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editorial
The third issue of Prospect for this year is entitled Policy, practice and 
research in adult ESOL programs: An international perspective. It is a special 
issue of invited articles devoted to programs for adult immigrant and refu-
gee learners in different parts of the world. The contributions come from 
authors in the English-dominant countries that have traditionally received 
such learners – Australia (Burns and de Silva Joyce), Britain (Roberts, 
Cooke, Baynham and Simpson), Canada (Pettis), New Zealand (Roach 
and Roskvist) and the United States (Schaetzel and Young) – as well as 
from Sweden (Lindberg and Sandwall), a European country with consider-
able experience over many decades of developing and offering programs for 
recently arrived immigrants. The authors cover the backgrounds to their 
national programs, accounts of how curriculums have been developed and 
modified over time, and issues relating to research and practice. They end 
by looking at future directions and considerations. 

As the contributions in this issue display in detail, policy, practice 
and research are inevitably and inextricably linked in international adult 
immigrant programs. The macro-level of policy is always reflected at the 
micro-level of practice, in the way policy is developed and disseminated. 

At the policy level, typically the field of adult second-language 
programs has been, and still is, characterised internationally by 
fragmentation of provision, restrictions in funding and funding criteria, 
and indeterminate and often incoherent linkages to wider immigration 
and educational policies (Roach and Roskvist, Schaetzel and Young, see 
also Burns 2006). As Tollefson (1991) has previously noted, provision of 
adult immigrant programs across international locations generally remains 
politically and ideologically driven, with the often-unfortunate results of 
inequitable distribution to learners and increasingly user-pays economic 
systems underpinning entry. Where educational policies are linked to 
language policies, the signs are more encouraging, as, for example, in the 
Swedish (Lindberg and Sandwall), Australian (Burns and de Silva Joyce), 
and, latterly, United Kingdom (Roberts et al) contexts. However, the 
Australian situation, with its hitherto secure funding and stable research 
agenda, is generally noted by the authors from other locations as one still 
to be envied and emulated. 

Within all the policy contexts highlighted here, various tensions exist 
that challenge the nature and structure of the various forms of provision to 
adult learners. The conflation of the goals and purposes of adult second-
language programs with adult literacy continues to present contradictions 
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in both policy and practice and can mean that the particular cognitive, 
sociocultural and affective elements required for effective second-language 
acquisition over adequate periods of time may be underestimated in policy 
development (Roberts et al, Roach and Roskvist; see also Hammond and 
Derewianka 1999). The need for adult second-language provision, as with 
adult literacy programs, is frequently only highlighted as a consequence 
of debates about immigration and/or skill shortages, with adult second-
language programs sometimes being seen as an afterthought in adult 
provision in general (Roberts et al, Schaetzel and Young). Perceptions of 
the inability to use or unwillingness to learn the host-country language 
(Lindberg and Sandwall) may be negatively connected politically and in the 
popular media with issues of national security, economic competitiveness, 
vocational training, skills gaps and social cohesion. Such perceptions 
can result in mandated curriculum policies and standards that may have 
unintended inhibiting consequences (Roberts et al, Schaetzel and Young; 
see also Cooke 2006). The learning of the second language becomes bound 
up with issues of preparedness to meet obligations of immigration and 
citizenship and to demonstrate a willingness for integration into the host 
community (Burns and de Silva Joyce, Roach and Roskvist). A further 
common theme across all the articles is the continuing shift over recent 
decades towards curriculum policies oriented less towards the development 
of language skills for broad community participation and more towards 
supporting labour-market and workforce aspirations and goals, and 
meeting global competitiveness. 

In the area of practice, the contributions show the interesting and 
substantial shifts in curriculum developments, and the theoretical 
premises that underpin them, away from individualist and ‘acquisitionist’ 
perspectives (Roberts et al). What has been termed ‘the social turn’ 
(Block 2003) towards sociocultural and social-constructivist theory 
(influenced by neo-Vygotskian theories of language development) and 
functional linguistic approaches (influenced by Hallidayan linguistics) 
are well evidenced in the articles in this issue (Burns and de Silva Joyce, 
Lindberg and Sandwall, Roberts et al). Language pedagogy is drawing, 
too, on concepts of linguistic socialisation, looking at how programs for 
adult immigrant learners can take account of the social and psychological 
demands of their new communities of practice outside the classroom 
(Pettis, Roach and Roskvist; see also Norton 2000). 

Despite these reinvigorating insights into the complexities of second-
language socialisation and the pedagogical innovations that flow from 
them, in some contexts tensions re-emerge in the requirements at higher 
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policy levels for learner individualisation of the curriculum (Lindberg 
and Sandwall, Roberts et al; see also Cooke 2006). Individualisation is 
often seen, simplistically, at policy levels as a means of achieving more 
rapid language learning. These tensions are further reflected in the 
widespread but inconsistent movements towards standards/competency-
based curriculums with measurable and accountable outcomes (Schaetzel 
and Young). Where in some locations outcomes are rigorously mandated 
and monitored for funding, program continuity and other forms of 
accountability (Roberts et al, Roach and Roskvist), in other locations great 
variation in the way programs are funded may mean that standardised 
outcomes are lacking and programs are dependent on local developments 
and interpretations (Lindberg and Sandwall). Thus, variable provision and 
uneven distribution of learning experiences for those who seek them are 
still common features across national programs. In addition, the complex 
and bewildering array of providers offering varying kinds of programs, 
which can result from short-term competitive tendering, may prove 
impenetrable for some learners (Roberts et al). 

Adult second-language learners are part of fluid movements of people 
in an increasingly globalised world of international migration – the global 
flows of contemporary post-colonial society (Roberts and Baynham 
2006). At the level of practice it is clear from these contributions that 
adult immigrant programs must serve highly diversified and mobile ethnic 
groups. Learners in adult immigrant programs also come from a highly 
distributed range of educational backgrounds that can extend from a 
lack of schooling or literacy in the mother tongue to advanced levels of 
tertiary education. Thus, adult second-language teachers must be able 
to cater for wide-ranging needs and goals. As learning is bound up with 
other settlement and life challenges, in many locations teachers must cope 
with complex and fluid movements of people in and out of classes that are 
dependent on the exigencies of local provision and funding. In addition, 
the history of the research base upon which teachers, curriculum developers 
and teacher educators in the field of immigrant second-language education 
can draw is emergent at best and spasmodic or non-existent at worst. In 
this respect, the situation in Australia, with its dedicated research agenda 
over more than 25 years, can be considered highly privileged (Burns and 
de Silva Joyce; see also Burns 2006). Similarly, teacher certification and 
development and professional opportunities are unevenly distributed, 
although there are signs of encouraging initiatives being undertaken and 
disseminated (Roberts et al, Schaetzel and Young, Pettis). 

Given such a situation, and despite the conflicts and tensions 

eDItOrIAL



 4 Prospect  Vol. 22,  No. 3  2007

underpinning policy, provision and funding, the contributions in this issue 
are inspiring in their accounts of the positive developments that continue 
to shape adult second-language programs across the world. Also inspiring 
are the reflections in these accounts of the personal and professional 
commitment of the teachers who work in these programs to assist their 
immigrant and refugee students, to make them feel welcome, and to help 
them become part of the countries they are making their homes. 

As usual we conclude the issue with book reviews, by Bernat and Tapia. 
We hope that readers will find in this collection of special issue articles a 
base from which to investigate further the work being done in the field of 
second-language programs for immigrant and refugee adults. Our aim has 
been to make a contribution to an area that is still much under-represented 
in the literature in applied linguistics and TESOL. 
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