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IDENTIFYING PROMISING LITERACY 
INTERVENTIONS FOR ADULT ESL LITERACY 
STUDENTS: A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction 

The U.S. Department of Education (ED) has recently begun implementing an 
ambitious agenda to improve the quality of research in education.  The goal of this 
agenda is to develop a system of evidence-based education, based on a body of 
scientifically based research findings that will inform instructional practice.  Toward this 
goal, ED has commissioned expert panels to conduct extensive literature reviews, 
established the What Works Clearinghouse to review research and provide information 
about educational interventions according to rigorous standards, and funded new research 
studies that employ experimental methodology.  Educational research, which until now 
has employed primarily qualitative and correlational methods, is now being held to a 
higher standard of experimental and quasi-experimental design. 

 
Research in adult basic education (ABE) and literacy has lagged even further 

behind in the amount and quality of research conducted and research in adult English as a 
second language (ESL) is even more sparse.  To address this lack of research, the 
National Center for Education Evaluation (NCEE) within ED is planning to fund a study 
to identify promising literacy interventions for adult ESL literacy learners.  To assist in 
planning this study, NCEE awarded a Task Order contract to MDRC to develop a 
research design report that would include two to four promising literacy interventions 
whose implementation and impacts could be tested using experimental designs.   ED 
required that the literacy interventions MDRC recommends be based on a critical review 
of the research literature in ABE, adult ESL and related fields.  MDRC subcontracted 
with the American Institutes for Research (AIR) to conduct this review. 

Adult ESL Literacy Students 

The target population for the proposed research study is adult ESL literacy 
students.  These adults, usually immigrants and refugees, lack literacy in their native 
language and English language skills.  While they differ in their ability to communicate 
orally in English, they usually have very limited proficiency in spoken English and have 
had little or no schooling in their native countries. Consequently, they have the dual task 
of acquiring literacy skills along with English language skills.    

 
Immigrants from Mexico predominate among the adults who are not yet English 

proficient and have low levels of education in the home country, but this group also 
includes immigrants from Central America, Haiti, Asia, Somalia, Eritrea and the Sudan.  
Among refugees, special populations of need are still the Hmong, resettled after the 
Vietnam War, and Somalis, more recent arrivals.  Most of these adults have never 
attended school and have not learned to read and write. The Hmong and Somalis also 
have a fairly high rate of welfare dependency, not surprising given their lack of schooling 
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and lack of experience in work beyond agriculture. ESL literacy students also include 
established residents living in linguistically isolated neighborhoods who lack the 
opportunity to use English at home, at work and in the community.  

 
For most immigrants and refugees, acquiring English language and literacy skills 

is not a pastime, but a necessity. Recent shifts in welfare reform have now pushed many 
low literate refugees into ESL literacy programs where they are expected to increase their 
basic skills sufficiently to find and function in jobs that can help sustain a family 
(Wrigley, et al. 2003).  Displaced workers along the U.S.-Mexico border, many with very 
low literacy skills, face a similar challenge. Under the North American Free Trade 
Agreement  (NAFTA), they receive stipends that can be spent on language and literacy 
services tied to employment preparation, but they have only a few months to participate 
in these services since any time spent on language and literacy development takes time 
away from job skills or vocational training.  

 
Given the pressures on adult immigrants and refugees, the challenges for ESL 

literacy go beyond teaching how English works and increasing language and literacy 
skills. Adult ESL programs are charged with helping adults understand how systems 
work, (e.g., health, employment, and education work) and to provide learners with 
strategies for navigating these systems.  Teaching strategies on how to use both spoken 
and written English effectively in a variety of settings is part of their charge as well. 

Approach and Organization of the Literature Review  

Adult ESL literacy is a relatively new field of study that has received scant 
attention in the research community. Existing at the nexus of adult literacy, second 
language acquisition, first language literacy development, and second language reading, 
it can benefit from studies conducted in these fields.  This review includes research in 
ABE, adult ESL, second language acquisition of both children and adults, English as a 
foreign language, ESL pedagogy and reading acquisition in both the native language and 
second language. 

 
We have organized the review into three parts.  To conduct the first part of the 

review, the ABE and adult ESL studies, we followed the procedures of the What Works 
Clearinghouse (WWC), which has rigorous criteria for identifying and selecting studies 
and has established procedures for assessing the quality of study design and 
methodology.  Using WWC methods, we identified the universe of ABE and adult ESL 
research, selected studies with experimental and quasi-experimental design for review, 
rated the quality of methodology of these studies and summarized their findings and 
implications for designing a literacy intervention. 

 
The second part of this paper is a review of the second language acquisition and 

related research.  Our approach was to identify general streams of research relevant to 
understanding literacy and language development of adult ESL literacy learners and then 
to review the research within each of these areas to help us judge whether it could inform 
us of potentially effective literacy interventions.  We use a traditional research review 
narrative in discussing this research. 
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This paper concludes by identifying five topic areas, suggested by the research, 

upon which promising literacy interventions could be devised.  For each area, we offer a 
possible research hypothesis and a brief description of the proposed intervention and the 
literacy outcomes it could affect. 

ABE and Adult ESL Research on Literacy Interventions 

To identify the universe of adult ABE and ESL studies, we conducted a 
comprehensive search of all published and unpublished studies examining literacy 
interventions using a sample of adults that were eligible to attend adult literacy programs 
(aged 16 or older, who were not enrolled in a secondary or post-secondary education) and 
that used literacy-related outcome measures (e.g., that measured reading, writing, 
speaking and/or listening skills).  Our intention was to cast a wide net to catch all 
possible studies, published in the years 1983-2003.  The literature search followed 
procedures set by the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC).  These procedures involve 
first setting key words to identify appropriate publications.  The WWC project librarians, 
in conjunction with the adult literacy senior content advisor and the WWC project 
coordinator, determined the keywords, which are modified when appropriate by the 
WWC librarians to best match each core database. The following key words were used to 
identify potential studies:  
 
Adult literacy, adult education, adult programs, adult reading programs, basic 
education, adult learning, immigrants, foreign nationals, migrants, workplace literacy, 
workplace education, literacy education, functional literacy, basic skills, reading skills, 
writing skills, vocabulary skills, communication skills, mathematics skills, adult 
numeracy, reading instruction, tutoring, tutorial programs, second language learning, 
second language instruction, second language acquisition, vocational English, English as 
a second language, Program, teaching methods, instructional materials, instructional 
practices, instructional effectiveness, tutoring, tutors. 
 

We then used these keywords to search the following academic databases and 
websites:   

 
 ERIC 
 PsycINFO 
 Campbell Collaboration’s C2-SPECTR (Social, Psychological, Educational, and 

Criminological Trials Register)  
 Dissertation Abstracts 
 Proquest 
 Academic Search Premier  
 Teachers of English for Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL): 

http://www.tesol.org 
 National Adult Literacy Database (NALD): http://www.nald.ca/index.htm, 

National Center for the Study of Adult and Lifelong Learning (NCSALL): 
http://www.gse.harvard.edu/~ncsall/ 

 National Center for ESL Literacy Education (NCLE): http://www.cal.org/ncle/ 
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 National Center on Adult Literacy (NCAL): http://literacy.org/ncal.html 
 National Adult Literacy Database (NALD): http://www.nald.ca/index.htm 

 
The appendix lists the journals included in these databases.  These sources identified 
literature reviews, which we then searched to identify additional studies.  
 

Abstracts and summaries of the studies identified through the search were 
imported into the WWC intranet database. The WWC adult literacy team then conducted 
an initial relevance screen by reviewing the abstracts.  It was preferred to err on the side 
of over-inclusion rather than under-inclusion. Therefore, all studies that were 
quantitative, were on adult literacy, and reported samples that consisted of adults living in 
the U.S. or in other English speaking countries (e.g. Australia, England, Canada, New 
Zealand) were included at this phase.  Through these procedures, we identified 111 
studies.  
 

Once identified, studies were obtained from libraries and directly from research 
centers. In the next step, a secondary screen for irrelevant studies was conducted. Based 
on the method and the results sections or a review of the whole study, we determined 
whether to include the study in the review.  Research studies to be included at this stage 
were: 

 
 Randomized experiments; 
 Quasi-experiments that used comparison groups or equating procedures; and 
 Studies that use regression discontinuity designs. 

 
Studies that were excluded at this phase included: 
 

 Simple one-group pretest-posttest designs and simple zero-order correlations; 
 Studies employing sample size smaller than 15 for either the treatment or the 

comparison groups; and 
 Studies with no measures of literacy (reading, writing or English fluency for 

ESOL students). 
 
 Following these procedures we identified 17 studies to include in this review, 
summarized in Exhibit 1 (full citations and more complete summaries are included in the 
appendix).   


