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Adult Learners: Contributors to Curriculum

Adult students returning to postsecondary school after a considerable absence can contribute their life and work experiences to the curriculum to benefit both themselves and others. I have taught such adult students for the past five years at Queens College in New York City.  I have been interested in helping them articulate their work and life experiences and find a way to include them in new ways. This has not been an easy task, but it has been a rewarding one.

Looking for resources to help this effort, I discovered that few studies have been conducted on the subject of returning adult students using their work and life experiences to contribute to their learning process.  Reviewing the Adult Education Research Conference Proceedings (AERC) from 2000 to 2005, I encountered a research paper by Gary Cale from  National-Louis University, USA, exploring how adult learners in a college composition course resisted pedagogies and teaching strategies. His research was designed to critically examine student and teacher assumptions about classism, racism, and sexism as well as other oppressive structure and discourses.

As Cale found in his research, I have found that the relationship between the adult student and the teacher mirrors the power relations one finds in every classroom, bringing along the issues associated with power inequity.  Adult students bring to school a great deal of workplace and life experiences. Seldom are they invited to contribute their experiences to their learning process and enrich their learning experience in the classroom. 

In this paper I examine the use of action research, a process of investigation that generates knowledge for the sole purpose of taking action, as a tool to help students unlock their voices, share their work and life experiences and make a contribution to the curriculum. With the case study I describe here, I demonstrate that the traditional power relationships can be improved with considerable benefit to classroom pedagogy and resulting impact on the students’ learning capacities.

Adult Learners: Profile of a New Undergraduate Majority

Who are the new adult learners? The demographic profile of college undergraduates has changed significantly in recent years. Following is an overview of many of the characteristics and challenges they exhibit.

According to the National Center of Education Statistics, over 60 percent of students in United States higher education can be described as non-traditional students. Here are some of their main characteristics. They:

· are 25 year old or older;

· have delayed enrollment into postsecondary education; 

· attend part-time; 

· are financially independent of parents; 

· work full-time while enrolled; 

· have dependents other than spouse; 

· are likely to be a single parents, and; 

· lack standard high school diplomas. 

(Council for Adult and Experiential Learning, 2000)
Their motives for returning to school vary. Some are returning because they have been able to send their children to college and have decided that it is time for them to get back to school.  Others never had the opportunity to get a college education and feel that now they are ready to make a commitment to realize the dream of a college education. 

Since these students have been absent from academe for awhile, it is understandable that their skills are often lacking in such areas as reading, writing, and computing, among others. Their skill limitations contribute to a general lack of confidence.

The fear and anxiety that returning students bring with them breeds cultural habits that tend to detract from their academic success. Their lack of self-assurance causes what could be called a culture of silence. They tend to internalize their ideas and avoid expressing them, especially when they might challenge the prevailing classroom discussion (the dominant culture) or the teacher’s opinions. Their participation is minimal; it is not proactive and assertive. This is unfortunate in light of the significant amount of life and work experience they have acquired and bring to the classroom.

The question is, how do we build on the strengths that adult students possess when they return to the classroom, and at the same time reduce the challenges that they also bring with them?  Action research can provide a successful approach.

Action Research

Action research is a process of investigating professional experience which links practice and its analysis into a single productive and developing sequence. Rather than detaching researcher and subject, which often alienates them from one another and from a better understanding of the truth, action research brings researchers and subjects together into a community of interested colleagues. Thus, both participate in the action being studied and in its analysis. 

AR provides participants with the means to investigate systematically the problems and issues they face in their workplaces, schools or communities, formulate accounts of their situations, devise plans to deal with the problem at hand, implement proposed solutions and evaluate results.  AR democratizes the research process by including the local stakeholders as co-researchers and provides the participants with an opportunity to apply and test knowledge.

Winter, R. (1996) advances six principles which are central to the action research process, as follows:

1. Reflexive critique, which is, becoming aware of our own perceptual biases.  

2. Dialectic critique, which is a way of understanding the relationships between the elements that make up various phenomena in ones’ context.  

3. Collaboration, which means that everyone’s view is taken as a contribution to understanding situations. 

4. Risking disturbance, which is taking our own taken-for granted processes to submit them to critique. 

5. Creating plural structure, which involves developing various accounts and critiques, rather than a single authoritative interpretation. 

6. Theory and practice internalized, which is seeing theory and practice as two interdependent yet complementary phases of the changes process. 

From these principles of action research I have selected the three that I find most effective in my classroom work. They are creating community and democracy, and engaging in critical reflection. I use these principles as follows.

The first thing I apply is the collaborative aspect of action research, more specifically, the idea of community. While in traditional research, the investigator decides on the question to be examined, in action research the community makes that decision.  “A fundamental premise of community-based action research is that it commences with an interest in the problem of a group, a community, or an organization.  Its purpose is assisting people in extending their understanding of their situation and thus resolving problems that confront them.” (Smith, 2002, p. 4). 

Second is the concept of equal participation, in other words, the concept of democracy.  In action research the stakeholders, not the researcher, are the agents who conduct the investigation, analyze and interpret data, communicate the result, implement solutions and evaluate results. 

Third is critical reflection.  This is the ability to look at ourselves and be critical of what is useful and not so useful to students. 

Applying these three principles turns the classroom into a community, allows equal participation in a democratic manner and creates a structure to allow both community and the democratic process to take place.
Community-based action research is a process of inquiry that has the following benefits. It is: 

·  democratic, that is, enabling the participation of all people; 

·  equitable, that is, acknowledging people’s equality of worth;  

·  liberating, that is, providing freedom from oppressive, debilitating conditions; and

·  life enhancing, that is, enabling the expression of people’s full human potential.  (Stringer 1999 in Smith, 2002). 

The challenge for me as a teacher is to integrate the principles of democracy and community into pedagogy.
Democracy and Community as Pedagogy

The concept of pedagogy is not static but rather evolving. Critical pedagogy is akin to action research and develops from critical theory. It developed as educators tried to confront changing socioeconomic and cultural contexts.  

Traditionally, critical pedagogy refers to educational theory and practice, and learning strategies designed to raise critical consciousness regarding oppressive social conditions. It also has a collective political component in that critical consciousness is positioned as the necessary first step of a larger political struggle to challenge and transform oppressive social conditions and to create a more egalitarian society.  Thus critical educators work to disrupt the effects of oppressive regimes of power both in the classroom and in the larger society (http://mingo.infor-sceince.uiowa.edu 

Nowadays, critical pedagogy is concerned with transforming traditional relationships between student and teacher where the teacher is the active agent and the student is the passive recipient of the teacher’s knowledge.  To this passive mode of instruction critical pedagogy suggests that the classroom be the site where  new knowledge is grounded  in the experience of students and teachers alike and produced mainly through dialogue.

The dialogical approach embraces open communication among students and the teachers.  Freire made the point that with this method all teach and all learn.  This is an antithesis of the traditional method of instruction that sets the teacher as the transmitter of all knowledge and the student as the empty vessel receiving it.
Critical pedagogy, however, needs a context and a process.  The context is community. The process is democracy. 

First, we will explore the community context in the classroom. Community, Zygmunt (2004) explains is one of those words that make people feel good.  It is the idea of the lost paradise.  The word promises pleasures, and more often than not the kinds of pleasures we would like to experience but seem to miss.

Community implies a safe place where people are not strangers.  Community people are engaged in all sort of activities and sometimes they are involved in quarrels. In fact, M. Scott Peck (1987) maintains that until a group has experienced a period of disagreement and resolved it, there is only what he calls “pseudo community.”  Through resolving differences, people create and solidify their togetherness. Members of a community are guided by the same wish to improve their lives.  They may not necessarily know how to do that on their own, so that the teacher can play the role of facilitator.

People in community can count on each other.  They are allowed to make mistakes.  No one will make fun of someone who makes a mistake.  People explain, apologize and repent. There is always someone ready to hold one’s hand at a time of sadness.  Zygmunt (2004) concludes that community stands for the kind of world which is not, regrettably available to us – but which we would dearly wish to inhabit and which we would hope to repossess. (p.3)

By working to create a classroom community, we can create a classroom environment where students feel safe, act empowered, talk without being judged and know that their ideas are respected.  Such an environment is the prerequisite for the exercise of critical pedagogy. 

Next, we examine the process of democracy. Gastil (1993) argues that the concept of democracy is evolving and embodies powerful philosophical principles that have never been fully realized on large scales. The concept of democracy embraces the notion of pluralism, cultural diversity, social and civil equality and a rejection of discrimination and prejudice. It represents the ideal of a cohesive community of people living and working together and finding fair, nonviolent ways to reconcile conflicts.  Democracy embodies the three elements of the French Revolutionary slogan “liberte, egalite, fraternite.” (p. 5).

A democratic classroom is an environment where there is a relatively equal distribution of authority. It is an inclusive milieu where members internalize democratic values and procedures. These values are the acknowledgement of peoples’ individuality, their competence, and their rights and responsibilities vis á vis deliberation. This form of democracy goes beyond the thinner forms of democracy where majority rules (Freire, 1997).

Creating community and democracy is the ultimate challenge.  Both teachers and students vary in their desire, comfort level and willingness to engage in this endeavor. When democracy and community are embraced, they can be integrated into any classroom regardless of course content. Ultimately it is the teacher who remains the catalyst. It is his or her commitment that makes democracy possible in the classroom.  How we structured democracy and community in our classroom is the subject of the next section.

Structuring Democracy and Community in the Classroom: The Hyde Park Model

For the past five years, I have taught in the Worker Education Program at Queens College in New York City. The Worker Education program at Queens College includes about seven hundred students who are municipal workers and union members. In Fall, 2001, their demographic profile was as follows:

· ethnicity: 28% Black, 25% Hispanic, 12% White, 9% Asian (24% did not identify with any of the major ethnic groups)

·  union membership: 27% Communication Workers of America, CWA, 1180;, 32% United Federation of Teachers (UFT);12% District Council 37, 4% Civil Service Employees Association CSEA and 19%, other

· gender: 85% women, 15% men

· age: average, about 44 years

· home locations: Queens, Brooklyn, Long island, Bronx and Manhattan, with a small number from Westchester and other parts of the New York state 

· 70% were undergraduate students and 61%, graduates

· most popular undergraduate major: sociology followed by psychology, accounting and urban studies

· most popular graduate major: urban affairs, followed by early childhood education and counselor education

Last year, I was granted permission to teach action research, a course I proposed to the department a couple of years ago. I decided that I was not only going to teach AR but also practice it. I instructed the students that we would use community and democracy as pedagogy. I also offered to make time for students to reflect on what will be taking place during the class, to comment on the relevance of the course to their lives and to communicate this to the teacher.    

I called this method the Hyde Park Model in reference to the Hyde Park Corner in England, where anyone can stand up on a box and speak in public. They do not need any special permission or authority to do so.

This is a summary of how the Hyde Park Model works. When a student signals, “Hyde Park,” the teacher is excused from the classroom for 15 minutes while students discuss their issue. When the teacher returns, a student representative presents the concerns to the teacher on behalf of the class.  After listening, the teacher responds. This is a time for compromise and consensus.  The idea is to avoid the win/lose paradigm but rather to address the issue in a way that satisfactory to the class and the teacher, a win/win.  

The “Hyde Park” signal is a symbolic gesture that deconstructs the hierarchical power inherent in the classroom. When students are left alone and free to organize the class the way they wish, they can freely address the issue that prompted the motion without worrying about the teacher’s reaction. They have the opportunity to reflect on the content of the class, its relevance to the practical world and to have their needs met. 

When we started this new way of working, students were intimidated because they were  not used to speaking their minds. They were resistant at first, until one outspoken student broke the ice. This was the beginning of the Hyde Park Model.  Issues for Hyde Park varied and started with very basic concerns, such as: let’s have no break and finish the class fifteen minutes earlier; or, you presented this theme and it is still not clear to us – would you repeat or explain that again?

Soon, the students responded, “We are really enjoying this class, keep up the good work.”  Seldom do professors get this kind of feedback directly from the students!

But perhaps the most remarkable discussion was around the assignments.  I asked students to choose themes around which they wanted to conduct an action research project.  They selected themes that were relevant to their jobs, lives, and community. 

Here is a detailed example of one student’s action research project that was inspiring to the rest of the class and educated all of us while also empowering him. 

Student Action Research Project

Kaled, originally from Yemen, grew up in the United States. Kaled’s parents own a grocery store in Queens, NY in a predominantly Arab neighborhood.  Kaled was the non-paid part-time bookkeeper.  His job is to make sure that bills are paid, invoices reviewed and the quarterly sales taxes filed.  In September of 2003, the New York State Department of Taxation and Finance (NYSDT) conducted an audit for the store to verify if the information provided on the sales tax quarterly returns was accurate.  They requested all the records and information pertaining to the business from September 2000 to May 2003.  On October 20, 2003, Kaled met with the sales tax auditor, and provided all the requested documents ranging from sales tax returns worksheet to cash register tapes for the entire audit period.  A few months later, Kaled received a response from the NYSDTF claiming that the store owed them $51,733.87 in back taxes!  Shocked and dismayed he asked the NYSDTF how they obtained their figures.  They claimed that their figures came from the store sales and yet did not provide any evidence.

Kaled decided to make this issue an action research project because he wanted action that would lead to a solution. He started by studying the New York State tax law and specifically the auditing process. The next step was to study other businesses that challenged the NYSDTF in court to find out how they fared. As his investigation continued, I advised him to talk to neighborhood stores to see if they were also being audited. Kaled found out that other small businesses in his neighborhood were having the same problem.  He decided to interview a number of store owners who at first were very suspicious because of their experience with the NYSDTF. When he interviewed the first owner, he learned from him that he was not the first one to be audited “Yes, and I am not the only Arab they audited. Virtually every Arab has been hit with an audit.” He added “I know various businesses in the area owned by non-Arabs, and none of them have been audited.”

The second individual he interviewed was fined $200,000 in penalties which forced him out of business.  Prior to this, this individual had owned a small business since 1982 and was never audited once. There were many similar stories like this.  Kaled concluded that the systematic practice by the NYSDTF following the horrible incident of September 11, 2001 was designed to bankrupt small businesses whose owners are from the Middle East under the assumption that they were contributing financially to terrorism.

Meanwhile, Kaled threatened legal action against the NYSDTF for unfairly fining his parent’s store. The NYSDTF promised to look into his claim.  A few months later, Kaled received a lower adjustment in the amount of $29, 840.52, a difference of $21,893.35. Displeased with the adjustment, Kaled filed another appeal.  A week later he met with tax auditor in a conciliation conference and they told Kaled that they were willing to settle for $13,000.  

He refused to negotiate with them and instead decided to survey businesses in his community to see how they dealt with the NYSDTF behavior. The questionnaire was in both English and Arabic. Every respondent to the survey disclosed that they were audited more than once since September 11, 2001. 80% of businesses paid fines because they felt they did not have any other alternative.  20% were forced to close.  50% said they would close if another audit were imposed on them.  20% were interested in forming a business organization and the rest said they did not know what to do. 

Kaled started meeting with Arab businessmen in the community.  He began a campaign informing business owners about what the NYSDTF was doing to their community. He  contacted the Yemeni Arab Association and raised $10,000 for his campaign. As the semester ended, Kaled created the American Arab Business Association.  He wrote to the NYSDTF and sent copies of the letter to the Honorable Darryl C. Towns, Assembly member, Committee Chair for Small Businesses, Hon. Owen Johnson, Senator NYS State Finance Committee, Hon. Andrew Eristoff Commissioner of taxation and Finance, Hon. Jim Alesi, Chairman Committee for Small Businesses, Hon. Robert Walsh, Department of Small Business Services Commissioner, and myself. 

Kaled started his action research project with a personal question.  As he began his investigation, he found out that the problem was no longer personal. He decided to tackle the problem both at a personal and community level. 

Nothing illustrates the concept of empowerment more than Kaled’s story. This is what we think education is all about; the ability to improve lives of students and others, and make a difference in the world.

Conclusion

One challenge for teacher using action research to empower students and unlock their voices is to find a way to structure democracy and community into pedagogy. This is the prerogative of the teacher. There is no one particular way to do it.  What I have reported in this article is what happened in my class.  Other teachers may have a different take on it.  Once a colleague told me “This Hyde Park Method may not work in a certain class.”  I responded affirmatively adding that it was not so much of the Hyde Park per se but rather the ability to use community and democracy as pedagogy. The Hyde Park approach is just one way of achieving community and democracy. There could be many other approaches that could work as well.
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