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ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNING

Diverse Federal and State Efforts to Support Adult
English Language Learning Could Benefit from More
Coordination

What GAO Found

The number of adults who speak English less than very well grew by 21.8
percent between 2000 and 2007, to roughly 22 million. The Adult Education
State Grant Program, the key federal program for adult English language
instruction, reported enrollment of about 1.1 million English language learners
in 2007—which had remained relatively stable since 2000. However, most
state adult education grantees we contacted reported increased demand. Also,
there are many federal programs that allow for adult English language
instruction for which national enrollment data are not collected.

Federal support is dispersed across diverse programs in Education, HHS, and
Labor that allow for English language learning in pursuit of other goals and do
not collect data on participation in English language learning or the amount of
federal funding that supports it. The agencies have undertaken initiatives and
provided technical assistance. However, while there has been some
collaboration among federal offices on behalf of English language learning,
there is no ongoing mechanism to share information on resources or
strategies to expand and capitalize on the agencies’ individual efforts.

States GAO contacted generally did not distinguish funding for English
language learning from the other components of adult education, but they did
vary greatly in the state matching funds contributed to their programs. GAO
found states and local providers collaborating with other federal- and state-
funded programs that serve populations likely to need this help. Yet such ef-
forts to coordinate were not universal, and some local providers said they did
not know how to access additional instructional or financial resources. States
and local providers also supported English language learning in various ways.

Education had one research study under way to test the effectiveness of an
approach to adult English language learning, and Education and Labor had
some ongoing work related to adult English language learners. Education
officials said that there had been little research on what approaches are
effective for adult English language learning, and noted that federal funds for
rigorous research are limited. However, while agencies cited efforts to
collaborate, they had not coordinated research planning across agencies to
leverage research resources for adult English langu_age learning.

Providers of Adult English Language Instruction
o e

Sources: Pui Tak Center, Chicago, lllinois (left); Hubbs Center, St. Paul, Minnesota (right).
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The Honorable Lamar Alexander

Ranking Member

Subcommittee on Children and Families

Committee on Health, Education, Labor,
and Pensions

United States Senate

Dear Senator Alexander:

Millions of adults in the United States report that they speak English less
than very well—that is, they are limited in their English proficiency.
English language ability appears to be linked to multiple dimensions of
adult life in the United States, including civic participation; workforce
participation and mobility; and fulfilling parental responsibilities, such as
reading to children and communicating with their schools and teachers.
Consistent with these relationships, the top reasons that adults have cited
for seeking English language classes include improving the way they feel
about themselves, making it easier to do things on a day-to-day basis,
attending school, getting a raise or promotion, obtaining a new job,
obtaining U.S. citizenship, and helping children with their schoolwork.'
Regarding workforce participation, the Department of Labor’s (Labor)
Bureau of Labor Statistics analyses show that foreign-born persons—who
are much more likely than native-born persons to lack English
proficiency—accounted for about 16 percent of the U.S. civilian labor
force in 2007.> Moreover, as baby boomers retire and U.S. birth rates have
declined, foreign-born persons are expected to account for a still larger
share of the future workforce, suggesting that the need for adult English
instruction is not likely to abate.

To better understand the nature of support for adult English language
learning, we examined (1) trends in the need for and enrollment in
federally funded adult English language programs, (2) the nature of federal
support for adult English language learning, (3) ways in which states and

K. O’Donnell, Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Adult
Education Participation in 2004-2005, (NCES 2006-0777) (Washington, D.C.: May 2006).

2Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Foreign-Born Workers: Labor Force
Characteristics in 2007 (Washington, D.C.: Mar. 26, 2008).
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local public providers have supported English language programs for
adults, and (4) federal agencies’ plans for research to identify effective
approaches to adult English language learning.

To obtain information to address our research objectives, we reviewed
available data; identified relevant programs and research; and interviewed
a range of federal, state, and local officials. (See app. I for detailed
information on our scope and methodology.) Briefly, to determine what is
known about trends in need and enrollment, we reviewed and analyzed
Census and American Community Survey (ACS)’ data on English language
speaking ability for 2000 to 2007, and reviewed reports of the Department
of Education’s (Education) National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL)
and National Household Education Surveys Program (NHES). We also
reviewed data on enrollment in the Adult Education State Grant
Program—a federal program that funds adult education, including English
language instruction—which states report to the Adult Education National
Reporting System (NRS). We assessed the reliability of these data and
determined that both the Census and NRS data were sufficiently reliable
for the purposes of our report. To examine the nature of federal support
for adult English language learning,* we examined programs’
authorizations to support adult English language learning, actions that
federal agencies and programs had taken to support adult English
language learning, as well as the available data on spending and
effectiveness regarding adult English language learning.” We selected three
key federal agencies—Education, the Department of Health and Human
Services (HHS), and Labor—for review of related programs. We selected
these agencies on the basis of their missions to administer education- and
workforce-related programs. We also selected these agencies because of

*The ACS is an ongoing mail survey that samples Americans to provide annual data on
geographic areas with more than 65,000 people. From 2000 to 2004, the ACS was initially
piloted in 1,239 preselected U.S. counties. The ACS was fully implemented in 2005 and
draws samples in all U.S. counties.

4Generally, federal programs and literature use multiple terms, such as English literacy,
English as a Second language, and English language training, when referring to instruction
to improve English language proficiency. We use “English language learning” and “English
language instruction” interchangeably throughout this report to refer generally to services
that improve English language proficiency.

We generally did not examine the relationship between federal support for adult English
language learning and efforts to enforce federal immigration laws. Cataloging the
requirements or practices of the various programs that we discuss regarding requirements
concerning a participant’s immigration status was outside the scope of our study.
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their mandate to collaborate with the National Institute for Literacy
(NIFL), which is tasked with serving as a resource to support literacy—the
development of reading and writing skills—across all age groups. While
we used several means to identify programs within these agencies that
supported English language learning as a primary purpose or allowable
use of federal funds, the possibility exists that the programs we identified
may not capture all of the programs authorized to support adult English
language learning within the three agencies. To examine state and local
activities, we selected the 6 states that had the largest adult limited
English proficient populations in the nation in 2007 (California, Florida,
Illinois, New Jersey, New York, and Texas) and the 6 states that had the
highest growth rates in their adult limited English proficient populations
from 2000 to 2007 (Alaska, Arizona, Arkansas, Georgia, Nevada, and
Tennessee). We conducted semistructured telephone interviews with
officials responsible for administering the Adult Education State Grant
Programs in each of these states. The 12 states accounted for 75 percent of
the national adult limited English proficient population and 75 percent of
the Adult Education State Grant Program’s national enrollment in English
language programs for 2007. We also conducted site visits to California,
Illinois, Minnesota, and Washington State to interview officials of related
state agencies and local programs. We selected these states for visits to get
a mix of states with large (California and Illinois) and high-growth
(Minnesota and Washington) limited English proficient populations, as
well as diversity in administrative structures and practices under way
regarding adult English language learning. To determine what federal
research is planned in this area, we interviewed federal officials from
Education, HHS, and Labor for the programs included in this review, as
well as officials from NIFL and Education’s Institute of Education
Sciences (IES) and the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES),
and reviewed related documents. We also identified and reviewed other
published research in the field of English language learning. In addition,
we consulted with researchers, academics, industry associations, union
representatives, and nonprofit organizations.

We conducted our review from May 2008 through July 2009 in accordance
with generally accepted government auditing standards. Those standards
require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain sufficient, appropriate
evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions
based on our audit objectives. We believe that the evidence obtained
provides a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our
audit objectives.
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Background

Characteristics of Adults
with Limited English
Proficiency

The adult limited English proficient population in the United States is
diverse regarding immigration status, country of origin, educational
background, literacy in native language, age, and family status. Generally,
adults with limited English proficiency have immigrated to the United
States and include legal permanent residents, naturalized citizens,
refugees, and undocumented individuals, but some of these adults are
native born. The largest numbers of foreign-born persons living in the
United States are from Mexico, China, and the Philippines. According to
ACS data from the U.S. Census Bureau, in 2007, about two-thirds of the
adults who reported limited English speaking ability were Spanish
speaking. In terms of educational attainment, in 2007, 27 percent of
foreign-born adults had at least a bachelor’s degree, similar to the native-
born population. However, native-born persons are significantly more
likely than foreign-born persons in the United States to have graduated
from high school (88 percent versus 68 percent).’

Limited English proficiency, by itself, is not necessarily an indicator of
demand for instructional services. For various reasons, at any given time,
some adults with limited English proficiency are not actively seeking
English language instruction. One source of information, the 1995 NHES,
estimated that about one-half (44 percent) of the adults who read English
less than well were either participating in English language classes or
interested in doing so, while the remainder were not.” The survey did not
inquire about why some adults were not interested, but potential reasons
for not actively seeking instruction include the belief that participation is
impractical in the midst of competing work or family responsibilities, lack
of need for additional English to perform daily activities, or lack of
success in past efforts. In addition, persons who are interested in English
language classes may not participate because they face barriers. In the
1995 NHES, 30.5 percent of adults with limited English proficiency had not
taken an English language class in the last 12 months, even though they

®U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Report, Educational Attainment in the United
States: 2007, P20-560 (January 2009).

"The survey asked respondents who speak a language other than English at home how well
they read English and about their interest in taking classes in English language instruction.
The 1995 NHES was the last year that the survey asked respondents about their interest in

taking classes in English.
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expressed interest in doing so.® These adult respondents reported they did
not take classes because they were unaware of offerings, did not have
enough time or money, or were limited by child care or transportation
barriers.

Research on Adult English
Language Learning

There is broad consensus among academics that very limited scientifically
based research has been conducted to identify effective approaches to
adult English language instruction.’” Much research in the field has focused
on the challenges faced by adult English language learners and the factors
that affect the learners’ ability to master English. Such factors may include
educational attainment and literacy in the learners’ native language.
Additional factors that may pose challenges include economic issues, such
as the competing priorities of work and family and a lack of transportation
and child care; cultural background; age; and motivational challenges.
Because there appear to be differences between language learning in the
early years and language learning that occurs in adulthood, the needs of
adult learners and effective approaches may not be similar to those for
students in grades K-12 education.

While existing research is limited, some entities have played a role in
providing or developing research-based information to providers and
instructors. In the past, IES funded dissemination of research on adult
literacy through the National Center for the Study of Adult Learning and
Literacy (NCSALL). However, funding for NCSALL ended in 2007.
Education supports dissemination of research through a contract with the
Center for Adult English Language Acquisition, which has disseminated
research-based resources for more effective adult English language
instruction through its Web site. NIFL, a federal agency, serves as a
national resource on literacy across all age groups. NIFL was established
in 1991 and was reauthorized by the Workforce Investment Act of 1998
(WIA)," and its role was expanded by the No Child Left Behind Act of

8Kwang Kim and Mary Collins, Department of Education, National Center for Education
Statistics, Participation of Adults in English as a Second Language Classes:1994-95
(Washington, D.C.: May 1997).

This statement is based on background interviews that we conducted with researchers,
academics, and other knowledgeable individuals in the field as well as various background
literature we reviewed. For example, see Julie Mathews-Aydinli, “Overlooked and
Understudied? A survey of current trends in research on Adult English Language Learners,”
Adult Education Quarterly, 58, no. 3 (2008), 198-213.

"Pub. L. No. 105-220, § 242, 112 Stat. 936, 1073-74 (codified at 20 U.S.C. § 9252).
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2001" to help children, youth, and adults learn to read by supporting and
disseminating scientifically based reading research.

Adult Education State
Grant Program

The Adult Education State Grant Program funds English language
instruction as well as adult basic education and adult secondary
education,” and was established under the Adult Education and Family
Literacy Act (AEFLA), as title II of WIA." Eligible participants are those
ages 16 and over who are not currently enrolled or required by state law to
be enrolled in secondary school and who lack the basic skills needed to
function effectively in their daily lives, a high school credential, or English
language skills. In fiscal year 2007, the total federal allocation for the Adult
Education State Grant Program, for all components of instruction, was
about $564 million. Congress reserves a portion of the state grant
funding—3$68 million in 2007 "—for EL Civics, which supports integrated
English literacy and civics education services to immigrants and other
limited English populations. In addition, the American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act of 2009 provided $53.6 billion in appropriations for the
State Fiscal Stabilization Fund to be administered by Education.'® School
districts may use a portion of the stabilization funds for any allowable

"Pub. L. No. 107-110, sec. 101, § 1207, 115 Stat. 1425, 1549 (codified at 20 U.S.C. § 6367).

2NIFL is administered under an interagency agreement entered into by the Secretary of
Education with the Secretary of Labor and the Secretary of Health and Human Services,
which are referred to as the Interagency Group. 20 U.S.C. § 9252(b)(1). In addition, a NIFL
Advisory Board, appointed by the President with the advice and consent of the Senate,
makes recommendations concerning staff appointments and provides independent advice
on operations. 20 U.S.C. § 9252(e). The Interagency Group is required to consider the
Advisory Board’s recommendations in setting goals and implementing programs to achieve
the goals. 20 U.S.C. § 9252(b)(3).

The three main types of instruction offered through the Adult Education State Grant
Program are defined by Education as the following: adult basic education—instruction in
basic skills designed for adults functioning at the lower literacy levels to just below the
secondary level; adult secondary education—instruction for adults whose literacy skills
are at approximately the high school level and who are seeking to pass the General
Education Development examination or obtain an adult high school diploma; and English
literacy—instruction for adults who lack proficiency in English who are seeking to
improve their literacy and competence in English.

“pyub. L. No. 105-220, tit. I, 112 Stat. 936, 1059-80.

"Revised Continuing Appropriations Resolution, 2007, Pub. L. No. 110-5, § 101, 121
Stat. 8, 8-9; Departments of Labor, Health and Human Services, and Education, and Related
Agencies Appropriations Act, 2006, Pub. L. No. 109-149, tit. ITI, 119 Stat. 2833, 2867 (2005).

Pub. L. No. 111-5, 123 Stat. 115, 279.
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purpose under AEFLA as well as the Elementary and Secondary Education
Act," the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act," or the Carl D.
Perkins Career and Technical Education Improvement Act of 2006
(Perkins IV)."

Under the Adult Education State Grant Program, states fund English
language instruction through various types of providers that offer
instruction for free or for a nominal fee. The Adult Education State Grant
Program is administered by Education’s Division of Adult Education and
Literacy within the Office of Vocational and Adult Education (OVAE).
Program funds are distributed by formula to states using Census Bureau
data on the number of adults (ages 16 and older) in each state who lack a
high school diploma or its recognized equivalent and who are not enrolled
or required by state law to be enrolled in school. Twenty-five percent of
the expenditures for adult education in each state must come from state or
local matching funds.” States award a minimum of 82.5 percent of their
federal grants to local providers of adult education, and may retain up to
12.5 percent for state leadership activities to be used for program
improvement and 5.0 percent for administrative expenses. Education is
also tasked with carrying out national leadership activities to enhance the
quality of adult education and literacy programs nationwide.”" Such
activities may include providing technical assistance to adult education
providers, carrying out demonstration programs, and supporting research.

The states report outcomes for adult English language learners
participating in the Adult Education State Grant Program to Education’s

790 U.S.C. §§ 6301-7941.
1890 U.S.C. §§ 1400-1482.

Pub. L. No. 109270, 120 Stat. 683-749. The Vocational Education Act of 1963 (Pub. L.

No. 88-210, 77 Stat. 403-19) was named after Carl D. Perkins under the Carl D. Perkins
Vocational Education Act, which is frequently referred to as Perkins I. Pub. L. No. 98-524,
98 Stat. 2435-91 (1984). Intervening reauthorizations are also referred to by number: Carl D.
Perkins Vocational and Applied Technology Education Act Amendments of 1990 (Perkins
IT) and Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Applied Technology Education Amendments of 1998
(Perkins IIT). Pub. L. No. 101-392, 104 Stat. 753-843, and Pub. L. No. 105-332, 112 Stat. 3076-
3128, respectively.

020 U.S.C. § 9222(b)(1)(B).
?120 U.S.C. § 9253.
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NRS using a six-level system™ that describes mastery of different aspects
of English language skills. The percentage of learners who achieved level
gains in 2007 was 38.9 percent. In comparison, 31.8 percent of learners did
not achieve a level gain during the enrollment year, but remained in the
program, and 29.4 percent separated from the program in 2007 before
achieving an educational-level gain.”

Sources of Adult English
Language Instruction and
Paths to English Language
Acquisition

Providers of adult English language learning have varied characteristics
and instructional formats and may be supported by many different funding
sources. Instruction varies in format, intensity, setting, and focus—such as
civics, family, or work-focused topics. Classes may have open or closed
enrollment, have varied frequency and hours, and take place in large
classroom settings, in small groups, or one-on-one with volunteers.
Providers receiving federal funds through the Adult Education State Grant
Program include local education agencies (school districts), community
colleges, community-based organizations (CBO), and correctional
institutions. According to a 2002 survey funded by Education,* of
providers receiving Adult Education State Grant Program funds, English
language learners were a larger percentage of all adult education learners
who attended classes sponsored by CBOs than by other provider types—
over one-half of adult education learners in CBOs received English
language instruction. According to the survey, providers reported
receiving funding from a wide range of sources. One-third of providers
reported receiving the majority of their funding from the federal
government and almost one-half received the majority of funding from
state government. Providers reported smaller proportions of funding from
local government, private sources, and participant fees. CBOs reported
receiving more financial support from a combination of foundation grants
and corporate, civic, and individual giving than did other providers. Aside
from publicly funded providers, English language learning is also privately

*Beginning in 2006, learners were reported in one of the following six levels: Beginning
Literacy, Low Beginning, High Beginning, Low Intermediate, High Intermediate, and
Advanced. These new levels reflect slight modifications of the levels previously used by
Education. The new levels were created by eliminating the High Advanced level and
dividing a larger beginning level into two sublevels: Low Beginning and High Beginning. All
other levels stayed the same. 73 Fed. Reg. 2306-24 (Jan. 14, 2008).

®NRS data include learners with 12 hours or more of instruction.

. Kirsch, M. Lennon, C. Tamassia, and K. Yamamoto, Adult Education in America: A
First Look at Results from the Adult Education Program and Learner Surveys
(Princeton: Educational Testing Service, 2007).
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Growing Numbers of
Adults with Limited
English; Extent of
Participation in
English Instruction Is
Unknown

supported by small faith-based organizations, such as churches, and by
privately funded CBOs. English language learners may also access English
language instruction from for-profit providers of self-paced materials and
software and from some private industry associations or businesses that
provide English language learning opportunities to their workers without
federal support.

According to data from the 2003 NAAL,” among adults who learned
English at age 16 or older (regardless of source of instruction), a higher
proportion of those who reported past or current enrollment in English
language programs scored at least basic levels of literacy compared with
those who had never been enrolled.” Among adult English language
learners who had never been enrolled in English language programs,

61 percent scored below basic prose literacy and 36 percent scored basic
prose literacy.”

Data Indicate a Growing
Population of Adults Who
Speak Limited English

Census Bureau data indicate that the number of adults in the United States
who speak limited English has grown since 2000. According to the 2007

»The 2003 NAAL is an assessment of English literacy among American adults ages 16 and
older. Over 19,000 adults participated in interviews and tests in their homes, and some in
prisons, to measure their literacy levels. The NAAL asks about language background,
including the age at which participants learned English, and current or past participation in
English language classes.

oM. Kutner, E. Greenberg,, Y. Jin, B. Boyle, Y. Hsu, and E. Dunleavy, National Center for
Education Statistics, Department of Education, Literacy in Everyday Life: Results From
the 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NCES 2007-480) (Washington, D.C.:
April 2007).

*Prose literacy is defined as the knowledge and skills needed to search, comprehend, and

use information from continuous texts. Prose examples include editorials, news stories,
brochures, and instructional materials.
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ACS, about 21.7 million adults who reported speaking a language other
than English at home also reported speaking limited English, an increase
from 17.8 million in 2000 (see fig. 1).* The size of this population increased
by 21.8 percent over this time period, and, as a percentage of the total U.S.
adult population,® it increased from about 8.5 percent in 2000 to 9.5
percent in 2007.*

__________________________________________________________________________|]
Figure 1: Adult Limited English Proficient Population from 2000 to 2007

Adult limited English proficient population (in millions)
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Source: GAO analysis of Census and American Community Survey data.

®Census Bureau data on English speaking ability is self-reported by adults ages 18 and over
who have indicated that they speak a language other than English at home. We included in
our calculations of the adult limited English proficient population those who reported
speaking English less than “very well” (i.e., “not at all,” “not well,” or “well”). We based this
definition on our review of literature using the same data source to assess English
proficiency. Information is gathered on speaking ability, as opposed to full English literacy,
which would include writing, reading, listening, and speaking.

29Beginning in 2006, the ACS was expanded to include people living in group quarters (such
as correctional facilities, nursing facilities, residential treatment centers, and college
housing). The expansion may account for some of the increase in the adult limited English
proficient population for 2006 and 2007.

®ACS 2007 data were the most recent data available at the time of our review.
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The distribution of reported English speaking ability among those
reporting speaking another language at home changed little from 2000 to
2007. For example, in 2007, 4.3 million adults reported speaking no English
at all. This represented 20 percent of all limited English proficient adults,
which was relatively unchanged from the 18 percent this group comprised
in 2000. In addition, the proportions of limited English proficient adults
who reported speaking English “not well” (38 percent) and speaking
English “well” but not “very well” (42 percent) were relatively unchanged
from 2000 to 2007.

The geographic distribution of the limited English proficient population
mirrors the general population distribution in some respects; it is
concentrated in the most populated states with some sizable
representation in most other states (see fig. 2). However, some states have
concentrations of limited English proficient persons higher than the state’s
proportion of the U.S. population. For example, California, Florida,
Illinois, New Jersey, New York, and Texas accounted for 68.1 percent of
the national population of adults with limited English proficiency in 2007
and 39.4 percent of the national adult population.
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Figure 2: Adult Limited English Proficient Population in 2007, by State

Adult Limited English Proficient Population, 2007
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Source: GAO analysis of American Community Survey data.

Note: Data are subject to sampling error that may affect how a few states are categorized.

This handful of populous states and other southwestern states generally
had the greatest concentrations of limited English proficient adults as a
percentage of total adults (see fig. 3). However, among these states, there
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is variation in the concentration. For example, in 2007, about one in five
adults in California spoke limited English, whereas one in nine adults
spoke limited English in Illinois.

Figure 3: Percentage of Adult Limited English Proficient Population in 2007, by State

Percentage of Adult Population That Is Limited English Proficient
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Source: GAO analysis of American Community Survey data.

Note: Data are subject to sampling error that may affect how a few states are categorized.
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Less populous states that have traditionally had smaller adult limited
English proficient populations have had the greatest growth rates since
2000. From 2000 to 2007, some southern states with relatively small adult
limited English proficient populations had the greatest growth rates, as
shown in fig. 4. For example, Tennessee’s adult limited English proficient
population was below the national median in 2000. However, it
experienced about 46 percent growth from 2000 to 2007, moving it above
the national median in 2007. In addition to Tennessee, other southern
states like Alabama, Arkansas, and Georgia had large growth rates in their
adult limited English proficient populations, as did Alaska, Arizona, and
Nevada. However, states with the largest limited English populations
experienced the greatest growth in sheer numbers.
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Figure 4: Percentage Change in Adult Limited English Proficient Population from 2000 to 2007, by State

Adult Limited English Proficient Population Growth, 2000 to 2007
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Source: GAO analysis of Census and American Community Survey data.

Note: Data are subject to sampling error that may affect how a few states are categorized.
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While the Full Extent of
Participation in English
Instruction Is Unknown,
Enrollment in a Key
Federal Program Has
Remained Fairly Stable,
Although State Officials
Report Increased Demand

The full extent of participation in federally funded English language
learning programs is unknown, but enrollment in the Adult Education
State Grant Program, the federal grant program most directly associated
with English language instruction, has remained relatively stable. As we
discuss later in this report, we identified many federal programs within
Education, HHS, and Labor for which funding may be used to support
English language learning opportunities for adults. However, federal
officials administering these programs reported that they do not collect
national data on participation in English language instruction funded by
the programs. Only the Adult Education State Grant Program collects and
maintains enrollment data.

In the Adult Education State Grant Program, reported enrollment in
English language classes was stable from 2000 to 2007.” Reported national
enrollment was between 1.0 million and 1.2 million English language
learners each reporting year from 2000 to 2007.” Enrollment was 1.12
million in 2000 and 1.06 million in 2007, with small fluctuations over the
years in between. Throughout this time period, national enrollment in the
Adult Education State Grant Program was concentrated in lower literacy-
level classes. Specifically, the greatest percentage of learners—70 percent
to 75 percent—were in the lowest three levels of classes from 2000 to 2005
(Beginning Literacy to Low Intermediate), while 25 percent to 30 percent
of learners were in the highest three levels (High Intermediate to High
Advanced).”

While national enrollment in English language classes funded by the Adult
Education State Grant Program remained stable, enrollment trends from
2000 to 2007 varied widely across states (see fig. 5). The median state

! Education’s OVAE compiles data through the NRS on the basis of a July 1 to June 30
reporting year. Throughout this report, we refer to the reporting years by the data
beginning year. For example, we refer to data from the 2007 to 2008 reporting year as 2007
data. Data from 2007 to 2008 were the most recent data available from the NRS at the time
of our review.

®National enrollment data include enrollment in EL Civics. The NRS does not distinguish
enrollment in EL Civics. In addition, the national enrollment data include U.S. territories,
including American Samoa, Guam, Northern Mariana Islands, Puerto Rico, Palau, and the
Virgin Islands.

®The definitions of levels were changed in 2006 and affected subsequent data. The 2006
and 2007 levels that are analogous to what were previously the three lowest levels
accounted for 71.8 percent and 70.7 percent of enrollees, respectively. Our analysis
included data from U.S. territories.
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reported an 11 percent decrease, with most states reporting fluctuations
no greater than 20 percent. However, changes ranged from a roughly

75 percent reduction to a 100 percent increase, with 10 states having
fluctuations of more than 40 percent. These larger variations in enrollment
were not reflective of trends in the adult limited English proficient
populations or the general adult populations in these states. For example,
among the 6 states experiencing the largest growth in the numbers of
persons with limited English proficiency, 5 reported decreasing
enrollments. Similarly, among the 6 states with the fastest growing limited
English populations, 4 reported decreasing enrollments.

Figure 5: Percentage Change in Adult Education State Grant Program’s English Language Enroliment from 2000 to 2007, by
State
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Source: GAO analysis of Department of Education’s National Reporting System data.

State officials said enrollment in their states’ Adult Education State Grant
Programs changed over time because of changes in state funding
priorities, data management system changes, and other factors. Most of
the state officials we interviewed said funding constraints limited the
extent to which programs could expand, and some officials identified
obtaining more funding to serve students as a top priority. Additionally, a
few state officials with stable or declining enrollment said these trends
were the result of improved data management systems or efforts to better
validate data, which caused reported enrollments to appear stable or
declining. States also identified the economy and natural disasters as other
factors that resulted in stable or declining enrollment. In some of the
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states, officials whom we interviewed said immigration may have
increased enrollment, while immigrants’ fears of accessing government
services may have reduced enrollment.

Both state officials and local providers with whom we spoke told us that
stable enrollment in English language classes did not indicate stable
demand. Of the 12 states we contacted, according to the NRS, most
reported declining enrollment in their states’ Adult Education State Grant
Programs. However, 8 of 12 state officials said that demand was
increasing, and 3 said that demand remained the same. One state official
said that enrollment would grow exponentially if it kept pace with
demand. Although many state officials reported increasing demand,
waiting lists for entry into programs were not consistently used to track
demand.” Not all states required local providers to maintain waiting lists,
and, in states without requirements, some local providers did not keep
such lists. Some state officials cited their use of Census data as an
indicator of demand to distribute resources.

Federal Support for
Adult English
Instruction Is
Dispersed across
Many Programs That
Collect Little Data and
Have Limited
Coordination

¥Some providers have reported waiting lists for services. See, for example, James Thomas
Tucker, The ESL Logjam: Waiting Times for Adult ESL Classes and the Impact on
English Learners (Los Angeles, Calif.: The National Association of Latino Elected and
Appointed Officials Educational Fund, October 2006). However, a variety of factors must
be considered in using waiting lists as an indicator of demand. For example, waiting lists
may overestimate demand if they are duplicative or not regularly updated and may
underestimate demand if their length discourages additional registrants.
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English Language
Instruction Is Authorized
under Multiple Federal
Programs with Varied
Purposes, and Few Have
Data on the Extent of
Support

Federal support for adult English language learning is dispersed across a
diverse array of programs within Education, HHS, and Labor, but most of
the programs that allow it do so in support of other program goals, such as
self-sufficiency, workforce attachment, or family literacy, and do not
collect data that would indicate participation in or spending on adult
English language learning. Of all the programs we reviewed, only the Adult
Education State Grant Program is explicitly focused on adult English
language learning. Administered by Education, this program provides
English language learning as one of three program areas. In 2007, about

46 percent of the state grant program’s total enrollment was in English
language instruction. However, even this program does not collect
spending data specific to its English language learning component.” The
program recognizes learners’ multiple goals in learning English, such as
employment, citizenship, and increased involvement in their children’s
education, and, as we have previously mentioned, the federal program
collects data from states on educational gains in English language classes.

Other programs within Education, HHS, and Labor allow for English
language learning, as shown in appendix II. However, according to federal
officials responsible for administering these programs, none systematically
collects data on spending or enrollment, and only Even Start, in addition
to the Adult Education State Grant Program, collects data on outcomes
specific to adult English language learning.” Anecdotally, across the
federal programs, some of the federal program officials with whom we
spoke noted that some of their local grantees provide English language
instruction to adult participants directly, while other grantees provide
support indirectly by paying English language providers to instruct
participants or referring participants to these providers. While the extent
to which these numerous programs support English language learning for
adults is unknown, during our site visits, we found various federal funding
streams being used by some of the community colleges, CBOs, and public
schools that we visited. Although most of the providers we visited drew on
the Adult Education State Grant Program to support their English

®The Adult Education State Grant Program (including adult basic education, adult
secondary education, and English language instruction) also provides separate grants to
states for EL Civics. The EL Civics grant funds are tracked separately from the general
Adult Education State Grants. In 2007, the total Adult Education State Grant Program was
funded at $564 million, including about $68 million for EL Civics grants.

%While Even Start collects data on the number of adult participants with limited English,
the data are not necessarily focused on whether these adults are receiving English language
instruction in the Even Start Program, according to an Education official.
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language learning activities, we also found other funding streams being
used. For example, among all providers that used more than one funding
stream, several providers received the Adult Education State Grant as well
as refugee program funding streams. However, some providers used funds
from as many as four or five federal programs.™

These federal programs—under which adult English language learning is
allowable, but the extent of its use is unknown—vary greatly in purpose
and focus. In HHS, the Office of Refugee Resettlement provides several
funding streams that allow for English language learning. These funding
streams include Refugee Social Services formula grants, Targeted
Assistance Grants, and matching grants. While English language
instruction is provided concurrently with other services, refugee agencies
generally have just 8 months to place their clients in employment. Also
within HHS, under the Head Start Program, English language learning for
adults is allowable as a part of family literacy, and, under the Temporary
Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) block grant, states may provide
English language instruction as an activity that supports clients’ self-
sufficiency, generally in the categories of job skills or education directly
related to employment, or vocational education.”

Within Labor, English language instruction is allowable under key
programs, such as Trade Adjustment Assistance, in which it may be
provided with other services to retrain workers who have lost their jobs
due to trade with foreign countries, and programs for Adults and
Dislocated Workers under WIA’s title I.* Other programs under this title,
including the Job Corps and the National Farmworkers Jobs Program, also

*Beyond the federal programs we identified within the three federal agencies on which we
focused (Education, HHS, and Labor), some providers cited other federal support for the
English language learners they served because they either provided instruction to Food
Stamps Employment and Training clients or received Community Development Block
Grant funding or in-kind support through the Department of Housing and Urban
Development.

BGAO reviewed the TANF plans that states submit to indicate how they would count
various employment and training activities for their programs, the elements of which were
required to be in place by October 1, 2007. The plans for all 50 states and the District of
Columbia allowed English language instruction as an element in one of the cited activities.
In addition, according to HHS officials, states may also provide English language
instruction in their separate state programs and solely state-funded activities. However,
except for refugees, immigrants are generally not eligible for TANF benefits for at least

5 years after their entry into the United States. 8 U.S.C. § 1611-1613.

PWIA 112 Stat. 939-1059.
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allow English language instruction, consistent with these programs’
training and employment missions. In addition, certain of Labor’s existing
Community-Based and High Growth grants have incorporated English
language learning to some degree (see app. III). See appendix IV for the
methods used to provide English language instruction among the local
grantees we visited that receive funds from these various Labor funding
streams.

Additionally, within Education, English language instruction is also
allowed as remedial or developmental education within, for example, the
Pell Grant program and certain Higher Education Act of 1965 programs.
Education and HHS manage certain programs, such as Even Start and
Head Start, that, while they serve children, may also reach adults through
their family literacy activities, and these activities may include English
language instruction. In addition, certain of Education’s other programs,
such as those targeting after-school programs and migrant education, may
also reach adults and include English language learning opportunities.

Federal Agencies Have
Taken Recent Steps to
Focus More Specifically on
English Language Learning

In recent years, Education and Labor have developed some special
initiatives that involve English language learning as a distinct focus (see
table 1). Specifically, Education supported the development of a new
distance learning Web site for English language learners, known as USA
Learns, which became available in November 2008.* Through its Career
Connections demonstration, Education addressed the needs of high-
skilled English learners, who participated in the funded projects along
with other adult education students, by providing access to occupational
training and English language learning opportunities. Education also plans
to study those English language learners who are transitioning to adult
basic education and adult secondary education programs in order to
prepare for postsecondary education and the workforce—through an
initiative known as Transitioning English Language Learners (TELL). For
its part, Labor has undertaken a multifaceted initiative (the Limited
English Proficiency and Hispanic Worker Initiative) that relies, in part, on
the nation’s workforce centers, also known as One-Stop Career Centers

90 U.S.C. §§ 1001-1140d.

"'See www.USAlearns.org.
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(one-stops).*” Labor developed tools to help one-stops serve limited
English clients: that is, it recalculated Census Bureau data on the limited
English population by local workforce area and issued guidance for
identifying this population’s needs. As part of this initiative, Labor issued
several grants for English language learning in a workforce setting. In San
Diego, for example, workforce-oriented English language instruction was
provided to the new and existing employees of a large shipbuilder. Finally,
Labor’s New Americans grants supported English language instruction at
one-stops and promoted referrals to Adult Education State Grant
Programs.

Table 1: Special Initiatives Related to Adult English Language Learning at Education and Labor

Agencyl/Initiative Description
Education
USA Learns Distance learning Web site (www.USALearns.org) to help new Americans learn English.

The Web site went online in November 2008 and has had more than 500,000 visitors. The
contractor also produced other materials related to distance learning, such as a self-
assessment tool for teachers, and included links to professional development available
online. Also, the contractor briefed Adult Education State Grant Program directors at their
annual conference, and helped Education modify its reporting system to allow data
collection on distance learning.

Career Connections

Demonstration at five sites to promote career training for Adult Education State Grant
Program students to help them transition to postsecondary education and employment in
high-demand fields. All five sites involved English language learners. Education expects
to produce a manual that highlights practices at the sites in late 2009.°

Transitions for English Language
Learners

First major effort to study how English as a Second Language students transition to adult
basic education and adult secondary education. Education expects to produce a report on
this initiative in 2010.

Labor

Limited English Proficiency and Hispanic
Worker Initiative

Undertaken in 2003 to respond to the needs of those with high workforce participation and
low English skills, the initiative includes several components, including guidance, a Labor
Web site, retabulation of Census Bureau data on the limited English proficient population
by local workforce investment area, and projects involving career training, as well as
English language learning opportunities in some cases, at five sites around the country.
Labor officials stated that evaluations were forthcoming.’

“WIA requires a single service delivery system—the nation’s workforce centers, also
known as one-stops—for 16 categories of programs, administered by 4 federal agencies.
29 U.S.C. § 2841. Each local area is required to have at least one comprehensive center
where all programs required to participate offer certain key services. In 2007, there were
approximately 1,600 comprehensive one-stops nationwide.
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Agencyl/Initiative

Description

New Americans Centers Demonstration
Project grants

Grants to workforce agencies in Arkansas and lowa to develop one-stop-based English
language learning services, relying on direct service delivery, software, and referral to the
states’ Adult Education State Grant Programs. The 3-year grants expired in 2008, but
lowa’s effort continues with other state funding. An interim report on the grants has been
issued.

Sources: GAO reviews of agency documentation and interviews with agency officials.

*Under this initiative, Education awarded $75,000 to each of the following entities: Blue Grass
Community and Technical College, Lexington, Kentucky; Instituto del Progreso Latino, Chicago,
lllinois; Jewish Vocational Service, San Francisco, California; Madison Area Technical College,
Madison, Wisconsin; and Montgomery County College, Wheaton, Maryland.

*The grants that Labor issued under this initiative in 2006 totaled about $4.9 million and went to the
following entities: Resource, Inc., a CBO, St. Cloud and St. Paul, Minnesota; Metropolitan Community
College, Omaha, Nebraska; the City University of New York Research Foundation, New York City,
New York; the San Diego-Imperial Counties Labor Council, San Diego, California; and SER-Jobs for
Progress National, Inc., a national nonprofit organization based in Texas.

°Robin Koralek and Joanna Parnes, Assisting Newcomers through Employment and Support
Services: An Evaluation of the New Americans Centers Demonstration Project in Arkansas and lowa
(Washington, D.C.: The Urban Institute, February 2008).

Beyond these initiatives, federal agencies have also provided technical
assistance related to English language learning in administering their
standing grant programs, and, in Labor’s case, regarding one of its special
initiatives. For example, within the Adult Education State Grant Program,
Education has monitored states’ procedures for assessing English
language learners’ proficiency and for reporting data on their gains, and
has also provided training on using data for program improvement.
Education has also disseminated information on 3 states’ approaches to
performance-based funding.” In addition to technical assistance aimed at
the Adult Education State Grant Program overall, Education has, through
a contractor, supported technical assistance that focused on areas such as
the training needs of teachers who work with adult English language
learners.* Also, the Office of Refugee Resettlement has supported
technical assistance to agencies serving refugees that addressed English
language learning. Likewise, the National Office of Head Start has

“MPR Associates, Inc., Performance-Based Funding in Adult Education, prepared for the
Department of Education (Washington, D.C.: August 2007).

“Center for Adult English Language Acquisition (CAELA) Network and Center for Applied
Linguistics, Framework for Quality Professional Development for Practitioners Working
with Adult English Language Learners (Washington, D.C.: April 2008). In addition, several
state Adult Education State Grant Program directors we interviewed, including those of
Arizona, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Nevada, and Texas, said that the contractor had
provided technical assistance to their states on the subject of adult English language
learning.
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supported technical assistance to Head Start programs to inform them
about English language learning opportunities through the Adult
Education State Grant Program, according to an HHS official. For its part,
Labor has sponsored a webinar on its Limited English Proficiency and
Hispanic Worker Initiative and also has created a Web site and provided
webinars for Job Corps Centers that serve English language learners.

Coordination among
Agencies Has Been Limited

There has been some coordination among federal agencies on the subject
of English language learning. Our previous work has highlighted the
benefits of actions that federal agencies have taken to enhance and sustain
their collaborative efforts, including the ability to leverage resources,
improve quality, expand services, and reach more clients.” Yet, while
Education, HHS, and Labor all serve populations in need of language
assistance, there is no ongoing mechanism to share information or expand
and capitalize on the agencies’ individual efforts.

The agencies have at times used interagency agreements to support
English language learning for adults. For example, Education and the
Department of Homeland Security’s Office of Citizenship have an
interagency agreement to support a Web-based tool for lessons in civics-
and citizenship-oriented English language learning,* according to
Homeland Security and Education officials. To promote mutual
understanding of their programs, HHS’s Office of Refugee Resettlement
and Labor’s Office of Workforce Investment temporarily placed employees
in one another’s agencies and participated in each other’s conferences in
2008, with one result being a list of promising practices. Additionally,
Labor officials said that they have begun to meet with Education officials
to identify effective strategies for adult learning, and that adult English
language learning would be included in this effort.

Beyond these collaborations, there have been some interagency task
forces established; however, generally these task forces have been
temporary and have not focused on adult English language learning. For

45GA0, Results-Oriented Government: Practices That Can Help Enhance and Sustain
Collaboration among Federal Agencies, GAO-06-15 (Washington, D.C.: Oct. 21, 2005).

See www.elcivicsonline.org. According to Education officials, Homeland Security also
provided some funding to support this effort. In addition, in April 2009, Homeland
Security’s U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services office announced $1.2 million for
citizenship preparation activities, including civics- and citizenship-focused English
language instruction.
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example, all three agencies, as well as other agencies, participated in an
interagency Task Force on New Americans, created in response to a June
2006 executive order," and this task force issued a report that touched on
English language learning and other issues.® The task force, while still
technically active, has not met since the issuance of the report in
December 2008, according to a Homeland Security official. Also, in 2006,
the agencies participated in the Interagency Coordination Group for Adult
Literacy to focus on multiple objectives, including improving coordination,
leveraging resources and reducing duplication among federal agencies and
programs, sharing best practices, and helping states maximize the federal
investment in adult education. The group supported the creation of a
database of foundations supporting literacy efforts and developed Web-
based adult literacy resources, and, according to an Education official,
served as the starting point for an interagency group on strengthening
adult education, created by an executive order in 2007, that fulfilled its
mission with the issuance of a report in 2008.” These short-term
collaborative efforts point to the interest in and need for collaboration,
and others have also identified the need for collaboration specific to adult
English language learning. In 2006, NIFL convened a working group on
English language learning that, in 2007, recommended to NIFL interagency
coordination on adult English language learning “to facilitate collaborative
work and information sharing” to better serve this population. However,
as of the time of our review, according to a NIFL official, the
recommendation had yet to be considered by NIFL. Additionally, we did
not identify any federal agency that has been specifically tasked to
coordinate information sharing on adult English language learning.

Further coordination between and among the agencies is still uncertain,
despite a common interest in English language learners’ employment and

“"Exec. Order No. 13,404, 71 Fed. Reg. 33,593 (June 12, 2006).

48Department of Homeland Security, Task Force on New Americans, Building an
Americanization Movement for the 21st Century (Washington, D.C.: 2008). The task force
made several recommendations to improve efforts to integrate immigrants into American
society, including recommendations to enhance distance learning tools for immigrants that
cover English, history, and government and to encourage private sector involvement in
integration efforts, including English language instruction.

“Exec. Order No. 13,445, 72 Fed. Reg. 56,165 (Oct. 2, 2007).

5()Department of Education, Office of Vocational and Adult Education, Bridges to
Opportunity: Federal Adult Education Programs for the 21st Century, Report to the
President on Executive Order 13445 (Washington, D.C.: July 2008).
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despite shared challenges in serving learners with certain characteristics.
For example, Education and HHS’s Office of Refugee Resettlement have
discussed but not developed an interagency agreement to provide local
refugee programs with information on English learning resources, and no
exchange of staff with Education has been discussed along the lines of
what had been done with Labor. However, in technical comments on a
draft of this report, Education indicated that it is open to collaboration
with HHS, as well as other federal agencies, as appropriate. Coordination
between Labor and Education on their respective initiatives has been
variable. Although Education officials reported helping Labor with its
Limited English Proficiency and Hispanic Worker Initiative, they had not
involved Labor in Education’s employment- and training-related initiative,
namely the Career Connections project. For its part, while Labor has
provided technical assistance to one-stops and other stakeholders on
working with the Adult Education State Grant Program, it has provided no
guidance or technical assistance specifically regarding English language
instruction, according to Labor officials. Furthermore, although HHS’s
Office of Refugee Resettlement and Labor’s Office of Workforce
Investment took temporary steps to coordinate, as we have previously
discussed, an Office of Refugee Resettlement official said that it was
unclear whether such coordination would be reinitiated, despite the
benefits it provided in identifying additional resources available to
refugees.

The limited nature of federal efforts to coordinate is apparent in the
agencies’ efforts to issue guidance and information that could help local
providers identify both promising practices for providing English language
instruction and additional resources in their communities for providing
such instruction. While guidance can support efficient and effective
coordination across programs, there has been no recent guidance from
HHS, for example, to grantees of the refugee resettlement program for
obtaining their language instruction resources through local collaboration,
despite an official’s acknowledgment that the refugee program’s limited
funding might require agencies serving refugees to tap additional
resources. For the TANF program, HHS officials said guidance has been
focused on how to count English language instruction as an activity, but
not on how to identify and leverage local resources. Nor has the HHS
Office of Community Services, which manages the Community Service
Block Grant program, issued any guidance that would help local programs
identify English instruction resources in their communities, according to a
department official. Also, Labor’s update of Trade Adjustment Assistance
guidance focused on the conditions under which English language
instruction would be allowable, rather than resources for how to best
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provide instruction.” Regarding Labor’s 2003 initiative instructing one-stop
managers to develop plans for helping clients with limited English
proficiency (LEP plans), the guidance offered no specific information on
promising practices or information about local resources available
through the Adult Education State Grant Program. Additionally, an official
of the National Farmworkers Job Program said that this program has
issued no guidance on this topic. An exception to the absence of
information on resources and opportunities for local collaboration is
Education’s Web site, “Community Partnerships for Adult Learning.”” This
Web site offers information on how to collaborate locally, based on 12
community profiles, and makes it possible to search for examples
involving English language instruction. At the same time, however, we
found that many local providers were unaware of Education’s USA Learns
Web site providing English language instruction, despite federal efforts to
publicize it.” Although Labor did apprise its regional offices of this
resource, 22 of the 28 farmworker program grantees whom we contacted
were not aware of it, none of the Job Corps operators we contacted had
heard of USA Learns, and an association of refugee agencies also was not
acquainted with the Web site.

Representatives of programs serving certain populations of English
language learners, including refugees, farmworkers, and Job Corps
students, said that greater coordination could benefit their clients by, for
example, offering information about innovative practices, access to
teacher training opportunities, and the efficient use of scarce resources.
For example, certain agencies that serve refugees at the local level
expressed interest in information about additional English language
learning resources that could benefit refugees after their job placement.
Additionally, an official of an association of refugee-serving agencies said
that, while some refugee agencies might be aware of the Adult Education
State Grant Program’s English language learning component, others might
not or might have questions about refugees’ eligibility for it. This official

PlSpecifically, English language instruction may be provided when combined or integrated
with occupational training, or, in rare cases, as a stand-alone activity. See Department of
Labor, Serving Participants Under the Trade Adjustment Assistance (TAA) and North
American Free Trade Agreement-Transitional Adjustment Assistance (NAFTA-TAA),
TEGL 13-05 (Washington, D.C.: Feb. 2, 2006).

"See www.c-pal.net.

*In technical comments to a draft of this report, Education indicated that NIFL had
disseminated information about the Web site to over 4,000 literacy organizations and
programs nationwide.
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States and Service
Providers Have Used
a Range of Strategies
to Support Adult
English Language
Learning

also noted that refugee agencies would be likely to welcome information
about additional English language learning opportunities for their clients,
given scarce resources in the refugee system. A farmworkers’ program
grantee said that the benefits of greater coordination could include access
to updated and innovative materials, curricula, and teaching methods, as
well as access to additional teacher training opportunities, while others
pointed to access to additional resources. Among Job Corps Center
managers with whom we spoke, the potential benefits cited included
additional information for centers inexperienced in serving English
language learners, additional information about promising instructional
practices, and additional information about curricula that combine English
language learning and occupational skills training.

In addition, it is important to note, all three agencies serve subpopulations
of English language learners who share some characteristics. For example,
providers of services under the Adult Education State Grant Program and
refugee funding streams, Job Corps Center managers, and officials of the
farmworkers’ program all indicated the presence of beginning English
learners among their clients, such as those who lack literacy in their
primary language. Among those who mentioned this subpopulation,
effectively and efficiently serving these learners was frequently described
as challenging. In addition, some refugee-serving agencies told us that
some refugees are highly educated—precisely the subpopulation targeted
by several local programs through Education’s Career Connections
initiative.

States have supported adult English language learning in a variety of ways,
particularly through the one federal program with an explicit focus on
English language learning—the Adult Education State Grant Program—but
also beyond this program. They have provided matching funds at various
levels for this program and devised additional ways to enhance their
support. Moreover, some states are addressing program quality through
teacher qualifications and training, content standards, and other means
and are developing mechanisms for local planning. Additionally, some
states are coordinating with other programs. States and local providers are
also taking steps to integrate English language instruction with
occupational training. Furthermore, states are supplementing these
activities with their own efforts to support English language instruction,
such as through libraries and special schools. Some state agencies and
local providers are exploring innovative practices and are carrying them
out in a great variety of ways and venues, both within and beyond the
Adult Education State Grant Program.
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States Varied in Their
Overall Level of Support
for the Adult Education
State Grant Program and
in Their Efforts to
Enhance English Language
Learning

Within the Adult Education State Grant Program, the 12 states that we
contacted—states with either the largest or most rapidly growing limited
English proficient populations—varied substantially in the amount of state
funding they contributed. While most states did not distinguish the funding
they provided for English language learning from the funding provided for
other components of adult education, their financial contributions for
adult education varied considerably. Specifically, state and local spending
used to match Federal Fiscal Year 2005™ funds ranged from the federally
required 25 percent minimum in Tennessee and Texas to 88 percent of
total spending in California and 90 percent in Florida.” At least 2 states—
California and New York—described current or planned reductions to
their state contributions to the Adult Education State Grant Program.”
Meanwhile, officials for Arizona’s program said that their program has
begun to track funding for English language learning separately, to provide
a specific focus on such learning as a distinct activity.”

The states we contacted reported using a variety of considerations in
allocating funding to local areas under the Adult Education State Grant
Program, and some reported that they are beginning to use provider
performance as a consideration. While Minnesota used factors such as
instructional hours in allocating funds to local providers, other states—
including Arizona, Florida, Illinois, and New Jersey—directed funding to
local programs, at least in part, on the basis of the size of the local limited
English proficient population, using Census Bureau data. Illinois further
emphasizes need, according to a state official, by giving extra weight to the

At the time of our work, 2005 was the most recent year for which these data were
available from Education.

55Among all states in 2005, the percentage represented by nonfederal spending in the Adult
Education State Grant Program was 75 percent. The required nonfederal contribution may
be composed of cash or in-kind donations.

56According to state officials, California absorbed a 15 percent cut in the year retroactive to
the year that began July 1, 2008, as well as an additional 5 percent cut the following year,
and New York is planning for a 5 percent cut this year. Furthermore, in California, local
school districts may now access these funds for local educational purposes other than
adult education, although the extent to which the districts will do so is not yet clear. We did
not ask all 12 states about possible changes to their state contributions.

*Specifically, local programs must now file a separate application for English language
program funds. Local programs have to address specifically how they are going to provide
services; why they are qualified, including how their teachers are qualified; and how they
will improve English language learning gains.
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population least proficient in English.” In terms of performance-based
funding, while California adopted this funding approach after the passage
of WIA in 1998, Illinois has considered local provider performance in
distributing funding to local programs since 2005, according to officials in
each state. According to a Florida official, that state is redesigning its
funding formula to emphasize performance, beginning July 1, 2009. Also,
Tennessee is also revising its formula to give greater weight to
performance, with an anticipated implementation in 2010, according to an
official from that state.

Most of the 12 states we contacted through our semistructured telephone
interviews also reported taking steps to improve the quality of English
language teaching, such as by supporting professional development for
English language teachers. Ten states had set minimum requirements for
teaching English—typically, a state teacher’s license or a Bachelor of Arts
degree—while 2 states had no specific teacher qualifications.” Generally,
however, in those states that had established qualifications, they were the
same as those for other adult education teachers. Two of these states had
or were developing qualifications specific to teachers of English language
learners: California required a special credential for such teachers, and
Arizona, according to state officials, was developing standards that would
delineate specifically what teachers of English language learners need to
know. Additionally, 1 state—Arkansas—requires certain providers to
adhere to standards specifically for volunteers who work with English
language learners through the Adult Education State Grant Program.® To
augment these minimum qualifications, most states addressed teachers’
training needs through professional development activities. Six states had
set an annual minimum number of professional development hours,

That is, the state formula assigns weight to the number reporting that they speak English
“not at all” and “not well.”

59Among the 10 states, those that reported requirements for a state teacher’s license were
Arizona (with an adult education certification), Arkansas, California (with an adult
education certification and an endorsement for English as a Second Language), New York,
and Tennessee; those that required a Bachelor of Arts degree in any subject were Florida,
Georgia, Illinois, and Texas; and New Jersey required a state teacher’s license for teachers
in public schools, and a Bachelor of Arts degree for others. Two states—Alaska and
Nevada—had no specific teacher qualifications.

1 addition, 2 states reported having adopted volunteer standards for volunteers who
work in the Adult Education State Grant Program generally, including its adult basic
education component. In a number of other states, such as Florida, Georgia, Illinois, New
Jersey, and New York, we were told that volunteer standards are the purview of
organizations outside of the Adult Education State Grant Program.
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although this minimum varied widely, from 5 to 60 hours.” Additionally, all
but 1 of the 12 states reported using most of their Adult Education State
Grant state leadership funds to finance their teachers’ professional
development. For example, Arkansas, Illinois, and Nevada have used such
funding for special centers, which can provide professional development
opportunities for teachers of English language learners. Furthermore, 8 of
the 12 states reported having adopted content standards to guide English
language instruction.” Among the reasons that these states cited for
developing content standards was consistency of instruction statewide.

States and local providers with whom we met also cited ways in which
they were using NRS data on English language learners to improve service
delivery. For example, in Washington State, the Adult Education State
Grant Program agency officials said they discovered through reviewing
program data that learners’ outcomes were lower in classes that were held
at certain locations, and were subsequently able to make changes in those
locations by addressing the needs of teachers, actions that the officials
said eventually led to better results. Furthermore, this agency has
developed a workshop for local providers to train them on how to use data
for program improvement. At the local level, one provider in Washington
State reported using the data to compare day and evening classes and
make adjustments in their scheduling without adversely affecting
outcomes. Moreover, officials of California’s Adult Education State Grant
agency described using the data to determine that numbers of English
language learners were not successfully transitioning to adult basic
education, and worked closely with a technical assistance provider and
held regional meetings to address this issue.

Also within the Adult Education State Grant Program, states reported
providing technical assistance to local providers, sponsoring special
projects on a variety of topics, or taking other steps to address program

'We were told that 3 states required between 5 to 10 hours of professional development
annually; these states were New Jersey (5 hours), Illinois (6 hours), and New York (10
hours). Two states—Tennessee and Texas—required at least 12 hours for existing teachers,
with additional training for new teachers. Arkansas required 60 hours of professional
development annually. Arizona set a minimum percentage of the budget that local
providers must devote to professional development (10 percent), but had no specific hourly
requirement. The following 5 states had no minimum number of hours of professional
development: Alaska, California, Florida, Georgia, and Nevada.

®The 8 states were Arizona, Arkansas, California, Florida, Georgia, [llinois, Nevada, and
Tennessee.
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quality. For example, Illinois provided training on its new content
standards to local providers to support their curriculum development.
Florida and New Jersey reported efforts to focus on beginning-level
learners by providing special training and issuing targeted grants,
respectively. In addition, California provided technical assistance to local
programs to find ways to improve student retention. The state has also
piloted an electronic English language assessment in certain locations to
increase efficiency and reduce teachers’ burden in conducting written
assessments. Additionally, Arizona has adopted stricter enrollment
policies, a step described by state officials as part of their effort to address
program quality for English language learners. Finally, Florida and
California also supported provider efforts to offer distance learning
opportunities for English language learners, and 5 other states are
exploring distance learning applications for English language learning
through a project sponsored by the University of Michigan.®

Mechanisms to guide and coordinate local service delivery have been
developed in 2 of the 4 states that we visited—Illinois and Minnesota.
According to a state official, Illinois has established about 30 Area
Planning Councils across the state comprising a diverse array of providers
that are required to meet twice a year and submit annual areawide service
plans. These councils can encourage individual providers to focus on
specific skill levels to minimize duplication of services. While Adult
Education State Grant providers must belong to these councils, they may
also include representatives from state agencies and the private sector,
and, in some cases, agencies that serve populations outside the Adult
Education State Grant Program.* Meanwhile, Minnesota relies on 53 local
consortia of providers for local service coordination, and requires them to
submit comprehensive plans every 5 years. For example, the St. Paul
Community Literacy Consortium includes both public schools and CBOs;
according to state officials, the public schools generally serve more
advanced learners, while the CBOs serve more beginning-level learners. In
addition to facilitating the targeting of resources in this way, the

%The 5 states are Indiana, Massachusetts, North Carolina, Ohio, and Texas. According to
the project developer, the state with the largest participation to date is North Carolina, with
449 learners enrolled. Also, according to the project developer, some states support their
participation in the project with state funds, while others do so using a portion of the Adult
Education State Grant t