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ABSTRACT 

This qualitative research reports on the narratives of six community 

educators and utilizes anatomy of story as a framework. The research question 

directing this study was: What can we learn from the journeys and trajectories of 

community educators? Supporting sub-questions included: (1) what are their 

efforts fostering adult education? and 2) how do they promote community 

development? Data collection sources included: pláticas (conversations), artifacts, 

documents, and researcher journal. Narrative analysis procedures served to 

examine the data provided by study participants. Anatomy of story guided the 

deductive analysis process and allowed for data to be reported through metaphors 

utilizing the human organs (navel, heart, mind, hands and legs) and cubism to 

figuratively illustrate the stories of the study participants.  

Study findings are split into two chapters. Chapter II, describes the study 

participants, navel, or the core of the story. In chapter III, the main parts of the 

story (the heart, mind, hands, and legs) are presented with an analysis and 

discussion of emergent themes. This chapter addresses the values/passion, the 

analytical mind, the creative force, and the legacy of the work of community 

educators. The following themes emerged for the heart of the story: Community 

educators need to (1) be people oriented, (2) have commitment to care, (3) 

establish trust, (4) be versatile, and (5) promote respect. The mind is where ideas  
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are fueled and initiatives are developed; here the emergent themes were: (1) 

building effective communicators, (2) removing barriers to success, (3) ensuring 

funding, and (4) building cultural brokers. The hands serve to represent the 

programs and initiatives created to serve adults and families. The hands section is 

discussed through the following themes: (1) creating collaborations, (2) building 

skills, (3) training learners to be teachers, 4) creating learning spaces. Last, the 

legs encompass the legacy of the work of community educators and the emergent 

themes for discussing study findings were: (1) having a lasting effect, (2) 

replicating services, (3) giving parents a purpose and, (4) continuing the work.  

The final chapter of the dissertation is the conclusion and discussion. It 

includes: recommendations for practice (e.g., for stakeholders, program funding, 

and educators), research implementation tensions and challenges, suggestions for 

future research, and concluding thoughts.  
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I. ANATOMY OF STORY: INTRODUCTION AND METHODS 

Fathers are important. I organize workshops for adults, specifically male parents, 

who are interested in learning the skills to become better fathers. I help them see 

that their role as a father plays an important factor in their children’s success. 

We learn tools that ensure that we are involved as fathers. But, my role is also to 

speak up for fathers, because they tend to get lost in the conversation of adults 

pursuing their education. I want society to know that fathers do make a 

difference!  I help educate dads to celebrate dads, build them up, and to let them 

know they’re doing a good job, but at the same time, there’s always room for 

improvement. (Lamar, Father Engagement Coordinator)  

Adults in the community have a lot to offer. I work with adult learners, who are 

part of our campus community. I organize and lead an array of classes for our 

adult learners. But, even better is that I’m charged with identifying their skills 

and matching that skill with a volunteer opportunity on campus. I want my adult 

learners to know that they have something to offer us, and it doesn’t mean just 

cutting paper and making copies!  My job and passion is to help adult learners 

identify their goals and find the resources to accomplish those goals. (Sofia, 

Parent Involvement Liaison) 

Lamar and Sofia (pseudonyms) are experienced professionals whose job provides 

adults with diverse opportunities to succeed academically and as a family. Their daily 

tasks often include assisting adults with finding resources to pay for rent, providing them 

with tools to become better role models for their children, and organize adult and family 

education initiatives.  
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Lamar has worked with adults for more than 20 years. Very few individuals focus 

on father development, which Lamar has been doing for the past four years. He has 

worked diligently to build a program for male parents, a population rarely targeted. 

Lamar serves as facilitator, trainer, and service provider to over 30 male parents. He has 

also developed communication tools to ensure male parents are receiving the message of 

the importance of educational development through diverse avenues. For instance, he 

created the first newsletter that provides fathers with tips and tools to become better role 

models for their children. Lamar works closely with male parents to identify their 

strengths. He also trains fathers to become facilitators and trainers of father engagement 

workshops themselves.  

Sofia has been in parent engagement for more than 15 years. Her work spans 

many years of helping families and developing community amongst the city’s most 

vulnerable populations. Through her own experience of becoming a mother, Sofia 

realized how important it was to know how to navigate complex educational systems. Her 

devoted efforts to creating leaders among her parent groups exemplifies her commitment 

to the communities in which she works. This commitment includes helping families 

overcome barriers through training initiatives that connect parents to volunteer 

opportunities and sustainable living options. Her most recent work also incorporates 

youth advocacy. Sofia shared that her job as the district parent involvement coordinator 

and the homeless liaison has helped her learn more about case management and working 

with such distinct communities.  

Lamar and Sofia are continuously evolving in their positions and developing 

creative opportunities to ensure that the adults they support receive the services they need 
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to be successful. Their testimonials inspired me to investigate the story of how 

individuals in these positions serve as a bridge between their work, adult learning 

opportunities, and community development. Learning about Lamar and Sofia’s roles 

within their organizations helped me realize how similar their work was, yet their titles 

were so different. Sofia’s title was “parent involvement liaison” and Lamar’s was “family 

advocate”, yet they were both charged with developing programs that would increase 

participant’s knowledge in areas of education, workforce development, and school 

engagement. When I researched this topic further, I realized the multitude of job titles 

that exist and the almost-identical job descriptions and duties all the positions had in 

common. I decided to explore this further.  

After conducting a search through several scholarly databases, such as ERIC, 

ProQuest, Education Research Complete, and EBSCO, for a term that could be utilized to 

best describe the work of research participants and others in the field, the result was a list 

filled with diverse descriptions. Although several terms were researched, “community 

educator” provided a more accurate depiction of the work they do within the adult 

education field (see Appendix A). For the purposes of this dissertation, I have adopted the 

term community educator to identify the participants in my study. Community educators 

are individuals committed to assisting adult learners with a multitude of services. Often, 

they facilitate classes on topics such as English as a Second Language (ESL), General 

Equivalency Diploma (GED), and adult literacy, amongst others. They also provide 

wrap-around services to ensure the success of adults and families in the community. 

Community educators wear many hats within their organizations and often go above and 

beyond their normal job duties. Despite the minimal professional development and 
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training in teaching adults, individuals, like the research participants, continue to 

positively impact adult and community development. 

In this study, I utilize the storytelling framework, which includes documenting the 

journeys and trajectories of six community educators.  My goal is to provide a deeper 

understanding of the scope of work that they do and to highlight their contributions to the 

field of adult education. The following sections will provide a deeper understanding as to 

why this research was implemented. The sections are of as follows: statement of the 

problem, research questions, theoretical framework, narrative analysis, data collection, 

and data analysis.  

Statement of the Problem 

Despite their extensive contributions to the field of adult education, community 

educators are seldom seen as an asset, let alone trained on best practices. Community 

educators are responsible for the involvement of parents that are hard to reach. “They 

create ongoing mechanisms for adults to play various roles at home and at school” 

(Moles, 1996, p. 21). Community educators, as noted by Nyden (2010), are managers of 

community change that facilitate dialogue on issues that must be resolved to create a 

shared vision. Community educators are responsible for involving a diverse segment of 

the community.  These positions are often seen as part of civic engagement, health 

promotoras, and education (Nelson et al., 2016; Kubicek et al., 2015), yet they are 

seldom referenced by adult education theorists.  

Tamassia, Lennon, Yamamoto, and Kirsch’s (2007) report illustrates the vast 

diversity of organizations and individuals charged with successfully educating adult 

learners. They found four main areas in which publicly funded adult education is offered: 
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1) Local Education Agencies (LEA), which are primarily public schools or districts that 

provide adult education to all community members; 2) Community Based Organizations 

(CBO), which include religious institutions, social service groups, literacy organizations, 

and public or private nonprofit groups; 3) community colleges, which are institutions of 

higher education that offer associate degrees or certificates; and 4) correctional 

institutions, which consist of prisons and jails that are funded to provide adult education 

services to incarcerated adults (p. 2).  

Current funding for adult education is distributed by the federal government and 

disbursed to state agencies who are required to provide a minimum of 25 percent match 

to their state or local agencies (Lark, 2011). Making this a difficult situation to be in for 

LEAS and CBOS. The challenge for sustaining community educator positions is an even 

greater issue, since funding for community educators within the schools are typically 

funded through Title I and are specifically allocated for parent engagement (Jacobson, 

2003; Sanders, 2008).  In addition, Title I funds vary year to year and do not explicitly 

incorporate adult education into the work of community educators, as defined by 

UNESCO (2016): 

To equip people with the necessary capabilities to exercise and realize their rights 

and take control of their destinies. It promotes personal and professional 

development, thereby supporting more active engagement by adults with their 

societies, communities and environments. It fosters sustainable and inclusive 

economic growth and decent work prospects of individuals. (www.uil.unesco.org) 

Funded under the definitions of Title I, parent involvement programs provide parents the 

opportunity to increase their involvement in their children’s education by participating in 
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various programs that create awareness of school and community resources. Programs 

under Title I range from Love and Logic, adult literacy, understanding report cards, 

among other examples (Mattingly et al., 2002). As a result, this approach does not target 

providing clearly identify parents as adult learners.  

CBOs that have positions like community educators make up 8 percent of 

agencies that offer adult education programs (Tamassia et al., 2007, p. 2). Community 

educators play an essential role in making local organizations more welcoming and, thus, 

actively serve as a link between adults and the community (Epstein, 2010: 2011; 

Jacobson, 2003; Halford, 1996, 2002). Their positions are vital to the long-term success 

of the community. They play an essential role in providing adult learners the academic 

support to enhance their skills and increase their economic and educational mobility.  

Even more concerning is the minimal recognition of the importance of these roles 

in adult learning. Community educators serve as guides for adult learners in navigating 

complex systems that often create barriers to completing their education. Their roles are 

often seen as critical in connecting adult learners to resources outside of the spectrum of 

adult education. Ross-Gordon, Rose, and Kasman (2017) explain that roles such as those 

of community educators often “act neither in the central roles of teaching or program 

planning and administration, but none the less supporting learning efforts of individual 

learners” (p.84). They further describe that the role of supporting individual learners are 

central to the work of adult educators. However, the authors support the notion that 

community educators have yet to be recognized and have “yet to earn a place in the 

recommended core curriculum of adult education in the US” (p.84).  
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The position of community educator often encompasses wearing many hats, as 

well as difficult parents and overbearing community members. Community educators are 

adult education teachers that are often confronted with new contexts for which their 

initial training did not necessarily prepare them. This can include supporting adults 

outside of the auspice of adult education by connecting them to agencies that help with 

mental health, food, rent, and/or housing (Maubant, et al., 2011, p. 2). As noted by 

Gootman (2003), there is some concern within support services about the variation in 

assigned job activities among community educators across the community. In these 

settings, community educators organize Adult ESL and GED courses, facilitate 

development workshops for their local communities, offer health courses, and teach adult 

literacy, among many other classes, all with the intent of empowering adults to be 

successful (Berg, Melvalle, & Blank, 2006; Sanders, 2010, 2008; Tacchi, 2013; Wells, 

2014). In other words, community educators have many job duties and, often, cannot 

focus on specifically one area of their job. Their passion to make a difference drives 

community educators to continue doing the work. Additionally, despite their limited 

experience teaching adults, community educators strive to create classrooms where 

learners can be engaged not only with the material, but also with the individuals they 

study (hooks, 2013).  

Another important issue to consider is the lack of training that community 

educators receive in relation to educating adults. There is substantial research to support 

the need to train adult educators on effective practices for teaching adults (Arias & 

Morillo-Campbell, 2008; Halford, 1996; Martinez-Cosio & Iannacone, 2007).  

Unfortunately, very little is mentioned about community educators. Based on this 
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absence from the research, one might infer that community educators receive little to no 

training. It is imperative that community educators are also included in these training 

opportunities to ensure that their work with adults in the community is effective.  

Globe and Mail (2014) mention that Adult ESL courses are often struggling to 

maintain the funding they have, despite increased demand. The frustration also increases 

when the federal government lets each state determine their funding calculation for Adult 

Basic Education (ABE). In addition, ABE does not fall under one entity unlike pk-12 

educational systems, which are mandated by state laws to be housed in public schools 

Local Education Agencies (LEAs), Community Based Organizations, community 

colleges, or correctional institutions or other entities may offer ABE. As noted by 

Tamassia et al (2007) the distribution of Adult Basic Education is mainly within LEAs. 

To provide context, the Adult Education and Family Literacy Act (AEFLA), Title 

II of the Workforce Investment Act of 1998 (WIA), required states to establish a 

comprehensive performance accountability system to assess the effectiveness of eligible 

agencies in making continuous improvements to their adult education and literacy 

activities (United States Division of Adult Education and Literacy, 2007, p. 23). Most 

recently, Title II Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act of 2014 (WIOA) was signed 

into law by President Barack Obama with the intention of combining employment 

services, workforce development, adult education, and vocational rehabilitation activities 

(U.S Department of Education, 2014). It was strategically developed to encourage 

coordination and alignment between these programs and demonstrated the need to reform 

the performance indicators that would determine funding. Unfortunately, this only 

demonstrated the lack of understanding of adult education programs. More concerning is 
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the clear evidence that community educators are not mentioned and, thus, do not play a 

role in WIOA. Even though the community development scholarship recognizes the 

contribution of community educators, federally funded programs do not acknowledge 

their work as part of adult education.   

 Ross-Gordon, Ross, and Kasworm (2017) state that public policy is generally 

understood in terms of laws and generally emerges from the direct implementation 

process (p. 258). The authors suggest that before a policy can be developed, those 

creating the policy must first recognize that a problem exist to create a solution. This 

research study will present several themes derived by the pláticas with six participants. 

The information can serve as a platform to understand why it is important for the 

scholarship of adult education and community development to recognize the role of 

community educators as critical positions within the field and to develop policy to 

support the expansion of these position within LEAs and CBOs. The goal of this 

dissertation are: 1) to position community educators as adult education providers and key 

contributors in community development; 2) to create sustainable programs involving the 

key stakeholders that influence adult education (i.e.: government agencies, workforce 

development programs, and state education agencies); 3) to develop mechanisms that will 

increase the number of community educators doing this type of work; and 4) to contribute 

to the adult education and community development literature. 

Research Questions 

This dissertation investigates how community educators foster adult education 

and community development within the work they do with parents and adults in their 

organizations. The main research question directing this study is: What can we learn from 
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the journeys and trajectories of community educators? This question is supported by the 

following sub-questions: What are their efforts in fostering adult education? How do they 

promote community development?  

Study findings have the potential to inform decisions made by policy makers and 

community stakeholders in CBOs and LEAs impacting the work of community 

educators. This dissertation aims to make a case to increase funding to community 

development programs that incorporate community educators. Based on dissertation data, 

this study demonstrates the importance of providing professional development and 

connecting community educators with best practices to enhance their work. This would 

ensure that all individuals who interface with adult learners are trained properly.  Finally, 

my hope is that the findings from this dissertation will contribute to the body of literature 

on community educators, community development, and adult education. 

Theoretical Framework 

This study utilizes anatomy of story (Guajardo & Guajardo, 2010) to document 

and report the trajectories of community educators and their impact on adult education 

and community development. In this method, “story is simultaneously the data collection 

strategy and framework for this analysis” (Guajardo & Guajardo, 2010, p. 54). 

Storytelling is a form of conversation that increases the opportunity for the researchers 

and participants to come together to co-create knowledge (Wheatley, 2002). By utilizing 

storytelling, the research organically represents the stories of the participants and 

supports their contribution to the field of adult education and community development. 

During storytelling, authentic conversations will occur and, thus, produce more expansive 

data. Conversations give the researcher the opportunity to learn how to be a good listener. 
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Through listening, I will be able to capture subtle nuances that the participants will share 

as they describe their work. Conversations assist me in naturally interacting with the 

participants, to create a space that allows for genuine dialogue to occur (Riessman, 2008; 

Wheatley, 2002, p. 31).  

Furthermore, anatomy of story examines the narratives of the research 

participants and utilizes their experiences and day-to-day functions as observable data to 

capture inquiry and pedagogy (p. 54). Guajardo and Guajardo (2010) define “observable 

data” as stories, conversations, and testimonials. Stories play an integral part on how the 

practitioner and reader decipher the data, only to return them to a form that makes sense 

(p. 54).  Moreover, anatomy of story allows for the data to be represented by metaphors. 

In the present study, I use two metaphors. First, anatomy of story utilizes the human 

organs—the navel, the heart, the mind, the hands, and the legs—to tell a story that flows 

to form cultural dynamics, local ecology, and history (Guajardo & Guajardo, 2010, p. 

45). Secondly, cubism is the melting of individual parts to develop one composition of 

enmeshed, dissected surfaces (Apollinaire, Eimert, & Podoksik, 2012). In this research 

study, cubism is utilized to illustrate the story of community educators individually, and 

later as one collective narrative. It is a metaphor to illustrate how the collective story of 

the participant is comprised of different pieces of data that they provide through 

storytelling.  

Anatomy of story  

Anatomy of story is a complex and organic process that utilizes story as the 

building blocks of the data. Moreover, anatomy of story is informed by cultural dynamics 

that predispose the researcher to elements that build a rhythmic motion. This is done 
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through the utilization of anatomical metaphors: the navel, the heart, the mind, the hands, 

and the legs (Guajardo & Guajardo, 2010). By capturing the stories and trajectories of 

community educators, anatomy of story helps to filter, organize, and process the results 

into meanings that make sense (p. 94).  

In this research study, the navel describes community educators as the main 

characters in the story. The heart explains what keeps community educators doing what 

they do. This part of the story is the fuel that keeps the story going. It is the emotion 

behind the work that community educators do in the community. In addition, the mind is 

defined as the analytical thinking. It helps inform, support, or disrupt stereotypes and 

myths about community educators. The hands sculpt the story. Community educators 

write their own narratives by the work they do and, hence, in utilizing hands as a 

metaphor, I can identify what values, ideas, and messages community educators develop. 

Finally, for me, the most critical part is the legs; they keep the story of community 

educators going. It is the legacy of community educators.  

Navel. The navel is described as the main plot of the story. This piece is the 

central component of the study, and it serves as the purpose of the story. In this case, it 

would be the community educators themselves. They are the main characters who are 

creating and developing the story. In this qualitative study, the navel is the balance 

between the story’s message and the roles and duties performed by community educators. 

Thus, questions will emerge in conjunction with the main message, those derived from 

the pláticas, a form of dialogue that occurs between people. Pláticas develop the essential 

purpose of the community educators’ work. 
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Heart. The heart assists the researcher in determining what keeps the community 

educators performing their job. The heart describes the meaning and passion behind the 

work. This anatomical part is constructed by the values (emotional, moral and relational), 

which serve as the navigational efforts that fuel action (Guajardo & Guajardo, 2010). 

Thus, through the storytelling process, data collected illustrates the emotion behind the 

work of community educators, as well as the moral and relational aspects. These often 

serve as the motivation for them to go into the field of community education. It helps to 

identify the core values that community educators must have to effectively help the 

communities they serve.  

Mind. The mind is defined as the “center of all analytical thinking, and at this 

stage of story development, critical analysis is born” (Guajardo & Guajardo, 2010, p. 95). 

In this part, the researcher determines what questions they ask and what assumptions are 

challenged. This part of the story was guided by questions such as: What does the story 

do to the place? What are the incongruences between the story and the community? What 

initiatives do study participants create to foster adult education and community 

development? This anatomical part helps “inform, support or disrupt stereotypes and 

myths” about community educators (Guajardo & Guajardo, 2010, p. 135).   

Hands. The hands define the parts that sculpt the story and where it takes shape. 

The hands “help mold the values, ideas, message, and rhythm of the story,” as it is told 

and retold multiple times until there is a coordinated and consistent message (Guajardo & 

Guajardo, 2010, p. 95). Since this research study utilized triangulation, the hands 

symbolize the multiple pláticas and group pláticas. The hands help determine how the 
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stories of community educators celebrate the successes they experience and the impact 

their work has on the people that they serve.  

 Legs. The legs keep the story going beyond the present time and move people to 

action (Guajardo & Guajardo, 2010, p. 95). In addition, the legs also served as the blood 

that flows through each body part and keeps them moving together. Legs speak of legacy 

and are a critical piece of the continuity of the work of community educators and the 

influence that they have on adult education and community development.  

Cubism 

Cubism originated in Paris with the work of artists Pablo Picasso and Georges 

Braque, sometime between 1907-1914. It was a way of rejecting the inherited concept 

that art should mirror nature or follow traditional forms of art, such as modeling and 

foreshortening (www.themetmusuem.org). In many cases, cubism creates art that is often 

dissected into small fractions and reassembled to evoke the same figure 

(www.themetmusuem.org). Pablo Picasso’s “Three Musicians” (1921; see Figure 1), 

described as the music makers in harmony, is an image in which it is not easy identifiable 

where one musician starts and the other ends. This is because the shapes which create 

them intersect and overlap, as if they were paper cutouts 

(http://www.pablopicasso.org/three-musicians.jsp). In this dissertation, Three Musicians 

will be utilized to illustrate how research participants have their own stories which reveal 

their contributions to adult education and their work with community development. 

However, when the six individual stories come together, they demonstrate a collective 

narrative that documents the importance of their role within the field of adult education 

and community development. Three Musicians was created utilizing cubism as the visual 
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art form. In relation to community educators, cubism helps in framing the traditional role 

of adult educators to a more contemporary version by utilizing anatomy of story. 

 

Figure 1. Pablo Picasso (1921): Three Musicians 

Narrative Analysis 

Narrative analysis assists in organizing the data by the predeveloped themes from 

anatomy of story. Narratives are a critical part of human history. They teach us about our 

ancestors, traditions, languages, and day-to-day life. According to Bruner (2010), 

“Cultures rely upon narrative conventions to maintain their coherence and to shape their 

members to their requirements. Indeed, commonplace stories and narrative genres even 

provide a powerful means whereby cultures pass on their norms to successive 

generations” (p. 45). Narratives are vital pieces of information that “connects events into 

sequence that are consequential for later action and for the meaning that the speakers 

want listeners to take away from the story” (Reissman, 2008, p. 42). As stated by Labov 

(1997), “a narrative of personal experience is a report of events that have entered into the 

biography of the speaker by a sequence of clauses that correspond to the order of original 

events” (para 11). Study participants rarely tell stories in a linear manner. It is my job, as 
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the researcher, to examine their narratives and assemble the individual stories to build the 

collective story of the contributions of community educators.  

This form of storytelling further helps us connect ancestral experiences to what is 

important in existence today. Community educators’ experiences are part of a history that 

helps us to develop programming for future generations of adult learners. By 

documenting and reporting the narratives provided by community educators, this study 

informs future community educators and stakeholders of their contributions to the field.  

To build a case for community educators, it was important to gain an 

understanding of what they do. Riessman (2008) explains that narratives have sequence 

and they provide a voice for participants. Therefore, my role as the researcher, involves 

collecting the personal narratives provided by the participants and analyzing them in an 

order for the purposes of meaning making. To this effect, Labov (1972) proposes the 

natural narrative model. He explains that some narratives are already told using a 

beginning, middle, and end structure; however, fully formed narratives include abstract, 

orientation, complicating action, resolution, evaluation, and coda (p. 362-363). Abstract 

signals that the story is about to begin and draws attention from the listener. Orientation 

helps the listeners identify time, place, persons, activity, and situation of the story. 

Complicating action is the core narrative category providing ‘what happened’ as an 

element of the story. Resolution recapitulates the final key event of a story. Evaluation 

refers to the ‘so what’ or the functions to make the point of the story clear. Coda signals 

that the story has ended and brings the listener back to the point at which s/he entered the 

narrative (Labov, 1972, p. 359-360). Reissman (2008) concurs with Labov (1972) that 
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“narrative shaping entails imposing a meaningful pattern on what would otherwise be 

random and disconnected” (p. 5).  

Trustworthiness 

 Building trustworthiness is critical to ensuring a balance of fairness (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985); it warrants that key components are in place to provide a means of checks 

and balances. As noted by Guba (1981), there are four elements that should be in place to 

build trustworthiness for a rigorous research study: credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability.  

Credibility  

Credibility is described as a process that takes place to ensure that the study 

conducted is researching what was intended. Credibility establishes procedures that allow 

trust to be developed, such as making sure the researcher provides an account that honors 

the participants’ stories and keeps the researcher’s biases on check. In credibility, 

triangulation confirms the use of multiple data sources, which “compensate for individual 

limitations” (Guba, 1981; Brewer & Hunter, 1989). Triangulation encompasses a diverse 

set of perspectives, locations, member checks, backgrounds, and qualifications of the 

researcher (Shenton, 2003). In this case, triangulation is implemented utilizing different 

data sources to corroborate that study findings are substantial.  

Transferability 

 Transferability produces results that can be transferred should the study take place 

in a similar setting (Shenton, 2003; Merriam, 2014). In the study findings, I provide 

enough detail about the data collection process and analysis to ensure that practitioners 

and other researchers gain an understanding of how the study was implemented. This 
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way, they can also make decisions about what portions of the study are relevant to their 

work settings.  

Dependability  

 Dependability partners with credibility to ensure that if the research study was 

conducted in the same context, utilizing the same methods and the same participants, 

similar results would be obtained (Shenton, 2003). To ensure that dependability is taking 

place, it is critical that the study be reported in detail so that researchers interested in 

conducting a similar study can do so. That is, all elements of the study must be thorough 

and communicated in-depth in the original study for dependability to be present. As 

Shenton notes, the original study must serve as a “prototype model” to gain the same 

results (p. 71).  

Confirmability 

 Confirmability are steps to ensure the results reflect the experiences of the 

participants and not the researchers. The testimonies and narratives provided by 

participants should support the findings claimed by the researcher.  In confirmability, as 

the researcher, my responsibility is to keep a reflective journal to help me process the 

pláticas, as well as debriefing questions that may arise from the interactions. In addition, 

in confirmability, triangulation is emphasized once again to ensure multiple techniques 

are utilized to gather results that tell the story of community educators (Guba, 1981; 

Shenton, 2004). Finally, in this process, the use of triangulation and reflective journals 

allows for others to utilize the data as a road map to “trace the course of the research step 

by step” for confirmability (Shenton, 2004, p. 72).   
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Ethical Considerations 

 Given the sensitivity of working with human subjects, this dissertation follows the 

ethical considerations outlined by the Institutional Review Board (IRB). Moreover, a 

consent form (see Appendix B) was provided to all study participants outlining the major 

components of the study. Following the requirements of the IRB process as well as the 

ethical consideration, I was sure to ask everyone if they had any clarification questions 

about the study and the expectations for participation. I included in the consent form that 

their identities, as well as any reference to a location, organization, or place of work 

would remain anonymous through the utilization of pseudonyms. All the materials 

(pláticas, artifacts, notes, recordings, etc.) for data collection have been stored in a 

password-protected platform that can only be accessed by me and my supervising faculty.  

Study Setting and Participants 

 The study setting takes place in Central Texas among non-profit and 

governmental organizations that obtain local, state, and/or federal funding. Non-profits or 

CBOs offer adult learning that is described as primarily informal and nonformal learning. 

In these organizations, community educators serve as facilitators of these academic 

opportunities available to adults who have diverse learning objectives. These entities 

offer an abundance of adult education programs ranging from Adult ESL, GED 

preparation, financial literacy, adult literacy, computer classes, and leadership 

development programs, among many other resources that provide wrap-around services 

to adults and their families.  



 

 	
	

20 
 

Table 1 

Study Participants  

Name (Pseudonym)  Title Experience  

Lamar Family Advocate 7+ 

Emma  Parent Liaison  11+ 

Tomás Resource Center Director 12 

Ana Public Service Librarian 12+ 

Sofia Parent Involvement Liaison  15 

Pablo  Parent Liaison  25 

 

All six participants were identified utilizing snowball sampling and referral sampling 

(Patton, 2002). Participants from the pilot study recommended possible participants to the 

study based on the criteria established. In addition, participants were also recruited 

through a referral process by recommendations from leaders in the community. 

Participants met the following criteria: 1) have 5+ years of experience performing 

community engagement work, 2) work in Central Texas, 3) conduct adult education 

initiatives, and 4) be willing to participate in the study (see Table 1). Snowball sampling 

provided the opportunity to interview participants identified by key leaders from the 

community (Sedgwick, 2013).  

Data collection 

Scholars such as Merriam and Tisdell (2016) explain that qualitative research can 

be conducted utilizing diverse research instruments to determine the meaning that people 
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have constructed and how they make sense of the world (p.15).  The data collected for 

this dissertation uses a diverse set of tools (see Table 2) to ensure fidelity as a qualitative 

research study. By employing various data sources, this research study documents and 

reports on the trajectories of community educators to examine their contribution to adult 

education and community development (Guba, 1981; Merriam, 2014). 

Table 2 

Data Sources 

Individual Platica Artifacts Archival data Researcher 
Journal 

 90 minute session 

One 90 minute follow-
up session 

Collected during the 
conversation 
sessions 

Policies 
Newspapers 
Call for Grants  

After each 
session 

Flexible guided 
conversation 

Rich visual 
information 

Public information 
existent records 

Reflections 
and field notes 

Elicit narratives and 
journeys 

Spark memories  
Promote 
conversation 

Establish 
background 
information  

Document 
thoughts and 
reflections 

Audio taped Memorabilia/ 
Photographs 

Visiting libraries 
Making 
photocopies  

Notebook 

 

Individual Pláticas 

 Pláticas provide in-depth “opportunity for mutual discovery, understanding, 

reflection, and explanation via a path that is organic, adaptive, and oftentimes energizing” 

(Tracy, 2013, p. 132).  Pláticas are an active process by which two individuals that have 

similar interest enter a dialogic session that organically answers predetermined questions. 

In addition, “interviewing provides a way of generating empirical data about the social 
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world by asking people to talk about their lives” (Plakhotnik & Rocco, 2006, p. 67).  I 

conducted two 90-minute, in-depth conversations with each participant, in which I had a 

list of topics to explore while being flexible enough to have a meaningful conversation 

(see Appendix C). These pláticas were more of dialogic conversation. As noted by Freire 

(1993), dialogues are a key method to creating equality amongst my participants and 

myself. In dialogue, we must question what we each know and realize that, through 

processing, our existing thoughts will change, and new knowledge will be created (p. 

198). The first round of pláticas took place during the fall of 2016, with follow-up 

pláticas in early spring 2017. Moreover, as noted in Espino, Muñoz, and Marquez 

Kiyama (2010), plática “is a collaborative process comprised of sharing stories, building 

community, and acknowledging multiple realities and vulnerabilities to enforce strong 

bonds among the members of that group” (p. 805).  

 These conversations took place where the participants felt comfortable, some of 

them were in their place of employment, while others were in coffee shops. I wanted to 

make sure participants were in a space where they felt safe to share their experiences and 

personal stories. Once this was established, I started the conversations reviewing the 

confidentiality agreement and answering any questions they might have before delving 

into the meat of the conversation. One thing I realized was how appreciative they were to 

be asked to participate in the study and to share their stories. The conversations were very 

thorough, and it was obvious they needed a platform to share the many initiatives and 

community contributions they had made. It was amazing to hear about their journeys and 

to establish the importance of their roles in adult education and community development.  
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Artifacts 

 The use of artifacts is a critical piece to learning about the personal side of the 

participants. Participants were asked to bring an item that represented an emotional 

connection to the work they do. By utilizing artifacts, the conversation establishes trust 

and ensures the authentic experiences of all six participants. As cited in López, 

Ynostroza, Fránquiz, and Curiel, (2015):  

Cultural artifacts are tools of the self, of identities. They consist of ‘tangible 

objects’ (a text, for example) as well as symbols or concepts (i.e., a label such as 

community educator) people use to understand their world, their thinking, feeling, 

behavior, as well as that of others. (p. 191)  

Artifacts provided community educators the opportunity to share something that provides 

meaning to their work. This personal artifact represents the meaning behind their work. It 

is a piece that research participants chose which is meaningful to them. The artifacts 

served as an icebreaker to more in-depth pláticas I had with them individually. Each 

participant provided an artifact that either had personal or professional meaning. I took 

pictures to capture these important items.  

 In the pláticas, participants were asked to bring an artifact that had sentimental 

meaning to their work. Participants brought personal items such as a blanket, a 

photograph, a newspaper article, a piece of art that was a gift, a training manual they 

chose which demonstrated how adult education should look like, as well photographs of 

the classes and groups they worked with at different seasons of their profession.  
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Researcher Journal 

 As previously noted, the researcher’s journal provided a self-check-in period after 

each interaction or during the evaluation process. Researcher journals are described as 

playing a critical piece in the data collection immediately following the pláticas. As noted 

by Patton (1980) “this period after an interview or observation requires great discipline. 

Interviewing can be exhausting and it is easy to forego this time of reflection and 

elaboration” (p. 251). My commitment to collecting the data, but also reflecting on the 

pláticas was important to capturing the sequence of events, follow-up questions, and my 

development of thinking as the research progressed (Finlay & Gough, 2003). This 

process ensured that I was addressing any concerns that occurred throughout the 

collection process. Journal reflecting also allowed me to utilize this method as part of the 

triangulation process to provide an additional form of capturing the data.  

Archival Data 

 In utilizing archival data, this dissertation strives to maximize the available 

resources that make up public knowledge. Patton (1980) notes that, in contemporary 

society, a trail of paperwork can be followed and utilized to increase knowledge and 

understanding about a specific topic (p. 152). For the present study, newspapers articles 

that highlight the contributions of community educators were utilized to demonstrate 

adult education, and public records, such as grant applications and funding information, 

served as rich and accessible data sources. Documents noting the complexities of the job 

titles and job duties were also utilized as archival data. Merriam (2009) states that 

“mining data from documents” (p. 139) is archival data that “can help the researcher 

uncover meaning, develop understanding, and discover insights relevant to the research 
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problem” (p. 163).  In this research study, documents include historical information, 

newspaper clippings, employee job descriptions, and any other documents provided by 

the participants or the organizations. 

Data Analysis 

In this study, narrative analysis and anatomy of story was utilized to examine the 

narratives of community educators. Narrative analysis interrogates what is 

spoken/written, how the story is told, how talk among speakers is interactively produced 

and performed as a narrative, and, finally, how images and visuals are interpreted.  More 

specifically, Riessman (2008) suggests that the researcher be clear on the concept of 

narrative; be attentive to analysis of language and form as the data are being constructed 

into text; be aware of the unit of analysis or focus of the study; and pay attention to 

contexts (e.g., local, societal, micro to macro level, etc.).  

Reissman (2008) also encourages researchers to interrogate intention and 

language, how and why incidents are storied. She also cautions that a researcher should 

look beyond the content; language refers to narrative reconstruction, which is an attempt 

to reconstitute and repair ruptures between body, self, and world (Reissman, 2008, p. 57). 

Labov (1927) further elaborates on Reissman’s process for fidelity to examine the 

everyday discourse by answering the following questions: What is the narrative about? 

Who or what is involved in story? When and where did it take place? What happened? 

What evaluation tool will be used? And, finally, how does it all end? (p. 359-360).  

The data collected for this study uses a diverse set of tools to ensure an effective 

qualitative research study is conducted. By utilizing triangulation of data sources, this 

research study documents and reports on the trajectories of community educators (Guba, 
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1981; Merriam, 2014). Pláticas, artifacts, and archival data served the purpose of 

corroborating that study findings reported were meaningful and strong. The emergent 

themes identified for study findings were present in all the three data collection tools.  

In this dissertation, story serves as the tool and process for data collection and 

analysis to report study findings. Anatomy of story guides the deductive analysis process 

and allows for the data to be reported through metaphors. In this case, the human organs 

(navel, heart, mind, hands and legs) and cubism (Three Musicians painting) figuratively 

represent the stories of the study participants. Anatomy of story gives me the opportunity 

to organically examine the narratives of the community educators and to utilize their 

daily job duties as a method of observable data to capture inquiry and pedagogy 

(Guajardo & Guajardo, 2010).  Pablo Picasso’s “Three musicians” is used to symbolize 

the collective narrative of community educators and their contributions to adult education 

and community development. 

Gardner (2014) defines Cubism as “a 20th century art movement that rejected a 

naturalistic depiction, preferring compositions of shapes and forms abstracted from the 

conventionally perceived world” (p. 867). Cubism helps create a connection between the 

traditional role of adult educators and a more contemporary version. In this research 

study, a collection of paintings by various cubists artists have been chosen to represent 

the work of community educators. Each piece was specifically selected to pictorially 

demonstrate participants’ commitment to adult education.   

Both anatomy of story and cubism suggest deconstructing the story to look at the 

individual pieces and then reconstruct to create a collective narrative. This process allows 

the researcher to look at the story from a different point of view before putting the pieces 
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back together for a collective narrative. In other words, the story gets elevated from being 

an individual story into the construction of a collective narrative that reports the 

implications and benefits for the public good.  

The themes identified during the analysis process were selected from an excel 

spreadsheet used to help compile the data and organize them into a more sequential 

format. During the first phase of analysis many themes emerged and it was necessary to 

reduce data and cluster themes to provide the most meaningful findings while writing the 

dissertation results. Once the emergent themes were identified, I selected the most 

relevant stories from the pláticas with participants to illustrate these themes. The main 

goal during this process was to provide the reader with several examples supporting the 

findings claimed in the study.  

Overview of Dissertation 

This is not a traditional dissertation, as it is divided into four chapters, and there is 

not a separate chapter for a literature review. Utilizing anatomy of story (Guajardo & 

Guajardo, 2010) as a blueprint, this dissertation is divided into four main chapters. The 

first chapter of this dissertation presents the introduction and methods of the study. It 

builds the context to the entire research study. In this chapter, the reader learns about the 

research and purpose of the study, as well as the questions guiding the study. Chapter II, 

introduces the study participants, as well as the core elements of the story (the navel), or 

the core of all the parts of the story. This chapter functions as the springboard to the 

entire study.  It introduces the journeys of the six community educators who participated 

in the study. In addition, this chapter provides a deep insight to how they came to be 

community educators and what drives them to continue in this profession. This chapter 
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also closes with a summary of the entire contents. In chapter III, the main parts of the 

story (the heart, mind, hands, and legs) are presented separately in this chapter. Each 

section describes individual vignettes accompanied by a cubist painting, which was 

chosen to figuratively represent each participant. Also, included in this chapter are 

individual quotes from the participants, as well as a table that identifies the emergent 

themes. The table demonstrates the emergent themes for the anatomical parts and a quote 

from the community educators supporting the theme identified throughout the data 

analysis. The chapter discusses the main parts of the story: the heart, mind, hands, and 

legs. In other words, in this chapter, the dissertation addresses the values, the analytical, 

the creative force, and the legacy of the work of community educators. The fourth chapter 

of this dissertation provides a synopsis highlighting the work of community educators 

and their influence on adult education and community development. Furthermore, it 

discusses the challenges, tensions, and recommendations for future work with and for 

community educators. It also presents the conclusion and potential areas for future 

research.  
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II. THE NAVEL: THE MAIN CHARACTERS 

This chapter introduces the study participants using first-person narratives 

constructed from the stories they shared during our pláticas. The community educators 

constitute the navel, the core or center of the story. This chapter documents their 

trajectories toward becoming community educators. The six participants are presented 

one-by-one, using their own words alongside the artifacts they provided during the 

practices.  

The navel is described as the main plot of the story. This piece is the central 

component of the study and serves as the purpose to the story. In this case, the 

community educators are the main characters creating and developing the story. They are 

what nourishes the work they do within the adult education and community development 

fields. In this qualitative study, the navel is the balance between the story’s message and 

the roles and duties performed by community educators. The navel is the core element to 

the existence of community educators, as well as communicating how instrumental their 

role is to adult education and community development.   

The following narratives introduce the six community educators.  Each 

community educator is represented by paintings which denotes the work they do and their 

connection to adult education and community development.  Without community 

educators, many adults within our schools and communities would not be successful. 

They are crucial to community development and adult education. Community educators 

serve as the core component within this narrative research.   

Each story begins by introducing the community educators individually through a 

description of how they got to where they were at the time of the research. As previously 
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stated, each community educator is represented by a painting. The paintings selected for 

constructing this chapter come from the works of many cubist painters: Pablo Picasso, 

Jenő Gábor, Jesus Acevedo, and Bob Gregory. They attempt to provide a visual 

representation of what was most meaningful. Each participant brought an artifact that 

described the work they do and the impact they have on the people they serve. These 

artifacts serve as representations of the work community educators do within their 

respective organizations. Above all, it serves as a symbolic reminder of the commitment 

these individuals should have to the people with whom they work with and the impact 

they have on them.  

Lastly, this dissertation provides first-person accounts obtained during the 

pláticas. As noted by Labov (1997), “a narrative of personal experience is a report of 

events that have entered into the biography of the speaker by a sequence of clauses that 

correspond to the order of original events” (p. 11). The individual stories of community 

educators, as told in first-person, allow the reader to vicariously experience what they 

feel, see, experience, and think during their daily work as community educators. It has 

been a priority for me, as the researcher, to bring to life the stories of community 

educators and their contribution to adult education and community development. This 

study serves not only to communicate, but also to demonstrate the immense impact that 

community educators have on the field of adult education.  
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Community Educators 

Table 3 

Study Participants and Relevant Details 

Pseudonym Position  Experience Job Responsibilities 

Lamar Family 
Advocate 

7+ Working with fathers providing coaching 
and resources to fathers. Collaborating 
with home visit liaisons to identify 
fathers for the program. 

Emma Parent 
Liaison 

11+ Assisting families for parent engagement, 
teaching ESL and financial literacy 
courses. Identifying opportunities for 
parents to receive additional workshops 
(Healthy Communications, Living a 
Healthy Style, How To Talk to Your Kids 
About Sex, and Mental Health) for 
personal and professional growth. 

Tomás Resource 
Center 
Director 

12 Working with families to provide 
resources such as food, rental assistance 
and clothing.  
Providing leadership development. 
Helping newcomer families understand 
the U.S school system and parent 
engagement in schools. 

Ana Public 
Service 
Librarian 

12+ Assisting immigrant and refugee families 
with resettling in a new community. 
Providing English classes. Assisting 
individuals with resume writing, business 
writing, job applications and green card 
renewal. 

Sofia Parent 
Liaison 

15 Managing cases of emancipated 
homeless teenagers.  Working with 
campuses to foster parent engagement. 
Teaching adult literacy, leadership, and 
financial literacy courses.  

Pablo Parent 
Liaison 

25 Fostering parent engagement. 
Establishing parent communication with 
schools. Providing parents with 
educational opportunities. Providing 
professional development opportunities 
to staff, faculty and parents within the 
school. 
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This section introduces the six research participants as the main characters of the 

story, the navel. Table 3, on the previous page, illustrates relevant details about the study 

participants. They hold a variety of positions under the umbrella of community educators. 

Their work experience ranges from 7 to 25 years. They perform different job 

responsibilities with the common thread of providing adult education to community 

members.   

In the following section, each story is introduced with a meaningful vignette 

extracted from the narratives of each participant to transmit the essence of the work they 

do as community educators. A cubist painting was chosen to illustrate and highlight the 

work of each of the participants. After this, a first-person narrative, describes their 

journey to becoming a community educator, and the work they do in the present time.  

Lamar 

Despite the barriers, the challenges fathers encounter, we work together to break 

down these barriers so they can accomplish their educational dream! 

 

Figure 2. Jaño Gabór (1893-1968): Hungarian Cubist painter 
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This piece symbolizes the work that Lamar does with fathers—helping them 

construct futures with tools to become positive roles models in their families and 

communities (see Figure 2). 

I have been doing this work for 7 years. My vocation is ministry work, but I am 

currently the Family Advocate for a local nonprofit in a small town in Central 

Texas. When I first started this work, I was a Head Start teacher. I have a passion 

for people and for helping them succeed and do better. I knew I didn’t want to be 

a statistic, but a difference maker. This made me realize that I wanted to be a 

family advocate. I wanted to help people obtain the tools they need to be 

successful [see Figure 2].  

In my current position, I help educate fathers in the role that they play in 

the life of their children. I make sure that fathers are involved. Often, I speak up 

for fathers because they are rarely a part of the conversation when it comes to 

student success. I let others know that fathers do make a difference! For example, 

I organized a literacy program that gives fathers a chance to read with their 

children during the span of 30 to 45 days and to share their experiences during 

class. For me, it is important for fathers to know they can change their behavior 

to better reflect their love and commitment to their children. I realize that for 

some fathers, it is not easy. However, I had one father share that it was a dream 

come true to have the opportunity to sit down with their child and read a book. 

We had multiple stories of success.  
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Figure 3. Lamar’s Artifact: The Newspaper Article 
 

I also organize other workshops such as a program that helps prepare 

incarcerated fathers for re-entry into fatherhood. I do weekly workshops at the 

jail and work with fathers and mothers, but mainly mothers. We talk about how to 

be a good parent, how to set expectations, identify what is a good father and what 

is not and we talk a lot about how we they were raised and how maybe that may 

have an influence in the decisions that led them to make bad decisions. We also 

map out what type of environment they want their kids to be raised in and how 

they can help ensure their kids don’t end up in jail. It’s really powerful to see 

grown adults allow themselves to be vulnerable in order to create a better future 

for their children.  

When I became a family advocate, I already knew a lot of the community 

resources because of my previous work. Even more important, was that they knew 

of my work. I had established a good reputation. This made my job easier because 

I could address the needs of parents with specific resources rather than send them 
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on a treasure hunt. Knowing who the resources were and knowing that I had a 

good relationship with them helped me because I could call a resource and say 

this is Lamar, I have a father who needs help with x, y, z, can you help? and 9 out 

of 10 times they could and if they couldn’t, they would refer me to someone else. 

This was helpful as new resources were coming into our community.  

My artifact is a picture of the article written on my first participant [see 

Figure 3]. I feel like this is evidence of the great work our program is doing in the 

community. The father was recognized for his accomplishments of learning the 

tools to be a devoted father. This particular story really represents why we exist 

in the first place. It’s so powerful to see the end result of the labor of many people 

who make a difference in the lives of fathers. I have this on my wall to remind me 

of the impact of my work. But, it reminds people who visit my office of the success 

stories we have despite our work being difficult at times.  

Emma 

I always make sure parents are aware of the resources available to them in case 

they need them at some point. 

 

Figure 4. Pablo Picasso (1934): Two Girls Reading 
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Two Girls Reading demonstrates the caring environment that Emma creates for 

adult learners in her class (see Figure 4). This painting represents the empathetic, safe, 

and welcoming environment that adult practitioners must create to ensure adult learners 

feel like students whose experiences are being acknowledged and embraced.  

I entered my 11th year as a parent specialist at Buffalo Middle School. I kind of 

did it before this, even in the other schools that I worked with in the community. I 

worked in multiple capacities. I was an assistant librarian and in the main office 

at another campus. Having that interaction with the families lead me to this 

position. When it became available, I told myself ‘I’m already doing this, so why 

not go one step further?’ I applied and I got the position.  

In my position, I play an instrumental role in making certain the adult 

learners at BMS are engaged and they are prepared to help their children 

succeed academically. I work with parents to help them accomplish their own 

academic aspirations. As a parent specialist, I lead a program called “A Teacher 

at Home” (pseudonym), which is a 12-week English as a Second Language 

Course offered twice a week to help adult learners on my campus improve and/or 

begin learning English. The program was a success. We had 8 classes running 

simultaneously and they were all full. The parents really enjoyed the class. If they 

couldn’t make it to class, I would get a call the next day from the parent and they 

would ask to meet with me to go over what they missed. It was incredible how 

committed some of the parents were to learning the material.  

Once we completed the program, my students asked to continue the 

course. Unfortunately, the program did not have a level two. I knew they had a 
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desire to organize a class in order to share their skills with other parents. Each 

one of the parents who participated in the English As a Second Language course 

wanted to teach a class themselves. We had a parent from Iraq and is a CPA. She 

offered to teach another parent-who wanted to learn how to use the computer-

accounting skills. This lead to other parents wanting to give a class in an area 

they were passionate about. This resulted in multiple classes, they signed up for 

the class they wanted to teach and I helped recruit the adult students. For 

example, we offer a technology class, accounting and then, we have the makeup 

artist, one of the parents wants to do arts and crafts from recyclable material. 

They also want to do a cooking class, one will do Iraqi food and another parent 

will do Mexican food.  

Everybody’s got one thing that they want to teach, so that’s eight people 

and we’ve got eight lessons already!  

 

Figure 5. Emma’s Artifact: Student’s Art Work  
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We offer our parents opportunities with the hope they take advantage of them. 

When they suggest a workshop on let’s say, technology we find the resources. If 

they want more and we don’t have the resources, we have to accept that it might 

be the end of the class. However, I always tell them let’s see if we can find 

resources outside of the district or see what other trainings we can offer. I never 

give up until I have exhausted all of my options.  

 My artifact is an art piece my student’s children made after a summer 

camp we offered here on campus. We have a larger piece [see Figure 5]. The kids 

each got to write a word that was significant for them. It was then this put 

together to form this piece. One is giving to a community member and one was 

given to me as a gift [see Figure 6]. There are several pieces displayed around the 

city. Each one of these words is very touching because, it reminds me when I have 

days when I’m feeling down, that the kids know they can come here or they can 

call me if they ever need anything. It makes me feel good to know the work I’m 

doing is not only impacting the kid, it’s impacting their entire family! I know there 

are a lot of families that my work has impacted the 11 years I have been at this 

campus! Each one of these little things, each stick, each little star, that’s a family 

to me. This is my artifact.  



 

 	
	

39 
 

 

Figure 6. Emma’s Artifact: Gift from Students 

Tomás 

I found an interest in working with parents. I wanted to make a difference. But, 

honestly it was because I wanted to help parents who reminded me of my own 

because I know how much they struggled. 

 

Figure 7. Bob Gregory (2011): Jazz Horn 

Jazz Horn depicts a musician playing music that delights people. This piece 

represents Tomás because he connects so well with people (see Figure 7). He shares his 
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stories of struggle and success, and people listen to him. They appreciate his honesty, 

integrity, and commitment to helping people overcome barriers. 

I’m currently the director for a center dedicated to helping families. My site is 

located at a local middle school in TX. I have been doing this work for 12 years. 

In 2006, I started in support services working with kids that were in trouble, but 

then six months later, I moved up to do parent engagement. 

I found an interest in this work because I wanted to help parents that were 

similar to my parents. I did parent engagement for eight years and now I’m the 

Director of a family center that helps the entire family.  

I remember when I started doing parent engagement, the first meeting I 

went to, I ran into Jose, who happen to be the same Jose that helped my family 

out when we needed a wheelchair for my sister when we were young. Anyway, so 

I remember seeing him and him getting so emotional because it was almost full 

circle for him.  At that moment, I was like, man, I can’t wait to see one of my 

families, you know, the student of one of my families.  My goal is try to give back 

and try doing the same thing Jose did for me. I want to make a difference.  

I started off with so much energy because I had all these ideas and I don’t 

know, you know, when you first get to a job and you’re just full of energy. I was 

really young when I started doing parent education. When I started this work, I 

would always ask myself ‘how can I get my parents on my campus involved’? I 

literally said, how could I get my own mom and my own dad involved. The first 

thing I did was a series of getting to know you sessions. I shared my story of 

growing up with parents who were not that involved for so many reasons.  
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Figure 8. Tomás’s Artifact: Yellow Car  

Not because they did not want to get involved, but because they couldn’t. One of 

my first meetings, I remember, was a session called “My Story/Contando Nuestra 

Historia”. Through my work, I was finding out that I would ask students what is 

your name? Where is your family from? They would respond ‘Oh, Mexico’ and I 

would ask ‘Where in Mexico?’ They didn’t know the answer. I would be shocked 

because I remember my dad always telling me of their struggle to get to the 

United States and the struggles they faced in their hometown. My father would 

share the reasons they immigrated to the United States. This made me realize I 

needed to create the space for parents to share their stories of struggle, 

immigration, success, etc.  This was a success. I soon realized my goal on the 

campus was not to empower parents to be storytellers, but to prepare them for the 

PTA/PTO, to be part of the Campus Advisory Councils, etc. The school was not 

interested in learning of their stories they wanted them to learn how the system 

works and how to navigate it.  
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My artifact is a picture that hangs on my wall because it’s a picture of an 

old yellow car [see Figure 8]. It looks like a person got it at a flea market for two 

bucks! It’s really a cool picture, but you don’t know who the car belongs to or 

who the house belongs to. You just don’t know if that family needs help or if they 

don’t need help. You just can’t look at them and assume everything is okay just 

because of what you see on the outside. Literally, you don’t know what’s inside 

that house. You don’t even know if that car works.  

I like that picture because I look at it and it looks like a very poor family, 

but for all I know, that could be one of the richest families, not just in jewels, but 

in love. It reminds me not to judge the people that walk into my door or the people 

I run into when I’m out in the community. It’s a reminder that I shouldn’t ever 

judge a book by its cover.     

Ana 

At the beginning of my career in adult education, I taught at various places, but I 

ended up teaching here at the public library, teaching ESL in this little room. I 

loved that and I loved the idea of students being able to use all the resources in 

the library. I love working in a place where the entire family can find things, use 

the internet and the computers. The library is so research rich! 
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Figure 9. Pablo Picasso (1925): Seated Woman   

Seated Women was chosen to represent Ana who has worked as a community 

advocate and a librarian (see Figure 9) for many years. Picasso’s painting depicts what 

looks like two faces sharing one body. It represents the passion Ana has for helping 

adults, but also her devotion to her work. These two roles work interchangeably to 

represent her commitment to building bridges with the community. 

I’m currently a librarian at a public library. However, previous to doing this 

work, I was a refugee coordinator, ESL teacher, and a volunteer with local 

nonprofits. I have been doing this work for 12+years. I think that my connection 

with adult education is a lot stronger because I have worked in multiple 

capacities with adults. I have taught GED, other kinds of financial literacy, the 

bridge classes and other classes that address the needs of adult learners.  

 I worry about the folks that aren’t coming to the library and I wonder if 

maybe some people could get a lot more use out of the library. I wonder what we 

could do differently to make people know that the library is here for them. 
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Most recently, at the library, I worked with the retired faculty from our 

local university to offer courses to our patrons. I’ve also been thinking about, 

we’re going to have a new administration in our country and I’ve been thinking 

about how nonprofits might be effective and how people might be affected who 

are receiving those services. They are clients or customers of these institutions 

that are receiving funds and that maybe things will be shifting.  I want to use my 

power in my job to create programs that are useful, just a tiny bit of impacting. I 

was thinking about health and wellness programs that can help our community 

members feel like they have the tools to overcome difficult situations. For 

example, I organized a class on suicide prevention because January is the number 

one time of the year that people commit suicide and there has been interest from  

our patrons to learn more about this topic. There have been several recent 

suicides and I feel like people want to know how to respond and most importantly, 

prevent this from happening. 

I often have to do outreach to find people who are certified to teach 

subjects that are very specialized. Sometimes, if the request is very specific I find 

someone in the community who can teach that specific course or meet that 

request. However, most of the time people are approaching the library to offer 

their expertise or services to the community.  

In our world, it’s very easy to offer a diverse course list. As a department 

of the city, our money is not stipulated by how many people come to our classes. 

We offer classes and hope people show up. In the case of the suicide program, it 
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may not get a lot of people, but I feel like the people that do come, it’s going to be 

very valuable to them. 

 

Figure 10. Ana’s Artifact: Training Manuel 
 

My artifact is a copy of the booklet from a training I just participated in [see 

Figure 10]. I applied for a grant from a state commission and the training was 

part of the requirement. We have the State Library Archives Commission, which is 

the state accrediting agency for the libraries. In the booklet, you can see the 

symbol of literacy or I guess…it’s libraries. Even that, I’m like, okay, that picture 

is a teacher with students. That’s what adult education looks like! That’s not what 

we have here in libraries! I get very worked up about this mixing of funding and 

resources.  

As an organization, we have the incentive of attending because we 

received a grant.  People are there because of that incentive, but in reality, they 
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aren’t looking critically to see if this is a good idea for adult learners in your 

community. Is giving the funding to libraries a good idea or is it better used with 

local agencies that specialize in adult learners?! I just don’t know what the 

correct answer it, but I do know that this shift will have an effect in our 

community. 

Sofia 

I’ve worked with parents for 15 years and I love working with parents because I 

remember what it was like for me to be a parent and that’s why I became so 

passionate. 

 

Figure 11. Pablo Picasso (1908): Repose 

Pablo Picasso’s Repose (1908) was chosen to represent Sofia because of her 

continued work and dedication to making a difference with her students (see Figure 11). 

During her interview, Sofia continuously shared how she is always thinking about how to 

help the families she serves.  
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I’ve been doing this type of work already, going on 15 years. Currently, right 

now, I am the parent involvement liaison, as well as the homeless liaison. I have 

to case manage all of the homeless students that are registered in our school 

district. And then the other part that I do is parent involvement, so I work with all 

the eight campuses and insure that they’re following the Title 1 parent 

involvement component and offering parenting classes. I have a strong feeling 

about my position and how it is laid out. I worked with two very distinct 

communities. I’m one person who is in charge of addressing homelessness and 

empowering. It was important for them to see me involved. I learned how to work 

through the school system. I know from a parent’s perspective, how frustrating it 

feels when you don’t understand the systems that are there to help you and your 

families. That’s why I like empowering parents with that information, letting them 

know they’re right sometimes it is frustrating because there are so many things 

you need to know, so many hoops you need jump through to get assistance. I 

always try to see things through the parents’ perspective. That is one thing that 

administrators have a hard time doing with adults in the campus, they don’t know 

how to communicate with parents and they find that so challenging. I’m the 

opposite! I find communicating with parents the easiest thing. My philosophy is if 

you don’t know what parents want, just ask them. I think of myself, when I’m 

working with them and there is a challenging situation I always ask myself ‘what 

would I do?’ And I’m a parent, so I can easily relate to what they go through. 

The reason I brought this artifact [see Figure 12 and Figure 13], is because it 

reminds me of how hard it is to be a parent. I had my first child when I was a 
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teenager, she was a stillborn. This is the blanket they brought her in. I lost her 

because I was 10 months pregnant, I never had contractions, so the doctor was 

supposed to do induced my labor because I had gone over and he didn’t, so the 

baby died inside of me. I’ve kept this blanket and have used it with all of my kids. I 

had five more children and they’ve all been wrapped up in this blanket.  

 

Figure 12. Sofia’s Artifact: Daughter’s Blanket 

 

Figure 13. Sofia’s Artifact: Daughter’s Blanket #2 

The reason I brought this as my artifact is because it reminds me of where I come 

from and what I was going through when I had my daughter and that’s how I 

became the person I am today. It was the experience of that pregnancy that really 
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led me to where I’m at now. Everybody kept lecturing me and I was just so scared 

of being a mom. Then my mom kicked me out because she said, if you want to 

have a baby, then you go and be an adult! She kicked me out of the house, I had to 

move in with my in-laws.  

This artifact reminds me of feeling alone and of the way people treated me 

because I was a young mother. I remember telling myself I’m not going to treat 

people this way. One day, I’m going to make a difference! I don’t want others to 

experience what I experienced as a young parent. This blanket reminds me of 

feeling vulnerable, especially if you’re new to this country. You feel all alone in a 

country that you don’t know, sometimes you feel lost. The positive is that it 

reminds me to never forget where I came from and where I’m going. I feel like I 

try to help my adult learners embrace that perspective.  

Pablo 

When I was teaching ESL, I learned just as much as they did. I would tell my 

students ‘learning is about how much effort you put into it. If you don’t try, you’re 

not going to do it.’ 

 

Figure 14. Jesús T. Acevedo (1915): Diego Rivera The Architect  
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The painting of Diego Rivera, The Architect (1915) (see Figure 14) was chosen to 

represent Pablo because of his long-standing work as a parent liaison. He established 

programs that withstood the test of time. Pablo created leaders among his parent group 

who remained involved well into their children’s elementary, middle and high school 

days. This exemplifies what many architects envision when they create buildings, that 

their legacy will live on.  

I started working with families 25 years ago. I was about ready to retire from the 

military and I was looking for another career. And I had actually gone to work in 

a law firm for a while and that wasn’t for me. I was looking for something else. I 

said, you know, I’d work with families. I remember I had called several places 

trying to find an opportunity to get in.  I was turned down many times until this 

one person from youth advocacy responded to my call. It was probably after the 

100th phone call, a lot of phone calls. She called me and she interviewed me and 

she said, well you know, you don’t really have experience, but I’ll tell you what, 

I’m willing to give you an opportunity, but let’s start you off in the administrative 

area. There you will learn more about what the job entails.  

Through my work in that organization, I realized that many of the 

caseworkers were doing very distinct jobs, but had the same title. I approached 

my boss to let her know that she had an issue. When I met with her, she seemed a 

little shocked, but after I explained it to her she understood and agreed with me. 

This situation helped her realize that I really had a lot of experience not only in 

administration, but as a case worker. I was lucky that she gave me the opportunity 

to become a case worker. I really felt the impact of my work. I was later provided 
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another position as a chemical dependency counselor before I was recruited to 

become a school counselor. Getting the chance to work in a school made me 

realize how much I wanted to work with parents and students. In that position as 

a school counselor, I realized how much I enjoyed the parent component of my 

job. Later, my boss was about to retire when she realized that I might be moved to 

another position given the new requirements for school counselors. At that 

moment, she moved me to another campus that had a parent support liaison 

position open. I accepted the position and that was probably the best thing that 

could have happened to me. I loved that job so much that I did it for 25 years!   

 

Figure 15. Pablo Artifact: Computer Class 
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Figure 16. Pablo’s Artifact: Picture of Parent Group 

Today, I brought a few inserts from our annual report [see Figure 15 and Figure 

16]. The annual report had to have evidence of what we were doing with parents. 

It had to identify what workshops we provided, how many people attended, as 

well as surveys we did with parents to determine what was working or what 

wasn’t working. I wanted to share it with you because it is evidence of all the 

families I worked with throughout my career and some of the classes we offered. 

This is a picture of a computer class when offered our parents. The other picture 

is of the literacy group we had offered at a local community center. It is 

something I am very proud of because the school, the parents, and the community 

worked so hard to accomplish so much together. It’s proof that our work does 

make a difference.  

Summary 

Community educators are essential to the success their adult learners experience 

within their organizations. Community educators are what Guajardo and Guajardo (2010) 

describe as the main characters creating and developing the story. In this case, research 
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participants illustrated how their work is creating an authentic connection and influence 

on adult education and community development. The six community educators shared 

their stories and journeys of becoming community educators. They also provided 

examples of their work related to adult education and community development.  

Throughout the various pláticas, community educators shared how important their 

work was to their adult learners. They agreed that often, they are not seen as adult 

educators, but as parent engagement people who provide parents with opportunities to get 

more involved in their children’s education. However, despite the various titles, 

community educators reflected on how their work with the parents or adult learners is 

substantial and influences the level of engagement that the adult learners have with their 

children through diverse opportunities. Participants shared how “engagement” was too 

loose of a term, since they offered literacy, numeracy, GED, and ESL to adults. They 

emphasized how parents who took these courses tended to get more involved in their 

children’s education. They discussed the importance of empowering the adult within their 

community to establish goals that would positively impact their family’s future.  

Additionally, community educators designed their courses around the specific 

needs of their communities. Some of the community educators addressed barriers, such as 

transportation and childcare, that were obvious. Others had to be creative with programs 

to get their adult learners into their organizations. Once this was accomplished, 

participants shared that it was through the relationships they built with their adult learners 

that they often returned and enrolled in new programs or classes. Community educators 

developed strong and lasting relationships with their adult learners and, because of these 
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relationships, there was evidence that their commitment to see the parent accomplish 

their goal paid off.  

Community educators shared that, to do their work well, a community educator 

must have a commitment to caring about the people they work with, while also ensuring 

that they have established a relationship with their adult learners that is built on trust and 

respect. Working with adult learners is not an easy job. As explained by Coming (1999), 

adult learners often come with positive goals in mind, for example, the desire for a higher 

income. These goals often help support the adult’s persistence in remaining in the 

program. However, negative forces, such as lack of free time to study, are often a reason 

why adults do not complete the program.  

As noted in the pláticas, community educators identify participation barriers and 

develop resources or creative solutions, so that these barriers or negative forces are 

minimized. By minimizing or eliminating these barriers, adult learners can better 

accomplish their academic goals. While this is no easy task, community educators 

successfully establish partnerships with key organizations to help eliminate these 

participation barriers. Additionally, community educators utilize these partnerships to 

ensure their adult learners progress to the next level of the course. The analysis also 

suggests that community educators informally and formally assess the needs of the 

community, and thus, develop programs and courses based on the specific needs of their 

learners. By tailoring the program to the specific needs of their learners, community 

educators can better ensure buy-in. Community educators discussed the importance of 

getting buy-in from their learners to ensure attendance and completion.  
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Another important factor from the analysis is the value that community educators 

place on authentically understanding the populations they work within their 

organizations. For example, the significance of understanding the demographics and 

cultural differences of their adult learners was mentioned numerous times. As Bordas 

(2007) explains, “in collective cultures, communication is the heartbeat that nourishes 

relationships and sustains community” (p. 126).  The data uncovered the need to 

communicate using culturally appropriate methods such as providing translation and 

interpretation services for adults and their families and gender roles.  

The following chapter presents the collective story of the study participants as 

they explain about the values (heart), the need for change (mind), the need to create 

(hands), and the legacy (legs) implied in the work they do. These different parts of the 

story will help me, as the researcher, to establish the connection between adult education 

and community development, as it was originally intended with the research. 
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 III. COMMUNITY EDUCATORS’ COLLECTIVE NARRATIVES 

 The purpose of the dissertation aimed to document the journeys and trajectories of 

community educators and the work they do fostering adult education and promoting 

community development.  The previous chapter provided a glimpse of their stories 

becoming community educators and highlighted job responsibilities and sentiments about 

the work they do. The present chapter describes the main parts of their collective stories 

(e.g., heart, mind, hands, and legs). In the following pages, I discuss the values and 

passion (heart), the analytical and need for changes (mind), the actions and work 

promoting change (hands), and the legacy study participants pass down to communities 

and other educators (legs).   

 The structure of the chapter includes: stories and excerpts from the pláticas with 

study participants, an explanation of emergent themes for each part of the story (heart, 

minds, hands, legs). Each emergent theme is accompanied by participants’ narratives. At 

the end of each section, there is a brief discussion of emergent themes making 

connections to relevant literature.  The chapter ends with a discussion addressing the two 

research questions formulated for the study: what are community educators’ efforts 

fostering adult education and how do community educators promote community 

development.   
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The Heart of the Study  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

    

 

     

             

The heart, which is described as the meaning, the purpose, and the passion behind 

the work of those telling and living the story (Guajardo & Guajardo, 2010; Moreno, 

2014). The heart, or values, of the story bring together critical pieces that drive the 

Lamar 

You have to have an open-
mind and be able to 
understand that you might 
be doing “all other duties 
that’s assigned” many 
times.  

I really care about the adult learners I work with. I feel like I understand where 
they’re coming from. Honestly, I don’t think we do that enough. People are quick to 
judge. We need to take time to hear about their journeys.  I wish more people would 
put themselves in their shoes and care, care more about the people they work with 

(Ana). 

Tomás 

I think you must care. I 
mean, most of all, you 
have to express some 
interest in helping. 

Emma 

It is important to have good 
people skills, being empathetic, 
having effective communication, 
easy to reach out to and just to 
have the heart to help people. If 
you don’t have that passion, you 
can’t get your job done! 

Pablo 

You have to be creative 
and be willing to work 
with other people. 

 

Figure 17. Participants’ Comments: The Heart 

Pablo Picasso (1932). Girl Before the Mirror 



 

 	
	

58 
 

storyteller. These pieces encompass elements that motivate the passion and purpose 

within my participants to do this work daily. Furthermore, the meaning behind the work 

of community educators nourishes the passion and reason for their existence (see Figure 

17). The purpose of their work is the reason why they do what they do. The purpose is 

defined by intention, the plan of action, and the passion that helps them continue their 

daily task of helping adult learners.  

The heart of this study is a true depiction of the ultimate passion that research 

participants have for the work they do, and thus, emergent themes were identified as 

values that guide and fuel the passion. They encompass key values that community 

educators identify as principle factors to success. Research participants identified the 

themes as foundational pillars which newly-employed community educators must have to 

do this type of work in the community.  

After analysis of the data collected, five themes emerged as the values that study 

participants identified as important. They believe that community educators should: 1) be 

people oriented, 2) have commitment to care, 3) establish trust, 4) be versatile, and 5) 

promote respect. In the following section, the emergent themes will be described in 

greater detail by statements from each of the participants (see Table 4). Their combined 

stories will demonstrate the heart of the story, their passion and values. Community 

educators will be represented collectively and a statement highlighting what resonated the 

most with each of the participant is also included.  
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Table 4 

Emergent Themes Related to The Heart  

Emergent Themes Examples 
 
Be People Oriented  

I organized a family board game night. I thought of easy 
activities for parents to relate to their students. I wanted to 
tailor the activities to the parents, but I also wanted to 
expose them to something new. (Tomás) 

 
Have a Commitment 
to Care 

I worked with an undocumented mother who was in a 
domestic violence situation. I let her know that I wanted to 
help her. Then we met with an attorney and she was able to 
apply for a visa. (Sofia)  

 
Establish Trust  

I was working with a mother who had shared something 
private about a family member. When I saw the family 
member, I mentioned something about the incident. I 
thought I was being helpful, but it turns out the mother 
found out and was very upset at me. From that day 
forward, I learned the value of confidentiality and 
respecting the stories people share with me. (Sofia)  

 
Be Versatile  

I provide support at the reference desk to patrons. 
Sometimes they come and ask me about an app they deleted 
on their phone and they need help getting it back. Other 
times, they are looking for class. It is a very small 
interaction. I believe that is adult education. It is quick, but 
I’m helping adults with addressing a learning need. (Ana)  

 
Promote Respect  

I was facilitating a group when I realized that one of the 
participants had said something about another person in 
the room. I noticed things got a little uneasy among the 
group. I stepped in and let them know that what was said 
made me feel uncomfortable and I didn’t appreciate it. I 
wanted to make sure the boundaries were clear and that I 
was being honest everyone in the room. (Lamar)  

 

Be People-Oriented 

Having an understanding of the work community educators do is critical to 

recognizing their commitment to the individuals they work with in their programs. This 

commitment to working with and working for people was reflected throughout the 
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individual pláticas.  Each of the community educators expressed their passion and 

devotion to the clients they serve and the importance of having that as a core value. 

Tomás’s statement was chosen because it presented a deeper and valuable depiction of 

how important it is to be people-oriented in the work they do. For Tomás, who was a 

retired Marine, being a community educator represented more than just a job:  

God, you’ve got to be a people person. You have to being willing to approach 

people and talk to them about what is going on. You have to be willing to ask 

them if you can help or if they need a resource. You definitely need to be a people 

person, willing to talk, willing to share, willing to listen, which is difficult for 

anybody.  It’s critical to identify their needs and find a solution for the problem. 

For example, I organized a game board night with my parent group. I hoped it 

would be an opportunity for them to learn something new while finding a common 

ground with their kids.  

I feel like if you are not willing to help them find a solution then you really 

shouldn’t be doing this type of job. This job requires that you listen to their 

stories, understand their journeys, and being willing to share your own 

sometimes. I find that if you are not willing to make the time to listen to them, then 

you are not going to get anywhere with them. As a resource director, I can’t 

imagine not having that commitment—to help people—because then why are am I 

here?    

I feel like this is definitely not a job that is 9 to 5. It’s a whatever-comes-

in-the-door type of job you are going to have to deal with it even if sometimes it 

happens right as you are walking out the door. And some things you don’t like to 
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deal with, but you’re going to have to anyway because it’s not your situation, it’s 

somebody else’s situation. It is someone who needs your help or else they 

wouldn’t be there at the end of the day. This job is not about you, but about the 

people who need your help with food, shelter, electricity and sometimes clothes.  

It was clear after analyzing the data that being people-oriented was a consistent theme 

throughout the pláticas. Participants expressed in some form how being people-oriented 

should be a priority when serving adults in the community. They also expressed concern 

and reservation about community educators who are not people-oriented. Often, 

participants emphasized that if the community educator is not people-oriented, then they 

should not be in this type of employment. For example, in relation to teaching adults, 

research participants expressed concern about community educators who were not 

people-oriented, because missing that value ultimately affected the learning outcomes in 

the classroom. As noted by bell hooks (2013), a “commitment to teaching well is a 

commitment to service. Teachers who do the best work are always willing to serve the 

needs of their students” (p. 83).  Research participant, Tomás stated that “it is a disservice 

to the people you are working with if you are not committed to helping them”, supporting 

the notion that being people-oriented should be a value held high among community 

educators.  

The work of community educators is never an easy task. As noted by Moles 

(1996), they are responsible for the involvement of ‘hard to reach’ communities. They 

create ongoing mechanisms for adults to play various roles at home and at school (p. 21). 

Community educators are faced with diverse situations and are continuously challenged 

with situations that are often out of their control. Thus, being people-oriented helped 
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them ensure that they were meeting the needs of their adult learners the best they could, 

given the circumstances many of them were facing.  

Nyden (2010) notes that positions, such as community educators, are ones in 

which they are managers of community change, facilitating dialogue on issues that must 

be resolved to create a shared vision. They discussed how being people-oriented helped 

convey their passion to establish harmonious relationships within the communities they 

work with. This value was an intense desire to make a difference within their adult 

learner populations, and thus, greatly influenced their day-to-day work.  

Moreover, Velde and Cooper (1997) support the value of being people-oriented, 

as they noted that people in service-oriented positions need to be ready to cater to a 

diverse group of clients who are unable to access mainstream sources of education. 

Therefore, adult and community education is essentially consumer-driven and client-

responsive, rather than producer-driven (Aulich, 1992). Community educators spoke to 

this as they described situations in which their populations were not monolithic, and thus, 

this value of being people-oriented supported the approach of being accommodating to 

the diverse needs of their adult learners.  

Have a Commitment to Care  

Many of the participants expressed a genuine concern for the people who come to 

their offices seeking help. They shared story after story of examples that expressed their 

commitment to serve adults and their families. They demonstrated how this commitment 

to care and listening helped adults overcome difficult situations that were often 

prohibiting factors to their learning and/or advancing academically. Participants revealed 

that their positions were more than just a job; it was a way to impact the communities 
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they serve. The data uncovered how they went above and beyond the call of duty. Often, 

participants shared how listening to the needs of the community helped them better 

understand and identify the challenges. More impacting was how participants were 

always focused on finding a solution. They did not take no for answer and helped break 

down barriers. In one example, Sofia shared:  

 I was working with a mother who was in a domestic violence situation. She had 

shared that she was undocumented and that her husband was always threatening 

her with calling immigration. It was a very sad situation.  

After working with the mother for some time, she decided to leave the 

marriage. I worked with a social worker to develop a plan to help the mother exit 

safely from her home. It was a success, but there was still more to be done. The 

mother met with an attorney to help her obtain a visa to stay in the country 

legally, but she lacked the sponsor for application. She approached me about 

sponsoring her and her family. I was very honest with her about my own situation. 

My husband was also in the process of getting his legal status, and I wasn’t sure I 

could be of any help to her, but that I would try.  

We decided to meet with her attorney to see what could be done. I shared 

that I would be willing to sponsor her as long it didn’t affect my husband’s 

application. As we were talking, the attorney asked the mother to leave the room. 

He proceeded to ask me how much I was charging her to serve as her sponsor, I 

told him ‘No! I’m not charging her anything, I just want to help her because I 

know her situation’. After much discussion, he brought her back into the room 

and asked her how much I was charging her to serve as her sponsor. When she 
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said ‘nothing!’ he decided to help her with her application. She ended up getting 

her documentation! I was so happy for her.  

As previously mentioned, it was incredible to hear the many examples participants shared 

to demonstrate their commitment to caring and listening. Sofia’s commitment to helping 

the mother adjust her immigration status is an anomaly. There are other examples of less 

drastic measures community educators took to help the people they serve, such as 

assisting them with transportation, providing child-care during the classes, or allowing 

access to the organization’s food pantry. They provide a sense of safety and security for 

the communities they work with, and through this commitment of caring and listening to 

their needs, community educators can assess different situations and identify how to best 

help their adult learners.  

Establishing Trust  

Community educators discussed the importance of establishing trust with the 

communities they work with in their organizations. Trust was displayed throughout the 

various scenarios that participants described during the pláticas. Participants emphasized 

that establishing this value opened the door to creating safe spaces. Sofia described the 

following:  

You should establish confidentiality with your adult learners, because that is how 

you establish trust. I also believe that you must respect them and provide them 

equitable treatment no matter their background. I have worked with many 

learners throughout my professional career. I realized very early on the 

importance of creating a relationship that incorporated trust and confidence. I 

believe that when the learners I work with have confidence in me, then I’m able to 
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address their learning needs and family needs much faster. Many times, they 

confide in me about their struggles and challenges. In my line of work, if I don’t 

establish the confidence between the client and me, then I won’t know how to help 

them or what resources they need to overcome the situation they’re in.  

I also caution my colleagues about confidentiality and how establishing that 

comes with great responsibility. I always tell them; never share anything parents 

or adult learners have shared with you with other adult learners in the 

community. For example, I had a mother share something very private about 

another family member. I thought I could approach the family to see if the 

situation had gotten better. To my dismay, the family member became very angry. 

She let me know that it was something very private and I had no business knowing 

about her situation. Unfortunately, the mother came back to address the situation 

with me. She yelled at me and let me know that I had no business sharing things 

she said to me in private with anyone else. She told me I was a bad person and 

that I could never be trusted. I was shocked and so upset with myself. But, I 

learned how important confidentiality is in the job we do.  

During trainings with other community educators, I always let them know how 

important confidentiality is and even though we may think what an adult learner 

has shared is something minor, that might not be the case. We should NEVER 

share anything that has been shared in private unless it’s a situation where we 

feel safety is a concern.  

Confidence is a trait that individuals in the community educator profession must establish 

for their clients to be adequately served. In the case of community educators, if 
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confidence is not established than they cannot sculpt the story and therefore, not impact 

the learner.  

Being Versatile  

Being versatile was a theme that was demonstrated throughout several of the 

pláticas. Participants discussed how sometimes you might think you are going to offer a 

course in a classroom, but realize, right before the class starts, that you have been moved 

to a lobby area that has tables and chairs. Many of the participants shared stories in which 

they perceived things to be one way, but, after digging deeper into the conversation, they 

realized things were different. Versatility was an important value for participants to 

encompass, because the adults they described working with were very diverse. Even 

more critical was the need to acknowledge that resources are limited. In other words, 

participants were aware that, due to limited resources, they might think they have 

materials, classrooms, tables, chairs, only to find out later they were moved, or not 

purchased, or, even worse, used by another colleague by accident. Ana discussed how the 

importance of versatility meant her classroom needed to be mobile:   

I have older adult learners approach the reference desk to ask how they get an 

application from their phone to show up, because they accidently deleted it and 

don’t know how to get it back. I know that there’s some anxiety around 

technology that is constantly changing.  

In my experience with the seniors I work with is that they are afraid of 

blowing up their phone! I feel like young people play around with their phone 

until they learn everything about it. There seems to be a giant learning curve 

when it comes to smart phones based on my observations with older adults. Some 



 

 	
	

67 
 

of my adult learners have flip phones and when their son or daughter purchases 

them a new state of the art smart phone they come into the library and ask me to 

show them how it work at that very second. This is when my classroom is no 

longer a structure place, but a lobby where we will more than likely be 

interrupted. But, my seniors don’t care about that, they’re okay with being 

interrupted just as long as they learn how the phone works. They want help 

minimizing the stress that is caused by purchasing new technology. They want me 

to drop everything at that moment and help them. Most of the times, I am able to 

help them! Sometimes I have younger adults also stepping in to help the senior 

adult with some app or feature on their phone. This is adult education! It’s not an 

ideal learning scenario, but it works and we accomplished what the adult learner 

needed.    

Versatility provided participants the opportunity to authentically engage with their adult 

learners without judgment or prejudice. As noted throughout several of the pláticas, being 

versatile allowed participants to see their adult learners as assets, rather than deficits. 

Versatility also allowed the development of community to take place among the adult 

learners in these diverse settings. By being versatile, community educators could adapt to 

different spaces. This meant that they had to ensure that they were creating spaces free of 

judgment, which resulted in their adult learners having an open mind. This was preferred 

to have them reflect on their past and often negative experiences, which can be 

prohibiting factors to successful adult learning (Taylor and Trumpower, 2014).  

Participants expressed that versatility often lead adult learners to step outside their 

shell and define learning differently. In one instance, Tomás shared how one of his adult 
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learners ended up with a job at a local business after he had taught her to ride the bus. 

While the bus may not be defined as a classroom, it helped Tomás accomplish his goal of 

helping the mother learn a new skill. This form of transformative learning meant that 

Tomás needed to guide his adult learner to redefine what transportation looked like for 

her. This new skill helped her accomplish her goal of financial stability. 

Promote Respect  

Promoting respect is one of the values that community educators felt they needed 

their adult learners to know. Respect was presented several times by the participants in 

various situations. After several pláticas, the research demonstrated that the community 

educator needed to explicitly talk about respect and outline what respect looks in the 

classes they are facilitating. Lamar, family liaison, described the following instance: 

I was facilitating a group of men and women at a jail. It was a good mix of 

experiences and people. A few things were said amongst the group that I 

interpreted as bullying. I noticed one of the guys looked like he was hurt by what 

the other guy was saying. I realized that I needed to address things right away in 

a respectful manner given the circumstances. I wanted to make sure we were 

going to have a good time. I needed to ensure that they knew this space was going 

to be safe and respectful. I knew that if I didn’t establish ground rules things 

might get out of hand. In addition, I knew I would be leaving the jail and they 

would be staying, so if they didn’t respect each other things might get out of 

control once I left.  

As a facilitator working with adults, I wanted to make sure they knew it 

was okay to say “hey, that makes me feel uncomfortable” or “I don’t appreciate 
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what you just said, can you please stop?” I was also clear that sometimes when 

we say “stop” it might not make us feel good because we don’t want to hurt the 

other person or let things escalate out of control, but we need to make sure 

everyone feels safe in this space. We should respect the entire group; we have to 

respect the rules we established. My commitment is to honor them and treat them 

as adults and not kids. 

Building spaces in which respect is verbalized and modeled helps adults with their 

learning. Delano-Oriaran and Parks (2015) communicate that classrooms created with the 

premise that students will feel safe and respected allows for such students to express their 

individuality or perspective without backlash that could cause harm (p. 17). Moreover, 

Kyoko and Mwangi (2009) discuss that modeling expected behavior challenges students 

to come out of their comfort zones and to embrace their vulnerabilities. It also conveys a 

level of trust between the student and teacher, thus “entrusting the teacher with their 

intellectual possibilities and their emotional and ideological uncertainties” (p. 96).  

In addition to modeling behavior, there are several additional forms of successful 

adult learning modalities. The most salient theories within the adult learning realm are 

informal learning and formal learning. Both are models that community educators utilize 

with their adult learners. 

Informal Learning 

As noted by McGivney (1999), defining informal learning is complex, as there is 

not one single definition. It incorporates very diverse kinds of learning, learning styles, 

and arrangements. Informal learning is everything outside of the realm of university or 

school learning. It can be “unpremeditated, self-directed, intentional and planned. It can 
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be initiated by individuals; it can be a collective process or it can be initiated by outside 

agencies that address a need identified by the community” (McGivney, 1999, p.1). 

Informal learning can take place in any place or institution, and often, it represents the 

needs of adults who cannot afford formal education. It is also more than that; informal 

learning provides adults opportunities to engage in learning that is organic. Informal 

learning focuses on individual development and cognitive development, where 

acquisition is more tailored to the needs of the learner (Brown, Foley, & Golding, 2009).  

Formal Learning 

Universities and colleges are often connected to formal learning, since it entails 

learning that encompasses a certain structure. These are often developed based on the 

institution’s reputation within the higher educational sector. Moreover, formal learning is, 

Bernstein (1971) notes, a form of high-status knowledge that is located within the sectors 

of schools or universities. In formal learning, there is a mindset that any type of learning 

outside of the school or university is not acknowledged, and this type of learning is often 

dismissed within the realm of education. Formal education contains a certain structure, 

according to Colley, Hodkinson and Malcolm (2003) it is a place where the teacher is the 

authority; the teacher has the control; the learning is planned and structured; assessment 

is critical to measuring learning; high status; learning is present to preserve the status 

quo; pedagogy of transmission and control; and, learning is the main and explicit purpose 

(p. 38). Often, traditional classroom methods via formal learning includes lecturing and 

teacher centered practices where the teacher deposits knowledge into the student, and the 

student simply accepts this deposit without engaging or stating an opinion.  
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Non formal Learning 

 This type of learning is described as learning that is organized education that 

takes place outside of formal education (Boeren, 2011).  More specifically, non-formal 

education covers any organized, systemic, educational activity implemented outside the 

boundaries of formal education. This type of learning is provided often to certain types of 

specific subgroups. Some examples of non-formal learning might be agricultural 

extension and farmer training programs, adult literacy classes, occupational skill training 

outside of formal learning, adult classes in community organizations that offer health and 

nutrition (Coombs and Ahmed, 1974, p.8). It is further defined as classes in which adults 

are not formally registered or enrolled (Tight, 2002). 

The Heart: Discussion 
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Figure 18. Summary of Themes: The Heart 
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The heart describes the values and passion that move the participants to action. 

Here, I discuss the values that community educators identified as important for doing 

their work. Therefore, the following values were identified: be people-oriented, have a 

commitment to care, establish trust, be versatile, and promote respect (see Figure 18). 

These values conveyed meaning, passion, and life to the work that Pablo, Ana, Emma, 

Sofia, and Tomás do within the community. These values are fundamental to their work; 

however, they also serve as a method used to espouse their commitment to teach and, 

therefore, enhance the academic experiences of adult educators. Above all, they illustrate 

the key components that participants utilize to enhance the experiences of their adult 

learners and their commitment to contributing to the improvement of their communities. 

Noddings (2005) encapsulates the work of community educators, explaining that people 

in these positions listen to their students, gain their trust and, in an ongoing relation of 

care and trust, it is more likely that students will accept what they try to teach (p.4). 

Community educators’ identities revolve around the work they do and the changes they 

instill within their community. Therefore, these values serve as catalysts for success as 

they enter the field of adult learning and community development. 

It was truly powerful to listen to each of the community educators discuss their 

emotions, sharing story after story about the effect their work had on their communities. 

The importance of being people-oriented was a key value, one they held in high esteem. 

They continuously emphasized that not being people-oriented would negatively impact 

the work they do (Barr & Saltmarsh, 2014). Having a focus on the needs of the 

community and their adult learners ensures that their academic needs were being met. 

Participants discussed how being people-oriented helped them create a sense harmony 
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and value within their adult learners. This ensured that predetermined learning outcomes 

or goals were accomplished. This also led to community educators holding deep opinions 

about how critical it was to have a commitment to care to the individuals they serve and 

teach. They defined this as an ongoing dedication to helping adults and their families 

overcome adversities, which can only be done by listening and truly investing in the 

people they serve (Lunenberg et al., 2014; Noddings, 2005). It was evident throughout 

the data that being committed to caring and listening was a value that community 

educators found to be important to their work, and not having this could be potentially 

harmful to the efforts adult make and the academic experiences they have in the 

classroom.  

While being people-oriented and having a commitment to care and listen were 

important values, community educators emphasized an even greater value in establishing 

trust. By establishing trust with the community and with their adult learners, community 

educators could work with them to overcome hindrances they were experiencing (Palloff, 

Pratt, & NetLibrary, 2003). Establishing trust meant that community educators could get 

to know their adult learners beyond the superficial teacher-student relationship. Because 

community educators provided services outside of the realm of adult education (i.e.: 

food, financial assistance, housing, clothing, other basic needs), it was critical to establish 

trust to identify these needs and, therefore, address them. This also meant that community 

educators needed to establish trust with local organizations to identify additional 

resources that they could access. Numerous times, community educators discussed how 

important these partnerships were as adult learners progressed toward accomplishing 

their goals (Baker, Wilkerson, & Brennan, 2012).  
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Additionally, as community educators began to expand their partnerships with 

local organizations, they shared that their programming often drastically changed, given 

the available resources. They shared that they needed to be versatile about new 

possibilities and new programs to expand the services they provided to their community 

(Aidman & Baray, 2016). Versatility was also described as being adaptable to the daily 

challenges. Often, this meant addressing a need before the office closed, moving or 

adding a class because of last minute changes, and/or changing the direction of the 

mission/vision of the organization because of changing demographics. Being versatile 

was also compared to being resourceful and working with limited budgets. This often 

meant that they needed to learn a new skill or recruit volunteers who could assist, because 

additional resources were not available. While being versatile provided additional 

opportunities, promoting respect was an element that helped them address concerns they 

had with their adult learners. Community educators discussed how, in certain situations, 

they could address behavioral or academic issues with their students by being honest and 

establishing ground rules for respect for the class and for each other (Knowles, Holton, & 

Swanson, 2005). These values are elements that are central to the success of the 

programs, because they convey individual worth, social connectedness, and human 

agency (Chapman, Cartwright, McGlip, 2006). 
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The Mind of the Study  

 

 

 

          

       

   

  

 

 

 

 

  

 

Lamar 

The family might only own 
one vehicle, which can be a 
challenge when one parent 
is at work and the other is 
trying to attend our classes. 
If we know this barrier 
exists, we can provide 
transportation to the class.  

	

 I have been thinking about our new administration and how nonprofits and the 
people they serve might be affected. I’m trying to figure out how I can use my 
power, as a librarian, to create programs that are useful for the community and 
address a gap that might exist because of the possible shifts in funding (Ana).   

Sofia 

I organize my classes where the 
English and Spanish speaking 
parents are together. Institutions 
always want to separate them. I 
feel that when we bring them 
together, they are able to see that 
despite the language barrier they 
have a lot more in common than 
they initially think.  

Emma 

I had a group of 12 parents, some were Spanish 
speakers and others were Arabic speakers. I 
decided to pair a Spanish speaker with an Arabic 
speaker so they could get to know each other 
better. This pairing helped them see that they were 
not alone in this learning journey.  

Tomás 

We did a workshop on 
how to talk to your kids 
about risky adolescent 
behaviors because we 
saw a need in the 
community. These 
subjects are a taboo with 
the adult and families we 
work with in our 
organization.   

 

Figure 19. Participants’ Comments Related to The Mind 

Pablo Picasso (1908) Head of a Woman 
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The mind represents what research participants do to “inform, support or disrupt 

stereotypes and myths” (Guajardo & Guajardo, 2010, p. 135). It also fuels the ideas; the 

creative initiatives community educators develop and the instructional action they take to 

ensure their adult learners are gaining the knowledge necessary to be academically 

successful. Guajardo and Guajardo (2010) further expand this definition to include the 

analytical thinking that takes place during the creative process. For this research, the 

mind will be utilized to identify how community educators effect the communities they 

work with and are a part of and, how they disrupt the stereotypes society has of their 

positions. Furthermore, the mind helps to illustrate how community educators are not 

what they have traditionally been known to be and that is assisting families with basic 

needs. It is also the behaviors that challenge the work that community educators are 

indeed doing with adult learners and community development.  

The data also reveals what the participants’ story do to the communities they 

belong to, the organizations they work for and the classrooms they teach in. Moreover, 

the analysis demonstrates the incongruences between the story and the community, as 

well as the initiatives that were created by the research participants to foster adult 

education and community development. In this analysis, the congruencies demonstrate 

why community educators fit within the scholarship of adult education. After thorough 

analysis, the following themes emerged as representation of the ideas that fuel 

community educators, the instructional practices they utilize and the imagination that 

takes place while creating programs for adults and their families: 1) building effective 

communicators, 2) removing barriers to success, 3) ensuring funding, and 4) building 

cultural brokers (see Table 5).  
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Table 5 

Emergent Themes Related to The Mind  

Emergent 
Themes 

Examples 

 
Building 
Effective 

Communicators 

 
Our adult learners requested a workshop that 
focused on giving them communication tools. They 
wanted to ensure they had the right tools to have 
conversations with their children (Tomás)  

 
Removing 
Barriers to 

Success 

 
It’s important for me to know who my target 
audience is in order to identify the challenges. I 
need to know what challenges exists to try to address 
them (Lamar)  

 
Ensuring 
Program 
Funding 

 
I think it is critical for partners to work together in 
order to have a steady funding stream. But, I also 
think its important to provide money into the right 
programs that address specific needs rather than 
trying to put all these requirements on a program 
that has a distinct mission (Ana)   

 
Building 
Cultural 
Brokers 

 
My classes are always filled with multiple 
languages, but they practice speaking in English 
with each other and they connect through that 
commonality. They learn about each other’s cultures 
and teach each other about food and traditions 
(Emma)  

 

Building Effective Communicators  

Effective communication is an interpersonal skill that encompasses elements of 

communication. Communication takes place between a listener and a speaker (Bannister 

& Huntington, 2002; Worth, 1998). Research participants described helping their adult 

learners with strategies to become better communicators with their children. Tomás 
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shared several examples in which he provided parents with tools to discuss difficult 

topics. One was the use of personal examples and personal stories.  

I wanted to improve communication between the adult learners and their 

children. So, the social worker and I offered workshops that addressed difficult 

topics. For example, parents requested a workshop that focused on sex. They 

shared that they were embarrassed to talk about this subject and we realized how 

critical it was to give them the tools to have effective conversations with their 

children…I wanted to let parents know that our workshops were safe spaces in 

which they could have difficult conversations. All our workshops were optional, 

and parents signed up if they wanted to learn more about the topic being 

presented that evening…we wanted them to know that we were going to give them 

the tools to create spaces where they could have difficult and effective 

conversations with their children. We didn’t want to be like, ‘you shouldn’t do 

this, and you shouldn’t do that’. We wanted to be realistic. For example, we 

would share with them that if you they were cooking and watching TV and there’s 

a sex scene that comes up, that’s a good moment for you to ask ‘do you know 

what’s going on? Do you want to talk about this right now? And, we encouraged 

parents that if they were not ready it was okay to turn off the TV and ask your 

children to help you cook. We would tell them that there are moments when, as a 

parent, you get caught off guard, but there are age appropriate icebreakers to 

start a conversation with your children, spouse or loved one.  

Harris (2016) notes that “parent–adolescent sexual communication is one vehicle by 

which parents communicate their values, beliefs, culture, and community norms” (p. 
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211).  Community educators expressed the importance of establishing vehicles of 

communication by which their adult learners felt comfortable broaching a difficult topic 

with their family members and thus, look for tools to help them have these conversations. 

According to Harris (2016) and Dittus, Jaccard, and Gordon (2000) adults reported 

feeling discomfort and embarrassment, as well as a lack of sexual knowledge, and 

communication skills when addressing these subjects.  In the study, Tomás discussed the 

use of humor when discussing these difficult topics. This strategy demonstrated his 

commitment to better understanding the adult learners in his classrooms. By 

understanding they had cultural differences, he utilized diverse strategies to presenting a 

difficult topic.    

Removing Barriers to Success 

Community educators identified that their adult learners often experienced 

barriers such as transportation, food, and time as impediments to attending workshops. 

These barriers relate to a person’s life situation and often, include poverty, violence, 

living situation, and familial support (Brown et al., 2011). Research participants 

identified that many of the adults who return to school or to participate in short-term 

retraining programs are met with a multitude of obstacles (Taylor and Trumptower, 2014, 

p. 3). This revealed that research participants create mechanisms to remove those 

barriers. They provided food during classes, childcare, homework help for older siblings, 

or transportation among many other solutions they created to minimize the amount of 

stress the adult learner was experiencing so that he/she could focus on the learning taking 

place in the classroom (Ross-Gordon, 2003).  
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Lamar mentioned that for him “it’s important to know who my target audience is 

to identify the challenges. I need to know what barriers exists to try to address them.” He 

further explained that once those barriers were identified, he like other community 

educators, identified resources to remove and/or minimize these barriers.   

Many times, a barrier might be the time of the day that we offer a course. For 

example, if we scheduled something at noon that may not be convenient because 

many adults work during the day. But, other times, classes might be held in the 

evening and there might be some parents that can’t attend because that time 

doesn’t work for them. Depending on the population, the needs change.  

If I’m working with migrant or immigrant families, then the evening may 

not be the best time because they may be working long hours and working up until 

it’s night, so then we go to the weekend and maybe a Sunday. Another barrier 

may be childcare. They may want to come to our classes, but they might be asking 

themselves who’s going to watch my child? Another challenge may be 

transportation. As the organizer, I need to ask myself every time do we need to 

find a resource or can we directly provide that for them? Knowing my target 

audience helps me build my workshops around their needs, but it also helps me 

address challenges that might arise.  

Research participants described that many times their adult learner’s motivation also 

assisted in removing obvious barriers. Community educators mentioned that if their adult 

learners were motivated, it made it easier for them to identify and remove a barrier. 

According to Brown et al (2011), adult learners are motivated by three major sources 1) 

personal, 2) job and achievement related, and 3) family (p. 46). This motivation leads to 
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better jobs, improved reading and writing and the ability to solve problems (Sheehan-

Holt & Smith, 2000). Community educators expressed a profound passion to increase 

learner motivation. They shared stories in which community educators paired an adult 

ESL class with their child’s performance to motivate the parents to stay for a literacy or 

ESL course. By organizing these two events back to back, community educators believed 

that they were removing barriers for class enrollment and increased the likelihood that 

adult learners would complete the course.  

Ensuring Program Funding  

Through the various pláticas, community educators shared their frustration and 

often, disappointment in limited program funding. In one instance, a community educator 

provided an example in which they were tasked to solicit funds from community partners 

for an upcoming fundraiser their organization was having the following month. While 

another community educator noted that this was a common practice, others spoke about 

their desire to focus more on providing services than on raising money or in-kind 

donations for the organization. Ana recommended that “it is critical for partners to work 

together to have a steady funding stream for the gaps that exist. It’s important to provide 

money to the right programs that address specific needs rather than trying to put all these 

requirements on a program that has a very distinct program mission.” In particular, Ana 

talked about her desire to find local resources that would sustain current and new 

programming.  

I’ve been thinking about how nonprofits and government organizations might be 

effective under the new funding requirements established by the new 

administration. In the past, we had the flexibility to serve people from our 
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communities regardless of their situation and now, I fear that might change. I 

worry about the people we serve.   

As a librarian, my job is to figure out what people might be affected by all 

these changes and then use my power to create programs that are just a tiny bit 

useful. I feel like that is my duty to my community. I do informal assessments to 

determine what our patrons need and find someone who can offer that program. 

Many times, people from the community approach us about organizing a 

workshop.  We offer ESL classes and GED classes, in collaboration with 

community organizations. We also have health and wellness courses that are 

offered by local health experts who approached us about using space in our 

library to provide these classes. In addition, I organize financial literacy classes 

with local experts. One in particular, is a series of classes offered by one of our 

partners, a local bank. This partnership is very valuable since they have an entire 

education department that has developed a curriculum that is targeted to specific 

age groups. I feel like they are a very community-minded organization and they 

are committed to helping out whenever we need them. These are just a few of the 

classes we offer that do not require additional funding from our part. They are 

open to everyone.  

Program funding through local partnerships and in-kind support from local organizations 

was a common and effective way community educators identified meeting service gaps 

within their communities. Community educators discussed the many issues they face due 

to limited funding, but they expressed gratitude to their community partners who often 

stepped up to the plate during times of need. Moreover, Patrinos, Sosale, and NetLibrary 
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(2007) substantiate this need to create partnerships that fortify programming, noting that 

“it is customary for the United States to turn to the private sector to obtain financial and 

in-kind support to improve adult education” (p. 33). Often, these partnerships lead to 

program or organizational sustainability and result in long-term programming in the 

community.  

Building Cultural Brokers 

Cultural brokering provides adult learners the opportunity to serve as bridges in 

the racial, linguistic and cultural roles they navigate in a new country (Ishimaru et al, 

2016; Moule, 2012). Community educators discussed the diversity in language, ethnicity, 

and income level of their students and how many serve as navigational tools for others 

who are often recent arrivals or who have limited English proficiency. Emma provided an 

insight to the complexity that she faces and the solutions she has created with her classes 

due to this diversity.  

This year, I had the opportunity to have about 12 parents who have come to the 

class and a majority is Spanish speakers, but the others are Arabic speakers. It 

has been a really good way to partner up the parents with someone else that is 

trying to learn the English language. It has been a really interesting group. In 

that particular group, I have an even number of Arabic and Spanish speaking 

parents, so they get paired up. They are forced to communicate with each other 

and ask each other question, they have conversations about different things. I 

have got a group in the morning and one in the evening and in fact, today, we are 

continuing our evening group because they did not want the class to end, they 

wanted to continue building on their new skills.  
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They enjoy getting to know each other. They have started to realize that 

they have more in common than they thought. I think it is positive to see these two 

communities coming together. We do other activities besides just reading and 

learning grammar. There is an English conversation group as well. I always offer 

them opportunities to stay engaged, we are constantly coming up with classes on 

subjects that interest them. They are learning something new, but at the same time 

they are also building community. Many times, these two communities do not 

cross paths, so I feel like it is my responsibility to help them see that they have a 

lot of similar experiences.  

Cultural brokers serve as integration ambassadors for each other as they learn how to 

navigate new educational and political systems together (Lazarevic, Raffaelli, & Wiley, 

2014). For example, Emma shared that “my classes are always filled with multiple 

languages, but they practice speaking in English with each other and they connect 

through that commonality. They learn about each other’s cultures and teach each other 

about food and traditions.” Again, demonstrating that her adult learners served as 

ambassadors for their own community to learn about new languages, experiences, 

traditions and customs.   

Community educators discussed that the classes they offered provided adult 

learners with diverse options to learning about the ethnic and linguistic diversity that 

exist in the community, as well as courses that taught about the educational and political 

systems that may differ from the adult learner’s background. Ross-Gordon and Brown-

Haywood (2000) emphasize the importance of acknowledging that “adult learners are not 

a monolithic entity”. They further explain that “racial and ethnic minority adults point to 
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the importance of curriculum that is relevant to their cultural backgrounds” (p. 49).  

Community educators expressed the importance of understanding the adult learners in 

their communities and acknowledging the cultural differences that exists to ensure that 

the curriculum being used is culturally appropriate. In one example, a community 

educator shared how important it was for her to know that within one of her cultural 

groups gender roles were very traditional and that her job was to address the male first 

before communicating with the female. This made her adult learners see that she was 

committed to learning about their culture and that it was valued, respected and 

acknowledged in her classroom. Tomás shared how in one of his classes, he used music 

from the learner’s communities to introduce a new theme. Tomás reported that 

participants were “so happy to hear music in their language…they seemed so more relax 

and willing to share.”  

Creating cultural brokers to create more inclusive environments for adult learners 

is critical to developing curriculum that represents that diversity that exists ethnically and 

linguistically (Newcomer & Puzio, 2016). They also build community development 

opportunities among their learners. Galbraith (1992) discusses how adult educators serve 

to bring about change and growth for adult learners, groups and communities (p. 21).  

Furthermore, community educators described situations in which cultural brokering 

among their adult learners went beyond a cultural exchange and language exchange and 

into an intellectual exchange. For example, Emma shared that one parent who was an 

accountant in Iraq offered to help another parent learn basic accounting so that he could 

pass his General Equivalency Development (GED) exam. Another parent offered to do 
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one-on-one computer classes with a father who wanted to learn how to send and receive 

email.  

The data informs on the initiatives and challenges that community educators face 

as they perform their daily job duties. These initiatives often improved the lives of their 

adult learners by enhancing their skills on areas such as effective communication. 

Community educators remove barriers for educational success such as providing 

transportation when there is none, or assisting with childcare. Additionally, they provide 

opportunities to build community among members who normally would not come 

together. Such as communities who speak different languages are brought together to learn 

English. In these situations, community educators establish opportunities to identify a 

common goal and work toward accomplishing it together.  

While the community educators experienced a lot of success with their adult 

learners, they are still faced with the funding challenges. Community educators expressed 

frustration as government entities funneled money into organizations that did not normally 

offer adult education. This caused stress and disappointment because they were competing 

with organizations to offer services with already limited budgets.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 	
	

87 
 

The Mind: Discussion 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The mind is defined as the “center of all analytical thinking, and at this stage story 

development of critical analysis is born” (Guajardo & Guajardo, 2010, p. 95). As a result 

of the individual pláticas, the study participants identified the challenges they face doing 

their job and discussed areas for improvement. The individual pláticas established a 

connection between the impact of the community educator’s story and the people and 

places they work with. They provided deep insight to the ideas research participants 

created to increase adult learning and community development. The analysis presented 

the congruencies that exist between the story and the community.  

It supports the opinion that community educators are adult educators and thus, 

should be included in the field of adult education. Moreover, this research also 

demonstrated the value of incorporating community educators’ role into the community 

	

Building Effective 
Communicators 

Removing Barriers 
to Success 

Ensuring Program 
 Funding 

 

Building Cultural 
Brokers 

Figure 20. Summary of Themes: The Mind 

Pablo Picasso (1907). African Art Appropriation Mark Penner Howell 
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development scholarship. The data further reported on the initiatives that community 

educators created to develop the skills of the adults in their communities. It revealed how 

they fostered adult education and community development to continue building on the 

long-term success of the community.  

Community educators enhanced the skills of their adult learners by building 

effective communicators, they provided the learners the skills to have conversations 

about difficult topics with their children and in their community. These strategies helped 

adult learners become more comfortable with addressing concerns about risky behaviors 

and community concerns. Community educators spoke about the need to remove 

barriers to success; whether it be economic, linguistic, or academic by developing 

spaces and opportunities in which adult learners can obtain the skills to break down 

barriers. Kong (2010) reiterates that developing a positive learning environment where 

community participants can contribute their stories of struggles and success allows for 

learners to identify tools to break down these barriers (p. 65). Another key aspect 

addressed by study participants was the importance of ensuring program funding; 

without funding, adult learners could not access learning opportunities. Community 

educators divulged that without a sense of organizational financial stability, this meant 

instability for their programs often meant that fewer programs could be offered or fewer 

adults could be enrolled. In the long run, it would have long-term effects on community 

sustainability. 

Community educators provided an insight to the importance of building cultural 

brokers within their organizations. They discussed how critical it was to bring diverse 

communities together and how vital it was to ensure they were building bridges which 
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resulted in stronger community development. Moreover, Wlodkowski (2008) speaks to 

the importance of having systems that encompass culturally responsive practices that 

model effective teaching and where learning is intended to foster all adults' motivation to 

learn. Community educators underscored the importance of creating culturally responsive 

practices that incorporated the adult’s cultural and professional experiences, as well as 

their funds of knowledge to ease the adult learners’ learning anxiety. This also resulted in 

classrooms where adults felt safe and more comfortable to learning new topics (Moll et 

al., 1992).  
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The Hands of the Story 

 

	

	

	

	

	 	
	 	
	 	
	 	
	 	

	 	 	
	 	

 
Figure 21. Participants’ Comments Related to The Hands 

Pablo Picasso (1938) l'artiste devant sa toil 

At the beginning, it may take a lot of work as we lay the groundwork. We need to get 
things rolling to ensure the work does not stop. As a family advocate, I want to make sure 
that fathers know they make a difference (Lamar).  

 

Pablo 

For several years, I 
worked with a colleague 
to train adult so they 
could become teachers of 
others on the topics of 
health and nutrition.  

 

	

Ana 

I work with senior 
citizens who are trying to 
learn a new subject. 
Sometimes it is easy for 
them, other times it is 
not. Overall, they are 
excited because they 
know that I will help 
them learn at their pace. 
If they’re ready or if they 
need more time I’m okay 
with that.  

Tomás 

I think it’s important when 
you are doing good work 
that is replicated in the 
community. I call it the 
Echo Effect! If it’s good 
then let’s keep doing it and 
spreading it to other 
communities.                               Emma 

I think we need more training. We need 
training that will help our refugee families. 
We need better training that will help us 
better understand their needs and how to 
help them. I feel like the last thing they 
need to is to be shuffled to another 
resource, they get enough of that. I think 
we need to have the tools to work these 
individuals because they are so diverse.   

Sofia 

We need more staff to help 
support the work we do 
with adult learners. I wear 
many hats and often, don’t 
have time to do adult 
development.  
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The hands are what sculpt the story of the participants of this study. They help 

mold the everything today to create their story (Guajardo & Guajardo, 2010), as it is told 

and retold multiple times until there is a coordinated and consistent message. Community 

educators write their own narratives about the work they do and hence in utilizing hands 

as a metaphor, this research study identifies the creative force, ideas and messages 

community educators develop to help their adult learners succeed. These initiatives 

represent the contributions that community educators make to adult education and their 

communities. In this study, the hands serve to represent the individual initiatives created 

or built by the study participants to serve community (see Figure 21). The hands also 

determine how the stories of community educators celebrate the successes they 

experience within the communities they serve. The data collection and coding determined 

the following themes: 1) creating collaborations, 2) building skills, 3) training learners to 

be teachers, 4) creating learning spaces (see Table 6).  

In the following section, each theme will be discussed in further detail and will be 

supported with a personal statement from each of the participants. The following section 

provides the collective narratives which described how the hands mold the story of 

community educators and their contribution to adult education and community 

development.  
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Table 6 

Emergent Themes Related to The Hands  

Theme Examples 

 

Creating 
Collaborations 

Through collaborations with other organizations, 
students receive support. Our partners provide 
them services that we can’t offer them ourselves. 
It’s important for us to create these partnerships 
to help the families (Emma) 

 

Building Skills 

I worked with a mother who had never used the 
bus system here in the United States. We mapped 
out a plan to help her learn how to use it, how 
much it cost and what the bus routes were so that 
she could find a job to support her family here 
and in her home country (Tomás)  

 

Training Learners 
to Become Teachers 

We taught parents how to facilitate a 
conversation, use flip charts, how to engage the 
audience and how to effectively teach the 
curriculum. We taught a group of parents who 
went out into the community to offer the course 
to others.  It was exciting to see them facilitate a 
group (Pablo)  

 

Creating Learning 
Spaces 

We like to experiment with the classes we offer 
because we are not funded based on attendance 
which I think is a positive.  For example, we offer 
GED, Ukulele, tax preparation, and financial 
literacy to name a few programs (Ana)  

 

Creating Collaborations  

 Having a good concept of what resources are available to you and to the adults 

you work with was a consistent theme throughout the pláticas. Participants shared how 

the partnerships they developed filled gaps that their perspective organizations could not 

address. Collaborative partnerships internally and externally ensured that barriers were 
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removed so adults could be successful. As indicated by Emma, “through collaborations 

with other organizations, students receive support for success. We could provide them 

services that we can’t offer them ourselves. It’s important for us to create these 

partnerships to help the families.” When organizations came together their reach is much 

broader. Pablo spoke extensively of how connecting with community organizations who 

he had already built strong relationships with helped him provide more support to the 

adults in his community:  

I had my contacts from working with these other agencies through my previous 

jobs. Most of the times I would call them up and ask for help with a specific issue. 

Often, I would say ‘hey, I need some help. I have these families that need to come 

in and take classes and they aren’t showing up. Can you require it as part of your 

services?’ And, they would! They would add my classes as a requirement so the 

parent could receive additional services. This was a collaboration that benefited 

both organizations and, I think the parent was also benefiting from this 

partnership.    

I worked with a local promotora, a community health worker, who 

provided basic health information through various workshops in the community. I 

met her back in 1999. When I learned more about what she did I realized this 

would be a great opportunity to partner up with her to offer her courses to our 

community. My community needed these types of classes and I knew that 

partnering up with her would really help get them what they needed.  

The parents learned tips and tools to staying healthy. They received 

information about what immunizations they and their children should have and 
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when. They learned how to do self-checks and what do eat and what not to eat to 

stay healthy. It was a good partnership that our learners really enjoyed and 

benefitted from.  

Additionally, I worked with another nonprofit that offered adult literacy 

classes. They did the classes bilingually, so that parents could understand the 

material. They taught parents how to read and write in English. They also learned 

how to help their own children with homework.  

The learners really blossomed. I could see the growth. Some learners 

grasp the concepts really quickly. Several of them ended up with jobs after the 

class. It was just amazing to see them grow academically.  

The partnerships that were created, increased opportunities for participants that otherwise 

would not be accessible to their adult learners and their families. They expanded services 

to build sustainable paths for their organizations. These intentional partnerships served as 

a platform for future collaborate work. They also promoted a collective approach to 

addressing the needs of the community’s most vulnerable members. Collaborations 

amongst local nonprofits and government agencies conveyed a coordinated effort to 

achieve the intended mission and foster community.  

Participants revealed how important and valuable it was for their adult learners to 

know of these local organizations to allow for continuity of services. Pablo noted that 

several of his adult learners furthered their learning capacity way beyond the classes that 

he could offer because they tapped into partner organizations to further their learning.  

For example, learners who started classes in math, literacy, or English might take their 

GED courses and/or the exam at other nonprofits.  
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Community educators discussed in detail and with a lot of passion, the need to 

collaborate with other organizations in the community. Bourdieu (1986) defines this as 

social capital, which is made up of individuals who belong to many networks that have 

institutional power and combined have substantial power in the form of credit, value in 

name. The larger the network for an individual, the larger the capital he or she has. In the 

case of community educators, the networks they established from working with the other 

colleagues helped them increase their social capital. Through social capital, community 

development is created, adult learners begin to redefine what community is to them. They 

begin to expand their networks to expand not only their knowledge of community 

resources, but they also increase their involvement on social and community issues 

(Galbraith, 1992; Sloan, 2013).  

Community educators emphasized the importance of having partnerships that 

filled the need their own organizations could not cater due to limited funding or 

resources. The pláticas demonstrated how valuable the collaborations with parents, 

churches, and other organizations were for the community educator. In one example, 

Emma shared how connecting to organizations helped her advance her skills to work with 

adult learners:  

We wanted to offer an adult literacy program for our parents. It turned out that 

the district was in the process of choosing campuses that could offer an adult 

literacy program called Teachers at Home (pseudonym). Teachers at Home was 

developed by a nonprofit whose focus is adult education. I ended up participating 

in the training which was facilitated by the creator of the program. This 

collaboration was valuable because it helped bring a great course to our campus. 
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People don’t understand that the district doesn’t have the resources to do 

something like this, so we should look for it elsewhere. The classes that the 

district does offer, have long waiting lists because they don’t offer enough 

courses. At the campus level, we must figure out how to meet that need. We send 

them [the district] people and they send them back to us.  

Emma’s story of the benefit of collaboration was not an exception. The participants 

shared stories of other collaborations that were positive and that spanned years of 

initiatives. As explained by Fawcett et al. (2009) collaborations help achieve a successful 

outcome by building relationships with personnel, fostering champions within the 

organization, creating win/win situations in which the student and the organization’s 

needs are addressed. Moreover, by partnering with local organizations, community 

educators can grow the programing they offer their adult learners, thus expanding the 

services.  

Building Skills 

 Several examples were presented in which the community educators established 

classes or provided one-on-one support to help their learners build new skills. Research 

participants provided skills that had potential life changing results for their adult learners.  

In one instance, Tomás shared how his role with one adult learner was to teach her how 

to use public transportation. The results of this effort were obtaining a job, gaining 

financial capital, and stability.   

I recall one situation where a mother who was a recent arrival to the country 

confided in me that she was hoping to find a job to provide for her family here 

and back in her home country.  At first, I thought to myself ‘wow…how is she 
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going to get to and from her place of employment. What resources are out there 

that can help her learn’ because honestly, I didn’t think I could help her because 

it was the time of year where we were super busy. But, I started to think about my 

own parents and how they struggled when they first arrived in this country. I saw 

my parents in her and I decided we would work together, so that she could learn 

how to utilize public transportation to help her get to and from work. My first task 

was to find job postings. I sat her down and took out a newspaper and told her to 

identify who was hiring and of those jobs, which one would she want to explore 

further.  

Once we had a list of jobs she was interested in, we started to map out the 

different routes. I showed her the bus routes and let her know that she could ride 

the bus to these places. During our first bus trip, she seemed hesitant. We rode the 

bus from our organization to her house, from her house to the places we had 

listed that were hiring. I wanted her to become familiar with the geography, so 

she could identify a building or landmarks in case she got lost. I think at the end 

she was really grateful for what our organization did for her. She learned 

something that she could use forever or at least, as long as she was in the city! 

She ended up finding a job. She would stop by now and then to let me know how 

she was doing. She found a job and became a pro at bus-riding!  

Yosso (2005) describes Tomás’ assistance to his student as helping her with expanding 

her navigational capital. Navigational capital refers to the skills that assist in steering the 

complexities of social institutions, the case of Tomás and his client, the transportation 
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system. A form of individual agency is created to connect with social networks, which 

facilitate community navigation and ultimately lead to success (Yosso, 2005, p. 78).  

 Tomás’ commitment to helping his adult learner obtain a new skill builds upon 

the notion that he assists his adult learners with molding their story into one of success 

and triumph. While Tomás’ story is an anomaly, it demonstrates how he helped a student 

develop new skills outside of traditional classroom settings. Community educators 

continuously helped adult learners reimagine what their future can look like if they 

increase their skills to break down barriers to success.  

Training Learners to Become Teachers 

 As community educators started sharing anecdotes about the adult learners they 

helped, an ongoing theme was training learners to become teachers. They described this 

training as “train the trainers model”. They worked with parents to teach them the inner 

workings of facilitating workshops, engaging audiences, and note-taking. Pablo described 

the following situation:  

I wanted to train parents so they could give the class. In one instance, I got 

trained as subject matter expert. I turned around and taught the same lesson to 

my adult students. Once the adult students became familiarized and comfortable 

with the subject, they were assigned to give the class to a group of elementary 

school kids. I ended up teaching a dozen parents who went out into the community 

to offer that course to others. It was exciting to see them facilitate a group and be 

comfortable with the subject. They were experts.  

The theme of adults as learners served to offer more classes to the community; it also had 

a second purpose which was to help learners see themselves as leaders. Community 
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educators provided an in-depth look at what it meant for their own programs to have 

these student-teachers participate. Research participants talk about the effect it had on 

other students to see their own peers excel. Pablo shared a story of a group of mothers 

that were assisting with grading homework and how this experience described a group of 

women that were hungry for knowledge and leadership.   

Our administrator wanted to launch a new math program for the elementary 

students. It consisted of a lot of testing and obviously, grading. The teachers 

wanted to offer the program, but they expressed concern that due to time 

limitations they would not be able to grade the material. When I learned of this 

issue, I realized this would be a good opportunity for my adult learners to apply 

their skills to something that would have a major impact.  

I decided to offer our adult learners as test proctors. Our group was 

already embarking on learning math for their GED exam, so this would be easy 

for them to do. We worked together to learn what needed to be graded and how to 

grade these exams. They started to teach each other. I observed that when one 

parent was having difficulty, other parents would step in to help him/her. But, it 

wasn’t just giving them the answer; they were teaching them HOW to do the 

work. It was amazing to see how they were teachers and they didn’t realize it.   

The exams started with simple addition, then subtraction, then multiplication, 

then division and then algebra. The parents were ready for each test no matter the 

level of difficulty. They were so fast in getting the material graded that our 

administrator commended the quick turnaround.  
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In this case, the community educators empowered their adult learners and challenged 

them to take on a task they were sure their learners could do. The adult learners in 

Pablo’s class self-identified as teachers once they began to learn the material and 

embarked on the grading. It was evident that they had the tools required to take on these 

challenges. Their instructors trained them for success. 

Community educators also expanded the intellectual capital of their learners. 

Ferguson and Dickens (1999) define intellectual capital as the development, nurturing 

and sustaining of the knowledge and relationships within communities; for example, 

providing community members the opportunities to further or expand their knowledge 

base. Flora and Allen (2006) explain that intellectual capital is “the skills and abilities of 

people to develop and enhance their resources and to access outside resources and bodies 

of knowledge to increase their” (p. 21). By contributing to the development of their 

learners, community educators ensured that their learners would grow in capacities that 

they otherwise would not see themselves in because of negative experiences or feelings.  

Creating Learning Spaces 

 Participants talked about the need to create spaces that supported learning 

communities. These spaces were often referred to as spaces that were welcoming, safe, 

and embraced difference (Hughes & Grace, 2004; 2010). Participants described spaces in 

which adult learners developed a sense of ownership. Even more interesting, was the 

concept that spaces were to be protected by the community educators. In one example, 

Ana discussed the importance of creating spaces which are authentic and created by the 

learner.  
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We started a refugee community garden with a group of mothers. During that 

time, the families were Karenni and I quickly learned they came from an agrarian 

community. After we received a $5,000 grant we applied for to launch our 

garden, I realized how important it was to weave their experiences and 

backgrounds into the work we would be doing.  

There was a small grass plot near their apartments that was not being 

utilized for anything. It was barely even dug out! The grant helped us turn the 

grass plot into something productive for the families and the community. We 

started having class outside without any pen or paper. I didn’t want to intimidate 

the parents or make them feel like this was a formal class. The more we talked 

about the community garden and their experiences the more their eyes opened to 

the possibilities that existed. They were so excited! They quickly took ownership 

of the plot. They took so much care of it. They were excited about the work. It was 

a relief to know they wanted to learn more about it, that their experiences were 

being acknowledged and utilized. I felt like they knew how much of an asset they 

were to the classroom.   

Ana talked about utilizing space to authentically engage her students. Sloan (2013) 

explains that it is the responsibility of the education professional to be prepared to 

transform their classrooms into spaces where a learning environment is engaging for 

students from all cultures. He further writes that classrooms are spaces in which students 

have the potential to create opportunities where there can be shared experiences (p. 26). 

Orr (1994) addresses the importance of utilizing ecosystems and environmental health to 
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foster eco-justice lessons when the focus is on connecting learning to the students lived 

experiences.  

Ana further mentioned that within her organization (the library), “we like to 

experiment with the classes we offer because we know how diverse our community 

is…we want people to feel like the library is the right place for them. This flexibility to 

offer diverse classes ensures that any, I mean anyone, can find something here that 

interests them.” This flexibility helped create diverse spaces that any patron could tap 

into. Chapman, Cartwright and McGlip (2006), infer that a good practice among adult 

educators should be to be concerned with the cognitive, social and cultural space within 

which the learning takes place. This concern guarantees that programs or classes offered 

at these various organizations, churches, schools, or institutions are developed with the 

intention of meet the needs of the adult learners.  

Flora and Allen (2006) define physical capital as physical infrastructures (e.g. 

roads, water lines, and electricity) or infrastructures required to offer these classes. Ana, 

like many of the community educators, was expanding her organization’s physical capital 

because the classroom was no longer inside the building, but in a space, that exposed her 

learners to creative and diverse learning environments. The Karrenni adults were taking 

classes outside in an open area classroom which they probably did not see as a classroom 

until Ana began to demonstrate that the plot could be used as a learning space. This group 

was willing to take ownership of their learning spaces-the plot-and contribute their 

expertise to the betterment of their community.   

In the case of community educators, the spaces they commonly used were often 

referred to in the pláticas as buildings, classrooms, and spaces which they utilized to 
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engage families and stakeholders in community activities or community gatherings. 

Community educators discussed offering youth, adults and seniors exercise classes, 

literacy time, homework help, General Education Development (GED) classes, or other 

classes based on community requests and needs. Participants emphasized that these 

classes were developed based on community needs, which were identified-through 

ongoing interactions- through conversations, community meetings, social media, phone 

calls or one-one meetings with adult learners, community members, and stakeholders. 

They helped identify gaps that exist in the community.  

The Hand: Discussion 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The story of adult learners is molded by the hands of community educators which 

put into action the ideas, deliver the message of empowerment and leadership, and 

coordinated through the rhythm of their story (Guajardo & Guajardo, 2010, p. 95). Hands 

are the creative force that shapes the story and that work that community educator do to 

Creating  
Collaborations 

Creating Learning Spaces 

Training Learners to 
Become Teachers 

Building Skills 

Figure 22. Summary of Themes: The Hands 
Pablo Picasso (1932). The Dream  
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provide services to adult and families in the community (see Figure 22).  In this 

anatomical part, the hands, community development comes to life. Community educators 

organize classes in which they construct opportunities where adult learners can apply 

their newly acquired skills to the betterment of the community. They teach adult learners 

curriculum infused with democratic and inclusiveness lessons so that they can return to 

their community and apply these methods (Chapman et al., 2006; Galbraith, 1992).  

By creating collaborations with local partners, community educators could 

provide a holistic approach to adult student success (Mainor, 2001). Collaborations were 

critical, as one community educator noted “our partners provide an abundance of support 

to our schools and organizations; sometimes it is monetary, and other times it is in-kind. 

In either case, they have a great impact on our community”. Community educators also 

expressed gratitude toward these partnerships because they also provided opportunities 

for adult learners to increase their skill building. Students learned new content, for 

example, community educators invited community partners that trained parents on social 

justice issues and civic engagement. In another instance, adult learners acquired the skills 

to navigate government systems to address community concerns (Montejano, 2010; Uttal, 

2006).  

Due to increased confidence and community organizing, community educators 

impacted the way adult learners saw themselves. The data demonstrated that adult 

learners as teachers was a theme that resulted from the work of leadership, curriculum 

development, and social justice workshops with adults. Community educators worked 

extensively with adult learners to develop these skills for the adult learners to see 

themselves as teachers (Uttal, 2006). It is imperative to note that community educators 
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created learning spaces for adult learners to find their voice. de Souza (2007) describes 

this voice as a platform in which participants gain access to structural and cultural 

resources.  

 Community educators substantially effect the lives of adult learners and create 

avenues to support their learning goals. They continuously reshape the stories of the 

people whom they work with through educational opportunities and leadership 

development. It became clear through the data, that community educators influenced 

adult learners substantially via diverse resources.  By constructing these opportunities, 

community educators created participatory adult education, which involves the 

participation of their adult learners in all phases of the learning process (Orem, 2005).  
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The Legs of the Story  

 

                                                              

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Figure 23. Participants’ Comments Related to The Legs	

Pablo Picasso (1908) Friendship 

 

	

Lamar 

The workshops I give   
incarcerated fathers in 
our local jail, helps 
them discuss and 
identify how they can 
impact their children’s 
lives for the better? 

Ana 

The library has been around for a 
long time! This longevity has given us 
the opportunity to offer programming 
that serves the entire family. We can 
organize classes from cradle to 
grave. Our courses help families plan 
into the future which means that we 
aren’t just meeting an immediate 
need, but are helping them long-term. 

Tomás 

I found out that many of 
our youth didn’t really 
know their family’s history 
and cultural roots, they 
didn’t know anything about 
their ancestors! I 
encouraged parents to tell 
their stories, so their 
children could learn and 
understand the struggles 
they had to endure so they 
could have better a life.   

The work that we do here doesn’t impact just the parents who take our classes, but the entire 
family! The impact is greater than we think because we help the adult, who turns around 
and becomes a stronger parent. The child then becomes a better student and he/she 
graduates from high school and then college. He/she gets a better paying job and in the long 
run, our work has just impacted future generations; it all started with the parent registering 
for a class. That’s what we do (Emma). 
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The legs which is defined as the part of the story where legacy happens. Guajardo 

and Guajardo (2010) “stress that if a story has longevity, if it impacts others beyond the 

storyteller, it probably has legs. A story with legs is one that lives and moves, could be 

passed down from generation to generation, and may just stand the test of time. The story 

with legs also begins to contribute to the identity of place, people, and organizations” (p. 

95). Thus, legs are a critical piece of the narratives of community educators. It discusses 

the initiatives and programs they create that instigate a desire for life-long learning.   

It is important to reiterate what the legs do to the story of community educators. 

The legs, as described by Guajardo & Guajardo (2010), keep the story going beyond the 

present time and move people to action (p. 95). In addition, the legs also serve as the 

blood that flows through each body part and keeps them moving together. Legs speak of 

legacy; the legs are a critical piece of the continuity of the work of community educators 

and the influence they have on adult education and community development. 

The data demonstrates how community educators represent the legacy of the work 

they do within their perspective organizations and communities. These pláticas provided 

an inside look at initiatives, programs and services that they created (see Figure 12) that 

foster a passion for lifelong learning among their adult learners. The analysis made 

evident the breadth of reach community educators has, not only with their adult learners, 

but the families and communities they serve. The data revealed the following themes 

which were presented during the pláticas: 1) having a lasting effect, 2) replicating 

services, 3) giving adult learners a purpose and 4) continuing the work. These themes are 

followed with direct quotes from the individuals pláticas (see Table 7). 
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Table 7 
 
Emergent Themes Related to The Legs  
 

Emergent 
Themes 

Examples  

 
 

Having a 
Lasting Effect 

 
I help fathers learn to identify behaviors that 
positively affect their children’s future through 
workshops that strive to empower incarcerated 
fathers (Lamar)  

 
 

Replicating 
Services 

 
As a center director, if your programs are being 
replicated in the community you can say you have 
instituted change. It also means your reach spans 
beyond your people and impacts the larger 
community (Tomás)  

 
 

Parents are 
Adult Learners 

 
I think many times our schools forget that parents 
are also learners. They have academic aspirations 
and goals and I feel like it is the campus’ 
responsibility to provide them those opportunities 
(Sofia)  

 
 
Continuing the 

work  
 

 
Education is never ending there is always a next 
step either in our organization or with one of our 
partners to continue the learning journey (Pablo) 

 

Having a Lasting Effect 

It was inspiring to hear how community educators discussed the impact of 

their work in the classroom and in their communities. They shared stories of 

families coming back to their organizations and sharing how the work they did 

made a difference in their lives and/or the lives of their family. Community 

educators discussed how their organizations were committed to having a positive 

lasting effect on the adult learners that were part of their organizations. In one 
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situation, Lamar shared how the work he does with fathers in the community had 

a positive result despite the many barriers the adult learner was experiencing.  

I lead a program called Every Day Dad (pseudonym) that works with fathers who 

self-identify as needing extra help in becoming stronger parents. My first group 

was small, but I had one father who attended all the sessions and thus, graduated 

from the course. Joseph Martinez (pseudonym) was a father of four who worked 

full-time. Prior to him enrolling in the program, Joseph had many barriers that 

prohibited from taking the course. It was either time, family commitments, work, 

or life in general. However, we could enroll him and help him complete the 

course.  It was my first success story! The ceremony consisted of many people 

from the community, as well as the mayor. It was people who were invested in the 

program and in this father. His family was also in attendance.   

The mayor proclaimed January 22, as Every Day Dad/Martinez Day on 

behalf of the first father to complete the program. His family named it “Dad’s 

Day!”. The father shared that he was so proud that his family was in attendance 

to see him graduate from the program. He said that Every Day Dad showed him 

crucial parenting skills that will help him for years to come. “I’m 10 times a 

better dad than I was. I learned a whole lot and have taken the skills and used 

them.”     

Having a lasting effect on their adult learners was of great importance to the community 

educators. This was a common theme highlighted throughout the pláticas. Collectively, 

community educators agreed that it was important for them to see the how their lesson 

and workshops affected the adult learners and their families in the long run. They 
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discussed how they did not want to create a feeling of dependency among their learners, 

but a confidence that the skills they were learning were giving them the tools to be self-

sufficient.  They foster the capacities in individuals, encourage them to take out of the 

box choices and to challenge the status quo to change their future (Parpart, Staudt, 

NetLibrary, & University of Warwick Centre for the Study of Globalisation and 

Regionalization, 2003). 

Community educators recognized their work with communities that confront 

many adversities and that often these feelings led their learners to feel like their goals 

would not be accomplished because they had so much going against them. But, with the 

help of the community educators, adult learners could acquire the skills to change 

different aspects of their lives. Sometimes it was getting a promotion at work, or learning 

English to converse with their neighbors, and learning how to read to support their 

children with homework. All of this had a lasting impact on them and their families. 

Zittleman et al., (2014) explains that when adult learners feel engaged, valued, and 

respected they are more likely to be invested in a solution that has lasting impact. 

Furthermore, in a study conducted by Beder & Valentine (1987, 1990) focused on adult 

ESL programs in Iowa, found that learners were motivated by self-improvement and a 

desire to help their children succeed in school and to have a long-term effect on their 

family and communities. Throughout the pláticas, there were over a dozen or more 

examples of how community educators impacted the families they for generations to 

come. 
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Replicating Services 

Additionally, community educators discussed the importance of transferring what 

works to the greater community. They emphasized how critical it was for adult learners 

to take advantage of similar services as their mobility increased. In one situation, Tomás 

discussed how, from an organization standpoint, they were happy to be approached by 

another organization for assistance in providing a similar program in a different 

community. He further noted: 

As a community educator, if your programs are being replicated in the community 

you can say you have instituted change. If other organizations or groups are 

willing to do what you are doing, I know that the program has made a difference. 

I think it is amazing to see our work spread across the city and the state. We have 

programs that our communities are hungry for and since our organization has 

rolled out the program, we can speak about the challenges and barriers.   

As a community educator, we work with a lot of families that are low-income and 

often have to move because the neighborhoods get too expensive. I know that our 

community is very transient. It is important that they receive similar programs 

and support in their new community so they can continue the work and keep 

learning.  

Community educators overall had a positive outlook on the duplication of services. They 

expressed how duplication of services across cities was critical for learners to achieve 

success. One in particular example, Pablo, expressed support for the work that was being 

done within his own organization and how adults could benefit because their situations 

could change due to work or family obligations and if they could find a similar program 
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elsewhere it would allow for continuity. He notes “from the stand point of the 

organization, I think it’s good to know what other organizations are doing so we can 

partner and learn from each other. It’s good for the learners to be aware of what’s next in 

their educational journey. I also think he helps them continue their learning.” 

Parents Are Adult Learners  

Another theme that came out of the pláticas was this notion of helping adult 

learners who were parents accomplish their academic goals. The data revealed that 

parents were very seldom identified as adult learners, yet parents learned about the school 

system and participated in school sponsored activities and often, wanted to obtain the 

skills to successfully engage in their children’s school. This might mean learning how to 

read or improve their literacy skills, learning math or financial skills, or learning how 

their computer works among many other topics they learned to assist their children. For 

one community educator, it was of great importance to create a space in which adult 

learners could take various classes that would help them feel engaged, but also develop 

new skills:  

Before I started at the campus, parents were just hanging out at the front of the 

school. There was a lot of parents! Unfortunately, there was nothing for them to 

do, so they would stay in the front until their younger children got out of school.  

The staff was complaining that parents were here all the time without 

anything to do. The principal told me I had to figure out what to do with them. 

At that point, I decided to create a community center at the school. Parents 

received resources to address basic needs, but it also served as a space in which 

they could work on tasks assigned by the school. Once that was created, parents 
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started to get more involved. The school started showing the parents that they 

cared about them. The community center provided services and helped families in 

need. Through the Center, that’s how we increased parental involvement in our 

campus. The Center served as a training space; I would train them about school 

policies, volunteers jobs in the school, and how to document their volunteer 

hours.  We invited local nonprofits to present their services to the parents, we had 

GED, ESL and literacy classes. Each year, the list of adult programs grew. Even 

after my time at the campus, the Center continues to thrive!  

This initiative of engaging parents was critical to the community educators, because often 

their positions were located within Learning Education Services. The research 

participants established goals that were intentionally directed to engaging parents in their 

child’s education outside of traditional forms of engagement. Community educators did 

not simply want to show the parents how to use the copy machine or how to do cut-outs, 

but they wanted to enhance their skills in more academic areas. Engagement for the 

participants in this study was not simply getting parents through the door of their child’s 

school, but to identify their strengths and skills and incorporate these into the volunteer 

opportunities available on their campus while also learning about the parents’ academic 

goals. By identifying these skills and matching them with a volunteer opportunity, the 

community educator could foster the parent’s skills and more importantly, their desire to 

be engaged in their child’s school. 

Continuing the Work  

Community educators provided valuable insight to the design and implementation 

of programs that served as a mechanism in helping their adult learners achieve academic 
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and economic goals. However, community educators also talked about their commitment 

to helping adult learners enter the next phase of their educational journey. They shared 

that due to limited funding and resources within their own organizations, they often had 

to find external partners to offer higher level courses to the adult learners they served. It 

became evident that community educators had a deep obligation to connect their learners 

to external resources that would help them achieve their goals of completing a GED/High 

School diploma or learning a new trade.  

The community educators worked very hard to know what goals their adult 

learners had to be able to assist them. Comings, Parrella, and Soricone (1999) studied 

pre-GED students and determined several factors that resulted in students completing 

their GED, “staff of the educational program must help the potential adult student define 

his or her goal and understand the many instructional objectives that must be 

accomplished on the road to meeting that goal” (p.9). Knowing about the learners’ goals, 

community educators could identify internal or external resources that would help them 

accomplish their goals.  In one situation, Tomás shared the following:  

I want learners to know that my classes will not be their only step toward gaining 

academic success. I work very hard with them to establish goals that are realistic. 

I always tell them, if you believe you can do it then you will! Some students 

dropped out of the class, but others who stayed regardless of the barriers they 

encountered.   

I remember I worked with a mother who had gotten sick during the pre-

GED class. She was diagnosed with cancer. She told me that she was going to 

come back. That was her goal, that she was going to finish my course and move 
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on to the GED class so she could complete and attend the community college in 

town. I didn’t see her for a long time. I started to get worried, because she had 

not come around. It was almost a year after she stopped by again. She re-

enrolled, completed my class and move on to the GED course. It took her almost 

two years, but she did it. 

I always try to make sure to let my students know that if they enroll in my 

classes, there will always be a next level either here with us or at another 

organization. I want them to feel encouraged and supported, so they don’t stop 

trying to get their GED, learn English or learn another subject.  

Community educators demonstrated that their work never ends whether their adult 

learners stayed within their organizations or left to another. There were numerous stories 

in which the community educators followed their adult learners as they moved around the 

city. In one instance, Emma shared that if she knew what part of town her adult learners 

were moving to, she would contact the school or the local organizations to let them know 

they would be getting a new family. She made sure that organizations were aware of the 

family and that the family knew there would be a continuity of services regardless of 

where they moved to in town.  

 Community educator’s commitment to creating programs that enabled a 

commitment to lifelong learning was critical to the work community educators did with 

their learners and their families. By engaging in lifelong learning practices, community 

educators provided their learners the opportunity to bring their knowledge up to date. 

Furthermore, enabling them to enjoy activities which they may have either long since laid 
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aside or always wanted to do but were previously unable to (Chapman et al., 2006).  

The Legs: Discussion 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 24. Summary of Themes: The Legs 

Pablo Picasso (1910) Menina con Bandolín   

The legacy of community educators often gets lost in the impact their work has on 

their local communities. Community educators provide lifelong learning opportunities 

that having a lasting effect on the people they work and their families. As they discussed 

their work and various initiatives, it was obvious they wanted to have a lasting effect on 

their learners and they wanted to make sure this effect lasted beyond the work they did 

together. Community educators discussed how the services they provided not only 

addressed an immediate need, but often, change the family’s future. As noted in Goto and 
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Martin (2009) “educators can influence adults who are not sure whether they can succeed 

in workforce training or other forms of education” (p. 10) and thus, community educators 

are continuously influencing adult learners by the many programs and initiatives they 

create.  

This influence spills into the multiple community organizations they access, 

Tomás discuss how “proud” he was when he realized his work was being replicated 

throughout the community, replicating services was a theme that resonated throughout 

the many pláticas by providing similar services in different locations they were making it 

available to more learners! Fawcett et al., (2016) states “when you have many groups 

with different views, resources, and skills applying their intelligence and strength to solve 

a problem together, the results can be like the work of superheroes” (p. 56).  Transferring 

successful programs and initiatives is not a bad or negative philosophy in this context.  

One critical attribute to the replication of services. They communicated how 

important it was for them to provide the resources to remove barriers for their adult 

learners. Moreover, they discussed how critical it was for them to provide skills and tools 

that would impact their adult learners beyond the classroom. Community educators 

mentioned how their intention is not just to show adult learners how to use a computer or 

write a resume, but to apply these to their day to day life. Helping institutions who work 

with parents, see their parents are adult learners could increase their opportunities. 

Goto and Martin (2009) explain that adult learners identified that “one common 

denominator was that individuals generally had one or more people in their lives who 

influenced them strongly” (p. 16).  This was also important to community educators as 

they developed and identified creative ways in the community in which their adult 
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learners could continue the work as they pursued their educational goals.  

Chapter Discussion  

What Are the Efforts of Community Educators’ Fostering Adult Education?   

Community educators participating in this dissertation operate primarily in Local 

Education Agencies and Community Based Organization. The work that the six study 

participants are doing in their respective communities relates to the concept of lifelong 

learning or learning for life. As Chapman et al., (2006) remind us, lifelong learning 

promotes learning for acquiring the skills to participate in the workforce, learning for 

participation in democracy, and learning for a better quality of life and for enjoyment. 

Throughout the narratives of the community educators participating in the study, it 

became evident that their work efforts promote these three areas of adult education.     

The community educators who participated in the study demonstrated a strong 

commitment to care, a need to establish trust, the importance of being versatile and 

promoting respect. They demonstrated their commitment to care for the adults and 

families they serve and this care manifested beyond the classes and trainings they 

provided in the community (Noddings, 2005). It was evident that community educators 

held a strong dedication to adults and families to ensure their success in the different 

areas of their life. Similarly hooks (2013) acknowledges commitment, knowledge, 

responsibility, respect and trust as core values for educators to be successful in their 

teaching endeavor.   

When discussing the mind of the story, community educators took pride in 

analyzing the adult education needs of the community and in identifying gaps in services 
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which hindered success for their adult learners and families. Community educators built 

effective communicators, removed barriers for learning, and built cultural brokers to 

ensure success. Community educators also spoke to a major impediment to the work they 

do which was funding. They discussed their concern that funding was not available to 

those agencies that provided wrap around services for adults and their families. They 

recommended streamlining funding sources to direct monies to organizations that were 

providing adult education rather than services in which adult learners would get ignored.  

In the hands, community educators created initiatives to help their learners grow 

their leadership, as well as academic skills. By creating collaborations, building skills, 

training learners to become teachers, and creating learning spaces, community educators 

identified how they serve a critical role within adult education and community 

development. They fostered and grew the leadership skills of their adult learners to 

increase engagement in educational settings. In addition, Merriam, Caffarella, & 

Baumgartner (2007) state that everyone should want to engage in adult education because 

it is beneficial to all. However, they invite us to problematize participation to avoid the 

assumptions that education levels the playing field for marginalized adults and families. 

The adult educators in the study were equally aware of the inequities effecting this 

communities.  

Community educators organized financial literacy, GED instruction, adult 

literacy, computer classes, communication skill building and leadership development that 

empower adults to learn new skills. When describing adult education, Brookfield (1996) 

agrees with labeling these education initiatives as adult education. The adult educators in 
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this dissertation demonstrated how their programming and initiatives promoted adult 

learners in their educational quest while also addressing other areas for personal and 

social development. 

How Do Community Educators Promote Community Development?  

  Community refers to a diverse group of people invested in creating safe 

environments where they and their families have access to food, education, employment 

housing, recreation, health and places of worship. In the same way, community 

development is a democratic process where initiatives are created organically by 

community members to address the needs and options to better their neighborhoods, 

educational systems, and housing affordability. Community development is ultimately a 

discourse: a way of speaking, signaling that we-as-professionals believe that they-as-

communities have something important to contribute to the process of social change 

(Eversole, 2012, p. 30). This was the approach of community educators participating in 

the study. The six community educators reported building on the students’ learning and 

talents to design relevant education initiatives. Specifically, in their efforts to promote 

community development the adult educators minimized barriers for participation, such as 

offering childcare, transportation and food to increase attendance. Other times, they went 

the extra mile to assist adult learners with personal and professional needs, such as, 

obtaining a service with a different organization, helping in their quest for a job, and 

obtaining documentation for legal residence. Furthermore, community development 

achieves the result of effectively creating partnerships between communities and those in 

power. Scholars McKnight and Block (2013) state that “we live in a democracy, a politics 

that give us the freedom to create our vision and the power to make the vision come true. 



 

 	
	

121 

We strive to be citizens-people with the vision and the power to create our own way, a 

culture of community capacity, connection and care” (p. 17). Community educators 

ensure that community members have a place in the development and improvement of 

their communities.  

The six community educators primarily served populations that included low-

income families, language learners, refugees, and immigrants. An important role of 

community educators was to connect adult learners and their families with resources to 

overcome their limitations (i.e., education, transportation, health, and legal). Defillippis 

and Saegert (2013) explain that in a context where members of a community are not 

thriving due to limited capital, community development plays a critical role to improving 

the lives of these individuals. Additionally, community development occurs when people 

who are most effected by the limited resources and become frustrated and will no longer 

tolerate this treatment or way of life (Gilchrist & Community Development Foundation; 

Community development society, 2005; McGuire, Walzer, & Weaver, 2016; Smith, 

1995;2004). Communities under these circumstances seek opportunities to better their 

situations. Community educators play a critical role in connecting communities with 

educational resources that will improve and/or enhance their lives.  

Bhattacharyya (2004) further defines community development as building agency 

and solidarity which adheres to three guiding principles: self-help, felt needs, and 

participation. Bhattacharyya (1995) describes self-help as the opportunity for people to be 

self-reliant, and less dependent on others, as well as entering a healthy state in which they 

are productive members of society ready to give rather than to receive. To this end, 

community educators constructed opportunities for adult learners to be self-sufficient. 
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They provided courses focused on financial literacy and GED to increase their financial 

wealth. The concept of self-help is addressed in the adult education literature as self-

sufficiency and creating independent learners (Knowles,1980; Freire,1974). This 

philosophy of self-help is applied by community educators to ensure adult learners in 

their classes develop a sense of ownership for their education. Connecting adult learners 

with additional resources offered through various organizations provided learners 

opportunities to be less dependent on one individual or resources provided only in their 

community.  

As suggested by Bhattacharyya (2004), felt needs are prioritized since the people 

have identified the problem themselves. Therefore, the problem exists and it is not 

identified or defined by those on the outside. A solution is created by the people for the 

people. Community educators demonstrated felt needs is critical to the work they do with 

adult learners. The research revealed their work is driven by the needs of adult learners. 

Through informal and formal surveys, as well as through dialogic conversations they 

could identify the needs. This resulted in community educators working with adult 

learners on initiatives that addressed their academic aspirations and their social and 

personal goals.  

Finally, when discussing the legacy (legs) that the work of community educators 

leave behind, one of the emergent themes was having a lasting effect to make sure that 

learning created a domino effect in which children and other family members were 

positively affected. Another contribution promoting community development was a 

replication of services throughout the community. In other words, other community 

educators and communities can learn from effective education initiatives implement them 
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in their own communities. The community educators also spoke about giving adult 

learners a purpose to utilize their prior knowledge and talents to establish a presence and 

engage in community education initiatives. The aspiration of the six community 

educators was to continue their work because according to them education is never 

ending and their adults and families they serve should become aware of that. In the 

literature, Galbraith (1992, p.6) states that: 

A prerequisite to any educated community or society is that its people acquire the 

skill to learn how to learn. This dimension suggests that the educated person 

learns how to adapt and change, either out of self-motivation to be more efficient 

or out of sheer necessity from societal and personal influences and changes.  

Similarly, the community educators in the study, spoke about creating independent 

learners and providing education that promoted self-sufficiency. Even though they did 

not speak about the concept of learning to learn, they modeled behavior and equipped 

adults with appropriate tools to achieve their learning and personal goals. For example, 

students learning how to utilize public transportation, filling out a job application, 

learning where to look for a job, creating an email account, and other examples where the 

students could learn the how-to for becoming independent.  
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IV. HARVESTING THE STORIES OF COMMUNITY EDUCATORS 

By documenting the journeys and trajectories of community educators, this study 

provided a deeper understanding of the scope of their work, and establishing their 

contribution to adult education. As the researcher, it was critical to address the complex 

nature of their work and their significance to the scholarship of community development 

and adult education. This could only be done by examining the collective journeys of six 

community educators utilizing anatomy of story-the navel, the heart, the mind, the hands 

and the legs (Guajardo & Guajardo, 2010).  The navel represented the main characters of 

the story, in this case the community educators. The story would not be a story without 

the main characters, so it was of critical importance to present these individual’s and their 

collective narrative. In this research, there were six participants who did similar work 

with adult learners. They consisted of one center director (Tomás), three parent liaisons 

(Emma, Pablo and Sofia), one librarian (Ana), and one family advocate (Lamar). By 

conducting individual pláticas, the research provided an in-depth look at the complexities 

engrossed in the field of adult education and development. Throughout this research 

study it was critical to always keep in mind the main research questions driving this 

dissertation: How is the work of community educators’ adult education? And, how does it 

promote community development?  

The research revealed two critical components, first, community educators are 

adult practitioners and second, a large part of their work is interconnected with 

community development. As the analysis of the data supported the notion that although 

community educators have various titles and job responsibilities, they are continuously 

performing duties related to adult education. The previous chapter provided numerous 
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examples of the contributions to adult education in the form of developing adult 

education classes such as, ESL, GED, adult literacy, financial literacy, computer classes, 

and effective communication. Often, they were also responsible for creating new 

programs and initiatives that effectively engage adult learners. Research participants 

explained that despite the limited knowledge on best practices for successfully teaching 

adults, they strived to offer high quality education opportunities. As Emma shared  

I don’t think we get trained specifically on how to teach adults, but we figure it 

out because we know our community wants an ESL or literacy class. We either 

find a volunteer or learn the material ourselves and offer it. I don’t think that 

should stop us from offering these classes to our community. 

Research participants described scenarios in which they successfully implemented adult 

learning. They learned the practice of adult education on the job and by trial and error. In 

one situation, Pablo shared how his computer class was a “success, they learned how to 

use the computer, write emails, what a mouse was, and how to look things up in the 

internet” he further explained that “the students wanted me to keep teaching them about 

other programs they could use. Like Power Point, Excel, and Notes”. Pablo also shared 

how he showed them how to write a resume and to look for jobs on the computer. In 

another instance, Sofia described the literacy course she taught from a curriculum her 

organization purchased.  

The literacy program was an 8-week course. The books were bilingual, the 

intention was for the parents to learn the book in class, take it home and read it with their 

families. The parents really enjoyed the books and the activities. “I really like it because 

each book came with a list of activities and questions. After we completed the series, the 



 

 	
	

126 

parents wanted us to purchase the next level. It was great to see how excited they were 

about learning how to read.”  

These were just some examples of how community educators execute adult 

education in their daily work. While adult education theorist seldom mention these 

individuals as a best practice, through this research it was concluded that their work 

contributes substantially to the field of adult education informal classroom settings.  

In addressing how they promote community development, the research 

determined that participants fostered community development at many levels. First, they 

developed collaborative partnership with local agencies to offer opportunities that 

developed or enhanced the adult learner’s leadership abilities. In one example, Pablo 

talked about a partnership created with a local nonprofit that trained the adult learners 

how to become community activists. This meant they would identify an issue and work 

collaboratively with a local organization to develop a solution. The issue the adult 

learners had identified had to do an open space right in front of their children’s school 

that was covered with trash, trees, and various other forms of debris. Pablo shared “the 

parents were scared that their kids could get hurt or kidnapped as they were walking 

through that field. Since it was a short cut to the school, the parents felt they needed to do 

something about it.” He later explained how important that issue was to the group and 

how they worked with the city municipality to address their concerns. The result was the 

city agreed to clean it up and to build a bus shelter as well since it was on a major bus 

line.  
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In another example, Tomás talked about how important it was for his adult 

learners to be exposed to opportunities that would help them identify their strengths and 

put these strengths to use in the community. In one instance, Tomás notes:  

I was approached by several community organizations looking for interpreters 

from a specific African country. It turns out that two of my families were from that 

same region. I had worked with them extensively throughout the year. I decided to 

approach them about helping as volunteers.  At first, they were scared, I think 

even nervous because they didn’t really know the families and really didn’t know 

what the interpretation and translation consisted of. One of the fathers was like 

‘Tomás, that is a lot of responsibility, I don’t think I can do it. What if I mess up?’ 

I told him the organization that was looking for interpreters/translators would 

help him gain the skills. I saw some time after that and it turns out that he ended 

serving a contract translator for the organizations and others in the community. 

He shared ‘Tomás, I really appreciate what you did for me. At first, I didn’t think 

I could, but you and Melissa encouraged me and now, I’m helping my community. 

I know this job is part-time, but it really makes me feel good to know that I can 

help someone.’ 

These examples, like many others throughout this dissertation have supported the notion 

that community educators are such a valuable resource to the field of adult education and 

to the community. They demonstrated throughout the pláticas how important it was to 

provide adult learners with the skills to successfully become contributing members of 

society and how learning is often a lifelong journey.   
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By executing this study, the findings helped inform how the work of community 

educators connects to the field of adult education and community development.  As noted 

in a study results, the following themes were identified through the various pláticas (see 

Table 8).  The goal was to utilize the relevant questions to establish how the work of 

community educators should be relevant within the field of adult education and 

community development. By establishing this relationship, the reader would better 

understand the connection between community educators, adult education and 

community development.  

Table 8 

Summary of Findings from Pláticas  

Elements Themes Reflection Questions 

 

Heart: The 
values that 
move the 

participants 
in the story 

• Be People Oriented 
• Commitment to 

Care 
• Establishing Trust 
• Be Versatile 
• Promote Respect 
 

• What are the core values 
the participants report as 
important in the work they 
do?  

• How will these impact 
community change?  

• Why do they do what they 
do? 

• Why are they passionate 
about this work?  

 

Mind: 
Examining 
the story 

 

• Building Effective 
Communicators  

• Tearing Down 
Barriers  

• Program 
Sustainability  

• Building Cultural 
Brokers 

 

• What will the story do to 
the place in which we 
live?  

• What are the 
(in)congruencies between 
the story and the 
community and its people?  

• What initiatives do study 
participants create to 
foster adult education and 
community development?  
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• What ideas or activities 
energize community 
educators in their day-to-
day functions?  

 

Hands: 
Sculpting 
the story 

• Creating 
Collaborations  

• Building Skills 
• Training Learners to 

Become Teachers  
• Creating Learning 

Spaces 
 

• How will the story of 
community educators help 
others? 

• What are the lessons 
learned to further develop 
and promote change? 

 

Legs: 
Mobility and 
legacy of the 

story 

• Having a lasting 
effect 

• Replicating services 
• Giving parents a 

purpose 
• Continuing the 

work 

• What is the story of the 
community educators 
within their organizations?  

• If community educators did 
not exist, who would do 
their work? 

 
 

The reflection questions in the table are modified from the development questions created 

by Guajardo & Guajardo (2010). In the next section, a summary of the findings of the 

study is guided utilizing anatomy of story (the heart, mind, hands, and legs) and the 

reflection questions.  

Heart: The Values that Move the Participants in the Story  

It is of great importance to identify what study participants have indicated as 

values that new or current community educators must embrace to effectively do this type 

of work. The values discussed were: be people oriented, commitment to care, establishing 

trust, be versatile, and respect. Community educators talked about the importance of 

being people oriented specifically discussing situations in which the community educator 

must be committed to helping the people he/she serves. This level of commitment often 

meant going above and beyond the job description duties. They discussed how critical it 
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was for community educators to be people oriented because without the people, 

community educators would cease to exist. They also discussed how important it was to 

have a commitment to care within this line of work. Community educators presented 

various stories about how a commitment to care helped break down barriers for families. 

They discussed numerous ways in which this commitment to care lead to successful 

outcomes for the adult learners and communities they work with in their organizations. 

However, community educators also shared how the first two values could not be 

achieved without building trust with the families and within the communities they work 

with. This trust was established by serving as a listener as families shared their personal 

stories of struggles. By creating a sense of trust with their adult learners, community 

educators discussed how trust helped them identify the issue and address it. Even more 

interesting, community educators shared that once the trust was established they were 

able to connect their adult learners with a variety of resources, but even more important 

was how this trust served as informal assessments to identify what the needs of the 

community really were. This lead community educators to value the importance of being 

versatile. This versatility was described a way to be  

Mind: Examining the Story to Identify What Needs to Change 

 Research participants described situations in which they challenged their own 

institutions and systems to better address the concerns of their adult learners. Often, 

community educators were faced with political and social realities that effected their 

adult learners that were out of their control. In one example, a community educator 

described how the allocation of funds determined how her adult education programs 

would be funded and how local nonprofits might lose funding specifically targeted to 
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adult education programs. This anxiety, as she described it, made her think about how her 

role could serve to fill a gap and how her organization could step in to meet the needs of 

the adult learners in the community. Research participants provided examples of 

resistance to new policies that negatively affected their adult learners. In many instances, 

community educators served as advocates for new policies that benefited their adult 

learners.  

Hands: Sculpting the Story and Creating Opportunities 

 Research participants discussed how their initiatives were birthed out of an idea to 

meet a need in the community. Often, these ideas were executed successfully due in part 

to community educators identifying community partners that would financial support or 

programmatically support the program. In many of the examples, participants discussed 

how they determined the needs of the community and how those results help drive the 

development of a class or program. They conducted informal needs assessments, utilized 

their students as focus groups, and spoke with community members to determine the 

programs needed to address their education goals. Community educators demonstrated 

that their goals were not just to meet an immediate need, but to create something that was 

long term and had long term effects. Their efforts revealed how their classes empowered 

students to further their academic and career goals. Thus, this desire to keep learning kept 

their adult learners invested in their education and in the betterment of the community.  

Legs: Mobility and Legacy of the Story 

 The legs are the legacy of community educators within the field of adult 

education and community development. Research participants contribute significantly to 

the field of adult education through their numerous classes and initiatives. They teach 
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students who, more often than not, become contributing members to society and thus, the 

work of community educators has lasting effects beyond the initial contact in the 

classroom. Research participants shared stories of their adult learners taking on 

leadership roles with their employers, participating in community events where they had 

not participated before, or taking additional classes to continue furthering their skills and 

thus, improve their family’s well-being. They shared stories in which their work with 

incarcerated fathers become stronger fathers and role models to their children. While 

much can be said about the work they do in their day to day job, community educators 

have a long-lasting effect in the organizations they work for and with the communities 

they work with.   

Recommendations  

This dissertation documented the journeys and trajectories of community 

educators and the work they do fostering adult education and promoting community 

development. Relying on study findings, the following section offers recommendations 

for practice for stakeholders, program sustainability, and community educators.  

Stakeholders 

Stakeholders, primarily government agencies, workforce development programs 

and state agencies have an obligation to provide education opportunities to individuals 

from infancy to senior adults. Stakeholders need to understand that children and adults 

learn differently, therefore those in charge of offering adult education should receive 

proper training to work with these unique populations.  

It would be of greater advantage for stakeholders to develop policies that would 

expand adult education programs in community based organizations and learning 
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education agencies. Moreover, policies would direct funds to programs demonstrating 

successful adult education. In addition, policies would also provide resources for adult 

education programs that are struggling. It is imperative to support these two groups of 

agencies to expand their resources to have a greater impact in the community.  

As noted by Educational Testing Services (ETS) projections, by 2030, the average 

level of literacy and numeracy among the working-age population will have decreased by 

5 percent (p. 1). This is equivalent to millions of adults scoring below average in areas of 

literacy and numeracy. These projections validate the need to support adult education 

programs and even more urgent, is the need to support organizations that have positions 

like those of community educators. The adults ETS refers to in their statistics often seek 

support in other areas (i.e., food, housing, employments, etc.) and thus, naturally are 

drawn to organizations that can assist them with their immediate needs. Again, 

demonstrating the value in supporting adult education programs where community 

educators are hired. Adult education programs that incorporate community educators who 

are equipped to serve adults and are professionally prepared to assist adults increase their 

opportunity for sustainable programs.    

Program Funding 

Throughout this research, it has been established how complex the funding is for 

education in general and even more so for adult education. Federal agencies and for-

profits need to allocate funds to support existing program, the creation of new programs 

and the sustainability of these programs.  More specifically, community educators are the 

individuals that informally train adults from diverse backgrounds. Community educators 

are often paid less then public school educators, but do similar work, but with an older 
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audience. It would be a great benefit for stakeholders to identify community educators as 

assets to expand funding positions and programs that have individuals like the research 

participants in this study. Additionally, stakeholders should provide professional 

development opportunities to better equip community educators to do quality work. They 

should establish partnerships with district, community action, workforce commission, etc. 

to offer continual training. Community educators should also have opportunities to 

further their skills and education.  This investment in employee development ensures 

individuals are qualified to do the job, but even more essential is that they understand 

who their audience is to ensure appropriate curriculums.  

Community Educators  

The data revealed the critical role that community educators play within the adult 

education scholarship, as well as their contributions to community development. Thus, it 

is of greater importance to continue to build collaborations with local agencies that will 

help strengthen the work and increase resources they need to successfully address the 

learning needs of adults and their families. We should learn from other community 

educators and the work they are doing in their communities to identify what can be 

transferred to similar settings. Moreover, to ensure successful programmatic outcomes, 

community educators should use culturally responsive teaching practices and incorporate 

the learning needs of diverse learners into the curriculum. Creating programs that are 

authentically developed with the end user in mind will increase program sustainability 

and support from community members. Community educators should also continue 

building on the strengths of the community and those participating in the education 

initiatives so that communities feel like their needs, experiences, and goals are taken into 
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consideration during program development. Finally, as community minded individuals, 

community educators, must also foster adult education opportunities in which adults are 

active participants and become self-sufficient for independence and leadership.  

Tensions and Challenges 

Even though this dissertation highlights the contributions that community 

educators make to the field of adult education and community development, it was not 

my intention as a researcher to describe them as being perfect. They are role models and 

at times they also make mistakes in their approach to do their jobs. Throughout the many 

pláticas, many stories were shared, as well as struggles participants faced as they 

performed their jobs. The following are tensions that can also be defined as the passion 

and commitment these individuals have for their job and the adult learners they work 

with, but it is imperative to note that this can also be detrimental to their work.  

The data revealed several challenges that occurred within this group. One was the 

belief that the community educator was the only person who could address the needs of 

the adult learners. This meant that they were the individuals that were called upon when a 

need was identified or a crisis occurred with an adult learner or their family. The 

organizations these individuals were employed by relied heavily on community 

educators’ connection to the community and thus, depended on this connection to 

implement various initiatives or discuss staff or program reduction.  

As noted, community educators wear many hats and take on many responsibilities 

outside of their normal work duties. Several times, participants mentioned that they did 

not feel like they could say “no” to the extra duties assigned to them because it impacted 

the adults and families they served. This often lead to burn-out or an unhealthy work-life 
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balance for community educators. Participants had a difficult time compartmentalizing 

their professional and their personal life responsibilities. This challenge created a very 

difficult position for the community educators to be in, since this often meant that they 

were working outside of their regular work hours without pay or recognition. This also 

resulted in minimal self-care on behalf of the community educator. The narratives in the 

dissertation suggest the community educator could not indulged in family time because 

they were addressing the needs of those they served 24/7, even when their own families 

needed them. Emma mentioned that her husband would tease her about having a second 

family because numerous times she had adult learners call her at mid-night or the early 

morning hours because they had an emergency and did not have anyone else to call. 

Another example is of Sofia, who shared that she was texting with one of her adult 

learners while she was on an international vacation, because the learner did not remember 

an appointment and called her to ask if she had the information since Sofia had helped set 

up the appointment. As the research participant described this scenario, it almost seemed 

as though they feared delegating the responsibilities to others in their organization or not 

responding to the adult learner. They frequently spoke about taking care of others and 

giving advice for a healthy life style that they, themselves, did not implement.  

Future Research 

 This research only focused on telling the story of community educators, it would 

be beneficial for future research to include adult learners to better understand the work 

they do. Additionally, future research should include a comparative study looking at the 

work of adult educators in different organizations in different publicly funded 

organizations. Another study could document the perceptions of stakeholders and their 
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understanding of the work of community educators to promote change. I would also 

recommend expanding the study geographically to include other states where similar 

populations utilize similar services.  

Concluding Thoughts 

 I started this dissertation with the intention of providing a space for community 

educators to voice their concerns and tell their stories as related to their service to 

community. My passion and prior experience (see Appendix D) directed this work as I 

embarked on the pláticas. I understood the immense responsibility I had to tell their 

stories of the contributions they make to adult education and community development. 

Through these interaction with the six community educators, I realized what 

extraordinary work these individuals do within their communities and how, often, their 

stories go untold. These individuals devote endless amount of time and commitment to 

the families the serve. They shared story after story about their commitment to the adult 

learners that take their courses and often, seek assistance with other needs such as, 

housing, food, or other basic needs.  

Community educators in this study went above and beyond the call of duty. Their 

commitment and passion was obvious as they shared of situations in which they did 

everything within their power to help a family. In other words, community educators 

identified a need effecting the learners and communities and exhausted every resource to 

find a solution. I think their adult learners knew of this outstanding commitment because 

research participants discussed how many of them stayed with the organizations and/or in 

the classes despite the student already achieving success. They stayed because the 



 

 	
	

138 

community educator showed the adult learner they cared about their families and that 

they intended to see them succeed despite the odds against them.  

This dissertation is only the beginning of this story. There is much more to tell 

and through future research I hope to learn more about their work and the families they 

have influenced to continue building upon what this dissertation intended to do. The adult 

learners and the communities they impacted will continue to be influenced by these 

extraordinary individuals.  

 As this story comes to an end, I am satisfied knowing that the journeys and 

trajectories of these six individuals has been told. The contributions to the field of adult 

education and community development has now been made and thus, they will now have 

a place within the scholarship. It gives me great joy to know that this dissertation will 

serve as a launch pad for further work within the field of adult education and community 

development. In addition, it is satisfying to know that this dissertation will serve to 

provide these individuals the acknowledgement and recognition they deserve. 
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APPENDIX SECTION  

APPENDIX A 

Community Educators and Parent Liaisons 

Before this review delves further into the literature, it is critical to present a 

summary of the variant titles these professionals have despite performing the same job 

duties. Throughout this study, the term community educators will be used to describe the 

work of these individuals, however it is important to understand the terms that exists that 

describe the work within diverse contexts.  

Parent Liaisons  

Parent Liaisons is a term more commonly utilized within Pk-12, for individuals 

who are charged with successfully engaging parents, more specifically parents of high-

risk youth, in their child’s schooling (Arias & Morillo-Campbell, 2010).  Sander (2008) 

states that parent liaisons build connections between the schools and family. Parent 

liaisons play a pivotal role within our public schools. They often serve in multiple 

capacities and provide support beyond their written job description. As explained by 

Sanders (2010) liaisons provide a) direct services to families at risk, (b) support for 

teacher outreach, (c) support for school-based partnership teams, and, (d) data for 

program improvement (p.287). Martinez-Cosio and Martinez Iannacone (2007) state that 

parent liaisons are dealt with a state of negotiation they are, as the authors suggest, 

advocates for parents, promoters of school initiatives, and cultural brokers (p. 349). By 

contrast they do more than create events to bring parents into the schools, as outlined in 

the 2007 Parent and Community Involvement Report (2007), have major duties (MD) 

that include engaging diverse individuals: for example, they [parent liaisons] provide 
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staff development sessions to faculty and campus administrators on topics ranging from 

parent involvement to district resources. They facilitate conversations, parent trainings, 

advocate for students and parents, serve as a communication vehicle and finally, perform 

other duties as assigned often, under the direct leadership of the campus administrator.  

There is so much more research that can be presented on this title, it is of greater 

benefit to introduce a similar job, but with a different title, to expand on the trajectory of 

this work. The following section will outline the work of community educators their roles 

and responsibilities and how often, they mimic that of the parent liaisons.  

Community Educators 

Another term more commonly used is Community Educators, which often has a 

larger scope and audience base than parent liaisons. Many times, they are employed in 

local non-profits, health centers, and local or state government entities. Community 

educators create leadership development programs targeted or in conjunction with public 

schools, health centers or other education centers outside of the realm of Pk-12 systems. 

They are as noted by Turner (1974) as agents who guide or facilitate the learning process 

(p. 11). Community educators organize and develop community interest, study, and 

create action toward a solution (Turner, 1971, p. 12).  In the 19th century they 

(community educators) were often tasked with what Fraser and Kick (2005) term the 

‘social work approach and the neighborhood maintenance approach’. The Social work 

approach was developed to define the provision of the service delivery model through 

neighborhood-based organizations (p. 25). This included [community educators] 

providing resources to low-income families for day-to-day support, educational resources 

(GED, ESL, etc.), as well as civic engagement opportunities to get individuals more 
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involved in political and intellectual movements. The neighborhood maintenance 

approach focused on providing protection for neighborhood from perceived and actual 

threats such as economic developments that would increase property taxes to a 

community whose income is fixed.  (Fraser & Kick, 2005). Community educators 

provide trainings for neighborhoods to better respond to ‘change triggers’ often instigated 

by internal and external factors (Fraser & Kick, 2005).   
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APPENDIX B 

 

CONSENT FORM 

Narratives of Community Educators: Fostering Adult Education  

and Community Development 

Principal Investigator:  Perla Delgado Faculty Advisor: Clarena Larrotta, PhD 

This consent form will give you the information you will need to understand why this 
research study is being done and why you are being invited to participate.  It will also 
describe what you will need to do to participate as well as any known risks, 
inconveniences or discomforts that you may have while participating.  We encourage you 
to ask questions at any time.  If you decide to participate, you will be asked to sign this 
form and it will be a record of your agreement to participate.  You will be given a copy of 
this form to keep. You can withdraw participation at any time during this process without 
consequence.  

Ø RESEARCH PURPOSE AND BACKGROUND  
• Document the narratives of 6-10 community educators working with adults. 
• Provide a deeper understanding of the scope of the work they do in community. 
• Describe their contribution to the field of adult education.   

 
Ø PROCEDURES 
If you agree to be in the study, you will be asked to participate in the following activities: 

• Three 60-90 minute oral interviews 
• Bring an artifact (an object that is meaningful to you in relation to your 

professional life) to the second interview. This object will help you tell more 
stories about the work you do teaching adults.  
 

Ø RISKS/DISCOMFORTS 
There is very little risk in participating in this study.  



 

 	
	

143 

If you are uncomfortable answering any question, you are free to decline to answer. I will 
stop the interview and will proceed as you wish.  You are free to stop your participation 
at any time without consequence. 

In addition, if any of the information shared during the research process triggers anxiety 
or any other symptom of emotional distress, please refer to counseling services through 
Therapy Austin on Lo-Burn located at 1415 W. 51st, #1, Austin, TX — 78756, phone 
512 201-4501 or closest local counseling center.  

Ø BENEFITS/ALTERNATIVES 
In participating in this study, you will be able to share your experiences as a professional 
working in the field of community and adult education. An important benefit of the study 
is to explore what drives you to do the work you do teaching adults.  Through the 
interview process you will be able to reflect on your practice and learn from your past 
experiences. Later, when the results of the study are published you will be able to learn 
from other educators’ experiences as well.  
 
Ø EXTENT OF CONFIDENTIALITY 
Reasonable efforts will be made to keep the personal information in your research record 
private and confidential. The members of the research team and the Texas State 
University Office of Research Compliance (ORC) may access the data.  The ORC 
monitors research studies to protect the rights and welfare of research participants.  I will 
make every effort to protect participants’ confidentiality.  Your name will not be used in 
any written reports or publications, which result from this research.  Data will be kept for 
three years (per federal regulations) after the study is completed and then destroyed.   

Ø PAYMENT/COMPENSATION 
You will not be paid for your participation in this study.  
 
Ø PARTICIPATION IS VOLUNTARY 
You do not have to participate in this study if you do not want to.  You may also refuse to 
answer any questions you do not want to answer.  If you volunteer to be in this study, you 
may withdraw from it at any time without consequences of any kind or loss of benefits to 
which you are otherwise entitled.   

Ø QUESTIONS 
If you have any questions or concerns about your participation in this study, you may 
contact the Principal Investigator, Perla Delgado, pgd11@txstate.edu.    

This project [insert IRB Reference Number or Exemption Number] was approved by the 
Texas State IRB on [insert IRB approval date or date of Exemption]. Pertinent questions 
or concerns about the research, research participants' rights, and/or research-related 
injuries/questions to participants should be directed to Monica Gonzales, IRB Regulatory 
Manager 512-245-2314 – (meg201@txstate.edu). 

DOCUMENTATION OF CONSENT 



 

 	
	

144 

I have read this form and decided that I will participate in the project described above.  Its 
general purposes, the particulars of involvement and possible risks have been explained 
to my satisfaction.  I understand I can withdraw at any time.   

   

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent  Date 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       

Printed Name of Study 

Participant 

 Signature of Study 

Participant 

 Date 
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APPENDIX C 

Sample Questions for Pláticas  

 

Warm up 

• Please tell me about yourself  

o Family 

o Length of time in your community 

o Community make up 

• How did you become a parent support specialist/liaison/outreach coordinator? 

• Please tell me about a memorable educational experience you had as an adult 

o Why is this memorable to you?  

o What elements would you say made this experience memorable?  

Beginning  
 
Educational background 
 
• Please tell me about your educational background 

o Educational attainment 

o Parents educational attainment 

Background knowledge 
 

• How do you define adult learners?  

• Tell me about the work you do with this particular community?  

Present Experiences 
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• How long have you been in this line of work?  

 
• What would you say is the easiest part of your job?  

 
• What compels you to do the work you do?  

 
• What would you say are the ideal characteristics of people in this profession? 

 
• How can we instill similar values in new employees in this profession?  

 
 

• What challenges do you see facing your work? 
 
• What do you like most about your job?  

 
Professional Development 
 

• Tell me about your first week as a community educator?  

• What type of training did you receive when you first joined your organization?  

• What was the best part about the training?  

• What kind of training did you receive (either in your current job or in your past 

experience) in regards to working with adults?  

• What would you say is your philosophy to working with adult learners?  
  

• What type of professional development is needed to support the work that you 
do?  

 
Looking at Past Experiences and Their Influence on the Work They Do 

• Tell me about a work experience where you felt you had the most impact?  

o Why?  

o Who did you impact?  

o In your opinion, would you say you impact an individual or community?  
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• Please share with me a professional development opportunity you participated in 

that you felt had a positive impact on your job. 

• What professional opportunities would you like to participate in and why?  

• Tell me about a time when you work with a community organization; what did 

that look like? Do you think it was success? What worked? What were some of 

the challenges?  

• Can you tell me about some of the partnerships you have created that have led to 

the success of your work with adults?  

Future Aspirations 

• Tell me about a time when you felt your administration did not support the work 

you do?  

o Why?  

o What would you differently if confronted with a similar situation a year 

from now?  

• What would you like to see differently in your position two years from now?  

o Why?  
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APPENDIX D  

My Story  

The choice to take this exploration further exists for many reasons. One in 

particular is because I have a deep connection to this topic since I too was once employed 

in similar positions as Lamar and Maria, responsible for creating initiatives to promote 

adult development, but my job titles were also different. I was a family resource 

coordinator, a parent liaison, and a community engagement coordinator. My role as a 

family resource coordinator is one that I would like to share since it aligns more closely 

with the focus of this study. As a family resource coordinator, I was charged with 

organizing ESL, literacy, and computer classes among other workshops for parents to 

increase the use of school resources, such as online class registration. Our school 

administrator realized that if parents did not speak English they could not advocate for 

their child. And, if parents did not know how to read their child’s report card he/she 

would not be able to see the academic growth or limited growth their child was 

experiencing. If a parent did not have the basic computer skills, then he/she would not be 

able to register their child or receive any communication from the school or the district 

given registration was moving to an online platform. I was responsible for creating these 

opportunities and was evaluated on the success of these programs with my parent 

community.  
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I soon realized that I was tapping into my own personal experience upon creating 

these programs since the training I received mainly focused on evaluation and program 

implementation. My personal experience helped me organize parents and recruit them to 

the classes I offered. Often times, I was teaching the classes because I could not find a 

volunteer or the volunteer stopped showing up. I read from a book or pulled up 

information online to ensure I was meeting the goals and metrics set out by my 

administration. However, I realized through this doctoral program and through my pilot 

study that I, like Lamar and Maria, did not receive the proper training or professional 

development to authentically and effectively support this type of adult learning (Clair & 

Adger, 1999; Knowles, 1980; Smith & Gillespie, 2007), but it was my passion, Maria’s 

commitment, and Lamar’s values that drove us to successfully implement these programs 

despite the limited knowledge in adult development.  

As a parent specialist for the City of Piedras, my role was to develop adult 

programming for parents of students in my title 1 school. I was tasked with a multitude of 

responsibilities ranging from providing resources on local nonprofits, helping families 

pay for rent to avoid eviction, driving families to food banks, to facilitating ESL courses 

from a book I was given by our school administrator. I was always willing to take on the 

challenge. I embraced my role as an ESL teacher with an open mind and open heart. I had 

the ganas (passion) to do a good job and to help the parents. I knew they were thirsty for 

knowledge and I was ready to give them the knowledge to make a difference in their 

community. I saw in them the experiences of my own parents, who struggled to learn 

English because they were “too old” to go back to school.   
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For the more than 13 years that I worked in community development and adult 

education, I was continuously offering courses for parents, attendance was great and 

often my ESL classes had waitlists. ESL was on demand. Parents were hungry for 

English language development. Unbeknownst to me, I was embarking on the “banking 

concept system of education, in which the scope of action allowed to the students extends 

only as far as receiving, filing, and storing the deposits adult education” (Freire & 

Ramos, 2009, p. 164). In my mind, I was the expert. I had the book; therefore, I knew 

what to do. I was the teacher. They were the students. I would later learn that this 

strategy, this hierarchy, I was developing in my classes was not as effective as I thought. 

I had the passion and the tools, but I did not know how to use them and unfortunately, 

neither did my administration.  

I look back now and realize what a disservice I was doing to the families I so 

loved. Instead of helping them, I was simply just giving them the information 

unintentionally disrespecting the knowledge they brought to the classroom. It wouldn’t be 

until much later, I realized the parents had so much to offer me, maybe even more than I 

could offer them (Martinez-Cosio & Martinez Iannocone, 2007; Stubblefield & Rachal, 

1992; Rachal, 1988). Many times, in roles like mine, Maria and Lamar’s’ job, we think 

that we need to know everything. We are often pressured to know everything because 

parents and administrators rely so heavily on us and we do not want to disappoint them. 

However, the devotion to our families and to the communities we work with is even 

greater than the struggles we face because we do not have the right tools to effectively 

teach our parents.  
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As a reflective practitioner, I recognize the importance of being prepared to 

effectively teach the students in the classroom, regardless of age. More specifically, as a 

practitioner, I must understand the diverse learning styles that exist in my classroom. It is 

more critical than ever to develop curriculum that incorporates the experiences of the 

adults in order to ensure the learner is connecting to the material (Amanti, González,  

Moll & Ebooks Corporation, 2005).  As a first-generation Latina growing up in the 

United States, I saw my parents struggle through the challenges of not having the 

language capacity to successfully live in the US. My parent’s teachers often did not 

understand the immigrant struggle or the multiple things they had to balance in order to 

take the courses at our local elementary school. I look back now and realize that the 

teachers did not have the tools to bring some of those experiences or perspectives into the 

classroom. My parents often started the courses, but got discouraged and would drop out 

of the class because “la maestra nos da mucha tarea y no entiende que trabajamos y no 

la podemos hacer. A veces nos regaña enfrente de todos/the teacher gives us a lot of 

homework/ She doesn’t understand that we work and we can’t do the homework. 

Sometimes she scolds us in front everyone.  

After embarking on a master’s degree in bilingual education and now, a doctoral 

degree in adult education, I have come to realize how important having that foundation in 

education is to the populations I work with in my programs. Having an understanding of 

how critical it is to incorporate their stories into the curriculum ensures that adult learners 

feel like they are taking part in their own learning. However, it is even more beneficial 

for both the student and the practitioner to work as a team (Freire & Ramos, 2009) to 

accomplish the student’s goals
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