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L Introduction

When people talk about their motivations for literacy programs,
%speakctw to be able to hely their children with homework, read

for » their finan -es, fill out job applications, and deal
with other of daily life. In addition ¢o these specific goals, learners often

have a broader : not (mly their and skills, bu
o st oF heks Hoea. o mprove dramaicaly, | G ol wring e,

Such expectations are not a matter of wishful thinking; area
mdmmmmmummmmymmmw
isres;:me, hmmwmmm

to some 8
mmmsdmymumwmmm,mm%
would-be students significant increases in abilities and sweeping changes
their lives, often designated by terms like "control,” "confidence” and
"empowerment.” But what enables people whose access to the communication-
arena has been limited by their literacy skills? How is such a phenomenon
experienced? How is it manifested?

This paper offers a preliminary examination of the relationship between
adult literacy programs and empowerment. It asks: when people to
augment their reading and writing skills, what do they expect to happen?
mwh%ﬁmmnm'aqpmgrm,domeyadﬂewamwrmof
control over their lives? How is this control observed? How can the experiences
of adult learners be systematically presented and theoretically understood?

The qualitative data ted here are excerpts from and group
interviews conducted in 1 and1990ti‘ealsomduc:::,las c;fofﬁtedaims
made by providers, are excerpts from the promoti materials of several
naﬁmgrandlocalli agencies. The evidence suggests a correlation between
enablement and the social networks offering reading and writing instruction to
adults; however, it does not allow us to conclude that literacy programs creaie

empowerment.

In studio films like "Stanley and Iris,” made-for-TV movies like "Faking It,"
andthemhr adult learners are often described thre what one
student 'piﬂft.tlstoﬂes"-mlesofﬂmamd,disadmtag. lives

dramatically altered by the acquisition of . : respondents of this
studydono{tell"pl sﬁoﬂes;"h\smd,thex uses of skills dictated by
complex habits and lifestyles. Though some literacy encourage student

Lo s s e Lk e

literacy programs are both less dramatic than images popular culture,
and less transformative than the students themselves expect.

u x D0M 8% e LATCIATMIY

Colin Lmﬂshear’sobsergﬁm thng M gmmuxﬂcaﬁon
competence generally reflect "the wa been, | being, constructed
lﬂ..todmllyw!ttdnazodety(p. lm“hmﬂ\hﬂmmmiew.mme
purposes of discussion, the term "literacy” is used herein to refer to social
practices based on texts. While traditional approaches to research
attempt to isolate the developmental effects of reading and skills alone,
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smdmgw ﬂﬁ‘:it wig m%ﬁmmam

Pomoﬂhewmﬂ,mwhatl.ee and Edward Stevens (1981) call the
ideology of , have been part of culture in the United States
since the middle of the 19th century (p. 85). Rooted in the

tradition and extended by the rise of industrial capitalism in the mid-1800s, this

culture also links li to political tion. Eighteenth-
cen Wjﬁmﬂmm&mdmgaqmmpwmwdmwtem c to the
nation’s political ideals, underpinning the of representative
democracy. This supposed connection between literacy and deniocracy may be
mofommtumminedshamdmngﬁ:butwhﬂeltmybedhpumd

whether today's voters do in fact mresamﬁvedeumaqor
makeaumz‘ms tical , itis clear sociopolitical activity still

on literacy. discrimina HmmMm the
of minorities have wed, but the ve and
codes our basic civil rights continue to be in dense,
formalized prose. To those rights, a citizen of the United States
y must be conversant with the literacy standards of the powerful, or
financially able to hire someone who is.

B the assumptions linking literacy to social status and
MMWOM%MHW»M”M of social
groups. every other human activity or product, it embeds social relations
within it. (p. 685)" Carolyn Marvin (1988) reminds us that communities "use
urepmmu'“ﬂma‘:\”&h\owiedge.Noﬁmsz'mrect' ?ﬁe‘rufomméema
product of contests for cultural dominance (p. 65)."

Adultmdig in the United States offer sites to observe some of
the social contexts .mthemmdiﬂmmlofﬂ\ese“m,asm
some basic skills and GED {aimed at the successful tofnn:iph
school equivalency certificate), and writing are seen as soclally neu
skills. At the other end of the spectrum are liberatory or
collabomtiveleamhggmym, maintain that literacy is sociall
constructed and can be used to create political consclousness. Michael R. Fox
(1986) cautions, however, that literacy should not be expected to bear the full
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burden of restructuring society: "It is unrealistic to assume that
md\msmemebmsnwm that get off welfare, find a job, or even

read government forms better. people to read’ may not be the
most useful way to deal with low p- 0. y

Althoisg itisadultlearmwhocanbestdesuﬂaemt,lfmydﬂn%ﬂ\ey

gzoutof in literacy programs, are not always induded in the

i. Elite standards for communication dialectic, even

those who would promote models. Brice Heath (1986)

says that studies which indude the of learners are critical to research

because ‘ﬁvldednta the of types of social and cultural
a\vimmm thdﬁmgmﬂm&v&pnmd&cmm“m

about language and institutional supports for literacy (p. 227)."

Learners' accounts can also contribute to the development of new
measures of textual Traditional methods for observing and

literacy as a set of "neutral,’ easily quantifiable skills; Lytle, Brandt and Vannoz=i
(1988) argue that such tests deny the existence of cultural differences
biased in favor of social elites. It is hoped that the comments of adult learners

&resentedhaemaymulbutemnewmysofboldngatnmtepmcﬁcemdits

1L Methodology

The promotional materials cited here as evidence of popular views of
literacy were from local and national adult literacy and
m"d mseﬂesd

g:mmﬂoml The qualitative data of the study comes
mmﬁmmms,whkhmk&éh;eh\l explored how 13 adult

learners defined li and asked what apeﬁe&be&peimdim?h
Mmﬁdpaﬁoninli ams. The second sessions, conducted in 1990
with focus?nupsand cividua asked adult learners to describe their

concepts of empowerment and focused on whether
mm@mm»Mwﬁmhﬁm&" Allsg‘dms

Wshaﬁm the city of
; all were conducted wi mpaudmofptmmadmmw
and through the voluntary, uncompensated participation of the respondents.
The six agencies partici in this study all offered pedagogies
aimed at ﬂmmdmfsmcwmmcgnmmmmmm

mm!uﬂmmls some form of implied or t ideology capable of
uencing an individual's self-consciousness; and all involved supportive
personal contacts which may promote communication behavior in soclal
relationships. Together, these three types of behavior may improve the learner’s
mmunicadmmmpeﬁeme,mdm&mdwamofmpowemmtm
hypothetical process is illustrated in the model following.

Pedagogy

Skiils
Improved
Ideology Consciousness Communication  Empowerment

Competence
Relationships



This study is limited in that short-term observation is not suited to
distinguishing between existing behaviors and new ones. The cross-sectional

here are intended to serve as tests of the utility of the
d theoretical conoepts, not " of them. The aims and mechanisms
of the study were made explicit to and to reflect their
criticisms and creative suggestions, but were still controlled by the
author. was entirely self-selected, and the effects described entirely
self-reported. may have been influenced by soclal interaction between
the researcher and adult and between learners and literacy
administrators, whose was manifested in some tions.
It should also be noted that this not make claims about the

IV. Findings - Great Expectations

In order to attract funding and the student populations they need in order
mmﬁmadmtleamWseekmMumequatﬂmdesaboutﬂm
need for their services and the beneficial effects of learning to read and write.

mbmdmmhuwoﬂmmmdmmmme
influence adult , volunteers and donors: they offer cfbﬁ'sa\dand
sodaldtms&mﬂngﬁmgﬁlevels%mandwﬁ t);,m'theyt
predicta dystopia w teracy against rampan

unem t, use, and violence in the streets. werment is presented
either as the positive ability to advance oneself in society or the negative ability

to protect oneself from harm.

While these written messages ma notbemnmmeddlmyﬂﬂmte
tions, they contribute to a cul climate of opinion in reading
wddrxsaresemtobefomwhichgivepeoplepommﬂ\eirm
destinies. As such, they evldmcefonsserﬁngmatﬁularaﬂmm
associates and literacy. Some participants in this study said they
ahsdbemugedmlmnbmdbyfauﬁiymberswl:al&admm ability
vmmhmoﬂmmﬁmalmweﬂals;oﬂm somemding
and had read such items themselves.

liter lnPhﬂadel‘gill\lia,ﬂ\eMaym"sCommishnmUteruypmnﬂsesthat 4
career an

e o i iy e s ds

lives.” A brochure directed at corporate citizens claims that a learning

based at the workplace will convert the "untapped human resource” of non-

reading employees into "a productive human resource” (emphasis in brochure).

One of the literacy providers in the ,TheCenﬁerﬁorumZ,
assures that tomdandwmedmwdty limkmdlngadul
pbs, enjoy books and newspapers, and help their

oconfident and se

andenﬂ\maﬂcms, rs, of to and wri
@mmmmd democracy. They gain a fair share of

that and I take for granted.” A student gushes, "I feel like a
into a little flower.”

=p)



A brochure from the Germantown Women's Education Project tells
mmnmﬂ;mmw Yﬁﬂhhemzmdymr
" annual report, the agency states, philosophy ucation can
trulyeﬁi:ctmdﬁ when itis carried on ina in which every

volved in our educational goals.” A

ure from Wm’s%d%apﬁﬂiﬁ@h%
by a environment for women of all ages,

races, classes and sexual orientation: to learn new skills, to meet other womes), to

gain self-confidence, to understand more about curselves, to create self-respect.”

visions are also in the literature disseminated
mams. Nmb%} 3: 'm,"msﬂtemenmre o? the
"Omm%madulummtmdwwﬂm.mewﬂwaawdm
mﬂmws%ttmﬂmaﬂam?mmm
actually exists our community: does.”
mumwmmbypmmmmv@mammwmoﬁ

the total collapse of . "Each that , reading skills continue to
decﬂmwmeﬂwsmmnﬁyggykeepmby"ﬂwamem&"ﬂyﬂw

2000, the a Eemmwiththree oould find that two of
mmm\dﬂw& terate. Before that America comes to be, you can stop it.”
publi Naﬁmaﬂgdis:efmhm&dmtahlsmalsghﬂmﬁalmgmﬁngﬂ\e

C's expecta em t through literacy. Some of these materials
are seen in media (TV commercials and movies such as the recently

released and Iris,” in which a man's life is radically transformed by
literazinless a year), while others are circulated by libraries and volunteer

First Lady Barbara Bush has adopted literacy as a cause celebre, and her
Foundation for Famil produces large amounts of lite-ature, most of it
of the alarmist view tnmymwoﬁma:chnz.memﬁm'snuuym
are "suddenly so varied and pervasive, so vast and severe,” that have
become a "very real threat to the nation's economic future and the can way
of life,” one brochure reads. Mrs. Bush shares her convictions that "most of our
mﬁm‘ssﬁmsodatmmﬂqaﬁpdﬁmlpoﬂgﬁmmﬂnkedwﬂ\e '

t

difficulty that too Americans have in com; and

com l(!l‘iany is)au'iﬁcalsetofmn&ntools c:xlt‘ge.lysogggnsﬁtese

g:ob ...  person must be literate in order to participate and contribute fully
our society.” .

mnwammucedbymwencyAmmNm',.m based in

cu a rising from an open book, the motto, "with li

ane nmwmu?&yﬁwmmmdm&m ;of

motto, "with literacy " paraphrases a line from the Pledge
Mmmﬂ:wml‘hedmm "I

you in the connections between literacy and other issues of power In our

society, say it out loud with this T-shirt!"

nmebmlm:mmﬂmmlnm - that notions of ﬂf.'mt
;‘m,mwmaMymmgmﬁpﬁm
7



that and more control over dail
foeracie e e e
m three avenues of communication behavior: reading and writing
; an individual's tical awareness of herself or himself in
relation to the larger soclety ( ; and personal social contacts

(relatfonships). Learners' accounts offered evidence that development in these
avenues of communication behavior is experienced as empowerment.

In the 1989 interviews, 13 beginning adult learners shared their views of
mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm
isnes bymmﬂmacym:ygwmmﬁwh
Tnstead, they emphaslzed the relatonal aspect, of iy, oeemming 1o view i
pﬁmarﬂyasastaﬁegyforsodalameptanceandeeom'cm

education can better to the if don't
gift of gab. momedmyoummmmey
you earn.

waocanmd,itmakeﬁxmbeﬁersodaﬁmd.lﬂheyhavea
vea

Reading is good. If say all business out then le be
mmmmwmw udon'thap:ggosay

nothing. This give you the thinking cap rignt here.

Several people considered themselves fully able despite testing at low
mlﬂd& although they admitted to a lack of.nm'cgeskms, ﬂ\%ndescibed

ves as of other means to "pick up” all the information they
needed for life.

I had what you call mother wit. That's something you born with,

where you easily pick up what's on. L had alot of
ﬁvmbdngsﬂeet-educ?éd,m a corner boy like I was
when [ was What you call street-ed that the
most the world. If you don't have no experience,
you don't know

If a person can't read, their memory is better because they have to
keep more things in their mind. they



Some people just gifted. They can pick up things by watching
m% %m.l&wﬂwyspeakmdalh

te th of , from this had dram
expectations of the persanal ransformatises ey expected &‘.‘E,m tier
reading and skills. Several anticipated economic success or
careers as a direct result of a few months of participation in literacy programs.

Thewaylwannobelivmgmylife,lwantwseemelivlnq

downtown where you buy the houses with marble floors. I want

ﬁméda ters in college, nice clothes on their bodies. I want a good
That's why I'm here.

Iwantmbeasodalwm'ker,andwaﬁmﬁgm to people, if 1
t

understand it by reading articles and they don't
understand.

I'm to prove myself to my famil andm?rseli.lneed

som to make myself feel thesey?rmrs dn't get wasted. I'm
not going to be in the forever. e to havea

. I'm
house someday, feel good about myself.

These exploratory interviews suggested that begm:gy adult learners,

with little or no of the applications of reading and writing, see these
skillsasa talisman of status, Literacy, to them, is y a tool
for social and economic empowerment; it enhances social and
makes more lucrative em t None of the aduits in this group

Conductedinl”ﬂ,ﬁvefoamgupdiscusﬁommusedwmeasa
conceptual foundation for relationship between adult literacy
mmsmdmpomgg cipants tended to be active, outspoken
] ts who were curious about the subject of the research question and
comfortable talking about themselves to an outsider. Their descriptions of
enablement, self-determination, and power-related concepts (solicited by the
mdm)vaMM@y,ﬁmWhohmdlem‘spmb&mm}b”a
ofm%outandnotbeing " One student’s broad description of "a
sense of ha mudmmlﬁe'mmmmwm
the second 's working tion of empowerment.

Also in 1990, 12 individual interviews were held with experienced adult
mmmmdwmamumdm credited
y as ,
shyness, or the satisfaction of a task completed.

g .



Some participants felt that reading, writing and math were necessary basic
Meshnsﬁmnmﬁvmﬂuraquﬁﬁmmmvammelmpeof
transformation. Others found cal benefits such as increased self-
esteem in the pursuit of these

It's hard in this world. You have to go to school to get your
education, or if you don't, you'll be a street person.

l'mvaz::sytocatdtmallﬂ\esignsand T had seen and
read, I know them by sight. But it was very to put it down
anga .I1dopl and electrical work and carpentry work.

out forms is very needed, and how to read a ruler. So it
was all important that I was able to do this.

I feel like, when I learn math and reading, that I have more control
over myself. It's not like I've never learned this kind of math before.
But it's going back and learning the basics over again. And now I
have more control in math, I have more confidence.

It makes you feel good about yourself. You can never create too
mud\hwy:uledge,never. Your whole life you're always ina

learning process.

mpmgmms,md\ social m&’p&an a%;&mm
as con ; ;
the inter-agency competition for attention and funding; one complained that
literacy programs often choose learners they can portray as victims when

mgg"'mpm;mﬁmm@mﬂﬁmqmmmmﬁmdmdbcﬂ
events.

10




The one that usually wins is the most pitiful story. love
wnmymMmmﬁm
p md\,shehadbea\mmmd she
was from a town, a real story. In a way it's

ina
way it's not because it's all for one i ;
N Rt e ks o there, the real Mot we catl . & )

Other ts debated the relative value of li in sod. troubled
nummweummpmblems, o maos fof comrrehancsor tnd Judgment
as as skills,

Just and wri that's not enough. As we often see, le
sometimes th:useple t they have to an advanhge.I.ike“mn
drug people, on drugs, some thosepe?leare
educated.Soit’sxg:toalwaysvdmﬁmﬂteycanread. ou should be
able to deal with discernment, have the ability to reason things for
yourself and not have other people control you.

Students critiqued the instructional methods used by their p -One
pointed out that students often have unrealistic expectations of the time it will
take them to achieve their goals, and felt that program staff should ccunteract
such inflated hopes.

Some inted because think they're to
get their ED%\‘no And it doesn'tt}ll\gyppm matmym
years and years to go to high school and get & certain grade, and
you're not going to get it in a year, you're not going to get it in two
years. It's an ongoing thing.

Students acknow’ the importance of the social aspects of literacy
programs; they described with teachers or tutors, a sense of
affirmation from getting together with other students, and new confidence in

speaking to strangers.

I'm doing 1 never thought I would ever do. I've always
been involved in work, I was always involved in
sd\odwukﬁd\ﬂteﬂ&'amrmmnofapim,lﬂkepeo&lg.
But I never that I would be teaching and taking on all

I have all my mail here to 're what
msa b me T don't think I would haye done that before, 1
don't think I would have had the nerve.

11



10

To the i seemed to as a identity as
that dertved by maty pesple from thet Jobs of familien, Siolng themselves ay
students or as members of a learning program gave these a sense of

I wasn't working at the tine and when I got involved in the

gugmm,lwasmcﬂmnyﬂmaﬂﬂ\eﬁmlmuyhadmwhem
80. It was like somewhere that people were helping me,
they were like a of friends.

I come out because I don't have an else to do.'m always in

somebody’s classroom, it's hard to sta This summer a

class in my home week for Thad tu class. I'm

not them I mean, I want company, to tell you the

truth.

Overall, most ts discussed empowerment as an individual
rather than collective ence, and as a personal rather than social
phenomenon. Some that their participation in literacy programs was

giving them a "growing sense of more control over their lives.

Before I I was just a housewife, I didn't care about
else.Anginedneverﬂ\ough]uﬂt&mtwasbad,tlmtwasjmttheu;mt)tt;‘}ng
wanted to be. Now I see, hey,lcanbesomeﬂtingiﬂmanygut
myself to it. 'm doing this and it's not taking me as long as

t it would. I feel special now, or better. I stuck it out finally,
and it's getting me somewheres too.

Others felt that no had occurred in their lives as a result of the
involvement. After uation, one said,

Life went mtaboutlmé sam:e:ls usuﬂ:é I moved in?;ﬁddle
after I graduated, at harmacy - a pharmacy
I asm-butldmr\"treallyﬂ\inkit
anything to do with my education. I would have done it anyway.

V. Analysis

No matter at what levels they may "test,” Francis E. Kazemek notes (1988),
most adults raised in the United States have attended school and have

been exposed to and wri lnnm,hmmandsodal
life, uﬂhﬂwml?s teach and reinforce certain kinds of
involving the use Thus, adult cannot be
adynamkﬁm:mnmtoﬂwewldd communication, but
should be seen as a set of structures centered around personal and social
literate practices. These structures, Kazemek asserts, may be empowering when

12



they stimulate the use of and writing for “intelligent, meaningful and
huﬁv\meacﬁmuponmewmld m).“ﬁns

When the learners quoted in this paper describe their "growing sense of
having control over own life," does that mean have experienced
mmm Bmﬂﬁl&nwra?m?uumgdnk
0. view literacy educa “according to whether it serves
mprodmedsmmwddmmmsmuasaofanmqummat

comm ; these programs often citly Frelrian values of
solidarity, social responsibility, creativity, disci in the service of the
common good, vigilance, and critical spirit (p. 156).”

In more traditional , where literacy is offered as a neutral set of
skills and progress is attribu mﬂ\esldnsﬂmelves,ﬁtewmdvisionof
success employment within the capitalist marketplace. The society
itself, w stucmreangx:l“ugfresa\ﬂy exclude non-readers from its
benefits, is not routinel in such . But political awareness
may develop here too; ts out that even in tradi programs,
educators spend a lot of time what particular literacy practice
individuals are interested in or "need,” and this inevita%involm some analysis
%theirso?al e tion and of the social context within which that practice has

evance (p. S

The definitions of em ent offeremrﬂdpams in this study
were largely personal ones. | iden in their skills,
consciousness or relationships which related directly to "democratic and
emandpatolzad " of the larger society. Learners believed that their

ences them to valuiole development, but only those
students who became teachers th ves felt actively involved in social change.
The more modest definitions offered by the rest of the dents had to do
with mwith possibilities. In a society where individual achievement is
seen as the ultimate form of success, Freirian values such as collectivism,
qooperaﬁonmdpoliﬁcalengagmtmaybeslowemgrow,andmeir
uevelopment harder to trace.

In this study, the self-reported uses of li skﬂls,ﬂmof
awareness displayed, and the social relationships to follow
themsel soli - sh medviorm.mus,m%lfviduals forgusom.lgoals

ves as or shy to uses ,
erMﬁngam%dshmpwﬂﬂmWMa
mystery novel; they developed no friendships which continued outside of class,
and reported no changes in family or community relationships. "Shy" learners
beﬁevedﬂmth\volmaumum%‘gmgmmsmuwleadmmpowamembut
as one student said, "it depends on the person. It's on you, what you do with it."

On the other hand, outgoing individuals tended to incorporate
communication behaviors stimulated by literacy vms into their alread

dynamic social lives, and used these and a when engaging wi
others. of literacy-related mobilization came fmmners, le who
said they had a high degree of personal involvement in groups

13
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to
skills as for in their dail and to
e oL wih e ey o g e T
be more vocal about the relationship between self-determination and literacy,

The adults interviewed here believed that involvement with literacy
mammmmmmm their control over their own
Mmmﬁeevidmaeww\g model that the
communication behavior components are associated with
the experience of em Some of the who here attribute
this power to the of readirg and wri some said had
new awareness of their own potential; others the new

cooperative relationships as a source of strength.

This study is not structured to su a claim that participation in adult
lita_'acypmgramscrmasmvmma\t. the time some adults decide to enter
a literacy program, their for self-determination is already strong, Perhaps
the of enablement they describe here - and writing
skills, increased awareness and new social rela ps - t also be
stimulated by a social cdlub, a committee, or a political
campaign. ties are outside the scope of this study, but do
suggest that, learners’ accounts support an inference of a correlation

empowerment and adult literacy programs, such self- do not
support conclusions of causality. Indeed, empowerment may tate
participation in literacy prograins, rather than the reverse.

dult learning ’m"mdaynd lpowa'ment,mdm“ and. “m analysis of th
a em ts that e
literate and practices of these institutions may be fruitfully pursued in a
communjcation context. Respondents’ descriptions of enablement associated
with literacy in several Philadelphia programs may illuminate future studies of
communication competence.

14
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