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Abstract 

This literature review investigates women-centered articles in Adult Education Quarterly 

between 1985-2022. Findings indicate a predominance of qualitative research studies, increased 

use of critical frameworks, and multiple ways women are portrayed.  
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Although integral to adult education initiatives, women's contributions to adult education 

and issues pertinent to women have remained in the shadows until recently. Often women have 

been examined as a monolithic group (Merriam & Cunningham, 1989). However, women's 

contributions to adult education have recently emerged (Imel & Bersch, 2014).    

As more women have entered the professoriate and workplace over the past 37 years, we 

wondered how women were represented in a premier journal, Adult Education Quarterly (AEQ), 

from 1985-2022. A comprehensive review of articles from 1985-2022 could inform researchers 

about the state of women-centered research in AEQ and spur future research. 

This integrative literature review aimed to explore articles concerning women in AEQ 

from 1985-2022. Questions included: 1) What research methods are used? 2) What conceptual 

frameworks are used? 3) What are the topics covered? 4) How are women portrayed?  

 

Theoretical Framework 

We utilized a critical feminist framework to analyze the literature. This women-centered 

framework acknowledges power. The hegemony of patriarchy is upheld through social norms 

and values. Critical feminist theory says that gender is socially constructed. Women resist the 

oppression of the patriarchy and face multiple oppressions based on various positionalities 

(Crenshaw, 1991; Lorber, 1990). 

 

Method 

We searched using the databases ProQuest, Education Source, Academic Source 

Complete, and EBSCOhost, as well as a hand search of AEQ articles from 1985-2022. We 

analyzed 57 women-focused articles using a critical feminist framework. We included conceptual 

and empirical articles and literature reviews. We entered article information on an Excel 

spreadsheet under relevant categories. We used the constant comparative method (Corbin & 

Strauss, 1990) to look within and between articles to ascertain answers to the research questions. 

We performed initial and axial coding to find answers to the research questions.  

 

Findings 

Preliminary findings indicate article publication dates: 1985-1989: 2; 1990-1999: 12; 

2000-2009: 24; 2010-2019:13; 2020-2022: 6. Methods included qualitative (44), quantitative (5) 



 

 

mixed methods (1); conceptual articles (5) and literature reviews (2). Topics included:  Women 

in higher education, women's experiences in community/nonformal settings, and the 

representation of women in scholarship, history, and research.  

Conceptual Frameworks 

The conceptual frameworks included but were not limited to critical theories such as 

Black feminist theory, Freirean critical theory, critical feminist theory, and public pedagogy. 

Learning theories used included transformative, self-directed, and arts-based learning.  

Portrayal of Women 

 Women were portrayed as 1) deficient, 2) managing multiple roles, 3) learners, 4) 

marginalized, and 5) resilient and resistant. Initially seen as deficient, women gained confidence 

through learning and social interaction learning the computer (Lin et al., 2012). Women managed 

multiple roles of caretaker, worker, and student (Vaccaro & Lovell, 2010). Women as learners 

discussed learning theory. Most articles portrayed women as seen as marginalized. Women were 

marginalized by the intersection of multiple positionalities, such as immigrant status, 

race/ethnicity, and gender (Zhu, 2020). Women were seen as resilient and empowered in a racist, 

classist, patriarchal society (Sealey-Ruiz, 2007).   

  

Conclusion and Future Research 

 Although many articles confirmed Hayes and Smith's (1994) research, the research 

revealed another category—women as resilient and empowered. The intersection of various 

positionalities affected women's lives and experiences. Also, more conceptual frameworks used a 

critical component. Future research should include more quantitative and mixed methods studies 

and expand research to include women with disabilities and women in the LGBTQ community.  
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