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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of adult education and
family literacy leaders in navigating organizations through downturns in the economic
environment. The Great Recession and ensuing reductions in federal and state funding
impeded the ability of organizations to sustain services. Given the fiscal and resource
constraints, adult education and family literacy organizations have been challenged to
compete for the resources necessary for survival. This study sought to understand how
the leadership therein managed to sustain services despite diminished organizational
resources and increased competition.

Qualitative research design using the multiple case study method guided this
study. The participants were identified through their connection to the Texas Center for
the Advancement of Literacy and Learning. The research sites were three Texas-based
non-profit adult education and family literacy organizations. Five program coordinators
and three executive directors who worked in these organizations participated in this
study. Data collection included face-to-face, semi-structured interviews, as well as
organizational documents, archival records, memos, researcher notes, and other
documents.

The findings suggested there are multiple paths to leadership in adult education,
including public education and adult education. Additionally, as participants
transitioned into leadership roles, they were either intrinsically or extrinsically

motivated. Intrinsic motivations generally concerned one’s desire for career
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advancement and promotion. Comparatively, extrinsic motivation to serve or be of
assistance in a greater capacity resulted from a shared kinship with their students through
race, heritage, motherhood, and/or economics.

Finally, leadership’s response to constraints in the environment generally served
to adapt the organization to environmental demands to sustain operations. The primary
strategy was retrenchment — reducing paid work hours, shortening the academic year,
implementing hiring freezes, and reducing staff through attrition. Leaders worked to
preserve the integrity of their programs, while being conscientious of staffing and
resource decisions. The findings provided new insight into the leadership of under-
resourced, over-taxed adult education and family literacy organizations and the

environments which inform operations and decision-making.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Publicly funded adult education and family literacy organizations in the United
States have an inherent legacy of being impacted by major shifts in the economic
environment. As evolutions in the global economy have transformed the world of work
over the years, the basic literacy and skills necessary for employment that provides
family-sustaining wages have proportionately increased. As a result, many low-income
working adults and families lack the basic knowledge, skills, and abilities necessary to
access and participate in the labor market, thereby remaining on the margins of the
workforce and society.

Therein lays the critical gap impeding US organizations from effectively
competing in the global economy. This gap concerns the limited skills of those in, and
seeking access to, the workforce as compared to the skills needed by organizations to be
competitive in the world market. Werner and DeSimone (2012) explained this issue has
been, and continues to be, a major challenge facing organizations and human resource
development professionals in today’s economy. A report released by the National Skills
Coalition (2013) further conveyed that while the unemployment rate outnumbered the
job openings rate by a proportion of four to one, employers struggled to find applicants
with the requisite skills:

Despite an unemployment rate of 7.6 percent, employers say every day that they

cannot find the workers with the right skills. Yet, at the same time, we are facing



the steepest decline in federal investments in our nation’s workforce in recent

history. Key workforce programs have lost more than $1 billion—more than 30

percent—in federal funding since just 2010. As a result, education and training

providers have had to reduce the education and training services they deliver,

fewer workers have been able to access those services, and fewer employers have

been able to access the skilled workers they need to grow their businesses. (p. 6)

Consequently, organizations charged with providing education and literacy
services which facilitate the economic mobility of these adults and families are
challenged with an increasing demand for core services in an era of scarce resources.
The strategies leaders of adult education and family literacy organizations utilize to
provide solutions to this growing problem are critical to the survival of low-income
families in the contemporary society.

Background of the Study

President Obama (2005), in delivering a speech on literacy and education, stated
“literacy is the most basic currency of the knowledge economy we’re living in today” (p.
3). As he noted, the literacy levels of years past, which guaranteed employment and a
family-sustaining wage, were no longer sufficient in the modern era. This sentiment was
echoed in reported results of the Adult Education Program Survey (Tamassia et al.,
2007), which illustrated those lacking basic literacy and numeracy skills did not hold the
requisite human capital necessary to engage and prosper in the global economy. Rather,
the knowledge and skills necessary for employment and economic sufficiency have

increased as advancements in communication and technology shaped the economy.
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Moreover, the economy has been transformed by “The Great Recession” — the period
between December 2007 and June 2009, marked by the collapse of the housing and
financial markets and the ensuing loss of the personal and financial security of those in,
and seeking access to, the workforce (Mishel et al., 2012). These escalating economic
crises greatly altered the landscape of the labor market, further marginalizing those with
limited education and skills. Though the recession ended a decade ago, the economy has
been transformed by and is still recovering from its enduring effects, proving to be one
of the slowest recovery periods in American history (Bivens, 2016).

The National Commission on Adult Literacy (NCAL, 2008) reported that the
education and skills of America’s workers have declined and are insufficient in meeting
the increased needs of organizations. Based on data from the National Assessment of
Adult Literacy (National Center for Education Statistics, 2005), there is a widening gap
between the basic knowledge and skills organizations need to remain competitive in the
global economy and the lack thereof amongst America’s adults:

A staggering 30 million adults scored at ‘below basic’ — meaning they could

perform no more than the most rudimentary literacy tasks. Another 63 million

adults could perform only simple, basic everyday literacy activities...Of the
approximately 222 million adults aged 16 or older living in households or prisons
in the United States, 93 million lack literacy at a level needed to enroll in the

postsecondary education or job training that current and future jobs require. (p. 2)

The social and economic ramifications are great for adults in the US who possess

marginal literacy skills, as they bear consequences on multiple levels within society.



Particularly concerning are the implications for low-income families, generally
characterized by earning less than twice the federal poverty rate, who continue to be
marginalized within an ever-changing society (Simms 2009; Roberts & Povich, 2008;
Waldron et al., 2004). According to Simms, one out of three American families with
children is low-income, which equates to 13.4 million families. These families
experience multiple struggles, including: (a) finding and keeping work; (b) increased
prevalence of health issues without adequate, if any, health insurance; and (c) difficulties
finding decent, affordable housing (Stanczyk, 2009). Moreover, low-income families
are subject to “a deleterious effect on the ability of adults to secure and retain
employment that leads to self-sufficiency, especially in light of the escalating demands
upon workers as an outcome of global competition” (Murphy, 2006, p. 2-1).
Low-income families are three times as likely as higher earning families to not
possess the education and skills necessary to obtain employment that provides family-
sustaining wages (National Commission on Adult Literacy, 2008; Roberts & Povich,
2008; Waldron et al., 2004). Stanczyk (2009) released findings supporting this fact,
reporting that 28% of heads of households of low-income families possessed less than a
high school education, while 38% earned a high school diploma or its equivalent.
Simms (2009) expressed, though most of these families are comprised of at least one
employed adult (75%), the family remains vulnerable without the appropriate education
and skills to support economic mobility and security. Jenkins (2006) demonstrated the

earnings of full-time working adults possessing a high school diploma or less have



steadily declined since the 1970s, while the opposite is true for working adults with
postsecondary credentials. He indicated:

As the economy continues to shift from an industrial to a knowledge orientation,

individuals with no postsecondary education or training will find it increasingly

difficult to move beyond subsistence-level jobs. Research shows that workers
with little education and few skills can rarely work their way out of low-wage,
dead-end jobs on their own; they generally need at least some job-connected

education or training to advance to jobs that pay wages sufficient to support a

family. (Jenkins, 2006, p. 1)

Evidently, without targeted interventions, the low-income and low-literacy cycle
will likely continue for these families. The education and skill levels of parents have
direct implications on their children, that is, the school performance of children improve
as the literacy levels of their parents improve (National Commission on Adult Literacy,
2008; Peyton, 2007). Adult education and family literacy programs are more important
than ever in providing low-income families the education and training necessary to
facilitate their self-sufficiency and economic mobility within society. Specifically,
family literacy programs, a component of the adult education and family literacy system,
provide the appropriate framework for delivering educational services to low-income
families on a holistic level. As outlined in Title II of the Workforce Investment Act of
1998, federal funding supports programs which: (a) center education and skills programs
on the needs of low-literate adults for purposes of their employment and self-sufficiency;

(b) facilitate the full engagement of adults who are parents in the educational



development of their children; and (c) assist adults in earning secondary education
credentials (Public Law 105-220, Sec. 202). As Peyton (2007) explained:

Family literacy programming aims to address two challenges at the same time:

raising the literacy skills of parents and giving those adults the tools they need to

support the literacy development of their children. For families that are
educationally and economically disadvantaged, family literacy is an efficient and
effective approach that, in a single program, provides benefits for both parents

and children. (p. 2)

Family literacy holds multiple benefits for the development and advancement of
the whole family. However, the parents’ involvement is particularly critical to uplifting
the family unit both economically and socially. Through participating in family literacy
classes, adults are positioned to: (a) persist longer in family-centered literacy programs
(as compared to adult-only programs); (b) improve educational achievement; and (c)
increase chances of economic self-sufficiency (Peyton, 2007, p. 3). Family literacy
provides a holistic approach to addressing the literacy challenges present in American
society as laid forth by President Obama (2005), namely the direct correlation between
low-literacy and one’s ability to earn family-sustaining wages. As low-income adults
who are parents participate and persist in family literacy programs, they become
increasingly prepared for post-secondary education and employment opportunities,
thereby supporting efforts towards their social and economic health and security.

As explained in the National Skills Coalition’s (2013) Training Policy in Brief,

states receive federal dollars for the provision of adult basic education through the Adult



Education and Family Literacy Act (AEFLA), Title II of the Workforce Investment Act
(Public Law 105-220). Though the AEFLA’s authorization expired in 2003, annual
allotments for adult education and family literacy services continued to be appropriated
through 2015, when it was superseded by the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity
Act (US Department of Education, 2015; US Department of Labor, n.d.). The
authorized budget for state grants and national programs for Fiscal Years 2013 and 2014,
as well as the requested budget for Fiscal Year 2015, appears in Table 1 below:

Table 1 US Department of Education FY 2015 Budget

Adult Education (Adult Basic and Literacy Education)
(BA in millions)

2013 201 2015
= Request

Adult Basic and Literacy Education

State Grants $564.0 $564.0 $564.0
National Leadership Activities $10.7 $13.7  $13.7
Total $574.7 $577.7 $597.7

Adapted from the U.S. Department of Education Fiscal Year 2015 budget: Summary and
background information. Retrieved from
http://www2.ed.gov/about/overview/budget/budget 1 5/summary/1 Ssummary.pdf

Prior to Fiscal Year 2013, federal dollars for adult basic education and literacy
programs remained relatively static in recent years, not accounting for inflation or other
fiscal measures. However, the Budget Control Act of 2011 (Driessen & Labonte, 2015)
implemented measures to reduce the federal deficit, including a mandatory sequester
(spending reduction) of defense and non-defense categories. The Fiscal Year 2013
budget appropriation reflects the 5% sequestration mandated by the legislation, which

will remain in effect until fiscal year 2021. Similarly, a report released by the Center for
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Postsecondary and Economic Success (Foster, 2012) highlighted the impact of federal
and state budget cuts on the educational opportunities for low-literate adults and non-
English speakers who wanted to further their education. As noted in the report:

e From 2002 to 2012, federal funding for adult education and literacy saw a 17%
decrease when adjusted for inflation. The 2012 funding represented “a
significant disinvestment compared to the early 2000s” (p. 2).

e State funding, with its history of robust support for adult and literacy education,
underwent a steady decline over time. Traditionally, states provided $3.50 for
every $1 of federal funding. However, there was a significant decrease (or
elimination) in some state budgets, resulting in fee-based programs. This tuition
cost for low-income adults hindered participation as in the case of Florida, where
enrollment was reported to have declined by 38% with the introduction of tuition
and fees.

e With the scarcity of federal and state funding, there was a 27% national decline
in participation in adult education and literacy since 2001. As Foster explained,
“Adult education is now only able to serve two million adults annually of the
estimated 93 million that may be eligible for services” (2012, p. 2). Moreover, it
was reported that demand for services was so high in some states that a lottery
system was used to determine who was able to access services.

The cumulative effects of these funding cuts impede adult education and family

literacy providers from “meeting the demand for services, meeting the needs of



employers, or implementing innovative strategies to equip workers with the skills they
need to be competitive in the marketplace” (National Skills Coalition, 2013, pp. 6-7).

While providers vie to survive this economically unstable operating environment,
a growing number of adults consequentially experience obstacles in their efforts to
access adult education and literacy programs. As Foster (2012) conveyed, despite the
demonstrated need for services, “Funding for these services is stagnating at the federal
level and being slashed in statehouses and state agencies across the country” (p. 1). In a
survey of 1,000 member programs, ProLiteracy (2015) reported only 36% of
respondents received any federal or state funding, down 10% in six years and the lowest
reported percentage in its 9 years of conducting the survey. Due to limited funding and
resources, adults are increasingly placed on waiting lists, where they may wait for
months or even years to receive essential literacy and skills training. Sixty seven percent
of surveyed programs reported having a waiting list, an occurrence found in nearly every
state (ProLiteracy; Foster). These facts illuminate the current issues which adult
education and family literacy providers increasingly must address — operating with
diminishing resources in an era of growing demand for services.

Problem Statement

Access to and participation in adult education and family literacy programs plays
a critical role in mitigating the experiences of low-income, low-literate families,
especially concerning their social and economic advancement. Furthermore, the
education and skills of this segment of the population strongly affect economic recovery

efforts, competitive stance, and federal initiatives at local, state and national levels



(National Council of State Directors of Adult Education, 2010). However, as a result of
economic constraints from the external environment, adult education and family literacy
organizations are challenged to compete for resources necessary for the survival of the
organization, while simultaneously striving to meet the increased need to deliver
services to low-income, low-literate adults and families.

While much research has been conducted pertaining to the challenging
circumstances impacting literacy organizations, little research exists exploring how these
organizations traverse this contentious environment. This lack of empirical evidence
illuminates gaps in the research literature concerning leadership, resource dependence,
and organizational performance within a nonprofit context. To ascertain a clearer
picture of the adult education, family literacy, and human resource development
landscape, this research is warranted to understand how organizations are impacted by,
as well as how the leadership therein strategically navigates, challenges within the
operational climate and economic environment.

Research Purpose and Questions

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of leaders of adult
education and family literacy organizations in navigating an economic downturn.
Reductions in federal and state funding have greatly affected the ability of organizations
to meet low-income, low-literate adults’ increasing need for the delivery of services.
While several white papers and reports have been published on the economic factors
impacting these organizations, there has been little empirical research investigating how

leaders of adult education and family literacy organizations manage the rising call for
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services despite declining organizational resources and increased competition. This
research study provided a significant opportunity to understand the experiences of these
leaders, as well as to contribute to the field’s scholarship and practice.

Three research questions guided this study:

1. How do adult education and family literacy leaders describe their journey to their
current leadership positions?

2. From an organizational leadership perspective, how are adult education and
family literacy organizations impacted by the downturn of the economic
environment?

3. How do adult education and family literacy leaders leverage resources to sustain

organizations in an era of economic downturn?

Theoretical Framework

The underlying theory of this research study was Pfeffer and Salancik’s (1978,
2003) resource dependence theory (RDT), which concerned the relationship between an
organization and its external and social environment. The theorists posited the context
within which an organization resides — its ecology — influenced the behavior and actions
of an organization. As open systems, organizations are subjected to, and affected by,
outside conditions (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003). Consequently, the actions, decisions and
structure of organizations are informed by the organization-environment relationship.
Resource dependence theory posits ultimate survival is based on an organization’s

ability to: (1) satisfy the varying demands of vested interest groups; and (2) obtain and
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maintain critical resources. The more effectively these efforts are accomplished, the
more likely the organization will survive the constraints of the environment. However,
as changes in the environment occur, organizations’ ability to meet demands and acquire
resources becomes increasingly challenging. As Pfeffer and Salancik (2003) noted, no
organization is wholly self-contained or self-sustaining; rather, organizations are
dependent upon the external environment for resources in some manner. According to
the authors:

Problems arise not merely because organizations are dependent on their

environment, but because this environment is not dependable. Environments can

change, new organizations enter and exit, and the supply of resources becomes
scarce. When environments change, organizations face the prospect of not
surviving or of changing their activities in response to these environmental

factors. (p. 3)

According to RDT, organizations compete with peers and competitors for the
same pool of resources. Furthermore, the constraints that confront these organizations
must be managed, as they impact organizational decision-making, creativity, and
adaptability (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003). Accordingly, the authors proposed two action
roles leaders may perform to address these constraints — advocator and processor. The
advocator attempts to change the organization’s constraints and social context to better
the situation for the organization. The processor adjusts the organization’s actions to
meet the various demands imposed upon by constraints in the social setting. Pfeffer and

Salancik stated, “Both images of the role of management imply a sensitivity to the social

12



context in which the organization is embedded and an understanding of the relationship
between the organization and its environment” (p. 19). The authors noted that ideally
both roles are performed, and both are equally difficult.
Significance of the Study

Torraco (2007) expressed, human resource development (HRD) “has advanced
the understanding that new ideas, innovation, and resourcefulness—all products of
learning and employee development—are inseparable from organizational success and
sustainability” (p. 343). However, he continued, marginalized workers, such as adults
with limited education and skills, have not benefitted from these improvements in the
workplace. Without the requisite education and skills, these adults continue to be denied
access to family-sustaining employment opportunities. As a result, leaders of adult
education and family literacy organizations are increasingly contending with growing
demands for core services in an era of diminishing resources. This research serves to
address a contemporary issue within the fields of adult education and family literacy. In
addition, this study is centered on leadership and organization performance, two
components of HRD. The goal of this research study is to make a significant
contribution in both scholarship and practice to adult education and human resource
development.

This study contributes to this issue from a research, policy, and practice
standpoint. From a research perspective, by examining this topic through the resource
dependence framework, this study provides a scholarly contribution to the issues

surrounding external influences on adult education and family literacy organizations.
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Leaders must constantly scan the environment to acquire and manage resources, as well
as remain aware of competitors, all of which affect organization survival (Pfeffer &
Salancik, 2003). In addition, leadership and organization performance are constructs
within HRD, and thusly contribute to that body of literature.

In terms of policy, this study demonstrates the importance of local, state and
federal governments providing continued economic and support resources to meet the
needs of the growing number of adults who lack the skills necessary for economic self-
sufficiency. Research demonstrates that without intervention, the number of
underprepared adults in the workforce will continue to increase. Funding for adult
education and family literacy programs is essential to assist adults and families in
improving their self-sufficiency and economic mobility.

This in turn informs practice. As resources continue to diminish, leaders of other
adult education and family literacy organizations will be able to draw from the findings
of this study. While qualitative research is not generalizable, the practices shared by the
participants of this study will encourage other organizational leaders to implement new
strategies to meet the needs of their clients. Furthermore, leadership and HRD spans a
variety of contexts and organizations. Professionals working within an adult education
or family literacy organization would be positioned to develop new strategies or form
strategic partnerships as well.

Delimitations
This study included three organizations that met the parameters established for

inclusion in this study. In designing this research study, the selection criteria was
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delimited to Texas-based adult education and family literacy organizations in service for
at least five years or more. A targeted sample of two to four organizations were eligible
for inclusion in this study. Moreover, eligible participants were defined as executive and
program leaders within these organizations. Delimiting the sample size in this manner
allowed for an in-depth investigation of this phenomenon, especially in gaining
perspectives of both the executive and program leaders of the organizations.
Definition of Key Terms

When data was collected for this study, the Workforce Investment Act of 1998
(Public Law 105-220) was the federal policy guiding adult education and family literacy
providers. This legislation provided the framework for a unique national workforce
preparation and employment system designed to meet both the needs of the nation’s
businesses and the needs of job seekers and those who want to further their careers
(Public Law 105-220). This Act as it originally existed ended June 2015, and was
reauthorized and amended as the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (Public
Law 113-128). However, for purposes of this study and to remain in alignment and
context with the data, definitions from the Workforce Investment Act of 1998 are
provided below.

e Adult Education: Services or instruction below the postsecondary level for
individuals who: (a) have attained 16 years of age; (b) are not enrolled or
required to be enrolled in secondary school under State law; and who (c) lack
sufficient mastery of basic educational skills to enable the individuals to function

effectively in society; do not have a secondary school diploma or its equivalent,
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and have not achieved an equivalent level of education; or are unable to speak,
read, or write the English language (Public Law 105-220, Sec. 203(1)).

Eligible Provider: (a) a local educational agency; (b) a community-based
organization of demonstrated effectiveness; (c) a volunteer literacy organization
of demonstrated effectiveness; (d) an institution of higher education; (e) a public
or private nonprofit agency; (f) a library; (g) a public housing authority; (h) a
nonprofit institution that is not described in a — g that has the ability to provide
literacy services to adults and families (Public Law 105-220, Sec. 203(5)).
Family: Two or more persons related by blood, marriage, or decree of court, who
are living in a single residence (Public Law 105-220, Sec. 101(15)).

Family Literacy: Services that are of sufficient intensity in terms of hours, and of
sufficient duration, to make sustainable changes in a family, and that integrate all
of the following activities: a) interactive literacy activities between parents and
their children; b) training for parents regarding how to be the primary teacher for
their children and full partners in the education of their children; c) parent
literacy training that leads to economic self-sufficiency; and d) an age-
appropriate education to prepare children for success in school and life
experiences (Public Law 105-220, Sec. 202(7)).

Literacy: An individual’s ability to read, write, and speak in English, compute
and solve problems, at levels of proficiency necessary to function on the job, in

the family of the individual, and in society (Public Law 105-220, Sec. 202(12)).
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Low-Income: An individual who (a) receives cash payments under a Federal,
State, or a local income-based public assistance program; (b) received an income
for the 6-month period prior to application for the program involved that, in
relation to family size, does not exceed the higher of the poverty line or 70
percent of the lower living standard income level for an equivalent period; (c) is
a member of a household that receives food stamps; (d) qualifies as a homeless
individual; (e) is a foster child on behalf of whom State or local government
payments are made; or (f) is an individual with a disability who meets program
requirements (Public Law 105-220, Sec. 101(25)).

Low-Skilled: An individual that has English reading, writing, or computing skills
at or below the 8" grade level on a generally accepted standardized test or a
comparable score on a criterion-referenced test (Public Law 105-220, Sec.

101(4)).

Additionally, there are terms outside of the Workforce Investment Act for which a

definition would prove useful:

Title I: Provides federal funds go to schools with high percentages of children
from low-income families. These funds pay for extra educational activities to
help ensure that all children meet challenging state academic standards. The
majority of Title I funds are allocated at the district level in all states through four
different grants (National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.).

Title II: Allocates federal funds to increase academic achievement by improving
teacher and principal quality. This is accomplished by: increasing the number of
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highly qualified teachers in classrooms; increasing the number of highly

qualified principals and assistant principals in schools; and increasing the

effectiveness of teachers and principals by holding schools accountable for

improvements in student academic achievement (US Department of Education,

n.d.).

Organization of the Dissertation

This research study follows the traditional five-chapter dissertation format. The
first chapter introduces the dissertation topic and provides a rationale for its importance.
The second chapter presents a review of the relevant literature. The third chapter
provides an overview of the research methodology and methods. The fourth chapter
presents a summary of the participants and presents the findings drawn from the analysis
of the data. The fifth chapter reviews the research questions in relation to current

literature and draws implications for research, policy, and practice.
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CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The leadership of federally funded adult education and family literacy
organizations in the United States have been impacted by major shifts in the external
environment throughout the years. However, the past few years have proven especially
challenging, marked most notably by the Great Recession, the worst economic crisis in
the US since the Great Depression of the 1930s (Economic Policy Institute, n.d.).
Though the recession ended in 2009, the enduring effects remain. Malatesta and Smith
(2014) reported nonprofit managers faced a new reality given the fiscal environment of
reduced funding and increased demand for services brought about by the Great
Recession. Reductions in federal and state funding have greatly affected the ability of
organizations to meet the need for the delivery of services. Given the economic and
resource constraints from the external environment, adult education and family literacy
organizations have been challenged to compete for the resources necessary for the
survival of the organization.

Coupled with this new fiscal reality, adult education and family literacy
providers have been confronted with meeting an increased need for services amongst
low-income, low-literate adults and families. As evolutions in the global economy have
transformed the world of work, the basic literacy and skills necessary for employment
that provides family-sustaining wages have simultaneously increased. Resultantly, many

low-income working families lack the requisite literacy and skills to access and
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participate in the labor market, thereby becoming further marginalized in the new
economy. Organizations charged with providing education and literacy services which
facilitate the economic mobility of these families are challenged with an increasing
demand for core services in an era of scarce resources. The strategies leaders of adult
education and family literacy organizations utilize to provide solutions to this growing
problem are critical to the survival of low-income families in the contemporary society.

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of leaders of adult
education and family literacy organizations in navigating the most recent economic
downturn. The bodies of literature concerning adult basic education and family literacy,
the nonprofit sector, and nonprofit leadership provided the framework for this study.
The first section of this literature review provides an evolution of the legislation
establishing the adult basic education and family literacy system in the United States.
The next section offers literature detailing the nonprofit orientation of adult education
and family literacy, which comprises a large segment of the field and was a criterion for
inclusion in this study. Lastly, literature related to the distinct concerns of nonprofit
leadership is discussed.

Adult Education and Family Literacy in the United States

The federal government’s role in framing and supporting the Adult Education
system in the United States evolved in proportion with major events that transformed the
nation. Periods marked by increased immigration, war efforts, and the global
depression, among others, magnified education and skill deficits that prevailed in society

and required federal intervention (US Department of Education, 2013). Between 1862
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and 1962, a series of distinct pieces of federal legislation were enacted to address
emerging societal needs, to include vocational training, adult literacy instruction,
General Education Development (GED), and infrastructure to promote adult education
on a national level (US Department of Education, 1991, 2013). Amongst these were the
Economic Opportunity Act of 1964, the Adult Education Act of 1966, the National
Literacy Act of 1991, and the Workforce Investment Act of 1998, each of which is
discussed below.
Economic Opportunity Act of 1964
By 1962, poverty ranked as the leading social issue in the country, along with
racial inequality. To mitigate this societal concern, President Johnson (1964) declared
an “unconditional war on poverty” and proposed a more expansive, coordinated
approach to advancing the economic condition of under-privileged, under-skilled, and
under-employed citizens. Johnson professed, “Our aim is not only to relieve the
symptoms of poverty, but to cure it and, above all, to prevent it”. To that end, he
proposed the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 (Public Law 88-452), which Congress
passed in that same year. The central tenet of the legislation outlined the following:
The United States can achieve its full economic and social potential as a nation
only if every individual has the opportunity to contribute to the full extent of his
capabilities and to participate in the workings of our society. It is, therefore, the
policy of the United States to eliminate the paradox of poverty in the midst of

plenty in this Nation by opening to everyone the opportunity for education and
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training, the opportunity to work, and the opportunity to live in decency and

dignity. (Public Law 88-452, p. 508)

This law was hailed as the first federal comprehensive anti-poverty program and
included supports for such initiatives as community development, job training and
education, and social and economic support for low-income families. Accordingly, a
suite of federal programs was established to address root causes of poverty, particularly
as they concerned one’s ability to participate in and contribute to society (Sticht, 2002;
US Department of Education, 1991, 2013). These social and economic reforms centered
on developing the human capital of impoverished adults to advance their employability
and self-sufficiency (US Department of Education, 1991). As Rose (1991) noted, the
law “was committed to the development of skills, but not the creation of jobs™ (p. 14).

The Adult Basic Education Program (Title II, Part B) was one small component
of Johnson’s antipoverty measures. Literacy education was framed as a pathway to
economic mobility and advancement for adults living in poverty, as expressed in the
Act’s purpose statement:

It is the purpose of this part to initiate programs of instruction for individuals

who have attained age eighteen and whose inability to read and write the English

language constitutes a substantial impairment of their ability to get or retain
employment commensurate with their real ability, so as to help eliminate such
inability and raise the level of education of such individuals with a view to
making them less likely to become dependent on others, improving their ability

to benefit from occupational training and otherwise increasing their opportunities
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for more productive and profitable employment, and making them better able to

meet their adult responsibilities. (Sec. 212)
Bannon (2016) explained, “Positioning literacy education as a means to increase human
capital served to rationalize federal efforts to invest in adult basic education” (p. 321).
As such, the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) was authorized to allocate federal
funds to the states for the provision of job training and adult basic education (Rose,
1991; US Department of Education, 2013). However, the OEO delegated the
administration of programs to the Office of Education. Within two years of the Act’s
passage, every state in the nation submitted a state plan and received federal funding to
advance the war on poverty through adult and literacy education and skills training
programs. As a result, 335,000 adults participated in basic education programs (US
Office of Education, 1967).
Adult Education Act of 1966

Two years after the initial launch of Johnson’s Economic Opportunity Act, the
anti-poverty programs, to include the Adult Basic Education Program, were scheduled
for legislative review. As this reauthorization approached, adult education groups
lobbied Congress to move all adult education programs from the Office of Economic
Opportunity to the Office of Education. Proponents suggested this move would: (a)
ensure citizens had access to services, regardless of financial standing; (b) house
programs in the office that administered them since being established; and (c) properly
align the adult education system with that of the elementary and secondary education

system (Bannon, 2016; Rose, 1991; Sticht, 2002). Bannon reported several members of
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Congress long believed adult education programs were misplaced in anti-poverty
legislation. Furthermore, the OEO Director was not an advocate of allocating poverty
funds to adult literacy programs, and he, along with President Johnson, supported
relocating the programs (US Department of Education, 2013).

Thus, the Adult Education Act of 1966 was signed into law as part of the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (PL 89-750, Title III). The passage of this
Act effectively moved adult education programs under the purview of the Office of
Education. With the move, the scope of adult education was expanded to include limited
English proficiency, basic education, and citizenship, as evidenced in the purpose
statement below:

It is the purpose of this title to encourage and expand basic educational programs

for adults, to enable them to overcome English language limitations, to improve

their basic education in preparation for occupational training and more profitable

employment, and to become more productive and responsible citizens. (PL 89-

750, Title 111, Sec. 302)

Given these modifications, much of the adult education framework from the
Office of Economic Opportunity carried over to the Office of Education (Rose, 1991;
Sticht, 2002; US Office of Education, 2013). States were required to submit plans to
receive funding, and the methodology for allocation was consistent with previous years.
The federal government continued to provide funding for adult education programs, up
to 90% of costs. To ensure federal dollars were used only towards program growth and

development, states were required to sustain state funding levels annually (Rose, 1991;
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US Office of Education, 2013). In addition, staff development and special projects were
included in funding appropriations, components believed essential for the continued
growth and development of the field (Rose; US Office of Education).

The Adult Education Act proved to be a notable and enduring piece of
legislation. For the first time, the federal government invested in a long-term, national
strategy for adult education that transcended job training and employment (Rose, 1991;
US Department of Education, 2013). Furthermore, Rose posited, passage of the Act
implied an acceptance of adult basic education into the US education system — though
anticipated synergies and benefits of said membership never materialized. In subsequent
years, a series of amendments to the Adult Education Act enlarged the scope and
purpose of adult education. These amendments included: a) lowering the eligible age to
participate in programs from 18 to 16 (1968); b) expanding services to include adult
secondary education (1970); c) reframing the purpose of adult education to “...enable all
adults to acquire basic skills necessary to function in society”, thereby shifting from a
school-based to a competency-based model of development and evaluation (1978); and
d) providing grant awards to workplace literacy and English literacy programs (1988)
(Rose; US Department of Education). As Sticht (2002) explained, the combined effects
of these and numerous other amendments enacted between 1968-1988 expanded the
number of adults eligible to receive services, as well as the number of providers eligible

to receive funding.
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National Literacy Act of 1991

The final amendments to the Adult Education Act occurred 25 years after its
inception, with the passage of the National Literacy Act of 1991 (Public Law 102-73).
Preceding this enactment, President Bush (41) and the states’ governors developed six
national performance goals to advance the educational and economic well-being of
Americans, as well as ensure the competitive position of the country. He noted:

Education is central to our quality of life. It is at the heart of our economic

strength and security, our creativity in the arts and letters, our invention in the

sciences, and the perpetuation of our cultural values. Education is the key to

America’s international competitiveness. (Executive Office of the President,

1990, p. 2)

The collective set of goals were ambitious; they were designed to be achieved
within 10 years and required fundamental reforms in the way education was structured
and delivered (Irwin, 1991). Adult education and lifelong learning were included
amongst the imperatives and listed a single, overarching goal: “By the year 2000, every
adult American will be literate and will possess the knowledge and skills necessary to
compete in a global economy and exercise the rights and responsibilities of citizenship”
(Executive Office of the President, 1990, p. 5). Irwin reported this performance goal set
the foundation for the provisions of the National Literacy Act of 1991. This alignment
was apparent in the Act’s opening purpose statement:

To enhance the literacy and basic skills of adults, to ensure that all adults in the

United States acquire the basic skills necessary to function effectively and
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achieve the greatest possible opportunity in their work and in their lives, and to

strengthen and coordinate adult literacy programs. (Public Law 102-73)

The National Literacy Act of 1991 amended and extended funding provided
through the Adult Education Act, as well as authorized a number of new adult literacy
initiatives. These new programs included: (a) establishing a national, multi-agency
literacy institute to improve the system and delivery of literacy services; (b) developing a
network of state and regional resource centers to enhance the coordination and efficiency
of literacy services; and (c) developing a national workforce coalition to assist small and
mid-size businesses in creating literacy programs (Irwin, 1991; Rose, 1991; US
Department of Education, 2013). Additionally, adult education programs were expanded
via Even Start, such that childhood education and adult education for parents were
combined into a unified family literacy program (US Department of Education).
Program standards and accountability measures strengthened during this era as well,
with evaluation indicators informing progress towards national goals, funding award
decisions, and program sustainability (Rose; US Department of Education). These
mandates reflected the education reforms necessary for alignment with the national adult
literacy performance goal (Irwin). Literacy, then, was viewed as the pathway to
economic self-sufficiency for individuals and families. Moreover, investing in literacy
initiatives was ultimately seen as an investment in the economic well-being of the

nation.
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Workforce Investment Act of 1998

The enactment of the Workforce Investment Act of 1998 (Public Law 105-220)
transformed the adult education and literacy system in the US. President Bill Clinton
signed the Workforce Investment Act into law in 1998, effectively consolidating more
than 70 federal programs into a comprehensive workforce development system (U.S.
Department of Education, 2013). As detailed in this legislation (Public Law 105-220),
the reformed system was structured to better facilitate the training and development
needed to uplift the skills and capabilities of the American workforce. Additionally, it
was designed to improve users’ access and choice by offering multiple programs and
services in a single location.

Legislation in the preceding decade broadened the scope of adult education to
encompass workforce skills to advance the country’s economic position (Rose, 1991;
Bannon, 2016; US Department of Education, 2013). This was demonstrated by the
introduction of workforce literacy grants in 1988 and further expanded to two national
programs in 1991 (Irwin, 1991; US Department of Education). Bannon explained the
continued emphasis on workforce training, functional literacy, and basic skills training
contributed to the prioritization of human capital development over human potential in
adult education. A US Department of Education (2013) report provided additional
information:

The impetus for the new legislation was the emerging view that the economic

needs of the country were tied to the success of education and employment

programs in helping youth and adults achieve maximum success. This, coupled
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with general efforts to foster greater cooperation and collaboration among

agencies with common clients and program funding issues, led to this major shift

in provision of education and training. (p. 24)

Both the Adult Education Act and the National Literacy Act were repealed with
the enactment of the Workforce Investment Act (Public Law 105-220, Sec. 251(al-2)).
Consequentially, adult education no longer received legislative and funding
considerations as a distinct federal program. Instead, the enterprise was subsumed as
one component within the workforce training and development system, namely Title IT —
Adult Education and Family Literacy Act (AEFLA, Public Law 105-220). Belzer
(2007) explained, “This integration means, ideally, that both employment and education
needs can be addressed through entry into either the workforce development or the ABE
system” (p. 561). However, Bannon (2016) noted the corollary outcome of merging
these efforts:

We see a consolidation of federal programs and funding streams, which for adult

education meant that programs serving anyone from welfare recipients to

dislocated workers to individuals pursuing secondary school completion would
all be housed under the same law and, as a result, experience greater competition

for funding. (p. 331)

The AEFLA succeeded previous legislation as the primary source of federal
support for adult education and family literacy programs. Accordingly, a revised
definition of literacy was provided which aligned with the systemic adult education

reforms: “An individual’s ability to read, write, and speak in English, compute, and
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solve problems, at levels of proficiency necessary to function on the job, in the family of
the individual, and in society” (Public Law 105-220, Sec. 201). In accordance with this
definition, the federal government, states, and localities formed a voluntary collaborative
to support the literacy development of adults in three areas of focus:

1. Assist adults to become literate and obtain the educational skills necessary for

employment and self-sufficiency;
2. Assist adults who are parents to obtain the educational skills necessary to
become full partners in the educational development of their children; and

3. Assist adults in the completion of a secondary school education.

(Public Law 105-220, Sec. 202).
Together, these statements provided the purpose and framework for this collaborative to
structure and deliver programs. Peyton (2007) noted the incorporation of family literacy
marked a historic milestone in adult education legislation; the inclusion legitimized
family literacy as an effective intervention in advancing the literacy and skills of the
country. From that lens, the AEFLA provided the following definition of family
literacy:

Family literacy services are services that are of sufficient intensity in terms of

hours, and of sufficient duration, to make sustainable changes in a family, and

that integrate all of the following activities:

a) interactive literacy activities between parents and their children;

b) training for parents regarding how to be the primary teacher for their children

and full partners in the education of their children;
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c) parent literacy training that leads to economic self-sufficiency; and

d) an age-appropriate education to prepare children for success in school and life

experiences.

(Public Law 105-220, Sec. 202(7))

This approach provided a unified infrastructure for parents to develop their basic literacy
and skills in adult education courses, discuss their educational needs and the needs of
their children, and work side-by-side with their children during Parent and Child
Together (PACT) time (Logan et al., 2002).

To be considered for a grant, each state submitted a plan that outlined programs
and activities in the areas of adult education and literacy, family literacy and English
language literacy (Public Law 105-220, Sec. 231(b)). Once state plans were approved,
formula grants were awarded to states based on the number of adults aged 16 and older
who were not enrolled in school and did not possess a high school diploma (Public Law
105-220, Sec. 211(d)). In Fiscal Year 2014, grant awards to the states ranged from
approximately $803,000 (Wyoming) to $86.8 million (California) (US Department of
Education, 2014). The Great Recession resulted in a significant reduction in resources
available to fund adult education and family literacy programs, leaving institutional
leaders to strategize to meet increasing demands with diminishing resources. Therefore,
Resource Dependence Theory (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978, 2003) was used as the guiding
framework to explore how leaders leveraged resources during times of economic

downturn.
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Theoretical Framework: Resource Dependence Theory

The Workforce Investment Act of 1998 established a system of adult basic and
literacy education in the United States through state-administered programs that received
federal funding through the Adult Education and Family Literacy Act (AEFLA)
described in the previous section (Public Law 105-220). Per the mandates of the Act, the
federal government, states, and localities formed a voluntary partnership to provide
educational opportunities for under-educated, un-employed, and under-employed adults
16 years of age and older. The basis of this multi-tiered partnership was the availability
of financial and other resources needed to sustain programs on a local, state, and national
level. Resource dependence theory (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978, 2003), which concerned
the organization-environment dynamic was used to examine how this flow of resources
influenced organizational behavior and survival.

Pfeffer and Salancik (1978, 2003) developed their theory of resource dependence
to explain how the management, structure, and overall viability of an organization was
influenced by resource and relationship dependencies in the external environment.
According to the theory, organizational behavior was best understood in context of an
organization’s environment, with particular attention to the forces that facilitated or
impeded the flow of critical resources. They provided additional insight:

What happens in an organization is not only a function of the organization, its

structure, its leadership, its procedures, or its goals. What happens is also a

consequence of the environment and the particular contingencies and constraints

deriving from that environment. (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003, p. 3)
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Their theory was based on the assumption that organizational performance and
success transcended the utilization of resources as a key metric. Pfeffer and Salancik
(2003) asserted, “The key to organizational survival is the ability to acquire and maintain
resources” (p. 2). However, this proved a complex endeavor given organizations were
not closed systems independent from the environment within which they operated.
Rather, organizations were generally open systems vulnerable to the forces which
impacted the availability of critical resources necessary to sustain operations (Heimovics
et al., 1993). Pfeffer and Salancik provided an account of the inherent issues which
accompanied resource dependence:

Problems arise not merely because organizations are dependent on their

environment, but because this environment is not dependable. Environments can

change, new organizations can enter and exit, and the supply of resources
becomes more or less scarce. When environments change, organizations face the
prospect either of not surviving or of changing their activities in response to these

environmental factors. (p. 3)

This lack of autonomy and control by organizations was reflected in the theory’s
core tenets: (a) organizations are constrained by, and dependent on, other organizations
that control critical resources, and (b) to maintain autonomy, organizations attempted to
manage their dependencies on external groups (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978, 2003). As
Froehlich (1999) noted, the degree of dependence experienced by an organization was
determined by the importance and concentration of resources provided. She explained,

organizations that possessed critical resources were positioned in a place of power, while
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organizations depending on others for those critical resources were vulnerable to control
and decline. Nienhiiser (2008) provided additional insight:

Concentration of resources means above all concentration of power. The fewer

the number of resources, the higher the concentration of power in the

environment, and the more numerous the connections between actors (i.e.

complexity), the sooner conflicts and interdependencies arise and the higher the

amount of uncertainty is that needs to be reduced. Uncertainty on its own is not a

problem. Only when there is uncertainty and dependence on critical resources

the organization is forced to take measures to reduce uncertainty. (p. 12)

This resultant power-dependence dynamic held critical implications for
organizational survival and called for the effective management of resource
dependencies (Froelich, 1999; Malatesta & Smith, 2014; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978,
2003). Nienhiiser (2008) stated this, in itself, was the rationale for the importance of
management in organizations. Managers performed an essential role in efforts to reduce
environmental uncertainty and manage dependencies, specifically in their decisions and
actions to address external constraints. Heimovics et al. (1993) noted, “The way chief
executives deal with external events is the criterion of leadership effectiveness” (p. 425).
Moreover, Malatesta and Smith (2014) posited managers have the discretion to alter the
power-dependence dynamic through effectively scanning the external environment and
applying the appropriate strategy to most effectively reduce uncertainty and secure vital
resources. Pfeffer and Salancik (1978, 2003) proposed two action roles leaders may

perform to address environmental constraints — advocator and processor. The advocator
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attempts to change the organization’s constraints and social context to better the
situation for the organization. The processor adjusts the organization’s actions to meet
the various demands imposed upon by constraints in the social setting. Pfeffer and
Salancik (2003) stated, “Both images of the role of management imply a sensitivity to
the social context in which the organization is embedded and an understanding of the
relationship between the organization and its environment” (p. 19). The researchers
noted that ideally both roles are performed, and both are equally difficult.

In their 30-year review of Resource Dependence Theory, Hillman et al. (2008)
related the theory’s “near-axiom-like status in organizational theory and strategic
management” (p. 1405). While the theory has been empirically tested and validated
across a spectrum of disciplines, scant attention has been paid to how organizations
acquire critical resources and/or reduce external contingencies while navigating a
challenging economic environment. AbouAssi and Tschirhart (2018) proclaimed
Resource Dependence Theory’s predominance in understanding the funding,
performance, and management of nonprofit organizations. This was due in large part to
the structure and management of nonprofit organizations, particularly given their
tendency to rely on external funders, face instability in the flow of funding, and deal
with volatile demands (Ebrahim, 2005). However, with the continued diminishment of
government and public resources, understanding the foundational constructs of resource
dependence would advance leadership’s knowledge and practices in the effective

stewardship of their organizations. Strategic leadership of adult education and family
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literacy entities requires a firm understanding of the operating environment and the
factors that impact organizational performance and viability.
The Adult Education Operating Environment

The Workforce Investment Act of 1998 authorized the provision of federal
funding to support an array of adult education and literacy services for under-educated,
under-employed, and unemployed adults in America. Per the mandates of the Act, for-
profit entities were not eligible to receive these federal funds. Instead, local education
agencies, community-based organizations, libraries, higher education institutions,
correctional agencies, volunteer literacy organizations, and other private and public
nonprofit agencies were eligible to receive funding through a competitive process
(National Skills Coalition, 2011). In this doctoral study, three community based, non-
profit organizations were represented, each informed by the systems within which they
operate. Therefore, a discussion of the operating environment of adult education and
literacy providers follows.

The contemporary nonprofit sector emerged with President Johnson’s extensive
social reforms of the 1960s, which expanded federal funding to support the provision of
a vast array of services, to include social and human services, education and training,
community development, and health care (Salamon, 2012). During this era, the federal
government emerged as the primary financial resource for nonprofit organizations, with
state and local governments providing supplementary resources. However, by the
1980s, this funding dynamic shifted with President Reagan’s administration, which

worked to diminish the role of government, contain federal expenditures, and
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redistribute control to the state and local levels (US Department of Education, 2013).
Rose (1991) described the impact Reagan’s fiscal policies had on adult education
programs during that period. For the first time since enactment of federal legislation,
adult education appropriations stagnated, for-profit organizations competed with
nonprofit organizations for federal grants and resources, and the use of volunteers was
promoted as a cost-savings measure in national efforts to bolster literacy. Alexander
(2000) explained the devolution of federal programs, namely the decreased federal
funding and increased competition for resources, resulted in financial vulnerability for
nonprofit organizations. She explained:

The financial cutbacks of the 1980s and the changes that occurred in the

government-nonprofit partnership during the Reagan era marked the beginning of

a transformation in the norms of nonprofit relations and the requirements of

survival. (p. 292)

This federal retrenchment lasted through the early 1990s and was succeeded by
various cycles of slow growth and sharp reductions in federal expenditures (Salamon,
2012; US Department of Education, 2013). Salamon noted, the 2000s were
characterized by expansive federal containment efforts, particularly in response to the
banking crisis and subsequent recession in 2008, the federal deficit that resulted from
President Bush’s tax cuts, the Iraq and Afghanistan war expenditures, and efforts to
stimulate economic recovery. Malatesta and Smith (2014) corroborated these reports,
adding state and local governments received reduced governmental financial support as a

result of the Great Recession. Similarly, Boris et al. (2010) reported that 40% of
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nonprofits faced a significant budget deficit. They explained, “The US economic
recession has depleted many nonprofit budgets while increasing the demand for their
services” (p. 1). Moreover, this trending decline in fiscal resources was predicted to
persist for the ensuing 50 years (Government Accountability Office, 2011). The
diminished state of the nonprofit fiscal landscape highlighted the need for strategic
resource management for organizational survival.

At the root of these challenges was the ability of nonprofit organizations to
obtain critical resources necessary to sustain operations. This speaks to the central tenet
of Pfeffer and Salancik’s (2003) resource dependence theory: “The key to organizational
survival is the ability to acquire and maintain resources” (p. 2). Nonprofit organizations
had to adapt to changing conditions in the external environment to obtain and manage
resources in an effort to fulfill organizational mission and goals (Ahmed, 2012). This
required organizations to diversify streams of revenue as to not be highly dependent
upon a few resource providers for survival.

Given the fluctuating fiscal landscape within which nonprofit organizations
operated, leadership was increasingly challenged to develop new strategies to provide
much needed resources and services to clients, as well as sustain operations (Malatesta
& Smith, 2014). To that end, Alexander (2000) conducted a seminal study concerning
nonprofit adaptation and survival strategies to explore how leadership navigated
challenges within the environment and maintained organizational viability. She
collected and analyzed data from a series of longitudinal focus groups of executive

directors and program managers in social nonprofit organizations dedicated to low-
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paying clients and the poor located in Cuyahoga County, Ohio. In total, nine focus

groups were conducted over the span of 18 months, and 56 participants from 48 unique

organizations participated in the study. Pfeffer and Salancik’s (1978) resource

dependence theory informed her study. She explained:

Resource dependency theorists believe that organizational goals evolve and are
displaced through a dynamic process of interaction with the environment. But
they judge adaptation differently: if an organization can sustain a resource

stream, adaptation was effective. (p. 290)

Informing the RDT framework, Alexander (2000) identified four adaptation strategies

that emerged from her investigation:

1.

Pursue strategic expansion. This was the primary adaptation strategy cited by
participants. To be effective, expansion efforts had to be grounded in the
organization’s mission and strategic plan. Moreover, survival had to transcend a
financial perspective. Otherwise, this endeavor resulted in increased financial
and resource instability for nonprofit organization, as well as dismantled
relationships with funders.

Develop business management techniques. The business strategies effective for
nonprofit organizations included strategic planning (to manage change),
technological capacity building (to create leaner organizations), marketing,
fundraising, and new organizational management practices.

Increase boundary-spanning activities. Organizational survival was dependent

on the collaborations and partnerships with other organizations that were
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cultivated and maintained. Participants shared board members, staff, and clients
shared in fostering these relationships, and resources obtained from such
networks included grants, donations, in-kind services, client referrals, media
attention, and technical resources. The challenges to networking included
partnering with complementary agencies and maintaining organizational mission
(not-conforming under financial stress).

Maintain public service character through commercialization. This study
centered on nonprofit organizations that provided services to low-paying clients
and the poor. Commercialization of services would provide the organization less
dependence on government funds and a level of autonomy in sustaining
programs. However, this would require a shift from community needs to demand
for services, which would have corollary impact on organizational mission and
goals.

Overall, the four adaptation strategies identified by the participants in

Alexander’s (2000) study concerned employing business strategies to affect the viability

of nonprofit human service organizations. These strategies were more or less

acceptable, depending on the structure and available resources of the nonprofit.

Organizations considered traditional and more established found these strategies

effective in their efforts to remain viable in the changing environment. However,

smaller, community-based and faith-based organizations expressed these strategies were

inaccessible given the resources and infrastructure needed to implement and support

them over the long-term. Alexander noted though these adaptation strategies emerged as
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key findings, an organization’s survival ultimately depended on the capacity to sustain
relations with core stakeholders.

Mosley et al. (2012) expanded upon Alexander’s (2000) work on adaptation,
examining how nonprofit human service organizations responded to changes in the
economic environment. Similar to Alexander’s (2000) study, this study was also framed
by resource dependence theory’s central tenet — organizational survival depends on the
ability to acquire and maintain scarce resources (Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978, 2003).
With this lens, the authors posited, “The more organizations need certain resources, and
the more they depend on entities for those resources, the more likely those external
entities will influence processes and actions within the organization — including adaptive
tactics” (Mosley et al., 2012, p. 284). The researchers conducted a longitudinal,
quantitative study of executive directors of 667 nonprofits in Los Angeles County in
2002, with a follow-up study conducted in 2004, before and after California experienced
an economic downturn. Of particular interest in this study was how the organization’s
managerial, structural, or financial characteristics in 2002 correlated with the adaptive
tactics it utilized in 2004. Mosley et al. surmised the findings will illuminate which
organizations are vulnerable and which are protected from the environmental challenges
provided the given variables.

In Mosley et al.’s study, the adaptive techniques were set as the five dependent
variables: (a) adding new programs; (b) discontinuing existing programs or reducing
staff; (c) expanding or starting a joint program with another organization; (d) pursuing

additional earned income; and (e) expanding or starting advocacy involvement. The
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results of this study aligned with Alexander’s (2000) study in that the larger, more

established nonprofit organizations had the resources and infrastructure to access and

adopt these techniques. As the researchers summarized, “capacity matters” (p. 296). As

they explained:
Our findings suggest that size trumps other managerial and financial
characteristics in promoting the use of adaptive strategies during times of
economic uncertainty...One can infer that increased capacity allows larger
organizations to be more flexible and versatile, allowing them to pick and choose
adaptive tactics that provide better control over their revenue streams.
Organizations with few resources simply may not be able to make changes even
though they would like to. (Mosley et al., 2012, p. 296)

In addition to capacity, the financial set of variables proved significant determinants in

organizations’ utilization of adaption technique. The researchers explained:
This set of findings seems to imply that when faced with serious funding cuts
organizations retrench, stay away from pursuing earned income, and do not show
a systematic pattern for trying to manage the environment through joint
programming, adding new programs, or advocacy engagement...Judging from
these findings, most managers do not seem to be responding to financial stress
and funding declines in a particularly proactive way. (Mosley et al., 2012, pp.
297-98)

The combined benefits of both studies (Alexander, 2000; Mosley et al., 2012)

illuminated how nonprofit organizations navigated challenging periods of economic
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challenges to maintain viability. Moreover, it offered nonprofit leadership empirical
evidence of innovative ways organizations responded in periods of diminished funding
and resources.

Froehlich (1999) investigated the effects of various revenue strategies, including
private, government, and commercial funding, on nonprofit organizations in an effort to
diminish the impact of resource dependence. In her analysis, Froehlich found strategies
rooted in private contributions from individuals, corporations or foundations were
accompanied with a higher degree of revenue instability and organizational goal
displacement (modifying goals and activities to satisfy contributors) as compared to
other strategies. This was due in large part to restrictions placed on the funds by the
donor, including pursuit of traditional endeavors and avoidance of controversy.
However, a government-based funding strategy demonstrated low revenue volatility, yet
was still accompanied with relatively high degrees of goal displacement. As she
explained, although government funding was generally accessible and supported a broad
range of missions, the mandates exacted by government grants and contracts have
influence on nonprofit structures, processes, and participants, thereby affecting the
mission and pursuits of the organization. The third strategy Froehlich examined,
commercial strategy, resulted in temperate revenue volatility, with very little impact on
the organization’s goals. Rather, commercial revenues proved to be the most supportive
of nonprofit organizational goals.

Overall, Froehlich’s (1999) investigation determined that each revenue strategy

held advantages and disadvantages and it was essential that nonprofit leaders knew the
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fundamentals of each strategy and how they aligned with the mission of the
organization. More importantly, Pfeffer and Salancik (1978, 2003) stated the
overarching responsibility of nonprofit leaders was to manage the resources of the
organization, rather than be wholly dependent upon them for survival, including
adapting strategies as changes in the environment occurred.
Nonprofit Leadership

Each sector of the economy has specific responsibilities to fulfill, as well as
opportunities and challenges with which to contend, bearing distinct implications for the
organizational leaders within each context (Ahmed, 2012; Herman and Heimovics,
2005). The nonprofit sector, in particular, has transformed as a result of the external
environment which has caused a shift in organizational demands and priorities. As a
result, organizational survival was dependent upon the ability of nonprofit leaders to
respond to these contemporary challenges in innovative and effective ways (Golensky,
2011). Herman and Heimovics (2005) conveyed nonprofit leaders were primarily
responsible for the constant integration and management of mission, resource
acquisition, and strategy:

The choice of mission for an organization depends on the potential for

acquisition for sufficient resources to carry out that mission. Conversely, the

acquisition of certain kinds of resources can influence the mission an

organization chooses to undertake. Any mission, no matter how great the cause,

is likely to fail if the organization lacks the necessary and sufficient resources to
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pursue it. Moreover, the decisions about strategies for acquiring resources must

be consistent with the mission and ethical values of the organization. (p. 153)
Accordingly, any effort undertaken in one area had a direct impact on other areas. As
Herman and Heimovics (2005) explained, nonprofit leaders must constantly ensure that
the decisions and actions in one area are both consistent and mutually reinforcing in the
other two areas. This generally involved strategic leadership of both the board and the
chief executive, which in the nonprofit realm, was referred to as governance (Ahmed,
2012). Ahmed described three approaches to the board-executive partnership: (a) the
traditional approach in which governance rested with the board; (b) the shared
partnership in which governance was a shared responsibility between the board and the
executive; and (c) the situational approach in which the unique situation of the nonprofit
determined who governed (pp. 96-97).

Regardless of the prescribed approach chosen, from a legal standpoint, the board
held the highest position in the organization’s hierarchy (Ahmed, 2012; Herman &
Heimovics, 2005). However, Heimovics et al. (1993) countered the traditional
perspective of nonprofit leadership that placed the board of directors as the top
leadership of the organization. Instead, they argued that the chief executive officer or
the executive director in some organizations occupied the most pivotal position in the
nonprofit organization. As the entrepreneur of the organization, these executive leaders
must constantly clarify and redefine the direction of the organization as a result of the
constantly changing environment that creates threats and opportunities calling for

strategic attention. They explained, “Because the political and funding challenges facing
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nonprofit organizations are so complex and volatile, their resolution is often beyond the
scope of the volunteer boards and must be a principal concern of chief executives”
(Heimovics et al., 1993, p. 420). Due to the uncertainty of resources and the increasing
needs of individuals and families who rely on services for well-being and survival, the
chief executive officer or executive director were critical to managing human, fiscal, and
material resources for the strategic operation of the organization.

From a practical standpoint, the executive leader generally assumed much of the
management and governance responsibilities (Ahmed, 2012; Herman & Heimovics,
2005). As Ahmed explained, similar to the external environment, the internal culture,
history, and other factors influenced an organization. These same forces influenced the
responsibility of the executive, causing job duties to change and evolve as needed.
While it was critical to stay abreast of these environmental changes, it was equally
essential for the executive to ensure decisions and actions were in alignment with the
mission and goals of the organization.

To that end, Herman and Heimovics (2005) identified four strategies nonprofit
leaders should consider adopting to effectively fulfill organizational responsibilities:

1. Accept and act on their psychological centrality. The executive is primarily
responsible for conducting the organizational operations, while enabling the
nonprofit board to fulfill its leadership role.

2. Provide board-centered leadership. The boards of nonprofit organizations are
more likely to be active, effective bodies when supported by an executive who is

willing to serve the board as a facilitator and enabler.
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3. Emphasize leadership beyond their organizations’ boundaries. Given the
extensive dependence of nonprofit organizations on their external environments,
executives generally recognize the importance of “networking” and other
external activities for understanding the changes in the environment.
Furthermore, some recognize the importance and value of affecting events in the
environment.

4. Think and act in political ways. An important part of the leadership role consists
of building coalitions, bargaining, and resolving conflicts. Politically astute
executives are comfortable with the fact that interests differ and conflict, and are
skilled at negotiating, compromising, and forming alliances. (pp. 168-169)
Herman and Heimovics (2005) explained these strategies were highly

interrelated, such that as leaders developed their skills in one area, their corollary skills
in other areas would also be enhanced. The distinguishing characteristics of this
leadership framework were grounded in board-centered, external environment, and
political leadership skills, which Herman and Heimovics (2005) posited were critical to
effectively leading nonprofit organizations.

Though the distinction between leader and manager has been clearly articulated
in the literature, those called upon to take responsibility for the well-being of non-profit
organizations often serve as both leader and manager (Fisher & Cole, 1993). As Fisher
and Cole explained, “Leaders are nevertheless called on to manage and managers are
expected to lead. Both roles are critical to the success of the program” (p. 5). Drawing

on evidence from the literature, the researchers highlighted four major competencies of
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effective nonprofit leadership: (a) setting a vision or creating an agenda for the
organization, (b) sharing the vision and ensuring that followers are aligned with the
vision, (¢) maintaining a reliable, consistent disposition and philosophy, and (d) knowing
one’s strength and capitalizing on that strength to mobilize employees and external
stakeholders and supporters.

Those who lead and/or manage nonprofit organizations have responsibilities for
setting the direction of the organization or program, encouraging others to buy into the
agenda or direction, and influencing or inspiring them to work towards the
accomplishment of established goals. They often fulfilled a critical role of advocacy,
both internal and external to the organization. Advocacy entailed maintaining strategic
relationships with employees, board members, clients, funders and policy makers, to
name a few. Effective communication was key to maintaining such interpersonal
relationships within the organization, the community, governmental agencies and the
professions within which programs held membership. Faced with diminishing resources
and increasing demands, nonprofit leaders sought new strategies to address these
challenges. Nonprofit organizations responded, in part, by freezing or reducing salaries,
drawing from established reserves, reducing staff size, and/or merging and partnering
with other programs to reduce competition for funding (Boris et al., 2010; Malatesta &
Smith, 2014).

The new reality which confronted nonprofit organizations called for a close
examination into the leaders’ perspectives of this changing landscape. Of particular

interest was exploring the development of leadership and how that informed the
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leveraging of resources to meet the needs of increasing numbers of individuals and
families who relied on them for services. Norris-Tirrell et al. (2017) investigated the
career paths of nonprofit executive leaders to determine the factors that contributed to
their progression to the executive role. The authors used a random sample of LinkedIn
profiles of 12 leaders from national nonprofit organizations. They analyzed the profiles
of the executive leaders to include their gender, educational attainment, generation
group, career mission focus, experience with the nonprofit sector, functional job
experience, and willingness to relocate.

The study found the most important factors that affected progression to executive
leadership were gender, education, age, mission focused career, and sector-specific
experiences (Norris-Tirrell et al., 2017). Of the study participants, 82% had previous
professional experience in the nonprofit sector, 38% had previous nonprofit CEO
experience, and 35% were promoted from within their organization. The findings
suggested a pathway of career progression through the nonprofit sector and a common
practice of moving across sectors for career advancement:

The practice of moving out to move up indicated an ongoing opportunity for

internal succession planning and intentional leadership development so that more

nonprofit organizations can capitalize on mission-driven talent from within when

recruiting top executive leaders. (Norris-Tirrell et al., 2017, p. 161)

Other studies of nonprofit leaders found individuals reported a career calling and
a deep desire to serve (Whitaker, 2012). Moreover, they were highly experienced and

enjoyed high levels of job satisfaction, with aspects of the work they found most
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rewarding to be making a difference, having rewarding work, having high levels of
responsibility and autonomy, and having supportive colleagues (Nickson et al., 2008).
Similarly, Brinckerhoff (2000) reported that nonprofit leaders chose to remain in their
nonprofit sector because of their commitment to their respective organization.
Nonprofit organizations depended on their top-salaried position, often their executive
leadership, for the successful operation of the organization. Indeed, it has been
established that effective leadership was the most important predictor of organizational
sustainability and survival (Carson, 2011). Therefore, these leaders must be well versed
in the nuances of managing volunteer organizations, organizational productivity, as well
as the industry sector within which they provide leadership (Norris-Tirrell et al., 2017).
Summary

This section provided a review of literature related to adult education and family
literacy, including relevant legislation, the nonprofit environment, and nonprofit
leadership. These bodies of literature, framed by resource dependence theory, provided
a guiding structure to explore the perspectives and experiences of leaders of adult
education and family literacy organizations. These organizations have been impacted by
constant changes in the external environment, which have resulted in the decreased
supply of resources and increased demand for services, among other outcomes. This
research study sought to understand and describe how leaders perceived and responded
to challenging environmental changes to sustain adult education and family literacy

organizations.
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CHAPTER III

METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of leaders of adult
education and family literacy organizations in navigating a downturn in the economic
environment. Reductions in federal and state funding have greatly affected the ability of
organizations to meet low-income, low-literate adults’ increasing need for the delivery
of services. While several white papers and reports have been published on the
economic factors impacting these organizations, there has been little empirical research
investigating how leaders of adult education and family literacy organizations managed
the rising call for services despite declining organizational resources and increased
competition. This research study offered an opportunity to understand the experiences
of these leaders, as well as to contribute to the field’s scholarship and practice.

Three research questions developed from themes in the literature guided this
study:

1. How do adult education and family literacy leaders describe their journey to their
current leadership positions?

2. From an organizational leadership perspective, how are adult education and
family literacy organizations impacted by the downturn of the economic
environment?

3. How do adult education and family literacy leaders leverage resources to sustain

organizations in an era of economic downturn?
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I framed each of these research questions to elicit the participants’ perceptions of
their own leadership experiences. I was “interested in understanding the meaning people
have constructed; that is how people make sense of their world and the experiences they
have in the world” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 15). Accordingly, I applied a
qualitative research design utilizing the multiple case study method. Yin (2014)
explained case studies are most appropriate when: 1) the research questions asked
“how?” or “why?”’; 2) 1, as the researcher, had little or no control over events; and 3) the
study concerned contemporary events. This study met all three of Yin’s standards for
case study research.

This chapter provides a detailed account of the research design for this study.
The first half of this chapter provides an overview of the qualitative paradigm, followed
by a rationale for qualitative case study research. The second half of this chapter details
the research design of this study, including site selection, participant selection, data
collection, data analysis, trustworthiness, ethical assurances, and role of the researcher.
A summary paragraph concludes the chapter.

The Qualitative Paradigm

As noted in the previous section, this research study met the essential hallmarks
of the qualitative paradigm, which served as the framework for this study. An overview
of the qualitative paradigm is warranted, juxtaposed with its quantitative paradigm
counterpart, to illuminate the diverse perspectives of each philosophy. Merriam and
Tisdell (2016) summarized each philosophical orientation in Table 2 below. The

ontological (nature of reality) and epistemological (nature of knowledge) underpinnings
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of each perspective explain in large part the differences between qualitative and
quantitative research (Creswell, 2013; Denzin & Guba, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 2013;
Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

Table 2 Epistemological Perspectives
Positivist/Postpositivist Interpretive/Constructivist

Purpose Predict, control, generalize = Describe, understand, interpret

Experimental, survey, Phenomenology, ethnography,

Types s . hermeneutic, grounded theory,
quasi-experimental L o
naturalistic/qualitative
. jecti ternal, out . .
Reality Objective, external, ou Multiple realities, context-bound

there
Adapted from S. Merriam & E. Tisdell (2016, p. 12). Qualitative Research: A Guide to
Design and Implementation (4th Ed.). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass

As evidenced in Table 2, quantitative research emerged from a positivist
orientation, while qualitative research developed from the constructivist orientation
(Creswell, 2013; Denzin & Lincoln; 2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patton, 2015).
Merriam and Tisdell discussed quantitative research “assumes that reality exists ‘out
there’ and that it is observable, stable, and measurable” (p. 9). In contrast, the same
scholars expressed qualitative research “assumes that reality is socially
constructed. . .there are multiple realities, or interpretations, of a single event” (p. 9). The
distinguishing factor being knowledge is constructed and shared in qualitative research,
while in quantitative research, knowledge is found and established as law (Creswell;

Denzin & Lincoln; Merriam & Tisdell; Patton).
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Rationale for Qualitative Research

Provided the tenets of each paradigm, qualitative research was the appropriate
framework to design this study. I was interested in understanding how executive and
program leaders of adult and family literacy organizations interpreted their experiences
during a challenging operating environment, and what meaning they constructed from
those experiences. Creswell (2013) stated qualitative research was appropriate when a
problem needed to be explored to establish a deep understanding of the issue. Moreover,
multiple truths were constructed through the interpretations of a single event (Merriam
& Tisdell, 2016). Qualitative research allowed these leaders to share their experiences,
which have been largely absent from the literature. Moreover, exploration and
understanding of this issue was critical to the scholarship and practice of the adult
education, family literacy, and human resource development (HRD) fields.
Rationale for Case Study Research

In an effort to thoroughly explore this contemporary issue, I employed the
qualitative case study method. As previously discussed, this study met Yin’s (2014)
benchmarks for case study research. Other scholars have developed definitions of case
study research (Creswell, 2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). However, Yin’s two-fold
definition, which reflected both scope and features of case study research, guided this
study:

1. A case study is an empirical inquiry that:

a. investigates a contemporary phenomenon (the ‘case’) in depth and

within its real-world context, especially when
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b. the boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be clearly
evident

2. A case study inquiry:

a. copes with the technically distinctive situation in which there will be
many more variables of interest than data points, and as one result

b. relies on multiple sources of evidence, with data needing to converge
in triangulating fashion, and as another result

c. Dbenefits from the prior development of theoretical propositions to
guide data collection and analysis. (pp. 16-17)

This two-fold framework positioned me to explore the experiences of leaders of
adult education and family literacy organizations as they navigated unstable operating
environments. As the investigator, I was able to explore issues of leadership practice,
sustainability, and innovation in-depth through the convergence of organization and
environment to illuminate the specific factors which contributed to this phenomenon
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 2014). Given that this research agenda had not been
extensively explored, the nature of this study warranted this methodological approach.

Research Design
Site Selection

Site selection established the boundaries of the entire study, thereby delimiting
the observations and recordings of the inquiry’s respondents to the selected context
(Erlandson et al., 1993). Participants in the qualitative study were selected deliberately

in a non-random method, based on factors relevant to the study — this is purposive
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sampling (Erlandson, et al., 1993; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Purposeful sampling required the selection of cases that were likely to provide
information-rich data related to study goals (Yin, 2014).

The Texas Center for the Advancement of Literacy & Learning (TCALL) is the
official state resource and professional development center for adult education and
family literacy in the state of Texas. This agency proved invaluable over the course of
this study, especially as it concerned identifying eligible organizations for this study.
TCALL maintained comprehensive contact and historical information for Texas adult
education and family literacy providers and the leaders thereof. With the assistance of
the Director of TCALL and the Research Assistant for the Barbara Bush Family Literacy
Grants for Texas, several organizations were identified and selected as potential sites for
this study. These organizations met the parameters established for inclusion in this
study: Texas-based adult education and family literacy organizations in service for at
least five years or more.

Texas was selected as the site of study for several reasons: a) nearly 40% of the
population in Texas speaks English as a second language, double the national rate; b)
approximately 4 million Texas adults lack a high school diploma; c) high school
dropouts cost the State of Texas $9.6 billion annually; and d) literacy programs in Texas
serve less than 4% of the 3.8 million adults in need of adult basic education (University
of Texas at Arlington, 2015). This sampling of the adult education and family literacy

climate in Texas supported the need for research and development into the phenomena.
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I established a targeted sample of 2-4 organizations eligible for inclusion in this
study. Delimiting the sample size in this manner allowed me to do an in-depth
investigation and gain perspectives of both the executive and program leaders of the
organizations. I invited several organizations across the state of Texas to participate in
this study, with three organizations ultimately accepted my invitation. All three
organizations were non-profit, community-based organizations; however, the contexts in
which they operated varied greatly. Adult education and family literacy programs are
traditionally sponsored by various organizations, to include faith-based organizations,
community nonprofit organizations, public school districts, and post-secondary
education systems, among others. This study sought to understand how the nature of the
sponsoring organization influenced the leadership innovation and the economic
efficiency of the program. As such, the organizations included in this study were: a) an
adult and community education department of an independent school district; b) a social
and educational services organization; and c¢) an educational services provider with main
offices in a community college.

Upon agreeing to participate in this study, each organization had to submit a Site
Authorization Letter to Texas A&M’s Institutional Review Board (See Appendix A).
This letter granted me permission to conduct interviews and document research within
the participants’ organizations, while setting boundaries, such as time, date, and client
interactions. Receiving site authorization was essential for individual participants of any

organization to participate in this study, which is discussed in the next section.
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Participant Selection

This research study focused on the perceptions and experiences of executive and
program leaders of purposively sampled adult education and family literacy
organizations in Texas. The executive leader was typically responsible for all facets of
the organization, while the program leaders were responsible for specific programmatic
areas within the organization, such as Basic Education, English as a Second Language
(ESL), General Equivalency Diploma (GED), Workforce Development, etc. Insight into
their experiences as leaders within the organization was essential, especially given the
diminishing availability of resources coupled with increasing demand for services.

As previously noted, initial prospective participants were identified with the
assistance of the Director of TCALL and the Research Assistant for the Barbara Bush
Family Literacy Grants for Texas. Participant selection was dependent wholly and first
upon site selection and authorization. For executive and program leaders to participate
in the research study, the site had to be properly authorized in accordance with IRB
protocols. Three organizations accepted my invitation to participate in the study and
authorized their organizations as sites of research. Furthermore, all available program
and executive leaders within each of the organizations agreed to participate in my study.
Overall, eight leaders from three adult and family literacy organizations participated in
this study. This small representation of purposely selected cases allowed for depth in the
pursuit of data, while keeping the collection process manageable, as suggested by

researchers (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 2014).
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Data Collection

In qualitative research, interviews are reflected as dialogues or interactions
between the researcher and the respondent with a purpose (Creswell, 2013). According
to Lincoln & Guba (1985), interviews enable the inquirer and the respondent to take a
journey through time to reconstruct the past, gain a deeper insight into the present, and
make some predictions about the future. Accordingly, data for this qualitative case study
were collected primarily through conducting in-depth interviews with the participants.
One onsite, face-to-face, semi-structured interview with the executive and program
leaders was scheduled within each organization, with as many follow-up phone calls
and/or emails to clarify points and ask additional questions as needed.

The interviews were digitally recorded with participants’ permission and
professionally transcribed. Furthermore, in accordance with the tenets of qualitative
case study research, data were collected from organizational documents, archival
records, memos, researcher notes, and other documents, which added to the rich
contextual data of the study. All the data were compiled and organized into a case study
database as Yin (2014) recommended. This allowed me to manage and access the data
in an organized manner.

Interview Protocol

Research questions for this study focused on leadership development, leadership

practices, as well as economic and sustainability practices, challenges, and opportunities.

The semi-structured questions that comprised the interview protocol originated from this
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study’s research questions and were shaped to elicit leaders’ experiences in an era of
diminishing resources (See Appendix B).

I met with each executive and program leader in their respective place of work.
In two of the three sites, the visits were coordinated such that the participant interviews
could take place in one day, given their locations required me to travel two to four hours.
The third city also required travel time (one hour); however, that same day coordination
was not possible. During each interview, | introduced myself, explained the research
study, and reviewed consent form components prior to its signing and commencing the
interview (See Appendix C). I specifically emphasized the voluntary nature of each
participant’s engagement in the study, her assurance of confidentiality, and her freedom
to withdraw from the study at any time. Each participant signed the consent form for
this study, and the interview followed.

The interview protocol was organized into three sections to align with the three
research questions that guided this study (See Appendix B). The first set of interview
questions, derived from the first research question, reviewed the participants’ leadership
development over the course of their careers to present. The second set of interview
questions, based on the second research question, examined how their programs and
organizations have been impacted by changes in the external environment, specifically
diminishing economic resources, from their perspective as a leader. The final set of
questions, based on the third research question, explored how they navigated these
periods of instability between the external environment and the organization to address

organizational imperatives, such as sustainability and innovation.
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Probing was a technique used to gather more detailed information about
something that had been asked (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016;
Patton, 2015). They were essentially follow-up questions, or as Seidman (2013)
preferred, opportunities for further exploration. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) explained,
they “can be as simple as seeking more information or clarity about what the person has
just said. These are typically who, what, when, and where questions™ (p. 123). To that
end, the following list includes examples of follow up questions used during my
interviews:

1. What do you mean by that?

2. What did you do then?

3. How did that make you feel?

4. What happened during that experience?

The individual interviews generally lasted 1.5 — 2.5 hours. The interviews were
digitally recorded with the participants’ permission, and during the interview, I took
reflective and clarity notes. Upon completion of the interviews, the recordings were
professionally transcribed to accurately capture the data. To promote credibility in this
study, the transcripts were sent to the participants for review and feedback as a form of
member checking (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

Documents

To triangulate the data collected from semi-structured interviews, Yin (2014)

recommended collecting supplemental data from documents. Prior to conducting the

face-to-face interviews, I gleaned as much extant information from each organization’s
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website and social media sites. Once onsite for the interviews, I collected supplemental
documents from each program and executive leader as appropriate and available,
including annual reports, program evaluations, marketing materials, and the like. The
sum total of this data provided a fuller picture of the participating organizations.
Data Analysis
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) described data analysis as the process of assigning
meaning to data by, “consolidating, reducing, and interpreting what people have said and
what the researcher has seen and read” (p. 202). As they explained, this process
occurred throughout the research study, such that the data collection and analysis was an
interactive process that progressed steadily throughout the qualitative study. The
resultant meanings produced as a result of data analysis constituted the findings of the
study, which were organized and detailed in such a way that explained the data collected
from the study (Merriam & Tisdell). Though Merriam and Tisdell noted this approach
was appropriate for all qualitative research, the researchers stipulated case study design
had several caveats. They explained:
First, a case study is an intensive, holistic description and analysis of a single,
bounded unit. Conveying an understanding of the case is the paramount
consideration in analyzing the data. Data have usually been derived from
interviews, field observations, and documents. In addition to a tremendous
amount of data, this range of data sources may present disparate, incompatible,
even apparently contradictory information. The case study researcher can be

seriously challenged in trying to make sense out of the data. (pp. 232-233)
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Yin (2014) stressed the importance of systematically managing all the data
components of the case study in a database. However, my research was a multiple case
study, which Merriam and Tisdell (2016) posited presented even more issues with which
to contend given simply the large amounts of raw data. Accordingly, I followed the
recommended two stage data analysis method: a) within-case analysis; and b) cross-case
analysis (Merriam & Tisdell; Yin).

I began data analysis for this study during the data collection phase by reading
each case for a sense of overall ideas (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 2014). Upon
completion of each case’s interviews, I prepared a profile of the organization and the
participants interviewed. This allowed for an initial understanding of the organization,
the services provided, and the career history of the participating leaders. As Merriam
and Tisdell suggested, during the within-case analysis, I analyzed each case distinctly; |
discovered as many factors which impacted each case individually through thematic
analysis. Once I completed the first phase of analysis, I proceeded to the next phase of
analysis in which I conducted analysis across the cases to search for similarities and
differences in themes (Creswell, 2013; Merriam & Tisdell; Yin).

I manually coded the data utilizing the constant comparative method, “which
involves comparing one segment of data with another to determine similarities and
differences” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 32). Through this method of data analysis,
patterns emerged in the data, ultimately exposing categories and themes (Creswell, 2013;
Merriam & Tisdell). I created an Excel workbook to capture the codes, categories, and

themes for each interview transcript. Though not conventional, creating this workbook
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allowed for easily accessible data management and creation of my notecards, which |
used to ultimately create the findings report in Chapter 4.
Trustworthiness

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) explained that as the researcher, I was the primary
instrument of data collection and analysis in this research study. In this role, the
relationship between the study’s participants and [ were interrelated, with each
influencing the other (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I mitigated biases and assumptions
throughout the study by emphasizing multiple methods of data collection and analysis
(Merriam & Tisdell). Accordingly, it was essential that I utilized trustworthiness
measures to ensure methodological rigor and soundness, authenticity of the participants’
distinct responses, and the ethical protection of their multiple constructed realities
(Creswell, 2013; Erlandson et al., 1993; Merriam & Tisdell).

I also maintained a journal to record observations and thoughts when conducting
qualitative research. As Stake (2010) explained, research journal notes may contain
study references and contact information for participants, as well as researcher notes,
concerns, and contemplations. Meaningful connections may emerge between theory and
practice to provoke deeper understanding through the journaling process (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016). Creswell (2013) noted, reflection creates a deeper understanding of
research as a process and allows researchers to consider the phenomenon being studied
as well as the influence of their assumptions on the investigation.

In keeping a research journal, [ was able to examine assumptions and personal

reasons for conducting research, discover biases, and consider their influence on my
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research (Stake, 2010). I kept a journal in electronic format for ease of preparation and
to store links to research articles for review and potential inclusion in this study. When
themes emerged from data analysis, I conducted an ongoing literature search on topics

related to tentative findings and stored links in the journal, resulting in additional peer-

reviewed articled being added to the study.

Additional trustworthiness techniques utilized in this study were triangulation
and member checking. These were credibility-enhancing techniques which concerned
demonstrating the realities of the participants have been interpreted and represented as
accurately as possible by the researcher (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Member checks were
conducted to allow participants to review the interview transcripts. This ensured the
reconstructions of their realities were represented appropriately (Lincoln & Guba).
Member checking occurred continuously throughout the research study to assist
participants in correcting errors immediately, remembering additional information, and
assessing the overall representation of the reconstructed inquiry. Interviews were
triangulated with data collected from notes in my research journal and documents
collected from each program and executive leader.

Ethical Assurances

Ethical assurances for this study included issues of integrity, such as securing
informed consent, minimizing risk, ensuring right to privacy, and portraying
respondents’ views honestly and accurately (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Integrity was an

important concern throughout this qualitative study from research design to data
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collection, analysis, and reporting. Data collection methods demonstrated the need for
integrity to preserve participants’ rights to privacy (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

As such, participation in this research study was voluntary. Each participant
completed an informed consent form, and received verbal and written assurance of her
confidentiality, privacy, and anonymity throughout the research study. Neither the site,
nor the participant was published or identified in any format; pseudonyms were used in
their stead. Moreover, participants were informed and understood they could withdraw
from the study at any time without risk of penalty. Research records and transcriptions
from interviews were stored securely and will be destroyed in accordance with IRB
guidelines. Following these procedures protected the rights of the participants.

Role and Positionality of the Researcher

Part of my role as researcher was my connection to the topic of study. In this
position, reflexivity remained essential and entailed “reflecting critically on the self as
researcher” (Guba & Lincoln, 2013, p. 278). With researcher and participant
interpretations forming essential elements of data collection and analysis in a case study,
reflexivity must include mindfulness of the researcher’s background such as bias that
could influence the study’s direction and the subjective interpretations of data (Guba &
Lincoln). Creswell (2013) suggested identifying one’s own biases and assumptions at
the onset of a study, which follows.

After earning my undergraduate degree in 1998, I worked two years at a charter
school in Texas, which served at-risk high school students. The charter school was the

last opportunity for many of the students to earn a high school diploma, for the
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traditional high school format proved not to be a good fit for them. These students dealt
with issues of teen parenthood, the juvenile justice system, holding full-time jobs, and
unstable home environments, all while trying to earn a high school diploma. They were
victims of the cyclical effects low-income and low education levels have on the family
unit. Earning their high school diploma would be essential to breaking their family cycle
and improving future opportunities.

After I left the teaching profession, I worked in human resources for the next 10
years. During that time, I took advantage of volunteer opportunities to mentor and tutor
at risk students. Through my teaching experience, I witnessed the power education had
to uplift disadvantaged students and I wanted to continue that work. Through various
volunteering opportunities, such as the YMCA’s Black Achiever’s Program, I was able
to work with at-risk teens, empowering them through education.

After 10 years working in human resources, I transitioned to a fulltime doctoral
student in Human Resource Development (HRD). My personal interest in empowering
at-risk youth through education initially drew me to the topic of adult education and
family literacy. Given HRD’s concern with learning and development for overall
performance, I wanted to ensure this study combined my personal and scholarly
interests. Therefore, the topic of this study focuses on leadership and organization
performance within the context of adult education and family literacy. As a result, this
study is appropriately aligned within the HRD domain, while simultaneously exploring

an issue that HRD researchers have not previously addressed.
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Summary

This chapter presented a review of the research methodology for this qualitative
multi-case study designed to explore the experiences of leaders of adult education and
family literacy organizations in navigating major shifts in the economic environment.
Following an introduction containing an overview of the problem statement, purpose
statement, and research questions presented in the first chapter, this chapter identified
the research methods for this study and justified the applicability of the qualitative case
study design. The first half of the chapter provided an overview of the qualitative
paradigm, followed by a rationale for qualitative case study research. The second half of
the chapter detailed the research design of this study, including site selection, participant
selection, data collection, data analysis, trustworthiness, ethical assurances, and role of

the researcher.
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CHAPTER IV

FINDINGS

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of leaders of adult
education and family literacy organizations in navigating the most recent economic
downturn. During the Great Recession, the financial and housing markets collapsed,
resulting in increased unemployment and poverty for working families. Low-income
adults and families increasingly sought services from adult education and family literacy
providers to facilitate economic security during such times. How do leaders of such
organizations manage to meet the growing need for services despite declining
organizational resources and increased competition? The following research questions
guided this study:

1. How do adult education and family literacy leaders describe their journey to their
current leadership positions?

2. From an organizational leadership perspective, how have adult education and
family literacy organizations been impacted by changes in the external
environment?

3. How do adult education and family literacy leaders leverage resources to sustain
organizations in an era of economic downturn?

In an effort to thoroughly explore this research agenda, I used the qualitative
multiple case study method. This approach allowed me to explore this issue within the

context of actual organizations (Yin, 2014). In this chapter, I first present a profile of
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each of the three cases and their participants, followed by the major findings of the
study.
Case Profiles

To protect the identity and ensure the confidentiality of the organizations, each
site was labeled Case 1, 2 or 3 with a general description of the type of organization
studied. Additionally, the individual participants were assigned a pseudonym to protect
their identity.

Case 1: Department in Independent School District (ISD)

Case 1 was a department within an independent school district charged with
providing learning and development opportunities for the entire community. Through a
broad array of programs and curricula, this organization focused on serving “children,
parents, and adult community members by providing educational and enrichment
opportunities that help all achieve the ability to function, contribute and compete in an
ever-changing world” (2011-2012 Annual Report, p.1). Kelly, the director, explained
the department began years ago with a sole focus on community education and has
steadily expanded over the years to provide an expansive array of educational programs.
A brief description of the major programmatic areas provided by Case 1 follows.
Community Education

The community education program was established in 1984 to “foster lifelong
learning for all community members” (2011-2012 Annual Report, p.2). Accordingly, a
variety of personal and professional development classes were offered throughout the

year for children, adults and seniors in the community. Classes were organized into four
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major categories: a) Profit and Information Technology; b) The Arts; ¢) Mind and Body;
and d) Fun and Play. In addition, many certifications and continuing education credits
were available to those in such occupational fields as teaching, counseling, accounting
and social work. Overall, 11,000 students registered for 1,600 course offerings
throughout the 2011-2012 year as reported in the annual report. Moreover, the program
sustained itself through tuition and fees paid by program registrants.
Adult Education

The Adult Education program area in Case 1 was founded on the belief that all
Texans have the fundamental right to a basic education. The department’s mission was
that every adult living in Texas had the basic skills necessary to be an effective and
functional member at home, at work, and in the community (2011-2012 Annual Report).
Accordingly, instruction was provided in basic education, adult secondary
education/general education development (GED) preparation, and English for speakers
of other languages (ESOL). Translating this mission to actual program enrollments and
completions, 1,674 adults enrolled and completed program requirements for adult
education during the 2011-2012 academic year — 693 in basic education, 936 in ESOL,
and 45 in ASE/GED classes (2011-2012 Annual Report, p. 7).
Apprenticeship Training

As detailed in the 2011-2012 Annual Report, Case 1 offered fiscal management
for nine apprenticeship programs in surrounding communities to prepare adults for
skilled trades and occupations. These programs included Insulators, Carpenters,

Electricians, Telecommunications, Iron Workers, Plumbers and Pipefitters, and Sheet
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Metal Workers (2011-2012 Annual Report, p. 9). Course curricula involved structured,
on-the-job, paid training. In addition, students were required to make a three- to five-
year commitment to reach program completion. According to the 2011-2012 Annual
Report, 700 students were enrolled in the Apprenticeship Training program, and 112
completed the program during the 2011-2012 academic year.
Family Involvement

Created in 2009, Family Involvement was the newest program area in the
department and was designed to build community between schools and families to
enhance the overall learning of children. A variety of free educational workshops were
provided for adult family members throughout the school district, with free childcare
provided. Workshop topics include: a) parenting workshops, such as “How to Help My
Angry Child” and “Grandparents Raising Their Grandchildren”; b) parenting newcomer
workshops, such as “Understanding the School System in the USA” and “Path to
Productive Summer”; ¢) a program which provides books and CDs to learn the English
language at home; d) a six weeks early literacy series for parents with children under the
age of 5 to prepare children for school; €) American Heart Association CPR class
(without course completion card); and f) a parenting series for parents facing various
challenges, such as defiant teens or obstacles at school (Family Involvement Flyer, n.d.).
The ultimate goal of these workshops was to increase children’s success in school
through the increased involvement and influence of parents. During the 2011-2012
academic year, the number of children enrolled was approximately 1,000 and adults

reached an enrollment of nearly 1,500 (2011-2012 Annual Report).
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Family Literacy

Since 1993, Case 1 offered a holistic family literacy program for the school
district and surrounding communities. Moreover, despite the zeroing out of federal Even
Start funding, this organization guaranteed the continuation of this program going
forward. This integrative program was comprised of the following curricula: English for
speakers of other languages (ESOL), adult secondary education (ASE), interactive
literacy activities, academic home visits, and parenting sessions. Overall, a total of
1,397 children and 2,581 adults were enrolled in family literacy initiatives in 2011-2012
(2011-2012 Annual Report).
Learning Tree

The Learning Tree program provided an after-school environment for children to
have access to academic enrichment, as well as social and recreational experiences,
including Girl Scouts, Junior Achievement, and Read Across America (2011-2012
Annual Report, p. 14-23). It began in 1999 with three grant-funded after-school centers.
By the 2011-2012 academic year, learning tree sites were available at 39 elementary
schools and 6 middle schools throughout the school district, with approximately half of
the locations operating as tuition-based programs.

The following table (Table 3) illustrates the funding history of Case 1 by the

program areas described above.
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Table 3 Case 1 — Three Year Funding History by Program.

Program 2009-2010 2010-2011 2011-2012
Adult Education $915,874  $1,026,067 $930,717
Apprenticeship $575,821 $621,000 $555,442
Community Education $1,082,201  $1,082,201  $1,186,281
Family Involvement $96,454 $144,502 $76,200
Family Literacy $802,134 $932,862 $890,757
Learning Tree $3,315,580  $3,805,971 $4,724,957
Special Project $7.000 $41.,400 $9.675
Total $6,795,064  $7,654,003  $8,374,029

Adapted from 2009-2010, 2010-2011, 2011-2012 Annual Reports.

To understand how these programs have been impacted by changes in the
economic environment, if at all, I interviewed the director of the department, as well as
the coordinators of the adult education program, the family literacy program and the
family involvement program. A brief profile of each person follows.

Kelly Smith — Director

Kelly earned her undergraduate degree in Interdepartmental Secondary
Education and her teacher’s certificate in Special Education from a private liberal arts
college in Texas. After graduation, she spent three years working at a Title I middle
school teaching reading to migrant students. Kelly then transferred to a high school and
taught junior- and senior-level English. Three years later, a Title I consultant position
became available in the central office, for which she applied. By this time, she
completed her master’s degree in Educational Supervision and felt prepared for the
transition to a supervisory role. Kelly was selected for and accepted the consultant

position. However, she soon realized she moved from the classroom to supervisor too
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quickly. After less than two years as a consultant, Kelly decided to return to the
classroom to focus on her career development.

Kelly accepted a position at a middle school working with students who were
below reading level, thereby beginning her 30-year career with her current school
district. At that time, the school’s demographics were shifting due to integration and
changing school district boundaries, resulting in a large influx of Hispanic students. She
expressed her prior experience working with migrant students made her an ideal
candidate for this teaching position. Within a year, she was named coordinator of the
English department and held that post for 12 years. During that time, she was the lead
for writing curricula across disciplines, as well as for conducting staff development on
teaching writing across content areas. In addition, she was named teacher of the year at
the middle school, the school district, and at the region.

By 1993, Kelly was ready for a new challenge. She returned to school to obtain
her mid-management certificate, which required an additional 30 credit hours beyond
her master’s degree. Once she completed her certificate, Kelly embarked on the path to
school principal. She quickly advanced from a middle school assistant principal dealing
with discipline issues, to a vice principal handling instruction and master scheduling, to
being named principal within three years of receiving her mid-management certificate.
In her role as principal, Kelly focused on the organization of the middle school’s
education, particularly academic teaming. This approach grouped students with a core
team of teachers who combined resources and knowledge to provide interdisciplinary

instruction and collaboration. Kelly led this effort for six years.
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However, due to changes in the economy and standardized testing protocols, the
district could no longer support the school’s academic teaming approach to education.
Rather, the middle school returned to the more traditional departmentalized approach in
which students received instruction from several different teachers who each specialized
in a single content area. Kelly had a difficult time accepting this change. At that time,
the director position became available in the adult and community education department
within her school district. After obtaining more information about the position from the
outgoing director, Kelly decided that was where she belonged. In 2004, she was selected
to be the director to lead all program areas under the adult and community education
umbrella. Though she no longer worked in K-12 schools, Kelly explained her primary
objective remained to assist children, which she accomplished through working with
adults and families in her programs.

Wendy Rogers — Coordinator, Adult Education

Wendy received her undergraduate degree in Psychology from a public
university in California. Then, she and her new husband relocated to his new military
base in Texas. Rather than obtaining a teaching credential, Wendy decided to pursue a
master’s degree in Guidance and Counseling. While in graduate school, Wendy was
hired as a data collector for a state agency’s pilot program on standardized testing and
evaluation. Once she completed her master’s degree, she decided to continue working
with the agency as an evaluator. Although, she felt this position did not give her a
commensurate title or salary for her graduate degree, she accepted it and worked her way

up in the organization. Wendy started out evaluating Title I and Title II programs in the
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local school district. Soon thereafter, she was tasked with evaluating the adult education
program within her employing agency. Wendy surmised she did a good job because,
“They would rather have me work with them than instead of work against them”.

Wendy assumed even greater responsibility in the agency when she was hired as
a professional development staff member in the Adult Education department. She
traveled across Texas conducting staff development on basic education and adult
secondary education, including computer technology, which was being newly introduced
into adult education classrooms. She spent several years doing this work. However,
lack of money and recognition ultimately prom