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Introduction
The main objective of this TESOL-sponsored survey was to respond to the growing concerns of the organization’s adult education interest section (AEIS) as they relate to the inequitable workload, less-than-desirable working conditions, much needed professional development opportunities and support, and heavy reliance on part-time teachers in programs that serve adult English language learners.  Previous studies in adult education have shown that such precarious employment patterns undermine the professionalism of the field because many educators have to contend with juggling several jobs, receiving low pay, and are being prevented from improving their instructional practices or keeping abreast of current research.  The purpose of this article is to give a preliminary report of these working conditions and to gain a better understanding of the issues and concerns that seem to be most pervasive in the field of adult ESOL. The study’s findings will help to plan future directions for the AEIS membership and offer TESOL data to support their advocacy efforts for the field of adult ESOL. 

The Study
Grounded on TESOL Standards for Adult ESOL programs, the survey provided an empirical basis on which to examine the status, professionalism, and the quality of ESOL instruction in the field.   The purpose of the survey was threefold: 
(a) to examine the working conditions of ESOL teachers who work within the adult basic education and literacy system; 
(b) to identify areas where TESOL can take action and make plans for advocacy directed toward achieving equitable working conditions for ESOL teachers in adult education; and 
(c) to use the survey’s findings to make recommendations aimed at improving employment conditions and achieving equity in the workplace for adult ESOL professionals. 

Participants
A total of 1,141 ABE/ESL educators completed the survey.  Among them, 1,046 were from the U.S. and Canada, 57 were from other countries worldwide, and 38 did not specify where their program was located. The majority of the survey’s participants were female (85%) and white/Caucasian (84.1%). The average age of most respondents (61.5%) ranged between 46 and 65. 

Preliminary Findings
The survey investigated eight major areas of interest to ESOL professionals in adult education:  educational requirements; employment status and benefits; teaching situation; workload issues; working conditions; professional development; and, ESOL as a career and advocacy issues. Following is a synopsis of the major findings in each of these categories. 

Educational Requirements 
Nearly 60% of the respondents indicated that their programs required a Bachelor’s degree with a TESL or other related teaching certificate to teach ESOL.  The survey’s data reveal that over 80% of the respondents hold a Master’s (59.8%) or a Bachelor’s degree (20.6%), and more than half (54.3%) claim to have completed 12 or more hours of college-level or graduate-level courses in ESOL. 

Employment Status and Benefits
64.5% of the educators in the study revealed that they worked part-time in the adult ESOL program where they teach. Almost half (49.1%) of the programs where the respondents work have between 0-20 teachers; 41.4% hire between 21 and 50 or more teachers.  30% of these programs have between 0-5 ESL teachers, and 25% have more than 30 ESL teachers. Less than a fourth of the ESOL teachers work on a full-time basis. 

When asked about employment benefits, almost half of the respondents (48%) stated that they received none. Of those who responded positively, 54% indicated that they received medical insurance or health benefits, 41% had paid vacation, 63% received sick pay, and 58% were covered under a pension plan.
The working conditions in the respondents’ buildings varied. 90% stated that they had access to office machines (e.g., phone, photocopier, fax); 80% had a computer available for their use, and 79% had Internet access, but only for the teacher; 81% felt that they had adequate materials to use in their classroom, and 80% claimed that they worked in an adequately sized classroom with appropriate furniture. More than half of the survey participants (52%) revealed that they did not have their own desk or office space, and 61% did not have Internet access in the classroom.

Teaching Situation 
The most common types of classes offered at the institutions where the respondents taught include Adult ESOL (beginning/literacy, intermediate, advanced or mixed levels), GED/adult secondary education, adult basic education, and citizenship preparation. A much smaller number of respondents (17%) indicated that their program offered family literacy classes, GED in Spanish, TOEFL preparation, and computer literacy.

Almost 70% of the responding teachers stated that state/province funding supported their program; 54% received federal/national funding, and 25.7% of the respondents’ programs depended on local city/county funding. About a third also received funding from student tuition and from private or other sources (United Way, Wal-Mart, EL Civics grants, literacy grants, Department of Defense, etc.)

Workload Issues
33.3% of the survey respondents revealed that their program considered 20-30 contact hours a week a full-time workload. For a smaller number of programs (9.8%) these contact hours exceeded 30 hours per week as the required contact hours to be considered full time. When asked whether the full-time teaching load for ESOL teachers was the same as for teachers in other disciplines, 28.5% stated that it was, but the vast majority of respondents (65.3%) claimed either that it was more than in other disciplines, or added specific comments. One teacher declared: “ESOL teachers have the same credential and academic rigor if not higher like teachers from other disciplines. However, we are discriminated. In our college, fulltime workload for foreign language instructors is 15 hours. Why should the ESOL instructors be treated differently with 20+ teaching load?” Another teacher stated: “It’s absurd that college administrators conclude that teaching 2-3 hours of Spanish or French daily is taxing on a teacher, but teaching 4-6 hours a day of ENGLISH as a SECOND language is a piece of cake.” More than 43% of the respondents claimed that the wage of their full-time colleagues who work in non-ESOL programs was more than theirs. 

Working Conditions 
Most of the survey participants (70.1%) indicated that their program was affiliated with a community college or a local school district; only a small percentage (4.8%) was associated with a 4-year college or university. The majority of the respondents taught classes that include adult ESOL literacy at the beginning, intermediate, advanced, or mixed level.  Their primary teaching situation varied from teaching 2 to 30 students per class. A small percentage (0.4%) indicated that they taught a class of more than 50 students.  Some of the respondents who chose to comment on their working conditions stated the following:

“Class size varies due to many seasonal workers and open enrollment all during the school year.”

“The enrollment of 30-40 drops off about 50% because of a variety of institutional and student variables.”

“We generally register about 70 students each semester, but between 20 and 30 attend on any given day.” 

Professional Development 
The survey participants identified 3 areas to be “very important” for their professional training: ESOL teaching methods and techniques (92%), access to resources and material development (80%), and effective cross-cultural communication (74%). The areas that were considered “somewhat important” for professional development included working with students with learning disabilities (54%), and Workplace ESOL (55%); 20% of the respondents felt that training in classroom management and conflict resolution was “not important”. 

When asked how many hours of staff development release time they received each year, 28.4% of the teachers revealed that they had none, 27.7% received less than 10 hours a year, and 25.8% indicated that they had received between 10-20 hours of release time. 

When asked what will help teachers engage in professional development, majority identified the support from min-level unit administrators are very crucial as they can offer or deny release time and fund for teachers to attend professional development workshops and events.  

Only 15% of the survey participants stated that they had attended between 3-5 TESOL conventions over the past 5 years, and 34% had not attended any convention sponsored by a TESOL affiliate. Out of frustration, an ESOL educator commented, “Why some administrators are so short sighted!? My director only cares about putting teachers in the classroom not so much on giving us time and fund to attend PD activities…” Another said, “My working conditions are excellent and the support of administrators is totally present. Positions such as mine are few and far between.” 

One of such supportive administrators made the following remarks, “I strongly believe that professional development is paramount important for ESL teachers. As an administrator for Adult ESL program, I always do my best to give my teachers release time when they present at the conferences or attend workshops. To me, teachers deserve the opportunities to grow and learn and share their best practice with other teachers.  Their presentations will make our program known to the others and it’s also great for the institution. The time they take off from work and spent at professional development activities like conferences will benefit the students and program in a long run.  These teachers are often far more effective and innovative in the classroom with their students than some teachers that I have who just come and fill in the class hours.” 

It is encouraging to read the comment from this mid-level administrator, but it also makes us worry that there are not many mid-level administrators in the community college systems who have the same vision and commitment to faculty professional development as indicated in the study. 

ESOL as a Career
35% of the respondents declared that working in adult ESOL was “definitely” their long-term career. 29.7% said it was “very likely”, and only 5.3% responded with “not at all”. Many added their personal comments. One teacher stated: “I love to remain in Adult ESOL!” Another noted: “My biggest concern is that not everyone considers ESOL teaching as a professional endeavor. Many people think that if you can speak English you can teach English. This line of reasoning is especially strong and pervasive in an overseas context. Nonetheless, if it’s used overseas or stateside, I think it is used as a pretext to deny benefits and salary to ESOL teachers. In this regards, many programs demand high standards from their teachers, but pay no benefits…” 

When asked what would be the main reason for leaving the field of ESOL if they had to, 30% of the teachers indicated that it would be either because they needed more pay or wanted full-time work. Several teachers added their comments to this question: 

“When my grant ends in two more years, I’ll go back to the K-8 classroom”.

“Need for full time work, benefits, higher pay, job security and desire for more status/respect”. 

“Getting close to burnout!” “Burn out over the never-ending threat of loss of funding – it’s more than the job security, it’s the constant having to beg for money”.

“I’d leave only if it became boring or I thought I wasn’t doing a good job”.

“I am already retired. If I leave ESL teaching it would be because I am dead or in a nursing home!” 

Advocacy Issues 
The survey participants were asked to specify what kind of advocacy efforts they would most like to see TESOL address on behalf of adult ESOL teachers. Here is what some had to say:

“Opportunities for full time employment. Recognition of TESOL certificate holders as professionals with pay scale comparable to other certified teachers.” 

“Promote ESOL and all adult literacy instruction as a priority, not something that will be funded if there is money left over. Our students have such potential; many are professionals in their own country and come here to be meat cutters because they don’t know the language. Advocate also for those on the other end of the extreme, who have little education even in their own first language, but are willing to work hard and learn to provide for their families.” 

“Teacher Certification programs.” 

“Real commitment to Professional Development for adult ESOL teachers!”

“Assessment issues… Better alignment of ESOL assessment and NRS level descriptors.”

“1. Increased funding in general; 2. Benefits for part-time teachers.” 

“Show legislators and policy makers the economic and social benefits of Adult Education, including EDL and the need for professionals in the field in addition to volunteers. The field seems to have become de-professionalized because of inadequate funding.” 

“Respect for the profession and the importance of immigrants and their children in American life, economically, socially, etc.”

“Awareness of and respect for Non-Native Speakers of English professionals in the TESOL field across the board!”

“Respect. Actual pay for time worked. Security. Benefits in retirement. Office space for each teacher to meet with students without getting in colleagues’ way.”

“Promote more awareness of what we do and the benefits of our work to the general public and government, so that we have more success getting money to fund our programs at the federal and state level.” 

Conclusion
This project is a major initiative supported by TESOL to investigate the ESOL Adult Education working conditions at the international level.  It should provide a vital link for TESOL to carry out its chief mission of improving the teaching of English to speakers of other languages.  The empirical data collected from this project will be key in TESOL advocacy on behalf of itself, its members, and the profession over which it serves.  The final report will be available soon at TESOL Matters.   For more information, contact 

*This TESOL-sponsored special project received strong support from the Adult Education Interest Section (AEIS) of TESOL. Our two colleagues from AEIS deserve special recognition for their great support in the development of the survey: Marilyn Gillespie, SRI International, and Dan Wan, past chair of AEIS.

Yilin Sun, the principal investigator at yilsun@sccd.ctc.edu, Seattle Central Community College, or Rosie Maum, the co-researcher, at rosiefiume@aol.com, Jefferson County Public Schools (JCPS) Adult Education Program.  

 







