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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
From 2007 to 2012, I taught English as a foreign language (EFL) at three
universities and a private language school in Beijing, China. In general, my
university classes were well attended, but on a few occasions, I had problems with
student absenteeism. At one of the universities, for example, one of my oral English
classes was scheduled just before the students’ weekly half-day off. When several
male students started to skip class, I wondered whether I was losing my touch, or
whether my lessons were boring or disorganized, and I began to think that outside
distractions were preventing me from properly preparing for my classes. At another
university, I was one of three substitute teachers in charge of a five-week course. I
taught one day a week, and had no contact with the two other teachers, who taught on
other days. I asked the administrative staff if I should communicate with the other
instructors, but they told me it was not necessary. As I knew that this was only a
short course, I did not try to make contact with my colleagues. Perhaps
unsurprisingly, by the end of the course, out of a total of 20 students, only 13 were
still attending. At the time, I wondered whether this was because my students had
already covered the material with the other teachers, or, since none of us took the
initiative to call the other two to arrange a coordinated curriculum, whether our lack
of contact was responsible for the students’ absence.
These experiences with poor student attendance roused my interest in studying
the issue of absenteeism. However, I realized that I could not easily research this
topic while in China, because in Chinese universities, absenteeism is not normally a
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serious problem. Students are required to attend at least a certain percentage of
classes in order to pass the course. I began to consider other research areas, but after
speaking with other ESL teachers, I realized that absenteeism is a serious problem in
various types of adult ESL programs in the U.S. and Canada, so I decided to proceed
with this topic.
This chapter begins with an explanation of the various types of adult ESL
programs that currently exist in North America. I then discuss the drop in student
attendance in adult ESL programs in the region, and consider the demographics of the
average student in an ESL program. This is followed by an introduction to my
research.
Types of Adult ESL Programs
Guth (1993) classifies adult ESL programs in North America into four types:
adult schools; community-based organizations (CBOs); workplace literacy programs
and community college or post-secondary ESL programs. Adult schools, which often
run private and government funded ESL programs, commonly have an ethnically
diverse student population. They often struggle to provide a curriculum that suits the
needs of all the learners. In many community-based organizations, the programs are
typically grant-funded, and staffed by community members. Workplace literacy
programs focus specifically on the language and literacy skills that workers need to
provide effective service in their jobs, and their curricula are usually centered on the
demands of the work environment. Community college or post-secondary ESL
programs usually serve a wide variety of language learners. Some of their classes
prepare students for entry to academic courses, while others are offered to the public
as a community service.
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I have chosen not to concern myself with ESL programs taught in the
workplace, because these courses have special characteristics. If ESL classes are held
in the workplace, factors unconnected with English language instruction come into
play, such as the pressure to maintain production levels, and the need to earn an
income (Peirce, Harper, & Barnaby, 1993), which can significantly influence student
attendance. For this reason, I have focused on adult community-based ESL programs
in North America.
Absenteeism in North American Adult ESL Programs
It was nearly two decades ago that absenteeism was first identified as a
significant problem in adult ESL courses in North America (Mumford and Baker
1994; Kerka, 1995). In the worst cases, as many as 70-85% of enrollees fail to
complete classes within a year (Schlage & Soga, 2008), most of whom leave in the
first three weeks (Nash & Kallenbach, 2009; Quigley, 2000). According to Flores
(2005), typically more than half of the adults who begin a program will leave the
course before reaching either the goals they have set for themselves or the goals of the
program. For at least 10 years, adult education ESL classes at Santa Barbara City
College lost one out of every two students by week 12 of their program (Lavigne &
Bailey, 2008). This low 50% retention rate is not uncommon in ESL programs across
North America (Lavigne & Bailey, 2008). In 2003-04, there were about 1.2 million
adult ESL learners in the U.S. (U.S. Department of Education, Office of Vocational
and Adult Education, 2006), representing 45% of all students enrolled nationwide in
state-administered adult education programs. In 2006, there were 37.5 million foreign
born individuals in the U.S., who comprise 12.5% of the total U.S. population (U.S.
Census Bureau, American Community Survey) of which ESL and English literacy
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students represent the fastest growing sector of the U.S. adult education market
(Gammon, 2004; Guza, 2009; Pugh, 2011; Tucker, 2006; Yang, 2005). In California,
for example, non-native English speakers comprised the majority of the target adult
learners (63%) and nearly a third in the country overall (Lasater & Elliott, as cited in
Igoudin, 2008).
The Typical Adult ESL Student
Learners in adult and community-based ESL programs tend to have very
diverse characteristics. For example, their ability to continue to live in North
America is affected by their immigration status, as learners may include permanent
residents, naturalized citizens, legal immigrants, refugees, asylum seekers and
undocumented immigrants. Additionally, the learners’ educational backgrounds vary
greatly, from those without any formal schooling to holders of advanced degrees from
their home countries. While some students may not even be able to read or write in
their native language, others may be highly proficient in their mother tongue or
experts in their field. Because of this diversity, the learners’ needs also vary greatly,
from basic survival English to pre-college classes (Basile & Henry, 1994; Condelli,
2003; Irias, 2011; Lavigne & Bailey, 2008).
Most learners in community-based ESL programs are adults who have made
the decision to enroll on their own initiative. And this desire to enroll and attend
these language courses is so high that, in many cases, programs have overflowing
classrooms and overbooked class rosters. In some parts of North America, there are
waiting lists of up to three years to get into an ESL course. However, many programs
have not been able to add classes, or have had to discontinue them, because of a lack
of funding (Quigley, 2000; Schlage & Soga, 2008; Tucker, 2006). A survey of 184
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ESL providers from 22 cities in 16 states found that nearly three out of five ESL
programs had waiting lists, but that in other cases the demand was so severe that the
institutions had completely abandoned waiting lists (Tucker, 2006). In many
instances, students are highly motivated to enroll in English language classes, but the
scarcity of these language courses, the long waiting lists, and the need to study after
working hours make it very challenging for them to enroll. Rio Salado Community
College, the largest adult ESL provider in Arizona offering 33 classes per day, reports
a waiting list of over 1,000 people and waiting time of up to eighteen months (Tucker,
2006).
It is well documented that immigrant learners in ESL classes, compared to
students of Adult Basic Education (ABE) and Adult Secondary Education (ASE), are
more likely to persist in attending classes (Young, Fleischman, Fitzgerald, & Morgan,
1994, as cited in Comings, 2007; Garett-Hatfield, 2008). Even students who face
violence or are physically abused at home as a result of attending these classes will
usually continue studying, because English is seen as a necessity, compared to some
of the other classes in ABE (Buch, 2007; Garrett-Hatfield, 2008). They have more
incentive to participate because they may need to learn English in order to gain U.S.
citizenship. In the case of Hispanic immigrants, for example, not only is a lack of
proficiency in the English language a barrier to becoming a U.S. citizen from a legal
standpoint, but also for those who have already become citizens, it is a barrier to
fulfilling their roles as active members in society (Irias, 2011).
Although many studies have investigated the problem of absenteeism in the
more general area of adult basic education (ABS) (for example, Beder (1990);
Comings (2007); Fitzgerald (1997), relatively little work has been published in the
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specific area of absenteeism in adult ESL programs (Irias, 2011, Landsborough,
2009). However, as ESL is the fastest growing area of adult education in North
America, and because teaching programs depend for their survival on sufficient
student enrolment, in the last few decades, the issue has assumed a new importance,
and has attracted interest from researchers in a number of fields.
Given that the demand for adult ESL courses is substantial and growing, it is
surprising that absenteeism is such a common problem. One might expect non-native
speakers living in North America to be eager to learn English, so that they might more
easily assimilate into the target community and support their families. Yet despite the
modest financial commitment and the expected high level of motivation, student
attendance levels at these programs are in fact notoriously low.
Studies have shown that students’ motivation or lack of motivation has little
influence on their English commitment to ESL classes (Guza, 2009; Skilton, 2002).
More important are changes in the students’ lives over time.
Bonny Norton Peirce 1 was the first to emphasize the importance of learner
identity, of learners’ investment in the target language, of how learners imagine
themselves in the future (their imagined identity), and of the imagined communities
that they hope to join. Norton is considered a pioneer in the field of second language
learning. She was largely responsible for the shift in focus of second language
acquisition research away from the psycholinguistic approach that had dominated in
the 1970s and 80s, towards a greater sociological and cultural focus.
Igoudin (2008) and Guza (2009), for example, have found Norton’s concept of
investment helpful in explaining the relationship between language learners and the
1

Bonny Norton Peirce has published under the names Norton Peirce and Norton, but in this
study, she will be referred to simply as Norton.
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target language and culture. But of the studies consulted, only one author (SkiltonSylvester, 2002) could truly be said to have looked at absenteeism “through the eyes
of Norton.” Therefore, my research question is: How can examining the research on
absenteeism from Norton’s perspective add to our understanding of the reasons why
some students struggle to attend class, and help to identify some solutions to this
problem?
The Role of the Researcher
My role in this study is to collect and analyze research on barriers that prevent
immigrants from attending adult ESL classes, then to examine the findings from
Norton’s viewpoint. The aim was to try to understand why it is difficult for adult
ESL programs in North America to retain their students, and to help adult education
professionals reconsider the complex motivation of their students. Although I am not
currently working in North America, as a teacher who has personal experience of
student absenteeism, my hope is that a fresh interpretation of this material can help
ESL teachers, program administrators, and materials designers to address this
problem. This was done by gathering research on absenteeism into a single resource,
by analyzing, comparing and commenting on the contributions of various researchers,
and by recasting their ideas through the lens of Norton’s theories.
This paper will take the form of a qualitative examination of case studies
focusing on the issue of absenteeism in community-based adult ESL programs in the
U.S. and Canada. Most of the studies examined put forward reasons to account for
high rates of absenteeism and many propose a range of measures for the successful
retention of students. The reasons why adult ESL students fail to attend class are
numerous, complex, and interdependent. Indeed, one obstacle to investigating the
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problem of absenteeism is that it is difficult to isolate specific factors, because the
barriers identified are interconnected, and often relate to the students’ personal lives.
In this chapter, I have provided a general introduction to the issue of student
absenteeism in adult ESL programs and its importance as one of the most serious
problems faced by ESL practitioners. In Chapter Two, I will present a review of the
motivational theories of Gardner and Lambert, two influential theorists who
investigated student motivation in the classroom. I will then introduce the literature
relevant to Norton’s concept of social identity and investment in second language
acquisition, including various influences on Norton, such as the poststructuralist
theorists Bakhtin, Weedon, and Bourdieu. In Chapter Three, I will describe the
methodology and research design used to find and analyze the studies in this report.
In Chapter Four, I will explore the views of the various researchers consulted
concerning the problem of absenteeism, and analyze the findings in the light of
Norton’s theories. In Chapter Five, I will discuss the data collected, and make
recommendations based on my findings, with the aim of helping teachers and
program administrators to increase student attendance and participation in ESL
classes.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
The purpose of this study is to gather and analyze a wide range of previous
research on the question of absenteeism in adult, community-based ESL programs in
the U.S. and Canada. A range of studies in this field will be examined and considered
in the light of Norton’s theories of second language acquisition. The research
question is: How can existing research on adult absenteeism be reinterpreted in light
of the understandings promulgated by Norton, to give a new perspective from which
to understand the problem of absenteeism in adult ESL classes?
Absenteeism has long been a problem for many ESL teachers and
administrators, but in the last few decades, the phenomenon has also attracted
considerable attention from several stakeholders, including academic researchers,
program funders, administrators and policy-makers. In this chapter, I will explore the
research related to the causes of absenteeism. I will begin with a section on
motivation, move on to discuss two influential researchers of the 1970s and 80s,
Gardner and Lambert, who tended to attribute non-attendance in ESL classes to lack
of student motivation. This will be followed by an introduction to Norton and the
post-structural influences on her theories. Finally, I will examine three of Norton’s
theories in detail: her concepts of identity, of investment, and of imagined identities
and imagined communities.
Motivation
According to the theories of second language learning prevalent in the 1970s
and 80s, motivation and aptitude were the two most important factors that determine
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how quickly a learner will acquire a language (Gardner, 1985). Motivation, defined
as the way a student is oriented towards learning a second language (Norris-Holt,
2001), sparks the initial desire to begin learning the language, and helps the student
maintain focus through this long and often challenging process. If a student is not
motivated to learn, an essential ingredient is missing, one that can influence whether
or not a student comes to class and continues to attend regularly.
Gardner and Lambert
Two widely recognized pioneers in the field of motivation in second and
foreign language learning were the Canadian social psychologists Robert Gardner
(1934-) and Wallace Lambert (1922-2009). Beginning in the late 1950s, Gardner and
Lambert published a series of studies that influenced many later second language
acquisition theorists. They proposed that students’ attitudes towards the target
language community were of great importance in determining whether they would
become good language learners (Gardner, 1985), which implies that the activity of
second language learning has a strong social dimension. Gardner and Lambert (1972)
believed that learner motivation could be divided into two types: integrative and
instrumental. Instrumental motivation is the concept that learners study languages for
practical purposes, for example, to get a job or pass an examination. Integrative
motivation refers to learners who study languages out of personal interest, because of
a positive attitude towards the target language and its culture, or perhaps a desire to be
identified as a member of the target language community. Gardner developed this
idea further by suggesting that motivation and second language learning could be
linked, in what he termed a socio-educational model, in which the learner has definite
goals, including the desire to access the privileged linguistic resources of speakers of
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the target language. Gardner (1985) also believed this desire does not change with
time or place, but is a permanent characteristic of the learner. This type of focus on
motivation and on the individual learner’s character persisted until the mid-1990s.
Bonny Norton
Norton’s importance as a theorist lies in her proposal of a radical
reinterpretation of the process of second language acquisition. Norton’s observations
of language learners in South Africa in the early 1980s led her to believe that identity
and language learning are inseparable, and that language use is fundamentally a social
behavior, in which learners actively communicate with other speakers (both other
learners and native speakers) through the various stages of their learning (Norton,
2000). Norton argued that this interaction was complex: whenever learners speak the
target language, they constantly re-organize their sense of who they are, of how they
relate to their interlocutor(s), and of their position in the social environment at that
moment. How learners identify themselves, how they feel about their pasts, their
hopes for the future - all these to some extent influence what they speak about, to
whom they speak, and why. Norton introduced another factor: these interactions are
also affected by power differences between learners and their interlocutors. Norton
therefore sees language as a process by which social identity is constantly constructed
and negotiated (Churchill, 2002).
In several interrelated publications spanning many years, Norton addressed
the problem of motivation in adult ESL programs. Early in her career, Norton was
one of three researchers who analyzed the impact of Employee Workplace English
Programs on both participants and non-participants at three Levi Jeans factories in
Canada (Peirce, Harper & Barnaby, 1990). Later, in a 1993 study (Barnaby, Harper,
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& Norton), these same three researchers revisited their 1990 data, to discover why
over 50 employees who qualified for this ESL program either dropped out or refused
to attend. Later, in a groundbreaking 1995 study, Norton investigated five immigrant
women in Canada, focusing on the relationship between their identities and their
success in learning English in two environments outside of the classroom: the home
and the workplace. In 2000, basing her data on the five women from her 1995 study,
Norton demonstrated that, for these women, the opportunities to practice English
were structured according to unequal relations of power in their homes and their
workplaces. Norton illustrated how the women responded to and acted upon these
differences in power so as to create situations in which they could practice their
English. To explain why the women resisted speaking in situations outside the
classroom, Norton (2001) discussed and analyzed this data. This is her first reference
to the notion of imagined communities. From there, she examined the relationship
between imagined communities, investment and language learning. Finally, in her
2010 article on identity, power and language learning, she analyzed three different
classroom situations, emphasizing that the teacher should take into account the
students’ complex social identities, and the potential impact that ignoring these can
have on the students’ levels of interest and their commitment.
Norton’s theories have proved very influential. In the last 15 years, her
construct of investment and her ideas about the relationship between identity and
language learning have proved to be useful tools for understanding the complex
conditions under which language learning takes place. Researchers who have been
influenced by Norton include Skilton-Sylvester (2002), Igoudain (2008), Guza (2009)
and Toohey (2011).
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Poststructuralist Influences on Norton
Norton was strongly influenced by the ideas of poststructuralist theorists
concerning the relationships between power, society and language. The roots of
structuralism lie in the work of the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913),
who was the first to put forward the notion of language as a system of signs. Saussure
saw words not merely as arbitrarily imposed labels for things, as Aristotle had
proposed over 2,000 years before, but as the products of social interaction between
people. The Russian philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin (1895-1975) later suggested that in
works of fiction, power relationships in society are revealed in the use of language by
the characters. That is to say that for Bakhtin, the words spoken by fictional
characters have a kind of taste or feeling that brings to mind a certain group of people,
a generation, or the social context in which they are used.
The concepts of power relationships and social interaction in society are
important in Norton’s work, as is the work of later poststructuralist thinkers,
particularly the feminist theorist Christine and the French philosopher Pierre
Bourdieu. Weedon (1987) and Bourdieu (1977) believed that the concept of the self
as a separate, uni-dimensional entity, independent of others, did not exist; rather,
individuals are dependent on others. In the field of social identity, Norton is most
reliant on Weedon (1997), whose theories are the circumstances in which people
choose to speak. Weedon introduced the term “subjectivity” to refer to both their
conscious and unconscious thoughts and emotions, their sense of themselves, and
their understanding of how they relate to people around them. Norton explained the
notion of subjectivity in second language users with reference to the social identity
theories of Bourdieu, Weedon and others, bringing out these researchers’ themes of
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material, symbolic and social power: “By symbolic resources I refer to such resources
as language, education, and friendship, whereas I use the term material resources to
include capital goods, real estate, and money” (Norton, 1995, 17). For
poststructuralists such as Weedon, a person’s subjectivity is seen as complex,
contradictory, and subject to change through time and space. Weedon believed that
any individual is at once both subject to relationships with more powerful people, and
the subject of less powerful ones. In a world of shifting relationships, she argued,
individuals use language as a means of improving their place in society, by
negotiating more comfortable, or more beneficial identities for themselves.
Norton also follows American philosopher Cornel West (1992) in believing
that a person’s identity is related to various desires: “the desire for recognition, the
desire for affiliation, and the desire for security and safety” (Norton, 1997, p.410).
These desires, West maintains, are inseparable from the way that material wealth is
distributed in society. People who can access a variety of material resources have
power and privilege, which affects how they see their place in the world and
influences the number and range of possibilities open to them in the future. This
makes the question “Who am I?” inseparable from the question “What can I
do?” Norton cites West’s view that access to material resources determines the extent
to which one may realize one’s desires. By the same argument, an individual’s
identity changes according to that person’s economic and social relationships.
Bourdieu’s (1977) study underlies West’s (1992) work in emphasizing the
relationship between identity and symbolic power. Yet Weedon also expands upon
Bourdieu’s ideas, focusing on the unequal power relationships within society.
Bourdieu saw language as an expression of these relationships, believing that it was
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impossible to properly understand what a person says without also understanding who
they are and their position within various social relationships. For example, speakers
assess whether their listeners are worthy to listen, and vice versa. This can be
interpreted as a “right to speak” or “the power to impose reception” (1997, p. 75),
which Bourdieu sees as closely related to a person’s identity. Bourdieu used the
metaphor of “cultural capital” to denote certain kinds of cultural knowledge, which
are seen as valuable and which give status and power (Norton, 2011). Norton adapted
Bourdieu’s economic metaphor of cultural capital to create her own economic
metaphor of investment.
Since her groundbreaking 1995 study, in which she reframed the
understanding of what leads people to success or failure in L2 learning, Norton has
published in several related areas. It is beyond the scope of this paper to discuss all of
Norton’s theories in detail, but I will explore her three most important
constructs: identity, investment, and imagined communities, and attempt to explain
how these are useful in reinterpreting the problem of absenteeism.
Norton’s Concept of Identity
Norton’s concept of identity occupies a central place in her thinking. This
concept is derived from the notion of subjectivity adopted by Weedon (1987), who
used a similar notion to denote that all people have an image of themselves and of
their place in the world. Norton first introduced her idea of identity in her 1995
article. There, she proposed that to define learners in binary, one-dimensional terms,
for example by saying that they are either introverted or extroverted, or either
inhibited or uninhibited, was a gross oversimplification, because many learners have
contradictory and co-existing identities. Instead, Norton preferred to describe the
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identity of a language learner as being “multiple, a site of struggle, and subject to
change over time” (1995, p. 5). By “struggle,” she meant that learners are constantly
negotiating a sense of who they are in relation to the larger social world.
Norton (1995) argued that previous theorists saw the learner as separate from
the social context and had not sufficiently addressed the issue of power relationships
(the balances of power between speakers in the social world both inside and outside
the classroom). She believed that the power relationship between language learners
and target language learners is a significant factor in determining whether a learner
will have the opportunity to use and therefore become proficient in the target
language. Even if learners have a strong desire to learn English, the power difference
between the learner and target language speaker can block their chances of speaking
with native speakers thereby inhibiting building proficiency.
The concept of how a learner identifies him or herself during a social
interchange is also central to Norton’s theoretical framework. Often, however, power
relationships between the language learners and target language speakers can frustrate
learners’ attempts to use the language and the resulting lack of practice may mean
they don’t have the opportunities they need to become proficient. Norton (1995,
2000, 2011) used the case of Martina, a Czechoslovakian mother who had immigrated
to Canada. Martina wanted to make progress at her workplace, a fast food restaurant,
and she was therefore highly motivated to improve her English. But she felt
dehumanized and marginalized by her teenage workmates, who stood around doing
nothing while expecting her to do all the cleaning and menial tasks. According to
Martina, her workmates saw her as a “stupid immigrant,” a lowly cleaner, just a
“broom” (Norton, 1995, p. 22). She resented this and refused to talk with them. One
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day, at home, however, her landlord accused her of breaking the terms of her lease.
On this occasion, Martina spoke up in English in defense of herself and her family,
engaging in a lengthy conversation to explain that she had not done anything wrong.
She did not worry about the accuracy of her grammar, but just said what she felt.
Norton explains that Martina’s identity as the primary caregiver in her family helped
her to claim the right to speak. As Norton and Toohey (2011) commented, although
some aspects of learners’ identities may limit their chances to listen, speak, read, or
write, other aspects of their identity can open up new possibilities for social
interaction. Martina’s experience with her landlord also gave her the courage she
needed to resist being marginalized in her other social environment, her workplace,
and to talk with the lazy teenage workers in English. In other words, the experience
of standing up to her landlord gave her the courage to resist being positioned as an
immigrant, and replaced it with a more powerful identity as a mother, a parent, and an
adult, boosting her perception of her own status in the workplace and allowing her to
feel that she could make her feelings known in English in an environment in which
she had previously felt marginalized.
Following Weedon and Bourdieu, Norton (1995) believed that in any learning
environment, it is important to look at the relationship between the speakers; one’s
desire to communicate is impacted by relations between speakers because it can
account for why sometimes speakers speak a lot, and at other times why they don’t.
However, a speaker’s ability to “command a listener” (1977, p. 648) is unequally
distributed because of the symbolic power relations between interlocutors. In arguing
that “speech always owes a major part of its value to the value of the person who
utters it,” (1977, p. 652) Bourdieu suggested that the value ascribed to speech cannot
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be understood apart from the person who speaks and that the person who speaks
cannot be understood apart from larger networks of social relationships. He argued
that when a person speaks, the speaker wishes not only to be understood, but to be
“believed, obeyed, respected, distinguished” (1977, p. 648).
If learners feel that the environment is threatening, or that others are behaving
in an arrogant or superior manner, they can feel emotionally blocked and humiliated,
and can find it difficult to process information (Norton, 2000). For example, in
Norton’s 1995 study, the student Martina felt so humiliated and marginalized when
the customers at her workplace made comments about her accent that she lost her
desire to speak and engage with others. Another learner, Eva, was very conscious of
her position as an immigrant and saw herself as “not Canadian,” “stupid” and doing
“the worst kind of work.” As a result of this negative conception she gave herself,
Eva missed opportunities to use the target language, as happened during an exchange
with her Canadian co-worker, Gail, concerning the cartoon character Bart Simpson.
Gail made Eva feel ashamed for not knowing who Bart Simpson was, but Eva then
changed her mind set, no longer positioning herself as an immigrant, but as a
multicultural citizen, and establishing her own right to speak. As Norton comments,
“Over time, Eva’s communicative competence developed to include an awareness of
how to challenge and transform social practices of marginalization” (1995, p. 14).
Norton suggests several factors affect whether or not a person has the chance
to speak, listen, read, and write, which are all widely accepted as being central to
acquiring a second language. One of these is “identity shifting,” also known as
“identity slippage” (Armour, 2000, p. 255). For Norton (1995), language is not a
neutral form of communication. Even the act of beginning to learn a language
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immediately places a learner in a new role, shifting her from her previous identities,
in a process that is similar to impersonating someone else. Identity shifting can occur
in a variety of situations. For example, when learners try to understand a text in class,
their identities come into play in a complicated way. When they struggle with the
questions in a test, they are actually struggling over which of their identities they
should portray in the testing context (Kress, 1993; Norton, 2010). Text meanings
change as relationships between speakers and relationships change. More research
needs to be done into how learner identity actually operates in these contexts, and in
other similar situations, so that the issue of student resistance may be better
understood (Churchill, 2002).
An example that illustrates both contexts mentioned above is illustrated by
Norton and Stein (1995) in an incident that took place in South Africa during the
apartheid regime. Stein, a Caucasian university professor, had distributed to her
students a reading test based on a newspaper article about monkeys that had taken
fruit from trees in private gardens in Durban. Stein, a member of the white
community, a native speaker of English, and a college professor, was in a position of
power relative to her students. During the test, the students followed the test rules
and could be said to have assumed the identity of relatively ‘powerless’ test takers.
However, when Stein later discussed the passage in class, the discussion became
heated, as groups of students suggested different interpretations of the passage. Some
saw it as simply a story about monkeys stealing fruit, but others took it as a metaphor
for the unequal social and economic conditions between the white and black
communities in South Africa. These students’ identity had now shifted from being
powerless test takers to a position of power, because they could explain to their
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teacher that the story could represent the unequal power relations in the real world.
Interestingly, Stein’s identity also shifted, as she moved from a powerful position of
knower to the less powerful one of learner. Norton and Stein used this anecdote to
demonstrate that the meaning of a text can vary, depending on the social context, the
changing identities of the readers, and changing balances of power among those
present (Norton, 2010).
Norton (2000) raised the question of what an instructor should do differently
in order to teach immigrant learners more effectively. She addressed this issue by
analyzing the lives of immigrants in various contexts, to show teachers a range of
common problems. For example, when Norton asked five immigrant women learners
at the beginning of their ESL course what kinds of teaching method(s) they preferred,
all five women chose a teacher-centered curriculum. However, by the end of her oneyear study, only one of the learners still believed that the teacher was the most
important factor. The other four women emphasized the importance of practicing
speaking and the effectiveness of the communicative language teaching method.
Norton suggests that teachers should take account of the social dimension of their
students’ lives and their lived experiences, and should unite these in the classroom by
using communicative language teaching techniques (2000, p. 140).
Norton believes that a learner’s psychological and social situation is
constantly changing to take account of these shifting balances of power, which vary
over time and space, and are highly dependent on the people with whom the learner is
interacting. These power imbalances could be in the learner’s relationships with
teachers and classmates, or could be affected by other pressures outside the
classroom, such as the demands of family and work environments, transportation
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difficulties, or childcare. In order to properly understand how Norton conceives these
changes in the balance of power around the learner, it is necessary to explore in some
detail her theory of investment.
Norton’s Concept of Investment
Norton argued that previous theorists, such as Gardner and Lambert, had been
wrong to portray learner motivation in black and white terms, for example, by
labeling learners as either “good” (motivated) or “bad” (unmotivated), finding that
this oversimplified the issue and encouraged a tendency to “blame the victim” (the
student), not helpful in understanding the process of language acquisition (Churchill,
2002). She therefore reframed the conception of motivation, developing a vocabulary
that supported the view of the learner as having multiple, complex and fluid social
identities, which change through time and space (Norton, 1995). In Norton’s view,
this complex set of identities affects learners’ perceptions of themselves and of their
relationships with others, and this in turn affects their attitudes and their investment in
language learning (Norton, 2000).
In her 2000 study, Norton argued that it was at home and in the workplace that
the chances that these women had to use English were determined by unequal power
relations. She shows how the women responded to these relations of power to set up
chances for themselves to use English, and whether or not they succeeded in their
efforts. However, she emphasizes that their struggle should be interpreted in terms of
their investment in learning English and their changing identities, which vary with
time and with the social setting (Norton, 2000).
According to Norton, by taking the decision to attend ESL classes, the
language learner is spending time, effort and money in acquiring the target language;
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Norton argues that the metaphor of investment is more appropriate for explaining
patterns of target language (TL) use; economic metaphors are relevant as learners of a
second language do so in the hope of gaining symbolic and material resources in
return (Norton, 1995). Norton chose the word ‘investment’ to represent this concept,
economic metaphor that strongly echoes Bourdieu’s more famous ‘cultural
capital.’ Investment in the economic sense is the act of putting down money in the
hope of acquiring a later profit or reward. Similarly, the act of learning the language
of the target community represents an attempt on the part of the learner for increased
power. For example, the learner might imagine for him- or herself a wider range of
economic opportunities, an increased sense of self-worth, the ability to more
effectively articulate one’s opinions, resulting into better integration into the target
language community (Norton, 1997; Norton & Toohey, 2001). This empowerment
can be seen as having a better life and a higher salary because one has improved one’s
English.
For Norton (1997), the notion of investment conceives of the language learner
as having a complex history and multiple desires and investment in the target
language is also an investment in the future. Rather than asking whether the learner is
motivated to learn the target language or look to understand a person’s personality,
Norton frames her questions on what the learner’s investment in the target language is
and how the learner’s relationship to the target language is socially and historically
constructed. She also looks at the learner’s occasional ambivalence to learning and
practicing it (Norton & McKinney, 2011).
Norton (2000) showed that learners do not have one single identity as a
parent. She considers the examples of three immigrant learners (Martina, Felicia, and
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Katarina) who were all mothers, but who had very different backgrounds. These
three women’s investment in learning English differed depending on the precise
nature of their identity as a mother. Katarina had mixed feelings about learning
English. She worried that learning English would harm her relationship with her only
child, but she also realized that it would allow her to interact with her fellow
professionals, something she missed from her home country. Martina felt she needed
to be able to speak English because in her family she had the main responsibility for
looking after the children. Although she was conscious of her low social status as an
immigrant, she refused to be silenced and marginalized, and she spoke up in defense
of her family’s interests. Felicia, on the other hand, came from a wealthy background
in Peru. She was strongly invested in preserving her identity as a privileged member
of the community, and resisted being positioned as a lowly immigrant in her new host
country, Canada.
Norton gave an example of how neglecting to engage a language learner’s
identity can affect his or her attendance in class. In her 1997 paper, she directly
interviewed Mai, an adult immigrant from Vietnam, who had made many sacrifices to
complete a six-month adult ESL course for immigrants in Canada. After work, Mai
would hurry home, make dinner, then rush off to her evening course, after which she
dreaded her walk home at 10:30 pm because she feared being chased and attacked in
the dark. Every night she returned home exhausted, but after completing the sixmonth course, she was sufficiently motivated to enroll again in another night course,
because she wanted to continue to improve her spoken and written English. But, in
fact, Mai did not finish the second course. She dropped out after a number of
extremely frustrating weeks. When Norton interviewed her, Mai said the class
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consisted almost entirely of students giving presentations about their lives in their
native countries. She mentioned how she would sit through whole lessons
uninterested and without speaking a word. She felt that she was not learning anything
at all, and stopped attending the class.
Norton could not definitively explain why Mai dropped out of the class, but
commented that the teacher failed to sufficiently take account of the complexity of his
learners’ identities. Although learners’ experiences in their native countries are
indeed a significant part of their identities, Norton argues, these memories are being
continuously influenced by more recent events in the new country, that take place in
the home, workplace, and community. Norton believes that in Mai’s case, the teacher
did not give the students any opportunity to seriously consider or discuss their new
identities in Canada in the light of their former identities in their native countries, and
did not allow them to think about their former identities in the light of their new ones.
This was the reason why Mai was not interested in her classmates’ presentations, why
her investment in the class was so low, and why she dropped out (Norton, 1997, p.
413). Norton used Mai’s story to show that the relationship between a learner’s
identity and investment is constantly changing, abstract and theoretical, and as a
result, can often affect a learner’s attendance in ESL classes. Mai’s story also
illustrates the importance of Norton’s theory of imagined identities.
Imagined Identities and Imagined Communities
The political philosopher Benedict Anderson (1936-) first used the phrase
“imagined communities” (as cited in Norton and Kanno, 2003) to denote awareness
of membership of nation states, but Norton (2001) introduced it to the field of second
language learning as a means of explaining the phenomenon of learner resistance.
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Norton also adopts Wenger’s (1998) term “non-participation” to refer to various
degrees of resistance, ranging from attendance with minimal involvement to complete
withdrawal from the class. Wenger (1998) believes that as human beings, our
identities are defined not only by what we are, but also by what we are not. Because
we come into contact with many groups of which we are not members, we can be
described largely in terms of what we are not, not only in terms of our involvement in
activities, but also in terms of our non-involvement. Wenger expresses this in terms
of engagement in various practices: “We not only produce our identities through the
practices we engage in, but we also define ourselves through the practices we do not
engage in” (1998, p. 164). Wenger’s phrasing is significant because Norton borrows
this concept when she refers to “communities of practice” in the ESL context.
Wenger suggested that in any community, there are three “modes of
belonging”: engagement, imagination and alignment. “Engagement” refers to a
persons’ active involvement in communicating meaning; “imagination” describes the
way people use their experience of the world to create images and make connections
through time and space; “alignment” refers to people focusing their energies on larger
scale goals. Norton believes that Wenger’s second mode of belonging, “imagination”
is important in understanding the non-participation of language learners. Wenger’s
use of the term imagination is significant because of the importance of “imagined
communities” in Norton’s thinking (Norton, 2001; Norton and Toohey, 2011). A
third concept borrowed from Wenger (1998) is his distinction between “peripherality”
and “marginality.” “Peripherality” refers to the normal process by which newcomers
into a society gradually become full members of that community. Of course,
newcomers cannot immediately adopt practices of “old-timers”; at first they must
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watch from the sidelines and learn the practices and rules of that community.
“Marginality,” on the other hand, refers to non-participation in a community, usually
as a form of protest or resistance.
In some cases, teachers tend to focus on practices of engagement, by
concentrating on communicating meaning in the classroom, rather than on practices
of the imagination, acknowledging the learners imagine of themselves based on their
experience in the wider world. Norton (2000, 2001) argues that the degree to which
learners participate in language classes depends on their investment in an imagined
community and on their access to that community. Learners can easily imagine
themselves using the target language in various situations in the future. The imagined
community may also be partly a rebuilding of past communities and of relationships
from the individual’s past, but which offers the learner a wider range of identity
choices in the future.
Norton stressed that if instructors and program administrators do not recognize
students’ imagined communities, and adapt their teaching to take account of them, the
learners will be less likely to participate fully. She found that teachers often
concentrate on how a student has learned the target language in the past, and on how
well they are studying in the present, but tend to ignore the learner’s aspirations for
the future. Language learners each have their own unique visions of an imagined
community, which motivate them to study and to keep attending class. Learners
imagine themselves as proficient in the target language, their lives enriched by new
experiences and opportunities, a picture that keeps their investment high. If teachers
can design curricula that focus on the particular identities and communities that the
learners imagine, the learners’ investment in language classes will be increased, and

27
they are more likely to become committed and successful students (Norton &
Pavlenko, 2007).
Individual learners struggle to gain power, but the classroom setup
disempowers the learners. If learners can represent themselves, they will feel more
empowered. This empowerment can be largely attributed to having a better life and a
higher standard of living as a result of having learned a higher level of English. The
higher the learners’ ability in the target language, the more they can imagine
themselves in the future being able to converse easily with members of the target
language community (Norton, 2001).
Norton (2001) argued that the reasons for a learner’s non-participation in a
second language class can be complex and may stem from a disjuncture between the
learner’s imagined community and the curriculum goals of the teacher. This can be
complicated by the fact that a learner’s expectations of class is likely to change over
time, partially due to the learner’s interactions (or attempts to interact) with the target
language community. Norton drew two main conclusions from this research. Firstly,
whether or not a teacher recognizes the students’ investment in the classroom, the
students’ identities will nevertheless be involved in diverse, and in some cases,
unsettling ways. If a teacher does not acknowledge their imagined communities, this
learner non-participation may get worse. If the students perceive the learning goals of
a course as arbitrary, and the teacher does not attend to the students’ needs, this can
lead to learner frustration, and, in some cases, to absenteeism. It is therefore
important that teachers assist their learners to picture themselves as living in multiple
communities, which includes the classroom community, the target language
community and the imagined community. As teachers discover their students’
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investments in their imagined communities, including the possibilities and limitations,
they may inadvertently address the threat of non-participation in the ESL classroom.
Norton’s second point was that learners often have different investments in various
members of the target language community, and they may be most uncomfortable
speaking with people in whom they have the most investment. The unfortunate
consequence is that the people that make the learner most uncomfortable are the very
ones who may embody and also offer access to the imagined community of which the
learner wants to be a member. Students should be encouraged to question why they
desire these things, and whether these desires are realistic and consistent with their
future prospects.
Katarina and Felicia
Norton used the stories of Katarina (from Poland) and Felicia (from Peru) as
examples of the most extreme form of learner resistance: dropping out of the
course. Katarina enrolled in a six-month course, but dropped out after four
months. She said the teacher had discouraged her from taking a computer course,
claiming that her English was not good enough, and that the teacher treated the
learners as if they were ‘stupid’ people who spoke ‘immigrant English’ (Norton,
2001, p. 162). In disgust and anger, she withdrew from the English course, but went
on to complete the computer class. Katarina is an example of a learner whose
imagined community is influenced by her history. Before moving to Canada,
Katarina was a highly respected professional (a teacher), who had taught for 17
years. After arriving in Canada, she could not find a teaching position and had to
settle for a ‘lower’ job. Her hope, though, was to find some kind of work that would
allow her to return to a community in which she could once more interact with other
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like-minded individuals. Katarina’s imagined community was a community of
professionals. When her teacher discouraged her from joining the computer class,
Katarina felt that the teacher did not acknowledge her imagined community, where
she felt sure she belonged, having lived and worked among other education
professionals. Katarina knew that taking the computer class would give her better
access to her imagined community, but the teacher did not allow her to take this
step. Experiences such as this can greatly discourage a learner.
Felicia, from Peru, related a negative experience that had taken place in a
Grade 12 ESL course for adult immigrants. The teacher had asked every student to
bring in some information about his or her home country. After the class, the teacher
summarized the main ideas that had been presented, but did not mention Peru or any
of the points that Felicia had shared. Felicia was annoyed and asked the teacher to
explain. The teacher said that Peru was not one of the main countries under
consideration. Felicia never went to that class again (Norton, 2001).

A Gap in the Research
With the exception of Norton (2000, 2001) herself, and Skilton-Sylvester
(2002), none of the studies reviewed address the issue of absenteeism from her
perspective. I have therefore chosen to look at these studies of absenteeism through
the lens of Norton’s sociocultural theories. The aim is to provide stakeholders in
adult ESL programs with an overview of the research in the field of identity and
investment so that they may identify the causes of absenteeism.
This study serves to answer the following question: In what ways can research
on absenteeism in community-based adult ESL programs can be reinterpreted in light
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of the understandings promulgated by Norton, through her three principal theories of
identity, investment and imagined communities.
Summary
In this chapter, I have reviewed the literature on adult absenteeism based on
Norton’s innovative approach to language acquisition, which has added to the
understanding of the socio-cultural dimensions of the learner’s experience, through
the application of the constructs of identity, investment and imagined communities.
Chapter Three will focus on the research methodology of this study, including the
paradigm and the methods used for data collection and analysis.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY
Several researchers have focused on absenteeism levels in adult educational
programs, but few are concerned specifically with the field of ESL. Also, many do
not look beyond the obvious barriers to attendance in a student’s life, such as
difficulties in finding adequate childcare and transportation problems. This study
addresses the following research question: How can research on absenteeism in
community-based adult ESL programs be reinterpreted in light of the understandings
promulgated by Norton, through her theories of identity, investment and imagined
communities?
I began my research by exploring existing work related to absenteeism in adult
ESL courses in North America, especially that concerning the barriers to student
attendance. I gathered the more important findings and attempted to analyze these
from Norton’s perspective.
This chapter explains the rationale for this study, the qualitative research
paradigm, and the method for collecting the data, including the parameters adopted
for incorporating studies in the research, and the reasons for using certain databases,
search terms and dates. Various themes and issues found in the literature will also be
discussed.
Qualitative Research Paradigm
I conducted an extended literature review of research from professional
journals and books in the field of absenteeism in adult community-based ESL
programs in the U.S. and Canada which falls into the qualitative paradigm as this type
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of research aims to uncover the behavior and the perceptions that influence these
behaviors, in relation to specific topics or issues. It uses in-depth studies, in-context
observations and group discussions, as well as journal and diary exercises of a target
audience to guide and support the development of hypotheses, and it produces results
that are descriptive, rather than predictive.
The works used in my research included qualitative and quantitative case
studies, several published Ph.D. and Master’s theses (Guza, 2009; Irias, 2011;
Landsborough, 2009; Soga, 2005), reviews of selections of other case studies,
interviews of panels of experts, a webinar, which included ESL students and a panel
of teaching experts and administrators, and one interview of an ESL teacher which
addressed the issue of persistence in adult ESL classes. All these studies were chosen
because they deal with the issue of absenteeism in the context of adult ESL. The data
from the studies was critically examined to determine whether causes of absenteeism
mentioned in these studies are related to Norton’s concepts of identity, investment,
and imagined communities and grow out of the power relationships that learners
encounter both inside and outside the language classroom, which may affect various
aspects of the learners’ identities. Conflicts connected to their identities and their
investment may be more important causes of absenteeism than other researchers have
suggested. It may be, for example, that when studies claim that the main causes of
dropouts relate to the program administration and the teachers, these are in fact issues
of power relations, including the learners’ struggle for the right to express their
changing identity through the unfamiliar medium of the target language.
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Parameters for Data Collection
Although I initially planned to include only studies focusing on absenteeism in
adult ESL programs, it soon became clear that this would yield too little material, so I
decided to include studies in the more general field of ABE for immigrant students in
North America, but only those that mention some aspect of absenteeism in ESL
programs.
Databases
The first step in assembling a corpus of studies was to do a general online
search on Hamline University’s Bush Library website, using three search engines:
WorldCat.org, Expanded Academic ASAP, and Academic Search Complete. This
was followed by a search on EBSCO host (which includes Academic Search Premier,
Expanded Academic, ERIC, and Educational Abstracts). To find studies that were
relevant to the topic of this paper, I began by searching on Hamline University’s Bush
Library website, on Google, and on Google Scholar, using the combined search term
“adult ESL” together with “absenteeism.” However, at first, these searches produced
quite limited results.
As I read more widely, I encountered other words similar in meaning to
“absenteeism” and I increased the number of search terms, adding, for example:
“retention,” “attendance,” “persistence,” “resistance,” “non-participation,” and
“attrition.” These related search terms generated many more hits. To exclude studies
related to K-12 and higher education contexts, I included the word “adult” with each
term.
To narrow the field to studies conducted in countries where English is the
majority language, I included the acronym ESL. I was able to find a number of
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studies that mentioned aspects of absenteeism and reasons for poor attendance, as
well as proposed solutions to the problem, but it was difficult to find case studies that
focused solely on this topic, as few researchers have dedicated their attention entirely
to this field. I therefore expanded my search to include reports that suggested
possible solutions to the problem of absenteeism, as well as published works that
analyzed a range of other studies.
Since the purpose of this study is to view the problem of absenteeism through
the eyes of Norton, her website was consulted, as were many of her works. I also
examined publications cited by other researchers on absenteeism.
Dates
At first, I restricted my search to works published after 2002, so that the data
would be recent and more relevant. However, I found very few studies related to the
specific topic of absenteeism in adult ESL programs, so I widened my parameters to
include all studies published after 1989. It was important to work with a large
number of studies, as this allowed me to consider more barriers and solutions to the
problem of absenteeism in adult ESL classes.
Data Analysis
The aim of this study was to discuss a range of research on the causes of
absenteeism in adult community-based ESL programs in the U.S. and Canada, and to
reinterpret this research in the light of the understandings promulgated by Norton.
The causes of absenteeism are numerous, complex and interdependent, so the data
were examined from the perspective of Norton’s theories of investment and identity,
with reference to related concepts in Norton’s work, such as power relations,
imagined identities and imagined communities. To give a qualitative overview of a
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range of works by other researchers (as opposed to using my own fieldwork data)
presents problems, because in many instances it is difficult to make meaningful
comparisons between the studies, owing to the organizational disparity of the
available data, variations on the size of the experimental and control groups, and other
differences. In addition, the problem of absenteeism is complex, and has no simple
solution, as was obvious in the many varying terms and theoretical perspectives used
by the researchers to describe the reasons for students dropping out. Because many of
the supposed barriers to attendance were interdependent and overlapping, it was
important to find a simple and efficient method of keeping track of the works
consulted and the points raised. I used a computer spreadsheet program (Microsoft
Excel) to keep track of the research studies I had consulted and the topics covered by
each study, such as barriers connected with a learner’s identity as an
immigrant. These spreadsheets are presented in the next chapter.
In the following chapter, the studies on absenteeism are compared and
contrasted to identify the most important findings, and to bring out common themes
and differences. Then findings are considered in the light of Norton’s three main
constructs: identity, investment and imagined communities.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS
The aim of this paper is to apply Norton’s theories on learner identity and
language learning to research on absenteeism in adult ESL programs. Norton’s
importance as a theorist lies in the fact that, to account for a student’s motivation in
class, she brings into consideration complex factors related to the learner’s history
and family life, and discusses the interplay of multiple roles and identities. I
examined research on adult absenteeism in the light of Norton’s theories, in order to
help adult education professionals to rethink the motivation of their students as
something more complex. The research question I will attempt to answer in this
paper is: How can research done on adult absenteeism be reinterpreted in light of the
understandings promulgated by Bonny Norton’s three topic lenses (identity,
investment and imagined communities)?
Relatively few studies have focused on the specific topic of absenteeism in

adult ESL programs in North America. I will begin this chapter with an overview
of the material consulted, to show how these studies differ in type, content,

context, sample size, and presentation. The tables in Appendices B and C help to
illustrate the wide range of content. The table in Appendix B is divided into
three categories: the studies that address both absenteeism and ESL, those

which merely mention topics related to attendance and those which focus on
absenteeism, but do not mention ESL. Appendix C is also divided into three

categories, all of which relate to the contexts in which the studies were set: adult
education, general education and ESL. Next, I will discuss my findings related to
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the barriers to student attendance and other obstacles faced by ESL students. Then, I
will examine the studies from the perspective of Norton’s theories of identity,
investment and imagined communities.
Diversity of the Material Consulted
I conducted an extended literature review of the field of absenteeism in adult
community-based ESL programs in the U.S. and Canada. A table of the distribution
of study types is provided in Appendix B. This included qualitative and quantitative
case studies in articles, journals and other academic works. Some of the studies
consulted were directly related to the topic of absenteeism, either because they
addressed the issue directly, or because they make suggestions for encouraging higher
rates of student attendance. Some studies analyzed both strengths and weaknesses of
ESL courses. I also consulted several published Ph.D. and Master’s theses (Guza,
2009; Irias, 2011; Landsborough, 2009; Soga, 2005) that focus mainly on good
practice for running a successful ESL program. All the studies reviewed offered
suggestions for improvements in the areas of teaching or administration. A few, such
as Skilton-Sylvester (2002) and Brod (1990), used data from previous papers but reinterpreted their findings. To obtain several perspectives on the issue of absenteeism,
I included various genres of studies. The largest category could be termed case
studies, in which the author conducts original research and collects the data, and that
deal primarily with the study of the deterrents to learners attending class. Secondly,
there were reviews of selections of other case studies. The third category comprised
interviews of panels of experts, who provide recommendations for combating
absenteeism. There was also one webinar, which included ESL students and a panel
of teaching experts and administrators, and one interview of an ESL teacher, both of
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which addressed the issue of persistence in adult ESL classes. All these studies were
chosen because they deal with the issue of absenteeism in the context of adult ESL.
Some of the studies focused on only a small number of participants. Igoudin
(2008), for example, investigated the motivational processes of 10 adult immigrant
ESL learners. Others focused on only one ESL program (for example, Gammon
(2004) in Hawaii; Johnson (2005) located on the campus of a large Midwestern
University, while other researchers analyzed several programs. Condelli (2003), for
example, evaluated 495 students from 38 classes in 13 programs across seven U.S.
states, and Nash & Kallenbach (2009) assessed the impact at a total of 18 adult
education schools across five New England states.
A few studies (such as Skilton-Sylvester’s 2002 study of four Cambodian
women, and Guza’s 2009 study of 26 Latinos in an adult ABE ESL program) focused
on community programs where the students were from a single minority group. For
example, Finn (2010) investigates refugees who are trauma survivors from the Urban
Hospital Program for Survivors of Torture (UHPSOT) in New York City. Other
researchers dealt with programs with students from a variety of cultural and racial
backgrounds. These include Soga (2005), who evaluated a community center where
the students were mainly from Somalia, Sudan and Mexico; Johnson (2005), whose
participants were mostly from Latin America, China and Korea; and Kilbride (2008),
who dealt with immigrants from India, Hong Kong and China. Still others focused on
techniques and solutions that have been implemented in order to try to increase
student attendance, rather than discussing the barriers to attendance. Examples of this
type are Lavigne and Bailey (2008) and Rowsell (1992), who suggested ways in
which the teacher might try to better understand the students’ educational needs, with
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the aim of increasing attendance and promoting more efficient communication
between teachers and students.
A final pair of studies (Lehner, 2011 and Landsborough, 2009) are concerned
with distance learning programs. Lehner (2011) deals with the effect that bi-weekly
phone calls to the learners have on attendance rates and study patterns, whereas
Landsborough (2009) investigates whether a home study program would be an
effective alternative to classroom-based lessons. Landsborough interviews four
learners who had never attended campus-based classes, asking them why they did not
attend classes, and also asks campus-based teachers to give their explanations for the
student absenteeism.

Differences in Format and Presentation
The researchers classify the barriers to student attendance in several different
ways. Irias (2011), for example, separated his findings into two categories: deterrents
encountered by Hispanic immigrants as a result of their personal situations, and those
arising from the nature of the ESL program. Guza (2009) (following Mercer’s (1990)
format), and Landsborough (2009) (following Cross (1981)) both identified three
categories of barriers to attendance: situational, dispositional and institutional.
Situational barriers are those relating to circumstances in the students’ personal lives
that are beyond their control. Examples include multiple family roles and
responsibilities (parent, financial provider, daughter, interpreter), difficulties with
transportation, or the need to arrange childcare. Dispositional barriers are those
connected with the student’s attitudes and emotions relating to the ESL class, and
their perception of and belief in themselves. Institutional barriers are those connected
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with the administration of the program, such as poor organization of the teaching
schedule, or failure to provide appropriate placement tests. Interestingly, although
Guza identified three categories of barriers, the participants in her study identified
only barriers that were situational or dispositional. None of the barriers they
identified was institutional. However, it is possible that if the researcher is perceived
as someone representing the institution, the students may be unwilling to identify
institutional barriers.
Hayes (1989) was the first of a series of researchers to specifically analyze
barriers to attendance for Hispanic adults in ESL classes. He used a deterrents-toparticipation scale on which he ranked and then clustered his most frequent barriers
into four primary “orthogonal factors.” He then used correlational analysis to
determine which deterrents affected certain types of people more than others. Five
types of low-literate Hispanic adults were identified, including older adults, mothers
of young children, and younger adults.
Some of the researchers worked from their own data to identify and discuss
specific barriers to attendance. Others, however, merely presented brief summaries
based on second-hand data, focusing almost entirely on solutions for reducing
absenteeism. To present a more complete picture of the research in this area, I have
included some of these “solution only” researchers in this study. In chapter five, in a
discussion of possible solutions to the problems of absenteeism, I will include these
researchers’ findings.
Terminology
Discussion of the researchers’ findings is further complicated by the fact that
the authors use several different expressions to refer to the phenomenon of
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absenteeism and its causes (for example, “barriers to participation”). For example,
Finn (2010), Guza (2009) and Landsborough (2009) call them “barriers,” Kouritzin
(2000) and Pugh (2011) refers to them as “constraints,” Condelli (2003) as
“challenges,” Hayes (1989), Irias (2011) and Malicky and Norman (1994) as
“deterrents,” and Kouritzin (2000) as “lack of access.” The researchers also use
several different terms to refer to the idea of absenteeism, or lack of attendance in
class, for example: “attrition” (Johnson, 2005), “resistance” (Guza, 2009), “nonparticipation” (Norton, 2001), “access” (Kouritzin, 2000), “ambivalence” (Kouritzin,
2000), and “contradiction” (Kouritzin, 2000).
Presentation of the Findings
To gather sufficient data, I had to examine a wide range of research. This is
provided as a table in Appendix A. The table in Appendix A is modeled upon the
classification used by Skilton-Sylvester (2002) and Schalge and Soga (2008).
Skilton-Sylvester (2002) divided her participants into four categories, according to the
students’ identities: as spouses, as mothers, as sisters, as daughters, as non-mothers,
and as workers. To make it more pertinent to my findings, I expanded on SkiltonSylvester’s simple taxonomy by also incorporating Schalge and Soga’s (2008)
classification, which was based on three groups of ESL stakeholders: students,
teachers and program administrators.
I have divided my findings into two main categories: barriers related to the
students and barriers related to the teaching program. It should be noted that this
table does not show every aspect mentioned by every author consulted. Rather, it
should be seen as a summary of key areas that provided me with data relevant to my
topic, and of my arguments in this chapter.
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Barriers Related to the Students’ Identities
In this section, I will discuss barriers related to the students. I have divided
these into four categories related to several common roles and identities of adult ESL
students: identity as an immigrant, as a parent, as a spouse, as a student, and as a
worker. I have added a fifth category, situational barriers, to include other barriers
that are related to the student, but that are not specifically related to any particular role
(Appendix A).
Identity as an Immigrant
People immigrate to other countries for a variety of reasons: to escape war,
famine, persecution, or other problems. Malicky and Norman (1995) found that the
most common explanation for why immigrants had dropped out of school in their
home country was due to political problems: 14 of the 54 immigrants they
interviewed listed this as the reason why they could not continue as students. After
immigrants arrive in their new host country, other factors can prevent them from
attending classes. For example, they have to come to terms with a new climate, a new
language, culture, and new behavioral norms. Their identities as language learners
are affected by all these factors (Skilton-Sylvester, 2002). Buttaro (2004) mentions
that this process of acculturation can be a shock for some immigrants.
Several students in Irias’s (2011) study expressed fears relating to their
citizenship status. For example, students who are undocumented may worry about
their legal status in the host country (NCFL, 2004) and may be reluctant to come to
school because they fear deportation or other sanctions (Garrett-Hatfield, 2008; Irias,
2011). In the Mexican community in the U.S., this fear is pervasive, and is referred to
as a “curtain of silence” (Garrett-Hatfield, 2008, p. 166). One Mexican woman said
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that at times she would not go out because she was afraid of getting a traffic ticket;
the police would then discover that she did not have the proper documentation and
deport her. Another participant added that he was too frightened to inquire about ESL
classes because he was an illegal immigrant. He also assumed that he would not be
allowed to attend school. His fellow students agreed and added that they too were
worried that attention would be drawn to large gatherings of Hispanics at ESL
schools. The teachers and administration also mentioned that Hispanic learners often
ask what paperwork and documentation are required in order to attend their classes,
suggesting that this might be due to their fear that applying for public services might
result in their illegal status being discovered. For individuals with children born in
the United States, this fear is intensified, because as the law stands, if illegal
immigrants have children that are born here, parents from Mexico are at risk of being
deported, and if a friend or family cannot care for their children, they are in danger of
becoming wards of the state (Garrett-Hatfield, 2008).
Guza (2009) argues that immigrants have to balance their home country
culture with that of the new host country, and their previous identity with their new
identity as an immigrant. Guza’s subjects for example, were torn between wanting to
maintain their Latino identities and their wish to belong to their new country. Guza
referred to this conflict as a “paradox of contradiction” (p. 74). Some immigrants
encounter systematic racism and outright rejection when trying to integrate into the
target language community, which often leaves immigrant language learners feeling
alienated.
Many people mistakenly believe that recent immigrants generally resist
learning English, that the challenges or difficulties they face stem from their
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resistance to acquiring the language, and that their problems are therefore selfinflicted (Kouritzin, 2000). Gail, a participant in Norton’s study, was reluctant to talk
with native English speakers because of what she believed were negative stereotypes
that came with being an immigrant (Norton, 2000). A number of learners said that
native speakers had made fun of them, telling them, for example, that they should
“learn English before coming to this country.” On a similar note, one student said
when she was buying her books for class, she asked a salesperson for help. The clerk
replied, “Oh, you’re an F2. Your section is over there,” in effect dehumanizing her
and classifying her solely by her F2 visa status (Johnson, 2005, p. 8).
Immigrants who come from war-torn countries face particular barriers that can
greatly impact their ability to be a normal student (Finn, 2010; Skilton-Sylvester,
2002). For example, Finn (2010) studied refugees and asylum seekers who had
survived torture and war trauma living in New York City, and Skilton-Sylvester
(2002) investigated two programs in Pennsylvania that catered to Cambodian women.
Both studies feature students struggling with the negative effects of Post Traumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD). As more refugees enter the United States and enroll in ESL
classes, teachers and administrators should be aware of the complicated backgrounds
of such students, and the effects that these have on their learning. Research has
shown that stress, especially PTSD, can negatively influence students’ academic
achievement, and more specifically their ability to acquire a new language. Examples
of some of the cognitive and psychological challenges include clinical depression,
repressed memories of abuse, concentration and memory loss or impairment (Finn,
2010), and visible signs of emotional distress. In addition, feelings of defeat
commonly occur when a learner has memory loss and heightened feeling of anxiety in
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the classroom.
Private and Public Selves. Several researchers (Guza, 2009; Igoudin, 2011;
Matthews-Aydinli, 2008) make the point that a possibility of retaining the native
culture can be an important factor in determining students’ investment in language
learning. Guza (2009) investigated Latino immigrants in the U.S. who wanted to
improve themselves and be able to communicate with members of the target
community, but not at the price of sacrificing who they were at home, where they
spoke their native language with their family and friends. Learners may feel that their
native language and culture are the glue that holds their families together. If learning
English is seen as a threat to these bonds, some students will resist it. Guza cites the
Canadian sociologist Erving Goffman (1922-82), who developed the concept of the
‘presentation of self,’ which for language learners includes having both a private and
public (collective) identity. The private identity operates at home, where the first
language is used, while the public identity is used in public, when the individual is
trying to fit in to the target community. The private identity comprises elements that
relate exclusively to the individual; the collective identity, on the other hand, centers
more on roles and relationships (Guza, 2009).
According to Igoudin (2011), learners born in the U.S. can sometimes struggle
with a dual cultural identity: a given identity (associated with their heritage culture)
and a designated identity, or a projected image of one’s self in the L2 culture.
Igoudin cites the example of Chibith, an American-born Cambodian woman, who
recognized the benefits of improving her English, but struggled to balance her
Cambodian and American identities. In general, a learners motivation to learn is
strongly influenced by the way a participant sees themselves in relation to the L2
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culture and how much they see themselves being able to integrate. Students therefore
see the learning activities used in class as a way towards better assimilation into the
L2 culture (Igoudin, 2011).
Immigrant language learners find that, although English is difficult to learn,
they associate it with opportunity and empowerment, and it is the medium that they
use for their new public identity at work, in stores, and in other public locations
(Guza, 2009). However, Guza comments that although her participants wanted to
learn English in order to improve their lives and those of their families, this was never
at the cost of losing their original culture. For Guza’s subjects, maintaining their
original culture involved speaking Spanish in the home and communicating their
cultural values to their children. Latino immigrant learners are torn between wanting
to become members of the society of the host country and maintaining their original
culture (Guza, 2009). They try to become mainstream members of the new society,
but are faced with various “hurdles and barriers imposed by systematic racism”
(Urrieta and Quach, 2000, p. 27).
Learner Expectations and Learning Styles. Due to their cultural backgrounds,
learners may have certain expectations of the course that differ from those of their
teachers. If these expectations are not taken into account by the teachers and by the
administration, the students may become dissatisfied and may even drop out
(Johnson, 2005; Schalge & Soga, 2005). Klassen and Burnaby (1993) commented
that adult ESL students found ways to cope with English in all environments except in
their ESL class, where they felt most unable to cope and understand how to get along.
Participants in Schalge and Soga’s (2005) study, for example, often became anxious
or dissatisfied when they were not clearly told why they were doing certain lessons or
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activities. Every learner in Johnson’s (2005) study agreed that the teacher should give
explicit error corrections. Indeed, some of Johnson’s subjects commented that if their
teacher corrected them in class, they would encounter fewer embarrassing situations
in the world outside the classroom. This desire for correction was especially
pronounced if the students were members of the more educated elite in their home
countries, and therefore had a greater desire not to want to sound uneducated. In
addition, many of Johnson’s Asian students wished to have a more structured classes
with a translation-based, grammatical focus, and felt disappointed if their lessons
were of the communicative style that is more common in modern, western
classrooms.
According to Burnaby and Sun (1989), many Chinese teachers of English
working in China believe that although the communicative approach is suitable for
students who intend to live in an English-speaking country in the future, this is not
appropriate for the vast majority who plan to remain in China. The most important
skill for the students who stay in China is to be able to read English and to translate it.
Chinese students who have previously been taught with this goal in mind may resist
the communicative approach when they arrive in an English-speaking country for the
purpose of study. Similarly, Bernat (2004) found that 70% of the 20 Vietnamese in a
Sydney school strongly agreed that the most important aspect of learning a language
is learning the grammar. On the other hand, some learners may feel alienated by the
lecture-like delivery, rather than the “free talking” style of communicative teaching.
As a result, they may only take an active part in lessons when asked to do so by the
teacher. For this reason, some of Johnson’s (2005) participants revealed that they
were not satisfied with a number of the student-centered techniques that were used,

48
feeling that many methods were unexpected and were only marginally effective.
Some of participants referred to the issue of free talking, and group work as a way for
the teacher to be lazy, starting every Monday with “half a class period” (Johnson,
2005). The teachers, on the other hand, viewed going off on a tangent as beneficial
and interesting for the students, and as a way to address the concern of students that
they do not have enough opportunities to practice. If teachers continue to use group
work, they need to explain their rationale and maintain constant dialogue with their
students, and the students must voice their desire to listen to the expert (Johnson,
2005).
The most serious problem that Johnson (2005) encountered was the feeling
among many students that it was a waste of time for them to come to class, only to
have a few of their classmates answer every question and dominate discussions using
their “bad English.” Johnson comments that group work could provide one solution
here, but there had to be better ways of resolving this issue. For instance, Johnson
(2005) found that Latin American students, who have very different cultural
expectations about teaching, felt dismayed by their Chinese and Korean classmates’
refusal to talk during group activities. A similar example is that some cultures have a
concept of time that is in conflict with the American concept of time. They appeared
to overlook their class schedules and miss classes, or regularly show up late, which
generated a negative reaction from teachers and other students (Soga, 2005). All
these subtle differences can accumulate in ways that deter students from continuing
classes.
Ironically, although many ESL instructors hold discussions with learners
about the curriculum and although they use student-centered teaching techniques,
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they often fail to explain to their students why they are doing this, which can cause a
disconnect, because the students’ expectations about their classes can differ from the
goals of the teacher (Johnson, 2005). This problem is so pervasive that Johnson’s
case study was conducted in order to demonstrate how different the perspectives of
students and teachers often are, which is clearly a barrier to making changes.
Rowsell (1992, p. 370) believes that everyone perceives the world differently
based on her or his varying backgrounds and experiences. Rowsell’s Repgrid
technique is a tool for increasing awareness and understanding between teachers and
students by allowing them to obtain and then compare their viewpoints on classroombased techniques and methodologies. Rowsell had some unsurprising but validating
findings, especially when identifying which activities or lessons the students found
useful or boring, and which lessons made them most anxious. For example, a teacher
was trying to understand the feelings of a student who attended class regularly.
Although the teacher claimed to know the student well, she did not intensity the
student became nervous during oral correction and group work. Adult students
perceive and experience language-learning events differently, and this is even more
varied when they come from different cultural backgrounds.
Identity as a Parent, Identity as a Spouse
Family commitments were among the most commonly mentioned barriers to
learner attendance (Garrett-Hatfield, 2008; Hayes, 1989; Igoudin, 2008; Irias, 2011;
Landsborough, 2009; Skilton-Sylvester, 2002). Several researchers cited the problem
of childcare as a significant obstacle that prevents parents from attending ESL classes.
Armstrong (1996), Kilbride et al. (2009), Kouritzin (2000), Landsborough (2009) and
McArthur (1998) found that this was the most significant barrier. Although mothers
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from higher socio-economic classes can afford childcare, for other mothers such costs
are prohibitive (Igoudin, 2008; Landsborough, 2009). Irias (2011) noted that at
English language programs, the service most commonly requested by female students
was childcare.
In cases where mothers have not learned English, but their children have been
taught it in school, the mothers can come to rely on their children to communicate
their wishes, creating an unusual power dynamic within the family, which can be
frustrating for the mothers, given their parental authority over their children. One of
the teachers interviewed observed a difference in performance between the male and
female students in her classes, with the male students typically doing better than the
women, because women typically have more home and family responsibilities than
men, so they have less time to study English. Often, neither partner sees the need for
the woman to know English, or for her to attend ESL class (Landsbourough, 2009).
Mothers who want to pursue English education may feel reluctant to enrol in
an ESL program because, traditionally, family needs take priority over the mother’s
education (Landsborough, 2009). If women enrol in English courses, they may feel
guilty because they are not able to spend as much time as they would like with their
children. Marisol, a learner who participated in Guza’s (2009) study, said that at
times she was torn between her desire to attend an English course and her role as a
mother. However, because she felt that her most important duty was to care for her
children, she missed many classes. She said that she was often absent because she did
not have day care for her children, and did not want to bring them to school with her.
In the workplace context, other researchers observed similar feelings of guilt. Irias,
for example, cites an anonymous female learner: “At work, the majority of my
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coworkers are women, and we work nights […] I tell them to study and they say I
can’t. I don’t have anybody to take care of the kids […] It is hard for us to come to
school when we work late. We are tired and want to see our children” (2011, p. 70).
The immigrant mother is forced to choose one of two roles. Either she has to reject
the English language and the mores of her new host country and maintain those of her
original culture, or she has to try to integrate quickly into her new life, learning
English and acquiring host country customs, for the good of her children. This issue
of conflict involving immigrant mothers’ identities complicates the already fraught
notion of accessibility to ESL programs (Kouritzin, 2000).
Latin American immigrants are one of the largest groups of learners studying
in ESL programs in North America. In these cultures, it is traditionally the woman’s
responsibility to do the housework and to care for the children and it is a common
belief that for a woman to have a job goes against her normal roles and
responsibilities (Landsborough, 2009). However, many immigrant Mexican women
learn English so that they will be better equipped to ask for basic medical and
educational services for their children. Latin American women who cannot speak
English at all sometimes experience feelings of frustration, anger and sadness (GarretHatfield, 2008).
It can be difficult for a learner to maintain identities both as a student and as a
wife, and that this identity conflict can be a barrier to participation and attendance in
an ESL program. Skilton-Sylvester (2002), for example, tells the story of Ming, a
Cambodian immigrant at a learning center in Pennsylvania. Ming was one of several
students who stopped attending her ESL course. In Ming’s case, her husband felt
very threatened by the single marital status of a male English teacher. When Ming
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did not attend class, this teacher phoned her and encouraged her to stay after class to
practice her English with the other students. Ming said, “My husband doesn't want
me to go to school. Maybe I will find a boyfriend... He doesn't want me to learn
English because maybe I will run away” (p. 17). Ming’s husband forced her to
change her job to one in a Chinatown sewing shop, where she had to work ten hours a
day, six days a week. Because of her new job, Ming had to drop out of class, and
now received little to no exposure to English, because the other workers were all
either Chinese or Khmer.
Women from conservative cultures with traditional gender roles, in particular,
can find that the decision to enroll in English classes comes at a cost. Indeed, when
female learners talked about the impact of power relations in the home on their lives
as students, the topic of domestic abuse was disturbingly common (Buch, 2007;
Garrett-Hatfield, 2008; Skilton-Sylvester, 2002). In some cases, the mere fact that
these women attended ESL classes had lead to physical violence from jealous
husbands. Garrett-Hatfield (2008) was one of the first to connect violence suffered by
Mexican women to their participation in ESL classes and to focus her research on the
issue of power relations within families. Garrett-Hatfield found that when the women
began to attend English class, their husbands resorted to pressure, verbal abuse, and,
in some cases, physical violence to try to prevent them from attending class. GarrettHatfield cite a number of studies (Dobash and Dobash,1979; Carnack, 1992; Frye,
1999; Manchura, 1997; Rockhill, 1987; Skilton-Sylvester, 2002; Tollefson, 1991)
with similar findings, indicating that the fact that women attempt to attend English
classes can threaten to change the power dynamic in their homes, which can leave
them vulnerable to physical abuse from their male partners. However, the women said
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that it was difficult for them to leave their relationship because they felt dependent on
their husbands. These examples illustrate that although many immigrants have a
strong desire to increase their opportunities in their new host country, learning
English while supporting and raising a family is not easy. The struggle both to attend
classes and look after a home and family is compounded by the high cost of childcare
and by traditional cultural expectations.
Identity as a Student
Thirdly, every student, native English speaker or not, has different
educational goals. Oftentimes, ESL students are not interested in completing an entire
course but, rather, learning what they feel is enough English for their daily lives.
Although they may not have successfully accomplished the program’s goals, they
have achieved their own personal goals. Most of the participants in Irias’s study
agreed that they knew someone who fell into this category. As one student
commented, “I think a lot of people, a lot of my friends, anyway, quit classes because
they just want to learn a little, enough to survive. As long as they understand and
speak it a little. I have a lot of friends who get to the intermediate classes and quit
because they’re satisfied. And they don’t think they need any more English for work.
But they don’t really speak well” (Irias, 2011, p.50).
Some immigrants arrive in the U.S. without even having learned to read and
write in their native language. Fitzgerald (1997) found that the most important factor
influencing students’ ESL literacy outcomes was their initial level of English when
they entered the country, as measured in a reading pre-test administered at the
beginning of the course. The next most important factor was their level of general
education in their home countries. In any case, the students’ educational levels in
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their home countries (whether in English or in their native language) had a greater
influence on their levels of English (as measured at the end of the course) than did the
teaching in the ESL program itself. Other researchers supported this view that preimmigration levels of education are of great importance in determining rates of
progress in English. Students with little or no previous formal schooling not only
need to learn to read, write and speak in a foreign language, but also have to be taught
about school in general: the importance of completing their homework, how to study
while at home, the role of teachers, and how they should behave in class (Guza, 2009;
Hayes, 1989; Beder, 1990; Irias, 2011). According to Rodríguez, Burt, Peyton &
Ueland (2009), before illiterate Spanish-speaking adults can even attempt to learn
English, they need 18 months to two years just to attain the necessary literacy skills.
Students themselves may be conscious of these differences in rates of progress. If
they feel they are falling behind, this may cause them to lose confidence in their
ability to reach a certain level of English, and possibly to drop out before finishing the
course.
At the other end of the spectrum, Johnson (2005) notes, are students who have
had a substantial amount of schooling before attending ESL classes. Chinese from
mainland China, for example, are typically highly educated. Well-educated students
and those who have had professional lives in their home countries often expect
classes to be taught in a certain way. When these expectations are not met, they may
not be satisfied, and may leave the program. Gammon (2004), who studied Asian
ESL students in Hawaii, seems to support this claim. His study found that a greater
number of learners with a high school diploma in the advanced ESL classes dropped
out than any other group. Gammon concluded that low retention levels were not a
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result of low learner literacy, as Fitzgerald claims. Gammon suggests that this
particular group may be ready for English programs that will help them in their future
employment.
Achieving proficiency in a second language can take a long time, and
significant improvements in ability are often much slower than students hope. Bernat
(2004) reported learners have a number of negative opinions and misconceptions
about their ability to learn a second language. 55% of the respondents in her study,
for instance, believe that “you shouldn’t say anything in English until you can say it
correctly” (p.49). Some are so afraid of making a mistake or being mocked by their
classmates that they are very unwilling to speak at all (Lemp, 2012). A student in
Irias’s (2011) study, for example, said, “I’ve noticed, unfortunately, that we, as
Hispanics, mock other Hispanics who don’t speak English or don’t speak it well.
Sometimes I notice that people in class make fun of other students, and I ask, why go
to class? So people can make fun of me? How embarrassing!” (p. 58). Two
participants in Guza’s study, Leonardo and Roberto, even referred to themselves as
burros, which means “donkey” or “ass,” and is commonly used by Latinos to mean
“stupid.” They were hesitant to go to school because they were afraid to fail (Guza,
2009, p. 64).
Fear of answering questions aloud was another common barrier mentioned by
students who dropped out of classes (Hayes, 1989). Hayes suspected this could be
related to a lack of confidence and the doubts students have about their ability to be
successful in educational programs. Several of the participants added that they quit
because of the stress and anxiety at the possibility of being called on to answer a
question aloud by the teacher. Afraid to make mistakes in front of their classmates,

56
every class felt like a “daily torture ritual” (Irias, 2011). In addition, if the material
and lesson is difficult, it can make learners feel inferior and helpless, as expressed by
the student called Houd in Schalge and Soga’s study (2005). Some students may
become frustrated at their seeming lack of progress, while others may experience
feelings of embarrassment, unease, or a loss of control.
Bariso (2008) cites the experience of Dao, a 61-year-old Vietnamese woman,
who could not focus in class and was unable to understand or remember what she had
been taught. Although Dao was persistent and asked many people for help, she
finally abandoned the idea of learning anything new, and dropped out of the program.
Of course, not all learners have these negative thoughts and fears, but they do limit
the potential of some students. Frustration creates barriers for students, and as a
result, many choose not to continue their ESL classes (Bariso, 2008). One of the
three primary dispositional barriers to attendance that Bariso identified was that
students simply feel too old to be in a classroom. Azile, an older Asian male (64),
was embarrassed to tell people that he had lived in the U.K. for nearly 30 years but
still could not communicate in English. He wished that 10 to 20 years ago someone
had told him to attend ESL classes, because by now he would have a better job and
could be fluent in English. He is not taking classes now, because he thinks he is too
old and unwell to participate. Sixteen students (ten female and six male) in Bariso’s
(2008) study said they did not take part in English classes because they have never
enjoyed them, no matter how the classes were presented. Grace, a 62-year-old African
Caribbean woman commented, “I can't blame anybody for this, I just find learning
uninteresting, seriously; no, not interested.” Amina, a 33-year-old Turkish woman
said, “I'd rather do something else.” Trevor, another participant who did not take
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participate in ESL classes, had a similar view. He did not attend because learning just
did not appeal to him in any form. Skilton-Sylvester (2002) found that some
Cambodian immigrants feel ambivalent towards education because of what occurred
in 1975 when Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge army stormed their city and killed their older
relatives, simply because they were educated.
Juggling a learner’s education alongside the demands that come with holding
several jobs and family responsibilities, makes daily life management extremely
difficult (NCFL, 2004). There are clearly many barriers and it would be impossible to
classify them all. Malicky and Norman (1994) mention several more unusual causes
of absenteeism: for example, a case of a student who committed manslaughter, and of
a student who had a child in legal custody. Sometimes, students leave because their
teacher leaves the program. Attendance often drops when a teacher leaves in adult
education programs (Nash & Kallenbach, 2009). In other cases, the students did not
view their discontinuation of their classes as dropping out.
Belzer (1998) interviewed ten students who at some point had stopped
attending two ESL programs in Pennsylvania. She wanted to understand the real
reasons why the students dropped out, and their feelings about leaving. She believed
that no single reason was responsible for the students dropping out, but suspected that
they developed “a feeling or an attitude about leaving the program” (Belzer, 1998,
p.1). If the students felt badly about the experience, it might be difficult for them to
return to school at a later date. Surprisingly, Belzer found that, far from viewing the
discontinuation of their classes as dropping out or quitting, or having any sense of
failure, the students viewed it merely as a temporary interruption due to
circumstances beyond their control (work, health issues, financial challenges, legal
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difficulties, or other personal and family problems), and that they had every intention
of returning to school later when their lives allowed it. Belzer believed that the
students felt powerless in the face of these obstacles, and that they stressed some
positive aspects of their experience as a “protective stance” in order not to feel bad
about themselves and to be able to return to classes later.
Identity as a Worker
Although this study does not focus on ESL programs that operate in
workplace settings, it is important to address a learner’s identity as a worker, because
this can often have a significant influence on student attendance in non-workplace
programs (Chambers, 2010; Guza, 2009; Hayes, 1989; Igoudin, 2008; Landsborough,
2009; Skilton-Sylvester, 2002; Soga, 2005). Chambers (2010) set out to establish the
factors that affect student attendance rates, and found that work was the most
commonly mentioned reason for a learner dropping out of class. The more fully
employed the learners were, the less likely they were to attend class. Obviously,
students with jobs and busier lives often felt more pressure and stress, and were more
likely to miss class or to feel that their classes were too difficult because they were
too tired. A typical student comment was, “It’s too difficult for me,” or “I don’t come
to class because I don’t think I’m improving.” A teacher who interviewed the
director of an English program, remarked that “Many of our students arrive at school
exhausted from a hard day's work then have to tackle one of the most demanding
intellectual tasks, learning a foreign language” (LETC, 2012, p. 1).
Kilbride (2008) found that the need to work immediately upon entering
Canada consumed learners’ time and energy, which made it more difficult for them to
participate in ESL classes. Clearly, work is a necessary part of many students’ lives.
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If they have to commit themselves to a full time job, they find it difficult to break out
of that routine. Guza cited one student who commented, “School is important but my
family must survive” (2009, p. 65). For some, attending ESL classes was not a
priority because they were worried about paying their bills and sending money back
to their families in their native countries. One student commented, “I have two jobs
because I have to help my family and I have to pay my expenses”. Another added,
“Many times it comes down to economic reasons. I don’t have money for class or
transportation. Because you have to pay for class and also the time you’re in class is
time you can’t be working” (Irias, 2011, p. 45). Teachers in adult ESL programs are
also very aware of the major part that jobs play in their learners’ lives. A teacher
interviewed by Irias (2011) remarked, “Often, when a student stops coming, we find
out later that his work schedule changed.”
In a study conducted in two boroughs in London, U.K., Bariso (2008) found
that inequalities between different social groups were reflected in a “learning divide”
between those who had easy access to learning opportunities and those for whom this
was more difficult. Landsborough (2009) stresses the influence of socioeconomic
class in determining a woman’s role. Many of Landsborough’s subjects could work
at home, but some women may have to go out to work, although they may not be used
to doing so. The author cited the case of Daniela, who had to go out to work because
she had no other financial support, although she had worked from home when her
children were young. If Daniela took outside employment, she could not easily
benefit from the on-site classes or the Home Study program, so she was trapped in a
situation where she wants to learn English, but could not do so, because of her
unstable employment. As Landsborough pointed out, women of higher
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socioeconomic class can probably afford daycare or a personal home tutor for their
children, so the barriers preventing them from accessing English language classes are
fewer.
Even when English classes are offered free of charge, for some learners,
financial issues may still be a deterrent to attendance. All 30 of the female immigrant
informants in Kilbride, et al.’s (2008) study mentioned that financial issues made it
difficult for them to become proficient in English. According to the 2010 Census
Data report, the average annual salary for Hispanic males is $27,490, and $24,738 for
Hispanic females, considerably less than the average annual salary of $42,210 for the
total male population, and $32,649 for the total female population. Clearly, the
personal financial situation is a major influence on a student’s ability to attend and to
sustain their participation in ESL courses (Chambers, 2010; Guza, 2009; Hayes, 1989;
Igoudin, 2008; Landsborough, 2009).
Situational Barriers
The final types of barrier related to a student’s identity are not directly
concerned with a learner’s self-image, but relate to “external” practical difficulties in
the world outside the classroom. These can be termed “situational barriers.”
Research has tended to focus on factors relating to the school (institutional factors)
and to the learners’ own feelings (dispositional factors). Less attention has been paid
to the so-called “situational” factors, as they involve social structures outside the
classroom, many of which are beyond the control of teachers and program
administrators, such as lack of transportation or work-related issues (Prins & Schafft,
2009).
Several situational barriers are linked to issues of poverty and the transitory,

61
impermanent nature of some learners’ lives. Kair and Prins (2007), for example,
examined the effects of poverty and residential instability on learner persistence in
Pennsylvania family literacy programs. They found that in 12 out of 20 programs,
practitioners estimated that participants moved at least once a year. These moves
were related to troubles that disproportionately affect the poor, such as domestic
abuse and difficulty sustaining employment. Moira (1998) found that one of the more
common reasons participants in her study dropped was due to a move to another area,
as is common among students with low-paying jobs or seasonal agricultural work
(NCFL, 2004). The adjustments required when resettling frequently, such as the need
to find transportation, meant that it was difficult for these learners to continue
attending classes. Another challenge facing many immigrant learners of English in
the U.S. is the shortage of suitable affordable housing, which is compounded by the
language barrier. Immigrant learners who try to look for accommodation frequently
say that the system is complex and confusing, and they find it difficult to
communicate their needs. A third poverty-related issue affecting some ESL learners
is health care. Those with low incomes are more prone to have physical and mental
health problems, and lack of access to health facilities, lack of insurance and
problems in communication all mean that families find it hard to receive appropriate
medical care (NCFL, 2004).
Several studies have found that lack of transportation is one of the more
significant situational barriers (Hayes, 1989; Irias, 2011; Kilbride, 2008, Kouritzin,
2000; McArthur, 1998; NCFL, 2004, Ruth, 2006; Sherman, 1990). According to
Bariso (2008), having less travel time was very important for part-time learners, who
have to balance family, work, and social commitments with the time spent in ESL
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classes. Ruth (2006) included transportation problems such as the price of gas, not
having a reliable vehicle, and long commutes among the major barriers to student
attendance. Unsurprisingly, those living in the affluent areas, on the other hand, said
they either had a car or that finding a way to class was not a barrier to attendance.
According to McGivney, “Distance from a learning provider is important, as most
non-participants are less likely to travel beyond a two-mile radius” (as cited in Bariso,
2008, p.10). Many students in Lemp’s (2012) study commuted over an hour to attend
class. One of the administrators interviewed remarked that he found it amazing that
students would continue to attend classes when they were held up to four times a
week or on both weekend days. Kilbride (2008) noted that many important
situational barriers, including transportation, child-minding, and scheduling, are
related to issues of gender. Dealing with transportation can be difficult for learners
with basic English, and women who stay mostly in the home may not be willing to
take public transport, particularly if they have small children. Some of the students
that lived in poverty stricken areas do not take part in ESL classes because they do not
feel safe. Often, these students live in densely populated government funded housing,
in which there are high crime rates (Barwuah & Andrews, 1999), and they feel that
they can not compensate by attending evening classes, because the learning center
itself is poorly lit and feels unsafe at night (Frye, 1999).
Unsurprisingly, if a student does not see the need for English, he or she will
not attend class. For example, this was the case for some of the Hispanic participants
in Irias’s (2011) study, who only interacted with other Spanish speakers and were
surrounded by Spanish media and language in their daily lives. In this kind of
environment, it is understandable that the student might not see the need to learn
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English. In the words of one learner, “In landscaping, for example, everyone speaks
Spanish, so you don’t need English. If you see, for example, that your boss speaks
English, you want to learn it, too. You try harder. But in landscaping, where the
foreman usually speaks Spanish, you ask yourself, why learn English?” (Irias, 2011,
p. 41). Another reason why some students do not feel compelled to learn English is
that they plan to return to their home countries. According to a CALL program
administrator in Kilbride’s (2009) study, one of the three main reasons students leave
their English programs is that they plan to return to their home countries. Many long
to go home and do not feel a need or desire to learn English because they plan on only
remaining in North America for a short time. Their focus is only on making money,
saving as much as they can, and then returning home. This mentality, in a pervasive
first language environment, greatly reduced the need to learn English, and is the cause
of many dropouts (Hayes, 1989).
As we have seen the researchers’ findings reveal a number of barriers that are
directly related to students’ lives outside the classroom. The following section will
consider barriers that relate to the educational institutions.
Institutional Barriers
Barriers related to educational institutions are of two types: those associated
with the teachers and those connected to the administration of the program. However,
it is sometimes difficult to make this distinction, because at some institutions the
teachers have more responsibility, and may take over some administrative duties
normally reserved for non-teaching staff. For example, if the curriculum is unsuitable
for the students, or if the range of ability among the students in the class is too great
for effective teaching, this is probably mostly the responsibility of the administration,
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but the teacher should certainly notice the problem or should tell the administration
(Schalge & Soga, 2005).
The lack of financial support for ESL programs is a major obstacle to
improving English ability levels among immigrants because it limits the economic
and social opportunities available to non-native English speakers (Landsborough,
2009). Of course, programs will not run effectively without the necessary resources
in place, and it is essential that money be handled properly. Besides slowing learners’
progress, the high dropout rate as a result of student dissatisfaction has resulted in a
number of states requiring that programs provide documentation to show their plans
to reduce dropout rates if they are to qualify for annual funding (Chisman &
Associates, 1990; Quigley, 2000). Unfortunately, the lack of financial support has
resulted in administrative cutbacks, and in schemes created to increase student
numbers. As a result, there is a high rate of student dissatisfaction - a vicious circle.
The more successful language programs often have long queues for enrollment. For
example, a program called “Unlimited Potential” in Phoenix, Arizona had a two-year
intensive language program for women, which had a three-year waiting list (Tucker,
2006). Students simply cannot enroll because of the lack of qualified teachers,
adequate materials and facilities (Tucker, 2006), which typically results in many lowlevel classes because there are typically more beginner level students than upper level
students. It is rare to find classes at higher levels, further complicating the situation
for the ESL learner population. A lack of student attendance on this scale can
jeopardize the funding of an ESL institution, threatening its very existence (Quigley
2000; Schlage & Soga, 2008; Soga, 2005; Tucker, 2006).
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Administration-Related Barriers
Several researchers mention that lack of knowledge about available ESL
classes can be another important barrier to participation in ESL programs (Bariso,
2008; Hayes, 1989; Irias, 2011; Kilbride, 2009; McArthur, 1998; Sherman,
1990). According to Irias, “Lack of knowledge or of access to classes was one of the
highest-ranking deterrents to participation” (p. 63). Many of the participants in Irias’s
study thought that information about classes was not being disseminated in places
where potential Latino learners would normally see it, for example, in Spanish
language newspapers, radio and television advertisements, or notices in Spanish
grocery stores. Another of Irias’s respondents commented, “I always wanted to study
English since I came here, but the problem was that I didn’t have information about
where the schools were. I didn’t know where to look for them. It wasn’t until five
years later that a friend told me that these classes existed” (p. 48). McArthur (1998),
who gathered research from a national survey between 1994 and 1995, found that of
the three million adults who said they were interested in taking an ESL class, but had
not, and 59% said they did not know about any available classes.
In Bariso’s (2008) study, many of the immigrants who did not participate in
ESL classes said that the local college’s information and guidance department failed
to provide much information on local learning opportunities and did not respond to
telephone inquiries. This was because of the small number of staff. After discussing
the matter at staff meetings, the staff felt that their college’s marketing strategy was
ineffective, and that information was not reaching the local population. For example,
a 54-year-old Chinese immigrant named Margaret never received responses to her
applications. She called the college several times, but no one answered the
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phone. Finally she gave up. “Now I have given up. Why bother?,” she asked angrily.
Potential learners who attended open days or enrolment sessions described other
disappointing experiences. For example, 20 percent of Bariso’s respondents who did
not attend classes said they were discouraged from joining up because staff members
whom they approached either mistreated them, deceived them, or otherwise directly
or indirectly discriminated against them.
Although classes may be available, it can be difficult to find an English
program that is at the appropriate intensity and taught in a way that meets the needs
and goals of every student (NCFL, 2004). Lack of accurate information about ESL
classes can also discourage potential students in other ways (Hayes, 1989; Armstrong,
1996; McArthur, 1998). One of Hayes’ respondents admitted, “I didn’t think I
needed to read better […] I felt returning to school wouldn't help me” (1989, p. 57),
perhaps showing that this respondent didn’t understand the nature of adult ESL
programs, a situation that could be improved by disseminating course information
more efficiently.
One of the most commonly cited reasons for high student drop-out rates is that
many programs have adopted an “open enrollment,” “revolving door” or “rolling
admissions” policy, which allows the students to enter and leave the course at any
time during a semester. Open enrollment schemes are financially attractive for
program administrators, because they allow new students to join a course as soon as
any current ones drop out, with the result that the institution’s income remains
relatively constant. Open enrollment also appeals to students because it gives them
more freedom, in that they can join a class as soon as a place becomes available,
without having to wait until the beginning of a new semester.

67
However, open enrollment has also been the cause of many problems
(Wrigley, 1993; Gammon, 2003; Crandall & Sheppard, 2004; Finn, 2010; Guza,
2009; Schalge & Soga, 2005; Pugh, 2011; Lemp, 2012). Although it can boost
program funding and can give students greater flexibility, it is often disastrous for
teaching. Not knowing how many students will come to class makes it difficult for
teachers to plan lessons and give structure to their courses. Just as if a student comes
in late to a class, the teacher may have to repeat the beginning of the lesson, so, on a
whole-course basis, if students suddenly disappear and new ones suddenly appear,
teachers often have to repeat important material from earlier classes, to ensure that
everyone can understand, which seriously disrupts the progress and flow of the course
(Finn, 2010). Students may not be familiar with the objectives of individual lessons,
because they were not there at the beginning of the course, and missed the
introductory classes when the teacher explained the goals of the course, or because of
a general lack of continuity in the teaching.
Certainly, students who miss the first few weeks of term are less likely to
finish the course. In a study based in San Diego, involving 60 participants from three
family literacy programs and program administrators, Chambers (2010) found that
that the factor that most affected attendance was the participants’ starting dates.
Students who enrolled after the first week of term had dramatically lower retention
rates. Quigley and Uhland (2000) found that dropout rates were the highest in the
first three weeks of the programs. The way that institutions integrated learners who
joined their programs after the first three weeks could dramatically affect whether
those students continued to attend. In many programs, open enrollment and low
retention rates hinder the continuous teaching that learners need in order to gain
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literacy, and often result in sporadic instruction without a well-planned curriculum
(Condelli, 2005).
The problems of absenteeism in the U.S. worsened when the government
began to allocate ESL program budgets based on their total student attendance hours
for the previous academic year (Nash & Kallenbach, 2009). Schalge and Soga cite
the example of Roosevelt Community Center, which, to meet its budgetary
requirements, continued to use an open enrollment policy. Asked how an open-door
policy influenced what went on in the classroom, Margaret, a teacher at Roosevelt,
said that the program turns into a “merry-go-round.” “I think, in an ideal world, or in
an ideal setting, it probably would be better to have a closed-door policy for a certain
period of time: to go from A to B. Do they [the students] master it; have some kind of
a pre-test, a post-test? But in the real world, we’re just like a big merry-go-round –
people hopping on and off all the time. So we just kinda keep getting on it and maybe
we are just hoping for the best. […] And then we have to always worry about
attendance. Hours means money. So we had this debate before. Well, let’s put them
on a waiting list; let’s have this perfect class; let’s teach these things; everybody else
is on the waiting list. But my gosh, as soon as, OK, say if a few people stop coming,
maybe you only have six coming to your class, and there is seven on the waiting list,
any program manager is gonna say, ‘Get those people in the program,’ because that’s
our bucks, you know. So I guess maybe we never figured out how we do it. Has
anybody?” (Schalge & Soga, 2005, p. 156).
Schools have adopted a variety of methods in an attempt to meet the growing
demand for English classes. Tucker (2006) did a study involving 184 providers in 22
cities across 16 states, and found that some schools will temporarily place a student at
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the wrong level until an opening at the right level become available. Other providers
“pack in the classes,” with, in some cases, as many as 40 students in each classroom.
Some of these schools mix students at various ability levels in one classroom, to
ensure that every student can get started with English classes. This number is double
what most providers have said is ideal for instruction It is not surprising that Tucker
found that attrition rates at these schools are higher, because it is very challenging for
any teacher to manage and meet the needs of the many levels in one classroom. Pugh
(2011) found that if learners don’t feel like they are getting what they need from the
classes, they often demonstrate this by dropping out.
Ms. Rasay, an instructor in California from Tucker’s (2006) research, said that
class sizes were increased at her program because they lacked sufficient funding. In
New York City, the need for adult ESL classes is estimated at one million places, but
only 41,347 adults were able to enroll in 2005, because there weren’t enough classes
available. Massachusetts Department of Education, on the other hand, tells their
providers to limit the number attending classes to 20 students and to offer one-on-one
tutoring, but this also has been criticized, because it “limits the number of students
who are served” (p. 120).
Dropouts can begin from the moment that students enroll. It can be
discouraging for a learner to have to undergo a tedious and impersonal admission
process, and then have to take an intimidating placement test. The intake procedure
should be fast and smooth, and everyone involved should try to emphasize the
learners’ abilities, and how they can benefit from the course. If the admissions staff
are bilingual in English and the learner’s native language, they can assess the
learner’s needs more quickly and accurately, discover any potential obstacles to class
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attendance, and generally reassure the applicant, so that he or she feels more
comfortable about coming back to the school for classes (Buttaro, 2004).
Teacher-Related Barriers
Clearly, teachers are a key to the success or failure in the classroom.
According to Straubhaar (2010), typically, teachers are in great demand, but nonprofit
organizations do not receive sufficient funding to employ them. The fact that these
organizations sometimes have to rely on volunteer instructors can prevent the growth
of otherwise potentially successful ESL literacy programs. With volunteer instructors
or part-time and inexperienced instructors comes the difficulty of finding teachers
who are suitably qualified. Typically poorly paid or working part-time, these teachers
typically have little if any professional training, and often work with limited resources
in crowded classrooms (Condelli, 2005; Straubhaar, 2010).
Another challenge is to get commitment from highly qualified teachers when
payment is meager or non-existent, and volunteers can tend back out due to time
constraints (Straubhaar, 2010). Students may complain about the standard of
teaching, particularly that some instructors fail to prepare their classes, do not explain
points clearly, or give appropriate encouragement and support to learners. In some
cases, if the learners communicated these shortcomings directly to the teachers, there
was a feeling that the instructors could be resentful, and might pick on learners who
had criticized them, rather than improving the quality of their teaching (Bariso, 2008).
Also, insecurity on the part of the teacher can affect the students’ confidence. If
learners’ faith in their teacher’s ability is shaken, their investment in the course may
fall, and they may be more likely to drop out (Morgan & Johnston, 2005).
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If the content or material in a course is inappropriate or irrelevant to the
learners’ lives and their current needs, problems may arise. Schalge and Soga (2008)
give the example of a student named Eldora, who was frustrated by the teaching
material and content of her ESL course. Eldora wanted the teacher to put more
emphasis on grammar skills and pronunciation, but the teacher focused on areas that
she already knew, spending an unnecessarily long time on certain topics, even
sometimes up to two to three hours on one page. Eldora’s classmate Mary agreed that
some students had stopped attending because they were bored or because the teaching
was too slow. Eventually, Eldora lost interest in the course and dropped out. Error
correction was an important issue for all the learners participating in another study.
When their teachers did not correct their mistakes in English, they resented it, fearing
that their English might fossilize, and that when they left course, they would continue
to make the same embarrassing mistakes. Some of the students acknowledged that
their teacher had good intentions, and that he or she might not want to “over-correct,”
for fear of hurting the learners’ feelings. Johnson acknowledged that it is possible
the students who participated in his research are unique in that most of them belonged
to the educated elite, and therefore feared sounding uneducated (Johnson, 2005).
If students do not know what is going to be taught in their courses, it is
difficult for them to understand what they should learn, or why, or what they should
expect from the teachers and from themselves. This feeling of confusion can
negatively impact the students’ experience in class. For example, several of Schalge
and Soga’s (2008) subjects felt anxious because they never knew what was going to
be covered in class, or what the goals were for the whole course. Johnson (2005)
stated that throughout his study, he never observed any of the teachers explaining the
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rationale behind any of their pedagogical choices. Therefore any student who
questioned the rational for any of the activities or lessons was left feeling frustrated or
resentful. Also, as the students rarely shared their discontent with the teachers, the
teachers never addressed their reasons behind the techniques that were used.
The ethnographic data in Schalge and Soga’s (2008) and Straubhaar’s (2010)
studies suggested that learners’ dissatisfaction with the program primarily resulted
from anxiety about the seeming arbitrariness of the program’s learning goals, and
from feeling a lack of ownership of the learning process. Many of these students
came to the program with a firm sense of self-directedness and strong opinions about
what they desired to get out of their courses, and when these personal needs were not
met, they felt frustrated and bored, and eventually stopped coming to class. Buttaro
(2004) examined the experiences of eight adult Latinas involved in a program in
which they studied English language “survival skills”, or the bare minimum needed to
join the workforce. These women firmly believed that learning English would open
doors to them in terms of employment. However, he found that the basic skills
programs failed to address larger issues that surround the immigrants’ lives.
“Participants’ access to resources, family literacy needs, personal and professional
aspirations, cultural beliefs and traditions were not taken into account by these
programs” (Buttaro, 2004, p. 37). Skilton-Sylvester (2002) reports that one of the
teachers at a center for Southeast Asian refugees, was advised by the program
administration that she should not teach work-related English topics, because a
majority of the students in her classes were “welfare” students. Fortunately, however,
this teacher was actively involved in her students’ home and family lives, and through
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her own inquiries, she discovered that she had students that wanted to improve their
English regarding work-related topics.
If students are not formally evaluated at the end of a course, or if the formal
test results are not returned and reviewed thoroughly in class they may not feel a
sense of accomplishment and direction as they progress from one level to the next. If
there are no formal evaluations, students of different levels of ability can be placed in
the same classes, slowing down the progress of the other students. The lack of formal
testing often stems from the teachers’ desire not to put pressure on students.
Although Krashen (1982) does say that students learn more effectively when they are
relaxed and uninhibited, the result of having no formal testing can be that it is hard to
track the learners’ progress (Finn, 2010).
At Indiana’s Portage Township Schools, it was discovered that 76% of
students who dropped out did so because they had unrealistic expectations of the
progress they could make within the allotted timeframe (Tracy-Mumford, 1994).
Additionally, many learners who left their courses did so because they felt that their
programs prevented them from developing their true identities in the classroom
activities (Skilton-Sylvester, 2002).
Teachers’ and Students’ Differing Views About Barriers to Attendance
The reasons for absenteeism can be very complex. It is more difficult for teachers to
help the students overcome barriers to attendance if the teachers and the students hold
different views about the causes of absenteeism (Johnson, 2005; Quigley, 2000;
Rowsell, 1992; Schalge & Soga, 2005, 2008). According to Schalge and Soga
(2008), teachers tended to believe that the most important reasons for student
absenteeism were external barriers such as childcare, transportation, employment, and
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relocation. The students, on the other hand, attributed their poor attendance to
dispositional factors, such as feeling that the ESL program was not meeting their
needs because of unsuitable curriculum and teaching practices, feeling bored in the
classes, or a belief that they were not improving their English in the areas they
wanted. In Schalge and Soga’s study, student evaluations were distributed during the
course. The purpose of these evaluations was to understand the learners’ desires and
the difficulties they face. In the event, however, the teachers often ignored the results,
and therefore did not recognize that many of their students were focused on learning
English and that their absenteeism, rather than being a result of external factors, often
simply reflected frustrations with the teachers and with the ESL program itself. Some
teachers were not receptive to constructive criticism or to comments from the
students, and this became a barrier to understanding the students’ concerns. When
students and teachers hold differing outlooks on reasons why students miss class, this
hampers finding solutions for the problems. If teachers attribute reasons for
absenteeism as being beyond the control of the administration and the program, rather
than looking towards themselves and their instruction, improvements may not be
made.
Analysis of Findings
Findings were collected from researchers on adult absenteeism. These were
compared to Norton’s theory that language learner identity is complex, and changes
through time and space, and that learner behavior is much more complex than used to
be thought, because learners’ ability to participate in class is influenced by the
interaction of our many roles and identities. The barriers include many factors from
different areas of the learner’s life, such as home pressures, pressures from work,
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transportation difficulties, and childcare. Many of the researchers tended to discuss
students’ identities in more static terms, reminiscent of Gardner and Lambert’s older
interpretation of motivation. Perhaps, in this case, the absence of evidence is
significant. One reason for this might be that most of the studies were done on a
larger scale, making it difficult for researchers to investigate the details of a single
student’s life, as, for example, in Skilton-Sylvester’s (2002) study of four immigrant
women. Another reason may be because these researchers focused on absenteeism,
rather than identity. According to Norton and Toohey (2011), over the last 15 years,
there has been an explosion of interest in linking identity and language learning
(Norton & Toohey, 2011, Ricento, 2005; McKinney & Norton, 2008; Norton, 2010;
Morgan & Clarke, 2011).
This section, in which Norton’s theories are applied to previous findings, is
divided into three parts, reflecting Norton’s main constructs of identity, imagined
communities, and investment. As with the previous presentation of the material
covered by the researchers, I will also display this material in tabular form. Table 2
does not show every aspect mentioned by every author consulted. Rather, it should
be seen as a summary of key areas that provided me with data relevant to my topic,
and of my arguments in this chapter.
Norton held that learners determine (“negotiate”) their identities under the
influence of social influences, situational factors, power relationships, and their own
imagined identities. Depending on the types of barriers that exist for an individual
learner, that learner’s investment in learning will either increase or decrease. On an
internal-external or imagined-real continuum, investment can be seen as a kind of
mid-way concept, situated between identity and imagined communities on the one
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hand (which are internal, representing the learners’ conception of themselves) and
participation and attendance on the other (which are measurable events in the real,
external world).

Identity
Norton’s theory of identity is central to her work. She believes that a learner
has multiple identities, which change with time and location, depending on the social
context. Whenever language learners speak, according to Norton, they are not only
communicating information with other people, but are also constantly negotiating and
renegotiating an awareness of who they are in relation to their interlocutor, and how
they stand in relation to the social world (Norton, 1997).

Table 1: Relevance of Researchers’ Findings to Norton’s Three Main Constructs
Norton’s Constructs
Researcher

Year
Identity

Investment

Imagined
Communities
✓

Bariso

2008

Beder

1990

✓

Belzer

1998

✓

Bernat

2004

Buch

2007

Finn

2010

Fry

1999

Gammon

2004

Garrett-Hatfield

2008

✓

✓

Guza

2009

✓

✓

Hayes

1989

✓

Igoudin

2008

Irias

2011

✓

✓

✓

Johnson

2005

✓

✓

✓

✓
✓
✓
✓
✓

✓

✓
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✓

✓

Kilbride et al.

2008

Kouritzen

2000

✓

Lambert

2009

✓

Landsborough

2009

Lemp

2012

Matthews-Aydinli

2008

✓

NCFL

2004

✓

Rowsell

1992

✓

Skilton-Sylvester

2002

✓

Straubhaar

2010

✓
✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

For an adult, learning a second language is a challenging intellectual task,
especially if the adult learner also has a family and a job (Lemp, 2012; Kilbride,
2008). Although learners may be highly motivated to acquire English, or to improve
their English ability, the pressures associated with these complex identities and roles
(for example, as immigrant, mother, wife and employee), can reduce their ability to
fully participate in classes. Outside pressures of this nature may also increase when
these identities change (for example, if a learner has another child, or finds new
employment).
A learner’s initial level of English and previous level of schooling in the home
country also play an important role in determining that learner’s potential English
proficiency (Beder, 1990; Guza, 2009; Hayes, 1989; Irias, 2011). Learners’ identities
and past experiences affect their expectations about an ESL course. In a classroom of
students from the same cultural background and of the same age, there will be
complex identities as a result of their different genders, experiences with past
teachers, and past language experiences. It is important that teachers and
administrators work with these multiple cultures and differences, as each demand
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different learning styles. For example, one should not expect that all women of a
particular ethnic community (Cambodian, for instance) would think or act in a
particular way. Some immigrants may resist learning because of their educational
background. Some Asian students seem to prefer for example, a grammatical and
non-communicative focus, while Latinos usually prefer fewer lectures and more free
talk and conversation (Johnson, 2005). When designing a curriculum, it is important
to take account of learners’ multidimensional identities (Skilton-Sylvester, 2002). It
is also essential that the teacher be aware of educational experiences that the students
might have missed in the past, because their identities are formed as much by what
they have not experienced as by what they have (Wenger, 1998). Social, financial and
governmental factors, such as welfare and unemployment, are also related to a
learner’s identity, and have been shown to affect a learner’s attendance. In Kilbride’s
(2008) study, for example, all 30 of the women participants mentioned financial
issues as making it difficult for them to participate in language classes.
If teachers and administrators fail to recognize and acknowledge these past
experiences, there will be an increased chance that learners may lose confidence in
their abilities to improve their English, or even drop out of class. Students come to a
language course with multiple perceptions. Some learners who stop attending a
course may not even believe that they are dropping out. They may simply think of
their action as postponing their attendance until a later date (Belzer, 1998). Learners
may also drop out of a course because the teachers are not engaging the students in
dialogue, or are not adequately communicating their reasons for their teaching style
and content Johnson, 2005). In such cases, learner discontentment can be high
because the expectations of the teachers and the students are very different (Rowsell,
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1992).
The particular moments at which learners choose to use English (or, as
Skilton-Sylvester, 2002 puts it, claim the right to speak) in certain situations have
been analyzed. Whether learners choose to communicate or choose to remain silent
depends on their potential interlocutors. For example, if a learner is mocked or
marginalized by native language speakers or by work colleagues, or is otherwise
made to feel inferior, it is very likely that he or she will choose not to continue to
interact in English. If enough situations of this kind occur, learners may begin to lose
interest in participating in class (Skilton-Sylvester, 2002) as in the example of a
Cambodian woman named Lang, who enrolled in ESL classes because she needed
English to work at her family’s restaurant. She was the designated English speaker in
the family. However, when Lang became engaged, she stopped attending class,
because she had to stay at home and look after her husband and family, she no longer
needed to improve her English. Skilton-Sylvester explored how the investment and
participation of four Cambodian women changed as their roles and identities as a
mother, wife, and sister also shifted over the course of the ESL program.
The action of enrolling in an ESL class can represent a shift in a learner’s
identity. This may cause a negative change in the power relationships within various
groups of which that learner is a member, for example, the family and the ethnic
group (Frye, 1999; Skilton-Sylvester, 2002). As learners’ identities shift, their
language learning experience can be affected, which in turn can result in a further
shift in their identity. If the learner is female, the change in the balance of power is
likely to be greater, because in more conservative family structures, females do not
traditionally have power. This in turn can lead to the learner being alienated from the
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family (Buch, 2007; Garrett-Hatfield, 2008). The decision to enroll in language
classes can be seen as a bid to access more choices in life, which may take that female
out of the control of traditional male power. The father may see a sister’s, daughter’s
or his wife’s action as a challenge to their paternal power. A change in a female
learner’s identity as a wife or daughter can therefore lead to a power struggle at home,
or, in some cases, even to violence, as a result of perceived threat to male power.
Men may view this action of going out of the house and interacting with teachers as
something that challenges and threatens their traditional interpretation of what a
woman’s role should be in the family. Ming, a Cambodian participant in SkiltonSylvester’s study, wanted to attend English class, but her husband didn’t want her to.
This situation could be seen as a conflict between Ming’s dual identities as a student
and as a wife. The male teacher was of Cambodian origin himself, but he lacked
sufficient awareness of the students’ home situations. If the teacher had been aware
of the threat that he posed in the eyes of Ming’s husband, he might not have called her
at home when she missed class, and might not have tried to get her to stay after
school. Clearly, this was not really the teacher’s fault, but more awareness on the
teacher’s part might have reassured Ming’s husband that his wife wouldn’t leave him.
Investment
Norton was the first to apply the term “investment” in the field of second
language acquisition, as a reinterpretation of the theory of motivation, which was
associated with theorists such as Gardner and Lambert. She introduced her concept of
investment because she saw previous sociocultural theories of motivation, such as
those of Gardner and Lambert, as simplistic and one-dimensional in the way that
they labeled learners as either “good” (motivated) or “bad” (unmotivated). These
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older theories tended to oversimplify the process of language learning, encouraging a
tendency to “blame the victim” (the student) for not being more involved or for not
attending regularly (Norton, 1995; Norton & Toohey, 2011). For Norton, a learner’s
investment in acquiring a language is determined by a complex blend of identities (for
example, as mother, wife, multilingual citizen, immigrant, and worker), by the social
context (the learner’s personal values, attitudes and beliefs, relationships and power
dynamics with interlocutors), by situational factors (transportation, lack of childcare),
and by the classroom context. At different times, some factors become more
important and influential than others (Guza, 2009), with each shaping the learner’s
investment and participation in class and, consequently, his or her opportunities for
language learning. Norton’s metaphor of investment represents the fact that learners
spend time and money on their classes, usually in the hope of gaining some kind of
symbolic and material resources, perhaps an increased sense of self-worth, the ability
to better articulate their opinions, or the ability to better integrate into the target
community (Norton, 1997). However, when learners lose the incentive to aspire to
these goals, because the their relationship to the target language depends on many of
the factors mentioned above, they may begin to become ambivalent towards learning
English and will attend class irregularly, or even drop out completely.
Typically, adult ESL programs with high levels of absenteeism fail because
they are not providing a learning environment that steers the students in the direction
of increasing their investment in attending class. When teachers do not attempt to
understand the complex issues related to learner identity, and take these into account
when designing their curricula and their individual lessons, their students can feel less
engaged and invested in the course, and are more likely to be absent (Churchill, 2001,
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interview with Norton). This may be for various teaching-related reasons. It could
be, for example, that the content of the course is irrelevant to the learners’ lives
(Lambert, 2009; NCFL, 2004); the learners may feel bored because they are being
taught material that they already know; they may not be receiving error corrections
and feedback on their work (Johnson, 2005); they may feel a lack of ownership in the
learning process (Schalge & Soga, 2002; Straubhaar, 2010); or they may feel that they
are losing touch with their native language and culture. It is likely that if pressures in
these various areas accumulate, that learner will attend less regularly or drop out
completely.
One of the most important factors affecting the education of undocumented
illegal immigrants in North America is that they live in constant fear of deportation or
other sanctions. In the Mexican community, the effects of this fear are known as the
“curtain of silence” (Garrett-Hatfield, 2008). The risk of being caught by the
authorities discourages students from attending class, regardless of how motivated
they may be (Irias, 2011; NCFL, 2004). Immigrants who come from war-torn
countries typically have some degree of PTSD, as they often suffer from cognitive
and psychological challenges that in some cases can dramatically interfere with their
ability to acquire a new language, and with their persistence in attending class
(Skilton-Sylvester, 2002). Concentration difficulties, memory impairment, anxiety
and depression are just a few of the symptoms. If the PTSD is very pronounced and
challenging, the learner may eventually drop out (Finn, 2010).
It is worth noting that in community-based adult ESL programs, the teacher
typically comes from the local area, and the language learners are all from the same
country and use the same mother tongue. As a result, the curriculum in such
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programs is usually suited to the needs of the particular ethnic community, which
benefits the students’ investment in learning English. For example, all 15 students in
Guza’s study mentioned a desire to maintain their Latino language because their
private identity was still a very strong means of self-identification. This is the glue
that holds their families together (Guza 2009; Matthews-Aydinlini, 2008).
In terms of what is viewed as acceptable behavior and suitable career choices
for women, American society is quite liberal. However, some of the societies from
which immigrants come are culturally very conservative, often for religious reasons,
for example in Afghanistan, Pakistan, or some of the Gulf States. In these countries,
power lies overwhelmingly in the hands of men, and roles for women can be very
restricted. If husbands, fathers or brothers have immigrated to the U.S. together with
the female students, they may strongly disapprove of American liberal attitudes
towards women. Going out of the house to learn English, especially from single,
male teachers could be frowned upon. Because of this kind of pressure from male
family members, immigrant women learners may have to “negotiate a strategic
identity” that will allow them to slip out of these traditional gender roles and invest in
learning English without sacrificing their commitment to their native language and
culture (Kouritzin, 2000).
Imagined Communities
Most language learners see themselves as part of one or more imagined
communities. Imagined communities are best understood in the context of the
learner’s investment in the target language, and the situations in which the language is
practiced. It is important to consider why some students are resistant or ambivalent
about learning English. For example, a learner may drop out of class because of a
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disconnect between that learner’s imagined community and the teacher’s goals for the
course, a disparity that can be exacerbated if the learner begins to interact with the
target language community, as this can change his or her expectations of the course
(Norton, 2001). Recently, scholars of language education have become interested in
the way that traditional teaching methods and the physical layout of classrooms can
have the effect of positioning learners negatively, and how this can create resistance
on the part of learners (Norton & Toohey, 2011). This can happen, for example, if
teachers do not recognize the students’ imagined communities, focus only on the past
and present, rather than on their future identities, and do not help them attain their
personal goals. For example, the point of Mai’s story is that the teacher failed to take
account of his students’ new identities in the host country, Canada, and that what a
teacher may think of as good pedagogical practice may actually reduce the learners’
commitments to the classes. Basing curriculums and lessons only on teachers’
assumptions about what constitutes good teaching may actually reduce the students’
investment in the classes, for example, the notion that students who receive welfare
do not need to learn any work-related material (Skilton-Sylvester, 2002). If studentcentered teaching techniques are used, learners who are accustomed to more
traditional methods may feel uncomfortable and dissatisfied. In one study, the
participants said that many activities were “unexpected” and were only marginally
effective. Some of participants referred to such activities as mere “free talking,” and
to group work as a way for the teacher to “be lazy,” starting every Monday with “half
a class period.” The teachers, on the other hand, believed that having the freedom to
digress from a point was good for the students, and saw group communicative work
as a way of addressing the problem that learners do not have enough chances to

85
practice. If teachers use group work, though, it might be beneficial to explain to the
learners the rationale for this method, and to maintain a dialogue about this (Johnson,
2005).
Students see their language learning as a way of achieving their desired
identity and of assimilating into their imagined communities (Igoudain, 2008;
Skilton-Sylvester, 2002). However, if learners lose sight of their goals, their
investment in the language can decline. Other factors can reduce the learners’
commitment to. For example, if students encounter discouraging, humiliating, or
even racist treatment from native or non-native English speakers, or if their peers or
their teachers do not recognize them as “legitimate” L2 users (as sometimes happens
in the case of Asian students), they can feel marginalized or disappointed. They may
feel that their English class is a “daily torture ritual” (Irias, 2011, p. 52) so they never
want to speak up and answer questions in class because they are terrified of making a
mistake and looking stupid in front of their classmates (Bernat, 2004; Lemp, 2012).
These kinds of frustrating or embarrassing classroom experiences can cause learners
to lose sight of their imagined identities, and, particularly if they are already under
pressure in their already busy lives, they may no longer want to commit as much
effort to learning English. Similarly, if the teachers do not show a supportive and
caring attitude, or if they do not take care to correct learners’ errors, this can limit the
students’ future, and can hinder their integration into society.
Individual learners have different educational ambitions. Some students are
satisfied when they have reached a survival level of English, so they drop out once
they have achieved this stage (Kilbride, 2008). At the other end of the ability scale,
the highest dropout rates are typically among more advanced English learners, who
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wish to focus on improving their English for reasons of employment. If their ESL
classes are not structured towards their future employment-based communities, these
learners may resist (Gammon, 2004). To take another example, learners living in
Latino communities in the U.S. are often surrounded by Spanish speakers and are
regularly exposed to Spanish language media in the course of their daily lives. These
immigrants may not feel a strong need to learn English, and especially if they plan to
return soon to their home countries, it becomes an easier choice simply to drop out of
class (Irias, 2011). Many Latin American immigrants to the U.S. are strongly focused
on making as much money as they can, then returning to their native land (Igoudain,
2008). They may not therefore see themselves as part of an imagined community,
and if their teachers do not help them create imagined identities, they lack an
important motivational factor that could help them persist through the challenges of
being successful language learners.
Finally, there are factors connected with money. Only richer students can
afford to attend ESL classes (Landsborough, 2009). If schools do not provide
adequate subsidized transportation and childcare, or do not allocate financial
resources to allow underprivileged learners to participate, (Guza, 2009), inequalities
between social groups will persist, creating a “learning divide” that allows only
learners from families that can afford daycare and a tutor to take part (Bariso,
2008). Research involving younger learners in Japan has shown that this social
stratification leads to a situation in which the least privileged children are socialized
into more impoverished types of imagined communities, whereas children from
wealthier and more socially dominant communities, who have greater symbolic
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capital, are encouraged to consider a more cosmopolitan world, with a greater range
of opportunities (Kanno and Norton, 2003).
Of all the researchers reviewed in this paper, only Skilton-Sylvester (2002)
discusses at length the connection between Norton’s socio-educational constructs of
identity and investment and the topic of absenteeism in adult ESL classes. Therefore
I find it of great importance to share Skilton-Sylvester’s contribution in more detail in
the following section.
Skilton-Sylvester
Basing her study on two previous investigations by Norton Peirce (1995;
2000), Skilton-Sylvester followed Norton’s theory that a student’s investment and
ability to participate in adult ESL classes is based on a series of identities, which may
vary over time and as a result of changing social situations. Skilton-Sylvester’s 2002
study originated in two earlier large-scale projects involving approximately 100
Cambodian women who attended two urban adult ESL programs in Philadelphia.
Skilton-Sylvester combined information gathered from these two earlier projects with
new ethnographic case studies of four Cambodian women (Lang, Sundara, Soka, and
Ming), who were also enrolled in these programs. Additional dialogues were now
recorded, with the classmates of these four Cambodian students, with their ESL
teachers, and with the administrators of both programs. Her study demonstrates the
important relationship between Norton’s constructs of investment and identity and
actual rates of student attendance in adult ESL programs. In the short term, the four
Cambodian women’s multiple identities (for example, as mother, wife, multilingual
citizen, immigrant, and worker), the social context (their personal values, attitudes
and beliefs) and the classroom context shaped their investment and participation in
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the ESL classes, while in the long term, their identities affected their “return on
investment,” in terms of the potential benefits associated with attending.
The purpose of Skilton-Sylvester’s study was to demonstrate that the change
in the Cambodian women’s ability and interest in participating in the adult ESL
classes had little to do with whether they were motivated or unmotivated, but was
more connected with changes in their roles over time and space, as their identities
also altered, both inside and outside the classroom. Skilton-Sylvester’s guiding
research question was “How do the multiple identities of students, the social contexts
of their lives in the United States, and the classroom context shape their investment in
participating in adult education programs?” Like Norton, Skilton-Sylvester believes
in the importance of looking beyond the traditional views of motivation and
participation, because these concepts do not address a sufficient range of internal and
external issues in the lives of learners. Skilton-Sylvester concluded that any
unproductive or ineffective teaching methods from the teachers or the administration
could affect the students’ identities and could reduce their investment in learning, so
that they would be less willing to improve their English, integrate into the target
community, or attend class. Adult ESL programs with high levels of absenteeism
may have failed to take account of these multidimensional aspects of the learners’
identities when designing their curriculums (Skilton-Sylvester, 2002).
Reviewing developments in the field in a later study (Norton-Toohey, 2011),
Norton comments that Skilton-Sylvester demonstrates the importance of
understanding the situation of language learners by taking into account their changing
identities and their investment. However, while Norton considered particular
moments and certain situations in which her subjects chose to use English (or, as she
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puts it, claimed the right to speak), Skilton-Sylvester explored how the investment
and participation of her participants (the four Cambodian women) changed as their
roles and identities as a mother, wife, and sister, for example, also shifted over the
course of the program. Also, although the issue of roles has historically been central
to discussions on adult literacy pedagogy and literacy pedagogy (New London Group,
1996), roles have been proposed as “sites for identity formation” by Norton (1995,
2000), Skilton-Sylvester chose to focus instead on identities (Stein, 2000), believing
that to concentrate on roles would tend to de-emphasize the ways that people behave
in the world, their concept of who they are, and how their individual identities within
these roles influence their participation in adult ESL classes (Skilton-Sylvester, 2002,
p. 12). Finally, whereas Norton investigated only informal settings outside the
classroom, Skilton-Sylvester discussed the effect that a formal instructional situation
can have on a student’s investment in a language program. With its stronger focus on
cultural identity and on the formal educational setting, Skilton-Sylvester’s study
aimed to show that a deeper understanding of the complex social and cultural
identities in the life of a language student may help to explain the multiple motives
that can lead a student to enroll in an ESL program.
Summary
The researchers mentioned many causes of student absenteeism in adult ESL
programs in North America. These causes are complex and interdependent, and can
be divided into two types: those relating to those relating to the multiple identities of
students and their personal lives, and those relating to the administration of the
program and the teaching staff. Barriers relating to the students’ personal lives were
cited as significant by many researchers. Of these, the most commonly cited were
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financial problems, the need for childcare and transportation, lack of information
about courses, and scheduling conflicts.
The process of analyzing the researchers’ findings through the filter of
Norton’s three main constructs (identity, investment and imagined communities)
proved to be quite challenging. Most of the researchers presented their work in ways
that did not allow me to easily apply Norton’s viewpoint or to take account of the
depth and fluidity of the students’ complex lives, but I was still able to take account
of their findings in my analysis. Because of this difference in presentation and the
format of the studies, it was very difficult for me to apply Norton’s categorization to
the researchers’ findings. Later, however, I discovered that Skilton-Sylvester was the
only one who conducted field research and looked at the issues of attendance from
Norton’s perspective. One of the key points that Skilton-Sylvester takes from Norton
is that the degree to which a student invests in a language program can be seen as the
result of positive or negative changes in various aspects of that student’s identity. If a
significant number of these changes are negative, a student may feel less connected to
a program, and could be less likely to attend class. Skilton-Sylvester’s ideas are
useful because she applies Norton’s construct of identity to her own case study
involving immigrant Cambodian women in Canada. Skilton-Sylvester’s study is very
relevant to my research because like Norton, her approach takes into account the
complexity of the relationships between the identities of adult learners, the classroom
context, the social contexts in which they engage daily, and the investment they have
in learning English.
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The following chapter provides an analysis of the researchers’ findings,
including major findings, limitations, further research that I believe is needed,
implications of my findings, and how I intend to share the research.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION
In this study, the question I have sought to answer is how existing research on
the problem of absenteeism in community-based adult ESL programs can be
reinterpreted in light of the understandings promulgated by Norton, to suggest
different perspectives from which to understand this issue. In this final chapter, I will
begin by presenting my major findings, then I will move on to discuss the limitations
of my research, explore the implications for teachers and administrators, and
investigate possible areas for future research. Lastly, I will set out how I intend to
share my findings.
Major Findings of This Study
It was indeed possible to reconsider the findings of the absenteeism
researchers in the light of Norton’s theories (as summarized in the second section of
Chapter Four above). However, although the research question was logically phrased,
it was difficult to apply Norton’s wider theories to the topic of absenteeism. Some
researchers did refer to the notion of identity, while others mentioned “motivation,”
the term initially favored by theorists of the 1970s and 80s, but which was eventually
superseded by Norton’s radical ideas on “investment,” which emphasized the
importance of social interaction in the process of language learning. But none of the
absenteeism researchers referred to imagined communities when speaking about
absenteeism. The only researcher who followed Norton’s model was SkiltonSylvester (2002). Significantly, Norton and Skilton-Sylvester (2002) both worked
with groups of no more than five learners. These small groups are ideal for gathering
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detailed information about students’ motivations and other factors in their lives; for
instance in better displaying how learners are influenced by power dynamics, both
within their social relationships and in the classroom context, by their personal values,
attitudes and beliefs, and by other situational factors, such as transportation and lack
of childcare. The studies by the absenteeism researchers, on the other hand usually
featured larger groups, and assigned relatively simple and static causes to
absenteeism. This approach made it more difficult to analyze the impact of an
individual student’s complex set of identities on their ability to attend class.
Apart from these groupings of researchers and their differences, included in
the main findings of this study must be the simple causes of absenteeism found by the
researchers. Clearly, a learner’s investment in an ESL class depends on the presence
or absence of several types of barriers. Many researchers cited a combination of
barriers, typically relating to the learner’s position and identities in various situations
outside the ESL classroom, for example, as a student, as a worker, as a parent or
spouse, or as an immigrant. Immigrant learners, for example, often face a particular
set of barriers, including a fear of coming to class. Illegal immigrants may fear being
arrested, or even deported. Also, many immigrants are reluctant to attend English
courses because they fear they may lose touch with their native cultural identity.
Female learners who are also parents or spouses may drop out of class for reasons
related to traditional gender roles enforced by conservative cultures in their countries
of origin, while males feel an obligation to have full-time jobs that prevent them from
attending English classes.
With the notable exception of Skilton-Sylester (2002), none of the researchers
satisfactorily explained why a learner’s investment in a course decreased. Skilton-
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Sylvester (2002) proposed that even the simple act of enrolling could cause a shift in
a learner’s identity. This may provoke a change in the power dynamics within
various groups of which that learner is a member, for example, the family, or the
ethnic group. As learners’ identities shift, their language learning experience can be
affected, which in turn can result in a further shift in their identity.
Other barriers mentioned by the researchers relate to the administration of the
ESL program. Failure by teachers and administrators to acknowledge and act upon
individual learners’ backgrounds, changing motivations, and goals for the future often
cause discontent among the students. If the teacher does not take these factors into
account, there is a risk that some learners may lose motivation, or even drop out of
class. For example, if students do not see themselves as belonging to an imagined
community, they may lack an important motivational factor that could help them
persist through the challenges of becoming successful language learners.
Schalge & Soga (2008) pointed out that teachers and students often have
different explanations and beliefs about the reasons for learner absenteeism. Teachers
tended to say that students dropped out for reasons unconnected to classroom
practices, such as having other jobs, arranging childcare, or transportation problems.
Teachers also often ignored data from the students, such as the results of needs
assessments, perhaps because they believe they already know what is best for the
students, or because this can involve criticism of their work. When teachers make
assumptions about their students’ needs and desires without first consulting them and
finding out what they feel about the course, dropouts can occur. Students, on the
other hand, attributed their absence to factors related to the teaching, such as that the
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classes are boring, or that they do not cover the material that they wanted or needed to
learn (Schalge & Soga, 2008).
Limitations of This Research
There were several factors that limited the success of the study. First of all,
rather than attempting to cover the entire field of adult ESL worldwide, this research
focuses solely on adult community-based ESL programs in North America. Other
types of ESL programs, such as workplace literacy, community college, and postsecondary ESL, fall outside the scope of this paper. Teachers and administrators
working in these contexts may therefore find this study not particularly relevant to
their situation, as there are several significant differences in how ESL programs are
run at these institutions, compared to those in adult community-based programs.
Another limitation of this paper was caused by the complexity of the research
question: how existing research on the problem of absenteeism in community-based
adult ESL programs could be reinterpreted in light of the understandings promulgated
by Norton, to suggest different perspectives from which to understand this issue. The
data was drawn from two main sources: Norton’s theories about second language
learning, and the findings of several dozen researchers on the problem of student
absenteeism. Although Norton and the absenteeism researchers both mention barriers
to student attendance related to the various aspects of learners’ lives, such as family
situation, employment, and educational and cultural background, they present their
data in very different ways. But studies that focus on a smaller group of subjects, and
present their data in a personalized way are very limited in number. Most researchers
presented their data in a way that did not allow me to easily analyze their data through
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Norton’s constructs, and as a result, I struggled at looking at my findings from a
Nortonian point of view.
Implications
Research has shown that a positive relationship between educators and
students can positively impact attendance in adult ESL classes. Based on the findings
on my absenteeism studies and readings on Norton, to accomplish this, it is important
that teachers recognize that their students are unique individuals with different
English levels, educational achievements, needs, desires, cultural backgrounds,
expectations and learning styles. Teachers should try to get to know their students,
because learners are shaped just as much by what they may have missed as by what
they have experienced. They should bear in mind the learners’ individual past
histories and changing identities, and should help them to imagine the Englishspeaking communities to which they aspire to belong in the future. During a course,
teachers should keep in mind their students’ personal backgrounds, including their
home country and culture. The teacher should never humiliate or insult a student, and
should try to ensure that learners are also respectful of each other’s needs, by
modeling, setting guidelines for students, and by teaching appropriate behavior,
where appropriate. To express this in Norton’s terms, the teacher should recognize
that the learners have other roles in their lives apart from just being a student (1995).
Therefore, an approach is needed that closely addresses the students’ needs, but also
recognizes their multidimensional identities and allows them the space to renegotiate
these identities. If the teacher acknowledges the learners’ dreams and future
ambitions related to using English, they will be less likely to drop out. The teacher
should focus on classroom practices that engage the learners, and allow them to

97
achieve their goals and become members of their desired communities. The teacher
should give students the room they need and the language they need to become who
they imagine they could be in the future. For example, if a student imagines him or
herself working in a job that requires English, then clearly it would be beneficial to
include work-related English in the curriculum.
To give the students more of a sense of ownership of their learning, another
suggestion is to allow the learners to help decide a series of realistically attainable,
short-term goals for the course, and to play an ongoing role in the creation and
development of the curriculum. Teachers should also provide explanations for why
certain things are occurring in lessons, so students feel their lessons are purposeful
and goal directed.
The teacher should try to create a safe, supportive, and friendly environment
in which the students feel that they can voice their concerns and have the freedom to
make mistakes. Teachers should provide an appropriate level of error correction,
which should be done in a sensitive fashion. Learner feedback, in the form of regular
needs assessments and student evaluations of the course, is one way to do this.
However, it is important that the teacher should seriously consider these opinions,
and, where appropriate, address any issues raised. To properly and systematically
implement these guidelines, the administration could implement a series of training
sessions for teachers.
There are a number of practical, extra-curricular activities that allow students
to use their English in real communication with native speakers. For example,
teachers can encourage their students to go out into the community, home or
workplace, to find target language speakers, talk with them, and record their
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interactions. The students should record their meetings in audio diaries or journals,
and afterwards they should be given time to compare their data and discuss how they
could have approached the task more effectively. If students are given these kinds of
goals, it may push them to overcome their insecurities about using the target
language.
Further Research
As none of the researchers used all three of Norton’s main constructs (identity,
investment, and imagined communities), there is a need to conduct more studies
through Norton’s lens. Additionally, it might be interesting to carry out a datasupported study on absenteeism at one of the main commercial English language
schools in China, where I currently teach, because in these schools the students
experience some of the challenges faced by adult immigrant learners in North
America that have been discussed in this paper. As we have already seen, it would
not be so meaningful to base such a study at a Chinese university, because in China,
university students are required to attend a very high percentage of the classes in
order to pass their course, and absenteeism is rare. Also, because most university
students are roughly the same age, few are in full-time employment, are married or
have children, so most of the barriers mentioned in the present study do not apply.
To properly investigate the complexity of the barriers to attendance faced by
learners, more investigations into absenteeism could be carried out over an extended
period of time, using in-depth interviews, student diaries and relatively small sample
sizes of four or five individuals in minority populations of immigrant learners, such as
Somalian and Hmong immigrants in the U.S.
It would also be beneficial for teachers and administrators to focus on the
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relationship between learners’ non-participation and their imagined communities.
However, motivation and persistence remain difficult to measure.
Other questions include: What are the most effective ways to intervene in an
adult ESL program in order to reduce absenteeism? How can services more closely
meet the needs of learners who have difficulty in attending regularly? How can the
students who are most likely to drop out of an adult ESL program be identified?
Communicating the Results
This research will be publically available in the Hamline library. As more
research is done on Norton and her influence on adult ESL education, it is hoped that
this pioneering type of literature review capstone will serve as an introduction to the
field. Eventually, I hope to publish a summary of the findings of this study in one of
the ESL journals.
Conclusion
ESL programs often depend for their survival on their student numbers. If
these numbers fall, governments and other funding organizations may reduce their
allocated budgets. This can lower the quality of the teaching resources available,
which in turn makes the program less attractive to students. The programs can find
themselves caught in this vicious circle of reduced numbers and limited funding.
Unsurprisingly, the related problems of student absenteeism and nonparticipation are
subjects of serious concern and have received considerable attention from ESL
researchers.
ESL programs that experience high levels of absenteeism may have failed to
recognize the multidimensional aspects of their students’ identities, including their
roles as immigrants, spouses, parents, students, and employees, and may not have
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taken account of these when designing their curriculums.
Surprisingly, for various reasons, at my current workplace, I am once again
struggling with the disheartening problem of absenteeism. I have done various needs
assessments with my students, in order to try to understand their imagined
communities, but have not been able to create classes that truly meet their
expectations and needs. I intend to take account of these factors and to run my
classes more effectively next semester.
As a teacher who has personal experience of student absenteeism, I am
interested in any research that might help to alleviate this problem. My role in this
study was to collect and analyze research on barriers and challenges that prevent
immigrant learners from attending adult ESL classes in North America, and to
examine the findings from the viewpoint of Norton, with the intention of bringing a
new perspective and understanding why absenteeism and student retention are
problems for adult ESL programs in North America. As Norton proposes, although a
student may be highly motivated to learn English, there are many important factors,
both intrinsic and extrinsic, that can prevent him or her from being able to attend
class.
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Appendix A: Barriers Related to the Learners’ Identities

Learner-Related
Identity as:
Researcher

Year

Armstrong
Bariso
Barwuah &
Andrews
Beder
Belzer
Bernat
Bluestone
Brod
Buch
Buranby &
Sun
Buttaro
Chambers
Chisman &
Assoc
Condelli
Finn
Fitzgerald
Fry
Gammon
GarrettHatfield
Guza
Hayes
Igoudin
Irias
Johnson
Johnston &
Morgan
Kair & Prius
Kilbride et al
en& Burnaby
Kouritzen
Krashen
Lambert

1996
2008
1999
1990
1998
2004
2004
1990
2007
1989
2004
2010
1990
2002
2010
1997
1999
2004
2008
2009
1989
2008
2011
2005
2005
2007
2008
1993
2000
1982
2009

Institutional

Parent /
Immigrant
Student Worker
Spouse

Situational
Admin. Teacher
Factors

✓
✓

✓

✓
✓

✓

✓
✓
✓
✓

✓
✓
✓
✓
✓

✓
✓

✓

✓
✓
✓

✓

✓
✓

✓
✓
✓
✓
✓

✓
✓

✓
✓
✓
✓
✓

✓
✓
✓
✓

✓

✓
✓
✓
✓

✓

✓
✓

✓

✓
✓
✓

✓
✓
✓

✓

✓

✓

✓
✓

✓

✓
✓
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Landsborough
LETC
Lemp
Malicky &
Norman
MatthewsAydinli
McArthur
Moira
Nash &
Kallenbach
NCFL
Pugh
Quigley &
Uhland
Rodriguez,
Peyton and
Uhland?
Rowsell
Schalge &
Soga
Schalge &
Soga
Sherman
Silva
SkiltonSylvester
Straubhaar
TracyMumford
Tucker
Urietta &
Quach
Wrigley

✓

2009
2012
2012

✓
✓

1994

✓

2008
1998
1998

✓

✓
✓

✓

✓
✓

✓

✓

✓

2009
2004
2011

✓

✓
✓

✓

✓

2000

✓

✓

2005

✓

✓

2008
✓

1990
1998
✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓
✓

✓

✓

✓
✓

2010

✓

1994
2006
2000
1993

✓

✓

2009
1992

2002

✓
✓
✓

✓
✓
✓
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Appendix B: Distribution of Content Types:
Focus on Absenteeism and ESL

Focus on both

Absenteeism not the

Focus on Absenteeism

Absenteeism and ESL

sole focus

but no mention of ESL

Brod (1990)
Chambers (2010)
Comings (2006)
Comings (2007)
Conneticut Adult Ed
(2009)
Fitzgerald (1997)
Gammon (2004)
Guza (2009)
Hayes (1989)
Igoudin (2008)
Irias (2011)
Lavigne (2008)
LETC (2012?)
Link (2006)
Lucey (1998)
Nash & Kallenbach,
(2009)
Quigley (2000)
Roberts (2006)
Rowsell (1992)
Silva (1999)
Skilton-Sylvester
(2002)
Soga (2005, 2008)

22

Condelli (2002)
Finn (2010)
Garrett-Hatfield
(2008)
Lehner (2011)
Liden (2010)
Johnson (2005)
Pugh (2011)
Rice (2008)
Rodriguez (2009)
Ruth (2006)
Wardell (1991)

11

Basile & Henry (1994)
Belzer (1998)
Tracy-Mumford
(2008)

3
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Appendix C: Distribution of Context Types
ABE

Basile & Henry (1994)
Belzer (1998)
Quigley (2000)
Tracy-Mumford (2008)

4

GED

ESL

Comings (2006, 2007)
Fitzgerald (1997)
Link (2006)
Nash & Kallenbach
(2009)
Ruth (2006)
Silva (1999)

Brod (1990)
Chambers (2010)
Condelli (2002)
Conneticut (2009)
Finn (2010)
Gammon (2004)
Garrett-Hatfield
(2008)
Guza (2009)
Hayes (1989)
Igoudin (2008)
Irias (2011)
Johnson (2005)
Lavigne (2008)
Lehner (2011)
LETC (2012?)
Liden (2010)
Lucey (1998)
Pugh (2011)
Rice (2008)
Roberts (2006)
Rodriguez (2009)
Rowsell (1992)
Skilton-Sylvester
(2002)
Soga (2005,2008)
Wardell (1991)

7

27
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