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Ø Understanding advocacy narratives

Ø Message types: data, stories

Ø Message frames and framing asset-
based framework

Ø Constructing an advocacy narrative
Ø Asset-based framework

Ø Relevant data on needs and outcomes 

Ø Success stories

Ø Connection for action

Frame

Data

Story

Action



ADVOCACY
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Ø The act or process of supporting a cause or proposal 
(merriam-webster.com/dictionary/advocacy_)

Ø Public support for or recommendation of a particular cause or 
policy (oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/advocacy)

Ø Advocacy is a political process by an individual or group which 
aims to influence decisions within political, economic, and social 
systems and institutions. (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Advocacy)



THE REQUEST
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Ø We will be looking at teaching of English as a second language with 
adult learners.

Ø Do you know of a source that provides data about the educational 
outcomes for non-native English speakers, preferably for the adult 
sample we are focusing on? 

Ø I assume that in general the outcomes are not great, but I don’t know 
where I would find any statistics about this.



THE QUESTIONS
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Ø Why does the general public lack knowledge about, and resist 
supporting, adult education?

Ø What types of narratives will increase the general public’s 
understanding of the value and effectiveness of adult education 
and motivate support for it?

Ø What can adult educators do to create and disseminate 
effective narratives? What tools can they use?



QUESTION 1
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Why does the general public lack knowledge about, and resist supporting, 
adult education?

Ø Awareness: “Awareness of the adult literacy issue is low: Only 59 percent 
of Americans are even aware it is a problem.” (Morgan, Waite, & Diecuch, 2017)

Ø Attitude: “… a tendency … to see low-skilled adults as undeserving or 
beyond repair, along with unreasonable expectations of progress without 
first providing meaningful investment.” (Noriega, 2013)

Ø Perception: “Most Americans believe various myths about the nature of 
teaching and learning, and large swaths of the public support instructional 
practices that are ineffective or even hurtful to learning.” (Boser, 2017)



QUESTION 2
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What types of narratives will increase the general public’s understanding of 
the value and effectiveness of adult education and motivate support for it?

Ø Narratives that cite data and research on learning outcomes and return 
on investment

Research conducted by Dr. Stephen Reder provides a new opportunity to demonstrate for 
stakeholders the positive outcomes that adult basic skills programs can have on an 
individual’s life, career, and income. (Morgan, Waite, & Diecuch, 2017)

Ø Narratives that tell individual adult learners’ success stories

In 2016 and beyond, those who wish to create a better world will have to make storytelling 
the center of their efforts, not an afterthought. (James Murdoch, CEO of 20th Century Fox, Time 

Magazine, 28 Dec 2015)



EVIDENCE FROM DATA AND RESEARCH
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U.S. adults lag far behind adults in other 
countries when it comes to skills needed for the 
workplace, especially when it comes to 
complex problem-solving skills, a new report 
finds. In fact, across three subject areas tested –
literacy, numeracy and digital problem-solving 
– the average scores of adults in the U.S. were 
significantly lower than the scores in as many as 
16 other countries. The U.S. performed 
particularly poorly in digital problem-solving, 
barely besting only Poland. 

(U.S. News & World Report, 
http://www.usnews.com/news/blogs/data-
mine/2016/03/10/us-adults-lag-behind-in-workforce-skills)



EVIDENCE FROM DATA AND RESEARCH
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The study findings showed a positive outcome for 
individuals in four areas: 

1. Individuals participating in a program showed a 
dramatic increase in income over time.

2. Participants were more likely to go on to obtain 
a high school equivalency credential.

3. Program participants were more likely to pursue 
secondary education and received more credits 
than nonparticipants.

4. Program participants were more likely to 
develop improved literacy proficiency over time. 

This research provides a strong case for an 
increased investment in adults and adult education. 
(Morgan, Waite, & Diecuch, 2017) 



INDIVIDUAL STORIES

https://national-coalition-literacy.org

10

Ø Resonate with hearers / readers

Ø Show relevance of ABE/ESL to specific contexts

Ø Success stories are more effective than sad ones: “If you 
can trigger a sense of hope, donations go up.” 

(David Hudson, quoted in C. Duhigg, Why Don’t You Donate for Syrian 
Refugees? Blame Bad Marketing, New York Times, 14 June 2017)



INDIVIDUAL STORIES IN CONTEXT
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Research shows that the close-up portrait is not an 
effective storytelling method for catalyzing community 
change, that it does not encourage the public and 
policymakers to think systemically, or to see a social 
problem in its full context. The result is an inability to 
consider public solutions to social problems—and in the 
process, implicit support of the status quo.

FrameWorks Academy, Wide Angle Lens course
http://www.frameworksinstitute.org/frameworks-academy.html



CHALLENGES
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Ø Research reports focus on broad trends and may have 
limited resonance with the general public 

Ø Individual stories focus on individuals and may not connect 
to wider effects or implications

Ø Alone, neither one
Ø Effectively represents the value of ABE/ESL programs to the specific 

community

Ø Successfully promotes the idea of community support for programs 
that educate adult learners



FRAMING
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Ø Frameworks are ways of organizing information

ØEach primary framework allows its user to 
locate, perceive, identify, and label a seemingly 
infinite number of concrete occurrences 
defined in its terms.

Erving Goffman, Frame analysis: An essay on the organization of 
experience (1974)



FRAMES, NOT FACTS

https://national-coalition-literacy.org

14

One of the fundamental findings of cognitive science 
is that people think in terms of frames and 

metaphors. The frames are in the synapses of our 

brains, physically present in the form of neural 
circuitry. When the facts don’t fit the frames, the 

frames are kept and the facts ignored.

George Lakoff, Don’t Think of an Elephant! (2004, 2014)



FRAMEWORKS
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Two frameworks that guide understanding in 
American culture:

ØIndividual responsibility

ØSocial (societal) responsibility
George Lakoff, Don’t Think of an Elephant! (2004, 2014)



FRAME CHANGE

Deficit focused
´ A tendency … to see low-skilled 

adults as undeserving or beyond 
repair, along with unreasonable 
expectations of progress without first 
providing meaningful investment.
(Noriega, 2013)

´ I assume that in general the 
outcomes are not great, but I don’t 
know where I would find any 
statistics about this.

Asset focused
´ Adult learners can and do 

develop new skills in adult 
education programs 

´ Adult education programs 
contribute to the overall 
strength and resilience of the 
community
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FRAMING ADULT ESOL EDUCATION
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An asset-focused framework for adult education advocacy:

Ø Adult education programs and adult learners are integral 
parts of their communities

Ø Adult learners can and do develop new skills in adult 
education programs 

Ø Adult education programs contribute to the overall strength 
and resilience of the community

Ø A community strengthens itself by supporting and promoting 
adult education



QUESTION 3
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What can adult 
educators do to 
create and 
disseminate effective 
narratives? What 
tools can they use?

Frame

Data

Story

Action



CONSTRUCTING YOUR ADVOCACY NARRATIVE
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Adapted Toastmasters model:

Ø Data: Present your program/ 
your learners as meeting a 
need or solving a problem.

Ø Story: Tell an anecdote (a 
success story).

Ø Action: Start a dialogue, 
make a request. 

(Clapp, 2015)

Frame

Data

Story

Action



BACKGROUND DATA: ENGLISH PROFICIENCY
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https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/people-that-speak-english-
less-than-very-well.html



BACKGROUND DATA: ENGLISH PROFICIENCY
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BACKGROUND DATA: OTHER LANGUAGES
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´ https://www.mla.org/Resources/Research/MLA-Language-Map

´ The Language Map uses aggregated data from the 2006–10 American 
Community Survey (ACS) to display the locations and numbers of speakers of 
twelve languages commonly spoken in the United States. 



BACKGROUND DATA: OTHER LANGUAGES
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BACKGROUND DATA: OTHER LANGUAGES
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BACKGROUND DATA: LITERACY AND NUMERACY
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PIAAC Skills Map: https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/piaac/skillsmap/



BACKGROUND DATA: LITERACY AND NUMERACY
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´ Source: PIAAC Gateway: http://piaacgateway.com/infographics

´ PIAAC: Data from the National Center for Education Statistics on adult 
literacy and adult numeracy

´ PIAAC Skills Map: https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/piaac/skillsmap/



BACKGROUND DATA: ESOL AND EDUCATION
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Budiman, A. (2020). Key findings about U.S. immigrants. Pew Research 
Center. https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/08/20/key-findings-
about-u-s-immigrants/



BACKGROUND DATA: BROADBAND ACCESS
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Broadband access map

´ Data on broadband access by school district

´ https://maps.ruralopportunitymap.us/broadband-access-map



BACKGROUND DATA: BROADBAND ACCESS
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https://maps.ruralopportu
nitymap.us/broadband-
access-map



BACKGROUND DATA: UNEMPLOYMENT
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https://www.bls.gov/charts/employment-situation/unemployment-rates-for-persons-
25-years-and-older-by-educational-attainment.htm



CHOOSE YOUR OUTCOMES DATA

https://national-coalition-literacy.org

31

Describe program and outcomes as meeting a need or solving 
a problem

Ø Adult learners can and do develop new skills in adult 
education programs 

Ø Adult education programs contribute to the overall strength 
and resilience of the community

Data



OUTCOMES AND ECONOMIC GAIN
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Problem: Adults with limited literacy and English skills rely on 
unemployment and other social safety net resources. 

Solution: In our program, adults obtain the education they need to 
increase their earnings potential, move off of social support, and 
contribute through productivity and taxes.

Helpful research:

Ø [Over a] 10-year period, [program] participants showed mean income gains of 53 
percent as compared to an income drop of 2 percent for nonparticipants. 

Ø Participants who attended more than 100 hours of instruction averaged $10,000 
more in annual income, a premium that often took as long as five years to fully 
develop after program participation. (Morgan, Waite, & Diecuch, 2017)



OUTCOMES AND EMPLOYMENT
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Need: The skill requirements for jobs in our industry are changing rapidly. 
Current employees are unable to keep up, and job applicants do not have 
the requisite skills or education levels.

Solution: Through our program’s integrated education and training model, 
adult learners gain essential workplace skills as they achieve high school 
equivalency and pursue postsecondary education. They develop resilience—
the ability to adapt and learn independently as work requirements change.

Helpful research:

Ø Most participants and nonparticipants indicated interest in additional postsecondary 
education, but participants showed much greater progress toward this goal, with 31 
percent participating in some level of postsecondary engagement.

Ø Participation in a program had a positive effect on all measures related to 
postsecondary engagement: matriculation, receipt of credits, and the total number of 

credits received. (Morgan, Waite, & Diecuch, 2017)



OUTCOMES AND HEALTH
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Problem/need: Adults with limited literacy and English skills have many 
health issues and rely on the emergency room for medical care.

Solution: Our program focuses on topics that are directly relevant to adults’ 
lives and well-being, including health literacy and financial literacy, so they 
gain competence in these areas as their language and literacy skills develop.

Helpful research: 

Ø Higher levels of education correlate to lower rates of chronic disease, such as asthma 
and diabetes, and fewer hospital visits for children and their caregivers.

Ø In the U.S., the odds of reporting poor health are four times greater for low-skilled 
adults than for those with the highest proficiency—double the average of the other 23 
countries that participated in the assessment of adult skills. 
(https://www.worlded.org/WEIInternet/us/adult-ed-facts.cfm#f20)



CHOOSE YOUR STORY
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What do participants learn and become 
able to do in your program?

Ø In their families

Ø In the workplace

Ø In the community Story



CHOOSE YOUR STORY WISELY
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Whose success story illustrates the solution 
you have described?



EXPAND YOUR STORY
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How does your story illustrate the strengths (assets) 
that your participants bring?
Ø Existing skills and experience

ØCommitment and motivation

ØKnowledge of the community



MAKE THE CONNECTION
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ØStart a dialogue: Ask how the story you’ve told 
or the solution you’ve described resonates.

ØMake a request: 
ØPolicy changes or initiatives

ØSupport for an initiative related to a specific 
group (such as access to translation services)

ØFunding or in-kind support (such as digital 
devices or high speed access)

ØAwareness of unintended consequences

Action



REITERATE THE ASSET FOCUS
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A community strengthens itself by supporting and 
promoting adult education.



FINAL THOUGHTS
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ØPut the narrative together in a way 
that works for you

ØStay on topic

ØDon’t be shy

Frame

Data

Story

Action



USEFUL TOOLS
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Ø TESOL Advocacy Action Center
https://www.tesol.org/advance-the-field/tesol-advocacy-
action-center

Ø Proliteracy Advocacy Toolkit 
https://www.proliteracy.org/Portals/0/Images/Advocacy/
2020-10-PL-PIAAC-Toolkit.pdf?ver=2020-10-21-122220-
053

Ø COABE Legislative Center
https://coabe.org/legislative-center/
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Thank You! 
Deborah Kennedy

deborah.kennedy@key-words.us
National Coalition for Literacy
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