uses people’s 

experience and interests to build the learning 

program because the acknowledgement of 

learners’ lived experiences provides rich resources 

for their emotional and social development 

(Baquedano-López et al., 2013).

CBAL’s roots lie in the 19th century and come from 

the Swedish tradition of Folkbildning, which focused 

on the relationship between lifelong learning, 

power, and democracy in society (Laginder et 

al., 2013), as well as UK radical working-class 

organizations that acted and educated against 

the status quo to develop “knowledge calculated 

to make you free” (Johnson, 1988). In the United 

States, CBAL was developed in the 1900s based on 

“Dewey’s (1916) educational philosophy, which 

emphasized the critical role of a well-educated and 

engaged populace for community development 
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and the proper functioning of democratic forms of 

governance at all levels” (Zhang & Perkins, 2022, 

p.4). This underpinning philosophy, together with 

the influence of the Danish folk high schools, 

led to the establishment of the Highlander 

Research and Education Center in Tennessee in 

1932. Since then, this Center has created strong 

social movement infrastructure in the South and 

Appalachia, and its current organizing efforts 

focus on environmental, economic, and racial 

justice. This focus is common amongst the many 

other organizations in the United States that offer 

empowerment-orientated CBAL programs.

Currently, it appears that CBAL is experiencing 

“scattered and unsteady progress in many 

Western countries” (Zhang & Perkins, 2022, p.15) 

despite research showing it is an effective way of 

engaging disadvantaged learners (Smyth, 2015), 

can positively change the educational practices of 

families (UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Leaning, 

2010) and contribute to economic, educational, 

and personal progression by supporting 

learners towards the achievement of their goals 

(Macintyre, 2012). CBAL has a positive impact on 

adults’ health and well-being (Hammond, 2004) 

as well as contributing to national economies 

through updating the skills base (Organization 

for Economic Co-operation and Development 

[OECD], 2012). Despite this strong evidence of its 

effectiveness, funding for the work appears to 

have declined considerably in recent years (Webb 

et al., 2019). 

To examine the consequences of this decline 

further I provide a case-study of CBAL in Scotland, 

but first I explain the context.

The Scottish Context
Scotland provides an interesting site to study CBAL 

because of its differences from, and commonalties 

with, other countries. A significant difference 

is that practitioners in Scotland come from a 

unique profession, community learning and 

development (CLD), whose key role is to address 

the learning needs of disadvantaged individuals 

and communities. Here, CBAL is defined as: 

Learning opportunities (mainly targeted at excluded/disadvantaged 
groups and individuals) provided in local communities, developed 
substantially in negotiation with participants (both in terms of 
content and delivery), and which empower them to address relevant 
issues in their lives, and that of their community. (Communities 
Scotland, 2003, p. 9) 

This means it is focused on responding to adults in 

ways that prioritize their own needs and desires. 

Most provision involves creating and enacting 

learner-centered curricula that arise from issues in 

the community (Jones, 2021). Provision currently 

is focused on adult literacy and numeracy (ALN) 

and English for speakers of other languages (ESOL) 

because learners of these subjects are most likely 

to be excluded and disadvantaged. 

Another difference arising from this separate 

profession is that its graduates have a shared 

community of practice through their membership 

of the national professional association and are 

also involved in several national policy networks 

including Education Scotland. These shared 

networks have resulted in a common set of values 

that place the learner at the center of practice. The 

values have been influenced by Freire (1972) who 

used a “problem-posing” method of identifying 

and exploring social issues that were relevant to 

the community, leading to programs of learning 

and cultural action. This underpinning ideology 

means that the educator is regarded as an agent of 

social change, who makes purposeful educational 

interventions in the interests of change towards 

more justice, equality, and democracy (Tett, 2010). 

A third difference is that the provision of CBAL 

is spread throughout Scotland and practitioners 

http://www.highlandercenter.org
http://www.highlandercenter.org
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are mainly employed by local government (LA) 

whereas in other countries, especially the 

United States, this provision tends to be mostly 

delivered by non-state organizations and to be 

patchy in its reach (Perkins et al., 2007). A final 

difference is that the work of CBAL practitioners 

is recognized in Government policy through the 

“Fairer Scotland” legislation (https://www.gov.

scot/education/). This recognition means that 

CBAL is seen as helping to create a more equal 

Scotland through improving the life chances of 

refugees and asylum seekers and people living in 

disadvantaged communities. 

Scottish providers have also experienced many of 

the same difficulties that research shows exist in 

other Western countries. These commonalities 

include public budget reductions in funding across 

the Western world that arise from the turn to an 

educational market that prioritizes efficiency over 

other social values such as equity (Rizvi & Lingard, 

2010). Another commonality is that CBAL often 

exists in an educational silo that is separated 

from mainstream education (Zhang & Perkins, 

2022) and so these different services may neither 

understand the common contributions they can 

make to improving services nor see the value of 

collaborating (Tett, 2005). Another pressure on 

educational providers is to provide more education 

that is focused on work readiness. This has meant 

that developing a negotiated curriculum based 

on participants’ desires is difficult because of the 

focus on employability skills. 

All these difficulties are linked by an 

underpinning ideology, operating both 

internationally and locally, that views the 

purpose of education systems as developing 

efficient, problem-solving workers for a 

globally competitive economy leading to the 

neglect of education’s social and developmental 

responsibilities (Olssen, 2009). This means that 

few governments prioritize provision targeted 

at the disadvantaged because their driving 

metric of ‘value for money’ is often interpreted 

as educational interventions that quickly lead to 

skilled employment (Theriault, 2019).

Scotland therefore provides a useful lens through 

which to view CBAL in terms of its commonalities 

and differences from other Western countries. To 

explore this further I now turn to research that 

arose from reports to the author from Scottish 

practitioners that the focus of CBAL provision was 

changing, driven by a reduction in funding for 

Local Government. 

Methodology
My methodological perspective is critical theory 

which emphasizes subjective interpretations of 

phenomena and rejects the proposition that there 

are universal truths (Archer, 1995). This means 

that I use dialogic methods, designed to foster 

conversation and reflection and so qualitative, 

rather than quantitative, methods are used to 

gather data. I also need to be critically reflexive in 

ways that mediate “between the social context, 

structure and human agency” (Dyke et al., 2012, p. 

835) leading to a clear view of my positionality. In 

this research my position is of a person committed 

to CBAL that seeks to understand how its values 

are enacted in practice.

The overall aim of the research was to investigate 

what changes have impacted practitioners 

working in CBAL and what the causes and 

consequences of these changes were. This led to 

the following research questions: 

• What were the changes experienced by 

practitioners and how did they respond? 

• What were the positive and negative 

consequences of these responses? 

https://www.gov.scot/education/
https://www.gov.scot/education/
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The project was approved by the host University’s 

ethics committee and BERA’s (2018) ethical 

guidelines were followed to ensure “an ethic of 

respect” (p.5). Particular attention was made to 

ensuring; anonymity, informed consent, the right 

to withdraw, transparency, privacy.

Participants were contacted by email and asked 

to complete an informed consent form. Following 

this a questionnaire was sent that asked about: 

changes in the focus of participants’ work in the 

preceding three years, what had caused these 

changes, the opportunities and constraints 

these changes offered, and any changes they had 

resisted. This questionnaire was followed by an 

online interview lasting around 40 minutes. The 

interviews took place between May and July 2021, 

so the participants were reflecting on a time when 

the COVID-19 pandemic had had a significant 

impact on practice. 

The sample of participants was purposive (Patton, 

2002) because it involved selecting individuals. 

Three criteria were identified for participants: 

they had to be knowledgeable about CBAL projects 

that took a learner-focused approach to practice; 

they had responsibility for delivering CBAL in 

one or more organizations in their geographical 

area; they had five years or more experience of 

working in CBAL. The author used her knowledge 

of the provision of CBAL in Scotland as well as 

several key informants to identify individuals 

working in locations that would meet these 

criteria. Thirty-five individuals were approached 

and sixteen agreed to participate. They were 

drawn from eight different Local Authority (LA) 

areas including the three largest cities. Twelve 

of these participants were practitioners (having 

a direct role in working with learners) and four 

were managers of CBAL services. These managers 

were able to provide an overview across the whole 

LA and, because at an earlier stage of their careers 

they had been practitioners, they were also able to 

contribute insights from practice. Twelve people 

were employed by local authorities and 4 by non-

governmental organizations (NGOs). Whilst the 

sample is small, I am using the data to illuminate, 

rather than validate, the findings. 

Table 1 provides their pseudonyms and key 

characteristics. The participants were very 

experienced and well qualified with all having at 

least an undergraduate degree.

The questionnaires and recorded interviews 

were analyzed thematically (Creswell & Poth, 

2018). In the analysis, each data-item was given 

equal attention in the coding process; themes 

were checked against each other and back to the 

literature on CBAL. This method of analysis has 

the advantage of giving a holistic picture rather 

than a fragmented view of individual variables. 

In addition, the analysis fitted with findings from 

the literature and therefore evidences analytic 

generalizability (Yin, 2014).

Four main themes emerged:

1. Reduction in funding for CBAL

2. Recognizing the value of CBAL and its 

approach to learning

3. Impact of COVID-19 

4. Importance of health and wellbeing

I took two further measures to verify these 

themes. First, a report of the analysis and 

themes was sent to participants so that they 

could check them for resonance with their 

experiences. All confirmed that the findings were 

accurate. In addition, I analyzed the teaching 

and learning plans for some of the programs 

and so was able to check, to some extent, that 

what participants said in their interviews was 

consistent with their practice. 
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TABLE 1: Participants’ characteristics

Practitioners 

Pseudonym Location Experience 
(Years in CBAL/years  

in current post)

Qualifications 

Andy Large city LA 34/18 Undergraduate professional degree

Ann Science focused NGO 9/2 Undergraduate professional 
degree, PG Diploma

Audrey large city LA 19/12 BA, PG Diploma, MSc

Faith Medium mixed urban and rural LA 12/3.5 MEd 

Julie Medium mixed urban and rural LA 33/8.5 MA degree, MSc, PG Certificate

Jean small mixed urban and rural LA 21/8 MA, BSc, PG Certificate

Lucy large city LA 25/3 MA degree, PG Certificate

Mary Rural LA 32/17 BA, PG Diploma 

Nicholas Large city LA 12/1 Undergraduate professional 
degree, SQA specialist 

qualifications

Rory large adult education NGO 30/8 BA, SQA specialist qualifications

Sophie medium NGO focused on social 
care

20/6 MA, PG Diploma 

Wayne small NGO focused on health and 
well-being

10/1 BA, SQA specialist qualifications, 
MEd

Managers 

Pseudonym Location Experience Qualifications

Fiona Large city LA 30/9 MA, MSc 

Katherine Large city LA 29/5 BA, RSA specialist qualification, 
PG Certificate

Melanie Medium mixed urban and rural LA 23/4 Undergraduate professional 
degree

Olivia Rural LA 35/12 PG Diploma
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Findings

Reduction in Funding for CBAL

All participants reported that overall funding 

for LAs had been reduced over the preceding 3 

years due to the UK government’s decision to 

curtail state provision of services. This had strong 

consequences for CBAL because, as a non-statuary 

service, providing classes was not a requirement 

and so the service experienced major cuts. This 

was compounded by “structural difficulties and 

lack of knowledge [in the LA] about how [CBAL] 

can work best” (Katherine). Another reason that 

CBAL provision was easy to cut was that engaging 

participants is a key part of the process whereas in 

other services, such as care for the elderly, there 

is already a strong demand for provision that the 

LAs are under pressure to respond to. As Audrey 

argued “unless you get people that are articulate 

about their needs it’s difficult for them to see that 

ALN is for them.” Learner engagement is always 

a collaborative process that includes meaningful 

interactions with tutors and peers, requiring 

investment of time and resources (Beattie, 2022), 

but these funds were simply not available.

One consequence of reduced funding was that 

staff became involved in projects that had 

external funding or were a priority for the 

Scottish Government and the LA rather than 

arising from the needs of the learners. However, 

the funding brought in new staff that had 

“new skills and …different ideas [and] made 

our team more dynamic and forward thinking” 

(Mary). Another issue was that “Government 

expectations of how we can use this money … and 

communication about what may be available next 

year really hampers effective planning”(Olivia). 

Several participants, whilst welcoming the 

extra funding, found that it had consequences 

for existing groups especially ALN learners. 

This included “ESOL learners being more likely 

to come forward than ALN learners” (Audrey) 

because the latter group needed to be actively 

engaged in provision that met their interests. 

Another found that “ALN work is more difficult 

due to the reduction in resources and a shift to 

working with schools and family learning”(Lucy) 

so negotiating the curriculum was difficult. 

Another consequence of the funding reduction was 

a greater focus on measurable targets, particularly 

for those working for NGOs. One reason was 

“because more funding is coming via foundations 

with specific targets” [and this] “creates 

competition amongst organizations [as well as 

leading to] more precarious work for tutors … and 

lower wages” (Wayne). Within the LAs, the lack of 

funding led to more targeting because “otherwise 

staff are overstretched” (Olivia). Targeting could 

be positive, however, because it meant that CBAL 

was focused on those with the greatest needs and, 

in some LAs, led to “improved links with health 

visitors, schools and social work staff” (Mary) 

especially in family learning work with parents.

Applying for external funding and then reporting 

on the outcomes also took time away from 

teaching and learning. One said, “it is harder 

to focus on the educational role when there is 

more reporting, more funding to write, … and a 

fragmented field across many charities” (Wayne). 

Another, however, suggested that the key in 

applying for external funding was to ensure that 

“it fits with the work we do … that the outcomes 

are the same … [and reflect our] priorities… so it’s 

clear how [this new funding stream] fits into the 

wider picture” (Sophie). Several people argued that 

health and social care organizations had fewer 

specific outcomes that enabled organizations to 

respond to the needs of learners whereas LAs “had 

specific narrow expectations [that required you] 

to prove that the funding was helping people to 

become more employable” (Wayne).
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Recognizing the Value of CBAL and its 
Approach to Learning

The reduction in funding was strongly linked to 

the lack of recognition of the value of the CBAL 

approach to learning by other organizations 

and services. This was partly because learner-

centered approaches were an unfamiliar way of 

working – “we are always fighting our corner to 

say what [CBAL] is” (Andy). Some LA managers 

were “champions for adult learning [and tried 

to get] national coverage of our work”(Faith) 

and this led to a positive working environment, 

but many practitioners had to demonstrate to 

other professions the effectiveness of learner-

centered approaches. Several reported that they 

had resisted the training-for-employability type 

of courses advocated by the Department for Work 

and Pensions (DWP) and that the persistence they 

had shown in convincing these professionals 

that “our curriculum isn’t pre-set but is based on 

negotiating what the learners want” (Rory) had 

eventually been recognized as an effective way 

of working. Others commentated on the need to 

demonstrate to schools the efficacy of the Social 

Practice approach, where “The focus shifts from 

literacy as deficit … to the many ways that people 

engage with literacy, recognizing difference and 

diversity and challenging how these differences 

are valued within our society” (Hamilton, 2000, 

p. 1). One argued that to achieve this “we need 

to develop a common language that goes across 

the different professions, especially schools, 

so we are seen as another spoke in the wheel of 

learning” (Mary). 

Several reported that they had to provide 

professional development (CPD) about CBAL for 

staff in their organizations and in the LAs this 

was concentrated on staff from libraries and 

leisure provision. Two people employed by NGOs 

had a role in providing in-house CPD for staff 

on delivering CBAL to adults. This meant that, 

“we want to move away [in our community-

based workshops] from banking education which 

seems to work in schools but if communities 

don’t feel that it’s for them, they aren’t going to 

come along” (Ann). Another had implemented a 

community development approach in her NGO 

and argued that “positive change comes from 

working alongside people … to understand their 

aspirations and challenges and create practical, 

supportive ways for them to achieve ... [but] this 

takes time” (Sophie).

Working in partnership with other services 

provided opportunities to show the value of 

CBAL. In several LAs new partnerships, focused 

on adult health and social care and Social Work, 

had been developed because these professionals 

had “recognized [our] skillset when they saw how 

we build relationships, identify common goals, 

problem solve and build community capacity” 

(Olivia). These partnerships could enable staff to 

overcome some financial constraints “by working 

collaboratively through linking to partners’ plans, 

greater participation in cross sector working 

groups, and greater clarity about the role of 

CBAL” (Melanie). However, some people argued 

that when organizations were struggling then 

“partnerships are more difficult because there is a 

lack of time to develop them and … sometimes we 

are unsure about what others do” (Katherine). 

Several participants emphasized being clear about 

the values underpinning their work when they 

were developing partnerships because the “value 

base is so critical [in enabling] you to respond to 

learners” (Jean). Partnerships always required 

negotiation and compromise (Tett, 2010) but 

participants argued that when partnerships were 

based on their values then other services were 

more likely to respect the CBAL way of working. 

This meant that “we need to show what we do in 
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ways that other professions can understand [so 

that we experience] professional equity” (Mary).

Clearly, other professions were convinced about 

CBAL’s effectiveness when they had opportunities 

to work collaboratively, but the onus of proof fell 

on CBAL practitioners meaning that they bore the 

entire cost of demonstrating their competence.

Impact of COVID-19 on Learning 

The previous two sections have provided concrete 

examples of the combined impact of funding 

constraints and lack of recognition on CBAL. In 

this section these issues are explored through the 

unprecedented situation of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The restrictions on face-to-face meetings caused by 

the pandemic meant that classes had to be moved 

online and almost all participants experienced 

difficulties because of their limited knowledge 

about digital learning. One manager had 

organized “lots of CPD to support online learning 

and give tutors interesting work to keep them 

going” [during the lockdown] (Fiona).  She found, 

however, that it was “difficult to provide [CPD] for 

people with few contact hours” (Fiona). Others 

highlighted these difficulties and their impact 

especially where the majority of the ALN tutors 

were working limited hours. 

There were also problems with equipment and 

digital platforms. A manager reported that her 

“organization was not able to quickly flip services 

from face-to-face to online as many staff did not 

have the necessary devices to effectively work 

from home” (Fiona). For a few participants this 

situation had continued with one using a “very old 

computer that doesn’t have Office on it, so I must 

make screen-shared documents at home and then 

email them over so it’s very time-consuming. We 

don’t have the teaching version of Teams so that 

limits what you can do” (Jean). On the other hand, 

one participant found that “the pandemic has 

increased the opportunities to work in a different 

way through digital platforms” (Nicholas) and 

another said “I know what I want to do so I just 

find ways of doing it. Digital learning is good but 

is not the only way forward because … people want 

the human touch” (Rory). 

Near the beginning of online learning 

practitioners in the LAs found the delay in being 

able to contact learners frustrating. As one put 

it, “the bureaucracy is too top-heavy, and the 

bosses don’t know anything about teaching. It 

took months for them to do anything whereas the 

small charities just got on with it” (Jean). From 

the managers’ perspectives, however, supporting 

tutors so they understood online safeguarding 

procedures was essential before classes could 

start and this involved “lots of sorting out across 

different LA departments” (Fiona). Working across 

the different sections of the LA was also important 

because, “everyone brought different things 

to the table and came out of their professional 

silos” (Melanie). Eventually, practitioners found 

safe ways in which they could support learners 

through, for example, meeting “people in gardens 

or outside to provide 1-1 support to help set up 

devices” (Julie).

Several technical and pedagogical issues had 

to be overcome to switch to online learning. 

Practitioners reported that there were problems 

about access for learners because the preferred 

digital platform for the LAs was Teams due 

to its strong security. One pointed out that 

“Communities have been demanding access to 

Facebook, WhatsApp etc. that they are familiar 

with, but this hasn’t been allowed so we must 

use Teams which people find difficult to access” 

(Audrey). The Teams platform did not operate 

intuitively for learners who were used to these 

other platforms and it used lots of data that was 
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problematic for those with limited allowances. 

One practitioner solved the difficulties an older 

people’s group experienced with the Teams 

platform by “making a case to the LA for the group 

to use Google Meet at first and then get people 

ready to transfer to Teams once they were more 

confident” (Nicholas). While this was effective 

for the learners it did take up many hours of the 

practitioner’s time. 

Supporting learners to get online and then 

adjusting teaching and learning approaches so 

that they were still at the center of provision 

was often a struggle. One reason was the lack 

of teaching materials –“‘we have had to make 

our own materials and that has been very time-

consuming” (Jean). Several pointed out that 

online meetings limited the interactions between 

learners and made small group discussion difficult 

unless learners had good technology. Some found, 

however, that if they focused on the learners 

and offered a person-centered service then it was 

possible to “navigate a suitable path” (Julie). One 

had “been able to support learners on a 1-1 basis 

because if they don’t get into a group then they 

lose confidence, and you need warm-up support” 

(Nicholas). In another LA it was reported that, 

“Learners have had a lot of input from the team to 

encourage and support them to go online. … The 

staff just give it the time it takes. We now have 

learners helping other learners and it may have 

really taken off” (Julie). 

ESOL learners were reported to be “more digitally 

savvy because they are used to keeping in touch 

with their friends and relatives through digital 

devices” (Faith). Some, however, only had smart 

phones that were not effective for online learning 

and that meant that staff had to “find suitable 

equipment” (often by applying for external 

funding) … “because going online is partly about 

confidence but also having the right equipment 

and getting on-going support” (Rory). Others 

pointed out that the experience for many ESOL 

learners “of the horrific problems in their home 

countries means that they prefer online learning 

…[because] they are all worried about safety” 

(Jane). The effectiveness of online learning 

depended on the stage that people had reached 

since with beginners “contacting them by phone 

doesn’t work as they can’t understand you and you 

need the face-to-face interaction” (Lucy). 

While online methods had disadvantages, they 

enabled people to go on learning during the 

pandemic. One result of this was that participants 

thought that blended learning might become 

embedded in CBAL after the pandemic was over. 

Those working in rural areas found online learning 

was particularly useful where there were small 

numbers “because we operate on language levels, 

[online learning] means we can get viable groups 

together” (Julie). Others were concerned, however, 

that if online learning became the main means 

of engaging with learners, then they would miss 

out on “the opportunity to try out other things 

that might not have occurred to them as well as 

engaging in the informal learning that happens 

through peer support” (Rory). The benefits of face-

to-face groups, particularly for ALN learners, were 

summarized by one tutor as “offering participants 

an opportunity to meet with others, combat 

isolation and share experiences as they learn 

together in a multi-faceted way”(Katherine). 

There was a consensus that online learning 

for staff was very useful as it allowed them 

to “participate in meetings, training, and 

networking more easily” (Olivia). These 

opportunities were available locally through 

self-organized groups within LAs and nationally 

through CPD sessions hosted by Education 

Scotland. The participants reported that they 

found all these forms of support helpful in 
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enhancing their confidence “that they were doing 

the right things” (Faith) especially because of 

the opportunities to learn from their peers. One 

commented that being part of a group that you 

trusted made it possible to “share your failures 

because you knew that this community would help 

you to do better next time”(Mary). 

Importance of Health and Wellbeing

Nearly all the participants identified the 

importance of health and wellbeing and pointed 

out how the pandemic had increased isolation 

and loneliness. The closure of community 

centers meant that many learners had no means 

of meeting each other resulting in “a growing 

number of people who have found themselves left 

behind … [so] staff have done amazing things to 

keep in touch with learners” (Melanie). There were 

a number of ways in which participants considered 

that they promoted wellbeing as defined by the 

New Economics Foundation (Aked et al., 2008): 

connecting with others, being active, being 

curious, keeping on learning, and giving to others.  

First, CBAL helped learners to connect especially 

“because many people weren’t seeing anyone” 

(Katherine) during lockdown and so “people kept 

on coming to the groups despite many difficulties” 

(Julie). Mental health issues were described as: 

“like a tsunami now and we are carrying on classes 

because it gives people a connection, especially 

when people are living on their own and there 

aren’t a lot of other places open to them” (Jean). The 

being active area was addressed by involving learners 

in small walking groups and this was especially 

important for ESOL learners that found it difficult 

to engage digitally. In one LA a manager reported 

that “we were able to involve our outdoor education 

colleagues and they trained our tutors as pastoral 

walkers and we saw this as a way of connecting 

with learners in safe outdoor spaces” (Fiona). 

One aspect of being curious is reflecting on your 

experiences and several participants said they 

built their programs “from the lives, experiences, 

interests and conditions of people involved in 

CBAL” (Nicholas). Practitioners were concerned 

about the challenges that learners faced and this 

meant that “you have to be compassionate and 

genuinely interested in people and find ways of 

engaging them” (Rory). Working to people’s own 

agendas took time but could be very rewarding 

because “when people realize that they can 

achieve things it can be quite addictive” (Melanie). 

Encouraging learners to be critically reflexive was 

important because “it is a key task for us to be able 

to help learners develop skills about recognizing 

accurate information especially in relation to 

vaccines” (Fiona). Others talked about challenging 

learners as well as supporting them because, as 

one argued, “our role should be as development 

workers acting as agents of change” (Andy) rather 

than simply accepting the existing situation.

Learning is the key aim of CBAL, and tutors tried to 

ensure that the approach reflected the pressures 

that learners experienced. This was an issue for 

ESOL learners that had experienced high levels of 

anxiety because of trauma and life circumstances. 

As a result, one manager reported that “CBAL staff 

have an increased awareness of the importance 

of reducing any learning-related stress while 

retaining a degree of challenge in activities” 

(Fiona). A practitioner in another LA reported that 

“instead of putting on the same ALN classes we did 

confidence-building, cookery and walking groups 

because the learners said that they wanted to do 

more practical things” (Julie). These approaches 

arose from the recognition of the challenges that 

most learners faced, particularly in the light of 

increased levels of poverty in Scotland (Joseph 

Rowntree Foundation, 2020). This meant for some 

that the focus of learning needed to be on helping 

people to get the financial support they were 
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entitled to because “when you meet people that 

are vulnerable you want to make sure that you are 

helping them with all of their lives otherwise they 

can’t find the space to learn” (Jean). 

Giving to others is a key aspect of CBAL especially in 

relation to seeing yourself as linked to the wider 

community. Many felt that the pandemic had made 

the camaraderie that developed amongst face-

to-face groups, which was an important part of 

looking outward, harder to achieve. Nevertheless, 

some aspects of online learning such as seeing 

where people were connecting from, enabled 

participants to react to each other in a more 

rounded way. Pre-pandemic, many learners ended 

up as volunteers in ways that connected them with 

the people around them. One tutor, working in 

job clubs, reported that former participants often 

came back to help current learners, and this had 

led to lots of peer support within the group. He also 

pointed out that “increasing social integration is 

part of the holistic program that I offer to learners” 

(Rory). Until the restrictions of the pandemic were 

lifted, however, this aspect of giving to others was 

difficult to achieve.

Many participants said that learners had seen 

their online classes as an important contribution 

to their wellbeing. For example, one tutor reported 

that a learner had said “just coming to the group 

has helped him survive” (Rory), and another 

learner (in a different LA) said on a feedback form 

that “it gives me something to get up for on a 

Friday” (Julie). A practitioner argued that “what 

we do makes a difference to learners who inspire 

you to keep going. If they didn’t come along to 

the group, they would flounder” (Jean). Helping 

to overcome loneliness and isolation is key to 

improving people’s health and wellbeing (Marmot 

et al., 2020) and participants provided many 

examples of how CBAL achieved this. One was the 

experience of equality of decision-making that 

learners had in their groups. This ability to take 

more control helped to reduce stress and anxiety 

at the individual level and increased a sense of 

trust and belonging at the community level. Being 

part of a cooperative group also reduced isolation 

and loneliness because people’s strengths, rather 

than their deficits, were recognized. The wide 

curricula that learners were offered, that reflected 

the interests, strengths, and needs of each 

participant, also contributed to their wellbeing 

especially where time was created for reflection.

Discussion
These findings show the negative consequences 

of reduced funding and the lack of recognition of 

CBAL. These include having to apply for external 

funding to address gaps in services that took 

staff away from teaching, taking time to explain 

CBAL’s contribution to other services (including 

schools and health and social care), the lack of 

suitable equipment and digital learning platforms 

for both staff and learners, and difficulties 

in providing training and support in digital 

technologies for part-time tutoring staff. The 

first two were reported to be long-standing issues 

but they provide the context in which many of 

the difficulties experienced during the COVID-19 

pandemic have been exacerbated. ALN provision 

was particularly impacted because it was difficult 

to proactively engage learners in programs and 

similar issues have been reported by Beattie 

(2022) in the United States. Peer learning was also 

adversely affected because the digital platforms did 

not allow easy interaction. All these issues have 

been replicated across many Western countries and 

show the ‘systemic fragility of lifelong learning’ 

(Milana et al., 2021) when resources are scarce.

The impact of pre-existing digital inequalities 

on adult education programs was also a shared 

commonality. For example, Housel (2021) reported 



32

ADULT LITERACY EDUCATION WINTER 2023

that many students in the United States “had to 

rely on mobile phones with limited data plans that 

obstructed their abilities to engage in distance 

learning productively” (p.1). What the findings 

from Scotland contribute is the concrete action 

that practitioners took to respond to and mitigate 

these difficulties. By keeping learner-centered 

solutions to the forefront, this study’s participants 

have shown how they created imaginative 

responses by developing resources and providing 

one-to-one support that enabled learners to 

participate in ways they were comfortable with. 

Practitioners also secured computing equipment 

for those that needed it and provided learning 

in safe outdoor spaces for learners that could not 

manage online. The activities that were negotiated 

with learners were also changed and included 

adjustments to the pace of learning in ways that 

gave learners a space to think as well as using 

activities such as cooking or digital skills that 

promoted confidence building. 

Findings from the UK and Canada (James & 

Thériault, 2020) and the United States (Babb et 

al., 2021) show that the pandemic requirements to 

socially distance and shift from in-person classes 

to online learning, meant that learners received 

less social and emotional support from friends, 

family, peers, and staff leading to an increase 

in mental ill-health. This Scottish research has 

been able to illuminate the practices that help 

to alleviate some of these issues. Of particular 

importance were the myriad ways in which adults 

were engaged in education and practitioners 

continued to reach the most vulnerable groups 

through adjusting the curriculum, caring for the 

whole person, and recognizing their strengths. 

The effectiveness of CBAL in promoting good 

mental health is clear from the examples provided 

by participants and, in addition, Hammond’s 

(2004) research demonstrates that “providing 

challenges that learners can meet is important in 

terms of building self-esteem… [and enhances] 

all health outcomes through enabling individuals 

to see their lives in a broader context” (p.566). 

This broader context starts from a negotiated 

curriculum, based on the learners’ needs, that 

emphasizes the knowledge that participants bring 

and leads to increasing skills, confidence, and self-

respect (Tett, 2019). 

In this research, CBAL’s effectiveness in 

promoting health and wellbeing was recognized 

by other professions that had direct experience 

of partnerships with practitioners. Although 

such partnerships took time, the investment 

was worthwhile in improving targeted support 

for learners. Working in silos is a common 

experience across educational systems (Zhang & 

Perkins, 2022) so this is an interesting finding. It 

appeared to work because practitioners invested 

time in developing these partnerships since it 

resulted in better services for learners. In several 

cases this was helped by the provision of CPD for 

colleagues from other services so that the benefits 

of the learner-centered way of working in CBAL 

were clear. 

Despite the intense pressure from the increased 

workloads caused by having to find new ways 

of working with learners, as well as not always 

having the equipment necessary to enable 

high quality teaching and learning to take 

place, practitioners persisted. What kept them 

going was being part of a professional learning 

community that supported them to stay true to 

their values and commitment to adult learning. 

This professional culture of being open and 

responsive to learners and making use of their 

wider experience, enabled them to focus on 

engaging learners and respecting the knowledge 

that they brought with them. Practitioners were 

able to support each other through online CPD 

sessions at both the local and national levels and 
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these spaces enabled them to continue to work 

in the ways that they valued based on empathy 

and committed engagement with learners. These 

shared understandings of “good practice” were 

developed through interactions with colleagues 

that reinforced a collective understanding of 

what were fundamental principles for delivering 

CBAL programs.

The resilience that the Scottish practitioners 

showed has also been displayed by people working 

in adult education in other countries who have 

gone above and beyond their duties in supporting 

students and their communities (James & 

Thériault, 2020). As Housel (2021) argues, to be 

effective, practitioners “must be approachable 

and accessible and be mindful of each student’s 

unique learning needs” (p. 2) and it appears that 

practitioners in empowerment-focused CBAL 

have striven to do exactly this even in the difficult 

situations generated by COVID-19.

Conclusion
This article has used a case-study from Scotland 

to illustrate both the impact of the undervaluing 

and underfunding of CBAL and the important 

role it played during the COVID-19 pandemic 

in reducing digital inequalities and mental 

health issues. It has shown that the issues 

experienced in Scotland are also present in other 

Western countries and therefore this article has 

contributed to research by detailing the concrete 

actions of Scottish practitioners in alleviating 

some of these inequalities.

The pandemic has exacerbated existing 

inequalities in education, health, and income 

especially in the UK and the United States (Bambra 

et al., 2020; Milana et al., 2021) and this research 

has illustrated how low income and educational 

and digital inequalities all interact to multiply 

disadvantages. So, at a time of increasing 

inequality, it is heartening to see that the most 

disadvantaged learners have strong advocates 

in CBAL practitioners. However, social justice 

requires that the impact of broader social and 

economic inequalities on access to education 

should be addressed through structural changes 

rather than individual effort. Leading surveys 

like the OECD’s Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) 

show that adults with lower levels of education, 

lower paying jobs, and lack of or insufficient 

employment are least likely to participate in adult 

learning and the impact of COVID-19 has further 

exposed the inequalities in the education that is 

accessible to the most and least advantaged. As 

Boeren and colleagues argue: “Adult education 

should be at the forefront of providing everyone 

with a fair chance to develop their abilities and to 

put them to valuable use. This can be done both in 

the community and in the workplace and needs to 

be supported by governments across the world in 

a bid to heal economic and social wounds” (2000, 

p.203). As researchers we all have a responsibility 

to help to make the case to our governments about 

CBAL’s role in helping to address inequalities and 

the concrete examples from Scotland of effective 

interventions have illuminated how a more 

equitable education might be provided.
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Report from the Field

Teaching reading comprehension to adults can 

be daunting because it is a multi-faceted activity 

involving many underlying processes, including 

vocabulary, background knowledge, memory, 

and reasoning (Greenberg et al., 2017). Many 

instructors do not have in-depth knowledge 

of key comprehension strategies and/or do not 

have the training on how to effectively teach 

these strategies (National Reading Council, 

2012). Compounding these issues is that while 

learners may score similarly on the Tests of Adult 

Basic Education (TABE; 2019), their underlying 

knowledge and application of comprehension 

strategies to complicated text may vary from one 

learner to another. Finally, many learners have 

trouble attending class on a consistent basis 

(Greenberg et al., 2013) which makes it difficult 

to deliver the continuous instruction necessary 

for developing reading comprehension skills. 

Within this context, AutoTutor was designed 

as a supplemental reading comprehension 

instructional digital tool for adults. Specifically, 

it was created by researchers as part of an 

intervention study (Grant R305C120001) that 

included group face-to-face reading instruction 

interweaved with independent AutoTutor lessons. 

Our sample included adults identified as reading 

between the third and eighth grade levels by their 

mailto:dgreenberg@gsu.edu
http://doi.org/10.35847/DGreenberg.CMiller.AGraesser.5.1.36
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adult education programs in the metro-Atlanta 

and metro-Toronto areas.

There is precedence for using instructional apps 

for teaching reading comprehension strategies 

with various populations such as children and 

nonnative English speakers (e.g., Klimova & 

Zamborova, 2020; McCarthy et al., 2020). In the 

past two decades, there has been an increase of 

digital tools used with adult literacy learners 

(Dixon, 2020). However, compared to other 

populations, there is a paucity of digital tools 

specifically designed for adult learners (Graesser 

et al., 2019). In addition, the poor infrastructure 

of many adult basic education programs 

makes incorporating technology a challenge 

(Rosen & Vanek, 2017). This article, written by 

two researchers and a teacher, describes the 

development and implementation of a digital 

tool that takes into consideration the needs of 

adult learners and the infrastructure of adult 

basic education programs. We hope that the 

descriptions of our experiences will conjure 

issues for practitioners to consider when making 

decisions about classroom digital tool use.

Description of AutoTutor
AutoTutor is a web-based tool with 30 lessons 

teaching five categories of reading comprehension 

strategies known to be problematic for individuals 

who struggle with reading: predicting purpose, 

acquiring vocabulary, clarifying sources of 

confusion, evaluating and elaborating, and 

summarizing (Lovett et al., 2012). Each lesson 

takes between 20 to 55 minutes. Most lessons are 

preceded by an optional 2-minute video which 

overviews key concepts that the lesson will cover. 

AutoTutor was designed to work on a desktop 

computer, laptop computer, Chromebook, and 

tablet. Headphones are needed if the learner 

is in a classroom or other public setting (more 

information on AutoTutor can be found in Graesser 

et al., 2019).

Adult Learners and Their 
Instructors
Good literacy instruction needs to be engaging and 

follow core principles of effective instruction, such 

as the use of authentic materials, esteem boosters, 

and sensitivity to the skills of each individual 

learner (National Reading Council, 2012). 

AutoTutor was designed to meet these criteria. As 

shown by the example in Figure 1, lesson topics 

include authentic materials such as help wanted 

ads, job applications and rental agreements. 

It includes two animated conversational 

instructional agents (Cristina, the computer agent 

instructor and Jordan, a computer agent student) 

who engage with the learner in a conversational 

trialogue. Learners are logged in using their name 

so that, throughout the lesson, both Cristina 

and Jordan refer to the learner by his/her name 

(a feature which our learners loved). After the 

2-minute video, lessons often begin with Jordan 

(the computer agent student) providing a real-

life problem upon which Cristina (the computer 

agent instructor) bases the lesson and associated 

activities. Many learners have difficulty with 

spelling and writing (National Reading Council, 

2012). Therefore, AutoTutor activities require that 

learners respond by selecting a correct answer to a 

question about a text by highlighting, dragging, 

or clicking answer choices.  

AutoTutor is very interactive. As seen in Figure 

1, the learner sees two “talking heads” on the 

top of the screen (Cristina and Jordan). Two 

agents have some advantages over a single agent 

interacting with the learner (Graesser et al., 

2017). For example, adult learners often have 

histories of low academic self-esteem (National 

Reading Council, 2012), so AutoTutor is designed 
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to minimize the amount of negative feedback 

learners receive by Cristina who typically directs 

her negative feedback to Jordan. In AutoTutor, 

the learner often answers Cristina’s questions 

before Jordan, with algorithms created such that 

Jordan is incorrect more often than the learner. 

Our learners occasionally were found yelling at 

Jordan that he needs to listen to them more often!  

They seemed to especially enjoy the occasional 

game competition mode embedded in some of the 

lessons, with the learner’s score always either 

winning or tying Jordan’s score.

While learners responded very positively to 

hearing their names used by Cristina and Jordan 

and the fact that the agents sounded clear, crisp, 

and usually natural sounding, we  struggled 

with the notion that both learners and teachers 

stated that they wanted Cristina and Jordan to 

face each other when talking. We tried to alter 

the programming scripts to give Cristina and 

Jordan more natural movement towards each 

other and the learner. Unfortunately, due to 

time and money, this could not be attained. We 

also grappled with the quantity and quality of 

Cristina’s feedback after correct and incorrect 

responses were provided by the learner and/

or Jordan. This was resolved after many team 

discussions for each specific lesson. 

AutoTutor was designed to be adaptive to 

individual learner performance. In many lessons, 

all learners start at the same activity difficulty 

level and are then tracked onto a more or less 

challenging activity based on their performance. 

A progress bar is shown so learners can see how 

far along they are in the lesson. In addition, next 

to each lesson learners can see a recycle symbol 

indicating that they may want to repeat a lesson 

because they did not complete it or did not pass 

(defined as 67% or higher). A function is included 

that allows learners to listen to the text being read 

aloud as well as a button to repeat questions. If a 

lesson is interrupted by a technology malfunction/

freeze or a learner break, the learner can resume 

the lesson and “recover” his/her position within 

4 hours. For an illustration of our learner 

experience, please watch this YouTube: https://

www.youtube.com/watch?v=lZ6iEsq6VFQ&t=6s.

Many adult learners have limited digital literacy 

skills (Graesser et al., 2019). We surveyed learners 

to find out how to create a program that they 

could use on their own, plus create a digital 

literacy tutorial program to ensure that they all 

had the prerequisite digital skills. To aid us in 

this endeavor, the NorthStar Digital Literacy 

project of Literacy Minnesota   customized a 

digital literacy assessment for us, and we tested 

a sample of 105 adults reading at the 3rd-8th grade 

levels. Based on the results, we decided that 

students needed to be taught how to scroll up 

and down, and that for responses we should only 

require clicking, highlighting, and dragging 

answers (Graesser et al., 2019).

Learners can see their performance history. When 

they log into AutoTutor and look at the lesson list, 

they see a green check mark next to the lessons on 

which they received a passing score. For lessons 

where they did not receive a passing score, or 

which they did not complete, they see a red 

refresh circle. This is a cue that they may want to 

retake this lesson. Many of our students repeated 

lessons at home that they had not passed in class 

until they were satisfied with their performance.

AutoTutor performance data is also provided for 

instructors at class, learner, lesson, and item 

levels. Teachers can drill down into learner data 

to investigate information such as the time a 

learner spent on a lesson, the time that they spent 

reading the materials for a lesson, the path they 

took on an adaptive lesson (easier vs. harder), and 

whether they were correct on a specific question. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lZ6iEsq6VFQ&t=6s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lZ6iEsq6VFQ&t=6s
https://www.digitalliteracyassessment.org/
https://www.digitalliteracyassessment.org/
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Percentages of individual learner correct responses 

on each lesson is printed in red (not passing) or 

green (passing), so that teachers can get a quick 

glimpse of how many in a class passed a particular 

lesson. The data collected by AutoTutor helped 

our teachers keep track of how their learners were 

progressing. It also provided information to our 

researchers, who through their data analysis 

found that student AutoTutor engagement 

significantly predicted reading comprehension 

learning gains (Chen et al., 2021).

Adult Basic Education Program 
Infrastructure
Implementing technology into adult basic education 

programs is challenging given the myriad of 

infrastructure issues facing these programs (Rosen 

& Vanek, 2017). Below, we describe the challenges 

we experienced and how we overcame them.

Equipment

Many of our programs did not have enough 

computers with adequate speed/memory and/

or enough mice, headphones, power cords, 

and extension cords. We therefore supplied our 

sites with the necessary equipment. Getting the 

equipment ready for classes presented quite a 

challenge. After all the equipment was purchased 

and received, we needed to test all the equipment 

at each participating program. Next, we needed 

to test AutoTutor on all computers at the different 

sites, to make sure that the interaction between 

AutoTutor and the equipment ran smoothly when 

all computers were being used simultaneously. 

Internet

We needed to make sure that there was adequate 

bandwidth available to access online programs 

with a class full of simultaneous users. The 

number of users can sometimes influence response 

times from the computer, in our case particularly 

when  sites were conducting TABE (2019) testing. 

Some sites had firewalls which created obstacles. 

For example, AutoTutor initially used a YouTube 

platform, but unfortunately one of our classes 

was in a location that blocked YouTube. We had to 

work around this by using a portable Wi-Fi, which 

we provided, thereby implementing an internal 

video player. By creating an internal video player 

in our system and hosting all video content on our 

own server, we were able to gain greater control 

over the system and give access to sites where 

social media content was blocked. 

Onsite Technology Specialists

Most of our difficulties involved troubleshooting 

in terms of connectivity issues. Often programs 

would make changes to their internet 

configurations after AutoTutor implementation 

had started which resulted in new connectivity 

issues. It helped when there was an onsite 

technology specialist to provide support before and 

during implementation. When problems arose, we 

needed to troubleshoot whether the glitch was due 

to a problem with AutoTutor or a problem with the 

internet connectivity of the site. 

Implications for Adult Educators
We hope that sharing our experiences helps 

practitioners as they consider using digital tools 

with their learners. We invite practitioners to 

review a guide for digital tool inclusion in Figure 2. 

Although not every digital tool will necessarily have 

all the features listed, we hope that this guide will 

be useful to practitioners who want to select digital 

tools for their learners.
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FIGURE 1. Example screenshot and conversation for a lesson on changing a tire.

1 . Cristina (teacher agent): Tiffany, click on the words that signal to us the order in which a procedure 

is done.

2 . Tiffany (adult literacy student): [selects the word first (correct answer)] 

3 . Cristina: Yeah! That is right! Before and first are signal words. These words signal to us that we must do 

something prior to doing something else.
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FIGURE 2: A guide for practitioners who make decisions about digital tool use in classrooms

 ■ Does each lesson include background knowledge building activities?

 ■ Are authentic adult-oriented topics and examples used in each lesson?

 ■ Does the tool require more than minimal digital literacy skills?

 ■ Is the tool adaptive based on the learner’s performance?

 ■ Is corrective feedback presented in a fashion that does not discourage the learner?

 ■ Is there an audio function, so that learners can follow along while the computer reads the text?

 ■ Is there a repeat function, so that learners can have content repeated?

 ■ Is the audio quality of the tool crisp and clear?

 ■ Do learners get real-time performance feedback? 

 ■ Does the tool provide the teacher with group and individual performance?

 ■ Does the classroom have the equipment and Wi-fi connectivity necessary for the tool?

 ■ Is the tool a “standalone” tool, or is it one that supplements a specific curriculum?

 ■ Is the tool one that can be easily used on different platforms (e.g., smartphones, laptops, iPads, etc.)?
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According to the National Institute of Mental 

Health (NIMH), one in five adults living in 

the United States has a mental illness (2022). 

The term “mental illness” accounts for a vast 

number of conditions, all of which differ in the 

level of impact on an individual. Furthermore, 

a study from NIMH (2022) estimates that only 

43% of individuals with a mental illness receive 

treatment. With such a high frequency of adults 

knowingly and unknowingly being adversely 

impacted by mental health disorders, there 

is a strong likelihood that if you are an adult 

facilitator, you have students struggling with 

mental health.

Despite the varying complexities and diagnoses 

associated with students who are navigating 

mental health issues, there are numerous 

approaches educators and professionals 

supporting adult learners can take to help students 

cope with mental health needs. However, to 

truly understand the purpose of the supports and 

accommodations we will discuss, it is important 

to understand firstly what mental health is and 

how it relates to andragogy or adult education 

practices. The Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention (CDC, 2021) defines mental health 

as including our emotional, psychological, and 

social well-being and how those factors influence 

how we think, feel and act. Additionally, unlike 

children, many adults prefer their learning to be 

self-directed, clearly relevant to their learning 

needs, and presented in a way that is respectful of 

their current knowledge and experience (Knowles, 

1977). Moving forward, it is essential to note that 

whether an adult has mental health needs or not, 

providing specific accommodations to address 

adults impacted by mental health diagnoses can 

benefit all learners. 

The following resources and accommodations 

discussing best practices for students with mental 

health needs are adapted using Hewitt’s (2017) Yes 

I Can: A Mental Health Guide for Adult Literacy Facilitators. 

The information below accounts for the most 

common student needs and ways for facilitators 

to incorporate best practices into their classrooms 

that can address various diverse learning 

requirements. For more detailed information on 

specific mental health disorders, including how 

certain disorders present, impact the learning 

environment, and what facilitators can do to 

support students, readers are encouraged to 

reference Hewitt’s (2017) work. 

The first step in supporting adult students with 

mental health needs is to develop an inclusive 

classroom that is welcoming for all students 

(Part 1 of 3)

Forum: Supporting Mental Health

http://doi.org/10.35847/KEccleston.5.1.43
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regardless of whether they have mental health 

difficulties. Many individuals diagnosed with 

a mental health need have faced stigmas 

surrounding their condition and have learned 

to mask or hide the symptoms associated 

with their disorder. As a result of hiding their 

disorder, many students do not know the skills 

necessary to become self-advocates for their 

learning needs. Self-advocacy is the student’s 

ability to ask directly for what they need to be 

successful in the learning environment. For 

example, students might need copies of lecture 

slides or extended time during testing. With 

guidance and openness from educators, students 

can learn to feel empowered when it comes to 

self-advocating for the accommodations they 

require and understand that there is no shame 

in requesting the resources necessary for their 

success. Students with mental health needs can 

benefit from becoming powerful self-advocates 

and experiencing teachers who are receptive and 

open to their requests. Helping students become 

self-advocates can include:

• Creating an environment where students feel 

safe to take chances

• Feel confident in asking for what they need

• Experience flexibility in communication, 

environment, and scheduling  

In addition to students becoming empowered 

self-advocates, educators can also build 

accommodating practices for students with 

mental health needs that can benefit all learners. 

Accommodations can include:

• Providing students with options and time 

to process the various options (e.g., a final 

assignment with different options for 

completion) 

• Flexible seating options (i.e., standing desks, 

tables, couches) 

• Providing students with a way to give feedback 

on their learning preferences in a positive way 

(e.g., “I do best when…”)

The learning environment also requires critical 

attention when examining different approaches 

for supporting learners with mental health needs. 

The learning environment must be flexible and 

adapted for optimal learning conditions. Attention 

to simple things such as lighting, clutter, and even 

wall color affects educators’ and students’ attitudes 

and approaches to learning. The environment can 

play a significant part in teaching individuals with 

mental health needs. Efforts to decrease sensory or 

auditory stimuli can go a long with students who 

struggle with anxiety and stress-related disorders. 

However, providing students with a positive and 

supportive learning environment can be beneficial 

in decreasing sensitivities surrounding social 

interactions. It is important to note that some 

students with mental health needs may have more 

difficulty with (a) sitting for extended periods, 

(b) being still or refraining from fidgeting, and 

(c) working silently or without support. Since 

students with mental health needs can sometimes 

be distracting for other learners, it is important 

to speak with students needing additional 

accommodations and decide what strategies can 

help address any specific concerns. Efforts to raise 

mental health awareness overall in the classroom 

may also aid others in increasing their tolerance 

and understanding of the particular learning needs 

of others.

In addition to addressing the learning 

environment, educators can support students 

with mental health needs using various general 

learning strategies. Students with different 

mental health diagnoses typically face overlapping 

challenges. As a result, there are common 

strategies that have the potential to benefit all 

learners with mental health needs positively. 
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The strategies highlighted below are not all-

encompassing for all students with mental health 

disorders but is a good place to start when looking 

for support to meet student needs. 

Students coping with anxiety or depression may 

face fatigue or decreased motivation. If educators 

notice a student’s lack of motivation or energy, 

consider implementing short tasks at the start 

of class to help the student succeed. Seating 

students impacted by fatigue in a brightly lit area 

in the center of instruction can also be helpful 

for student engagement. Incorporating a class 

structure that incorporates breaks and includes 

a variety of activities can aid students in staying 

alert throughout the class. In settings where 

food and drink are permitted, allowing students 

to have access to snacks can help students stay 

awake. Flexibility with reduced homework and 

extended deadlines can be helpful when needed. 

Fidgets or sensory tools are also excellent for 

assisting students with class engagement. 

Some students may be experiencing increased 

anxiety or stress due to their mental health needs 

and may benefit from frequent check-ins with 

the facilitator to let them know they are on the 

right track. Other students may require more 

concrete executive functioning support, such as a 

calendar breakdown of when to complete readings 

or start working on specific class assignments. 

Incorporating relaxation techniques and flexibility 

surrounding mistakes will also help students feel 

at ease. When possible, the facilitator should 

share stories about their academic challenges and 

how mistakes have been part of their learning 

process. Positively providing feedback can also 

help decrease stress and anxiety surrounding 

academic difficulties. 

The ability to focus or concentrate for an extended 

period can be a side effect of several mental 

health diagnoses. Incorporating mindfulness 

practices or discussing ideal body positioning 

(i.e., relaxed shoulders, feet flat on the floor) 

can be helpful for students struggling to focus. 

Minimizing items that make noise and using 

cell phones or other distracting devices may 

also benefit students struggling to concentrate. 

Breaking work into definable chunks or 

presenting lessons in a way that asks students 

to respond actively (i.e., writing on the board, 

drawing on their notes, verbally responding, 

etc.) can also help maintain engagement and 

concentration on the task presented. 

Some students may struggle with executive 

functioning concerns due to their mental health 

diagnosis. For students having difficulty with 

executive functioning, try the following:

• Provide a class calendar or schedule handout to 

remind learners of class times 

• Begin each day with a review of the day’s 

schedule

• Suggest different systems for note-taking and 

organization of class materials

• When presenting upcoming assignments, 

suggest different time management strategies

• Discuss setting priorities associated with 

classwork and assignments

• Suggest different types of apps that could 

be useful for organizing and maintaining 

assignment schedules

• Provide several minutes at the end of each class 

for students to organize their materials 

Impaired memory is a common symptom of several 

mental health diagnoses, especially mental health 

needs related to past traumas. Providing students 

with impacted memory with short and structured 

tasks can help minimize frustration and help with 

retention. For example, some students may benefit 
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from checklists or assignments broken down into 

small definable chunks to avoid confusion. When 

providing direct instruction, facilitators should 

present the main points first and structure their 

delivery to invite learners to respond actively (i.e., 

come up to the board or answer aloud). Flexibility 

with assessments can be helpful for students 

with memory recall issues; verbal assessments 

may be beneficial for some students who become 

overwhelmed by paper and pencil tasks, and it can 

be helpful to have the opportunity to think aloud. 

Checking for understanding by having students 

repeat instructions back can help ensure students 

understand the directions and are transparent on 

the next steps. As a facilitator, it may be helpful to 

informally assess how much information a learner 

can retain at one time and then plan assignments 

and assessments with the limitations of the learner 

in mind. 

Additionally, incorporating memorization tools, 

such as mind maps and mnemonic devices, into 

a lesson may help support the memorization and 

retention of class material. Massed and disturbed 

practices of memory retention may also be helpful 

for students. Massed practices have the student 

memorize information until they know it, 

whereas disturbed practices have students work 

on memorizing information in timed chunks. 

Teaching students to identify keywords within 

a text by highlighting or underlining important 

information can help them identify and remember 

information. Additionally, the use of multiple-

choice assessments can be helpful for students 

who struggle to memorize enough information to 

compose a short answer or essay response. 

Students with mental health needs related 

to trauma may experience difficulty with 

perfectionism or self-criticism and benefit from 

having the facilitator validate their feelings 

and guide them toward strategies that can 

relieve some of the added pressure they place 

on themselves. Reminding students of past 

successes or achievements can be helpful in their 

understanding that they are doing well or have 

mastered past concepts. Checking in frequently 

with students to let them know they are on the 

right track and offering encouragement can go 

a long way in easing any doubt the student may 

be feeling. Sharing with students that everyone 

has strengths and weaknesses and the power of 

mindsets can help shift how students view their 

progress. Creating an environment where mistakes 

are celebrated and seen as learning opportunities 

can also assist students struggling with self-

criticism and help them realize that mistakes are 

just part of the learning process. Being open with 

students about the purpose of constructive feedback 

and how it is a process to learn and improve 

can help minimize any feelings students may 

experience in seeing feedback as unfavorable or a 

poor reflection of them as learners. Maintaining 

a positive and supportive learning environment 

will be critical in minimizing any pessimism or 

self-doubt students may feel as a result of any past 

traumas or mental health conditions. 

In some extreme instances, students with mental 

health needs may experience behavioral impacts 

that lead to high levels of frustration of anger. 

Students experiencing concerns associated with 

emotional regulation may require flexibility with 

exposure to content that may be triggering or 

upsetting. To know what information may be 

an issue for a student, it is essential to establish 

genuine connections that allow the student 

to feel comfortable with the facilitator and 

can lead to opportunities for them to be open 

about past experiences. Additional supports 

such as flexibility in the student’s ability to 

switch tasks when needed and the reduction 

of competitive assignments can also be helpful 

for students working to maintain their self-
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regulation. Transparency with grading and 

how feedback will occur can also eliminate any 

confusion and frustration related to classroom 

expectations. Incorporating positive messages 

with constructive feedback can help eliminate 

any negative messages the student may be 

interpreting and assist in keeping strong emotions 

at bay. Allowing students to recognize when their 

feelings are getting the best of them and providing 

opportunities for short breaks can also be a helpful 

strategy for students working to regulate their 

emotions. Ultimately, it is essential not to take 

any of the students’ words or behaviors personally, 

understanding that some of the emotional 

reaction is out of their control, and continuing to 

provide a supportive and welcoming environment 

will be critical to the student’s success.

Difficulty with being on time or significant 

absences may be common for some students 

with mental health needs, and students might 

require flexibility due to their unique mental 

health diagnosis. Speaking with students about 

their absences and inquiring if anything specific 

is keeping them from attending class can be 

helpful in understanding any underlying issues 

or concerns that may be preventing them from 

attending. Despite any ongoing mental health 

needs, it will be important to set clear expectations 

related to class attendance. The use of technology 

tools, such as apps that help push out class and 

assignment reminders to students, can help 

students who may be struggling with attendance 

or punctuality. Taking the time to build positive 

student relationships can also assist in removing 

any feelings of shame associated with attendance 

concerns and create open lines of communication. 

Finally, some students may experience intense side 

effects related to medication and would benefit 

from the flexibility to leave the classroom when 

needed to access the bathroom, eat a snack, or 

access water. Opportunities for frequent breaks can 

help combat fatigue or brain fog associated with 

medication side effects. If medication side effects 

become increasingly impactful, consideration of 

a modified class schedule or opportunities for the 

student to work on class assignments at home 

when appropriate should occur.

When examining which strategies will be the 

most impactful in the classroom, it is essential 

to consider that not all adult students have a 

mental health diagnosis and, as a result, will not 

have any information to disclose. Additionally, 

some students may not choose to disclose their 

diagnoses. Whether a student has a mental health 

diagnosis or chooses not to disclose it if they do, 

the accommodations in this article can still be 

implemented as best classroom practices or as 

individualized support for specific students you 

observe requiring additional aid. However, when 

students disclose information concerning a mental 

health diagnosis, consider conversing with them 

regarding potential strategies that work best 

for them as learners. Including students in the 

conversation surrounding the methods available to 

them in the classroom is not to eradicate problems 

the student may face in the education setting 

but is to build resilience and the perseverance 

necessary to attend class and complete the 

required assignments. Helping students find 

success can benefit their growth and development 

as learners. Adult educators are not responsible 

for diagnosing a mental health need but can use 

symptoms shared by the student to determine the 

most appropriate strategy to utilize for optimal 

success. Regardless of a student’s mental health 

needs, facilitators should familiarize themselves 

with what mental health is and how it can 

manifest in a classroom setting. Understanding 

student needs is the first step in recognizing and 

understanding the best approach to assist students 

impacted by mental health. 
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Limited literacy has a large impact on the U.S. 

population; about half of adults lack sufficient 

literacy proficiency (Rothwell, 2020). However, 

not all populations are impacted equally, as 

there is a significant comorbidity between low 

literacy and mental illness (Sentell & Shumway, 

2003). Evidence suggests that patients suffering 

from a mental illness can experience reading 

difficulties in childhood (Maughan & Carroll, 

2006), which in part contributes to the delays 

seen in adulthood. Low literacy not only makes 

educational attainment and completing daily 

tasks challenging but also is associated with poor 

health outcomes (including mental health) and is 

a recognized barrier to accessing health resources 

(Sentell & Shumway, 2003). It is imperative that 

adults with mental illnesses gain a sufficient 

literacy level to engage actively and independently 

with their health care system. 

Navigating the health care system today requires 

not only advanced general literacy, but also 

a facility with digital technology. In part due 

to the COVID-19 pandemic, health systems’ 

reliance on telehealth and other digital health 

technology has accelerated. For example, the 

rates of telehealth visits increased by 154% in 

2020 in comparison to the same period in 2019 

(Koonin et al., 2020). Telehealth and other digital 

health technologies, such as smartphone apps, 

have the potential to increase access to care in 

scalable, cost-effective, and innovative ways. 

Due to this potential, internet connectivity and 

digital literacy have been named super social 

determinants of health as they both contribute 

to other social determinants of health (Sieck et 

al., 2021). For example, schedules and alerts for 

public transportation are now updated mostly 

online, and thus patients lacking the ability to 

check the internet might be delayed or miss their 

appointment. Despite the health care system’s 

growing reliance on technology, digital health has 

not been the panacea once promised, especially 

for psychiatry. Recent evidence has shown that as 

few as 5% of people receiving mental health care 

via telehealth during the height of COVID-19 were 

first-time patients (Rosanwo, 2021) illustrating 

how simply offering telehealth services does not 

lead to increased access to care. Recent data show 

that patients suffering from more severe diseases 

such as a serious mental illness access telehealth 

less frequently (Rosanwo, 2021). In this light, calls 

for digital equity and inclusion have become more 

widespread (American Medical Association, 2022; 

Lyles et al., 2021). 

 These calls have centered around addressing two 

digital divides: access and literacy. First, to engage 

with technology, individuals must have access 

to a device and internet connection. This divide 

(Part 2 of 3)
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continues to close as smartphone ownership in the 

United States is at near ubiquitous levels across 

the general population (Pew Research Center, 

2021b) and more severely ill patients (Franco et 

al., 2022), and federal assistance programs such 

as the Federal Communications Commission 

Project Lifeline Program can assist eligible U.S. 

citizens in receiving a free smartphone and data 

plan (Federal Communications Comission, n.d.). 

The second digital divide, an individual’s lack of 

skills, comfort, and knowledge with technology, 

continues to persist. In one sample, 46% of adults 

with serious mental illnesses lacked the digital 

skills  necessary for daily life (Spanakis et al., 

2022) with disparities also seen in older adults 

(Zoorob et al., 2022) and patients from lower 

socioeconomic background (Uscher-Pines et al., 

2020). In response, impressive grassroots efforts 

have begun to teach digital literacy (Pichan et 

al., 2021; Triana et al., 2020). Yet, many of these 

programs are limited by their computer-based 

lessons, regional focus, and lack of standardized 

participant assessments. There is an unmet need 

for digital literacy programming that reflects 

modern technology, can be customized to meet a 

broad population’s needs, and has standardized 

assessments that track participants’ improvement 

and retention of digital skills across the duration 

of a program. 

For any program, smartphones offer the most 

accessible option to teach core digital skills. 

Though learning how to use a computer can 

promote an individual’s engagement with online 

resources, computer ownership in the United 

States is lower than smartphones especially among 

those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds 

(Pew Research Center 2021a). Thus, programs with 

solely computer-based instruction are more prone 

to exclude potentially interested participants. 

Moreover, smartphone instruction can target a 

wide range of functional skills for users with both 

high and low baseline digital literacy, allowing 

any individual to partake in a program. For 

example, patients presenting low digital literacy 

can learn foundational skills such as learning how 

to take a picture or send a text message, while 

those more comfortable with technology can 

learn advanced skills such as navigating a patient 

portal. Yet, there is limited smartphone specific 

digital literacy training that is available today. 

We have found that smartphones can offer mental 

health patients with low literacy numerous 

resources. We will highlight two examples below 

and describe how each can be beneficial to a 

patient’s health. While these resources have great 

potential, we realize that not all patients are able 

to use their smartphones like this as they lack 

basic digital literacy.

Case Study 1: Taking Photos to 
Alleviate Negative Feelings
One patient reported that she uses her 

smartphones to take pictures. After she took a 

picture of something that she enjoyed, she would 

put each photo into a categorized album on her 

phone. Some of her categories included “puppies 

and kittens,” “nature,” and “people I love.” She 

reported that depending on her mood, she would 

open different albums to help alleviate negative 

feelings. If for instance, she felt anxious, then 

she would open “nature” photos and said that she 

would feel much calmer after doing so. This case 

study illustrates that simple digital tasks, such as 

taking pictures and putting them into albums, 

have the potential to better a user’s mental health. 

Case Study 2: Listening to Music
Another patient reported that he likes to use his 

phone to listen to music. He stated he often uses 

Spotify to help him cope and that listening to 
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joyful songs helps lift his mood. Additionally, he 

also uses music to tune out the voices he hears 

in his head. If the voices are not tuned out of his 

head, he stated that he also takes audio recordings 

of his environment and relistens to them to judge 

if the voices are in his head. In this case, the 

participant uses a variety of basic digital skills (i.e. 

listening to music and recording audio) to help 

him cope with his mental health condition.

Digital Opportunities for 
Obtaining Resources and  
Skills Program
To respond to this unmet need, our team has 

developed the Digital Opportunities for Obtaining 

Resources and Skills (DOORS) program and has 

been using this framework to conduct digital 

literacy trainings for youth and adults with serious 

mental illness and at high risk of low literacy over 

the past 4 years. The DOORs program can benefit 

participants with low literacy levels by teaching 

the skills necessary to navigate technology. 

DOORS was developed through collaborations 

with participants, clinicians, and community 

partners in a first episode psychosis program 

and community center for adults with serious 

mental illnesses, and originally aimed to teach 

participants how to use their smartphones to 

meet their wellness goals (Hoffman et al., 2020). 

Iterative updates due to participant and community 

partner feedback have resulted in several 

curriculum changes and a shift towards functional 

skill building (Rodriguez-Villa et al., 2021). The 

current curriculum, shown in Figure 1, contains 

ten modules that teach participants a range of 

digital skills such as foundational smartphone 

skills (i.e, connecting to Wi-Fi) and advanced 

skills (i.e., choosing an app safely). Since each of 

our participants has a serious mental illness, the 

FIGURE 1: DOORs Curriculum
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DOORs curriculum also incorporates health-specific 

skills such as conducting a telehealth visit and 

enrolling in a patient portal. 

The DOORs curriculum was founded and continues 

to uphold three tenets – self-determination theory, 

hands-on training, and dedicated time for one-on-

one instruction – that could inform the direction 

of other similar programs. Taken together, 

these three elements work to ensure that DOORs 

participants have not only the understanding 

of why facility with a smartphone can improve 

their daily life, but also the ability to reproduce 

the presented digital skills independently. DOORs 

is currently held in in-person sessions that meet 

weekly for 1.5 hours on a voluntary basis, thus 

participants are freely able to come to any session 

and skip any session. To track improvement, 

participants’ facility with the specific digital 

skills taught are assessed before and after each 

session. These surveys have shown that DOORs 

participants have reported improvements in 27 out 

of the 29 digital literacy skills assessed (Camacho 

& Torous, 2022). All DOORs materials can be 

requested and are free of charge. We urge any 

interested organization, community, or potential 

partner to use DOORs, customize the curriculum 

to align with their population’s needs, or integrate 

other digital literacy programming. 

Possible Impact of Digital 
Literacy Education
Programs that teach digital literacy, like DOORs, 

are important as they have the potential to 

impact many facets of their participants’ daily 

life. Not only is digital inclusion considered a 

social determinant of health (Sieck et al., 2021), 

but engaging in many social, academic, and 

professional opportunities requires some comfort 

with technology. For example, those with low 

digital literacy are unable to call a friend, join a 

social networking app, or participate in family 

video calls, thus limiting their social interactions 

to in-person meetings. For those suffering from a 

mental illness, low digital literacy hinders the self-

management of their condition as they are unable 

to use their smartphone to improve their well-

being. Smartphones have the potential to reduce 

anxiety through music, track physical exercise 

through monitoring step count, and build a digital 

hope box through the use the native notes app or 

a third-party application. Yet, these functions are 

unavailable to those with low digital literacy. 

To fully illustrate the impact of promoting 

mental health patients’ digital literacy, four 

more case studies are described. These cases 

highlight how patients use their smartphones 

to promote their well-being. The first two cases 

describe participants presenting with low digital 

literacy, while the following two cases describe 

participants with more advanced digital skills. All 

case studies are based on our team’s experience 

conducting the DOORs program with adults with 

serious mental illnesses. 

Case Study 1: Using YouTube to Learn 
New Skills

After our session on how to learn new skills on the 

internet, one participant reported that he used 

his smartphone to go on YouTube. YouTube can 

be utilized to learn new skills and to watch videos 

for enjoyment. Learning new skills can enable 

a patient to gain a better sense of self-efficacy. 

The participant reported that he liked to look up 

a variety of skills on YouTube including how to 

meditate, do yoga, cook new recipes, and even new 

smartphone skills. In addition, he uses YouTube 

to look up videos to improve his mood. He reported 

that watching comedy videos made him laugh 

and feel better. This case study demonstrates that 

YouTube has the potential to be used in a plethora 

of ways to improve a user’s mental health. 
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Case Study 2: Sending an Email to Connect 
with Others 

In our fifth week of DOORs, we go over how to send 

an email. In the following week’s session, one 

participant reported that he had sent emails to both 

his cousin and his music teacher. He reported that 

sending an email allowed him to connect with his 

family more and that it made him happy to be able 

to talk to his cousin. He also sent a video of himself 

playing the guitar to his music teacher, which he 

said made him feel proud to be able to share how 

much he had improved. The ability to send emails 

can allow users to connect with people on both a 

personal and professional level, which can in turn 

improve their mood. 

Case Study 3: Learning How to Join a  
Zoom Call

During one of our last DOORs sessions, one 

participant asked if we would help him set up a Zoom 

account to attend an appointment. We helped him 

set up his account and reviewed several Zoom skills 

such as how to click on the meeting link once it was 

emailed to him, how to join a call, how to mute or 

unmute his microphone and how to share his screen. 

The following week, he reported that his Zoom 

call had gone well. This case highlights how some 

advanced digital skills, such as joining a Zoom call, 

require users to complete multiple steps and how 

each step was carefully explained to this participant. 

This case also highlights how digital skill training 

helped this participant engage with his health care 

system in a way he would previously be unable to. 

Case Study 4: Downloading a Relevant 
Mental Health App

The seventh module of the DOORs program 

centers around how to find and download apps 

and how to read the privacy policy of an app. 

One participant in the beginning of the session 

stated that she wanted to download a meditation 

app. Towards the end of the session, our team 

checked in with the participant and asked her 

if she had chosen an app that aligns with her 

health goals. We discovered that as the session 

progressed, she had successfully searched for 

an app, read the app’s description and privacy 

policy, and then downloaded the app. This 

case highlights how the hands-on instruction 

in DOORs allows participants to practice and 

complete different digital skills during class. In 

addition, this participant learned how to navigate 

the app marketplace and find a mental health 

app that aligned with her therapeutic goals more 

effectively. 

Conclusion
DOORs has the potential to have far-reaching, 

meaningful impacts on participants’ daily life for 

individuals with mental illness who are also at 

high risk of low literacy. Access to health care and 

other impacts of limited literacy can be mitigated 

through digital literacy instruction. As technology 

continues to proliferate, digital literacy education, 

like DOORs, will be central to mitigating the 

digital divide and ensuring all communities can 

actively participate in the digital era. 
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The United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization’s (UNESCO, 2022) Fifth 

Global Report on Adult Learning and Education (GRALE) 

highlights that vulnerable groups such as rural 

populations, migrants, prisoners, people with 

disabilities, and indigenous peoples are among 

those who would benefit from adult basic 

education. Hence, in the United States, learners 

attending federally funded adult education 

programs reflect diverse communities. In 2020 

and 2021, 44% of adult learners identified as 

Hispanic/Latinx, 19% as Black/African American, 

8% as Asian/Asian American, and 1% as American 

Indian or Alaska Native (National Reporting 

System for Adult Education [NRSA], 2021). 

Among this cohort of 2020-2021 adult learners, 

most were English language learners with 

low-literacy and/or cultural barriers. Almost 

25% were economically challenged (NRSA, 

2021). Trauma amongst these learners is also 

prevalent, with 44% of those participating in 

an adult basic education program reporting 

trauma (Miller-Roenigk et al., 2021). It is thus 

imperative for educators of adult learners to 

employ a multicultural approach that also 

accounts for traumas experienced by underserved 

populations due to racism, historical violence, 

discrimination, and immigration, among other 

experiences (Tummala-Narra, 2007).

Trauma-informed principles are inseparable 

from culture, as cultural groups share traumatic 

experiences that can become multigenerational 

and culturally defined (Tummala-Narra 2007). 

Hence, how people experience and respond to 

trauma may be influenced by and dependent 

upon culture. For example, a response to trauma 

may reflect a cultural response to somatization 

of traumatic stress alongside living in a 

collective culture where the group is valued over 

the individual. Thus, an ataque de nervios that 

resembles a panic attack – and is a short lived, 

intense stress reaction that may include wailing, 

rocking, crying, and arm movements –reflects 

a culturally influenced expression of trauma 

(American Psychiatric Association, 2013). 

Correspondingly, resilience in response to 

trauma may utilize cultural beliefs and values 

(Part 3 of 3)
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http://doi.org/10.35847/MMatalon.CClauss-Ehlers.5.1.55


56

ADULT LITERACY EDUCATION WINTER 2023

that can be based on culture-specific traumatic 

experiences, as well as interconnections among 

oneself, community, and environment (Clauss-

Ehlers, 2008; Tummala-Narra, 2007). Culturally 

focused resilient adaptation involves a process 

whereby individuals “[negotiate] stress through 

a combination of character traits, cultural 

background, cultural values, and facilitating 

factors in the sociocultural environment” 

(Clauss-Ehlers, 2004, p. 36). This article explores 

how educators of adult basic education might 

enhance sensitivity to trauma and resilience 

from a multicultural perspective through the 

implementation of teaching and learning 

strategies that reflect an understanding of how 

culture and trauma intersect in the classroom.

Theoretical Framework
A multicultural approach locates identity, 

context, and intersectionality within broader 

systems including “age, generation, culture, 

language, gender, race, ethnicity, ability 

status, sexual orientation, gender identity, 

socioeconomic status, religion, spirituality, 

immigration status, education, and employment, 

among other variables” (Clauss-Ehlers et al., 

2019, p. 233). The Substance Abuse and Mental 

Health Services Administration's (SAMHSA, 2014) 

Trauma Informed Approach presents a framework with 

six components of trauma-informed care across 

settings including: “safety; trustworthiness 

and transparency; peer support; collaboration 

and mutuality; empowerment, voice, and 

choice; and cultural, historical and gender 

issues” (p. 10). This sixth part includes practices 

that respond to individuals’ multicultural 

experiences and considers historical traumas 

(SAMHSA, 2014). A multicultural approach 

to the adult learner classroom builds upon 

SAMHSA’s (2014) foundation by emphasizing how 

an overall trauma-informed model is situated 

within the intersectional contexts of individual 

experience(s).

The ecological model provides an outline for 

multicultural trauma-informed practice as 

it locates the individual in an assortment of 

interacting structures, one being the idea that 

an individual’s response to trauma is situated 

in cultural values, traditions, and beliefs 

(Tummala-Narra, 2007). For instance, trauma-

informed youth education models have described 

how educators can support students across 

these contexts (Crosby, 2015). The American 

Psychological Association’s 2017 Multicultural 

Guidelines adapted Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 

model set up “a layered-ecological model” that 

“comprises dynamic, nested systems that transact 

over time” (Clauss-Ehlers et al., 2019, p. 233). The 

model’s five levels are: “bidirectional model of 

self-definition and relationships”; “community, 

school, and family context”; “institutional impact 

on engagement”; “domestic and international 

climate”; “and outcomes” (Clauss-Ehlers et al., 

2019, pp. 233-234).

This article considers the application of the 

layered ecological model within an adult learner 

classroom. Practical approaches encourage both 

adult learner educators and adult learners to 

incorporate multiculturally responsive trauma 

informed practice in domains of self-definition 

and relationships, classroom environment and 

interactions, and responsiveness to systemic 

influences (Figure 1).

Practical Approaches 

Self-definition and Relationships

Self-concept forms in part due to experiences of 

thoughts and feelings, interpersonal relationships, 

and within the broader environment (Clauss-
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Ehlers et al., 2019). Consequently, identity 

influences actions and feelings, including 

classroom behaviors. Identity is constantly 

evolving, intersecting, and can be shaped by 

culture, trauma, and ongoing experiences of 

discrimination, racism, and bias (Clauss-Ehlers 

et al., 2019; Tummala-Narra, 2014). A response 

to trauma may be influenced by cultural context, 

understanding, perspective of the trauma, and 

cultural norms associated with help-seeking 

behaviors. Resulting thoughts, feelings, and 

decisions in response to trauma in a cultural 

context may influence how adult learners define 

their self-concept (Tummala-Narra, 2014). As 

a result of trauma, for instance, adult learners 

may exhibit difficulties with risk-taking in 

the classroom (e.g., participation) that lead to 

decreased self-esteem, feelings of powerlessness, 

and a lack of classroom engagement (Perry, 2006).

Educators can use learner-centered strategies  

to support diverse adult learners,  involving 

a commitment to: (a) awareness of one’s 

understanding of trauma and challenging 

assumptions about expectations for trauma 

reactions; (b) invest time to learn about culturally-

related traumas, histories, and experiences, and 

how these may have an impact on the learner’s 

self-concept  and behaviors; and (c) consideration 

of language use in the classroom, such that it 

affirms the intersectional identities of adult 

learners and avoids re-traumatization through 

bias or discrimination. For instance, word choice 

may be experienced as a trauma trigger, so it is 

important to become aware of one’s own explicit 

and implicit biases (Sherwood et al., 2008). 

Overall, such approaches encourage educators of 

adult learners to center the learner’s identity in 

the classroom space (e.g., Level 1 of the layered-

ecological model). This, in turn, is hoped to 

enhance the potential for a positive classroom 

experience (Skiba, 2020). 

The Classroom Context

Factors such as interactions with teachers, 

staff, peers, and the classroom environment are 

instrumental in maximizing a learner’s potential 

(Crosby, 2015). Educators can create a collaborative 

learning environment where they are able to 

engage with the learner’s identity, and experience 

(Clauss-Ehlers et al., 2019). Adult learning 

principles emphasize the importance of self-

direction, such that the learner takes responsibility 

for their learning and participates in goal setting 

and the decision-making process (Collins, 2004). 

Utilizing these principles in a diverse classroom 

creates an environment where the learner is 

empowered, culture is respected, and the impact 

of trauma is recognized. Educators are encouraged 

to consider how both educational practices and 

course content can reflect the experiences of their 

learners. Through multiculturally-responsive 

teaching strategies, a goal is for learners to see 

themselves reflected in the learning environment, 

a factor that may enhance ownership and 

engagement, and thus motivation. 

Educators can foster a co-created classroom 

community by involving learners in the 

curriculum development process and seeking 

their input. Educators can also tune in to learner 

curricular needs (both prior to the start of class 

and ongoing) through surveys that ask about what 

they find most and least helpful in facilitating 

their learning. Such co-collaboration seeks to 

empower learners, who may have low self-esteem 

due to experiences of feeling ignored, invisible, 

and/or powerless. 

The classroom environment is also informed 

by positive interactions and relationships. 

Experiencing a sense of classroom community 

enhances engagement and motivation in learning 

(Collins, 2004). Individuals who have experienced 

trauma, including immigrants who may have 
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experienced trauma in their migration journeys, 

may benefit from connecting with others, as both 

immigration and traumatic events can lead to 

feelings of alienation and a loss of support systems 

(Tummala-Narra, 2007). Resilience can also be 

facilitated by having a sense of community support 

(Clauss-Ehlers, 2004; Tummala-Narra, 2007).

Classroom collaboration and community can be 

further established through a strategy where 

educators provide opportunities for learners 

to form peer groups to support each other 

(Cherrstrom et al., 2017). Participating in group 

projects or utilizing a cohort or peer mentoring 

system are strategies that promote peer support in 

the classroom context. Research on a community-

based adult literacy program found that positive 

relationships among learners enhanced in-

classroom learning and created personal support 

systems (Terry, 2006). Thus, peer support groups 

and related activities can create community in the 

classroom itself and help build resilience by re-

establishing trust and connection, which may be 

disrupted after trauma.

Systemic Impact 

Educators of adult learners are encouraged to 

be aware of the impact of systemic influences 

(e.g., structural oppression) on adult learner 

experiences (Clauss-Ehlers et al., 2019). For 

instance, trauma is linked to reduced work 

functioning and increased absenteeism in 

adulthood, as mediated by depression and 

anxiety (De Venter et al., 2020). This is important 

considering adult learners may have difficulty 

attending class. Barriers to engagement may also 

stem from fears of governmental persecution or 

a mistrust of government services, as some may 

have experiences of oppression by governments 

in their countries of origin (Clauss-Ehlers, 2019). 

Other barriers may include working long hours 

and not having childcare and/or transportation. 

Educators can help mitigate the impact of 

systemic factors on attendance and engagement 

by asking for learner input about convenient times 

to offer classes. Correspondingly, program staff 

can explore ways to organize transportation or 

childcare on site. 

Those who experienced trauma may also struggle 

with anxiety, depression, and substance use 

(Merrick et al., 2017). Due to systemic or cultural 

barriers, learners may have difficulty accessing 

mental health services. Barriers to access and 

utilization of mental health services may include 

language differences (e.g., finding a provider that 

speaks one’s language), stigma, and/or views of 

mental illness and its treatment that differ from 

the dominant Western-based narrative (Clauss-

Ehlers et al., 2019). Immigrant communities also 

often lack access to culturally sensitive mental 

health services that approach treatment from a 

sociocultural sensitive framework (Tummala-

Narra, 2014). Race-based trauma may also lead to a 

mistrust of services, as historically people of color 

are misdiagnosed more frequently (Tummala-

Narra, 2007). Educators can collaborate with 

community organizations to identify services 

to refer learners as needed. They can consider 

how referrals may be culturally appropriate and 

understand that stigma may have an impact 

on help seeking. Educators can partner with 

community stakeholders to advocate for culture-

centered services that reflect adult learner needs 

(Clauss-Ehlers et al., 2019).

Conclusion
This article presents strategies educators of adult 

learners can implement to create a trauma-

informed classroom ecology that is sensitive to 

a diverse community of adult learners. Through 

a “bi-directional model of self-definition and 
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relationships” (Clauss-Ehlers et al., 2019, p. 233) 

educators can collaborate to provide a classroom 

community that seeks to be responsive to the 

needs of a multicultural adult learner classroom 

setting. With the creation of a trauma-informed 

classroom, educators and adult learners can 

engage in strategies that promote a collaborative 

learning environment, co-created classroom 

community, and are responsive to systemic 

influences (Figure 1). A multiculturally-responsive 

and trauma-informed approach seeks to address 

the specific needs of diverse classroom settings. In 

turn, it is hoped that this approach can enhance 

participation among diverse populations in a 

context of a collaborative classroom environment. 

Additional research is needed to further understand 

how trauma and culture intersect in the adult 

basic education classroom. Given limited research, 

empirically informed best practices require 

refinement to address the impact of COVID-19 on 

adult learners and the educational systems in which 

they are enrolled. A collaborative participatory 

action research approach is suggested so that 

knowledge generation and future pedagogical 

approaches correspond with the experiences of 

diverse adult learners (Baum et al., 2006). 
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FIGURE 1: Creating a Multiculturally Responsive and Trauma-Informed Classroom Ecology for Diverse Adult 
Learners
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As described by the editors of Resisting Neoliberalism in 

Education, the key goals of the collection are to share 

“resources of hope” and to identify “interstices for 

resistance - points where it is possible to intervene 

to disrupt the dominant neoliberal regime and 

to help emergent, more 

emancipatory, cultures to 

take root” (p. 253). As such, 

the volume is intended to not 

just diagnose the societal, 

economic, and educational 

ills created by neoliberalism, 

but to also highlight 

practices that point towards 

a more humane future. 

Rather than privileging a 

single strategy, the editors 

suggest, “Resistance to 

neoliberalism is a mindset: a 

set of dispositions, be these 

individual or collective, that 

challenges the social and 

educational injustices that 

neoliberalism promulgates 

and institutionalizes” (p. xix). Each of the chapters 

addresses different aspects of this mindset, across 

different educational contexts. 

Unlike with many edited volumes, here discussion 

of adult education in its various forms is not an 

afterthought. Indeed, the first section is devoted 

to studies of adult education. The editors explain 

that, “We begin with adult education because 

this is the area that often has 

enough flexibility to offer a 

variety of ‘resources of hope’ 

for democratic renewal” (p. 5). 

As an example, Chapter One 

focuses on how the leaders of 

a community-based program 

in Quebec learned to navigate 

accountability regimes using a 

strategy referred to as ‘dynamic 

resistance’ – adapting 

neoliberal practices to their 

own ends. Chapter Three 

presents a program in the UK 

using similar tactics. From a 

different perspective, Chapters 

Two and Twelve describe ways 

that learners and teachers try 

to reshape educational spaces 

by redefining what it means to be an adult learner. 

Here the resistance takes place at the personal level, 

with a refusal to be identified in deficit terms. 
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Some of this occurs via critical dialogues that 

teachers and learners have about the nature 

of literacy practice, and learners explicitly 

reclaim agency and open new opportunities for 

themselves. The suggestion is that adult education 

may have more of these spaces of possibility than 

K-12 institutions, and multiple authors draw on 

the history of critical pedagogy in adult education 

as a lodestar.

Although there are reports in the volume that 

may indeed act as resources of hope, much of the 

analysis is focused on what has been lost in the 

last few decades of neoliberal policy ascendency. 

In country after country, we get accounts of 

how there has been a shift away from holistic, 

transformative, or liberatory education efforts 

towards the accountability logics associated 

with human resource development. Chapters 

Fourteen and Fifteen move the analysis to the 

regional level, with detailed descriptions of policy 

making procedures within the EU. As a eulogy 

for a more humanist model of adult education, 

the volume is a very detailed one, with specific 

analysis of how neoliberalism can be directly tied 

to curricular changes, shifts in teacher training 

and the narrowing of outcomes that can be 

reported to funders. This means that rather than 

being an abstract denunciation of the neoliberal 

turn, the authors are able to point to a multitude 

of specific and concrete ways that education has 

been reshaped. 

A consistent theme across the chapters is 

that another world is possible (contrary to the 

assertions of those promoting neoliberalism as the 

only rational way to organize society and economic 

activity) and that those committed to a different 

set of principles need to stand strong. However, 

despite general and repeated calls for hope in the 

face of the neoliberal onslaught, less time is spent 

on the specifics of how resistance as a mindset 

has been instantiated. There certainly is value 

in rallying the troops, and a few of the chapters 

provide helpful theory and suggestions for 

concrete practice, but there is often a sense that 

the resistance the authors are calling for remains 

more of a possibility than an insurgency. 

True to its title, the chapters cover programs and 

policies from a number of countries, including 

England, Canada, Denmark, Australia, the United 

States, Italy, and Ireland. Although this provides 

a chance to compare the situation in North 

America and Europe, it would have been helpful 

to have accounts from other parts of the globe. 

For example, there are a number of notable efforts 

in Mexico, and in Central and South America. 

where adult learners and teachers are explicitly 

engaging in work that is combatting neoliberalism 

and colonialism. This includes experiments with 

horizontalism in Argentina (Sitrin, 2012) and 

community-based education projects initiated 

by indigenous communities in Oaxaca (Meyer & 

Alvarado, 2010). Their experiences and insights 

would certainly add depth to the analysis. Of 

course, a text cannot cover everything, but getting 

perspectives beyond Europe and North America 

would increase the possibilities for transnational 

learning and solidarity.  

On the whole, the text is more helpful in terms 

of the diagnosis it provides than any remedies 

it suggests. However, that diagnosis is no small 

thing. The nature of neoliberalism is covered 

in great detail, and in thoughtful ways that 

highlight history and the present moment. 

Additionally, because 7 of the 16 chapters directly 

engage with various types of adult education 

(adult basic education, higher education, and 

popular education programs), those working 

in the field may find useful conceptual tools 

and language for their own acts of resistance. 

Resisting Neoliberalism in Education may not present 
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a clear path forward, but the various studies it 

presents highlight how many terrains the battle 

against neoliberalism in education is being 

fought on – not only in government offices and 

large institutions, but also in classrooms and 

interpersonal relations. The studies also suggest 

how learners, teachers, program directors 

and policy leaders can find their own means 

of resisting and encouraging the development 

of more emancipatory cultures. In the end, 

individual readers will have to decide how much 

hope the text provides them.  
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Building and Growing Apprenticeship with Equity in Mind: An 

Equitable Apprenticeships Toolkit, released in September 

2021, is a great resource to support programs in 

the work they do to help adults access promising 

career opportunities. Over the 

last decade, more and more 

industries are embracing 

the apprenticeship model, 

which allows individuals 

to “earn while they learn.” 

According to the U.S. 

Department of Labor 

(2021), there are currently 

over 25,000 registered 

apprenticeships in the United 

States. Occupations such as 

certified nurse aide, truck 

driver, pharmacy technician, 

corrections officer, and 

telecommunications 

technician are just some 

of the top 30 apprenticeships offered in 2021. 

However, 2021 Program Year Data and Statistics 

from the U.S. Department of Labor (2021), revealed 

that most enrollees in registered apprenticeship 

programs were White males. The current lack of 

diversity highlights why the Equitable Apprenticeship 

Toolkit is such a valuable resource. It provides 

resources and tools to guide teams involved in 

designing or delivering an 

apprenticeship and/or a 

pre-apprenticeship program 

to create a more diverse 

workforce through providing 

an equitable apprenticeship 

framework as well as a set of 

action tools.

Although there are many 

resources available to 

help adult education 

programs better 

understand apprenticeship 

programming, this resource 

is unique in offering an 

equity and diversity lens 

to apprenticeships and 

pre-apprenticeships. Furthermore, this toolkit 

is appropriate for any individual or team that 

is part of apprentice or pre-apprentice program 

planning and implementation. This resource is 
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intended for individuals and teams, including 

adult education partners, that contribute to 

designing an apprenticeship program, recruiting 

for such programs, supporting individuals to 

prepare and transition into a program, and 

delivering apprenticeship training. The 48-page 

toolkit, created by High Road Alliance and the 

Apprenticeship Support Network, uses simple 

terminology and concrete examples, and provides 

tools and resources that can easily be used by small 

and large teams. The toolkit is divided into six 

parts and is designed in a way that adult education 

programs and partners can strategically evaluate 

current apprenticeship and pre-apprenticeship 

programming or explore future opportunities that 

are equitable and diverse. 

The toolkit begins with an overview of how pre-

apprenticeships and registered apprenticeships 

are defined in the United States and provides a 

five-element framework on how an apprenticeship 

program can be equitable, industry-driven, 

worker-centered, and community-oriented. 

Next, it provides guidance on using the toolkit, 

including who should use the toolkit and when 

to use it. Finally, the toolkit provides both 

information gathering tools and action tools. 

I feel most adult education programs might 

find the information gathering tools section the 

most useful part of the toolkit. For example, the 

industry employment requirements tool provides 

guiding questions, key considerations, reflection 

questions, and an additional tool for collecting 

data. The data collection tool could support adult 

education programs to gather details about the 

English language, math, digital skills, industry 

knowledge, and credential requirements required 

for a target occupation within the apprenticeship 

pipeline. Additionally, this data gathering tool 

provides space for determining if barriers may 

exist for individuals with physical limitations or 

criminal justice system involvement. Additional 

tools are provided to then support apprenticeship 

planning teams to explore solutions to address 

the barriers or obstacles for individuals with 

disabilities or criminal justice system involvement. 

Although the toolkit is not designed specifically 

for adult education instructors, it does have some 

tools that adult educators may find beneficial. 

For example, adult educators often strive to find 

resources that can help make learning relevant 

and meaningful for adult learners. Action Tool #4: 

Designing a Pre-Apprenticeship Program includes 

resources that may help adult educators prepare 

and deliver instruction that directly aligns to a 

registered apprenticeship program instead of 

teaching reading, writing, and math concepts 

in isolation. This contextualized approach will 

likely make the learning more relevant to adult 

learners. Additionally, it is clear that adult 

learners have many life roles and responsibilities 

and often need assistance with addressing 

barriers to be able to complete education and 

training programs and transition along a career 

pathway. Action Tool #5: Removing Barriers and 

Supporting Transition to Apprenticeship provides 

an action planning template to help instructors, 

support staff, and transition teams identify 

potential barriers and inequities and develop 

actions to address those challenges. 

As adult education programs continue to 

navigate their local career pathway and workforce 

education initiatives, it is important to ensure all 

adult learners have multiple career options and 

equitable support to pursue those options. The 

Equitable Apprenticeship Toolkit is one resource that can 

provide support to both adult education programs 

and their workforce partners to help adult learners 

explore and navigate pre-apprenticeship and 

apprenticeship programming in an equitable and 

diverse manner. 
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There is a deep gap between how health messages 

are communicated and how adults with lower 

literacy skills can understand them to make 

good health decisions. The COVID-19 pandemic 

highlighted this gap with a plethora of accurate, 

complex, contradictory, and false information 

that was difficult for people at all literacy levels 

to understand; adults with lower literacy skills 

may not have both the general and health 

literacy skills to parse through confusing health 

information. Information about COVID-19 runs 

the gamut from individual health practices (wear 

a face mask) to public health concepts (herd 

immunity). Adults with low literacy may struggle 

to understand and use basic individual health 

and public health guidance; adult educators can 

play an important role in sharing trustworthy 

and easier to understand health information 

through curricular innovations in their 

classrooms. Teaching students how to access 

and assess valid health information about public 

health topics can improve student self-efficacy 

and help prepare them to apply those skills in 

future situations.

Individual Health Literacy in 
Adult Basic Education  
Adult basic education (ABE) is designed to help 

adults develop literacy, numeracy, and digital 

skills needed to succeed in the workplace, be 

engaged members of society, and take care of 

personal needs (Adult Learning Resource Center, 

2022). The curriculum for these programs focuses 

on helping increase understanding and ease 

when reading texts of various sources as well as 

helping individuals communicate about content. 

Additionally, the curriculum focuses on assisting 

individuals in developing practical and clear 

writing and numeracy skills, whether for work 

purposes or personal writing. A major goal in ABE 

is to increase student self-efficacy so that skills 

learned can be applied in many different contexts.

Research indicates that individuals with limited 

literacy skills are also likely to have low health 

literacy, which is associated with poor health 

outcomes due to less understanding about 

medication and discharge instructions, using fewer 

preventive services, and using more emergency 

department services (Paasche-Orlow & Wolf, 2007). 

Within ABE programs, as with health literacy, the 

goal to foster self-efficacy in one’s abilities requires 

tools to help them thrive in life (Santos & Paasche-

Orlow, 2019). ABE classes and curricular content 

provide an important way to reach vulnerable 

populations and develop health-related self-

efficacy within a trusted environment. Attempts to 

incorporate health literacy into the ABE curriculum 

have been made since the 1990s. More recently, 

research has examined how adding health literacy 

to the ABE curricula positively impacts students, 
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teachers, and health equity (Hohn & Rivera, 2019; 

Muscat et al., 2020; Sarkar et al., 2019). 

One example of health literacy in ABE curricula 

is  students (n=90) who attended an ABE program 

in the Boston area and were invited to participate 

in a study where they received health literacy 

information in addition to the standard ABE 

curriculum (Hohn & Rivera, 2019). Most students 

identified as African American or Latino and 

were between the ages of 18 and 35. The health 

literacy component focused on nutrition and had 

an in-class component; data collection included 

surveys, focus groups, and individual interviews 

over a two-year period. Students noted that the 

health information they received during their 

class was the first time that they were introduced 

to some of these topics, such as health-related 

vocabulary and the importance of health 

information. Students felt comfortable asking 

questions and getting clarification when needed, 

and found that information was given to them in 

an understandable way; they reported that this 

information and these skills positively impacted 

their daily lives. Another theme that was noted 

was the feeling of self-efficacy. Students felt more 

confident and empowered with the knowledge 

they attained from the classes and felt more 

encouraged to make nutritional changes (Hohn & 

Rivera, 2019). 

A qualitative study of ABE students in Australia who 

participated in an 18-week health literacy program 

found that students viewed the classes positively 

and described improved language, literacy, 

numeracy, functional health literacy, and health 

knowledge skills (Muscat et al., 2020). Additionally, 

students felt they could use this new knowledge to 

interact with healthcare providers to discuss health 

concerns as well as make healthier choices related to 

nutrition on their own. Students who participated 

in the program were able to share this health 

information with others in their communities. 

In addition to these health-related behaviors, 

students reported improved functional literacy and 

numeracy skills through vocabulary, reading and 

comprehending medicine and nutrition labels, as 

well as other print-related materials.

From the teacher perspective, many have reported 

that incorporating health into their classes has 

motivated and engaged learners and has helped to 

improve health literacy and literacy and language 

skills (Hohn et al., 2019). Additionally, a high-

interest course topic helps learners increase 

their self-efficacy and improve confidence in 

communicating with health professionals. 

Teachers of ABE programs note some challenges 

when trying to incorporate health information 

into the classroom. There are concerns over being 

able to answer health-related questions and 

concerns surrounding personal health knowledge. 

To address these concerns, teachers can focus 

discussions on teaching skills learners need to find 

reliable and trustworthy health information and 

how to understand that information. Teachers 

could also try partnering with a local health 

center and have a guest lecturer who is an expert 

on health information discuss specific topics 

and answer questions that may arise (Hohn et 

al., 2019). Teachers must also find health-related 

materials that fit into their classroom curriculum. 

There have been several cases of ABE programs 

partnering successfully with local health centers. 

These partnerships have helped to instill trust in 

students, provide resources for where to go seek 

care and help students engage more in the services 

offered in the community (Hohn et al., 2019). 

In addition to working with health centers in the 

local community, ABE programs can incorporate 

other established resources into the curriculum. 

For example, the Florida Literacy Coalition 

created the Staying Healthy book for students and 
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an accompanying teacher’s guide (Miami Dade 

College, 2022). The book comprises six chapters 

that students can use to learn about health care, 

medical providers, medications, nutrition, 

chronic diseases, and remaining healthy. There 

are also student books and teacher guides on 

managing stress and women’s health (Miami 

Dade College, 2022). The Institute for Healthcare 

Advancement (2022) has also created several books 

written between the third and fifth-grade reading 

levels in multiple languages. These books are an 

excellent resource for teachers and students in 

ABE programs. The books use plain language, 

visuals, and direct information that covers various 

topics such as what to do when your child is sick, 

what to do when having a baby, oral hygiene, 

senior health, teen health, and what to do for 

a child with asthma (Institue for Healthcare 

Advancement, 2022).

Public Health Literacy in ABE
The focus of individual health is on caring for one’s 

own body or perhaps someone else’s, such as a 

family member or child, and understanding what 

that one person needs to be healthy or improve 

their health outcomes. Commonly this information 

is discussed with medical professionals at health 

care offices and clinics. Individual health is driven 

by the needs of one patient and includes diagnosing 

and treating that individual (Fineberg, 2011). These 

are the health concepts most often taught in ABE 

curriculum. On the other hand, public health 

emphasizes preventing disease and promoting the 

health of the population (Fineberg, 2011). Public 

health, while equally important as shown during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, is often less well-known 

and is generally not the focus of health-related ABE 

curricula. 

Public health may not always be directly 

applicable to an individual’s daily life. Although 

this makes it more challenging and complex to 

conceptualize and to teach, individual and public 

health are not mutually exclusive concepts. 

Individual health is related to public health as 

medical providers and public health professionals 

work together to promote healthy habits and 

behaviors in individuals, communities, and 

globally (Arah, 2009; Fineberg, 2011). For example, 

vaccinations help protect both the individual 

and the community in which a person lives by 

helping to protect the individual, reduce the 

spread of disease and build herd immunity. Herd 

immunity refers to a large portion of a community 

or population developing immunity to disease 

through vaccinations or recovering from exposure 

to the disease (Desai & Majumder, 2020). This 

is true for new diseases like COVID-19 and for 

annually occurring diseases like influenza. When 

this happens, those who cannot get vaccinated or 

have not been exposed have less risk and have less 

of a threat from the disease (Desai & Majumder, 

2020). During the COVID-19 pandemic, there was 

a plethora of health information that addressed 

both individual and public health issues including 

masking, social distancing, and getting vaccinated. 

Health Literacy and COVID-19
During COVID-19, an inability to understand and 

use rapidly evolving critical health information 

about mitigation strategies and vaccination deeply 

affected people with lower health literacy (Singh 

et al., 2022). Many studies show a relationship 

between low health literacy and poor individual 

health-promoting behaviors and health related 

quality of life during the COVID-19 pandemic 

(Ishikawa et al., 2021; Silva & Santos, 2021; Yusefi 

et al., 2022). From a public health perspective, 

it became critically important for people to 

understand how to protect health and well-being 

not only for themselves, but for their communities 
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as well since COVID-19 is such a virulent infectious 

disease spread by contact with other people. 

Concepts of COVID-19 mitigation strategies, herd 

immunity, and prevalence became part of the 

individual, family, and national conversations 

(Paakari & Okan, 2020). A key factor to entering the 

broader public health conversation about COVID-19 

is the ability for individuals to first understand and 

use health information for themselves and their 

families (Sørensen et al., 2012). 

Health literacy and digital health literacy are 

associated with complying with recommended 

public health behaviors and attitudes towards 

preventive measures (Patil et al., 2021; Silva & 

Santos, 2021). For adults with low literacy skills, 

two critical issues arose from this period. The first 

issue is digital literacy, an individual’s ability to 

read and use technology as well as search for and 

evaluate online information and then apply that 

information (Norman & Skinner, 2006; Patil et 

al., 2021). As the pandemic shifted things online, 

having these skills and the self-efficacy to use 

them to evaluate continuously changing sources of 

information became essential. Individuals needed 

to know how to find accurate and trustworthy 

information that they could easily understand 

and act to protect their health, especially during 

a public health emergency such as the pandemic 

(Abel & McQueen, 2020). The second issue is health 

information seeking behaviors; data show that 

adults with low literacy rely more on television 

and radio than on print information or the 

internet (Feinberg et al., 2016). Unfortunately, 

most COVID-19 mass media campaigns were 

created for the internet and have spread primarily 

through social media channels; for those who are 

able to access the internet, there has been an 72% 

increase in social media use (Pew Research Center, 

2021). For those who rely on television and radio, 

the National Association of Broadcasters reports 

significant investments by television and radio 

stations in COVID-19 messaging and broadcasts 

(2022). However, adults with lower literacy and 

health literacy skills still faced challenges of 

understandability, trust in media sources, and 

reliability of information (Chen et al., 2019). 

Implications for the ABE 
Classroom 
Understanding how to critically evaluate health 

information, identify misinformation, and 

implement positive health behaviors are crucial 

life skills that can be developed in the ABE 

classroom. ABE curriculum already includes 

individual skills like reading, numeracy, and 

verbal communication skills; some of these 

skills are taught within the context of individual 

health topics such as reading a prescription label 

or understanding nutrition labels. The COVID-19 

pandemic has shown the need for both a deeper 

individual health-related curriculum (e.g., 

mitigation strategies, vaccination) and a broader 

understanding of how public health is related to 

individual health (e.g., herd immunity). This 

will not be an easy task as there are few prepared 

public health curricular materials for the ABE 

classroom, however, this presents opportunities 

to partner with community organizations, public 

health departments, and health clinics who all 

serve the same population as ABE programs. ABE 

educators are trusted sources who can help prepare 

their students with health-related knowledge, 

understanding of the need to care for the public’s 

health as well as their own, the use of preventive 

screenings in health and wellbeing, and healthier 

practices in everyday life. 



73

ADULT LITERACY EDUCATION WINTER 2023

References
Abel, T., & McQueen, D. (2020). Critical health literacy 

in pandemics: the special case of COVID-19. Health 
Promotion International, 36(5), 1473-1481. https://doi.
org/10.1093/heapro/daaa141

Adult Learning Resource Center. (2022). ABE/ASE. https://
alrc.thecenterweb.org/our-programs/abe-ase/

Arah, O. A. (2009). On the relationship between 
individual and population health. Medicine, Health 
Care and Philosophy, 12(3), 235-244. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s11019-008-9173-8

Chen, X., Hay, J. L., Waters, E. A., Kiviniemi, M. 
T., Biddle, C., Schofield, E., Li, Y., Kaphingst, 
K., & Orom, H. (2018). Health literacy and use 
and trust in health information. Journal of Health 
Communication, 23(8), 724–734. https://doi.org/10.1080/
10810730.2018.1511658

Desai, A. N., & Majumder, M. S. (2020). What is herd 
immunity? JAMA, 324(20), 2113-2113.  https://doi.
org/10.1001/jama.2020.20895

Feinberg, I., Frijters, J., Johnson-Lawrence, V., 
Greenberg, D., Nightingale, E., & Moodie, C. (2016). 
Examining associations between health information 
seeking behavior and adult education status in 
the US: An analysis of the 2012 PIAAC Data. PloS 
One, 11(2), e0148751. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.
pone.0148751

Fineberg, H. V. (2011). Public health and medicine: 
Where the twain shall meet. American Journal of 
Preventive Medicine, 41(4), S149-S151. https://10.1016/j.
amepre.2011.07.013 

Hohn, M. D., Lawrence, W., McKinney, J., Rosen, D. J., 
Santos, M. G., Sheppard, R., Smith, G., & Ziskind, 
A. (2019). Adult basic education: Community 
health partnerships and health disparities. Health 
Literacy Research and Practice, 3(3), S1-S7. https://doi.
org/10.3928/24748307-20181125-01

Hohn, M. D., & Rivera, L. (2019). The impact and 
outcomes of integrating health literacy education 
into adult basic education programs in Boston. 
Health Literacy Research and Practice, 3(3 Suppl), S25-s32. 
https://doi.org/10.3928/24748307-20190325-01

Institue for Healthcare Advancement. (2022). Easy-to-read 
health books. https://iha4health.org/our-products/

Ishikawa, H., Kato, M., & Kiuchi, T. (2021). Declines 
in health literacy and health-related quality of life 
during the COVID-19 pandemic: a longitudinal 
study of the Japanese general population. BMC Public 
Health, 21(1), Article 2180. https://doi.org/10.1186/
s12889-021-12092-x 

Miami Dade College. (2022). Health Literacy 
Initiative 2020. https://libraryguides.mdc.edu/c.
php?g=1104504&p=8052723

Muscat, D. M., Morony, S., Nutbeam, D., Ayre, J., 
Shepherd, H. L., Smith, S. K., Dhillon, D. M., 
Hayen, A., Luxford, K., Meshreky, W., & McCaffery, 
K. (2020). Learners’ experience and perceived 
impact of a health literacy program in adult basic 
education: a qualitative study. Public Health 
Research & Practice, 30(2). https://doi.org/10.17061/
phrp29231909

National Association of Broadcasters (2022). Broadcasters 
keep communities informed during coronavirus pandemic. 
https://www.nab.org/coronavirus/response 

Norman, C. D., & Skinner, H. A. (2006). eHealth 
literacy: Essential skills for consumer health 
in a networked world. Journal of Medical Internet 
Research, 8(2), e9. https://doi.org/ https://doi.
org/10.2196/jmir.8.2.e9

Paakkari, L., & Okan, O. (2020). COVID-19: Health 
literacy is an underestimated problem. The 
Lancet, 5(5), e249–e250. https://doi.org/10.1016/S2468-
2667(20)30086-4

Paasche-Orlow, M. K., & Wolf, M. S. (2007). The 
causal pathways linking health literacy to health 
outcomes. American Journal of Health Behavior, 31(1), 
S19-S26. https://doi.org/10.5555/ajhb.2007.31.supp.
S19

Patil, U., Kostareva, U., Hadley, M., Manganello, J. 
A., Okan, O., Dadaczynski, K., Massey, P. M., 
Agner, J., & Sentell, T. (2021). Health literacy, digital 
health literacy, and COVID-19 pandemic attitudes 
and behaviors in US college students: Implications 
for interventions. International Journal of Environmental 
Research and Public Health, 18(6), 3301. https://doi.
org/10.3390/ijerph18063301

Pew Research Center (2021). Social media fact sheet. https://
www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-sheet/social-
media/  

Sarkar, J., Salyards, A., & Riley, J. (2019). “Health 
in the English Language”: A Partnership With 
the Alaska Literacy Program.  Health Literacy 
Research and Practice, 3(3), S79-S87. https://doi.
org/10.3928/24748307-20190624-02

Santos, M. G., & Paasche-Orlow, M. K. (2019). Special 
supplement: Health literacy and adult basic 
education. Health Literacy Research and Practice, 3(3), 
S88-S90. https://doi.org10.3928/24748307-20190909-01

Singh, K., Lima, G., Cha, M., Cha, C., Kulshrestha, 
J., Ahn, Y. Y., & Varol, O. (2022). Misinformation, 
believability, and vaccine acceptance over 40 
countries: Takeaways from the initial phase of the 
COVID-19 infodemic. Plos One, 17(2), e0263381. https://
doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0263381

https://doi.org/10.1093/heapro/daaa141
https://doi.org/10.1093/heapro/daaa141
https://alrc.thecenterweb.org/our-programs/abe-ase/
https://alrc.thecenterweb.org/our-programs/abe-ase/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11019-008-9173-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11019-008-9173-8
https://doi.org/10.1080/10810730.2018.1511658
https://doi.org/10.1080/10810730.2018.1511658
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2020.20895
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2020.20895
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0148751
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0148751
https://doi.org/10.3928/24748307-20181125-01
https://doi.org/10.3928/24748307-20181125-01
https://doi.org/10.3928/24748307-20190325-01
https://iha4health.org/our-products/
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-12092-x
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-12092-x
https://libraryguides.mdc.edu/c.php?g=1104504&p=8052723
https://libraryguides.mdc.edu/c.php?g=1104504&p=8052723
https://doi.org/10.17061/phrp29231909
https://doi.org/10.17061/phrp29231909
https://www.nab.org/coronavirus/response
https://doi.org/
https://doi.org/10.2196/jmir.8.2.e9
https://doi.org/10.2196/jmir.8.2.e9
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2468-2667(20)30086-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2468-2667(20)30086-4
https://doi.org/10.5555/ajhb.2007.31.supp.S19
https://doi.org/10.5555/ajhb.2007.31.supp.S19
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18063301
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18063301
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-sheet/social-media/
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-sheet/social-media/
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-sheet/social-media/
https://doi.org/10.3928/24748307-20190624-02
https://doi.org/10.3928/24748307-20190624-02
https://doi.org10
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0263381
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0263381


74

ADULT LITERACY EDUCATION WINTER 2023

Silva, M. J., & Santos, P. (2021). The impact of health 
literacy on knowledge and attitudes towards 
preventive strategies against COVID-19: a cross-
sectional study. International Journal of Environmental 
Research and Public Health, 18(10), 5421. https://doi.
org/10.3390/ijerph18105421

Sørensen, K., Van den Broucke, S., Fullam, J., Doyle, 
G., Pelikan, J., Slonska, Z., & Brand, H. (2012). 
Health literacy and public health: A systematic 
review and integration of definitions and 
models. BMC Public Health, 12, Article 80. https://doi.
org/10.1186/1471-2458-12-80

Yusefi, A. R., Barfar, E., Daneshi, S., Bayati, M., 
Mehralian, G., & Bastani, P. (2022). Health literacy 
and health promoting behaviors among inpatient 
women during COVID-19 pandemic. BMC Women’s 
Health, 22, Article 77. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12905-
022-01652-x

https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18105421
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18105421
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-12-80
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-12-80
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12905-022-01652-x
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12905-022-01652-x


75

ADULT LITERACY EDUCATION WINTER 2023

Challenge
Adult education teachers often want to find, 

organize, or adapt high quality free or open 

education Resources (OER) content for their 

students.

Solution
There are a few free, online, proprietary adult 

education curricula such as USALearns, Khan 

Academy, Core Skills Mastery, and others, but 

these usually do not allow teachers to organize or 

adapt their content, and some are not based on 

any specific standards. There are open educational 

resources (OER), such as those found in the 

adult education/adult foundational education 

section of OER Commons, but these often are not 

based on adult education content standards, and 

their quality may be uneven. Now there is the 

beginning of a solution to this content challenge. 

SkillBlox is an initiative of the EdTech Center at 

World Education where its creator, Jeff Goumas, 

now works. In this column, I will briefly describe 

SkillBlox, what you will find there now, and what 

is planned. A skill block, according to Goumas, is 

a skill-based collection of activities that teachers 

create by finding, organizing, and adding aligned 

free and open education resources that can be 

shared with their students and shared with and 

then adapted by other teachers for their students.

According to information on the SkillBlox webpage 

users can: 

• “Explore over 10,000 activities by skill 

framework or open search;” (A skill 

framework is used to organize the content 

within SkillBlox. An example is the College 

and Career Readiness Standards for Adult 

Education that were used for organizing 

mathematics activities.)

• “filter to find the perfect activities for your 

learners;” 

• “select activities in multiple formats, from 

various publishers, across multiple subjects to 

create your SkillBlox;” and,

• “Rearrange and customize activities, integrate 

additional activities across subjects, and add 

your own activities;” and you can “Share your 

SkillBlox with individual students or classes via 

text or share code, or embed onto your website 

or LMS.” In other words, built into this CrowdED 

Learning application, teachers have a way to 

find and select the free, OER (or commercial) 

lesson activity content they are looking for to 

enable them to meet their students’ needs and 

put it into a skill block, a selected group of free, 

OER or other instructional activities or resources 

for their students. They can then organize those 

resources, add their own, and share it with, or 

assign it to, their students. Here’s a link to a 

short video in which Jeff Goumas demonstrates 

that process:  

The CrowdED Learning SkillBlox Solution
David J. Rosen, Newsome Associates

Technology Solutions for Adult Foundational Education Challenges

http://doi.org/10.35847/DRosen.5.1.75

https://www.oercommons.org/
https://www.crowdedlearning.org/skillblox
https://www.crowdedlearning.org/skillblox
http://doi.org/10.35847/DRosen.5.1.75
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7VzSGEtH-

gU&list=PLqyFMb8fmrFRnb8OfCnUi8U71cYFm

I_3Q&index=4

Given that SkillBlox has over 10,000 activities, it 

can accurately be described as a free, online library 

of resources for adult educators, to which the 

EdTech Center appears to have plans to add more. 

For example, it is part of the Digital Resilience in the 

American Workforce (DRAW) initiative that is funded 

by the U.S. Department of Education. With this 

project, adult foundational education teachers 

have been working together to curate digital skills 

activities from a variety of high-quality, widely 

used sources. The Digital Skills Library in which 

these resources are housed is “an open repository 

of free learning resources designed to help all adult 

learners develop the digital skills needed to achieve 

their personal, civic, educational, and career 

goals.” As is typical of CrowdED Learning libraries, 

these resources are aligned to content standards, 

in this case to the Seattle Digital Equity Initiative 

Digital Skills Framework. While the Digital Skills 

Library provides a traditional, standalone option 

for exploring high-quality resources to develop 

digital literacy, all of these resources are also in the 

SkillBlox library, which allows teachers to create 

customized skill blocks that combine any variation 

of resources they wish to share with learners.

The Digital Skills Library domains

The 10 domains (above) under which these skills 

are organized in the Digital Skills Library are: 

communication, creation, device ownership, 

gateway skills, information skills, lifelong 

learning, mobile, online life, privacy and security, 

and workplace.

Additional Offerings from CrowdED 
Learning

The CrowdED Learning website also offers a 

more general Skill Directory with continuously 

compiled annotated links to websites 

organized by academic competencies: reading, 

mathematics, language/writing, science, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7VzSGEtH-gU&list=PLqyFMb8fmrFRnb8OfCnUi8U71cYFmI_3Q&index=4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7VzSGEtH-gU&list=PLqyFMb8fmrFRnb8OfCnUi8U71cYFmI_3Q&index=4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7VzSGEtH-gU&list=PLqyFMb8fmrFRnb8OfCnUi8U71cYFmI_3Q&index=4
https://www.google.com/url?q=https%3A%2F%2Fedtech.worlded.org%2Four-work%2Fdraw%2F&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AOvVaw0sFEXqHowqVUaODifsOQLg
https://www.google.com/url?q=https%3A%2F%2Fedtech.worlded.org%2Four-work%2Fdraw%2F&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AOvVaw0sFEXqHowqVUaODifsOQLg
https://digitalskillslibrary.org/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1-ucdHhRwlBEkEeZR7kDKPSXznWquwVihYpZsFYDNojM/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1-ucdHhRwlBEkEeZR7kDKPSXznWquwVihYpZsFYDNojM/edit?usp=sharing
https://digitalskillslibrary.org/
https://www.crowdedlearning.org/explore/skill-directory
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and social studies. It also includes workplace 

competencies: communication, essential 

skills (content sites, vocabulary, professional 

development resources, and additional resources) 

and career pathways. Also included are lifelong 

learning competencies: digital literacy, financial 

literacy, health literacy, and information 

literacy. It also offers tools for teachers: 

communication tools (video calls/meeting 

tools), chat/messaging tools, content resources, 

supplemental learning content, quiz/assessment 

tools, management, assignment and sharing 

tools, and additional resources to support 

teachers in edtech tool selection. 

There is also a section devoted to the EdTech Maker 

Space. It offers descriptions of teacher workshops 

built upon current and recent projects in which 

adult foundational education teachers have 

collaborated in service learning-based professional 

development project crowdsource activities 

through resource curation, adaptation, and 

creation of OER. For example, CrowdED Learning 

recruited 40+ adult educators in Summer 2020 

who were interested in learning the ins and outs 

of edtech tools such as Quizlet, Google Forms, and 

Wakelet, all the while applying their new skills as 

they built freely available resources. 

Then, in the Summer 2021, adult educators from 

across the country came together for a series of 

“content jams” and “design slams” to create 

content and activity ideas to support digital skill 

instruction and integration. In the spring of 2021 

and winter of 2022 an EdTech Maker Space event 

involved over 50 adult educators who worked 

collaboratively to help answer the question “Where 

should adult educators turn to find resources 

that support the skills learners want and need for 

personal, educational, civic, and career success?” 

The results of these maker spaces are to be found 

in SkillBlox. 

Plans for SkillBlox in the Near Future

In correspondence with Jeff Goumas in June 2022, 

I learned of these plans:

• In 2022-2023: As part of a Teaching Skills that 

Matter (TSTM)/SkillBlox U.S. Department of 

Education Institute for Education Sciences 

grant, they will be doing designed-based 

research feature updates by iterating and 

testing with TSTM teachers. As part of this, 

they plan to add many teacher-created and 

curated activities through six EdTech Maker 

Spaces offered between June 2022 and July 

2023, as well as building in features that make 

it easier for sharing, customizing, and vetting 

content within SkillBlox. They also hope to 

add student accounts, making it possible for 

students to save and bookmark skill blocks 

that have been shared with them. 

• Establishing Community: The EdTech 

Center is working to make SkillBlox more 

than just a platform of content, but rather 

a community in which the platform gets 

better both through features added based 

on educator input as well as through the 

collective contribution of content by educators 

through their EdTech Maker Spaces. For 

example, in addition to adding all of the 

curated resources from the Digital Skills 

Library (generated by way of an EdTech Maker 

Space), they intend to add the teacher-created 

resources developed by these events, such 

as all of the story-level Quizlets and Google 

Forms that were generated for each of the 

Reading Skills for Today’s Adults stories 

and the vocabulary and language building 

activities that were generated for the Staying 

Healthy for Beginners and Staying Healthy 

ESOL Health Literacy curricula. In addition, 

whenever teachers add their own resource to 

a skill block that they have created, they can 

https://www.crowdedlearning.org/our-work/etms
https://www.crowdedlearning.org/our-work/etms
https://www.crowdedlearning.org/our-work/rsta
https://wakelet.com/@shb_flc
https://wakelet.com/@shb_flc
https://wakelet.com/@sh_flc
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indicate if they recommend it for addition to 

the public SkillBlox library. 

As I understand it, the EdTech Center at World 

Education is working to establish its CrowdED 

Learning initiative as an open content ecosystem 

for adult foundational education. SkillBlox is a 

teacher curriculum development application/

tool that provides an organized library of curated 

and organized, teacher created OER products. 

Periodic EdTech Maker Space projects, supported 

by funders who wish to support development 

of innovative, free or OER curriculum resources 

for adult foundational education teachers and 

students, provide structured opportunities for 

adult educators to expand the available content 

within SkillBlox. SkillBlox is relatively new 

and, as a result, its collection is most developed 

in its Leveled Reading Library, Digital Literacy 

Skills Library,  Staying Healthy service-learning 

professional development project in which mobile-

friendly ESOL/ESL health literacy activities were 

created, and its Teaching Skills That Matter project, 

TSTM/SkillBlox Instructional Support Pilot. I 

understand that a series of EdTech Maker Space 

projects in 2022-23 will expand the volume of 

resources aligned to the TSTM topic areas of civics, 

digital literacy, health literacy, financial literacy, 

and workplace readiness. 

Reflection 
I believe that SkillBlox is a first-of-its-kind in 

our field to provide sustained resources for 

standards-based content that is teacher-created 

using OER. It has several benefits to teachers 

and ultimately to learners. These include: new, 

free, OER lessons and learning activities that are 

grounded in teachers’ understanding of students’ 

needs; an opportunity for adult foundational 

education teachers, and federal, state and 

local administrators, to identify OER content 

aligned to state and national adult foundational 

education content standards or competencies; 

through the EdTech Maker Space, a deep and 

sustained professional development opportunity 

for teachers; and a way for professional adult 

foundational education content developers to 

see and, in some cases, emulate practitioner 

innovations in curriculum development. It is 

a great resource, too, for teachers who want to 

find, organize, or adapt high quality, free or OER 

content for their students.

https://www.google.com/url?q=https%3A%2F%2Fcreateadultskills.org%2Fresearch-teams%2Fteaching-skills-matter-skillblox-instructional-support-pilot&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AOvVaw3L4SDn1OxGLpbiSXlMXQY2
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