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“Now I can go around the world in a book. I travel so much
~Trudi
in books, and every time I do I think of Freda.”
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MESSAGE DE LA MINISTRE DE L’ÉDUCATION, DU LOISIR ET DU SPORT
MESSAGE FROM THE MINISTER OF EDUCATION, RECREATION AND SPORTS

Nous vivons dans une société où l’information occupe une place très
importante. Il s’avère donc primordial de posséder les connaissances requises
afin d’interpréter les messages, d’exercer son jugement critique et de
participer pleinement à la vie sociale et citoyenne. Le Yamaska Literacy
Council, en tant qu’organisme communautaire solidement implanté dans son
milieu, offre quotidiennement à celles et ceux qui frappent à sa porte ces clés indispensables.
Votre slogan, « Each One Teach One », témoigne d’ailleurs de votre engagement soutenu
envers l’amélioration des capacités de votre clientèle. Grâce au dévouement de vos bénévoles,
de nombreuses personnes reprennent confiance en elles et trouvent la capacité de relever des
défis qui, sans cette aide, auraient pu paraître insurmontables.
En cette année qui marque le 30e anniversaire du Yamaska Literacy Council, je tiens, en mon
nom personnel et en celui du ministère de l’Éducation, du Loisir et du Sport, à vous féliciter
chaleureusement pour cette longévité et à vous remercier pour la qualité du service que vous
offrez à la collectivité de Brome-Missisquoi.

We are living in a society in which information occupies a very important place. Having the
knowledge needed to interpret messages, exercise one’s critical judgment and participate fully
in social and civic life is vital. Every day, the Yamaska Literacy Council, in its capacity as a
community organization solidly rooted in its area, offers these indispensable keys to everyone
who knocks on its door.
Your slogan, “Each One Teach One,” bears witness to your solid commitment to upgrading
your clientele’s skills. Thanks to your dedicated volunteers, so many people regain their selfconfidence and find the strength to overcome the challenges that, without this help, might have
seemed insurmountable.
This year marks the 30th anniversary of the Yamaska Literacy Council, and I, personally and
on behalf of the Ministère de l’Éducation, du Loisir et du Sport, wholeheartedly congratulate
you upon this milestone and thank you for the quality service you provide to the citizens of
Brome-Missisquoi.

LINE BEAUCHAMP
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FROM OUR PARTNERS...
30 years and still going strong!
Congratulations to the Yamaska Literacy Council on its 30th anniversary! The
Townshippers Reading Council (now Yamaska Literacy Council) was one of the
founding members of Laubach Literacy Canada-Quebec (today Literacy Volunteers of Quebec).
Many of its members have contributed countless hours to the provincial organization. YLC volunteers (and staff)
have enthusiastically served on the LVQ Board as president, treasurer, or simply as director, through good times
and bad.
The Yamaska Literacy Council continues to be at the forefront of the Quebec community literacy movement,
offering innovative literacy programs in the Cowansville penitentiary, participating in local family literacy and
school perseverance working groups, and reaching out to those adults wishing to improve their literacy levels.

Joani Tannenbaum
Executive Director, LVQ

What a great time to reflect on the cooperation that has been going on for the
last years between the Partners for Educational Success and Yamaska Literacy
Council (YLC).
Anybody can see the link between literacy and success in school but can people
understand all the work that is being done by the community in very simple ways. The
collaboration of all is most needed to achieve our goal; helping everyone in their pathway to success.
YLC has been a long term community based organization for the region with its own success.
When the Partners for Educational Success was founded in 2008, YLC immediately saw an
opportunity to enlarge the awareness of literacy into educational success. Since then, many projects
have been put into place in collaboration such as: a theatre play to reflect on the many causes of
dropping out of school, an awareness campaign for the employers to think of their young employees
and the need to finish school with a diploma, a mentoring program for the students on the verge of
dropping out of school. All of these projects always brought YLC into the action with time, ideas
and energy.
We want to emphasize the role of YLC in the
long term actions of working in the community to
help people with literacy problems and their
insight in helping to initiate the Partners for
Educational Success.
Many thanks and congratulations for your good
work.

Pauline Lazure
Partners for Educational Success

Randy MacLean, du Massey-Vanier High School, Wendy Seys, du Yamaska Literacy Council,
Pauline Lazure, coordonnatrice, Isabelle Gariépy, de la Ville de Cowansville, Karine Delage, du
Carrefour jeunesse emploi des Cantons de l'Est, Sylvie Beauregard, de la SOFIE, Michel Fleury,
de la Chambre de commerce de Cowansville et région, et Georges Courville, de l'Association des
Townshippers, ont étroitement collaboré à la mise sur pied de la table de concertation.
Photo: Claude Hébert
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YLC President's Message
This year YLC celebrates 30 years of literacy. There have been many changes to the landscape in
the past thirty years: the training of volunteers, tutoring materials, technology, office location,
staff, funding, partnerships and projects. However, the most important things have not changed,
and likely never will—the dedication and commitment of volunteers, and the Each One Teach One
philosophy of tutoring.
Frank Laubach was a missionary and mystic. He was deeply concerned, as he developed the EOTO
program, about poverty, injustice and illiteracy. We are fortunate that one of our former tutors,
Frances Walbridge, studied and worked closely with Dr. Laubach in Africa.
Today approximately 2.7 million worldwide are learning to read through Laubach affiliated
programs, including the YLC. There is still certainly a spiritual thread that runs through our
teaching fabric. As we train tutors in the mainstream, in prison, or in secondary school peer
tutoring, we continue the Each One Teach One philosophy. We are exercising the principles of
love, honesty, unselfishness, and compassion as we hand the gift of reading along.

Have we made a difference? The statistics tell a grim story of the problem that continues to
face more than 40% of Canadians; but if you ask any student whose life has been transformed by
learning to read, you will hear a very different story—a story that speaks to the amazing power of
how literacy changes lives, and how the support and encouragement of a literacy tutor makes a
world of difference. You will read some of these stories in this 30th anniversary collection.
Jane Patrick,
YLC President

YLC Board 2010-2011
Back row: Alan Ross; Susan Syberg; Martha Shufelt, Vice-President; Jane Patrick, President;
Marie Watier; Gillian Lortie, Secretary;
Front row: Donna Woodard, Student Representative; Susan Reininger, Treasurer; and Bogar
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The "EACH ONE TEACH ONE" Way: EACH ONE TEACH ONE is an adult teaching philosophy that
supports student-centered instruction. It encourages tutors to identify the student's needs and
design learning activities to meet their individual needs. The EACH ONE TEACH ONE philosophy
means that if you can read, you can teach another person to read. No teaching experience is
required. This philosophy serves as the cornerstone of Laubach teaching principles. It helps tutors
create a positive learning environment for students. Dr. Frank C. Laubach summarized what he
believed were basic teaching principles by talking about "compassion".

Cut "no" out of your vocabulary.
Observe what your student knows: respect and build on this knowledge.
Make certain you respect his time; begin and end promptly.
Prepare your lessons carefully; confidence begets confidence.
Allow your student to progress at his own pace and to teach himself as much as possible.
See that your student gets honest praise and encouragement.
Save unnecessary chatter until after the lesson.
Introduce something new in every lesson.
Offer friendship and understanding, but avoid patronizing.
Notice and encourage ways in which your student can teach you.
source: p.164, Laubach Literacy of Canada - Literacy Trainer Handbook, 1992

“People who can read forget how hard it was to learn how to do it.”
Frances Walbridge dedicated her life to teaching people to read.
Originally from Montreal, Frances went to
Africa as a missionary. She spent most of
25 years travelling village to village teaching
women literacy. “There was often a
transformation with them—they would
come to school illiterate and they would
leave with confidence to be a leader in
the village or even a teacher.” Frances
continued to fight for literacy when she
returned to the Townships, joining YLC in
1985 and tutoring at Butler Elementary
School in Bedford for many years.

Frances Walbridge, YLC tutor
—December 2002
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One-on-one tutorials

DBRSB tackles illiteracy
COWANSVILLE
(Thursday, October 18, 1979)—
bout 20 per cent of
North America’s population cannot read or
write and within the
next few weeks, the District of Bedford Adult Education Service
(AES) will be trying to take a stab
at the problem in this area with an
innovative program of one-on-one
literacy tutorials.
“Contrary to the popular North
American myth, not everyone can
read and write, “explained academic co-ordinator Gerald Bleser in
a recent interview. Bleser said the
AES is currently recruiting volunteers who wish to be trained as literacy tutors as well as students who
wish to avail themselves of this
type of training.
“Many people have expressed and
interest in being a tutor but students
are a bit hard to come by,” said
Bleser. “Not many people want to
stand up and say ‘I’m illiterate.’”
He said that illiteracy was “a very
private thing” with some people,
something that some have even
been known to keep from their
families.

A

The Adult Ed co-ordinator said
students who have expressed an
interest in the tutoring program,
which has been in the developing
stages for a number of years, usually go through an intermediary.
He stressed that the confidentiality
of the person's desire to participate
in the program would be respected.
Tutors in the program will be
taught the Laubach method which
consists of one-on-one instructions
based on a series of five workbooks. This enables the teaching of
a basic reading and writing level
from zero literacy to approximately
the grade five level. Each student
workbook is accompanied by explicit instructions for the tutor. The
Laubach method is based on the
phonetic method of teaching though
the training workshop for the
teacher includes a variety of methods, with innovation on the part of
the tutor encouraged, depending on
the needs of the student.
The tutors must attend a workshop
tentatively scheduled for November
26 that will be conducted by experienced trainers from the United
States. The trainers are accredited
by the National Affiliation for Lit-

eracy Advance (NALA), which is
the North American branch of
Laubach Literacy International.
The workshops are expected to last
for twelve hours in duration and
will be spread over either three evenings or two days. The tutors will
be paired with a student after the
session and will be encouraged to
meet twice a week for one hour
each session.

L earning is a human right
I deas will bring words in
T houghts, for man is a thinking animal.
E ducation brings man knowledge and
R eading exercises his mind and improves his ability.
A bility is of little account without opportunity
C reating opportunity is our literacy task for fulfilling man’s
Y earning for learning.
ROADWAYS 1984
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Trainer-learner experience

DBRSB opens war on illiteracy
learn English and say while they
have been able to accomplish quite
a bit, “there comes a time when you
need help.” They agreed that with
what they had learned during the
sessions, they would be able to progress further in teaching the refugee
family to adapt more easily to their
new surroundings.

COWANSVILLE
(Monday, December 3, 1979)
he first attempt at tackling illiteracy in the
Townships was made
here last week with the
completion of two workshop sessions of literacy training at the Auberge de Carrefours hotel attended
by representatives of the Eastern
Townships Regional School Board,
the Laurenval School Board and the
Protestant School Board of Greater
Montreal.
Organizer, AES Academic Coordinator, Gerald Bleser, told The
Record the program evolved out of
the AES’ regular multi-level English courses when it was found that
the needs of some of the students
would be better served at a more
individual level. He added that
‘literacy at a conscious level is experiencing an upswing in North
America.’
The workshops—the first of their
kind in the province—centred
around the Laubach “Each One
Teach One” method, which is designed to teach adults to “read the
language he speaks as quickly and
enjoyably as possible.” The
Laubach method has evolved
through practical teaching over the
last 40 years and has been prepared
in 313 languages representing 105

T

countries. The Laubach method is
centred on the use of phonetics and
is also known as the “key word”
method. Some of its principles tied
to it are learning through association, introduction of a familiar vocabulary, use of repetition to
strengthen the visual image and
independence in learning.
Cowansville Penitentiary Padre
Don Flumerfelt said that he would
find what he learned useful in instituting a similar program in the
prison. He said some inmates had
approached him about the possibility of a literacy course in the penitentiary and that he had found some
were having difficulty at worship
services in following the lesson or
reading the songbooks. “It’s not
only just a matter of reading and
writing,” said Flumerfelt. “A number of the inmates are unilingual.
It’s one thing to be imprisoned but
to be imprisoned in a language that
is not your own is something else
again.”
Flumerfelt feels a literacy program
would be an aid to the rehabilitative
process, providing “a bridge to the
culture that they are being released
into.”
Hardy and Karen Craft of Bedford
also found the two-day session useful. The Crafts are helping a recently-settled Vietnamese family to

Amy & Dr. Bob Laubach, 1999

What does education
mean to you?
It means that I could go out
with my friends, without
being afraid of someone
asking me to read
something. When you
cannot read or write, you
feel very dumb. When I
worked in the factory, I
could not read or write.
When someone asks me to
read something now, I tell
them that I cannot read very
good but I have a very good
teacher that comes one day
a week to help me. Now I
can read and write a little,
and that makes me feel very
good about myself. I just
could not believe that I could
ever do it.

Amy
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DBRSB fights illiteracy

Workshop paves way for Quebec council
COWANSVILLE
(February 26, 1980)
uebec’s first literacy council is the likely end result
of a workshop session
held on literacy training at
the Massey-Vanier Regional High
School given by DBRSB AES late
last year.
D e s cr ib ed a s a p ote n tia l
“community lifeline”, the councils
provide a base for the tutors to form
themselves into a cohesive group
and offers a “free, basic service for
adults.”
Canadian literacy councils, which
operate under NALA’s auspices
stretch through the Maritimes, Ontario and the west but none currently in Quebec. The number of
councils has increased since their
inception, with the number now
standing at 55, up from eight in
1976.
One of the main objectives of a
literacy council is to provide trainers. Once a council is set up the
group can run it's own programs

Q

and teach its own
trainers, thereby
establishing
a
group in tune with
the particular needs
of the area and
without having to
rely
on other
groups.
This weekend’s
group, spanning
such diverse backgrounds as teaching, chartered accountancy and auto
mechanics, entered
the workshops enthusiastically, listening keenly to
lectures and were
more than ready to
ply questions on
the council’s operation.
Asked
what he felt about the future of a
literacy council in the area, Academic Co-ordinator Bleser concluded, “if people leave here will-

ing to meet the responsibility of
dealing with illiteracy in this area,
we’ll have met our goal.”

...It’s Russian to them
COWANSVILLE
(adapted from THE RECORD, February 9, 1980)—
t was all Russian to 20 volunteers and staff
from ETSR and DB school boards yesterday.
The group, taking part in a two-day literacy
tutor-training workshop, was given a taste of
how their future pupils might feel by being asked to
attempt to read and write in Russian. The experiment
met with some interesting comments from the wouldbe illiteracy tutors as they struggled for an hour with
the Cyrillic script.
Bleser expressed high hopes for continued success
in opening up the lives of the illiterate who fall under
the jurisdiction of the two boards. He cited the need
of the volunteers to operate such a service. “We have
to be able to offer adults training from level zero and
to allow them to obtain whatever level of literacy and
learning they desire. The volunteers are the keystone
to such programs. We know where some of them

I

are, but the volunteers will have to act as the trustlink.”
Many of the elderly illiterate never had the opportunity to learn while some school systems aren’t sure
they’re graduating literates today.
“We recognize them for what they can’t do, but
ignore what they can do,” he said.
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Learn
Do something new every day.
Learn something to feel good and positive.
Learn to feel happy and active.
Don’t let anybody get you down.
And enjoy something new each day.

Lise

The ladies pictured, in the usual order, are
Merle Eden, Betty Rowberry and Freda Hudson.
They are the trio most responsible for running
the T.R.C.. It is largely to their credit that
our council is considered to be one of the best
in the LLC-Q network. Merle and Freda are
T.R.C. co-chairpersons. Betty is the Literacy
Animator.
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Townships group has key role in
top level national literacy conference
May, 1989

A

dedicated group of
Townshippers will be
key players in a highly
important literacy conference, to be held in Montreal later
this month.
Members of the Townshippers
Reading Council (TRC) of
Cowansville and the St. Francis
Literacy Council of Lennoxville are
busy preparing for the upcoming
Fourth Biennial Conference of
Laubach Literacy of Canada (LLC),
to be held at McGill University
May 24-28.
The conference in being jointly
hosted by Laubach Literacy Canada
Quebec (LLC-Q) and the Quebec
Literacy Working Group (QLWG).
LLC-Q is the provincial arm of
LLC, while QLWG is an educational umbrella group comprised of
local school boards under which the
LLC-Q operates in Quebec.
VOLUNTEERS
Betty Rowberry, the literacy animator who works with the TRC in
Cowansville, says local volunteers
are making a big contribution to the
conference’s ultimate success.
“We’ve had volunteers devoting
several hours a week over the past
two months, helping out with important paper work and assisting
with the applications and the issuing of receipts for registration fees.”
Rowberry said the conference,
involving about 40 workshops on
various matters of interest to literacy workers and students, is by no
means a money-making affair.
Fees and other revenues collected
will help fray the conference’s
overall price tag, estimated at
$25,000. About $15,000 has been
taken in so far, mostly from registrations.
“We’ll be happy to break even on
the financial aspect of it,” Rowberry said.

Among the Townships volunteers
helping to pave the way for the conference are Freda Hudson, Merle
Eden, Lyn Staples, Cleta Gagné,
and Margaret Tuer of Knowlton;
Betty Waugh, Elsie Lebreque and
Helen Ward of Granby; Margaret
Keefe and Kitty Nunnelly of Sutton; Martha Shufelt of East Farnham; Donna Ross of Cowansville,
Vivian Downing of Bromont, and
Jeane Corey of Stanbridge East.

students’ benefit. I’d like to see an
elected student representative on
the national board of Laubach Literacy.”

SATISFACTION
Freda Hudson, in charge of conference programming, said the real
reward for volunteers lies in the
satisfaction of working for something they truly believe in.
“Every human being should have
the opportunity of knowing how to
read and write,” she said. “And we
in literacy work are helping to provide that opportunity. That’s a rewarding concept.”
Hudson noted the greater participation of literacy students in the
Laubach conference this year. “We
need student’s participation and
input,” she said. “They should
have a voice in our conferences and
meetings. There’s always a danger
that large organizations can get
overloaded at the top, and lose sight
of their primary purpose which, in
our case, is to work all-out for the

A chance encounter in the Book Nook altered the course of
Betty Rowberry’s life. Recruited as a LLC tutor, Betty worked to
organize the Townshippers’ Reading Council, and sat as
President 1983-1986. She later took the job of animator.
Her finest hour and the finest of the Council, was the 1989
Biennial Conference of LLC, held at McGill University. Our
council was coerced into accepting the job of Registrations. Everyone
involved in that operation looks back upon it in bewilderment,
wondering how they lived through it. But, with Betty at the helm
and dedicated workers doing the yeoman job, the conference was one
of the most successful ever!
Roadways 1996
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“Outstanding Volunteer Service in the Cause of Literacy”
From a beginning tutor in the Knowlton area, to
Chairperson of our YLC (then called Townshippers
Reading Council), to serving on provincial and national
boards of LLC— Freda Hudson contributed her
wisdom and zeal to our primary goal of teaching adults
the joy of learning to read and write.
Asked how she first became involved Freda
replied, “In 1984 I read an article in Knowlton’s
Freda Hudson,
TEMPO regarding a workshop at Massey-Vanier. I was
Brome Fair 2005
surprised to learn that there were people who could
not read! I was new to the area, my husband had recently died and I was
looking for something to occupy my time. The idea appealed to me as
something I thought I might be able to do!”

Illiterates live in a different world from those who read

T

wenty years ago, the
United nations declared
Sept. 8 International Literacy Day. For the majority of literate persons the day
will pass as all special days pass—
barely noticed. For the illiterate it
will be unnoticed, for if one cannot
read, any publication declaring such
an occasion will be as meaningless
as trying to read a menu or a street
sign. For the persons who are involved in the teaching of reading to
adults, however, it is a very special
day. It is an occasion to appeal to
the national and community leaders, educators and the general public to join in the struggle against
illiteracy.
Southam News, in Sept. 1987 released the results of a nation-wide
survey. They results were, to say
the least, startling. Some of the
highlights of the survey revealed
that five million Canadian adults
(24 per cent) are functionally illiterate. What was even more unbelievable is that one half of that number
were high school graduates. Eight
per cent of the adult population
over 15 is basically illiterate. An
additional 16% is functionally illiterate and 9% more are only marginally literate. One out of six work-

Commentary
By Freda Hudson

ing Canadians is illiterate. Illiteracy is higher among men (53.5%)
than among women (46.5%). Illiteracy is also higher among Canadians over the age of 55.
At this point you might wish to
remark that we have a large immigrant population. True, and illiteracy is higher among immigrants,
but they add only 2% to the overall
total.
The research sadly indicates that
there is a net increase of approximately 30,000 illiterate adults each
year. Among those aged 21-25,
illiteracy was nearly six times
higher among school dropouts
(40%) than among those who
graduated (7%). And tragically,
30% of Canadian High School students drop out each year.
Between 1971-81 technological
change cut employment for workers
with less than Grade 9 education by
15% and for High School dropouts
by 8%. The cost to Canadians is in
the billions. Consider—
“Unnecessary UIC payments; in-

flated consumer prices to cover
mistakes; extra medical and worker
compensation charges; tuition fees
lost by illiterate students; subsidies
for industry retraining; wages lowered by illiteracy; jail for frustrated
illiterates; lost taxes” and most
heart-breaking, “blighted, unhappy
lives for millions.”
And where does Quebec stand?
According to the survey, 28% of
the province’s population is illiterate! What can be done about it?
There is help available. Many
agencies are mobilized to rescue the
Canadians who somehow slipped
through the cracks and are now
floundering in a sea of unintelligible words. Breaking the code is
difficult, but it can be done.
The last word is from a Literacy
learner—“No one knows the anger
that people who can’t read go
through. You can’t pick up a paper
and learn the latest news. You
can’t carry one a conversation because you don't know what’s going
on in the world. You’re left in the
dark. You just try to carry on the
best you can. We’re living in a
different world than other people
who can read.”
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‘Doors open real hard when you can’t read or write’

Learning to read: Determination pays off inside and out for late starter
My first student has muscular dystrophy and
was streamed into the slow learners. By the
time he graduated, he knew the alphabet
and not much else. He has his driver’s
license and has always been employed.
The second overheard teachers talking “Not another one of THAT family”. He
learned to read to his kids; wrote a letter to the Prime Minister about literacy
(reading the response himself); and addressed classes at Massey Vanier
about the importance of staying in school.
The third started school in Quebec in French, learned Spanish in California
and came back to Quebec and English school. At this point it was
discovered that he was 90% deaf. He has always been employed and works
with computers.
Next was a Korean family, who in four years were able to manage in English.
Their son was fluent in both
English and French.
My fifth student had learning
disabilities. She didn’t learn
much in school and later in life
had little support from her
family.
The next came for help to
get his driver’s license, which he
did. He had a checkered past,
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little schooling, was slow to learn, and had no self-confidence. He learned to
write wonderful stories and won the Canada Post Award.
Another was the poster-boy/man for
why someone fails. He had family,
physical, mental, and
intergenerational issues, no motivation
and no encouragement. With our
literacy program he tried hard but
needed the support to succeed.
One of the most amazing minds I have
ever encountered, had learning
problems. He could read a little if
motivated and learned to write by
using mapping. It suited his “all over
the place” thinking. He is out of jail
and “mapping” his next legal, get rich
scheme.
A wonderful poet had learning and
behavior problems that were diagnosed when he was already in jail.

When I sat down to write about my experiences what I got was a list
of why society ends up with illiterate adults. As you can see there
were some really high points and others not so high. The successes
far outweigh the not so successful. In my 26 years, just about
everything that could have has changed in literacy - training, teaching
materials, methods and even the tutors. What has stayed the same is
the large number of people who need literacy help
and the love and dedication of our volunteers.
Martha
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Humanity’s most powerful force
A sad man from the Gaspé comes to see me. He cannot read a single word. We
sit every weekend and I read to him. He likes trucks and other subjects that
bore me to tears. He likes the sound of my voice. All I ask is that he follow
along. His eyes dart across the page as I drag my finger underneath the
letters. Some tutor manuals call this, “duet reading.” I call it, “a lazy way to get
someone to read for you.” Seemingly, nothing will get through to him. He just
stares down at the page. But I still carry on every weekend, feigning interest in
his favorite topics.
One day, many months on, he asks me to get him some literacy council
easy-to-read books. I loan him a pile, assuming he will want me to read them
to him. Two weeks pass: he comes by my cell and hands over the entire pile.
“Bring these back to Martha,” he says. “I’ve read ’em all.” I ask him questions
on the material: he answers them. I get him to read in front of me. He does.
Self-motivation is humanity’s most powerful force.
Colin

Monster Trucks
My thrilling moment was when
I saw monster trucks in real life.
I can still hear the noise
Of the engines, and when I went
To see them, I saw them jump
Over cars. I still see
Big monster trucks in
My mind, and I like
The way they look with
Their big tires and
The way they sound.
I wouldn’t mind having one
Some day.
Donna
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Literacy is not just about reading
Donna Woodard
proves skeptics
wrong with tutor

L

iteracy is something that
many take for granted:
filling out a form, answering a questionnaire,
or settling down with a good book
are activities that most of us do
without a second thought.
Yet for those with low literacy
levels, life can be both materially
and spiritually challenging. YLC
wants readers (and non-readers) to
understand the issues and challenges faced by those with low literacy skills.
Joani Tannenbaum, former YLC
president and current co-ordinator,
says the language of literacy education has changed from speaking
about “literates” versus “illiterates”
to talking about levels of literacy
skill and proficiency.
“Sometimes students get pegged
in elementary school,” says Tannenbaum, a condition that leads to a
loss of confidence and self-esteem.
As those students become adults
and enter the job market, they find
their choices limited and also, find a
daunting world where low literacy
skills may make them the butt of
teasing and cruel jokes.
So says literacy student Donna
Woodard, a Vale Perkins native
who started working with literacy
tutor Jane Patrick in January, 2002.
“I could read a little bit,” says the
shy but determined student, adding

that her problems began early and ,
falling behind her classmates, she
eventually gave up trying to read.
Woodard’s break came when she
was accepted into a Mansonville
program called the Magnificent
Seven. Each student had to set a
goal, and Woodard’s was to improve her reading and get a better
job.
“Donna was (employed) shoveling
snow starting at 5 a.m. in the morning,” says Patrick. “She would
come to the PLC after four or five
hours of shoveling, and then start
her tutoring session. She did this
for two years. Meeting one time
per week for one hour, Donna’s
progress in amazing,” says Patrick.
“She has intensity and motivation:
that is a hard thing to keep going.”
Most of the work, she adds, is
done on Donna’s own time. Now,
she has difficulty finding enough
books to keep her student supplied
with books at her reading level.
Patrick says the greatest change
that she has witnessed has been
Woodard’s growth of confidence as
her reading skills improve.
Woodard, for her part, wants other
people, especially those who ridiculed her for her reading problems,
to know that she is helping herself.

I like my new life

I am a happier person since I
learned to read. In 1995,
when I finished school, my
reading skill was very low. I
was afraid to step out the
door, afraid of being laughed
at, afraid that people would
find out I couldn’t read. In
2002, I began learning to read.
Today I am not afraid, I feel
more confident in myself, I
enjoy talking to people, no one

is laughing at me – my family and
friends are proud that I am doing
well. I am very grateful to my
Dad and Mom who supported me
and told me never to give up.
Now I walk out the door looking
forward to life.
I am now on Book 8, the last of
the reading series. I still enjoy
my reading lessons and I will
keep learning new things.
I can do many things now that I
could not do before because of
the reading and math training I
have been doing. Shopping,
banking, cooking, woodworking
and following instructions at work
are much easier. I got a job at
Camlen, because I already had
training in Maintenance. I was
trained on the job at Camlen,
where they make furniture. They
taught me how to finish furniture
and I became a general
assistant. On the job I learned to
better communicate with the
other employees and bosses.
I have learned to drive. I
completed the Tecnic driving
course. I passed the test to get
my learning permit with the help
of my tutors. Then I passed the
Quebec written test and on Dec.
14, 2009, I passed the driving
test on the first try!
I’m never going to stop learning
now that I have started. I am
glad that I took the big challenge!
I like my new life.
Donna
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Volunteers bring literacy to Cowansville Inmates
‘We go wherever there’s a need’
By Maurice Crossfield
THE RECORD, Dec. 11, 2003

W

hile a lot of people
might spend some
of their time volunteering at the local
food bank, a dedicated group of
tutors visits the Cowansville Penitentiary every Friday, teaching
some of society’s toughest inmates
how to read and write.
Illiteracy is a major problem for
convicted criminals, and arguably a
factor in why they turned to a life
of crime in the first place. Being
unable to read or write bars access
to many legitimate opportunities.
“Seventy per cent of inmates are
functionally illiterate,” said Joani
Tannenbaum, coordinator of YLC.
“The rate of illiteracy is actually
higher in federal penitentiaries, so
there seems to be a correlation between illiteracy and more serious
crimes, like violent crimes.”
To counter that, every Friday afternoon for nearly four years,
women like Tannenbaum, Martha
Shufelt, Wendy Seys, Valerie
McAdam and Cornelia Fischer
make their way through the security
doors and metal detectors, past the
drug sniffing dog and over to the
chapel. There they not only teach
literacy skills to inmates, but they
also teach educated inmates how to
become tutors.
“This is not far off from what I
was doing before I was arrested,”
says a former University English
teacher and journalist serving a life
sentence.
“This is very important for me, to
have contact with the outside
world.” Involved in the program
for about two years now, he spends
Fridays at the chapel, and then
regularly visits fellow inmates in
their cells to teach, using the
Laubach Literacy program.

“It’s a great system and it works
with any level of inmate. It’s very
non-confrontational and very encouraging.”
OVERCOMING FEAR
But first inmates have to overcome the fear of admitting they
can’t read. In penitentiary society
any weakness can be preyed upon
by fellow inmates.
“All my life I was trying to read,
and I can’t,” said one inmate. Frustration eventually led to cocaine
use, which in turn led to a five-year
stretch for armed robbery.
“I was using coke to escape, that
really got me in trouble,” he says,
drug free now for 16 months.
For another inmate, dyslexia and
other learning disabilities made
conventional schooling ineffective.
He’d get frustrated and quit.
“Now I read everything and anything I can get my hands on,” he
said. It has also helped him finish
grades 5 through 9 at the penitentiary school.
The experience also helped him
overcome his shyness; he now takes
part in reading and discussion
groups and has been out on escorted passes to attend meetings in Montreal.
LEARNING EXPERIENCE
Another inmate, educated in
Germany (a university education in French and German)
and imprisoned in Canada, said
he’s found helping others is in
itself a learning experience.
“It’s a very practical and logical way of teaching, because
you are actually using a person’s weakness to teach and to
help them. In our environment, people are not always
open about themselves. Most
of the guys are bright, they just
never thought education was

important, because of the families
they came from. You have to break
them out of their shell, but you
have to do it carefully.”
Protestant chaplain, Peter Huish,
said it’s difficult to gauge the success rate among the 20 or so inmates who have taken part over the
past four years. Some come a few
times and then move on, others are
transferred or released. Still others
stick around for years.
“If they master some basics of
reading and writing, maybe they’ll
be able to take on more school
work.”
One hope is that the literacy program will introduced at other correctional facilities. One objective
of teaching inmates to be trainers
was that if transferred, they would
be able to recruit tutors there.
“They’ve got a hook into the system for the next decade.”
As for the success of the Cowansville program, Huish places the
credit squarely on the shoulders of
the volunteers.
“What a wonderful benefit they
are to the institution and to the inmates,” he said. “They are really
dedicated and wonderful people.”
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P RISON L ITERACY LIGHT IN A DARK PLACE

The world of prison is a
world largely without trees.
Doubtless trees pose some sort of
security risk, perhaps providing
places where people can hide,
Colin, YLC tutor
or can hide their drugs.
But one young maple, 30 feet tall, stands alone in a corner of our
gardens, near where the barbed wire fencing meets the world outside our
reach. Every week I sit under that tree, at a picnic table, with another inmate,
Marven Cain is 65. He has run companies, was married twice, fathered
several children—some, late in life. But he cannot read a word. We sit, and
we read. He always insists on sitting under that lonely maple. He says it is his
lucky tree. It is where he first began to make out words.
Looking for causes of crime? There is no more direct statistical link than
that between illiteracy and criminal activity. One out of 25 federal inmates
has ever stepped foot in a post-secondary college of any sort; over 7 out of
10 prisoners are functionally illiterate in both of Canada's official languages.
Illiteracy engenders frustration. People can’t achieve what they want, or earn
what they think they deserve. They lash out. They steal. They hit. They drink
and take drugs. Le décrochage scolaire and crime are Siamese twins.
An illiterate inmate cannot read the judge’s decision that sent him to
jail, or the correctional evaluations that will determine if and when he is ever
released. We have long hours to ourselves in a cell. Reading fills time with
mental journeys. It is a way to escape mentally. The ancient Romans called
the world of writing “The Land of Shadows.” For most prisoners this is a sadly
inaccessible place.
My 65-year-old wants to read to his kids and his grandkids when he gets
out. I have a college education. I was once a writer and a teacher before
the system put me here. I am no humanitarian; I am just bored and want to
use my training. That’s why we sit under his lucky tree. Marven makes out a
sentence, haltingly. He looks up at the leaves, starting to turn auburn colors,
and punches the air. “Thank you , Lord,” he says in a whisper. “I didn't think I
could ever read.” I detect a tear in the corner of his left eye. My day is
made.
There is a prison school staffed with teachers who care. But school is
scary to people who had trouble with school rules when they were young—
and a jail school has lots of rules. There is a prison library. But a library is
intimidating to those with limited reading skills. Every shelf is a reminder of their
weakness. Jail is no place to show weakness. We are not allowed to receive
books through the mail—they could contain drugs, we are told. There is no
Internet, and the few computers here are occupied as soon as one is
available. Reading must be struggled for in prison.
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A group of volunteer literacy tutors from Cowansville, mostly retired
teachers, visit the prison chapel two Fridays a month. They belong to the
Yamaska Literacy Council, a band of tutors and tutor-trainers. They have
been operating as an organization for fully 30 years in this small prison/
agricultural supply town an hour east of Montreal. These Yamaska volunteers
train inmate tutors—there are four of us now—and work with students. The
chaplain, himself once a teacher, makes coffee and provides space. Books
are brought in. Glittering certificates are given out—it’s important to mark
and celebrate success. Between these visits, it is up to us.
It is a gray, windy Saturday. The prison factory does not need me
today. Marven is emotional. “When I get out,” he tells me, “I’ll be able to
read to my grandchildren, you know. I won't have to say, ‘I’m busy, go ask
your mother.’ They’ll be shocked.” A smile creeps across his lips. Illiteracy is
something to be hidden if you’re a large, muscle-bound man with
responsibilities and pride. The secret gnaws at a man's soul. The illiteracy rate
among senior citizens in Brome-Missisquoi County, where the jail sits, is twothirds. The older you are, the less likely you are to be able to read. Illiteracy is
a senior's curse everywhere. My 65-year-old is not alone. The Yamaska
Literacy Council has its work cut out for it.
We are under Marven’s lucky tree when it starts to rain. Tiny watermarks
spread across the open pages of our book like ink blots on a Rorschach test.
Indoors, recreation rooms are packed with poker players. We have nowhere
to go. Marven shrugs his shoulders. “We
can come back tomorrow, right?” he asks.
“Unless my shoulder acts up. Boy, I’m in
pain a lot.” He raises his
arm to show me
where it hurts. The
pain isn’t that bad,
really. He is just
scared that one day
the progress he is
making will stop, that
suddenly he will not
be able to read.
Nothing I say
will calm his fears.
The next day, he might
come back. If not, I will bring
my novel and read alone under
the lucky tree, with the gentle
breeze as my companion. For
an hour I will not be in jail I will be in the Land of Shadows….
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I’m 46 years old, in jail on
and off since 1986. I didn’t
speak or read any English at
all when I started with the
Yamaska Literacy Council.
Walking in the big yard one day
with someone from bloc 8, I was
told about the chapel literacy
program. It does me a lot of
good. It’s human warmth.
People are serious about
tutoring English. None of the
chicanery we usually get around
here. I get along well with my
tutor. He’s a good tutor.
Sometimes I give him 4, 5 pages
from my workbook I’ve done on
my own and joke that I hope it
isn’t too much for him to
correct. You learn a lot about
yourself by meeting with the
kind lady volunteers who come
in. It’s a change from
spending all day with inmates.
I can now read English. I
can’t understand everything
people say, but studying the
language gets me thinking about
something other than my
problems.
Alain

Charles
I’d been hearing about the Yamaska
Literacy Council’s tutoring for
about a year. I came down to the
prison chapel. I sat with Martha.
I was surprised to see how many
good teachers from outside the jail
came to help the guys here. It was
not at all what I’d expected. I
thought that tutoring was more
about reading and teaching. In
fact, it turns out it’s all about
listening. That made me realize a
lot, and grow as a man. A lot of
people needed what I got when I was
younger from my family and my
school. I was matched with a
student. Meeting with him,
listening to him, meeting his needs
and interests, is the biggest part
of this process. No matter how
much someone explains this to you;
you don’t realize until you live
it. You can’t deprecate, you can’t
look down on someone because he’s a
beginner, I learn as much from my
student as he learns from me.
Pascal
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I think that literacy is a noble cause. It helps people to be better, and
to have more knowledge. That is the key to success in life.
Especially when English is your second language. It gives you pride
and confidence to learn the international language, the language
now used around the world. When I sit with a tutor who teaches me
their language, it makes me feel appreciated. It makes me want to
improve myself. These people don’t judge me because I am an adult
and obviously have difficulty learning. It’s not easy. In the case of
the Yamaska Literacy Council, every time their tutors come to the chapel I feel that
they are eager and happy to share their knowledge. That’s why literacy works for
me. Their attitude.
Hugo

Back in the late 90's the Council
undertook a project to prepare a
children's book for read-a-loud
activities. I don't remember the
title of the book, but I believe it
was about a caterpillar.
At the time, there was no central
office. Donna coordinated the
Council's business from her
basement. We gathered in
Donna's living room (Freda Hudson, Cornelia
Fischer, Martha Shufelt, Donna and I). I brought a small portable
tape recorder. We divvied up the "roles" and began reading. Before
long, we were in stitches, laughing and giggling. Next we added some
music, I played piano and the "ladies" sang "The Man on the Flying
Trapeze". We did some brain-storming on reading activities, and by noon
the project was "in the bag". I do remember seeing the finished product.
But what stuck in my mind was the fun we had laughing and singing.
A few months later we tried out some of the activities suggested in the
book on some young children (trucked in courtesy of Martha). After the
reading, we made gummy worm deserts, complete with Oreo cookie
earth and then we sang some songs. A good time was had by all!

Susan
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I remember it well…
The Yamaska Literacy Council was the first organization I volunteered for after
moving down to the Townships back in 1995. Back then, the tutor training took
place in a room next to the Cowansville library, and I remember Susan
Reininger giving us a lesson on how to pronounce various letter sounds and
where the sounds originated in the mouth and/or throat. Sorry Susan, not my
favourite part of the workshop!
I remember volunteering at the Brome
Fair and sitting right across from the
cattle judging spot. So, thanks to YLC for
giving me the opportunity to learn how to
judge a cow.
I remember being recruited by Freda
Hudson as Vice President, then learning
several years later that this meant I was
next in line as President. That’s what you
get for being a political neophyte amongst
weathered literacy Board veterans and
living literacy legends.

Joani Tannenbaum & Karen Ingalls
—Brome Fair 1997

I remember being Ms. September, right ahead of Ms. October and those
pumpkins of hers, subtly hidden behind books.
But most of all, I remember the dedication and commitment of the YLC staff
and members, volunteers and students alike.
Joani

Recently I received a phone call from John who I had been
tutoring for about 5 years. Currently, I'm retired but I see John
every now and again. He needs a lot of positive reinforcement.
John works for RONA. One day he was asked to fill in on doing
the inventory which can be a daunting task. When the day was
over his boss congratulated him on his excellent work. When John
got home he called me to thank me for all those classes in
maths. He laughed and said "They sure helped me today!!"
Don
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Not a story, just a thought...
In my view, the written word is
magic. One can read a text and receive
silent communication from a letter, a
book, or other source. If you can't read,
this great advantage is not possible,
although sometimes those who have it
take it for granted.
This is why I am a volunteer...to see the
satisfaction experienced by someone
who can at last decipher the message on a
printed page.
Thank you for being there, YLC.
Congratulations on your thirtieth
anniversary. We all need you for at least
another thirty! You provide a valuable
service to our community and beyond.
Marie

What have we done today?
by Nixon Waterman

We shall do much in the years to come,
But what have we done today?
We shall give out gold in a princely sum,
But what did we give today?
We shall lift the heart and dry the tear,
We shall plant a hope in the place of fear,
We shall speak the words of love and cheer,
But what did we speak today ?
We shall be so kind in the after while,
But what have we done today?
We shall bring to each lonely life a smile,
But what have we brought today?
We shall give to truth a grander birth,
And to steadfast faith a deeper worth,
We shall feed the hungering souls of earth,
But whom have we fed today?
We shall reap such joys in the by and by,
But what have we sown today?
We shall build us mansions in the sky,
But what have we built today?
`Tis sweet in the idle dreams to bask;
But here and now, do we our task?
Yet, this is the thing our souls must ask,
What have we done today ?
A favourite poem,
submitted by Linda
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My World of Words
When I was nine, I inherited an expansive box of Nancy Drew Mysteries from the
three girls next door. I read them all. Maybe it was to impress the youngest one – for
whom I had the most hand-wringing crush. Or maybe it was because cablevision
had not yet ventured into the wild interior of British Columbia. The reasons are lost
to me now. What I do remember though is the hunger those Carolyn Keene serials
stirred inside me. I devoured them like lined up Smarties – insatiably. It was a
summer off of school that would forever shape the way I experience life. From then on, my
world would be one of words.
This spring, I was rudely awakened to the fact that my world of words is one closed to too
many Canadians. I am unspeakably thankful for the opportunity to change that. Though I am
a new volunteer tutor with Yamaska, I am bright-eyed about the opportunities ahead of me.
In many ways, it feels like that summer of long ago. Only now my Nancy is named Martha. I
can hardly wait to read what happens next.
I.M. GreNãda

Albert Einstein once said, “Out of clutter, find simplicity; from discord, find

harmony; in the middle of difficulty lies opportunity.” For those who are
illiterate, I can’t begin to imagine what struggles they have to endure each day.
To not be able to read is unfathomable.
I read somewhere: “To read is the foundation of all knowledge.” That is so true.
Being able to read is a key to freedom – freedom to escape one’s own reality.
To read opens a multitude of doors through which one cannot otherwise pass.
That is why literacy is so important. Not just in prisons, but the world over. To
be able to read isn’t a privilege but a right, and society should do all it can to
not leave anyone out. “Each One Teach One” is a practice that makes sense. It
created a social conscience – none should be left behind because they aren’t
quick to grasp the basic tools of literacy. “Each One Teach One” should be
made law, requiring citizens to step up, rather than pushing aside others. God
bless all those who have heard the call,
and God bless those who are giving
themselves a chance.

Robert
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Graphic Art, created for YLC & Le Sac à Mots by Ramon Vitesse, Cultural Agent, Cowansville, 2008

How far we have come!

Excerpt from October 1997 President’s Update...

“Donna and I attended meetings in Montreal of our provincial organization, LLC-Q/
LVQ (for those still confused by all the acronyms, that stands for Laubach Literacy
Canada-Quebec and Literacy Volunteers of Quebec). Very fruitful discussions were also
held with QLWG (Quebec Literacy Working Group), an organization representing school
boards, on the possibility of forming a new collective grouping under the banner of
Quebec Literacy Alliance. This alliance would seek official recognition and funding from
federal and provincial governments. Efforts are well under way for a joint project for
1998. The next annual general meeting of
LLC-Q/LVQ will be held on November 6th.”
It really has been an amazing ride for YLC
and me. And I still look forward to every visit
we make to the Cowansville jail and to
continuing to provide free, volunteer-based
literacy services to our community. A
marriage made in heaven!

Cornelia,

Cornelia Fischer & Donna Ross, Brome Fair 1995

EX Past-President, EX President, EX Secretary, EX Board Member,

but happily still…
Tutor Trainer, Tutor and Volunteer for the Yamaska Literacy Council.
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A final note...
I have worked with volunteer tutors and students for many years. While each studenttutor match is unique, there are some common themes that I often hear expressed:
“We’ve hit a plateau.”
“I don’t understand why I could do it yesterday and not today.”
“My student can tackle really complicated words but trips over some of the easy ones.”
“Something finally clicked!”
Recently I started taking piano lessons. It involves a kind of
reading that is new to me. I practice every day. I tackle the
material in small chunks. I make sure I have good lighting and
that I am comfortable. I try to limit distractions. And yet, some
days the connection between my brain and my fingers seems to
have short circuited! Other days, it flows more smoothly. I
know that this is how learning unfolds, in jumps and leaps, not
always in the desired direction. Patience. Perseverance. A good teacher.
What does this have to do with literacy? This experience reminds me that we are all
lifelong learners, that we all have different skills and different learning strategies.
Similarly, there is no one way to help someone learn to read. Some of the most
amazing and creative minds I have encountered are those who have difficulty reading
and writing. Some of the most compassionate hearts I have encountered are those of
literacy tutors. It’s a combination that changes lives!
There is a quote by Frank Laubach that resonates with me.
“‘Please explain your method.’ The answer to this frequent request must
disappoint many. We have no final method yet, expecting to be forever
dissatisfied, to beware of adhering too closely to any one theory or authority, to
study all methods, to try those that look most promising, to adopt what is best, to
improve on them where possible, and to throw them away the moment
something better appears.”
Frank C. Laubach, India Shall Be Literate
I hope you have enjoyed our stories. Congratulations and thank you for making literacy
matter.
Cheers!
Wendy Seys
YLC Coordinator

27

YLC gratefully acknowledges funding from

the Townshippers’ Research and Cultural Foundation
to create this publication.

www.townshippersfoundation.ca

28

YAMASKA LITERACY COUNCIL
203-505, rue Sud, Cowansville, QC J2K 2X9
Phone: 450-263-7503
Toll-free: 1-866-337-7503
E-mail: yamaskalit@endirect.qc.ca
Website: www.yamaskaliteracy.ca

