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INTRODUCTION

As ¢ field of practice and disciplined inquiry, adult basic education
(ABE) has a rich and varied tradition. Over the past twenty-five years it
has emerged as a distinct area within education providing important
innovations and substantial resources. However, the parameters of both
theory and practice are often unclear for those workinz in ABE.

There is difficulty in defining literacy or adult basic education, and
this may speak more to the diversities of theory and practice and their
many interpretations - often specific to the locale or the individual
involved - than to any lack of knowledge or skill. In this book, the
editors have tried to capture something of the richness of this diversity,
the divergence of theories and practices, as well as their political and
economic contexts in daily life. To accomplish this, they invited a wide
range of scholars, practitioners and analysts to share their expertise.
Their writing styles are as diverse as their specialities, and the editors
have sought to preserve their distinct voices rather than opt for some
kind of conformity in style and presentation. This makes for rich and
varied reading, the ind of reading that one will return to again and
again. The difficulty in defining and the expressed diversity of expertise
and style must be seen as a positive expression of the individuality and
the dynamism of the field and the people working within it.

ADULT LITERACY PERSPECTIVES does not purrort to represent
all current views or practices, but does seek to capture a ‘moment in time’
of this field of literacy and adult basic skills, to be used as a stepping
stone for future directions. The reader may well be mulling over some
questions like: What seems to be working best in what situations? Are
there some practices that should be discarded? Can we assemble some
univers.! essential characteristics of this work - or should we be more
concerned with localizing and individualizing the practices?

The reader’s attention should be drawn to the two broadly-drawn
viewpoints that are expressed in varying ways by both practitioners and
researchers: the quantitative, accountable and technological approach
to teacl...ig literacy and basic skills education, versus the qualitative,
learner-evaluated humanistic approach. These are also referred to as
‘teacher-centred approaches’ and ‘learner-centred approaches. These
two approaches are frequently juxtaposed within the same section,
sometimes contradicting each other, although the writers may never have
met - or known what the other was submitting for this book. Like the
field itself, controversy, viewpoints and discussions are vibrant and
provocative. But the fact that the authors present strong arguments
provides the reader with anything but passively acceptable viewpoints!

Given that the individual contributors have grounded their writing in
day-to-day experience as well as (frequently) a survey of related litera-
ture, wehave here, then, a fine disti!lation of expertise across most of the
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aspects of literacy. The contributors are known in this field and related
fields in education, and their intensity and committment shines :hrough
this work.

Ifeach of us, as careful readersexamining what is particularly relevant
Jor ourselves, closely examine these ‘distillations of experience’, we may
discover that what emerges may be important indicato:s for practical
and effective directions for the future in literacy and basic skills educa-
tion both in research and in teaching as well as in policy.

This book is particularly addressed to three groups. First, it can
provide an introductory statement and resource for graduate students in
adult education, especially those in adult basic education. Secondly, it
can provide an overview of the field for professionals in reiated areas such
as teachers, administrators, counsellors, facilitators, tutors and volun-
teers in school boards, community colleges, CGEPS (Quebec), universi-
ties, and research institutes as well as small learning centres. Finally, it
can provide a source of information for those who value being informed
generally about a variety of topics and issues in aault basic education.

This book proposes to define the field, at least in its evolution, its
contribution to professional education and the principle problems and
issues. It isan attempt to delineate the parameters of inquiry and practice
and is intended to serve as a professional reference work. It does not
attempt to describe the scores of agencies in detail involved in the
delivery of programs as they are covered in other publications.
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PARTI

HISTORICAL AND PHILOSOPHICGAL
PERSPECTIVES

The practice of adult literacy and basic education is rooted in historical
eventsand is guided by philosophical assumptions. This section attempts (o
give a background to the field of practice. Together the different chapters
point out that literacy education has seldom been neutral and that both the
value and the functionality of literacy is determined by political, economic
and cultural factors. Another apparent theme is that learning to read and
write were not always equai partners. The emphasis historically has been on
teaching the skills of reading. This section also signals the importance for
practitioners not only to understand the historical componenis of literacy
education but also the backgrounds of the agencies with which they are
associated.

Although most of the examples given in this section are taken from the
Canadian cultural context, many of the principles which are discussed are
generalizable. When examples are given beyond Canada, they are almost
exclusively limited to western societies, even though the usage and evolution
of literacy in other regions of the world would have been in valuable to have
included in this section. The absence of such references does not in any way
mean to exclude the place and richness of history and literacy in other
cultures.

Philosophies are often expressed through definitions. Such is the case
with concepts like literacy and functional illiteracy. These concerns are
raised in the chapter by Audrey Thomas. In her discussion she describes the
noticeable evolution in the attempts to make literacy operational and pro-
vides a historical account of the definitional debate. Some of her major
conclusions suggest that grade level comg:'2tion is inadequate for defini-
tional purposes and that adult literacy is concerned with the abilities of
individuals to function within specific social contexts. With the demands of
comtemporary North American society the literacy thresholds are likely to
be in a continuing state of flux.

Having some understanding of history is important for literacy educators
to comprehend and appreciate the background of present-day practices.
Draper has presented a selected chronology of literacy events in chapter two
that is Canadian and international and is expanded with an interpretive
overview analysis. Draper’s chapter six delves further into history and ex-
plores the connections between literacy and both human and national growth.
Other issues explored historically include the use of literacy throughout
western history, issues velating to public access for literacy, as well as the
social, political and economic forces that relate to such education.
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Although not always articulated as such, literacy is also embedded in
social organizations. In the chapter by Darville two arguments are for-
warded. The first proposition is that literacy is not simply one kind of skill or
social relation and the second is that deveioping literacy is an empowerment.
The author outlines the distinctions between narrative and organizational
literacy and argues that in our society we need to think about literacy as
empowerment in conjurnrction with the idea that it has more than one form.
It also becomes increasingly clear that learning the skills of reading and
writing have not been in isolation from the content that was used in literacy
education programs.

One of the ways to assess the evolution of literacy education in any
country is to examine the legislation and policies that have been developed
relating to it. Thomas, Taylor and Gaskin review three Canadian statutes:
The Technical and Vocational Training Assistance Act, The Adult Occupa-
tional Training Act and the National Training Act. Following a historical
description of the different periods of federal legislative activity related to
education, the authors examine specific provisions contained in the acts and
the effects on adult literacy and basic education learners. These principle
acts which define the approaches toward vocational training in Canada have
implications for what actually occurs within literacy education classrooms.
Literacy education has always been part of the political process.

During the 1970’s in the United Kingdom, government and institutions
became involved in adult literacy teaching and research. Street examines the
definitions and activities that allowed adults to be in literacy developments.
He suggests that by distinguishing between autonomous and ideological
models of literacy one can better understand the underlying and often
unstated assumptions about the phenomena. The author also argues for a
more general theory of literacy practice and raises issues surrounding the
political and academic dimensions of literacy teaching.
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CHAPTER L

Definitions and
Evolution of the Concepts

Audrey M. Thomas

Nowadays, it seems simpler to define “Adult Basic Education” (ABE) than
“literacy” in the North American context. ABE is a field which has existed for
several decades. Its name has several advantages:

- it defines the target population: adult,
- it defines the program: basic education, and
- it implies the dclivery of that program.

One could argue, of cousse, that “adult” needs further precise definition, and
that what constitutes “basic education” has changed in content and scope over
time. Some may also doubt that “a delivery system” is implied. By and large,
however, the term “ABE" does connote a field of practice whose target popula-
tion consists of those persons above the statutory school-leaving age who, for
one reason or another, have, by normative standards, educational deficits which
are to be redressed by a program of instruction undertaken in a setting recog-
nized by a funding organization.

People enrolling in such programs du so for a variety of reasons, but generally,
they have recognized in some way or another, their need for “more education”,
That education has traditionally consisted of discrete subject areas or disciplines
— languagearts, mathematics, science, and social studies. However, there seems
to beanagging feeling that ABE has failed, or, conversely, that society has failed
ABE, because large numbers of adults are said to be *functionally illiterate and
their numbers are being swelled by youth “drop-outs™ from the regular school
system. Thus, we have a “literacy crisis” on our hands!

WHAT IS LITERACY?

The task of definition now becomes devilishly difficult. Given the myriad
senses in which literacy is used, which one do we apply to our field? Perhaps it is
easier to “do literacy”, than to define it? We are faced with a concept — literacy
— which is at once part of ABE, but also greater thanit.

The simplest definition of literacy is “the ability to read and write”, and few
people would probably argue otherwise. Problems begin to surface, however,
when literacy purposes are discussed. The answers to the question “Literacy for
what?”, determine how a literacy program is designed, implemented and evalu-
ated. The underlying assumptions and values of the definers shape the practice.
Results determine the success or failure of a program and experience may modify
the initial assumptions and ultimately help change the definitions.

Coming to grips with definitions of “literacy" has become something of a pre-
occupation for many scholars, especially in the last decade. Technological
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4 AUDREY M. THOMAS

change and human resource development policies are factors contributing to the
heightened visibility of “literacy" in the public consciousness and the efforts of
governments at various levels to understand “the problem'. One's understand-
ing of what “literacy” or “illiteracy"’ is shapes policies ard funding provisions.
Thus, definitions become critical.

A range of definitions has emerged such that “literacy’, at one end of the
scale, may be defined to include only the irreducible minimum of the adult
population who will likely always be illiterate, to the other end of the scale where
it may be defined to encompass nearly all the adult population! Hautecoeur
(1986) discusses the effects of such a range in the Quebec context.

Cervero (1985) raises the question of whose needs would be served by a
common definition of adult literacy. He states:

The effort to achieve a common definition would not be a technical process
aimed at discovering the objectively best definition of literacy. Rather, it should
be viewed as a clash of competing value positions, ideologies, and power
structures. There can be little doubt that the winners in this struggle would be
those who wish to reproduce the existing social distribution of knowledge.
(p. 54)

There is no mention of reading and writing here! Literacy is a battleground — a
power struggle for the control of knowledge. Valentine (1986) comm:ents:

. it must strike seasoned adult basic skills teachers somewhat curious that
they are now seen as fighting the good flight and saving the nation by teaching
functional literacy . . . (p. 108)

What is this “saving" power that is attributed to literacy, and how dovs *‘func-
tional literacy" differ from “literacy”? We can agree with Bormuth (1978) that
literacy has gathered around it “a certain amount of qualitative or ethical
freight” (p. 124). To attempt to understand this situation, some historical per-
spective is necessary.

EVOLUTION OF LITERATE WESTERN SOCIETIES

Dictograms, syllabaries, alphabets and other forms of coded language have
evolved for purposes of communication throughout historical time and in
different locations. Reading and writing thus became necessary to understand
and to produce text. In Ancient Greece, oratory was a highly prized ability and
dialogue was encouraged by Socrates and Plato. However, much cf what we
know about Socrates has come to us through the writings of Plato, tl.us demon-
strating clearly one use of literacy. Literacy gradually spread throughout the
Graeco-Roman world, but its use was restricted mainly to scribes and elites.
After the fall of the Roman Empire, the Church became a principal guardian of
literate culture.

Language preceded literacy and separated homo sapiens from other life.
Literacy had to wait for the invention of writing which took place about five
thousand years ago. The Greek alphabet upon which the communication of the
Western world is based, came into being about 700 B.C. The printing press was
introduced in the fifteenth century, and mechanically powered printing
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was introduced in the nineteenth century. In the first eighty years of the twentieth
century, we have seen the advent of the paperback book, the generalized use of
radio, television and space satellite communications technology, while the mi-
crochip and widespread use of computers are "evolutionizing nearly every aspect
of our lives. Are these technological developments making literacy obsolete, or
more necessary than ever? As an industrial society accommodates to the infor-
mation society, there is considerable dislocation in traditional industries with
structural unemployment and chronic underemployment as visible conse-
quences. At the same time, new industries such as robotics areemerging. Will the
literacy gap be narrowed or widened in our society?

It is against this kind of profound societal change that much of the discussion
about adult literacy and the search for more rigorous definition has taken place.

EVOLUTION OF THE DEFINITIONS

The definition of illiteracy was relatively consistent in the Western world until
the 1920s. A person who could read and write was literate; one who could not
was illiterate. People had either acquired the skills of reading and writing or they
had not. However, Cook (1977) in writing about the U.S.A. points out that this
type of definition began to be perceived as being inadequate:

In 1924, at a National Council for Education meeting, one educator defined an
illiterate in this manner: “Clearly from a practical social point of view, it is one
who has not mastered the art of reading and writing sufficiently to useit in daily
life” ... (p. 31

Cook goes on to quote another speaker at the 1929 meeting of the National
Education Associaticn who proclaimed his violent objection ‘‘to classifying as
literate . . . those who can write their names only” (p. 32). The same speaker
thought that there was a chance that the 1930 census would be changed and
would give enumerators instructions to inquire as to an individual’s ability “'to
read the American newspapers — the equivalent of fourth grade English”
(p. 32). Here is the germ of an idea which crystallized later into the notion of
“functional illiteracy"’

Definitions have been concerned with “what a thing is” or its “essential
quality”. The qualitative definition, however, is not sufficient for practical
application. Qualitative definitions provide an ideological base or value position
— a form of mission statement — but educational planners and policymakers
need to know who has or does not have the quality. It is this applied aspect of the
definition for quantitative purposes which has largely contributed to the debate
about definitions today. But, in the 1940s, things were simpler. A functional
illiterate was one who had completed fewer than five years of schooling. This
definition may make no sense at all when applied to a particu-
lar individual (for the state of being literate depends on the balance between
one’s literacy abilities and situational lireracy demaiids) but at least it supplied a
crude indicator of the size of the target population. This attachment of grade
level completion to definitions of illiteracy ha persisted until very recently, even
though the grade level threshold has gradually been raised. Adults with
Q

ERIC

27



6 AUDREY M. THOMAS

less than high school (grade 12) completion are the clients for ABE programs,
but are such persons illiterate?

The concept of “functional literacy” gained widespread international cur-
rency in the 1950s and 1960s with the pronouncements ot UNESCO. There were
consolidated in 1978 into the UNESCO Revised Recommendation Concerning
the International Standardization of Educational Statistics as follows:

Statistics of Nliteracy

}. Definitions: The following definitions should be used for statistical pur-
poses:

a. A person is literate who can with understanding both read and write a short
simple statement on his everyday life.

b. A person is illiterate who cannot with understanding both read and write a
short simple statement on his everyday life.

¢. A person is functionally literate who can engage in all those activities in
which literacy is required for effective functioning of his group and commu-
nity and also enabling him to continue to use reading, writing, writing and
calculation for his own and the community's development.

d. Anpersonis functionally illiterate who cannot engage in all those activities in
which literacy is required for effective functioning of his group and commu-
nity and also for enabling him to continue to use reading, writing and
calculation for his own and the community’s development.

2. Methods of measurement: To determine the number of literates (or func-
tional literates) and illiterates (or functional illiterates) any of the following
methods could be used:

a. Ask a cuestion or questions pertinent to the definitions given above, in a
complete census or sample survey of the population.

b. Use a standardized test of literacy (or functional literacy) in a special survey.
This method could be used to verify data obtained by other means or to
correct bias in other returns.

i) special censuses or sample surveys on the extent of school enrolment;
ii) regular school statistics in relation tc demographic data;
iii) dataon educational attainment of the population.
(Thomas, 1983, p. 19)

The UNESCO definitions, being directed to an international audience, are
necessarily broad. In the global context, functional literacy has been linked to
community development and non-formal education projects. Mass literacy
campaigns have been most successful when they have taken place within a
framework of fundamental social change (ICAE, 1979). Thus, the success or
failure of literacy movements and programs has been related to prevailing socio-
political and socio-economic conditions. In our Westei a society, literacy, under
the rubric of ABE, has been linked to preparation for employment — giving an
individual the means to better oneself economically. Such programs tend to
ignore other aspects or attributes of literacy. Scribner (1984) suggests that *“ideal
literacy is simultaneously adaptive, socially empowering, and self-enhancing”
(p. 18).

Since the mid-1970s, discussion on literacy definitions have become more
o ~umerous. Definitions have been shaped according to the particular bias of the
E KC efiners. Political activists, sociologists and many adult educators tend to stress
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theideas of literacy as a liberating influence, a means to empowerment and self-
fulfillment through active participation in the learning enterprise and in the
community. Reading specialists, on the other hand, tend to look at literacy
definitions fromn a linguistic point of view where the debate is often between
“literacy as decoding” and “literacy as thinking”’. Somewhere in the middle of
the above groups, several researchers have undertaken specific projects designed
to identify specific tasks and competencies required by adults either in specific
situations or in society in general.

Functional Competency

In an attempt to break away from the grade-level completion idea of literacy,
the United States Office of Education (USOF) funded a research project, the
Adult Performance Leve! (APL) Study to specify the competencies required for
success in adult living. The notion of functional literacy thus gave way to
“functional competence.’

Functional competence was conceptualized as a set of skills and a set of five
content areas in which thes kills are applied. The skills were communications
(reading, writing, speaking, listening and viewing), computation, problem-solv-
ing and interpersonal relations. The content areas were occupational knowledge,
consumer economics, health, community resources and government and law
(APL, 1975). The study received considerable attention when its findings were
published. Extrapolating its figures for the nation as a whole, the APL study
infers the fifty seven million Americans do not have skills adequate to perform
basic tasks. Almost twenty three million Americans lacked the competencies
necessary to function in society and an additional thirty four million Americans
are able to function, but not proficiently. These are alarming statistics. The
study, however, has its critics.

Cervero (1980) concluded that the APL test did not have content validity. For
the APL test to have content validity, its items must adequately sample the
universe of behaviours wtih composc functional competence . . . (p. 155). The
APL test fails to meet this criterion. however, not necessarily because test
development procedures were faulty, but because it is not logicall; 7ossible to
define this universe of behaviours without respect to a value position, a position
which the test developers have chosen not to discuss. (p. 163)

In 1987, Southam News of Ottawa commissioned The Creative Research
Group Limited to conduct a research study on adult illiteracy in Canada. The
thrust of the study #as “to provide a comprehensive assessment of the literacy
performance of adalt Canadians which both recognizes the complexity of
information processing skills, and provides a relevant context in which to assess
these skills” (p. 5). The group used a criterion measure for functional literacy
and the minimum standard was determined with the aid of a jury panel. Thus,
Canada received its version of the APL, although, in fact, the Group was very
much influenced by the 1985 National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP) survey of literacy performance among American youth. They sub-
scribed to the same definition of literacy employed by the NAEP: “Using printed
and written information to function in society, to achieve one’s goals, and to
“o~'op one’s knowledge and potential” (p. 6).
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8 AUDREY M. THOMAS

After the results of the APL Study were made known, the term functional
competency as a replacement for functional literacy became something of a
vogue. This sithation then appeared to open the gateway for everyone to adopt
the term literacy as their own and terms such as numeracy (literacy of numbers),
cartolacy (lite' cy of maps), visual literacy (in relation to television and film),
scientific literi.cy, civic literacy and computer literacy were heard more and more.
(Of these specific literacies only numeracy had traditionally been associated with
“literacy”.) The notion seemed to imply some unstated threshold of competency
upon the attainment of which one would be capable of functioning reasonably
well in that particular field. Until that threshold is reached, however, the individ-
ual remains functionally illiterate.

Hunter and Harman (1979) expanded the definition of functional literacy to:

... the possession of skills perceived as necessary by particular persons and
groups to fulfill their own self-determined objectives as family and community
members, citizens, consumers, job-holders and members of social, religious, or
other associations of their choosing, (p. 7)

Important additions to this definition are the notions of self-perception and self-
determined objectives of the people themselves. The perceived need in relation
to one’s own objectives forms the basis upon which learning may take place.
Herein lies the opportunity for genuinely individualized instruction.

Once we shift from the individual person to the larger group or society, we
founded on shifting sands. Hunter and Harman go on to say:

... if we take seriously the dynamic interaction between self-defined needs and
the requirements of society, measurement of functional literacy becomes infi-
nitely more elusive. Who but the person or group involved can really describe
what “effective functioning in one's own cultural group” really means? Who
needs to know whether skills can be used “toward personal and community
development”? How is “a life of dignity and pride”’ measured? (p. 19)

Thevalue-laden aspects attached to “literacy”’ are its definitional undoing and
have come in for some harsh criticism. Levine (1982) points out the defect of
“extreme elasticity of meaning” (p. 249), and says that ‘‘we have nothing more
than a jumble of ad hoc and largely mistaken assumptions about literacy’s
economic, social and political dimensions” (p. 250). In discussing functional
literacy in the Canadian context, De Castell, Luke and MacLennan (1981)
commented that:

The apparent neutrality of the concept and the vagueness of its formulation, in
conjunction with its pragmatic, utilitarian appeal, attract extensive approval.
Unfortunately, however, there have been few attempts to define the term rigor-
ously. (p. 12)

Despite the criticisms, there have been attempts to operationalize “functional
literacy” in specific settings. Perhaps of all the variations in literacy definitions,
“functional literacy” is the variant most associated with employment or prepa-
ration for the workpla:e. There is a growing body of research on literacy uses and
requirements in specific work environments.
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Literacy Task Analysis

Researchers working on specific occupational task analysis and relationships
to job performance include Sticht; Mikulecky and Winchester; and, Kirsch and
Guthrie. Sticht (1975) defines functional literacy in a job-related context as “the
possession of those literacy skills needed to successfully pcrform some reading
task imposed by an external agent between the reader and a goal the reader
wishes to obtain” (p. 4).

Kirsch and Guthrie (1978) stated:

Functional literacy . . . should be kept distinct from functional competency.
Literacy, whether general or functional, should not be used to represent skills or
behaviours beyond those with printed materials. Agreeing that functional
literacy should be limited to competency with printed materials, one is then
faced with developing a theory and methodology which adequately assesses
such competency in individuals and groups. (p. 491)

In 1984 the same authors confirm that reading is a complex social phenome-
non conditioned by the various contexts in which it occurs. They say:

. .. accounting for reading practices requires a contextual analysis consisting of
tour phases. First, the settings or contexts of interest in which reading occurs
need to be identified. Second, various characteristics of the readers should be
defined. Third, reading practices must be reliably assessed. Fourth, the associa-
tions among these factors need to be described. (p. 231}

Guthrie (1983) stated: “The literacy requirement exists as a contract between
people” (p. 668). The act of reading is seen as “a sort of social contract with the
author” (1984, p. 353), and thus is not a solitary activity.

In their study of nurses, Mikulecky and Winchester (1983) found *“‘superior”
nurses ‘“had a clearer sense of what they were to be doing and actually used
literacy to make themselves more effective)’ than ‘“‘adequate” nurses. “The
difference between nursing groups was not so much in whar they had available,
as it was in how they use it” (p. 12).

Heath (1980) recorded the literacy behaviours of adults in an all-black
working-class community in the Southeastern United States and classified seven
types of highly contextualized literacy uses. She concluded that:

For many families and communities, the major benefits of reading and writing
may not include such traditionally assigned rewards as social mobility, job
preparation, intellectual creativity, critical reasoning and public information
access. In short, literacy has different meanings for members of different
groups, with a variety of acquisition modes, functions, and uses; . . . (p. 132)

The researchers quoted above are trying to pin down more precisely the
definitions of or provide a methodology for precise measurement of functional
literacy by analyzing the uses of literacy and relationships to the target popula-
tion in selected settings. It is clear that functional literacy varies intime, in space,
and in relation to the needs of each individual. As Valentine (1986) says:

LRIC 3
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When properly operationalized . . . task analysis offers a promising solution to
the determination of common literacy demands within restricted environments.

(p. 112)

Howaver, there are obvious major disadvantages to this approach given the
enormous number of environments and that separate task analyses would have
to be conducted for each one. Draper (1986) stresses that:

For literacy education to become truly functional, or.e would have to identify
the skills and knowledge an individual would need to have in order to effectively
functionin one’s society. To this extent, functional literacy is individualized and
is defined and characterized by a social, economic and cultural context. It
includes, as well, the expectations that one has of self and society. (p. 22)

Levine (1982}, and De Castell et al. (1581) are also critical of operational
definitions which focus primarily on the reading aspects of literacy as being too
narrow and restrictive and therefore ir.capable of bringing about the transfortna-
tion and empowerment of individuals which are concepts commonly tied to the
notion of literacy. In addition, De Castell et al. are concerned about the notion
of functional illiteracy within the Canadian context. Having cited various Amer-
ican scholars, they say:

... we must be particularly wary . . . of concepts of literacy which embody a
built-in passivity factor (e.g., functional literacy qua acquiescent consumer
competence or restrictively defined occupational skills). The intent of literacy
instruction in Canada must not be the creation of manipulable populace,
characterized by passive acceptance of information and prescribed behaviour.
(p. 16)

They call for an adequate definition of functional literacy which will consider
“not only the literacy demands of interpersonal and vocational practice, but also
literacy needs for social and political practice as determined by the demands of
Canadian citizenship” (p. 16).

We are forced to wonder with Cervero (1985): “Is a common definition of
adult literacy possible?”’

CONCLUSIONS

What has been encouraging in reviewing the literature is the extent and nature
of the debate on the topic among scholars and experts and the evidence of cross-
disciplinary influences. Thus, reading specialists who formerly confined atten-
tion to the world of schooling, have entered the field of adult vasic education and
have begun to look at reading within the broader social context of the adult
world. Adult activists and sociologists, for their part, have tried to become mere
aware of the intricacies of reading processes. if the field has not yet reached
agreement on an operational definition of literacy, there appears to be more or
less general agreement on some principle::

a. that the grade-level completion measure is inadequate for definitional pur-
poses;
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b. that adult literacy is concerned with the abilities of individuals to function
within specific social contexts;

c. that there is a literacy continuum ranging fres» the mechanics of learning
how to decode and encode through any numb:zr of “specific literacies” to the
mature utilization of literacy skills and precesses for informed action and
aesthetic appreciation;

d. that language precedes literacy ¢nd how one uses language should be taken
into account in literacy instruction;

e. that common operational definitions in a pluralistic society are unlikely
because of the underlying values and assumptions of the definers and the
very varied environments which exist;

f. that literacy may indeed be empowering for some individuals and groups of

people, but many seek the safer haven of ‘‘adaptation” to our contemporary

society which process can, nevertheless, be self-enhancing for those individ-
uals involved;

that the demands of contemporary North American society are ever chang-

ing and at a faster pace, so that literacy “thresholds” are likely to be in a

continuing state of flux, and as long as some people have superior literacy

skills, others who have limited skills will remain vulnerable;

that even people with superior literacy skills are at risk in today’s labour

market where more and more people are becoming unemployed and finding

that their literacy levels either exceed the requirements for a large part of the
economy or are not specialized enough, thus forcing a rethinking of many of
the assumptions underlying literacy definitions and programs.

g

o

The Canadian Context

We have not been very adventurous with our definitions in Canada — mainly
ringing the changes of current definitions from our neighbour to the South.
Canadian reading specialists have tended not to be as involved in discussions and
practice of adult literacy asin the U.S.A. O'Brien (1985) voices her concerns over
this state of affairs and says:

The reading community must reach out to those involved in adult literacy
instruction and join with them to develop programs appropriate to the needs of
the adult illiterate and which reflect the literacy demands of today’s society.
(p. 27)

Norman and Malicky (1986) have taken an interest in adult literacy work. Ina
recent study, they asked a group of adult illiterates what they thought “reading”
was. They received replies such as: “sounding out words”, ‘“memorizing
words”, and “spelling letter-by-letter”. The stress obviously was on word identi-
fication rather than comprehension. These sort of replies have been confirmed in
other studies and the mismatch between lofty goals and purposes of literacy
programs and the learners’ conceptions of reading has been noted.

However, is this situation different from learning in other spheres? For pur-
poses of illustration, we may make an analogy with learning to drive a car. One
can become quite frustrated in the early stages of trying to drive an automobile
with standard transmission. The feet do not seem to go with the various pedals at
the right time. One could define driving as knowing which pedal to depress, or
which gear to use in a certain situation, but once the mechanics are mastered,
driving could be defined quite differently as “mobility”, “freedom to trave.”,
“4 sures of theroad”, and so on. Thus, with literacy, one has to master certain
E mc‘aefore one can enter “the magical circle of the literate” (Bhola, 1981, p. 11)

IText Provided by ERIC "
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or enjoy the benefits of “‘exchanging information through the written word”
(Bormuth, 1978, p. 123), or before one sees literacy *“‘as power” (Scribner, 1984,
p. 11). But it isimportant in these early stages for students to realize the potential
of the processes in which they are involved. Norman anc Malicky (1986) make
some suggestions “fo: a different pedagogy” for beginning adult readers.

So, where do our meanderings through the definitional maze lead us? With-
out doubt, it is to the individual who has perceived his inadequacy and is willing
to enter into ‘earning situation to try to meet his needs. Meeting learners’
educational ..ceds is at the heart of the adult education enterprise. By focussing
on those needs, facilitator and learner together can help close the gap until the
learner can function within the jointly selected parameters.

If there are lessons to be learned from reviewing the definitions and concepts it
is that the task of ABE, as ever, is to be responsive to the needs of learners and to
get on with “doing literacy”. It is the task of society to make that possible.
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CHAPTER 2:

A Selected Chronology of
Literacy Events

James A. Draper

This modern chronology of literacy events, covering about 150 years, points
out a number of interconnecting factors that have influenced literacy education
in Canada and elsewhere. Acquiring and retaining the skills of reading depends
on the availability of reading materials. From the early 1800’s in Canada, there
was an increasing amount of such materials available, through newspapers,
subscription libraries and eventually, free public libraries. Paralleling this was
government legislation that helped to nurture a *“reading society”, such as the
Ontario Common School Act, the Free Library Act, and various school board
policies. Increasingly publicly supported institutions became involved in serving
the educational needs of the adult public. Much later, a considerable amount of
federal and provincial legislation was created, supporting various vacational
training and other basic education programs.

From the chronology, it also becomes apparent that non-governmental, non-
profit organizations (NGOs) were created to meet the social and educational
needs of the population. In Canada, one can see the interweaving contributions,
over many years, of such NGOs as the Y.M.C.A., the Mechanic’s Institutes and
later, Frontier College, the Canadian Association for Adult Education and
World Literacy of Canada. For example, one can follow the influence of the *Y’
as it became involved in organizing educational programs for the Canadian
militia, and then, toward the end of the First World War, in helping to establish
Khaki college for Canadian military personnel in England. The ‘Y’ was also
involved in early activities to provide educational programs to isolated construc-
tion sites, as a precursor to the Canadian Reading Camp Association.

Internationally, the influence of the Danish Folk High Schools; and the
Mechanic’s Institutes, the Worker’s Education Association and the University
Settlement Houses in England, can be seen to influence philosophical thought
and innovative programming relating to adult learning, including literacy educa-
tion. Many of these and other ideas and programs were appropriately adapted to
the Canadian social, economic and political context.

Alternately, Canada too has its ‘export’ of ideas and programs: the Women’s
Institutes, the Antigonish Movement, the creative use of film in education such
as that pioneered by the National Film Board of Canada, and the creative use of
radio, such as the National Farm Radio Forum. The latter helped to stimulate
the use of radio for literacy education, agricultural reform and national develop-
ment in many countries of the world. Such cross-cultural, cross-national sharing
has always been valued in adult education.

The first world conference on adult education was held in 1929. Since then, a
considerable number of international events have taken place, especially from
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the 1970's, due primarily to the initiative and support of UNESCO and the
International Council for Adult Education. In one sense, it was not surprising
that the first UNESCO world confereuce on adult education was held in Den-
mark, nor that the second one was held in Canada, since both countries have
contributed ideas internationally. Such international events have helped draw
attention to the importance of literacy and education in the causes of peace,
development, and self-reliance.

The 1965 conference in Iran drew attention, at the highest political level, to the
implications of adult illiteracy to the development of new nations. A decade later,
one of the first declarations on literacy and human rights arose from another high
level conference, held in Persepolis, Iran. The establishing of the International
Institute for Adult Literacy Methods in Tehran and its extensive series of publica-
tions have also made an international contribution to the documentation, litera-
ture, and research relating to adult literacy education.

World Literacy of Canada was the first non-governmen:al organization in
Canada and one of the first anywhere that established as its primary mandate to
support literacy, non-formal, and development programs in many regions of the
world. Interestingly, it was this international experience that ‘sensitized’ members
of W.L.C. to perceive the implications of adult illiteracy in Canada. Under
W.L.C's auspices the first extensive siudy of adult basic education in Canada was
undertaken in 1975-76. This work laid the bas:s for the establishment of the
Movement for Canadian Literacy.

Ju.t prior to and especially following World War I (WWI), university extension
programs were being developed in Canada and elsewhere. These programs greatly
helped in extending the resources of these publicly supported institutions to a
larger public, thus increasing the opportunities for education by working with
local people and dealing with socia. issues such as poverty, unemployment and
illiteracy.

The first Canadian survey of adult education was undertaken in 1935, just prior
to the formation of the Canadian Association for Adult Education. Other na-
tional surveys have since been conducted but none was more significant than the
1961 census, which documented the number of years of formal schooling citizens
had completed. Information from this census led to a ferment of many govern-
mental and non-governmental activities, such as the War on Poverty, the Special
Senate Committee on Poverty, and various social, economic and training pro-
grams.

Indeed, the 1960°s were a time of turmoil and change as groups reexamined and
searched for an alternative life-style and as society dealt more seriously with the
major issues of human rights and racial tensions. This decade was especially
significant because society became more honest with itself as it faced the realities
and inequalities within it. Canada ceased to perpetuate some of its myths, espe-
cially untruths about the quality of life and opportunities that existed in Canada.
In 1953, UNESCO underiook a world survey of adult illiteracy. The Canadian
government returned the uncomplcted questionnaire with the comment: “Adult
illiteracy is not a problem in Canada®’ Less than ten years later, the country could
no longer mythologize its reality.

International declarations are more than rhetoric. Declarations such as The
Right To Learn, The Udaipur Literacy Declaration and the Declaration of
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Persepolis, for example, were attempts to mobilize thinking on the topic of
literacy. The fact that national governments endorse these statements means
that, to varying degrees, they can be held accountable for their implementation.
All of these statements are deeply rooted in the larger declaration of human
rights. The preamble and background to these public documents help to describe
the breadth and depth of literacy education, the professional aspect of the work
and the basic principles which guide programming and evaluation in literacy
education. They are also philosophical statements that articulate goals to be
achieved. These declarations have direct application to all literacy education
activities, wherever they may occur. Given the generic goals for learning and for
literacy education, it also becomes clear that some methods for teaching and
learning are more appropriate than others.

From the chronology, it can also be seen that what was happening in literacy
education in Canada was a microcosm of what was happening at the interna-
tional level. In fact, the two intertwine. Changes in the functional view of
literacy; mobilizing public opinion; literacy and nationalism; literacy linked to
development, employment, empowerment, production and citizenship; and
attempts to humanize human existence all became goals to be achieved through
literacy.

Within and beyond Canada, there are regional differences. National literacy
campaigns or literacy programs run by non-government and private agencies,
are all part of the same social movement; guided by ideals and attempting to
create and control events rather than merely responding to them. Remedial
programming was no longer sufficient in meeting the demands of present-day
living.

Finally, it can be seen that the chronology, incomplete as it may be, is more
than a series of unrelated events. It expresses a complicated interrelationship
between social forces, the creation and sharing of ideas, the needs of govern-
ments and individuals, and humanitarian goals, human sufferings and depriva-
tion. Each person lives a history. It is as impossible to ignore the past as it is to
ignore the present. Each is part of the same stream of events. Those involved in
literacy educa:.on are creating history, not in isolation, but within an increas-
ingly interdependent world.

CHRONOLOGY OF SELECTED EVENTS IN LITERACY

1792 - Appearance of the first newspaper, The Upper Canada Gazette,
in Newark (Niagara-on-the-Lake, Ontario).

1800 -  (June 8.) First circulating library in Upper Canada (Niagara-on-
the-Lake).
1810 - Public subscription libraries were established at York and else-

where in Upper Canada.

1816 - The first Common School Act was passed in Upper Canada.
(Some adults took advantage of the opportunity to learn reading,
writing and arithmetic.)

1325 - *The Mechanic’s Institutes were established in England.
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1831 The first Mechanic’s Institutes in Canada began in Upper Canada

(Ontario! and Nova Scotia.

*Founding of the Danish Folk High School by Bishop N.F.S.
Grundtvig (a school for young adults to help farm people cope
with change).

*Social/University Settlements were established, Toynbee Hall,
England.

1844

1850's Various school boards in Upper Canada established evening

classes for adults.

First YYM.C.A. (the “Y") opened in Toronto (later offering eve-
ning classes for adults).

1853

1870’s

“Y" tents were established (with their libraries, writing table and
lecture series) and became an integral part of summer militia
camps.

1876 - Y.M.C.A. sets up a special “Railway Department” to handle its
educational and social activities in railroad construction camps.

1882 - Free Libraries Act passed in Ontario.

1891 - The Government of Ontario authorizes school boards to provide
evening classes for anyone over the age of 14 who was unable to
attend regular day school classes.

1897 - The First Women's Institute was established at Stoney Creek,
Ontario (devoted to the education of rural women and to improv-
ing the quality of rural life).

1899 -  TheCanadian Reading Camp Association began working in fron-
tier camps and communities in Ontario and elsewhere in Canada.

1900°s

Beginning of concentrated cducational programs for immigrants
to Canada.

1912

Formation of the Extension Department at the University of
Alberta (later establishing its own radio station in 1925).

1917 The Khaki College was established for the Canadian Army in
England (became a prototype for army education in many other

countries).

- The Workers' Education Association (W.E.A.) of Canada was
founded (initially established in England). (By 1924, there was
W.E.A. activity in seven Ontario cities, in addition to Toronto.)

1919

*United Kingdom Revort on Education (a political program for
democracy and the concept that every adult needed continuing
education).

Frontier College was incorporated, to replace the Canadian Read-
ing Camp Association.

Q dicates International Events.

ERIC
39

IText Provided by ERIC



ADULT LITERACY PERSPECTIVES 19

1928

1929

1935

1941

1946

1949

1953
1955

1958

1960

1961

The St. Francis Xavier University (Antigonish, Nova Scotia)
establishes its Extension Department (later focusing on the devel-
opment of cooperatives and becoming the Antigonish Move-
ment).

World Conference on Adult Education, Cambridge, England,
sponsored by the World Association of Adult Education (to
encourage international cooperation in adult education).

First survey of adult education in Canada.

Founding of the Canadian Association for Adult Education
(C.A.A.E.), Toronto.

National Farm Radio Forum organized (through the cooperation
of the Canadian Association for Adult Education; Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation; Canadian Federation of Agriculture).

Founding of UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization).

*First UNESCO International Conference on Adult Education,
Elsinore, Denmark (focusing on education for leisure; education
for civic responsibility; international cooperation).

*UNESCO conducts a world survey of illiteracy.

World Literacy of Canada was incorporated (Toronto) to pursue
work with the undereducated and illiterate in other countries and
later Canada.

A graduate program in adult education began at the University of
British Columbia; 1966 at The Ontario Institute for Studies in
Education (O.1.S.E.), University of Toronto.

*Second UNESCO International Conference on Adult Education
held in Montreal (placed literacy on the international develop-
ment agenda; linked adult education and peace; was the first
adult education conference where Asia, Africa, Latin America,
and the Communist Block, were represented).

*Beginning of the United Nations First Development Decade.

A Dominion Bureau of Statistics report shows that 92% of all
unemployed adults had not finished secondary school.

The Technical and Vocational Training Assistance Act (T.V.T.A,)
was passed (permitted agreements between the federal and pro-
vincial governments); followed by the Basic Training and Skill
Development (B.T.S.D.) Program.

Census of Canada. Reports that over one million Canadians over
the age of 15 had no schooling or less than grade 4. (Statistics also
revealed that the typical functional illiterate adult was Canadian
born.)
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1962

1965

1966

1967

1968

1969

JAMES A. DRAPER

*The ltalian Association for the Eradication of Iiliteracy spon-
sored the first international literacy conference.

*First World Conference of Ministers of Education, to discuss
adult illiteracy, Tehran, Iran.

The “War on Poverty” (government programs to deal with the
problems of poverty and inequality in Canada).

*Beginning of the Decade Experimental World Literacy Pro-
gramime (E.W.L.P.) in 11 countries, sponsored by UNESCO.

*The First Conference on Comparative Adult Education (Exeter,
New Hampshire, U.S.A.).

Seminar on Adult Basic Education (Toronto). (Sponsored by the
C.A.A.E. (Canadian Association for Adult Education) and
Frontier College, in association with The Technical Vocational
Training Branch, Department of Citizenship and Immigration.)

Publication of Functional Literacy and International Develop-
ment. (A Study by J. Roby Kidd, of Canadian Capability to
Assist with the World Campaign to Eradicate Illiteracy.)

Adult Occupational Training Act (A.O.T.). (Increases federal
assistance to reduce unemployment and increase productivity of
Canadian workers, with a greater focus on training; recognized
the value of the B.T.S.D. Program.) (Replaces the Technical and
Vocational Training Act of 1960.)

*September 8 is designated by UNESCO as International Literacy
Day.

Creation of the federal government’s NewStart Program. (De-
signed for the purposes of estabiishing action research centres in
participating provinces; aimed at providing solutions to the prob-
lems of educational and socio-economical development for Can-
ada’s disadvantaged; and represented one aspect of the country’s
anti-poverty drive.) (By 1969, six provinces were participating in
the NewStart Program, consisting of basic literacy and upgrading
programs from grades 1 to 10.)

A National Seminar on A.B.E. was held at Elliot Lake, Ontario.

The first life skills course was planned by Saskatchewan New-
Start. (Also, out of the Saskatchewan program, came
B.L.A.D.E. — Basic Literacy for Adult Development; and
L.I.N.C. — Learning Individualized for Canadians.)

The first Adult Day School was established as a Metropolitan
Toronto Department of Social Services volunteer project; later,
the Toronto Board ‘f Education assumed the financial responsi-
bility for teacher salaries and school supplies.
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1970 - *Founding of the International Institute for Adult Literacy Meth-
ods (Iran). Publishes: Literacy Discussion and Literacy Methods/
Work /Review.

1971 - Publication of Adult Basic Education (the first major book on
A.B.E. in Canada). (Edited by Michael Brooke.)

1972 - *UNESCO International Commission on the Development of
Education publishes, Learning to Be: The World of Education
Today and Tomorrow.

*Third UNESCO Interaational Conference on Adult Education,
Tokyo, out of which came the International Council for Adult
Education ({.C.A.E.).

“Special Issues on Adult Literacy in Canada”, published in Liter-
acy Discussion. (Summer: editors: James A. Draper, . Roby
Kidd and Barbara Kerfoot; Winter: editors Michael Brooke and
Gerard Clam.)

- Annual mecting of World Literacy of Canada, focus on adult
illiteracy in Canada (Ottawa). (Out of which came the “Canada
Literacy Project™.)

1974

- The Canada Manpower Industrial Training Program is intro-
duced (replacing a number of previous programs).

*Beginning of the B.B.C./T.V. (British Broadcasting Corpora-
tion) program on adult literacy. (On The Move: to create aware-
ness of the problem of illiteracy; to refer persons who wished
assistance with literacy skills to appropriate resources.)

- *World Conference of the International Women's Year (Mexico).

1975

- *Second International Conference of Ministers of Education, on
adult literacy (Persepolis, Iran). (Declaration of Persepolis.) (Fo-
cus on the needs of women; the needs for social development;
education for liberation.)

*N.G.O. (1.C.A.E.) Conference on Adult Education and Develop-
ment (Dar-es-Salaam, Tanzania). (Nongovernmental organiza-
tions.)

1976

~ - National Conference on Adult Literacy (Toronto), jointly spon-
sored by W.L.C., the C.A.A.E., and the .C.A.E. (Release of the
publication, Adult Basic Education and Literacy Activities in
Canada, by Audrey Thomas, published by W.L.C.)

- The B.T.S.D. federal government journal on adult basic educa-
tion becomes Adult Training.

- Manpower Training at the Crossroads conference (Ottawa).
Sponsored by the C.A.A.E. and the I.C.E.A. (Institut canadien
d’education des adultes).
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1977

1979

1980

1981

1982

1983

1984

1985
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*Adoption of the Recommendation on the Development of Adult
Education by the 19th Session of the U.N. General Conference,
Kenya.

National Conference on Adult Literacy (Ottawa). (Convened by
the W.L.C. Canadian Project for Adult Basic and Literacy Edu-
cation.) Out of this Conference was formed the Movement for
Canadian Literacy.

*The Mexico Declaration on the Decisive Role of Education in
Development. (Sponsored by UNESCO with the cooperation of
the U.N. Commission for Latin America and the Organization of
American States. Spoke of the role of education as an integral
part of economic, social and cultural planning.)

*Conference on professional aspects of literacy work (Arusha,
Tanzania). (Sponsored by the international Institute for Educa-
tional Planning and UNESCO.) (A second conference was held in
Madras in 1982.)

Celebration by Metropolitan Toronto Library Board of 150 years
of the founding of the Mechanic’s Institute. (The M.I. was one of
the predecessors of the Metropolitan Toronto Library, with its
reading rooms, as well as courses in arts and sciences.)

*International Seminar on Adult Literacy in Industrialized Coun-
tries (England). (Promoted by the International Council for
Adult Education, and supported by UNESCO, the British Coun-
cil, and the U.K. Department of Education and Science.) (Orga-
niz¢d by the National Institute of Adult Education and the Adult
Literacy and Basic Skills Unit of England and Wales.)

*Udaipur (India) “Declaration: Literacy for All by the Year 2000
(initiated by the German Foundation — D.S.E.).

*N.G.O. (1.C.A.E.) Conference on Adult Education and Authen-
tic Development (Paris).

*International Seminar: Cooperating for Literacy (Berlin). (An

overview of the World Literacy situation and major issues.)
(Sponsored by the 1.C.A.E. and the German Foundation for
International Development.)

*U.S.A. campaign to combat adult illiteracy.

First Collective Consultation of International Non-Governmen-
tal Organizations on Literacy (UNESCO, Paris).

*Fourth UNESCO International Conference on Adult Education
(March, Paris). (Declaration: “The Richt To Learn’’)

*N.G.0. (1.C.A.E.) Conference on Adult Education, Develop-
ment and Peace (Buenos Aires, Argentina).

*Conference; Reflection on the Decade of Women (Nairobi,
Kenya). '
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1986

1987

1990

*UNESCO: Resolutions on Literacy, General Conference of the
twenty-third session (Sofia, Bulgaria). (October.)

Publication of The Right To Learn. (Report of the Work Group
on Adult Literacy, the Board of Education for the City of To-
ronto.) (October.)

*The first international conference on the History of Adult Educa-
tion (Oxford, England).

*Workshop of Specialists in Europe on Prevention of Functional
Illiteracy and Integration of Youth into the World of Work.
(Sponsored by the UNESCO Institute of Education, Hamburg.)
(Included an overview of illiteracy in industrialized countries.)

*Founding of the Commonwealth Association for the Education
and Training of Adults (CAETA) in India. Mandate to support
training programs in the Commonwealth, professional develop-
ment and international sharing.

*Second international conference on Literacy in Industrialized
Countries, Toronto (sponsored by the 1.C.A.E.)

*Declared by the United Nations as International Literacy Year.
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CHAPTER 3:

The Language
of Experience and
the Literacy of Power

Richard Darville

EMPOWERMENT AND THE FORMS OF LITERACY

This paper develops two major themes about literacy work. The first theme
is that literacy is not simply one kind of skill or activity. This has become a
commonplace assertion in the literature of the field. Guthrie and Kirsch (1984)
remind us that literacy encompasses a diversity of purposes, materials and
competencies, so that we need a “social-interaction perspective” to under-
stand it. Cervero (1985) asserts that — although a single definition of literacy
may be a convenience to managers of instruction — no single definition will
suffice for guiding the practice of literacy work, or for analyzing literacy.
Cook-Gumperz (1986), following Szwed (1981), writes of a “pluralistic con-
ception of literacy.” Weinstein argues:

. . . that literacy is more than a set of mechanical skills and that the practices
of reading and writing are inextricably bound within specific uses by particu-
lar actors from their different positions in the social order (Weinstein, 1984:
480).

That is, literacy is embedded in social organization. The term “social
organization” points to the things people do, their social practices; and to the
relations among people brought into being by those practices. Literacy’s
“operative meaning” derives not from individual skill but from the fact that
literate skills and materials are shared among people in literate communication
with one another (Havelock, 1976, 20). When people write, they produce the
social organization that exists, in part, through writing. When people read,
their procedures of reading are elements of social organization. Careful histor-
ical and ethnographic work has begun to display how people use different
literate practices, and are tied together in different ways, when literacy is a
matter of religious ritual and study, or when it is a matter of a community’s
own informal communication and record-keeping, or when it isused in admin-
istrative processes (Scribner and Cole, 1981; Graff, ed., 1981; Heath, 1982 &
1983; Odell and Goswami, 1982; Weinstein, 1984; Reder and Green, 1983). 1
want in this paper to build on the ways of thinking that this work makes
available.

Empowerment is the second major theme that this paper develops. In
literacy work, we have a long-standing discussion (most clearly crystallized in
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the work of Freire, 1972; 1985) about how developing literacy is empowerment,
1 way that people can “name their world;’ give voice to the realities of their
lives, gain some distance from those realities, and reflect upon them.

1 want to argue that, in our kind of society at least, we need to join these two
themes, to think about literacy as empowerment in conjunction with the idea
that literacy has more than one form. Certain forms of literacy are part of the
power of those who have power — for example, regulations, applications,
contracts, invoices, signs, written speeches, identification cards, licenses,
letters, memoranda, laws and judicial decisions. In asking what people learn
when they become literate as an empowerment, we need to examine how the
lack of this kind of literacy helps to constitute disempoweredness in our
society, and how other forms of literacy are themselves alternative forms of
power. These themes, the forms of literacy, and literacy as empowerment and
as power, are difficult to come to terms with. We need to conceptualize clearly
the various forms of literacy, so that when we say that literacy is more than one
thing, we don’t abandon ourselves to seeing it as an unthinkable proliferation
of things.

The following pages will elaborate a distinction between two forms of
literacy. In one form, prototypically narrative, people write down words that
are anchored in experience as experience is lived through. In a second form,
writing is anchored in organizadicnal processes in which policies are set, work
organizations determined, cases written up. We can label these forms narrative
and organizational literacy. A literacy student about to visit city hall to sit inon
hearings about welfare rates, when asked about how his group might write
about this activity, gave two distinct answers. One was to “write about our
trip;” one was to ‘“say what was good and bad about what we heard!” The
difference between the story that would describe a trip to city hall, and the
argament that would engage with a discussion of welfare rates, is of central
importance in our understanding of what literacy is, how it develops, and how
it carries power.

This set of themes also defines the audience for this paper — “literacy
workers,’ people who define their work as the development of literacy, and
whose central questions therefore revolve around what we do when we teach.’
Their central questions do not, for example, begin with how to manage literacy
work, or how to sell the issue in the poli.cal process. (Of coutse, literacy
workers may come to be concerned with management and politics — because
they set the boundaries around the space within which literacy work gets done).

THE LANGUAGE OF EXPERIENCE

It is striking that, in the face of diverse forms of literacy, literacy workers
often choose, and areadvised to choose, to work with a concrete and especially
a narrative form of literacy. This strategy is most prominently articulated in the
“language experience’ approach (Kennedy and Roeder, 1975, provide a good
introduction; the approacbh is still central in such an up-to-date compendium
of literacy teaching precepis as Thistlethwaite, 1986). The language experience
approach recommends the use of reading and writing which tell learners’
experience. Thisincludesboth ‘“‘dictated stories’’ — teachers’ writing of stories
that students tell — and students’ writing of their own stories. Such stories
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from the outset anchor literacy in learners’ actions and experiences, and in the
meaning that those actions and experiences have for them. Anchoring in
action and experience could be produced with other literate forms, such as
lists, recipes, instructions, aphorisms and proverbs. But stories are prototypi-
cally reccommended in the language experience approach. (With the terms
“story” and “narrative!’ I mean to point tostories that relate and are anchored
in personal experience, or “personal narratives:’)

Learners beginning to work on writing often say: “l don’t have anything to
say!’ or, “I don't know how to explainit’’ Literacy workers often then listento
them:, and say, “Just write that down!’ As they write, they writea meaning they
already posses®. To convey it, they use, and in time acquire facility at, an
appropriate complexity of expression (cf. Gamberg, 1985).

In selecting topics and materials for learners’ reading and writing even
beyond the most basic levels, teachers often stick with narrative forms of
literacy. It is only a reasonable extension of the wisdom of the language
experience approach (whether or not we continue to use that term) to select
topics and materials that anchor language in familiar action and experience.
The experience involved may not be the learners’ personal experience, but that
of someone whom the learner can easily follow along. Thus literacy workers
often choose stories of “ordinary people’’ — people (workers, mothers, and so
forth) like or sensible to the learners — who live through the events of their
lives, do one thing and then another, face a dilemma and make a choice,
encounter a danger and come through it. In such stories, meaning is embedded
in the action and experience of credible and familiar individuals (even if those
are fictional).

It is the common experience of literacy workers that this point of departure
is a powerful stimulus to literacy learning. Beginning with the familiar meaning
of language experience stories, learners can focus their attention on what is,
commonsensically, the first difficulty in literacy, the mechanical skill of getting
the words off or onto the page. As people work on reading by reading their own
stories, they know what happened next in the story, and so anticipate what
words will come next on the page. Their momentum in reading leads them to
forget their hesitations about reading. Students get similarly caught up in
reading as they read others’ stories about ordinary people. They follow the
story, to see what happened. They find themselves reading words and ideas
which they might not otherwise have been able to read.

Thus far, this argument has described the workings of language experience
for the individual learner, as it might appear to a tutor focussing on an
individual student. However, literacy is a social process — at many levels. Some
aspects of this are visible within a one-to-one relationship of teacher and
student. Consider this common experience of literacy work. After reading a
story, a student says, “I can’t read this;’ or, “‘l don’t understand this,’ or, “l
can’t remember anything it said’’ A teacher then says what he thinks the story
said. The student is startled that what the teacher says sounds familiar. He
looks at the teacher quizzically as if to say, “What’s wrong with you? You don’t
get it either’” And then he recognizes that he has read. Students learn that they
can read by recognizing that they have read, that their readings make sense to
others. People come to know themselves as readers by participating with
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others in working out meanings, in making readings. Part of the power of one-
to-one tutoring is that it inexorably involves the student in this collaboration.
In group literacy work, this collaboration can go on between students as well.

If we consider stories as they appear to a teacher in a classroom discussion or
to a tutor in a group of students, different aspects of their workings appear. In
the socia/ workings of stories in literacy teaching, we see that stories lead to
stories. Having read one story, students, like the rest of us, will often set off
telling stories of their own that pick up on some topic within the first story. It
“just happens” that people see in stories the grounds for a topical association
of experiences they can tell. The concrete details of another’s life lead hearers
or readers-to an awareness of their own lives. Narratives “stimulate by their
particularity” (Creber, 1972, 130). Stories provide a ‘“meeting-place” for all
who have had the experience that the stories convey. Certain stories are
“generative” in the sense that certain words are generative in the Freirian
conception of literacy teaching. They work as “codifications” that objectify
key elements of experience and allow reflection on them (Freire, 1971; i985).
Stories that are enchained to highly-charged stories of their readers’ lives open
up the expression of life-experience.’

A teacher or tutor can use this spontaneous topical association of stories as a
self-conscious teaching device, a means to generate elaboration of the life-
experiences with which learners are grappling. One can learn what story frames
and character-types are highly charged for learners, by listening to learners
carefully, and by using various stories and observing learners’ responses.’ The
use of generative stories can work powerfully in several ways. It can even work
explosively, and the teacher who would use generative stories should be
forewarned. It can open up experience to expression — it can multiply stories.
The telling of experience changes, and enlarges, what can be told. By opening
experience to expression it can also open to reflection. It can work to coalesce
the meanings of experience and explore its implications for action. The use of
generative stories can produce a topical focus in literacy work, and make it,
incipiently, organizing work. 1 will argue later that, in the long run, the
generative power of stories provides a means to ground even organizational
literacy in the life-experiences with which learners are grappling.

STORIES AND SOCIAL ORGANIZATION

I have referred above to “the workings” of stories. These workings, as with
any literacy, are matters of social organization. The reading and writing of
stories, as a distinct form of literacy, produce and express a distinct social
organization. To analyze the social practices involved in the production of
stories, and the relations created through those practices, is not a matter of
analysis for its’ own sake. An analysis of the social organization of narrative
literacy provides us with a way to think about practices in teaching this literacy
and its relationship to other literacies — to see both the power of language
experience and its limitations. Such an analysis helps us understand how
stories are grounded or anchored in experience, and so are the natural focus of
language experience work, and how stories are generative. It helps us under-
stand how the skills of narrative literacy differ from those of organizational
literacy and thus what sort of teaching work can relate one literacy to the other.

Q
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To begin to delve into the social organization of stories, we can note that the
teller of stories tells experience. Walter Benjamin wrote:

The storyteller ta«s what he tells from experience — his own or that reported
by others. And he in turn makes it the experience of those who are listening to
his tale (Benjamin, 1969,87).

Stories are anchored in the experience of both teller or writer, and hearer or
reader. In the telling of stories, people relate to one another through a shared
orientation to experience and their understandings of experience. The story
carries experience into a social relation. How does the narrative “taking” and
“making” of experience that Benjamin describes actually work? Centrally, of
course, narrativestell what people said, did and felt. Actions are explicitly tied
to their 2gents, those who made what happened happen, and in that sense the
narrative account of events is anchored in the lives of those who lived through
them.

Furthermore, the teller of a story relates events sequentially as (or as if) they
occurred in actual experience — in time, one thing after another. While the
story goes on, the question is always: then what? Scholars who analyze
narratives consistently emphasize that the teller intends the sequence of ele-
ments in the story to be understood as referring to a sequence of events in
actual time. For example, in linguistics, Labov defines the “personal narra-
tive” as a method of recapitulating past experience by matching a sequence of
clauses to an actual sequence of events (Labov and Waletzsky, 1969; Labov,
1972). In conversation analysis, Sacks (1974) notes that in its “canonical
form.’ narrative is constructed with correspondence to the temporal order of
events reported.

Narratives’ reference to experience involves not only in what order things
happened, but how they happen. A reader or hearer who understands a story,
who, as we say, “follows” the actions of the characters, engages in an active
process of interpretation. She treats what is said as anchored in what hap-
pened, as that was live... through — as someone’s experience. ‘'he teller of a
story can never give an utterly compleis account of what happened, so the
reader must “fill in” its sense. In “making sense” of the story, she inexorably
draws upon her own sense of how experience goes. She inserts what she knows
about how people are and how things vwork, into what the text gives (Smith,
1983). She has no choice but to be remind=d of her own experience.

Thus to follow a story is to orient both to the experience related, and to one’s
own experience that is used in interpreting what is related. Part of the attrac-
tion of stories is that while they allow one to live through things with their
ciharacters, at the same time they pull out one’s own experience and sense of
experience. In making sense of a story, one understands, ons: feels, its sense.
This is perhaps especially clear when one responds to injustice in a story with
anger, or to loss with sadness. The emotion is for the chaiacter, and it is one’s
own. The reader’s experience commingles with that of the characters.

Stories not only arise within experience but also are informative about its
nature. They make sense. The teller of astory selects the elements of a story so
as to point to the story’s significance. Likewise, in following along an unfold-
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ing story, a hearer or reader looks, as a sense-making practice, for the st''ry’s
significance, for what it has to say about experience. A story that simply re.. *es
a succession of events, but without significance, will fall flat, will have no
“point” (Labov and Waletzsky, 1969; Labov, 1972). A teller can be called to
account for having a point. The story achieves an ‘‘amplitude” of significance
because it doesn’t box meaningin, but points to meaning.* Listeners or readers
are led to their own experience partly as it is collected or grasped by the
significance of the tale they are hearing or reading.

We can see still more about the social organization of stories if we look at
story-telling as a conversational event. Conversational story-telling is a coop-
erative matter, in which the words, and the experiences, of conversationalists
are linked to one another. Speaker and listeners engage with one another at the
beginning cf a story (e.s.,*Say, have you heard .. .?” “No, tellme. . "), and
at its conclusion (e.g.,“No kidding?’’ *“Quite a character!” “That’s outra-
geous!”). Speaker and listeners also engage with one another in relating stories
and experiences. One story is often followed by another — and not by just any
other story, but by one with definite ties to the one that has been told. The
second story may share topic with the first. The teller of a second story may
figure in it as did the teller of the first story. A second story may be tied to its
predecessor through their significance — it *just goes to show you”’ the same
thing (for analyse) in conversation analysis, see Sacks, 1974;1978).

Because stories are grounded in experience, literacy learners find them
immediately accessible, and literacy teachers can rely on them as an accessible
device for teaching. Learners can produce and comprehend many stories, out
of meanings that are already given in their experience. Likewise the generative
power of stories in a learning situation is based in the ordinary conversational
practices of understanding stories as anchored in experience. Because hearers
or readers of a story must use cheir own experience in understanding it,
experiences are linked in the narrative, and stories generate other stories.
Stories are linked through their topics and their significance, and so, of course,
stories’ generative capacity depends upon the sharing of experience among
those in a circle ~f storytellers or learners.*

The discourse about language experience conveys a message of the trans-
formative power of the act of writing. What is transformed is the writer’s sense
of himself as author. To achieve this transformation, we rely on a practice of
encouraging students to just-write-it-down, and organize programs to allow
such writing, and even the publication cf such writing. This message is so
important because it contradicts the ordinary relation of the illiterate or the
little literate, especially if they are also poor, to a dominant literacy, that is, an
organizational literacy, in which they are silenced. In this relation, their
experience, even if it is written down, doesn’t hold sway. And knowing that
writing down one’s experience doesn’t count (or may be counted against one)
itself generates illiteracy. Dealing fully with this situation requires that we
understand the workings of the dominant literacy.

THE DOMINANT LITERACY

Any literacy is like a currency. It has a purchase on matters that it brings into
a present relationship. It buys into a social organization. lts practices of
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reading and writing are elements of that social organization. Most of the texts
that appear in our everyday lives do not directly relate us to one another or to
one another’s experience. Rather they relate us to one another, and to objects
and events, through organizations. Organizational literacy — in, for example.
job applications, Small Claims Court documents and union contracts — is
concerned with effecting organizational process, not with telling ind{ idual
exverience. It is not about experience but about the ways that experience is
managed ordered, regulated and controlled.

Levi-Strauss pointed out that literacy was initially developed as a tool of
domination. The one phenomenon always linked with the appearance of
writing in human societies is “the establishment of hierarchical societies,
consisting of masters and slaves, and where one part of the population is made
to work for the other part”’ Writing

. was connected first and foremost with power: it was used for inventories,
catalogues censuses, laws and mstrucuons. in all instances, whether the aim
was to keep a check on material possessions or on human beings, it is evidence
of the power exercised by some men over other men and over worldly posses-
sions (1973, 18).

In the last 600 years or so in the West, the forms of literacy now familiar to us
have developed, and reading and writing abilities have spread. These develop-
ments have been part of changes in economic, religious and political organiza-
tionand domination (Cipolla, 1969; Graff, ed., 1979). A dominant literacy has
often been “pushed” (Johannson, 1979), by those ir power, as a means of
implanting ideas in a society, or of combatting ideas that contest existing
power (cf. Donald, 1983; Curtis, 1985; Cook-Gumperz, 1986). In our socrety,
the dominant literacy is that used in bureaucratic and professional organiza-
tion. An interest in understanding literacy and literacy work in our society
leadsto an interest in understanding organizational literacy, th: ¢ is, in “under-
standing the nature of power when power is vested in a documentary process,
(Smith, 1984).

Descriptions of bureaucratic, administrative, legal, and professional lan-
guage provide an important basis for understanding the sucial organization of
organizational literacy (Heath, 1979; Campbell and Holland, 1982; Redish,
1983; White, 1983). In organizational literacy, what counts is how matters can
be writte: u4p (to enter them into an organizational process), not how they can
be written down (as an aid to memory or a way of relating experience). The
«cmmon English idioms of verticality in writing express a fundamental differ-
ence in forms of literacy. Stories are not a tool of management. Because
organizational literacy is not about personal experience, its users must not be
caught up in the vortex of the immediate. They must rather be separated from
the immediate and spontaneous expression of their own circumstances or of
the lives of those they write about. This separation is essential to the reading
practices of organizational literacy. It is part of “being lit rate:’

Work in the dominant organizations in our society is done essentially,
though not exclusively, through texts. People communicate, it is decided what
really happened, and actions are taken, “‘on paper’ (or computer screens).
Even when people engage with one another face-to-face, the significance of
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what they say lies in what it means “for the record.’ Organizational literacy
enables people who are dispersed in time and space to develop complementary
ideas and actions. It enables them to arc¢ in concert towards the people or
situations that the crganization makes account of, administers, interprets,
legislates for, in a probation office, a factory, or a Parliament. People using
literacy to do organizational work simultaneously write, conceptualize and
enact organizational processes. They make up a textually-mediated social
organization (Smith, 1984).

Organizational accounts convey more than mere concepts and categories.
They often describe particular events, but within an organizational framework
of understanding, producing organizational narratives or “ideological narra-
tives” (Smith, 1983). These include newspaper “stories,’ psychiatric ‘“case
histories” and educatiz:al “anecdotal reports.’ Such accounts refer to actual
events, and even borrow some of the practices of the narrative, but they intend
an organizational and not an experiential understanding. They refer not to
experience but to the “particulars” of events, categorically relevan’ to their
being acted on organizationally.

The dominant organizations and professions of our society share a textu-
ally-mediated character. Working in relation to one another, they organize
their knowledge and take their actions in textual form. Practices for reading in
various organizations are not entirely uniform. But they ail pack the world into
language itself, redefining events organizationally, apart from their immedi-
acy. These literate practices are means of exercising power in our society —
means not, ordinarily, available to those who become literacy learners.

I have drawn this account of organizational literacy, and of its distinctness
froma language of experience, from the literature about the history of literacy,
and from contemporary work in the social organization of knowledge. My
intention is to make the presence of these distinct forms of literacy, and the gap
betw:en them, also visible in literacy work itself.

Asteachers well know, learners often hesitate! rore the written word. Their
hesitation involves more than a simple lack of skill. It is particularly likely to
appear when they encounter an unfamiiiar form of iiteracy, and the skiiis that
they do have seem “out of place.’ Such a hesitation is commonly described as
the “embarrassment’’ of perple who don’t read and write well about admitting
it. But to emphasize embs.rrassment, without locating it in its place in the
social organization, is to “Iylame the victims” (Ryan, 1971) for their feelings at
moments when they are excluded or subordinated by the actions of others.
Learners also often express anger or frustration at the language itself or at its
authors. They say things like, “I always get mad trying to read that stuff,’ or,
“They try to put you down with their big words,’ or, “Why don’t they just say
what they mean?” These commonplace expressions of hesitation, frustration
and anger convey learners’ sense of the gap between their literacy and the
dominant literacy, their sense of what the written language is used for and
whose power it serves. It is telling that the discourse about illiterates so often
emphasizes their embarrassment, so seldom their frustration or anger. What it
tells is that this discourse tends to be part of the dominant literacy rather than
of a literacy that stands with those learning to be literate.

People in our society often feel cut of place, hesitant, embarrassed, frus-
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trated or angry, when encountering the printed word. They recognize that
literacy conveys someone else’s power. Indeed, in our society we all know these
feelings, since they derive from a fundamental feature of our social organiza-
tion. They appear in a particularly sharp form in the relations between illiter-
ates and organizations that use literacy in their workings.

ORGANIZATIONAL LITERACY AND NARRATIVE REGRESSION

Narrative practices, as we have seen, tie actions to their agents, tie sequences
of clauses to actual sequences of events, and point to the significance of events
themselves. The practices used to produce and to read organizational accounts
disorganize the narrative. They create a barrier for readers who depend upon
narrative practices of reading, and thus make many readers “illiterate.’ Learn-
ers, and indeed many who do not use print by habit or daily practice, often
misread organizational literacy. 1 will describe several instances of such mis-
reading.

(1) Learners may not have the background knowledge that an organizational
text presupposes of its readers. A simple form of this presupposing of back-
ground knowledge occurs when writers of organizational literacy delete agents
of action. They leave themselves out of the texts they produce (they suppress
the “I” or “we”), and they report events without naming their agents. They
produce abstracted, agentless accounts through such grammatical construc-
tions as nominalizations (“Disturbances followed last week’s announce-
ment”), participial modifiers (‘“of the widely criticized”), noun strings
(“training action plan”), and agentless passives (“and it was hastily with-
drawn”). These grammatical constructions are at the same time organizational
constructions. For example, in such a standard organizational expression as,
“Applications must be submitted . ..;” the nominalization and the agentless
passive sever activity from its agent, and thus produce an account of events
that fits within the conceptual frame of an organization, not within the frame
of experience (Kress and Hodges, 1979, 15-37; Ohmann, 1976).

If the agents of actions are deleted from texts, then readers must “fiil them
in” as one of their practices for reading the texts. In order to fiil them in,
readers must use a background knowledge of how actions are done and who
would do them. Organizational literacy poses a barrier to people who do not
have such background knowledge, and renders them illiterate.

(2) As we have seen above, a narrative practice, “just writingitdown,’ isin a
sense ‘““natural’’ So is the counterpart practice of reading as if what is on the
page were an individuals experience or thought. Because of the naturalness of
this practice, people are apt to use it even when the texts they are reading intend
other practices. Using a narrative practice when organizational practices are
intended constitutes a “‘narrative regression.’ One aspect of the narrative
regression involves temporal sequences. Those who use the reading practices of
narrative literacy will misread converional newspaper “stories” (or even
fictional stories that use a flashback technique). Asked to tell events in the
order that they happened, or to say which event happened before another,
students often mistakenly recount them in the order that they appear in the
text. They don't realize that the order of their actual occurrence has been
undone in their reporting. (For a detailed account and other examples, see
n3ille, 1985).

ERIC .

I Text Provided by ERIC ‘
du



34 : RICHARD DARVILLE

(3) Again, organizational literacy presumes an organizational framework
for understanding. Even filling out a job application skillfully requires refer-
ence to the organizational process in which the application is embedded. Thus
we can understand new readers with application forms who say, “Date of
application?” Whats that mean? What do I put there?” Readers can not
assign a meaning to this category if they do not understand how the form may
be used within an organizational process, perhaps by being filed by date. We
can see the same process at work in people’s oral accounts of their decisions in
filling out job applications (as analyzed by Holland and Redish, 1982). Some
“expert” users of applications describe what they do with reference to the
intentions behind the application and the way it will be used in an organiza-
tional process. They selectively describe their lives and experiences, not with
regard to what the questions on an application literally ask, but paying heed to
“what they’re looking for” or “what will get you points.’ “Novice” users,
however, are “more constrained by the individual items,’ and, for example,
leave out favourable information about themselves because the form doesn’t
ask for it.

(4) We can also see the narrative regression in many more general classroom
events. When learners deal with texts such as newspaper articles, bureaucratic
forms, or political pamphlets, their understanding may fall apart. They may
say nothing. They may say, “I can’t read that,’ (although they produce a fluent
oral performance of it), or, *I can’t remember anything I’ve read:’ They may
“just have a hard time following instructions.’ Learners (as well as their tutors
or teachers) may suffer bewilderment at a reading in which meaning remains
cpaque, and words seem, incalculably, to mean more than they say.

Likewise, student discussion of legal or political issues may not be pitched at
“the right level of abstraction’’ Students sometimes report how they came to
know about news events, rather than “what happened.’ They focus on individ-
ual moral considerations about some issue, rather than, say, the social effects
or intentions of law. They read only personalized accounts in newspapers, or
they make personalized readings of newspaper stories or bureaucratic docu-
ments if, for example, they interpret people as agents of their own actions, with
distinct feelings and desires, rather than as agents of an organization.

(5) Learners will often use narrative or experience-anchored procedures in
ways that ¢raditional teachers, at least, find “inappropriate” Anorganization-
ally set instructional routine diverges from experience, necessarily. Thus a
student doing drills on verb inflections encounters the exercise sentence, “This
soup (need/needs) salt;’ and says, ‘“That sentence is wrong. Salt is bad for
you!’ If teachers want the content and sequence of classroom activities to
follow a predetermined lesson plan, they may be frustrated by learners who
make the content and sequence depend upon experience. Students commonly
respond to reading passages not by focussing on “the point” stated in the
curriculum guide, but by telling stories that the reading reminds them of. They
make connections between situations through “configuration links,’ relating
one whole scene to another whole scene, rather than by using labels for
features of situations (Heath, 1982).

The significance of narrative regression is nof that working class people who
have difficulties with schooling possess a language that is “restricted” in the
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ADULT LITERACY PERSPECTIVES 35

range of listeners or readers to whom it is addressed and sensible (Bernstein,
1971), or a language that has not developed “ab.traction?’ (Edwards, 1976,
provides a useful overview of theory and research on these themes). Narrative
regression does not indicate any incapacity to abstract, or to speak or think
apart from an immediate context. Abstraction is not a thing in itself, apart
from the social organization in which it appears. Many who are little practiced
at academic or bureaucratic abstraction create power ful abstraction by meta-
phor, or discuss abstract problems of love, learning, and so on. In organiza-
tions such as unions or churches that serve their own purposes, they are
powerfully articulate (cf. Rosen, 1972). But when abstraction arises within an
unfamiliar organizational frame, or within unfamiliar scientific conventions,
and when it views immediately experienced events from outside, for purposes
of knowing or controlling them, it can create what looks like “restrictedness"”
in these same people. Certain forms of literate abstraction generate “illiteracy.’

TELLING STORIES AND TELLING MORE

The splitting off of the language of experience from the literacy of power is
present at the very heart of literacy teaching and learning, in more ways than
this brief paper can elucidate. We who do literacy work need to learn to
observe, conceptualize, and even research these forms of literacy and the gap
between them, in our ordinary work. To do so, we need to take seriously
Weinstein's observation that practices of literacy are tied up with specific uses
and users of literacy, and their locations in society. 3eing in a “location” in
society is in part a matter of what you know, and ho' ** u know and communi-
cate — including how literacy is for vou atool of knowingand communicating.

All of us, literacy learners included, are in a location to use narrative literacy
to record our experience and share or exchange it with others. Just writing it
down gives us the power uf authorship, the power of refiection on what we have
lived through, and the power to communicate to people at other moments in
time and space. l.anguage experience is then a progressive (empowering)
teaching process, in at least these senses. The language experience approach is
in part a reaction to the exclusion of learners (and others) from the distinct
literacy of power. When students use material that conveys their lives, this
undercuts any sense that literacy only belongs to other people. This reaction is
valuable, indeed essential.* But it is also curtailed. In it we are still reacting —
to a situation in which literacy dominates, by treating people’s response to
their domination as the problem to b. dealt with. Wc work witi a form of
literacy which doesn’t appear to be touched by organizational power, in an
enclave of “‘experience.’

Language experience does not extead to the uses of literacy as a means of
power in the organizations that dominate our society. And the empowerment
of language experience b :o:.ies condescension and disempowerment when we
treat stude:ts merely as repositories of personal experience; or when we act as
if, once they write their stories, they are empowered, and we have done what we
can do. The story is the strength of the illiterate and the poor. They know the
story. We mostly middle class literacy workers may not have much to teach
them about that. Indeed we may have a lot to learn. But insofar as we are
administratively competent, we do know certain organizational practices of
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reading and writing. They are something that we do have to teach — and that in
teaching we can come to know better.

Progressive literacy workers have been, I think, reluctant to engage in
systematic discussion of extending literacy beyond the rudimentary skills and
personal expression, because we do not have terms for such a discussion. We do
have a critique of the dominant conception of organizational literacy as
“functional” or “competency-based;’ in work such as that of Griffith and
Cervero (1977), Collins (1983), and Kazemak (1985). This critique is twofold.
First, an external description of skill, devised for purposes of ‘‘managing
instruction?’ silences lex:ners; it does not arise from their experience, their life
problems, or their questions. (Functional literacy, as usually conceived, rules
out learners’ stories). Second, a description of skill devised in the context of a
management of instruction can’t really grasp the practical competences that
will be exercised in the contexts of actual performance in life and work.

I would add that the conception of “functional literacy” fails to provide a
grasp of the character of organizational, power-carrying literacy, as a distinct
form. I: doesn’t let us see the distinctness of organizational literacy, so that we
could see what teaching might move across the gap that separates it from
narrative literacy.

Literacy work needs means of dealing with organizational literacy — with-
out abandoning the gains of language experience and the anchoring of literacy
in everyday life. I want here to discuss, programmatically, a way of thinking
about building on language experience. My aim is to suggest that we can do
better than to lead people to “acquire’ a functional literacy that starts outside
their experience and purposes; we can assist people to “develop,’ beyond a
personally expressive literacy (cf. Kazemak, 1984; 1985), an organizational
literacy that starts within their experience and purposes. Learning the practices
of organizational literacy can be grounded in learners’ immediate experience,
related in narratives.

The qusstion to ask is: from what location would literacy learners use
organizational literacy? They are not, as a rule, about to become bureaucrats,
teachers or lawyers. They do not need the same literacy or the same knowledge
as those who operate the dominant organizations. They will, however, con-
tinue to deal with bureaucrats, teachers and lawyers. Functional literacy, being
administratively competent in the sense of being competent to be adminis-
tered, isimportant. Practices of reading and writing, as the means whereby we
articulate ourselves to organizations (cf. Smith, 1984), are essential to “partici-
pation” in one sense. They make up a knowledge coustructed from thelocation
of those who want to fit into organizational frameworks of activity and
literacy.

But a “functional” knowledge of the practices of organizational literacy can
be explicitly constructed from the location of those on whom these practices
are used. Literacy learners have commonly for years or lifetimes confronted
organizations and their literate practices as standing over and against them —
on the job, in dealings with government agencies, and in contact with educa-
tional or social work and psychiatric interventions. This experience is the basis
of a distinct educational task, one central to adult literacy education.

A first step beyond simply telling stories must be, paradoxically, to defend
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their autonomy. We need to tell and to respect accounts of experience, not only
in isolation, but also facing up to the dominant organizations. Juxtaposing
people’s own stories with the organizational forms that would redefine them
breaks the silencing of experience by those organizational forms. Insisting on
how we write it down is a defence against being disappeared in how they write it
up. So the student’s story should be contrasted with the school records, the
worker’s account with the foreman’s, the patient’s testimony with the psychia-
trist’s case history, or, as Brecht (1977) shows us, people’s history with the
history of kings and generals (“Who built Thebes, with its seven gates?/ In
books we find the names of Kings./ Did the kings drag along the lumps of
rock?").

As noted above, stories’ generative power can collect and concatenate expe-
rience. In stories, the social character of experience arises collectively, rather
than being defined by organizational categories. In the narrative literacy
process, a theme or frame can be leached out of a series of linked stories, and
articulated to state what that collection amounts to. The process can, in short,
coalesce the meanings of experience and explore its implications for action. A
narrative frame can then point forwards toward other uses of literacy.

Thus the narrative process can provide an approach to organizational literacy
as learners need to deal with it. Experience itself leads up to organization, at
those moments when organization penetrates into experience. Organizational
language, by leaving implicit its own frame and by describing actions without
naming their agents, often makes it hard for people to see how they areregulated,
and thus how they might deal with regulation. Starting from a collection of
stories of and by those who are regulated can make visible how tcgulation works,
and how it can be resisted. Embedding an approach to organizational knowledge
in people’s experiences and stories can display how ordinary people can come to
want and to develop that knowledge for themselves.

All this suggests a way of working with learners’ stories and building on
them — in dialogue that takes place in classroom or tutoring situations. It also
suggests a way of developing materials for learners — by composing stories
which lead up to organization, when their characters find themselves in situa-
tions where they need organizational knowledge and need to read or write
organizational texts. (For an example of such material, dealing with buying
and working, and so with the law of consumer and labour contracts, see
Darville, 1981). Finally these thoughts suggest a way of developing materials
for learners — by composing stories which show the tension and opposition
between experience and its organizational rendering, and support people in
defining their own lives and qualities, apart from how those have been defined
by organizations. (A work for adult literacy students describing how school
organization penetrates into the lives and stories of those who become school
failures, and, later, adult literacy students, is Darville, 1982).

Collecting and concatenating stories, displaying the commonalities of expe-
rience, can also begin a process that goes beyond adapting to organizational
frames. That is, people can begin to ask how society works so that they have
common experience — what, politicians, judges, busincss people, teachers,
etc., do, that create the circumstances of their lives. Naming common experi-
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ence, and the organizational processes that have constructed it, can lead to new
understanding of individual experience. Confronting organizational literacy
with actual life experience may ultimately support demands that organizations
serve life rather than merely managing it, and thus to action in community
groups, trade unions, churches, Indian bands. Of course, this action must take
place in a society saturated with organizations and their literacy. So acting
must mean, among other things, literate action — producing letters, pam-
phlets, petitions, newsletters, books, manifestos, that enable people, begin-
ning from their experience, to participate together in creating the conditions of
their lives. Literacy work in the lonig run meuns producing a new literacy that is
capable of such action, capable of bringing together the language of experi-
ence and the literacy of power in new forms of organization that begin in
people’s experience and not in a bifurcated management over it. Such a project
is of course beyond the grasp of literacy work itself, but literacy work has
essential insight, skill and knowledge to contribute.

NOTES

1. This paper is, in part, an effort to come to terms with a number of years of experience of teaching
literacy and of writing for literacy students. It also refiects many hours of conversation and debate with
other literacy workers, and with others (sociologists, public legal educators, feminist organizers)
interested in the fractures of language in our Soclety. Aithough they are not the only ones, | want to
mention Harold Alden, Evelyn Battell, Sandy (Clive) Cameron, Linda Forsythe, Nancy Jackson,
Christopher Knight, Mary Norton, Carol Pfeifer, Michael Szasz and Frances Wasserlein.

2. The paralle! to generative words is not exact. With generative words, syllables, the elements of words,
are separated and recombined. With stories, event and significance, the elements of narrative, are
separated and recombined.

3. [ was first forcefully enough struck by the generative power of stories to conceptualize it, in reading, with
sg’nlq;)mts. stories of bullies and their victim (Dahl, 1979) and of a child treated cruelly by parents (Hart,
1977).

4. Provocative accounts of the "amplitude” that narrative achieves, as Walter Benjamin puts it, are offered
by Benjarian (1969, esp. 89) for the classic art of storytelling; by Ricoeur (1978) for the parables of
Jesus; and by Shah (1971) for the Sufi tales of the Mullah Nasrudin. Didion (1978) makes a chilling
portrait of everyday contemporai y events that can not be redeemed by any narrative significance.

5. There are many kinds of stories, and many questions about which of them are actually told and heard in
literacy classes: which of them teachers are prepared to hear (cf. Sola and Bennett, 1985; Michaels,
1986); which of them students don't tell because they’re In a schoo! context, or because there are also
men, or white people, or older or younger people, in tha room; which of them are already penetrated by
organizational processes and categories. | don't take up these questions here, focussing instead on the
differences between stories generically, and the forms of literacy that stories don't get us to.

6. An exciting movement of working class and community publishing sees the publication of student (or
other working class) writing as a demystification of the production of print and a disestablishment of the
category of "literature” (see Morley and Worpole, eds., 1982).
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CHAPTER 4:

Federal Legisiation and
Adult Basic Education
in Canada

Alan M. Thomas
Maurice Taylor
Carolyn Gaskin

PART 1

Popular versions of the control and administration of education in Canada
allow little room for considerations of federal participation in *basic” educa-
tion of any kind, with the possible exception of provisions for Native Canadi-
ans. “Basic” education, which must deal with the mastering of literacy,
numeracy, and elementary social skills, is surely the domain of the provinces,
as clearly established by the British North America Act (1867) and subsequent
judicial decisions. To be sure, the federal government has played, and con-
tinues to play, a major role in the wider reaches of “basic” education, adult
and otherwise. These activities, represented by such agencies as the Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation, and indeed the regulation of all broadcasting, the
National Film Board, the museums, galleries, and supportive activities of the
Canada Council, play an immense and powerful role in the continuing social-
ization demanded of all modern societies. But when it comes to specific
instruction characteristic of training and education, that surely has been and is
dominated exclusively by the provinces.

Any reply to that assertion has to be guarded and qualified. While the
provinces have, by means of their monopolization of familiar and conven-
tional educational delivery systems, maintained the higher profile, the fact is
that the provision of basic education for adults has been defined, and relent-
lessly driven — at least until recently — by the efforts of the federal govern-
ment.

So much is this the case that Canada is rapidly approaching a time when the
basic responsibilities for the maintenance of systems of genuine *“continuing
education”, available to all ages, for multiple purposes, defined both individu-
ally and collectively, will have to be re-examined and reassigned. Nothing
prompts that argument more cogently than an examination of the provisions
for adult basic education in Canada, and the ‘stealthy” incursions of the
federal government,

Adult Basic Education has been defined elsewhere in this volume. From one
point of view, it is simply the adult equivalent of elementary education,
traditionally considered, in western societies, as that education necessary for
the entrance of the young to the society as a whole. The character of those
societies has determined that this initial education be concerned primarily with
**«3 1y with respect to printed information; numeracy, and basic “lifeskills”.
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It is assumed, or more accurately, hoped, that the other dimensions of the
child’s life, family, neighbourhood, economic circumstances, each one a
source of learning if not teaching, will be reasonably supportive of the objec-
tives pursued by the school.

Such is not the case with respect to basic education for adults. What has
formed this enterprise primarily has been the need for entry to the work force,
rather than the society as a whole, and a realization that the other dimensions
of the adult’s life are likely to be unsupportive «f not downright hostile to the
efforts of the educational enterprise. Since the turn of this century the develcp-
ments in the economy have, with increasing relentlessness, altered the de-
mands for skills necessary not only to enter but also to remain in the work
force, the character of adult basic education has changed more frequently
than has the character of elementary education for the young, despite the much
greater public attention directed to the latter. For understandable reasons,
perhaps, the provinces, until quite recently, seem to have clung to the promised
potential of compulsory education of the young, hoping that the demands for
education by adults would eventually decline. The need for ‘‘elementary
education” would have been taken care of for all citizens as children and young
people (Thomas et al, 1979:89), ‘

Nevertheless, with its repeatedly acknowledged responsibility for the state of
the national economy, and for employment, the federal government has been
obliged to respond to the circumstances of certain groups of individuals with
respect to their ability to participatein both. As the century has progressed, the
federal response has had to be increasingly in educational terms, or, at least in
terms of the needs of larger and larger groups of individuals, primarily adult
individuals, for access to opportunities to learn knowledge and skills they do
not possess.

While our attention can be focussed on the three inclusive pieces of legisla-
tion of the past three decades; The Technical and Vocational Training Assist-
ance ACT (TVTA) 1960; The Adult Occupational Training Act (AOTA) 1967;
and the National Training Act (NTA) 1982, those developments do have a
history. A glimpse of that history helps to explain their character, and may
assist us in planning for the next stages.

PART 11

Federal legislative activity can be divided into roughly three periods with
respect to eaucational adventures.

The first period extends from the passage of the Agricultural Instruction Act
(AIA) 1913, to the Youth Training Act (YTA) 1939. This period includes,
amongst others, The Technical Education Act (TEA) 1919, and the Vocational
Education ACT (VEA) 1931, The unabashed use of the word “education” is to
be noted. Provincial sensibilities had not yet sharpened.

The second period extends from the introduction of the Youth Training Act
(1939), to the passage of the Adult Occupational Training Act (1967). These
twenty-eight years were years of growing and varied educational activity by the
federal government. In fact, the government was accumulating a variety of
experience in dealing with the stimulation, financing, and delivery of educa-
tional services, in conjunction with increasingly independent-minded prov-
inces, It w, simultaneously, learning to cope with a larger working popula-
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tion with greater diversity of every imaginable kind, especially diversity in
educational and training experience. .

Principal acts in this period included: The Unemployment Insurance Act
(UIA) 1930; The Vocational Training Coordination Act (VTCA) 1942; The
Veterans’ Rehabilitation Act (VRA) 1945; The Children of War Dead (Educa-
tion Assistance) Act (CWDA) 1953; The Technical and Vocational Training
Assistance Act (TVTA) 1960; The Vocational Rehabilitation of Disabled Per-
sons Act (VRDP) 1961; The Youth Allowances Act (YAA) 1964; and the
Canada Student Loans Act (CSLA) 1964. Not all, obviously, are devoted to
adult basic education, but each one represents further assertion of federal
interest in some areas of education, though by then the word “education” was
rarely used. Each contributed to the experience reflected in the final and most
ambitious phase of federal participation in education. and particularly in te
basic education of adults.

The third and final period has been dominated by the two landmark acts of
the past twenty years: The Adult Occupational Training Act (1967), amended
in 1972 and repealed in 1982; and the National Training Act introduced in 1982,
and sti"" the determining piece of legislation. At the same time approximately
as the AOTA was introduced, the federal government entered into an agree-
ment with the provinces to pay half of the cost of post-secondary education.
This accord, for the next twenty years, separated the federal government’s
concern for assistance to the provinces for purposes of the provision of
conventional educational resources, from its interest in training/education
devoted to older groups in the population, and more narrowly directed to
immediate employment. It would appear that the federal government believed
that having relieved provincial concern for the former, it was freer to move ever
more independently of provincial governments with respect to the latter.

In the first period educational legislation was devoted primarily to matters
of substance, such as agriculture and/or industry, the promotion of which
required support of an educational character. Both are areas of joint federal
and provincial responsibility.

The preamble to the AlA states: “Whereas it is desirable that encourage-
ment be given to agriculture in all the provinces of Canada, and whereas great
and permanent benefit will result through education, instruction, and demon-
stration carried on along lines well-devised and of a continuous nature; There-
fore. . ” (Queen’s Printer, 1913:135). The TEA states: *“‘technical education,
means and includes any form of vocational, technical or industrial education
or instruction, approved by agreement . . ., as being necessary or desirable to
aid in promoting industry and the mechanical trades and to increase the
earning capacity, efficiency, and productive power of those employed therein’’
(Queen’s Printer, 1919:3933) The third act, the VEA, shows signs of considera-
ble haste in its drafting — it was 1931 — and leaves almost all matters of
substance to ihe regulations. However, the definition in the TEA, with its
reference to both the benefit to the enterprises, and to the workers that made
them possible, reflects the emergence of a dual concern that has been trouble-
some and diificult to reconcile ever since.

In addition, the lumping of the term “vocational”, which suggests educa-
tion/training for any form of employment, with the two other terms “indus-
trial” and ‘“‘technical”, conveying the idea of objectives associated with
specific domains of enterprise, suggests the growing inclusiveness of federal

@ rn for all forms of employment.
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The foundations for federal enterprise in education, and for future federal/
provincial relationships, are to be found in these three acts. The first is the
dependence upon provincial delivery systems, and the corresponding necessity
of seeking agreecments with individual provingces. Fixed sums of money were to
be made available to cooperating provinces over fixed periods of years. In the
TEA, the first mention of the tying of federal grants to actual provincial
expenditures appears. It does not appear in the VEA, perhaps an early victim
of the depression and provincial financial hardship, though it was to reappear
as a fixture in later legislation.

Federal control through specific terms of agreement and reporting intensifies
in each subsequent act. While no specific reference is made to participants,
whether adult or youth, it can be inferred that the population sought after is
other than that reached by formal schooling, with theexception of the students
of veterinary colleges singled out for assistant in the A1A. In each subsequent
act there are more frequent references to the procedures for expending funds
carried over from a previous year. What this suggests is that, despite the
opportunity of one hundred percent federal funding, not all the provinces were
exhibiting the initiative in undertaking the programs for which the federal
government had hoped. This frustration grew, and became a dominant factor
in the late nineteen-sixties.

The second period of legislative activity related to education, between the
years 1939 and 1967, displayed developments of two distinct kinds. Few of the
acts in either category were exclusively concerned with adult basic education,
some not at all. However, each reflected a steady growth in federal initiative,
and each contributed opportunity for increased federal experience in the
management of education in Canada. The foundations for the following stage
are clearly apparent.

The first of the two categories includes a group of acts that identify specific
groups of individuals as recipients of special services or benefits. The second
category includes three major acts dealing, potentially at least, with all adult
Canadians in terms of their relat‘onship to employment and the labour force.
What each of these latter acts reveals is the steadily increasing degree to which
that relationship involves access to learning and education, or the lack of it.

In the first category, groups of individuals are defined in terms of specific
age; youth; specific circumstances; veterans; specific condition; the disabled;
and a combination of age and circumstance, as in the case of Children of the
War Dead. The matter of age makes its first appearance in the YTA, where
youth is defined as 16-30 years, a generous definition by any measure, and
without doubt reflecting the experience of the depression years, as well as the
apprehensionabout the war to come. The YAA, a quarter century later, defines
youth as 16-18, though it does not restrict the benefits to that limited period of
years. All future legislation form the federal government dealing with educa-
tion/training touches on this problem, which is a thorny problem indeed.
Lurking always in the background is the reluctance to be perceived to be
invading the provincial domain of exclusive authority over “in-school” youth.

A second emerging practice pervading most of this legislation is the tying of
all benefits to successful attendance at school. Where individuals, or groups of
them, are the principal concern, their decisions about the type and duration of
the education to be pursued are determining. This is the case provided the
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program selected falls into provincially determined educational categories,
such as programs directed to secondary school leaving certificates, or univer-
sity programs leading to a bachelors degree. This is in contrast to later versions
of the other category of legislation in this period, where most adult basic
education is to be found, where the duration of the educational program is
fixed by the legislation itself.

Dependence upon provincial delivery systems, predominantly educational
systems, was steadily enlarged as successive acts emerged in this period. The
one exception was the YTA, where municipalities were involved in providing
work/learning programs, a practice that reappears in later legislation. How-
ever, the methods of financing displayed dramatic alterations. Instead of
providing formula-based sums of money to provinces over fixed periods of
time, with the exception of the VRDPA, money was provided directly to
individuals in the various groups, at their request. Funds were provided di-
rectly by the federal government to individuals for tuition (CSLA), for a living
allowance while attending school (YAA), or both (DVA, CWDEAA). In this
manner, the federal government was adding the stimulation of consumer
demand to its effortsto win provincial support for its educational goals. In the
case of DVA further federal assistance was made available to educational
providing agencies that had been selected by veterans. Therefore, despite the
continued dependence upon provincial delivery systems, the federal govern-
ment was accumulating experience in dealing directly with individual citizens
in the pursuit of its learning and educational objectives. This experience wasto
become a major factor in the introduction of the AOTA in 1967.

An additional direct result of these varied financial experiments was the
evolution of a new variety of relationships with the provincial governments.
They ranged from the already familiar agreements of the previous period, for
example in the VRDPA, to the absence of any formal agreement, for example
in the DVA and the CWDEAA, despite the nearly exclusive use of provincial
educational delivery systems. However, the federal insistence on increased

ecificity, greater control, and better evaluation was characteristic of even the
tamiliar types of agreements. For the first time in educational legislation, the
practice of “matching” grants made its appearance, in legislation in both of
the categories of this period. What appears to be the case is that the federal
government had decided that its interests in learning and education were or
should be the interests of the provincial governments as well. What was
needed, therefore, was incentive and encouragement, rather than the permis-
siveness implied by one hundred percent financing.

The second category of development in this period contains three landmark
acts: the UIA (1940); the VTCA (1942); and the TVTA (1961). Unlike the other
group, these acts deal with the circumstances and conditions of employment or
the lack of it, and therefore are addressed to the entire population of Canada
insofar as it isinvolved in conventional employment. The reference to domains
in the UIA, and implicitly in the other two acts at the vutset, does have the
effect of excluding some workers, notably housewives.

The UIA established three main factors of interest to us. It introduced the
principal of federal dealing with individual citizens in a context that was to
become increasingly related to learning and education on a much larger scale
tlgm the acts of the first category. It established an independent federal
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structure of employment and information offices throughout Canada, which
in various guises in the future allow the continuance of direct contact with
individual citizens for purposes of training/education, and counselling. Fi-
nally, by implication at the very least, it established the direct connection
between some form of training/education, and employment, and the legiti-
macy of a direct federal interest in that connection.

28. The receipt of insurance benefit by an insured person shall be subject to

the following statutory conditions, namely —

(iv) that he proves that he duly attended, or that he had good cause for not
attending, any course of instruction or training approved by the Commis-
sion which he may have been directed to attend by the Commission for the
purpose of becoming or keeping fit for the entry into or return to employ-

ment.
(Queen’s Printer, 1940:189-223)

The VTCA (1942) displayed most of the characteristics of legislation passed
during wartime. Inclusions were as global as possible and much was left to the
Minister’s discretion. It enlarged the role of the federal government in three
main ways. The first was by means of the definition of vocational training:

“Yocational training’ means any form of instruction the purpose of which is
to fit any person for gainful employment or to increase his skill or efficiency
therein, and, without restricting the generality of the foregoing, includes
instruction to fit a person for employment in agriculture, forestry, mining,
fishing, construction, manufacturing, commerce, or in any other primary or
secondary industry in Canada.

(Queen's Printer, 1942:5357)

The needs of individuals were at least equal to the needs of particular domains
of enterprise. In this case the act specified that adults, and no longer just
youths, were included.

Second, for the first time, an “educational” identification of the *“training”
involved was specified by reference to: *“‘training on a level equivalent to the
secondary school level” [Sec. 4(1)(e)). With these two measures the door was
open to thedevelopment of adult basic education under federal auspices.

Finally, there was the nature of the agreement with the provinces. No time
limit, or financial limit was stated, but cost-sharing of varying dimensions was
made explicit. In addition, there was the creation of a Vocational Training
Advisory Council, a phenomenon to be found with increasing regularity in
subsequent training legislation. The Council represented both the opportunity
to seek consultation beyond the provinces, from representatives of employers
and employees, and to include some of the provinces at least, in ongoing
implementation and adjustment of the act.

The final step in this stage of development was represented by the TVTA
(1960). This act brought the persistent attempts of the federal government to
further its training/educational aims by the exclusive use of provincial educa-
tional delivery systems, to its concluding phase. Technical and vocational
dimensions, heretofore considered distinct, were joined, and training was
considered to include the same activities and domains as in the previous act.
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However a new distinction was added by stating that any form of instruction
leading to employment excluded training leading to university credit. Other-
wise anyone pursuing technical/vocational training/education from second-
ary school level and upwards, and in any approved setting, was eligible for
federal assistance. The scope was even more widely defined by clauses autho-
rizing support for the training of instructors, including for the first time in this
category of legislation, provisions for living allowances, and for substantial
federal sharing of capital expenditures undertaken by the provinces. Adults
were specifically included by reference to persons over regular school leaving
age, which age was left to provincial determination.

It is clear that the federal government either believed or hoped that by
maximizing the educational systems of the provinces, both in form and con-
tent, and by extending them to additional individuals in those provinces,
namely adults, that the demands on it for an expanding economy and full
employment could be met. Within the stated term for this act, six years, it
became apparent that the goal could not be achieved. It was partly due to
problems associated with basic education for adults, or the lack of it, that the
failures began to manifest themselves (Thomas A. 1983)

Involved in the identification of millions of Canadians with minimal levels
of literacy, and of other skills necessary for the successful entry to skill training
programs, were the demands of the economy of the late sixties. It was becom-

_ ing apparent that the full employment, characteristic of the “industrial’” era at
its best, was no longer achievable. The gap between emergence from existing
educational programs, even those maximizing the “training™ supported by the
federal government, and successful entry into the labour force, was growing
relentlessly.

In addition to technical development occurring within generations of work-
ing lives, which necessitated, for some, multiple retraining, traditional skills
were being eliminated entirely. New jobs demanding the use of multiple skills
and improved basic education were multiplying. It was no longer possible to
depend upon early schooling to provide even sufficient basic education for a
lifetime. Such world authorities as UNESCO and the Organization for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Development were promulgating the need for “life-
long learning” and “recurrent education” with the elaboration of appropriate
public policies. During the last years of the TVTA, most provinces had been
exploring the introduction of a whole new educational level of colleges with the
purpose of extending initial schooling for those individuals who, for whatever
reason, did not continue on to university. Most of the provincial governments
expected that these colleges, whatever their specific form, would be financed
basically by means of the formula funds flowing from the implementation of
TVTA.

This expectation did not reflect the intentions of the federal government. All
of these developments, plus the uneven impact of TVTA in the different
regions of Canada, had inclined the federal government to become increas-
ingly impatient with its nearly exclusive dependence upon provincial educa-
tional delivery systems.

The final period of legislative activity, dating from 1967 to the present, has
been dominated by two pieces of legislation: the AOTA (1967) and the NTA
(1982). Each of these acts extended the independence of the federal authority,
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with respect to training/education, and each has had impressive consequences
for adult basic education.

The AOTA introduced into the area of general training/education, practices
that had been developed in the ‘““individual-centered” legislation of the pre-
vious period. The federal government would directly with individual citizens,
through its already established offices across Canada, designed originally to
engage in employment placement and counselling. At the request of a citizen
seeking retraining for employment, the now named ‘“Manpower Officer”
would purchase, on behalf of that individual, training of up to 52 weeks or
1820 hours of part-time instruction. Purchases were to be made primarily, if
not exclusively, from provincial or municipal authorities. Provincial govern-
ments were to be “‘reimbursed” for actual purchases or to be paid at an agreed
upon rate. Citizens eligible for such training had to be one year over the school
leaving age, and not have attended full-time school in the previous twelve
months. Original eligibility for the associated training allowance was restricted
to adults who had been inthe labour force without substantial {.iterruption for
three years, and who had dependents. Both of those conditions were amended
in 1972 to allow for housewives wishing to enter the workforce, and for single
persons without dependents, to participate.

An additional mechanism was the right of the federal authorities to engage
in agreements with employers, not only to support, financially, the training of
employees in “generic” skills on site, but also to pay for training arranged by
employers for their employees off the premises. However, the federal authori-
ties were obliged to seek assurance that any courses proposed by an employer,
or later any groups of employers, had been subject to *’consultation” with the
appropriate provincial government. A similar authority was left to the provin-
cial governments with respect to the federal use of any other private sources of
training: the agency had to be registered by the province, and approval ob-
tained.

A final thrust of federal independence was to be found in section 12:
(1) The Governor-General in Council may make regulations,

(a) defining the expressions ‘“‘instruction designed for university
credit”, “full-timeinstruction”, “part-time instruction”, *la-
bour force”, “training on the job”, and *‘regular school leav-
ing age"” for the purposes of this Act.

(b) specifying for the purposes of this Act, the circumstances
under which an adult shall be deemed not to have attended
school on a regular basis for any period.

(c) prescribing, for the purposes of subsection (1) of Section §,
the method of determining the costs incurred by a province or
a provincial or municipal authority in providing training in an
occupational training course to adults . . .

(Queen’s Printer, 1967:1210-1211)

Previously these definitions were mostly left to the provinces and the prac-
tices of their delivery systems. For purposes of capital construction low cost,
long-term Joans could be arranged, bu: grants and cost-sharing had been
eliminated.

Q
68

IToxt Provided by ERI



ADULT LITERACY PERSPECTIVES 49

The most immediate effect of this act was to offer a new definition of who
was an adult in Canada, and to introduce a new *’school year” of 52 weeks as
compared to the approximately 38 week provincial school year. What was
significant about this determination was, not so much the contrast in the
length of the two school years, as the fact that the legislation required the tying
of educational achievement to specified time periods, which bore no obvious
relationship to the time that might be required by different individuals tackling
different learning goals. Subsequent evidence scems to suggest that it has been
precisely the least well-educated individuals, those in need of adult basic
education, that have suffered the most from this specification.

The NTA (1982) largely extends the freedom of action of the federal govern-
ment. A major influence on the determination to become more independent of
provincial delivery systems had presented itself in 1968 with the OECD review
of the Canadian Manpower Training System (OECD, 1969). The Review had
been positive with the exception of one characteristic of the program. The
reviewers expressed amazement at the proportion of manpower training (80%)
carried on in formal educational settings, as compared with the proportion
(20%) carried out on the shop floor. The federal govt ‘nment had been making
strenuous efforts, even within the terms of the AOTA to reduce the proportion
of institutional training, and the NTA allowed them very much greater freedom
to do so.

Many of the same provisions and definitions are repeated, though in the case
of ihe federal government contracting for training with employers or with a
“non-profit” organization, or in fact utilizing any alternative to provincial
delivery systems, the province must be notified and register an objection within
a specified period. The initiative seems more firmly in federal hands, since
presumably a province is not going to say no forever. The Act also contains a
grovision for the federal government, “after consultation . . . with the govern-
ments of such provinces as it considers will be most effected, thereby [to]
declare, by order, any occupation to be an occupation of national importance,
if it is satisfied that there is or will be a national or regional shortage of workers
in that occupation sufficiently serious to justify the special action” (Queen’s
Printer, 1982:3194). Presumably this represents a further attempt to overcome
the regional variations that have plagued, in the federal view, the earlier
dependence on provincial initiatives and delivery systems. With this Act still in
force it is impossible to achieve the same evaluation as with respect to the
earlier ones. However, it is possible to assess some aspects of the development
of adult basic education during this third legislative period.

Initially that part of the program met with some success. It was acknowl-
edged that many of the eligible trainees were not suffiviently educated to enter
the skill training programs. More elementary programs were introduced, in-
cluding Basic Training for Skill Development (BTSD), Job Readiness Training
(JRT) and Work Adjustment Training (WAT) designed for individuals at the
bc >m of the scale. The availability of .iving allowances provided by both
Acts, made it possible for many more from the poorest circumstance than
previously, to commit themselves to full-time training. Nevertheless, from a
high of 55,671 for all of Canadain 1972-73, the total declined to 29,170 in 1984-
&S (Table 1. Even at its height, the program included only a tiny portion of the
fum;tionally illiterate in Canada. While the numbers of older workers have

LS

b




50 ALANM. THOMAS, MAURICE TAYLOR, CAROLYN GASKIN

increased in the same period, indicating that a larger proportion of older
adults are being included, the proportion of those with the least schooling,
grades 1-7, declined from 19.4% in 1972-73 to 7.2% in 1984-85. And, despite
th: increase in the zumber of women entering tiie labour force, the percentage
of women trainees has remained approximately the same over the twelve years
represented (Table 2). It is difficult to believe, given the economic circum-
stances of the period involved, that the totai number of functionally illiterate
adults in Canada has dramatically declined, or that substantial numbers of
them have found employment and therefore have not presented themselves for
training.

Table1
Institutional Training Summary:
Number of Trainees in Basic Training for
Skill Development Programme

1972-1985
Type of Training
Year (B TS D)*
1972-73 55,671
1973-74 52,684
1974-75 47,791
1975-76 45,889
1976-77 44,010
1977-78 43,960
1978-79 39,995
1979-80 37,459
1980-81 32,589
1981-82 28,972
1982-83 28,155
1983-84 28,686
1984-85 29,170

*Includes BJRT and WAT (Canada Manpower, 1986)

Source: Canada Manpower Training Program, National Training Program,
Annual Statistical Bulletin, 1976-77 - 198+-85.
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Table 2
Institutional Training Full Time Trainees
Characteristics Summary in Canada

1972-85
(Percentage)
CHARACTERISTIC Fiscal Year
1972-713 1973-74 1974-75 1975-76 1976-77 1977-78
SEX MALE 70.3 64.1 65.0 66.1 67.1 58.1
FEMALE 29.7 35.9 35.0 33.9 329 31.9
AGE 19 AND UNDER 1.1 12.3 13.2 14.1 12.5 11.9
20-24 33.1 344 37.2 37.6 40.0 40.0
25-44 44.1 42.6 41.0 41.0 41.0 41.5
45+ 1.7 10.7 8.6 7.3 6.5 6.6
EDUCATIONAL LEVEL" 1-7 19.4 17.0 13.0 14.1 12.1 11.6
(Years of Schooling) 8 15.1 13.0 1.5 13.4 12.8 12.8
9 16.1 16.3 17.1 16.2 16.2 16.5
10 17.3 17.3 18.1 19.3 20.3 20.3
I 14.1 12.1 8.9 12.5 13.2 13.5
12 14.7 16.0 13.0 14.7 15.5 16.4
13 0.8 2.8 7. 3.7 4.1 , 3.6
H B 2.5 5.5 10.6 6.1 5.8 5.3
LABOUR FORCE STATUS"  EMPLOYED 37.2 36.7 35.7 20.2 19.2 8.7
{Prior to Training) UNEMPLOYED 55.5 54.2 52.9 66.0 66.8 66.5
NOT IN THE LABOUR FORCE 7.3 9.8 11.4 13.8 14.0 14.8
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1978-79  1979-80  1980-81  1981-82 1982-83  1983.84  1984-85

SEX MALE 66.6 67.5 69.2 70.9 74.3 73.4 169.4
FEMALE 334 32.5 30.8 29.1 25.7 26.6 30.6
AGE 19 AND UNDER 11.7 10.7 9.8 8.1 7.0 6.0 4.7
20-24 42.4 42.1 423 42.3 40.9 38.6 35.8
25-44 40.9 42.3 43.1 45.1 47.7 50.2 53.5
45 + 5.0 4.9 4.8 4.5 4.4 5.2 6.0
EDUCATIONAL LEVEL" 1-7 8.5 8.6 9.6 7.5 6.8 6.5 7.2
(Years of Schooling) 8 11.2 10.2 9.8 8.9 8.7 8.2 8.0
9 15.4 14.4 13.4 13.0 12.0 11.8 11.3
10 21.4 20.5 20.1 19.0 18.4 17.6 17.5
11 14.7 14.5 14.1 15.6 15.2 14.6 13.7
12 18.9 20.9 21.7 24.1 28.5 30.2 30.4
13 4.1 4.5 4.5 5.5 5.3 5.4 5.6
14+ 5.8 6.4 6.8 6.4 5.1 5.7 6.3
LABOUR FORCE STATUS" EMPLOYED 14.7 13.7 11.8 15.6 11.2 11.1 11.5
(Prior to Training) UNEMPLOYED 7.5 72.3 72.7 69.5 76.4 78.1 76.9
NOT IN THE LABOUR FORCE 13.8 14.0 15.5 14.9 12.4 10.8 11.6

(1) Not documented for Apprentice trainees since January 1, 1975.

Source: Canada Manpower Training Program, Natior al Training Program Annual Statistical Bulletin 1976-77 to 1984-85
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PARTHI

Two explanations are possible. The first is that the federal government has
become convinced that adult basic education is truly elementary education of
a formal nature, for adults rather than children. For that reason it falls within
the domain of the exclusive responsibility for education claimed by the prov-
inces. In short, after prolonger disputes with the provinces over educational
jurisdiction, the federal authorities seera to have concluded that adult basic
education must be accepted as fully within the responsibility of the provinces,
and, inaddition, it is their clear responsibility to pay for it. Some credence can
be attached to this conclusion by evidence of the fact that the number of adults
has increased substantially in programs offered by school boards in some
provinces. In Ontario, for example, there are more than 16,000 full-time,
daytime, students, of 22 years or more, in secondary schools. The increase has
been on theorder of 800% in approximately the same period as that covered by
Tables 1 and 2 (Ministry of Education, Ontario, 1986).

Many of these adult secondary school students are being supported by
Unemployment Insurance benefits. We might conclude that in these cases the
original UIA had reached its full potential, if the provision of such benefits to
such students seemed uniform across Canada or even within specific regions.
There seems no evident interpretation of the UIA that would prevent such
support, and indeed it seems a logical extension of its intentions, but clarifica-
tion and consistency is badly needed. The fact that two thirds or more of these
students, at least in Ontario, are women, may explain, without necessarily
justifying, the lack of growth in numbers of women in the federal programs. It
certainly seems to suggest the need for a variety of available responses to these
learning needs.

The same province has been engaged in transferring some funding for the
support of those students from the Colleges of Applied Art and Technology
(CAAT) to the school boards during the same period. Functionally speaking,
there is strong evidence from adult education research in Canada, and else-
where, to support those developments, in terms of the likelihcod of local
agencies, public and private, serving this population of learaers more effec-
tively than others.

A second possible explanation relates to the consequences of transferring
the pursuit of particular learning objectives from formal “academic” provid-
ing agencies, to the milieu of the users or employers of individuals who are
achieving or have achieved the particuiar learning objectives. There is a good
deal to be said on behalf of such a transfer: the users understand the character
of the desired skills and their applications; they can more easily find or develop
instructional resources; and they have a high interest in making use of the
successful learners. However, there are also disadvantages. The principal one is
that the demands of immediate production will gradually take precedence,
growth willdominate the need for equity or even stability, and increasingly the
casiest and least expensive to train will receive the training. The others, making
up most of the population requiring some form of basic education, will be left
to someone else.

What is likely is that both conclusions apply, and that both sets of circum-
s@nces have.contributqd to the steady reduction of the role gf the federal

B Mcmmem in the basic education of adults. Whetaer that is the correct

LY
A ruiToxt provided by ER ?




54 ALAN M. THOMAS, MAURICE TAYLOR, CAROLYN GASKIN

response to the long and short term objectives, which both levels of govern-
ment say that they espouse, is a matter of debate and conjecture. It does
appear, howcver, that substaniial numbers of adults are being left out of
available educat onal opportunities.

What can be witnessed from this brief elaboration of federal legislation is
the steady enlarging of federal initiative and direction with respect to educa-
tion in Canada. Initially the attempts and legislation that appear are hardly
more than encouraging and enabling. However, as the century progressed, and
the economy and employment, for which the federal government is clearly held
responsible by the Canadian voter, became more and more dependent upon the
opportunities for Canadian workers, at all levels, to learn and relearn skills, it
was perceived to be necessary by the federal government to assert and achieve
increasing measures of control. In the most recent stages of this development,
the federal government has abandoned provincial educational delivery systems
as the sole mechanism for managing the learning objectives it seeks, and
turned increasingly to the utilization of other means of management and
delivery. To a certain extent, reluctantly, provincial governments have followed
suit. The next stage in our understanding of the response to the needs for basic
education for adults will probably be better pursued by examining legislation
at the provincial level.

The need for basic education for adults presents some particularly engross-
ing problems. The bulk of the population in need of such education is native
born. The problem cannot be attributed toimmigration and the school systems
of other countries. Can it then be attributed to the failure of the Canadian
educational system as a whole, at least for the Canadians with poorer back-
grounds? There is a certain amount of evidence to support that view, and it
might appear that the most recent decisions of the federal government are
based on such a conclusion. However, arother conclusion seems more likely.

A general view of the achievement of literacy and numeracy is that once
accomplished it is permanent. Little attention, until recently, has been paid to
the existence of powerful out-of-school supporting systems that maintained
and increased those skills. However, the rapid spread of non-print means of
communication throughout the society has made the function of those sup:
porting systems evident. While many have been retained in the upper levels of
employment, it is the lower levels that have experienced the decline most
severely. What is likely is that many of the individuals now in need of basic
education, have been, at one time, functionally literate. But, their experience
since leaving school has been such as to allow those skills to decay, without
their really noticing. The uneven decline in types of employment has thrown
large numbers of such individuals out of work, unable to fill new jobs which
require higher levels of literacy.

Canada, in the company of other industrial societies, has recently acknowi-
edged the extent of illiteracy amongst its adult population. The reaction of the
first half of this century, which was to write off the undereducated adults and
concentrate on the children, is no longer tenable, if it ever was. Existing
generations of adults can maim or destroy societies, to say nothing of destroy-
ing the world. What will not work either, are large scale blitz-programs aimed
at eliminating illiteracy permanently in one massive effort. The existence of

o fluctuating degrees of illiteracy of various kinds is a permanent aspect of the
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Canadian population, at least as far as can be foreseen. Past experience tells us
that it is, and will be necessary to maintain a variety of continuing responses to
the problem at all levels of the educational system and beyond it in the private
commercial and voluntary sector. This will require the active response of all
levels of governraent in the direct and indirect provisions of support of oppor-
tunities to acquire various forms of literacy.

It would be better if this response were better organized and coordinated
than it is now, though some interesting and useful steps have been taken. The
rationalization in the formal school system to provide for certain levels of
educational achievement for all, regardless of age or condition, is one such
promising development. The shift from total dependence upon the formal
system for the provision for all learning needs, to a much more varied universe
of provision, is another. What is now needed is some more effective and clearer
articulation of the various levels of government in these developments. The
federal government can no longer disguise its educational activities under the
rubric of training; the provincial governments can no longer blame the federal
government for educational inadequacies that are its responsibility.

It is interesting that the provision of basic education for adults should have
played and will continue to play such a critical role in these developments.
However, it isundeniable that adult basic education is essentially political in its
means and ends, and it is a wise society that acknowledges that fact and attends
to it with energy and commitment.
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CHAPTERS:

Literacy -
‘Autonomous’
v. ‘ldealogical’ Model

Brian Street

The sudden perception of “illiteracy” as a “problem” in the 1970s in
England led to government money and institutions being directed towards
adult literacy teaching and research. Literacy had previously been subsumed
under “schooling’” both in terms of the concepts applied and the finance
available and it required a shift at both levels for it to include adults. I would
liketo examine both the definitions and activities that this shift involved in the
light of recent developments in general theory about literacy.

THE POLITICAL DEBATE

Levine, in an SSRC study of adult illiteracy in Nottingham, describes how
the approaches to the “problem” changed over time. At first, he says, re-
searchers followed a “policy” orientation, concerning themselves with ques-
tions of “aggregate provision” and “aggregate need” (Levine, 1980, page 3), as
part of a strategy to mobilize support and funds. This stage was followed by
“action research”, Those adults who had come forward for some literacy
training had often done so hesitantly and wanting privacy and as a result
teaching had become organized on a personal “one-to-one” basis. “Action”
researchers, then, had been asked to provide those responsible for the overall
organisation of the new provision with evidence of wh.at was actually going on
in these private sessions. More recently a debate has arisen regarding the
“political” dimension of adult literacy teaching. Mace, for instance, whose
book Working with Words has been seminal in putting literacy on the political
agenda, at least of the left, emphasized the “loss of self esteem” which, she
claimed, adult illiterates had suffered as a result of bad schooling experience
and she proposed that literacy programs should be directed to the explicit
political aim of “comprehensive resocialization”. Tribune reviewed her book
under the headline “Literacy as a Political Issue” and lent support to her
attempts as “helping the student to regain his (sic) self confidence in a learning
relationship established on the basis of trust and mutual respect” (22 June,
1979). This involved doing more than simply inculcating skills in “consuming
print” but was a whole education so that the student would “‘no longer see his
illiteracy in terms of a personal failure, marking him as an incompetent devoid

*This article was first published in “Literacy Teaching Politics” No. 2, and we arc grateful to
++~ ~ditorial collective for permission to reprint it here.
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of moral virtue, but in terms of an educational system which had failed him in
the past’’

L -ine has questioned Mace’s approach and asked whether the people who
came to literacy programs actually saw themselves in the terms she posed. He
wonders whether many of them in fact under-estimated their “problem” or
simply did not experience any difficulty, until some crisis occured for them.
The kind of situation he has in mind is exemplified by the experience of an
individual Iencountered at a Brighton literacy centre. He was a mechanic who
had been used to handing out MoT forms to customers on the basis of his
ability to “read” the layout of forms and the few conventional terms which
they employed. One day a customer returned, telling him that his MoT form
had been wrongly filled in and he discovered that the Ministry had changed
the format. At that point he decided that he needed more general literacy
skills, to enable him to adapt to such changes; those he had successfully
exercised for many years seemed no longer adequate. Levine would argue,
rightly I believe, that individuals such as this had not perceived themselves as
“deprived” and did not lack “self- esteem”, so that Mace’s approach would
not, adequately cater for their particular experience and demands. However,
he uses this, unjustifiably I believe, to reject the larger political framework
offered by Mace. He writes

‘., .. if prisons, schools and other similar formal organizations commanding
considerable resources find comprehensive resocialization a problematic and
often impossible task, is it not overambitious to attempt it via very limited
contact with students, limited finance and predominantly part-time and
volunteer personnel?”

This, 1 feel, misses the point. It was precisely because of the kind of
socialization offered in formal establishments that the problems to which
Mace alludes occurred. She does not expect those establishments to offer any
heip since they are tae cause of the problem. The institutional framework and
its establishment ideology, in her view, failed to give working people the
confidence and learning experience that would raise their political conscious-
ness as she would like. The adult literacy programs were therefore a way of
compensating not for the “cultural deprivation” of class and family back-
ground, as educationalists following Bernstein would seem to suggest was
needed, but for the failings of establishment education. It might be over
ambitious for political activists to use the adult literacy programs in this way,
but not for the reasons proposed by Levine.

A THEORY OF LITERACY PRACTICE

However, Leine does highlight a crucial problem in Mace’s approach. A
project for altering individuals’ consciousness, which is all that Mace, in the
end, offers us as a form of political action with regard to literacy, will remain
marginal if it fails to challenge the central establishments themselves. We have
to ask, in this as in other areas, is it right to opt out of the establishment
institutions and to work instead at “‘comprehensive resocialization” in alterna-
tive sites of struggle? Or does this deflect our energies from the major task of
changing those institutions themselves? In order to act on this larger front, I
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would argue, we need a more general theory of literacy practice, a theory which
combines understanding of just how establishment institutions are really
“depriving” working people (without falling into tbe “cultural deprivation*
trap) withunderstanding of why the participants th” mselves donot necessarily
perceive it in that way.

From this perspective Levine’s work does pose a challenge to Mace and to
the main direction of radical thinking with regard to literacy. We would do well
to listen when he tells us that many people’s experience of establishment
institutions and practices does not necessarily entail loss of *“self-esteem” or
feelings of inadequacy. Middle class radical intellectuals might sense that they
would feel such a loss if they were in those circumstances but that, as the
anthropologists would say, is “if 1 were a horse” kind of thinking. Such a
framework blithely ignores “folk models” or relegates them to the level of
“false consciousness” and thus prevents us from coming to grips with just why
that experience leads the participants to that particular conception of it.
Levine’s findings remind us that solutions to political problems cannot be
extracted from such “if I were a horse” kinds of approach.

A theory of literacy practice that adequately explains the situation which
large numbers of adults currently find themselves in cannot be satisfactory if it
rests on the simple belief that “they” have been directly deceived and that there
is nothing in their situation that might reasonably lead them to the conceptions
they evidently hold about it. Rather 1 would propose that we should examine
that situation as an anthropologist would a culture or sub- culture, making
explicit judgements we would make from our own cultural and structural
situations in order to discover how and why the structures to be identified there
generate particular conceptions and perceptions amongst the actors themsel-
ves. From a radical perspective that project, then, requires a theory of literacy
practice that is not embedded in the dominant establishment uses of, and
assumptions about literacy in this culture.

AUTONOMOUS’ AND ‘IDEOLOGICAL MODELS OF LITERACY

In order to disembed ourselves from that dominant ideology we firstly have
to make it explicit. I will suggest in this article a way of examining the
underlying and often unstated assumptions about literacy held in our culture
by offering a distinction between what I term *“‘autonomous” and “ideologi-
cal” models of literacy. The “autonomous” model assumes a “neutral’.
“autonomous”, “technical” character for literacy which, I argue, is miscon-
ceived and which leads to misrepresentations of the actual practice of literacy,
whatever the political persuasion of those employing it. A radical project for
literacy acquisition and use must, then, reject the “autonomous” model.
Those who subscribe to this model are, despite their claimed ‘‘neutrality”,
doing no more than revealing their faith in the powers and qualities of literacy
peculiar to their own kind of capitalist society and to the academic sub-culture
within it, to which most of them belong. Some examples from recent academic
work on literacy will make the point.

Olson and Hildyard, for instance, have argued that written forms enable the
user to differentiate the iogical form theinterpersonal functions of language in
away less possiblein oral discourse. To support this argument they make use of
Patricia Greenfield’s rescarch amongst the Wolof of Senegal. She applied
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aspects of Bernistein’s concepts of elaborated and restricted codes to schooled
and unschool«d children and concluded that unschooled children lacked the
concept of a personal point of view and the cognitive flexibility to shift
perspective in relation to concept-formation problems.

The claim that unschooled Wolof children have not developed the “logical
functions” of language is, in fact, no more than a statement that the conven-
tions in which their thinking is expressed are different f-om those of the
researcher herself. But Greenfield tries to claim more th: .his, as do Olson
and Hildyard. They attempt to maintain that their own conventions are supe-
rior. However, they do not do so directly, as earlier writer’s in the “great
divide” tradition did. Instead they do so indirectly by appealing to the sup-
posed intrinsic and culture-free nature of literacy. If they can establish that
literacy in itself constructs superior logical functions, then it will follow that
those without it have inferior logical functions. The assertion is supposedly
absolved of its racist and ethnocentric connotations by the neutrality of
literacy. “Scientific” tests for cognition can be conducted not on social groups
and individuals as such, with all the political implications that involves, but on
a newly constructed, a-social category of “literates” and “non-literates”, as
though the culture they belonged to were incidental. The implications of the
findings can then be claimed to follow directly from scienfific experiments
conducted in an open-minded way with no prior assumptions. The fact that the
Wolof turn out to be less “logical” when in their own environment than when
in contact with Europeans just happens to follow from the tests, whatever we
might want to believe. The great divide has been re-established by the appeal to
literacy, apparently without the offensive appeals to inherent cultural and
intellectual superiority that discredited its early phases.

Goody, in fact, explicitly claims that the distinction literate/non-literate can
be used as a modern substitute for the “great divide!” of earlier periods. It is,
he believes, similar to but more useful than that traditionally made between
“Jogical” and “pre-logical”. This, he claims, is because of the inherent quali-
ties of the written word — writing makes the relationship between a word and
its referent more general and abstract, it is less closely connected with the
peculiarities of time and place than is the language of oral communication.
Writing is also “closely connected to”, *“fosters” or even “enforces” the
development of “logic”, the distinction of myth from history, the elaboration
of bureaucracy, the shift from “little communities” to complex culiures, the
emergence of scientific thought and institutions and even the growth of demo-
cratic political processes.

All of these writers are, in fact, privileging their own particular ways of
thinking, acting and writing at the same time as ¢'.iming neutrality for such
claims. They fail to see that even if it were possible to isolate “autonomous”
features of literacy (and this has yet to be demonstrated, since any feature so
isolated only has meaning in terms of its social context), there still remains the
problem of the relationship between these features and the ideological and
political nature of literacy in practice.

Writers whom I identify »s developing an “ideological” model of literacy
avoid these dangers by recognising the social nature of literacy practice and by
concentrating on the social structure and the ideology in the context where
literacy is being acquired and purveyed.
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HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

Michael Clanchy, for instance, who is an historian, describes the shift from
memory to written record in Medieval England in such a way as to highlight the
social and ideological nature of literacy practice. He argues that the shift was
facilitated by the continuing “mix"’ of oral and literate modes and that written
forms were adapted to oral practice rather thanradically changing it. He shows
how the Norman Conquerors deliberately fostered a “literate mentality”
through the development of central bureaucracies and written records, for
their own political purposes. As newcomers they could not establish claim to
land through local custom and practice, folk memory or indigenous symbols,
as the natives did, so they made land rights dependent on written documenta-
tion, which they could control. Such examples remind us to be sceptical of
claims for the “neutrality” and “objectivity” of written forms and procedures
and to look more closely at who controls them. Clanchy's careful documented
account emphasises the necessity of examining the real social practice involved
rather than attempting to infer the nature of literacy itself from introspection
or experimentation,

Harvey J. Graff, a social historian, likewise provides a basis for an alterna-
tive, more socially based view of literacy. He challenges what he calls the
“literacy myth" whereby it is contended that literacy of itself will lead to social
improvement, civilization and social mobility. With reference to 19th century
Canada he analyses the statistics for occupational and ethnic groupings in
relation to evidence of their respective literacy achievements. He discovers that
literacy itself made very little difference to occupation and wealth as compared
with the significance of ethnic and class origin. He argues that the presentation
of literacy as “‘autonomous” and ‘“neutral” was itself part of the attempt by
ruling groups to assert social control over the potentially disruptive lower
orders. This encouraged these people to send their children to state schools
even though in reality what they learnt there was anything but “neutral” and,
as Graff can now demonstrate, there was really nothing in it for them. In
practice literacy was taught, for instance, by making students read aloud from
textbooks while the teacher “corrected”’ their pronunciation. This was a means
of homogenizing the different dialects and making them conform to the
standards of the ruling class, as well as of maintaining discipline in the
classroom, but it did little for their “development” or even for their command
of literacy. Schooling and the techniques for teaching literacy were, then,
forms of hegemony and in such a context it would be misleading to represent
the process of literacy acquisition as leading to greater “criticalness” and
logical functioning.

In recent work in sociolinguistics a similar scepticism about establishment
claims for literacy can be discerned. Early linguists like Bloomfield argued that
written forms were merely extensions of spoken forms. More recently sociolin-
guists have challenged this view and argued that linguistic models have been
too heavily based, implicitly, on specific written forms that do not in fact
provide useful general models for language and speech. Crystal notes that
written language forms represent special cases of language use, with their own
conventions and rules. But he sees this “independence” from oral forms of
language as socially based and understandable in terms of the conventions and
rules, not as “autonomous” in the sense described above. Particular forms of

I §0




62 BRIAN STREET

writing, such as the literacy conventions of English academic written language,
have been taken as the basis for general descriptions of language. It was from
these forms that the “grammatical rules of school textbooks" were elicted, at
least until the work of theoretical linguistics in this century. That work pro-
vided the basis for descriptions of the conventions used in different language
contexts and thus for distinguishing language used in everyday informal con-
versational ways from formal utterances, of which academic English was a
special case. This provides a basis also for recognizing the conventional nature
of different literate practices; acadeinic written English is no more useful as a
general model for written forms than it is for spoken.

The writers 1 am referring to as exponents of an “ideological model” of
literacy do not always make explicit their rejection of the “autonomous”
model and they do not necessarily couch their arguments in the terms I am
adopting. Nevertheless, I would maintain that the use of the term “model” to
describe their perspective and what they oppose is helpful since it draws
attention to the underlying coherence and relationship of ideas which, on the
surface, might appear unconnected and haphazard. The models serve in a
sense as “ideal types’’ tohelp clarify the significant lines of cleavage in the field
of literacy studies and to provide a stimulus from which a more explicit
theoretical foundation for descriptions of literacy practice and for cross-
cultural comparison can be constructed.

LITERACY CAMPAIGNS IN THE UK

How, then, does this academic work on literacy relate to the actual practice
of different literacies in the UK and specifically to the ways in which the Adult
Literacy Campaigns have been conducted here in rccent years? There has, in
fact, been little explicit connection between them. On the one hand, those
involved in the day-to-day practice of teaching adult literacy have had little
time, or often inclination, to devote to an apparently jargon-ridden, ivory-
tower set of theories of the kind I have veen discussing. As one literacy worker
putit tome. *l just use my intuitions.’ Onthe other hand, those producing the
theories and ideas cited above, have indeed operated at a remove, institution-
ally, conceptually and in terms of their empirical interests even, from the
workers “in the field”. The substantive data on literacy practice to which they
do refer ranges from Medieval England to contemporary Africa and Asia, but
it pays little attention to what is happening right now in the UK. Questions
regarding the political and ideological nature of literacy practices, which they
have posed in relation to other times and places, have scarcely been confronted
by them or others with regard to the UK. Research here, as Levine points out
has been either “policy oriented” or conceived in terms of the “social prob-
lem” approach. Subserving these auims has been a considerable academic
literature, particularly within experimental and developmental psychology, on
reading skills, spelling, dyslexia, etc. As Stubbs points out *. . . most theories
of literacy have been related to instructional techniques!’ The ideological
model of literacy, then, has, for a number of reasons, scarcely penetrated
studies of literacy practice in the UK. What we find here in terms of political
and ideological debate are such arguments as that between Mace and Levine
regarding the extent to which “illitcrates” see themselves as deprived, whether
individuals or institutions are “to blame” and, most recently, the relationship
Q
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of literacy to job prospects. These are all important questions, but it is difficult
to see how ary of them can be resolved without recourse to a larger theoretical
framework that would put them into perspective.

SPECIFIC SKILLS AND KNOWLEDGE FOR SPECIFIC PURPOSES

One area, however, where some attempt has been made to apply aspects of
the ideological model of literacy, albeit implicitly, to the practice of literacy
teaching in the UK has been within the Adult Literacy and Basic Skills Unit
(ALBSU). In doing so this work provides some answers to the challenge posed
by Levine: instead of approaching adult “illiterates” as ‘“‘lacking in self es-
teem” and “in need of comprehensive resocialization”, as Mace would have it,
the unit would offer adults specific skills for specific purposes, respecting their
own perceptions of what they need and putting a lot of its theoretical effort
into providing a palitical and ideological framework in which that choice is
possible and meaningful. Resource Centres and even temporary caravans in
city centres, for instance, provide a resource to which passers-by can come to
discover what is available and to relate it to their own perceived needs; some
“clients” may attend only once and never return, others may discover some-
thing they are looking for and then sign up for more substantial courses. The
courses, however, remain more of a resource and more student- oriented than
anything they are likely to have encountered at school.

This framework is reflected in the pedagogical theory purveyed in the Unit’s
teaching books. A primer for teachers entitled Working Together — An
Approach to Functional Literacy gets beyond the limitations of its title,
notably those of “functional’ theories of literacy, and succeeds in conveying
some of the ideas that I have described in terms of the *“ideological”’ model.
The pamphlet begins by stressing that literacy is doing, it is only meaningful in
practice. The authors have found it necessary to stress this fact as a result of
realising the differences between the needs of adults regarding literacy and the
kind of literacy normally imparted to children in schools. They write:

“Most tutors, teachers and organizers (in adult literacy) are dissatisfied with
the use of school children’s books because:

1. In the adult world we DO things with reading and writing. You cannot DO
much with children's books except sit and read them.

2. Ploughing through children’s reading books tends actually to be slower
because it takes longer to get to the words and phrases an adult might urgently
need to learn to read and write”. (ALBSU, 1981, page $).

Many teachers at school would, of course, express similar criticisms of the
value of the material for children themselves. The ALBSU pamphlet proposes,
then, that teachers begin by *“helping their students to define their needs and
interests”. This is not to suggest abandoning *‘previous teaching strategies,
concerned with teaching the relationship between sounds and letters or spell-
ing skills,’ but “the object is to put these skills into a more relevant setting"
(ibid.). A lot of time has, then, to be devoted to establishing what particular
literacy practice individuals are interested in or ‘“‘need” and this inevitably
involves some analysis of their social position and of the social context within
which their practice has relevance. In this sense, then, adulgli.tgracy tutors are
Q o
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employing something more akin to the “ideological’ model of literacy than to
the “autonomous” model which, they s... gest, is still being employed in
schools.

The value of the list is that it directs us towards aspects of literacy practice
that tend to be ignored both in traditional teaching situations and in muck of
the research in the field. The question of what literacy actually is in specific
contexts is made probiematic for both the teacher and the researcher and both
are forced to move away from a rigid conception of a fixed set of technical skills
to be imparted across the board. For the researcher, for instance, the nature of
the format and layout of written material, to which the list draws attention,
raises questions which provide a concrete basis for cross-cultural comparison
that might be more interesting than those raised by comparison of more
traditionally-isolated literacy skills, such as *spelling”’, etc. With regard to my
own anthropological fieldwork in Iran, for instance, it suggests a way of
comparing the traditional “Qoranic literacy” taught in the mountain village |
studied, with the recent development there ¢f commercial uses of literacy. In
the “maktab’” or “Qoranic school” students had learnt in their reading of
sacred texts about various conventions regarding layout and format that I
argue elsewhere (Street, 1983), served them in good stzad when the need arose
to expand commercial literacy practices. Some religious texts, for instance,
would display sections of print at an angle across the page, indicating a specific
relationship between that section and the main body of the text displayed in the
more familiar way. Words would also be placed in specific columns alongside
the main text, indicating commentary or section headings, etc. These conven-
tions were as significant for *‘reading” the meaning of the text as a whole as
were the literal ‘‘words on the page"”. In learning to interpret and use these
conventions, students acquired *hidden” literacy skills and knowledge, of the
kind highlighted by the ALBSU list. Some of them were able to transfer these
skills and knowledge to the different literacy practices associated with the
commercial expansion of the village and thus to establish positions of influ-
ence and power in the new circumstances following the oil boom of the 1970s.
In “commercial’’ literacy, for instance, local entrepreneurs had to keep records
of deals struck with other villagers and with town middlemen, and this re-
quired knowledge of how to lay out a page of a notebook, etc. using columns,
lists, tables, underlining, headings, sections and sub-sections as means of
conveying meaning. It was a knowledge that those literate in other contexts
have not necessarily developed to such an extent and which varies according to
culture, circumstances and the individual’s role. ALBSU tutors suggest that it
is a knowledge that is not expliciily taught in English schools, where the
emphasis tends to be at the level of relatit:g sounds to letters, and of learning
the “literal” meaning of the *words on the page”’.

In the list of literacy *skills” described by ALBSU, then, the concept of
“skill” appears to have a broader connotation that in the *“autonomous”
model. The authors point out, for instance, that *‘the skills are only relevant
when a context has been created for them”’ (p. 23) and that any such list must
always be “incomplete” (ibid.) **New" and diff..<nt skiils will continually be
developed in new and different contexts and the tutor is advised to continually
add these to the list. They also point out how many of these skills are “hidden"

Jocial skills rather than explicit technical or ‘“cognitive’” processes. Parents
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and teachers alike may often not recognize this and instead expect to see
literacy skills openly displayed, as for example with the superficial memory
exercise of repeating the letters of the alphabet. The authors argue that it is
“nonsense” to believe that such exhibitions mean that the reader is “well on
the way”. Whereas a lot of parents with very young children think that they
taught their children to read by this method before they went to school”, in fact
“what actually happens is that parents have done lots of other things which
convey the ‘message’, and have got their children so interested in reading that
the process got started without any conscious effort’ The children have, in
fact, been socialized rather than trained in knowledge of literacy. They have,
for instance, “learned the purpose of print” (ibid., p.22) and it is such
knowledge that is the basis of their “skills”. That knowledge is, clearly, social
knowledge, and the skills are social skills, their significance and content vary
across cultures and over iime and space.

Adults who come to literacy programs in the UK tend often to be asking for
help in these kinds of skill and knowledge. In their daily lives they are often
called upon to “skim” a text, whether it be a leaflet, a newspaper or the
instructions included with some technical object, to fill in a form which
involves such “hidden” skills as “understanding the concept of the box"”
rather than simply the explicit ability to relate sounds to letters; and to “‘read”
format and layout in order to interpret factory warnings and instructions, city
signs and symbols (c.f. Graft), or labels on bottles.

One outcome of this broadening of what is included under “literacy skills”
is that Adult Literacy Programs can concentrate on specific skills for specific
purposes. They need not be drawn into imparting as integral to literacy,
conventions that are in fact only those of a particular culture or sub-culture.
The classic caseis that of “academic” literacy practices which are often treated
in schools as if they are “‘universal” and vital. Olson and others would, as we
have seen, associate these conventions with “logic”, “rationality”, “cbjectiv-
ity” and “intelligence”. If this were really the case then clearly we would want
everyone to have equal access to that particular kind of literacy. If, however, as
Labov, Street and others have argued, these grandiose claims for “academic”
literacy am merely those of a small elite attempting to maintain positions of
power and influence by attrituting universality and neutrality to their own
cultural conventions, then we could do without them and suffer no great loss.
This is, in fact, the case; ’logic”, “objectivity”, etc. are equally possible in
other literacy conventions, other forms of discourse and other media of
communication than those practised by the specific academic sub-culture that
much schools literacy is modelled on. ALBSU can, then, legitimately concen-
trate on teaching specific skills and knowledge for specific purposes without
depriving their students of skills that are crucial to their full development self-
expression and participation in society.

CULTURAL DEPRIVATION

This point was of central importance in the “cultural deprivation” argu-
ments of the 1970s, although it was not often made with specific reference to
literacy. The dilemma for progressive workers at that time was how to reject the
claim that certain cultures or sub-cultures, such as working class families, were
“deprived” at the level of “logic”, “abstraction” and basic intellectual skills
O le recognizing and struggling to change the fact t' ~¢ they were “deprived”

,
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in terms of access to power and wealth, which in this culture are linked to
certain linguistic and literacy performances. Bernstein, for instance, saw this
latter kind of “deprivation” as linked with differences in language “codes”
amongst different classes and social groups but then appeared to give credibil-
ity to the idea that this was also linked to the former less relative kind of
“deprivation”.

What makes these claims signi‘icant for our present interest is the similarity
between Bernstein’s claims for certain ‘“‘codes” and those put forward in the
‘“‘autonomous” model of literacy for the consequences of reading and writing.
Thus his description of “elaborated’ code, which working class children were
supposed to lack, is not just of relative, culture-specific skills and styles but
includes the “deeper” abilities such as ‘“‘abstraction” and “logic’ which some
researchers have attempted to link with literacy. However much he claims that
he is not making value judgements, then, his actual description of the conse-
quences of employing different codes, does include qualities, the lack of which
is bound to lead to judgements of inferiority and would, indeed, call a person’s
very humanity into question. All who use language do in fact engage in
abstraction and, as anthropologists have demonstrated, “logic” is to be found
in all cultures, accounts of its absence in specific groups being due often to
misunderstanding on the part of travellers and observers from alien cultures.
Similarly, Labov has shown, in relation to black, working class sub-cultures in
New York, that the lack of “logic” attributed by middle class teachers and
testing processes to many black youths there is often no more than mistaken
interpretation of the rules and conventions of an alien language use and dialect
— youths labelled “sub-normal” and “illogical” turned out to be perfectly
logical and intelligent once the tester had learnt to understand these cultural
rules and conventions.

One might expect that any researcher who stiil poses the problem of cogni-
tive difference across cultural groups must at least confront this literature and
take account of these arguments. However, those writers I have cited as
offering an “autonomous’’ model of literacy and who appeal to literacy as the
basis for cognitive difference do not do so. They do not do so, I would argue,
because they believe that the model of literacy they are employing insulates
them from such arguments. The supposedly technical and neutral nature of the
‘““autonomous” model of literacy whicl they employ appears to absolve them
from the charge that they are making ideological claims about cultural differ-
ence. They can argue, whether implicitly or explicitly, that this new version of
the “great divide”, the division between literate and nor:-literate, does not
discriminate between cultures but simply between technologies. Since technol-
ogies are “neutral”, then no aspersions are being cast on individual members
of cultures which happen to lack a particular technology and are thus taken to
lack certain intellectual advantages. Where Levy-Bruhl’s version of the “great
divide” theory claimed differences in cognitive capacity between members of
different cultures, those appealing to literac,' simply claim differences in
cognitive development. The suggestion is no longer that a culture has acquired
such technological skills as literacy because it is intellectually superior, as
earlier racist theories had argued. Rather, it is claimed that a culture is
intellectually superior because it has acquired that technology.
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Appealing as this sounds, it is not, | contend, tenable. The argument must
still confront the anthropological and linguistic evidence for intellectual devel-
opment as well as capacity in different cultures. It cannot side-step that
challenge by claiming to be neutral and value-free because of its appeal to the
technology of literacy. That technology is, in fact, ideologically churged; any
version of literacy practice has been constructed out of specific social condi-
tions and in relation to specific political and economic structures. A statement
about cognitive difference based on assessment of the nature of literacy is as
socially-embedded and open to challenge as are statements about cognitive
differences based on race, ethnicity and class.

The fact, then, that many people in this culture do not read or write much, or
do so in different ways than academics, does not mean that they lack “logic”
or the ability to abstract any more than does the fact that they speak “non-
standard” English. There is no need to associate the evident material depriva-
tions suffered by many workir:g class and ethnic groups with the “cognitive”
deprivation associated by Bernstein, Goody and others with lack of “logic”
and the “great divide”. We should not, then, be concerned if “academic”
literacy is not part of the core curriculum — lack of it will not do any harm to
students intellects.

PROVIDE WHAT THE PEOPLE WANT APPROACH

However, this still leaves us with the political problem (and it is a political
rather and an “academic” one) that “academic” literacy happens to be a
source of wealth and power in the particular culture we inhabit If we ignore it
— leaveit to the middle classes as it were — then we can hardly complain if they
continue to exercise hegemony through it. There are, | believe, two major
answers to this dilemma. Firstly, we need tu ouild institutions which enable
people to acquire what they say they want and not what teachers, radical or
otherwise, think they want. Levine, as we have seen, can provide useful
information on what people say they want and more research of this kind is
clearly essential to this project. The development of the kinds of “hidden”
literacy skills listed by ALBSU and which people say they come to adult literacy
classes for, will itself make a contribution to their ability to exercise power in
the system as constituted at present. The person who can fill in forms, for
instance, has the power to extract funds from institutions, run garages and
make use of bureaucratic processes for their own particular purposes and
organizations. This response is currently being advocated with positive results
by many progressive elements within aduit literacy courses, whether set up
under MSC programs, LEA or WEA funded or directly under ALBSU.

It has, of course, dangers of the kind previously identified in radical cri-
tiques of “consumer” education in general. It could be argued, for instance,
that people may have been indoctrinated into asking for the “wrong” things.
As | have suggested, | am suspicious of this argument and believe that people
are generally more aware of their interests than middle class researchers and
“providers” give them credit for. However, there is some point in the argument
that crude response to “consumer” demand simply reproduces the social
framework and is not what radical activists are about. Radical critiques of
Bernstein’s approach did poiat out that the political program which followed
f:pm it simply offered a prospect of acvess to power structures as they
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currently existed rather than any way of changing them; the notion of “‘giving”’
working class ad'alts or school children (and the problems there presumably
require further elaboration) whatever literacy skills they wanted, might simi-
larly be seen as creating the illusion that this would change their fundamental
disadvantage as a group when all it does is give individuals greater facility
within the system. I would hope, however, that we do not have ¢o relive all of
the earlier struggles and debates about education in general when considering
literacy strategies; one of the functions of this article is to attempt to clear away
some of the “dead wood”’ and to at least bring debate about literacy up to date,
if not attempt to move it further ahead. As regards literacy, there are in fact
positive aspects of the “provide what people want"” approach which are
embodied to some extent in the ALBSU approach and they should not be so
readily discarded by those on the left. The “ideological” approach to literacy
is, | would argue, more complex than some of the earlier ‘““compensatory” or
“consumerist” theories of education. It involves, for instance, constructing a
framework within wliich demand takes on a different meaning than it does in
establishment institutions. The “choice” of literacy skills and knowledge
being proposed by the ALBSU list or being offered through such institutions as
one-to-one teaching, caravans in city centre sites or “Write First Time” ses-
sions in which students produce their own texts rather than consume those
provided by the teacher is ciearly of a citferent kind and range than that
available in schools. One immediate and practical answer to the dilemma
posed above is therefore to challenge hegeinonic use of elite literacy practices at
base — within schools and other establishment institutions themselves — by
introducing the ALBSU approach there.

Nevertheless, it is clear that however effective in itself, the ALBSU approach
would remain marginal if it were not accompanied by more radical proposals.
The second answer to the dilemma posed above, then, is both more difficult
and more crucial in the long term, since it involves changes at the level of
ideology within the institutions themselves. A step in this direction would be
achieved by the dissemination of the “ideological” model of literacy more
widely amongst those responsible for the organization of these establishments
as well as a.... ngst those engaged in day-to-day literacy teaching in them.
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CHAPTER 6:

A Historical View
of Literacy

James A. Draper

Tracing the historical and philosophical roots of literacy enables educators
to understand the developmeni of current practice. As literacy is part of a
cultural, political. and economic context, so literacy education is part of the
larger, global movement towards human rights and human equality. Through-
out history, literacy has never been neutrai — it has been an expression of
national and political values. There is an integral connection betswcen the
development of national literacy and the value the state places on individual
growth. To illustrate these connections, this chapter describes aspects of the
development of Western English language literacy.

UNDERSTANDING HISTORY

It is our present day questions that guide us in looking at the past. Because
learning is integral to our humanity, our history can be traced through the
development of human learning and communication. All societies have com-
municated with each other, although a written alphabet is a relatively new
invention. Literacy is part of the broader framework of human communica-
tion, just as adult literacy is part of the framework of adult education.

The history of adult education is a long and rich one. Welton (1985) points
out that, compared with political history, ‘“‘social, cultural, and intellectual
history are relatively latearrivals on the scene”, Grattan (1955) wrif .s about the
learning of preliterate socicty, then traces adult education and lii 21 acy through
2500 years, covering t'ie major periods of Western history. Clark and Brundage
(1982) describe adul. education opportunities in Canada, including the pro-
grams available for unde:r-educated adults. While there is considerable litera-
ture on the evolution of adult learning and education, it is not the purpose of
this section to review this general, although relevant material.

Legge, (1986: 74-76) reporting on the first conference on tie history of adult
education, emphasizes the importance of historical insights for “the develop-
ment of wisdom, attitudes, and perspective”. The history of literacy provides a
background for current values, programs, and beliefs. Through history, we can
distinguish the commonplace -‘rom the unique and understand individual or
institutional roots. An historical perspective is a way of stretching our identity,
enabling us to grasp what Kidd(1979) refers to as our heritage, assess change,
and prepare for the future.

The UNESCO document, Development of Adult Education connects the
" of adult education with the local and international goals of literacy:
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Developing a critical understanding of major contemporary problems and
social changes and the ability to play an active part in the progress of society
with a view to achieving social justice and increased awareness of, and giving
effect to, various forms of communi. ‘'tion and solidarity at the family, local,
national, regional, and international ievels. (UNESCO: 1976)

Many other such statements from riodern history link literacy to the imple-
mentation of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The UNESCO
document goes on to say that aduic education should be designed for men and
women “to acquire basic knowledge (reading, writing, arithmetic, basic un-
derstanding of natural and social phenomena), but also make it easier for them
to engage in productive work, to promote their self-awareness”.

Selman (1986), a Canad:an adult education historian, observes that:

Students of the craft of history tend to fall into two categories: those who
stress the primacy of telling the story of the past, ‘how it was’, a descriptive or
narrative approach; and those who emphasize the interpretive function of the
historian,

In fact, the history of adult literacy education needs both narration and
interpretation. Carr (1961: 105) emphasizes that “history is a process of
selection”; the aspects are chosen from a particular point of view. He points
out that historically “society and the individual are inseparable; they are
necessary and complementary to each other, not opposites.’ This relation is
well illustrated through literacy education. Individuals are molded by society,
and they exert a reciprocal influence on the larger social context, including
their conditions of illiteracy and poverty.

Some examples from the historical literature on literacy are given toillustrate
how literacy in society evolved, the political and other forcesthat helped to give
it meaning, and how literacy expressed social and individual values.

HISTORICAL APPROACHES TO ADULT LITERACY
Different approaches to literacy have dev !oped throughout recent history.

Development Approach:

Since the United Nations First Development Decade in the 1960s, diffeient
views have emerged about the meaning of national development and its rela-
tionship to literacy. Following World War I1, the prescription for the develop-
ment of new nations was a Western model focussing on production, large-scale
economic projects, and the exploitation of natural resources. The develop-
ment of people seemed to be secondary, except the extent to which they
contributed to production. Learning and education programs for adults were
limited because the western model emphasized expansion of the formal educa-
tion system for children.

E. F. Schumacher, in Small is Beautiful (1974), describes the movement
towards a more humanitarian view making people as learners central to devel-
opment. This change in the meaning of ‘“development’* had a major impact on
literacy education. Instead of imposing inappropriate, large-scale technology,

30



ADULT LITERACY PERSPECTIVES 3

there was a trend towards adapting appropriate, small-scale, and labor-inten-
sive technology. This shift influenced the acquisition and application of
knowledge and literacy.

Traditional Approach:

This approachto literacy took the view that learning to read and write had an
innate goodness initself (Draper, 1974: 659-673). The content of what was read
was irrelevant and unrelated to the practicalities of daily life, except, perhaps,
philosophically or morally. Classical literature was read extensively, and rote
learning was the methodology.

Religious Approach:

The purpose for literacy was to read the holy scriptures in order to propagate
“the faith”. The conitent was limited to religious materials, and the focus was
usually on reading rather than writing skills.

Work-Oriented Approach:

UNESCO coined the term “work urientation”, which was related to increas-
ing production. The incentive to learn was economic. Content was important
and narrowly confined to employment and production.

Social-Change Approach:

Paulo Friere has been a most vocal proponent of the social-change approach
to literacy. The learner is enabled to participate in a class struggle to overcome
oppression. The learners become aware of relevant issues, examine them in
light of their “personal worlds”, and then se¢ them in political dichotomies:
between the oppressed and the oppressor, between those who have and do not
have power and formal education.

Life-Oriented Approach:

The focus of this approach is on the development of the learners’ ability to
learn, think, solve problems, and develop coping skills. This approach goes
beyond the acquisition of knowledge, stressing the application of this knowl-
edge to daily living. The context goes beyond the world of work to embrace the
whole life experience.

These approaches illustrate how literacy 'vas perceived — i.e., to read the
word for its own sake; to read the word of God; to read about work; to read
about the world and to change it; to read in order to improve the quality of
daily living. Each approach differs according to the learner’s motivation, the
content of the learning materials, and the relevance of the learning to daily
living. The role of the teacher or facilitator also varies, as do the methods used
for :eaching and learning, ranging from learning as an exclusively individual
enterprise to learning that includes group interaction. Each approach to liter-
acy education requires a “political decision”. The trend in many regions of the
world today is towards a more learner-centered approach such that all learners
are involved in deciding what, where, and how learning will take place.

The dcbate about the “functionality” of literacy is perhaps one of the most
significant historical issues. *“Functional” from whose point of view? And
wh~tend? Levine points out:
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In the earliest UNESCO documentation (1947), the term ‘literacy’ was not
qualified; rather, it signified one of the requirements for the establishment
and maintenance of human and civilized values. Thus, the skills of reading,
writing, and counting, are not an end in themselves. Rather they are the
essential means to the achievement of a fuller and more creative life. (Levine,
1982: 249-265)

The history of literacy reveals different responses to the question, “To what
end?”, including the promotion of materialism, dependency, independence,
religion, morality, family, migration, immigration, survival, preservation,
change, urbanization, a welfare state, cultural pluralism, indoctrination, lei-
sure, liberation, and depersonalization. The list goes on. The words express
values and goals which, in turn, determine action.

The historical vocabulary of literacy (i.e., the words coined and used at a
particular time) reveals the prevalent perceptions. These perceptions then need
to be placed in the social, cultural, economic, and political context of the past.
To participate in literacy education is to shape the future. Literacy has a social
as well as a personal value.

THE PLACE OF LITERACY IN HISTORY

Describing the “Literacy Revolution in the West”, Cipolla (1969) empha-
sizes that writing was not a sudden invention. The Sumerians, for instance, as
early as the third millennium B.C.E. (Before the Common Era), had developed
a “script”. Perhaps one of the most creative thoughts in history was that “a
written sign must represent a sound”’. The development of literacy was greatly
determined by the requirements of trade, diplomacy, accounts, and revenues.
The development of an alphabet had a practical, recording function. However,
the practice of writing failed to filter down through the social strata to the
majority of the peasantry who were striving to meet their basic survival needs:

The craft of reading and writing remained the sacred monopoly of small
elites. By 1750, at the dawn of the Industrial Revolution, almost 5000 years
had elapsed since the first rudimentary appearance of the art of writing. Yet
more than 90 percent of the world’s population had no access to the art.
(Cipolla, 1969:8)

Literacy developed its own traditions and was used in particular ways for
particular purposes. However, the meaning and importance of literacy were
adapted to changes in technology, such as open-sea navigation devices and the
invention of new weapons for war, which required more widespread literacy.
Increasingly, literacy was related to the balance and the use of power which in
turn, influenced trade and commerce. One outcome of these technological and
social changes was a decrease in the control exercised by the church, which had
previously “a virtual monopoly on literacy and education, especially from the
6th to the 1ith centuries”. (Cipolla, 1969:43)

Literacy was at first primarily an urban phenomena since cities were the
centers of trade, commnerce, and manufacturing. As early as the 13th century,
literacy became a precondition for employment, leading to legislation govern-
ing these matters.
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It was in the 13th century too that the techniques of making paper and
grinding spectacles were first developed. In addition to the more obvious
consumption values as 4 consumer product, the more subtle value of literacy as
an instrument of invesiment came to be recognized. The buying and selling of
books and of literacy skills increased. One could now link material benefits to
being literate, or ‘‘one may desire education for one’s own spiritual enjoyment
and/or emulation” (Cipolla, 1969: 42)

The traditional desire (for) “education for one’s own spiritual enjoyment
and/or emulation** persisted, at the same time as the work approach was
emerging, linking material benefits to literacy (Cipolla, 1969: 42). The develop-
ment and diffusion of technological innovations increzsed the investment
demand for literacy. “The growth of an urban society and the growth of
schools and literacy were related phenomena”. (Cipolla, 1969: 49)

As early as the 13th century, Cipolla observes that: “The areas that experi-
enced higher rates of economic expansion and more revolutionary social
change were also areas in which schools and teachers were relatively more
numerous” (Cipolla, 1969: 42-45).

The school curriculum in the 16th century taught reading before writing
(Graff, 1981: 203-260). A larger proportion of society could, therefore read the
thoughts of others without sharing their own thoughts through print. How-
ever, opportunities for literacy education expanded during the 16th century in
England:

There was anincrease in literacy among yeomen, craftsmen, and women in the
middie class; ai.d even lower classes began to take advantage of opportunities
to become literate for religious or vocational purposes. (Rafe-uz-Zaman,
1978: 38)

Certain geographical areas were, and continue to be, more favored with
privilege, growth, and power. In earlier days, the pressure for literacy was also
linked to expressions of loyalty to the ruler, relating literacy to propaganda and
security as well (Cressy, 1980: 64-142). Increasingly, the illiterate experienced
problems over oaths of loyalty.

As a commodity or skill to be acquired, the increasing demand for literacy
and the increase in the provisions for becoming literate had far-reaching
effects. The tesponse to the intensified demand for literacy was expanded
provisions for becoming literate. The changed proportion of literate members
altered the social fabric. Cipolla (1969: 36) points out that the spread of
literacy was accompanied by more social programs concerned with public
health, but also added to health problems, for example, crowding children into
filthy, poorly ventilated rooms had led to the spread of disease and improve-
ments in diagnosis.

Asthe division of labour grew between those with and those without literacy
skills, negative attitudes developed about those who could not read and write.
Society was perceived to be divided into the vulgar, illiterate masses,and the
literate elite. Those who were unlettered were also considered unfit for a variety
of economic and social functions. Society developed a moral obligation to
equip its members, especially the young, with basic literacy. Literacy gradually
acquired moral overtones — something ‘right’ to possess and ‘wrong’ to lack.
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The eventual establishment of schools for adult literacy, as with the estab-
lishment of schools for children, paralleled the rise of evangelism and well-
intentioned philanthropy among the growing ranks of the middle class
(Grattan: 1955). There arose a superior, “do-gooder™ attitude among the
literate, moralizing elite toward the poor and illiterate. Literacy became associ-
ated with being civilized and was seen as a means of cultural diffusion. Later,
such attitudes spread with colonialism to Africa and to other parts of the
world.

Historically, being poor was also linked to being ‘sinful’. Since the poor were
also illiterate, one way to combat sin was to teach them to read and write. In
1830, the newly-formed Mechanic's Institutes were designed to help each
member:

To acquire a more perfect knowledge of arts and sciences as a means of
securing him against the temptations to which the youth of our city are
exposed, by opening to him the way to rational enjoyment, which cannot fail
to strengthen his virtue while it mingles instruction with amusement.

This statement is comparable to one made by the Kingston (Ontario) Superin-
tendent of Schools in 1852:

Public education will not only show the deformity of vice, but elevate the
social state of the poor —assimilating them in habits, thoughts, and feelins
to the rich and educated. (Globe & Mail, Dec. 19, 1988:7)

Havelock (1976) points out that the advancement of literacy had more than
technological obstacles to overcome: “The alphabet had to be confronted in
the arena of politics as well)’ Grattan (1955:65) describes the debates going on
in England during the early 1800s over the question, Shall the laboring poor be
literate? One argument was that the ignorance of the lower classes was divinely
sanctioned and should not be tampered with (Webb, 1978: 39). The oppoting
argument held that:

Literacy made the poor more efficient as producers without being less inter-
ested in productive labor; that it reduced crime; that it gave those who
possessed it a beneficial sense of personal worth and strengthened their
morals; and, of course, it reinforced religioue principles (Grattan, 1955: 75).

By way of a compromise, the teaching of reading and sometimes writing were
duly accompanied by the instillation of “cleanliness, temperance, honesty,
and the habit of regularly attending church” (Grattan, 1955: 76). Still, “‘as late
as 1850, about half of the adult population in Europz could neither read nor
write** (Cipolla, 1969: 55).

The history of literacy has not been a linear progression upwards from a
society with few to a society with many literate members. Cressy (1980) states:

There appears to have been no steady cumulative progress in the reduction of
illiteracy among men in the early modern period. Nor did the different social
groups maintain the same level of illiteracy in relation to each other at all
times from the 16th to the 18th century.
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In Europe during this period there was an overwhelming number of illiterates;
by contrast, in the fourth and fifth Century B.C.E., “most Athenian citizens
were literate” (Cipolla, 1969: 38). Discussing the rise and fall of literacy over
the centuries, Rafe-uz-Zaman adds another dimension:

Liter~cy and reading expanded when revolutionary literature appeared in
revolutionary times (referring to 17th century England). Apathy gave way to
involvement and involvement necessitated literacy... Many who had awak-
ened to literacy in the revolutionary period found nothing in the Restoration
{o sustain their interest. Literacy had stimulated the masses and knowledge of
this instilled fear in the upper classes. To counteract the possibility that the
lower classes would again fall under the sway of revolutionary thought,
attempts were begun to indoctrinate the lower Classes with ‘true morality’,
and basic education began to be used as a tool for subordinating the masses
through the charity schools of the 18th century, which had the limited goal of
equipping students to read the Bible and to interpret it in the way the upper
classes did. (Rafe-uz-Zaman, 1978: 39)

Graff (1978) points to a chain of cause-and-effect operative in the late 18th
through the 19th centuries, that is, the development of social theories led to the
promotion of schooling for the masses, leading, in turn, to the creation of
public systems for mass education. Until recent times, the history of literacy
was more a history of adult education than that of children and youth.

In the 1980s, a UNESCO (1984) report commented on the early years of
literacy education:

For a long time, literacy activities were Chiefly carried out by small organiza-
tions, even individuals, with particular target groups: nomads, gypsies, barge
people’s children. The arrival of immigrant populations strengthened theidea
that residual illiteracy affected only foreign groups, and a few national groups
of limited size and special characteristics.

The focus for most literacy education activities was on minority, (often
visible minority groups) overlooking the literacy needs of the members of
society at large. Since many, if not all, the industrialized countries had had
compulsory schooling legislation for many years, adult nationals were pre-
sumed to be literate. Hliteracy in less-developed countries, many of them new
nations, was apparent. The failure to recognize the need for remedial adult
literacy in industrialized countries has compounded the problems of tackling
this social issue today. (1.C.A.E., 1988).

HISTORICAL IMPLICATIONS

History is the story of individual men and women, of agencies and institu-
tions, of values, of causes and movements, of beliefs and philosophies, and of
relationships between individuals and between nations. The history of literacy
is one of individual empowerment. According to Furet and Ozouf (1981: 214-
232), the specific development of literacy from the 16th century is a history of
“three centuries of cross-fertilization"’

Literacy has an ideology influenced by material or spiritual fulfillment,
functioning to refine society and to make it more just. Literacy education has
% rically reached out — to cultural or linguistic minorities, migrants, the

Emclicapped, the elderly, the unemployed, the incarcerated, and the socially
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or economically disadvantaged. The extension of literacy is not only an exten-
sion of the larger society put also a reflection of it.

Throughout history to the present, illiteracy has been determined by and
interpreted as part of a nation’s cultural dynamics — associated with poverty
and unemployment. Comparative studies correlating literacy with employ-
ment, reveal differences between developed and developing nations. Whereas
in industrialized countries, literacy education is intended to promote employ-
ment, in almost all the developing nations, the majority of the poor and
illiterate are “employed” in attempting to survive on a piece of land — likely
not their own. In a traditional agricultural society, employment does not
require literacy and poverty is not the result of unemployment. Nor is illiteracy
just a rural problem; it is a social expression of larger political and economic
policies. The cause and effect of literacy needs to be further examined.

The pizsent body of literature and research are only a beginning. More needs
to be understood about the barriers to learning, about the ways in which newly
acquired literacy skills are used, about the values learned through literacy
education, and about the experiences of other regions and countries. A career
in literacy education requires more theorizing and research. For example,
Bhola (1981: 6-23) has developed a taxonomy of “literacy effects” which can
be used by policy-makers and planners in promoting literacy education in the
service of national development.

Beyond the economic argument, the history of literacy education is the story
of individuals striving to improve the quality of their lives through the acquisi-
tion of knowledge, skills, and values. Literacy, or illiteracy, has been influ-
enced by the social and economic context, which determines the values and
functionality of learning. Literacy has been used to define civilization and the
attributes of the ‘cultured’ society; and at times this has also meant literacy ina
second language such as French or Latin.

The early development of adult literacy education was “a period of scat-
tered, informal beginnings, under private and voluntary auspices’(Selman,
1984: 7-16) In the p=.i, as in the present, the non-government, nonprofit, and
community-basec organizations have played a key role in literacy education.
Even as recently iis 1984, UNESCO argued that “NGOs should be the advo-
cates for illiterates”, Such agencies require a constellation of characteristics to
sustain their growth, vision, and value in this vitai role.

Literacy has n.ver been neutral, but has always had some practical or
spirit. « application — even a religious or commercial function of indoctrina-
tion. Literacy education has played an important part in sweeping social
change:

The Indnstrial Revolution, occurring first in England. then throughout
Western Europe and North America, was an upheaval that produced the need
for wrising and computational skills, particularly for armies of clerks, secre-
taries, and salespersons, and provided the opportunity for people to be
educated considerably beyond their previous expectations. (International
Encyclopedia of Education: 1985)

CONCLUSIONS
Traditionally, much of the spread of literacy was undertaken by unpaid
© Hlunteers and has been associated with class struggles. The teaching of values
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has been accompanied by the teaching of content; and decisions about content
were crucial, political ones. Increasingly, literacy became associated with
liberal education, as well as progressive education and humanistic philosophy
(See Elias & Merriam, 1980). Literacy education has been both reactive and
proactive, both remedial and preventive.

The ups and downs of literacy were often the social indicator of the ups and
downs of a nation, revealing changes in social and economic conditions. The
Great Depression of the early 1930s provides a recent example. Literacy too,
was seen to be a way of seeking truth. History informs decisions about how
present-day literacy programs might be influenced, perhaps reconceptualized,
and even further understood.
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PART Il
THE ADULT ILLITERACY DIMENSIONS

t'he dir. . . ons of adult illiteracy are multi-faceted. T! is section pro-
vides confirmation of a point that has important implications for all
practitioners: there are various categories of adult illiterates who need to
be understood before they can be helped.

For example, Roy-Poirier addresses the special needs of the Franco-
Ontarians as a cultural linguistic group whose con=erns are compounded
to some extent by functional illiteracy. She also mentions some of the
barriers for Franco-Ontarians’ pas: and present participation in literacy
education programs. Through an interesting historical account she out-
lines some of the reasons why a minority group such as this one has limited
access to formal educution, concluding with a number of possible sce-
nario’s to help allevia.e illiteracy and generally improve Franco-Ontarian
life.

With the growing awareness of adult literacy and basic education in
Canada, there are now a varieiy of programs and activities offered across
the country. Anderson describes the numerous provincial programs now in
place to help the different types of basic learners. She suggests that the
Jocus of each provincial program reflects the adult education philosophy
of the sponsoring agency. In addition, she also stresses that many under-
educated adults will have lessdifficulty in becoming active learners if basic
education programs become an accepted and integral part of the lifelong
learning continuum.

Another important community is that of the labour movement. Martin
outlines the social background which influences the value of books and the
place these have in one’s life. He presents the idealism of the educator
applied to working with union members, although these expressions of
principle are applicable to a wide field within adult education. He also
comments on the relevancy of content and spirit to adult literacy and basic
education, integrating various goals and outcomes of learning. He makes
the point that there is a need for critical popular education and concludes
that we all operate within institutional and historical limits.

Previous mention has been made in this book of the various political,
social and cultural factors which influence adult 'earning. Scientific and
technological changes affect the working and private lives of each person
and therefore become not only the context for ;zarning, but may also form
the content. One learns the content in order to cope with and understand
change. These changes offer both a potential as well as a challenge to
society. Jean discusses the implications of these changes to adult education
and raises issues on the need to equip adults both to handle technology and
to participate in decision-making about it.
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Increasingly, community-based programs are becoming the centres for
literacy education. Gaber-Katz & Watson make some comparisons be-
tween thesz programs and the more traditional ones. A community-based
setting has a number of advantages, including the geographical proximity
to the adult learner. They outline in some detail the structure and philoso-
Phy of these programs as a way of guiding others in setting up similar
programs. Such guidelines include the selection and role of tutors, re-
source centers, material production and the focus on the adult learner.
One might predict a trend toward more literacy education occurring within
the communities in which people live.

In Québec, as in other parts of Canada various literacy offensives are
being waged by educators, volunteers, and social activists. Hautecoeur
describes the current literacy paradox in Québec — the gap between supply
and demand. He questions whether the resources made available for
literacy education have been 1r.iilized effectively. He also calls for more
stringent program evaluatio’is, and discusses five explanations for the
very low participation rate in basic education programs, suggesting some
helpful strategies.




CHAPTER 1:

The Case of The
Franco-Ontarian llliterate:
A Historical Perspective

Jeannine Roy-Poirier

Literacy is a right, but millions of people are still unaware of that right.
(UNESCO declaration)

The 1987 Southam Literacy Survey Inc. which tested 2,398 adults in their
homes with a battery of more than 40 literacy-1elated qucstions estimates that
over 4.5 million Canadians have a level of schooling of less than Grade nine
and that half of these identified are fifty-five or vlder.! Furthermore, this
survey estimates thai 1,600,000 illiterates reside in what is considered to be the
prosperous province of Ontario. These statistics indicate that about twenty-
four percent of Ontario’s adults have less than Grade nine education, and as
such, are considered to be functionally illiterate. This rate is increased when it
relates to the Franco-Ontarian population, varying between 25.2 percentin the
eastern region which takes in the national capital region, to 45.7 percent in the
north-west region of the province (Churchill et al.,1985). As such, this exposé
will deal specifically with illiteracy among Franco-Onta.ians.

In preparing for this exposé, several sources were searched: historical theses
and books, Ministry of Education documents, publications from national and
provincial Francophone organizations, popular or community literacy
groups, discussions with teachers and colleagues in the field of Adult Educa-
tion. Based upon the reading of the documents and the verbal information
obtained, 1 attempted to 1) analyze or conceptualize the phenomenon of
illiteracy among Franco-Ontarians, 2) present the findings in a logical and
interesting fashion, reflecting the realities of a people who have known and
survived numerous hardships.

The exposé will cover the following areas. First and foremost, we will touch
upon the problem of definitions and statistics. Also included will be a brief
profile of the Franco-Ontarian illiterate. Since as a historian, I believe that the
present is intimately related to past events, four dimensions of Franco-Ontar-
ian history will be presented: political, economic, socio-cultural and educa-
tional. This will be followed by a brief description of the illiteracy problem and
the remedial measures now in place, as well as the difficulties still encountered.
Last but not least, ! will end this exposé with three scenarios depicting possibil-
ities for the future.
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PROBLEM OF DEFINITIONS

Defining terms such as illiteracy and Franco-Ontarian can present some
difficulty. Assuch, I will attempt toillustrate this point by referring to alimited
number of definitions which in turn will lead to a definition of the Franco-
Ontarian illiterate. This exercise will hopefully eliminate as much ambiguity as
possible.

Undoubtedly, the most comprehensive and widely used work on adult
illiterac! in Canada has been that of Audrey Thomas. She clearly specifies that
“literacy is a concept which is relative to the social, economic and political
contexts in which human beings find themselves*. This statement is particu-
larly relevant in this exposé, since in writing about an identified linguistic
minority group, certain social, economic and political dimensions will sur-
face, as well as historical and educational facets of Franco-Ontarian culture.

Thomas draws a distinction between the basic illiterate and the functional
illiterate. She defines as basic illiterate, a person “who cannot with under-
standing both read and write a short simple statement on his every day life*.
On the other hand, a person who is functionally illiterate “‘cannot engage in all
those activities in which literacy is required for effective functioning of his
group and community...’ Because of her reference to the group and the
community, Thomas’ definitions appear to be sufficiently broad for direct
application to the Franco-Ontarian minority. In fact, La Fédération des Fran-
cophones Hors-Québec Inc. uses identical definitions (Letourneau, 1983). Le
Conseil de I’Education Franco-Ontarienne defines the functional illiterate asa
person who has not pursued studies beyond the elementary school level (Chur-
chill, 1985). This latter definition facilitates the identification of illiterates
since it is based-on a more precise and quantifiabie standard.

The second term, Franco-Ontarian, also requires careful definition, in view
of the mobility of Canadians across the country. Since the experiences of
native Franco-Ontarians, that is, of Francophones born and educated in
Ontario differ from those who were born and educated elsewhere, it is essential
to make the proper distinctions. A report published by the University of
Ottawa attempts to define the term Franco-Ontarian? Since this particular
study applies to university students only, it identifies as Franco-Ontarian, the
Francophones who have completed their secondary education in Ontario.
However, in this exposé, the term Franco-Ontarian relates to all Francophones
who were born and raised in Ontario.

THE PROBLEM OF STATISTICS

The problem of statistics stems most frequently from that of definitions,
since numbers will vary considerably, depending on wiio can be identified as
falling within a specific category. When writing about Franco-Ontarian illiter-
ates, the problem is further compounded by regional differences on the one
hand, and by the unequal distribution of Francophones throughout the prov-
ince. Franco-Ontarians constitute a very distinct minority, in fact they are the
largest francophone group outside of Quebec (Churchill, 1985). The following
table illustrates the distribution of Francophones in Ontario.
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Table I
Percentage of Designated Area Population which is French Mother Tongue
by Region, Ontario ~ 1981

Region % Total FMT IT,°“" D.A.
opulation
North-West 21.4 3750 17 557
North-East 28.0 150900 538 493
East 23.2 173 645 749 493
Centre 2.0 56 560 2 844 008
South-West 8.3 20 305 245 698
Total 9.2 405 160 4395249

Source: Office of Francophone Affairs, Ontario Siatistics 1986, revised version 1987,
Government of Ontario, Ministry of Treasury & Economics. Special Tabulations from
Statistics Canada, 1981.

The highest proportion of Franco-Ontarians who regularly use the French
languageis located in the eastern part of the province, although numbersin the
northern and the Ottawa-Carleton regions are higher because of their greater
population base.

A comparison of Ontarians having less than Grade nine education, that is
considered to be functionally illiterate is contained in the next table.

Table 11
A comparison of Francophones and Non-Francophones between the ages of
25 and 64 living in Ontario who have less than a Grade 9 education.

Francophones Non-francophones
Total  Percent Total Percent

Ontario 50,355 (31.2) 685,966 (16.8)
East 18,436  (25.2) 66,744 (13.1)
North-East 21,665  (39.5) 44,300 (20.5)
Central 6,305 (26.9) 448,635 (16.8)
South-West 2,395  (33.8) 103,680 (17.5)
North-West 1,290  (45.7) 22,200 (20.8)

Source: 1981 Census as reported in the Stacey Churchill report, . . 184; also in Les Fran-
cophones tels qu'ils sont, ACFO, 1986, P. 30.

This table clearly indicates that the percentage of Francophone illiterates in
Ontario is almost double that of non-Francophones.

PROFILE OF THE FRANCO-ONTARIAN ILLITERATE

The specificity of the Francophone illiterate was brought out at a seminar
held at Val Morin, Quebec in March 1983 (Letourneau, 1983). A holistic
picture of the problem appears in the report: the lliterate is perceived not only
as a person who has reading and writing deficiencies, but also as one whose
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general personal, social and economic level is at a low ebb. Previous educa-
tional experiences for many were painful, since the traditioral school system
did not meet their needs. This is particularly true of Franco-Ontarians, since a
complete education in their own language was virtually impossible after 1912
following the imposition of Regulation 17.

The most common causes of illiteracy cited by UNESCO are poverty,
hunger, isolation, lack of funds for education and externally imposed educa-
tion systems: After 1912, Franco-Ontarians definitely became the victims of
the latter three conditions, isolation, lack of funds for education and an
externally imposed education system. Although some succeeded in function-
ing at a respectable level, the opportunities for economic and social mobility
have been greatly limited.

Tracii 4 the links between a social problem such as adult illiteracy and past
events presents a challenge in historical analysis. What is far more difficult
however, is to assess the extent to which such historical events came to exert an
influence on such a problem. The critical point arrives when people, as a
minority group, become aware of the historicity of their collective existence
and of their past and present social environment. As such, in this part of my
exposé, I will attempt to look at four dimensions of the Franco-Ontarian
historical reality: the political, the economic, the socio-cultural and the educa-
tional.

The Political

The minority status of Franco-Ontarians can to some degree be historically
traced bagk to 1759 when James Wolfe, as commander of the British expedi-
tion was sent to Canada to wrest the power from the French. During September
of that year, Wolfe engaged the French in the battle which gave the British
supremacy in Canada. At the time of this historical battle, a few hundred
families of French origin were already living in the region now known as
Ontario: along the river front regions of the Detroit River (which in 1796
became American territory), and around Fort Frontenac, commonly known as
Kingston. Canadian historian and educator Arthur Godbout reported that the
French population in Ontario at the beginning of the English regime was in the
proximity of “a few thousand souls” (Godbout, 1977). Some twenty years or
so later, another major historical event had a direct impact on the numerical
and particularly on the economic status of the French-speaking population of
the province. In 1783, following the signing of the Treaty of Versailles in
Sentember of that year, citizens living south of the border who wished to
remain loyal to the British Crown .migrated in large numbers towards north-
ernsoil. Known as United Empire Loyalists, their loyalty to the British Crown
was richly compensated, as vast expanses of land were granted to them,
according to their military rank (Harkness, 1946).

Godbout estimated that by 1790, more than ten thousand Loyalists had been
established as such between Montreal and Detroit. In 1791, this territory was
divided into Upper (primariiy the Ontario region) and Lower Canada (primar-
ily the Quebec region), with an English majority in the former, and 1 French
majority in the latter. Thus came into play the first assimilating forces of the
francophnne population in Upper Canada, particularly in the Fort Frc- tenac
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area. The large numbers of Francophones in the Detroit-Windsor area made
assimilation more difficult.

However, the new administration was far frem being inimical to the French.
In fact, near the end of the century, the British government, at the recommen-
dation of Governor Simcoe, is said to have offered extensive areas of land in
Upper Canada to French noblemen who sought to escape the consequences of
the French revolution. Several returned to France, and others moved on,
towards Lower Canada, later known as Québec (Godbout, 1977).

The Economic

The British were quite intent on having some of the land placed in French
hands. Accordingly in 1803, a government agent by the name of Smith had a
proclamation translated in the French language to inform Francophones of
their rights to acquire Crown land.

Meanwhile, social and economic conditions in Lower Canada {Québec) were
not too favourable to the majority of its inhabitants. As aresult, it is estimated
that more than one million immigrated to the United States between 1850 and
1900 (Chevrier,1980). During the same period, sixty-two thousand Québecois
established their homes in Upper Canada, particularly within the boundaries
of Glengarry, Stormont, Prescott and Russell, the South-East region of On-
tario. Seeking better living conditions, these new immigrants encountered
numerous difficulties. Most of the land already belonged either to the United
Empire Loyalists or to the large numbers of Scottish immigrants who came (o
Canada in 1804, accompanied by their spiritual leader, the Reverend Alexander
Macdonell (Harkness, 1946). A close look at a historical atlas of Stormont,
Dundas and Glengarry reveals that most of the farms were indeed the property
of British, Scottish and German descendants! Very few farms were registered
under French names. Although some of the new immigrants eventually suc-
ceeded in buying land, most were forced to locaie in urban areas, working as
labourers in the mills of Eastern Ontario, and the mines of Northern Ontario.

The Socio-Cultural

The great influx of Francophones to Upper Canada led to a number of
changes, demographic and otherwise. Within the eastern counties such as
Stormront, Dundas and Glengarry, Canadians of British, Scottish, French,
Irish, German and Dutch ethnic origins inevitably lived side by side. Their
hopes, aspirations, their conflicts and problems of cohabitation have inspired
the pens of novelists?

Although the early pioneers of varied backgrounds shared a common goal
of basic survival, their cultural differences were many, - unfortunateiy serving
to divide their energies, and weaken the wheels of progress and development.

Firstof aB, there were linguistic differences - and since culture and language
are so intimately intertwined, the British, the French, the Scottish, the German
United Empire Loyzlists, all sought to maintain their cultural roots.

Then, there were basic philosophical differences. The spirituality of Roman
Catholic philosophy differed from the perhaps more materialistic and prag-
matic views of the Protestant ethic (Weber, 1976). But undoubtedly, one of the
most divisive and harmful differences lay in the Irish-French Roman Catholic

ERIC .
165



88 JEANNINE ROY-POIRIER

struggles, particularly within the ecclesiastical hierarchy. Historian Robert
Choquette (1977) gives vivid and detailed accounts of such conflicts which,
unfortunately entered the political arena. Irish Catholic bishops supported the
concept of an all-English Ontario, while, in opposition, the Francophone
church leaders fought ferociously to preserve the French culture in Ontario.

In spite of valiant attempts by Egerton Ryerson and other political leaders to
assure equal linguistic rights to Anglophones and Francophones, passions
became increasingly heated, and eventually erupted in 1912 with the imposi-
tion of Regulation 17, which spelled the death knell to French schools and
education for several decades.

In 1901, illiteracy rates were already higher among the Francophone popula-
tion in Ontario. A comparison of illiteracy in the countivs of Stormont,
Dundas and Glengarry reveals that 23.4 percent of Glengarrians (55.9 percent
French), and 17.7 percent of Stormont inhabitants (26 percent French) could
neither read nor write. Meanwhile in neighbouring Dundas where the French
population was a mere 6.2 percent, 8.9 percent of its citizens could neither read
nor write (Roy-Po:rier, 1983).

Large families among Roman Catholic Francophones, seen as a blessing
from an economic point of view, may have contributed to their generally lower
level of education. Moreover, schooling was perceived as a deterrent from
rcligious practice. 1 have personally listened to several accounts of elderly
francophones who were withdrawn from school at a very early age to work on
the family farm, or as labourers. Financial conditions allowed very few to
attend school on a regular basis. The scarce monetary resources of Fran-
cophones were being used to primarily purchase farms which had originally
been given to anglophone United Empire Loyalists by the British Crown. With
very few exceptions, the only Franco-Ontarians who became educated did so
through religious vocations, as nuns or priests.

The Educational

Prior to 1900, French and English education had basically equal status and
endured similar difficulties. In fact, when the government of Upper Canada
made the decision in 1816 to fund common schools. French schools were
established on the same basis as English schools: funds were distributed fairly
to both linguistic groups (Godbout, 1977). Throughout Ryerson’s mandate as
Superintendent of Educationin Upper Canada, French education received fair
and equal treatment. In 1883, twenty-seven schools in Upper Canada were
exclusively French (Choquette, 1977).

However, during the latter part of the century, the linguistic war was about to
erupt. Prior to 1850, the majority of Roman Catholics in Upper Canada were
of Irish or Scottish origins. As mentioned earlier, the massive immigration of
French Catholics to Upper Canada between 1850 and 1900 brought about
demographic changes, particularly in the eastern counties of Prescott, Russell,
Stormont and Glengarry. Religious wars were taking place on different fronts.
Protestant United Empire Loyalists feared the growth of Roman Catholic
power. Meanwhile, the Irish Catholic and French Catholic bishops extended
their language battle to the political front. Linguistically, the Irish bishops
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joined forces with their English-speaking Protestant counterparts to fight the
French-speaking bishops and educators. Pressures were being placed on the
government from both sides. Gradually, laws were introduced to erode French
education.

In 1912, the declaration of Regulation 17 drastically limited the use of the
French language in all schools of Ontario.Until then, Franco-Ontarians had
had no reason to regret their separation from French Lower Canada in 1791
(Godbout, 1977). In fact, many preferred the fair play of the British at the
time, than the iron-fisted tyranny of their own leaders in Lower Canada.
Regulation 17 was further entrenched in 1915, when the Chief Justice of the
Supreme Court of Ontario declared it valid, removing all natural and constitu-
tional rights of the French language in Ontario. Anyone who defied the law
was either jailed or payed a stiff fine (Choquette, 1977).

Even more hostile to Francophone rights, the Irish and Scottish Catholic
bishops continued to oppose the French-speaking ecclesiastics. In 1917, the
situation was presented to the Vatican. Basically, in-fighting among Catholics
was to be the most destructive force against Franco-Ontarian culture.

This marked the beginning of an era which disallowed Francophones an
education in their language, and which promoted prejudice against them in all
schools of Ontario, except in separate or private schools. There are reported
incidents in the 1940°s of elementary school children receiving harsh corporal
punishment for speaking French even in the school yards during their recess
periods. Times were hard; many verbal and legal battles were fought.

1t was not until July 1968 that the law was changes by the Robarts govern-
ment, officially permitting the teaching of French in all educational institu-
tions of Ontario. In the interim, thousands of Ontario citizens had become the
“lost generations” of uneducated, undereducated, or simply assimilated
(Churchill et al., 1985)

The llliteracy Problem

In 1977, La Fédération des Francophones Hors-Québec published a report
on the educational level of citizens of Ontario, indicating that 38.1 percent of
Francophones had a maximum of eight years schooling in comparison to 27.2
percent of the entire population.

More recent figures indicate that about twenty-four percent of Ontario’s
adults have less than a Grade nine education. Slightly more than fifty percent
of Ontario’s illiterates are older than fifty-five years of age.

About twenty-five are under the age of forty-five. Francophone groups are
over-represented at thirty-five percent (Wright, 1986).

It has been noted time and again that “poverty and education play major
roles in deciding whether illiteracy is transmitted from one generation to the
next!** This phenomenon perhaps explains in part the high level of illiteracy
within this particular group.

REMEDIAL MEASURES AND THE DIFFICULTIES ENCOUNTERED
Although illiteracy has always existed, only within the past decade or so has

society in general become conscious of its reality. In fact, recent social aware-

&S made possible through the media, conferences, adult education courses,
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has given Adult Basic Education an unprecedented degree of importance.
Ontario community colleges, adult day schools and community literacy
groups such as Alfa-Action .n Hawkesbury, La Magie des Lettres in Ottawa
and others are attempting in modest ways to provide services for Francophone
illiterates. There exist at present more than 175 community literacy groups in
Ontario, twenty or so of which are Francophone! The demand for more
services far exceeds the funds available. Of the $4.2 million allotted to the
Ontario Community Literacy Programmein recent years, $850,000 went to the
Francophone sector. To meet the requests of the various communities, $3
million is required within the francophone sector alone.

Problems also centre around the dependency on volunteers, inadequate
methodologies and teaching material, as well as the recruitment of illiterates.
A study by Déry and Jones, (1985) whose purpose was to design a method of
needs analysis directed at Franco-Ontarian illiterates, brings to the fore the
‘“pedagogical deseri” which French literacy educators face in Ontario. Déry
and Jones particulariy emphasize the paucity of “adult” material and the
reliance on methods adapted for children, areality whichin many ways, acts as
a barrier. An attempt by Dallaire, Compain and Quéry® to design « “unique
and different” learning tool may help to fill the gap of inadequate teaching
material aimed at the Francophone illiterate. Their product was made availa-
ble in March of 1987. A French language literacy programme has also been
designed at Northern College. Further material is in the planning stage, in
conjunction with the French network of TV Ontario and local community
literacy groups.

Other difficulties have also been identified, for example the absence of a
community development tradition such as exists in Anglophone sectors, espe-
cially in libraries which have been more involved in literacy work (Wagner,
1987). A resource centre of material intended for the anglophone sector is
located at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education in Toronto. There is
no such centre for Francophones. Also, throughout the twentieth century,
Franco-Ontarian energies have been directed towards the acquisition of French
language instruction for the young; as such adult education in the Fran-
cophone sector is vastly underdeveloped. At the post-secondary level, the lack
of a Francophone community college has also been a hindrance. Corrective
measures are in the horizon with the foreseen creation of a French language
community college.

The 1960’s have brought progress in terms of educational opportunities for
Francophones. However, this progress has been described at times as being
only *a hodge-podge collection of measures designed more as palliatives than
as cures to a linguistic malaise **(Savas, 1988). The emergence of the French
Language Services Act (Bill 8) in 1986 designed to provide to Franco-Ontarians
full access to government services in their own language is a means aimed at
correcting some of the anomalies. '

In September of 1987, the Ontario Ministry of Skills Development acquired
the responsibility of basic literacy programmes for adults. Within the Literacy
Branch of this ministry, coordinator Richard Hudon oversees the operation of
the Ontario Community Literacy 2rogramme for Francophones. For the first
time in the history of Ontaris, francophone adult illiterates have legal and

J)fﬁcial access to iiic avquisition of reading and writing skills.
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Five other ministries share in the responsibilty of literacy training: Ministry
of Education, Ministry of Citizenship and Culture, Ministry of Correctional
Services, Ministr of Colleges and Universities, and the Ministry of Social &
Community Services.

SCENARIOS FOR THE FUTURE

In what directions will Franco-Ontarians move in the future to alleviate
illiteracy and to improve their lot in life generally? I will descrite three brief
scenarios which in some respects depict the present situation and the possibili-
ties which could ensue. To add a bit of humour, I have entitled the scenarios as
follows: The Squeeze, The Displacement and the Proaction for Change.

The Squeeze

The squeeze presents itself on two fronts, the financial and the $Ocio-
cultural. First of all, the squeeze for funds at all levels of education has been
upon us for almost a decade. In September 1986, the Honourable Lily Munro,
Ontario Minister for Citizenship and Culture announced a major project
aimed at eliminating illiteracy in Ontario. How much of the funds will go to
Francophones will greatly depend on the ability of groups and institutions to
mobilize and to claim their fair share in the years ahead.

The squeeze presents itself also at the socio-cultural level. Since few Fraiico-
Ontarians have attained a higher level of education, positions of power, money
and prestige in Ontario have been and w'll continue to be held primarily by
Anglophones (men and women), and by better educated male Québecois who
have experienced great economic opportunities by immigrating to Ontario
during the pas