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ABSTRACT

This essay examines the relationship between student godsin adult literacy programs and
policy mandates cdling for important public outcomes typically related to the normative
vaues of workplace and family literacy. It ismaintained that there are some viable
connections if literacy is viewed as an intervening variable that satisfies arange of
persona objectives and "the public good" in enabling new readers to become more
effective contributors to "mediating” ingtitutions and socid settings. This study builds on
the recent work of the Nationa Inditute for Literacy which identifies three maor
outcome areas for adult literacy education in the reelms of work, family, and citizenship.

We badly need to enrich the way we understand our public inditutions and
comport ourselves regarding them, particularly by atending to how they affect or
even create our identities as sdlves and as citizens. In an age of cynicism and
privetized withdrawad, it may seem quixatic to cdl for arenvigoration of an
enlightened public. But we believe thisreinvigoration is not an idedistic whim

but the only redligtic basis on which we can move ahead as a free people (Bellah,
Madsen, Sullivan, Swindler, and Tipton, 1991, 141).

The other day afriend asked mewhat | did for aliving. | said | anamae nurse's
adein the hogpitd and the nurang home. This person made aface and sad, "Oh
Lord, I would not do that job for al the money intheworld." A lot of people
think it isan awful job. Wéll, believe it or nat, there is something specid about
thisjob. People depend on me. | not only care for them, | care about them. You
see, | likewhat | do. My work is the kind that many son's and daughter's can't or
won't do. Somebody has to take care of the sick and the old. It takes a specia
person to do the work | do, and we are specia people. | am proud of my work
and proud that | care ("Proud to be aNurse's Aide," Smith, 1991, 75).

A Public Philosophy for Adult Literacy Education

The issues of assessment and evauation within such agencies as Literacy
Volunteers of America (LVA) and Laubach Literacy Action (LLA) are anong the most
difficult problemsto resolve in no small measure due to their symbolic potency as

cariers of the definition of literacy (Lytle and Wolfe, 1989, pp. 5-12). Proponents of



progressive adult literacy maintain that student voice and experience are centra to
meaningful program evaluation (Fingeret and Jurmo, 1989; Beder, 1991; Lytle, 1991;
Stein, 1995). Policy advocates have tended to view student data quantitatively, grounded
in prevaling norms of functiondity such as how many people have been “removed” from
welfare and have found ajob (Chisman, 1989, 1990; Moore and Starvrianos, 1995). Itis
not that these latter objectives are unimportant to students. It isonly that as stated they
are reductionist, and represent often a* quantum” legp in kill development thet is not
eedly attainable for participants through typicaly underfunded, understaffed programs
where even the most active students seldom average more than afew hours per week of
indructiond time. Nonethdless, according to asignificant body of research, individuas
experience awide array of benefits through adult literacy education. This essay buildson
such literature to draw out certain relationships between persona god attainments with
more publicly valued socid outcomes. 1t isby making this connection more visble that a
rational may be established for corporate, foundation, and governmenta funding of adult
literacy programs.

Such arationd is premised on the assumption that the * public good,” rather than
Hf-interest, narrowly conceived, is alegitimate societa value, built, in turn, on the
concept of “stewardship” (Hall, 1990). Stewardship may be provided by socid, policy,
and intelectua ditesin support of adult literacy education and among students as they
engage the socid arena and body palitic, broadly defined, with increased effectiveness as
aresult of new learning. Stewardship, in turn, isincorporated into the value system of a
civic republican philosophy that informs the underlying premise of thisessay. As Robert
Bellah and his colleagues have defined it:

In the republican tradition, the public good is that which benefits society asa
whole and leads to what the founders of the American republic caled public
happiness. It includes everything from adequate public facilities to the trust and
civic friendship that makes public life something to be enjoyed rather than feared.
[1tisd]lso cdled the common good.



It presupposes that the citizens of arepublic are motivated by civic virtue as well
as sdf-interedt. It views public participation as aform of mora education and
seesits purposes as the attainment of justice and the public good ((Bdlah,
Madsen, Sullivan, Swindler, and Tipton, 1985, 335).

Without denying the influence of laissezfaire economic liberdism asan
overarching vaue system that has permeated much of the policy discussion on adult
literacy sncethe 1975 APL Study (and of American socid, politica, and economic life),
the civic republican tradition as an underlying countervoice could provide a broad-based
consensus on adult literacy to galvanize increased resources and a common set of godls.
It very well may nat, but it is contended here that this tradition carries sufficient potentia
force to move beyond the fragmentation not only inherent in the liberd tradition, but of
the “identity politics,” that focus on gender, race, and ethnicity, characteristic of much
progressive literature on adult literacy education. It isnot that contemporary civic
republicans ignore such categories, nor dismiss the profound injustices that minority
groups have experienced. Y, in order to move “forward” in the body palitic in quest of
aworkable consensus, they seek amore inclusive vison of American life that links socid
and economic judtice to the gods of civic responsbility and political democracy inherent
in an essentidly middle dass vaue system that seeks to reform democratic capitaism by
making it moreinclusve. | acknowledge that my pragmatic stance contains congderable
ambivaence, but may very well represent the "limit-gtuation” out of which mainstream
literacy programs operate (Demetrion, 1997).

Current efforts by the National Ingtitute for Literacy (NIFL) to develop standards
within adult literacy education resound closely with the republican sentiments expressed
above. Specificdly, inits Equipped for the Future: Collaborative Sandards
Development Project (1996), the NIFL seeksto link economic development with civic
participation, broadly defined, in the community, at work, and in the family asa
legitimate framework upon which policy makers, program adminigtretors, ingructors,

students, and the genera public might agree. These forms of civic participation are



linked to student “voice’ that lend individud authenticity to such roles which crestesa
bridge between private goas and public outcomes.

Initsfirg published product (Stein, 1995), the NIFL drew upon one of the six National
Education Goals established in 1990 to condtruct its argument:

By the year 2000 every adult American will be literate and possess the knowledge
and sKills necessary to compete in a globa economy and exercise the rights and
respongbilities of citizenship (quoted in Stein, p. 7).

Specificaly, the study extrapolated four areas that adult literacy students themselves
atticulated in pursuit of the nationa god in the three primary roles of worker, family
member, and citizen.

“ Literacy for access and orientation (emphasis added) [which] entails dl the
way's adults see literacy helping them to locate themselvesin theworld” (p. 10). This
includes not only geographic, but psychologica, and socid mobility aswel. Asthe
authors summarize this objective through the words of one student, “ Literacy isthe
ability to read something and get the information you need then to be able to act onit” (p.
11).

Literacy as voice refersto “the ability to use written and ord language effectively
in interpersona and socid Stuations.” For non native speakers of English, thisaso
includes “knowing how to use the dominant language of this country to express thoughts,
fedlings, needs, experiences’ (p. 11). Stein links the power of voice “with expressing the
sdf and the ability to be heard” (p. 12) in apublic way, for example, in the politica
process. In the words of one of the students who participated in the NIFL study:

Being a citizen with rights and respongbilities makes me fed very important. It
tells me that my opinion counts in what happensin my very own community and |
am just as prominent as the next person (p. 12).

Literacy as a vehicle for independent action also entails awide array of areas
including the skill of not being taken advantage of, living on one’ s own, gaining

increasing control over one’ s life, making decisons on ones own. In Stein’swords,



“Literacy in this sense reflects the high value American culture places on being able to do

thingsfor yoursdf” (p. 12). Stated in the words of one of the participating students:

Literacy meansto me having the power to make your own decisions for yoursdf.
When you have the knowledge of knowing how to read sand write, you can take
control of your own business. No one el se can take control of your own business,
but you. Only you have the power (p. 14).

Literacy as a bridge to the future in this sudy is specificdly linked to the nationd
god of being able to compete effectively in the goba economy. In the words one of the
participating students:.

Without an education in the year 2000 we the people will bein serioustrouble.
Because now everything is moving forward fast and without an education you
will be moving nowhere (p. 14).

The author summarizes these mgjor concerns as“literacy for lifé’ (p. 10).

What we learned from these adult perspectives...isthat adult students don't make
this separation between literacy for life and literacy for the workplace or for
citizenship. While the specific tasks, roles and responsibilities vary from context
to context, the four fundamenta purposes remain the same..... Adults seek to
develop literacy in order to change what they can do, how they are percelved and
how they percelve themsdavesin specific socia and cultura contexts (p. 10)

Stein identifiesimportant links between persona goas and public outcomes. Although

the early literature onthe Equipped for the Future (EFF) project does not systematically
address this connection (Stein, 1995), the more recent work on contextua "role maps'
begingsto do so. A broad stream of literature on adult literacy motivation, also draws out
avariety of relationships between these two factors even if it does not specificaly

highlight their linkage.

A Literature Review on Adult Literacy Motivation
The literature attributes various purposes to adult literacy education relating
persond and public goals. These include a set of contrasting views between policy-
anays Forrest P. Chisman and that of the radicd Brazilian adult educator Paulo Freire.



Both perspectives are attenuated by various “ middle ground” studies that link student
motivation with a quest for inclusveness within the American mainstream thet has
functiona, persondl, socio-cultura, and even aesthetic components (Demetrion, 1997).

Forrest P. Chisman (1989, 1990) argues that enhanced adult literacy can play a
ggnificant role in re-tooling the American workforce for the globa economy. Chisman's
implicit message for learnersisif they work hard they will enjoy the fruit of arevitalized
American economy even if a the lower rungs of a post-industria job order. Chisman
cdlsfor an intengfication of indruction and a need to prioritize services to those dready
employed (1989, iv-v).

If, however, adult literacy learners at the lower rungs of reading ability areto be
served, it needs asked whether the knowledge gap between what people need to work in
the informational sector of the post-industria economy and what they may attain even
through severd years of literacy indruction is not so wide as to make such employment a
virtualy impossible atanment. One sudy argues that “ research efforts have only been
able to detect modest to moderate effects on the skill of individud participants’ (Moore
and Starvrianos, 1995, 1). Demetrion's study of adult literacy studentsin Hartford,
Connecticut concludes that even with the intensification of small group combined with
one-to-onetutoring “ quantum” legpsin learning are extremdy rare. Individuas clearly
improve in terms of standardized test score increases and draw on literacy in abroad
aray of life areas that they deem meaningful (Demetrion and Gruner, 1995; Demetrion,
1996). Yet, this does not trandate into significant upward mobility from service (low
tech) and manud labor to employment into the post-indudtrid “information’” economy as
aticulated in Chisman's vision. Notwithstanding the "modest™ effects of adult literacy
education, “those who complete adult educeation programs and those who work with
themi’ report “the positive effects and overdl satisfaction” (Moore and Stavrianos, 1995,
1) which has been confirmed by avariety of Sudies. This seeming contradictionisa
product, in part, of who is defining the terms.



Consder the following observation by aformer illiterate French Canadian man in

hisforties

Now if | go into arestaurant, | don't have to pretend I'm reading the menu; | redly
read it. My wife used to read it to me. | hated when people were with us or
around us because they would know that | can't read, and may think that | am a
dummy. But now | can order my food mysdlf (Lestz, Demetrion, and Smith,
1994, Val. I, 92-93).

Many readers would consider such an attainment as “ modest,” aview that would
be reinforced in terms of alimited test score increase achieved after two years of
sustained study. The chdlenge of nationd “maingtreanT’ agencieslike LVA and the
NIFL isnot only to articulate persond learning outcomes identified by students like thet
above, but to link them to broader societd goasin order to respond effectively to the
question of “sowhat?’ In the preceding case, the public Sgnificance isthat it enabled the
individua to assume amore satisfactory identity as a competent member of society. A
further anadlyss of thisindividud's story would indicate that the restaurant incident was
an epiphenomenon of a broader sdlf-transformation through the power and symbaol of
literacy that has enhanced his capacity as a competent member of society at home, at
work and in the literacy community itself where he has served as a spokesperson (Lestz,
Demetrion, and Smith, 1994, Val. I1, pp. 77-94). Based upon a policy formulation of
literacy grounded in utilitarian liberalism, it would be hard pressed to articulate arationa
for public support of this Sudent's achievements. From the vantage point of participatory
literacy education, the vaue of these learning outcomes seems clear based upon
individua sdf-report, but they represent thin ground upon which to build a public policy.

It isfrom civic republican assumptions as aground of potential consensus, that
the public vaue of this sudent's achievements may attain some clarity where literacy
enables him to function more effectively in arange of mediating inditutions that
strengthen the body politic of the American paliticd culture (Bdlah, Madsen, Sullivan,
Swindler, and Tipton, 1985, 1991). The challenge is whether the NIFL can muster



aufficient intellectud force and socid influence to move policy discussons on literacy
beyond their normative libera bias toward a perspective that embraces citizenship,
defined broadly as service to the public good. The contemporary reconstruction of the
civic republican tradition espoused by Bellah and his colleagues could play arole,
athough | would not want to underestimate the difficulty of infusng this perspective into
the current discussion of literacy, given the normative bias of socid, economic, and
politicd liberdism in American life. Nonetheless, unless current efforts by the NIFL are
framed within a coherent and consensudist public philosophy, the fragmenting
tendencies pervasve within both the liberd and progressive visons of adult literacy
education are likely to persist.

Contrary to functionalists like Chisman, Paulo Freire (1970, 1985) argues that
literacy isaform of revolutionary critical consciousness which engbles the margindized
to fundamentally chalenge the existing status quo. Presumably, by engaging in “ criticd
literacy” non readers will gain a degree of empowerment as a prelude to establishing a
more equitable society, which on Freire s reading, requires a profound transformetion.
Whether or not such a*revolutionary” agenda conformsto the "maingtream’ vaues of
programs like LVA is another matter. Student empowerment is an articulated core vaue

of LVA. According to the agency's misson statement:

We believe that the ability to read and write, to understand and be understood, is
critical to persona freedom and the maintenance of ademocretic society. We
recognize literacy as an integra eement in the broader god's of economic
opportunity and security, socid justice, and dignity (LVA Mission Statement).

This statement may seem to support a Freirian interpretation, but when unpacked
ethnographicdly, it ismore closdy digned to the mainstream aspiration of incluson into
a“ f-evident” American dream of upward mobility and incorporation into the middle
class (Fingeret and Danin, 1991; Lestz, Demetrion, and Smith, 1994; Demetrion and

Gruner, 1995; Demetrion, 1996). On thisreading, literacy is viewed as atool of



opportunity to help fashion amore clasdess society characterized by gender, racid, and
ethnic blindness.

Whether or not adult literacy education actually fosters such an egditarian
objective is another matter and one susceptible to a searing Freirian critique. Yet, on its
own terms, the quest for a* better life,” represents a utopian project, the American
Dream, sarving as an underlying motivation for many students who participatein
mainstream literacy programs. Thisgod of inclusiveness represents a core quest of the
ultimate “ customer” of such agency's like LVA, its sudents, and needs to be honored for
both for its symbolic and literal Sgnificance among students. It is clear that adult literacy
education does not leve the playing field of class and race in American society. Yet, for
those who persist in ther efforts, the “literacy mythi’ (Graff, 1979) stimulates Sgnificant
growth in confidence and aptitude so that literacy makes some notable differencesin the
lives of participating students (Fingeret and Danin, 1991; Demetrion and Gruner, 1995;
Demetrion, 1996).

These differences are not merely personal, but contribute to the public good by
enhancing the ability of new readersto participate in arange of “mediating” inditutions
and socia settings (Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swindler, and Tipton, 1991, 287-293).
Thus, new adult readers contribute to Sgnificant locad indtitutions, organizations, and
networks that collectively matter much to the vitdity of American democracy, including
its economic hedlth. Thisview is supported in part by the selective literature review
below which links adult literacy mativation with aquest for incluson into the American
maingtream.

Specifically, abody of recent work hasidentified key areas of learning that
sudents find important, which paralelsthe NIFL andyss of sudent motivation. These
include the practicd arenathat commonly come under the rubric of functiond literacy,
but extend into the persona redm, the pursuit of socio-cultura knowledge, and even

aesthetics in the reading of literature and through writing.
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The sudies below bring out the multidimensiondlity of goas of adult literacy
students in a broad-based quest to achieve inclusveness within the American
mainstream. Beder and Vaentine (1990, p. 78) summarize such sources of mativation

as

(@ df improvement; (b) family responghilities; (c) diversion; (d) literacy
development; (€) community/church involvement; (f) job advancement; (g)
launching; (h) economic need; (i) educationd advancement.

Susan Lytle identified a smilar range of motivations. She (1991, p. 128) states that:

When adults who enter programs are given the opportunity at the outset to explore
arange of possihilities, they typicaly go beyond a generd interest in becoming
better readers to name particular reading and writing tasks they hope to
accomplish, often for specific purposes and audiences. Some come with adesire
to learn more about a particular subject, for example, Africant American higory,
parenting, or hedth. Many seek to ded with their own children's literacy and
schoaling...,whereas others wish to participate or assume new roles and
respongbilitiesin their families, workplaces, or communities. Some are looking
for community in the literacy program itsdf. Some seek economic improvements
in their lives through new jobs or promotions, or by dedling more competently
with persond finances and/or their encounters with ‘the bureaucracy.” For many,
the program offers the possibility of taking more control and ownership of their
own learning. For most adult learners who come to the programs, the desire for
enhanced sdf-esteem isimplicit in many of their stated and ungtated gods.

In acollection of twelve interviews of one LVA program in Hartford,
Connecticut, (Demetrion and Gruner 1995, p. vii), the researchersidentified a amilar set

of concerns:

Among the most important factors, then, which motivate adult literacy
learners...are the quest for dignity, sdf-esteem, growth, spiritud development,
competency, the improvement of family life, the enhancement of generd
knowledge, and the stimulation of hope.

One learner gptly summarizes these abdtractions in the following manner:

| want to comprehend and read better. And I'm hungry for knowledge. I'll be
more independent. | won't have to depend on anybody. | want to be an art
teacher. | want to share my knowledge with ayounger generation (p. 49).



In arelated work Demetrion (1996) has synthesized these diverse gods and
motivations under the single metaphor of growth defined by John Dewey (1916, 1938) as
the enhancement of experience through the exercise of criticd intelligence. The study's
argument on the centrdity of “ growth” may be discerned in part, in its articulation of
gods

While certain god's may be specific and concrete, others, grounded more deeply
in possihbility and potentia, may aso seek to transcend given reditiesin the on
going process of reaing being to becoming. Thus, even in the attainment of a
GED or ajob, the satisfaction is not dways in the materid objects sought as
important as they may be, but in what they represent in the psychic and socid
experiences of particular individuas. They often point to more deeply rooted
aspirations that perpetudly cal people further into life in the on-going
congtructions of their persona and socia identities. However ineffable such
agpirations may seem, they very well may hold the keys to some of the most
fundamenta sources of motivation which may or may not be nourished by the
tutoring process (Demetrion, 1996, 245-246).

In Exploring the Middle Ground: Literacy as Growth (Demetrion, 1996), the author
examines many “ineffable” and more concrete sources of motivation broadly linked to
the normative quest for inclusion, smilar to these other sudies.

In their ethnographic sudy of Literacy Volunteers of New Y ork City, Fingeret
and Danin (1991) found asmilar range of mativations. Among much ese, the authors
focus on learning within and outside the program. Of particular concern isthe nexus
between private and public Stuations and the desire to transfer the “ haveri’ of the
learning environment to "red world" literacy competency. While the authors point to a
clear difference in the utilization of literacy in private and public places, they dso
document that as aresult of congderable practice in private, sudents are able to draw on
an increasing literacy gptitude in public settings.

Fingeret and Danin identify generd skill development as one important source of
growth. Asone sudent in this study put it, “ It’s nothing that no one have to redly come
up and tdl you, it just something from within the indde of you lets you know that you
are, you know, you're much better than you were’ (p. 97). The authors adso highlight
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student narratives as a means of expressng “voice’ as another critical area of
development that students identify. Commitment to the vitdity of the literacy
community, itself, is aso an important source of motivation for many students.

In the externd environment the authors identify the desire to overcome shame (p.
114) asamgor source of motivation for accessing literacy. Literacy outsde the program
includes the many familiar topics identified esewhere: desre to read the Bible, the
generd ability to access print in the environment, helping children with their homework,
reading the newspaper, reading train and bus schedules, becoming increasingly
independent, talking better, reading hills, checks, letters, functioning more effectively in
the world of work, and obtaining a GED. As the authors characterize it by the heading of
one of their chapters, through literacy adult new readers desire to accomplish “A Lot of
Things That Everybody Else Do” (p. 114). Such aspirations can only be characterized as
aques for indugon into the maingream. Summarizing their research, the authors
conclude “that the impact [of literacy] is profound, touching every aspect of their [the
learners] lives’ (Fingeret and Danin, 1991, p. 245).

In their varying ways, these studies point to some interesting correlations between
private goals and public outcomes of adult new readers that the recent NIFL project has
begun to explore more systematicaly. This essay builds on the reviewed literature,
particularly, on the quest of so many studentsin programs like LVA to achieveincluson
into the maindream through literacy as an intervening variable simuleive of "life
improvement” or “growth.” Persond godls, in turn, often influence the capacity of adult
literacy students to expand their influence within various "mediaing” indtitutions and
socid settings, dthough the full import of such a connection awaits more of agavanizing
effort of resources including an intellectua focus upon this nexus as amgor, long term
outcome of program participation. Given the impetus of the NIFL in particular, to
identify both private goals and public outcomes within the interface between economic
and civic democracy, it ismantained here that “the next (logicd) step” is both to probe
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into and to help strengthen the ways in which adult basic education students do and could
even more so, contribute to the strengthening of key locd indtitutions and socid settings.
To draw this out even suggestively, the following case sudy materia, semming from the
various Ste-based literature of the Bob Steele Reading Center in Hartford, Connecticut,
explores these comnectionsin the relm of work, family life, and in the community which
ground the concept of citizenship as articulated in the civic republican tradition and in the

emerging NIFL research.

Work

Hung D.T. was a platoon commander in the Vietnamese Specid Forces and awar
correspondent for the Vietnamese Specia Forces Magazine during the Vietnamese War
inthe 1960s and 1970s. He won ajourndistic prize for a specid report titled “ The Hill
of the Fight to Death’” (English trandation according to the author). With the victory of
the North over the South, Hung, as a South Vietnamese officer, was incarcerated for eight
yearsin a*“reeducation’” camp in the North. He was alowed to leave in the early 1980s
and returned to the South, but his life there was marked by his*“enemy” status and the
Communigt government would not alow him to atain gainful employment. Ashe
expressed it:

| tried my best to work hard again in avery poor life with long waiting days for
something better. | sad to mysdf, "I must fed enthusagtic for my family's future
(Demetrion and Lestz, 1995, p. 72).

In 1991, he was adlowed to migrate to the United States.
He and hisfamily arrived in the United States as politica refugees.
Notwithgtanding the suffering he had experienced in Vietnam, heleft his homeand with

a deep sense of nostalgia and sadness.

My heart was sad when the airplane took off the runway. The wonderful nation,
landscapes of mountains, rivers, rice fields, houses, and roads were disgppearing
under amass of white clouds. At that moment | understood the meaning of my



native land. When | lived far from my country, | felt how precious and wonderful
isthe love of oné's fatherland (p. 74).

Hisinitid boyhood images of lifein Americaof dazzling “ science and
technology” were shattered once the “redity’ of his refugee Satus was experienced. As
he sadly put it, “ It was late for me, because the young men are more suitable than the old
men for living anew lifeinthe U.S. | can't gpesk English well and have no Kill. It's
difficult looking for ajob” (p. 75). Hung participated in the ESL smdl group tutoring
sessons a the Bob Stede Reading Center where | met him. | was profoundly moved by
the depth of hislife experience and by his burdening need to find away to survivein
American society in amanner that kept hisdignity intact. It was clear that his English
gpeaking ability would remain stilted, dthough | began to gppreciate the power of his pen
in English, and by inference, in Vietnamese as | learned that he wrote for various
Vietnamese- American magazines. By his bi-lingud literacy, he would exert hisidentity
through his pain and struggle to achieve a place in the American landscape.

It isonly with this background can it be possible to appreciate the poignancy
beneath Hung' s decision, “ After two years of studying English...to atend anurse saide
program?’ (p. 75). Theinitia source of motivation is cear; his English skillswere
developed sufficiently so that he could pass the training program and he had very few
other options. As he described it, “ Sinceit” about the lowest job of medica servicein
the U.S,, immigrants often choose thisjob” (p. 75). What isimportant for thisessay is
how he gppropriated the pogtion to fulfill critical dimensions of his own identity through
sarvice to his director and to the patients of the convaescent home. In the words of
Bdlah and his colleagues, he sought to contribute to “ The Good Society” a his
workplace.

Hung spelled out the reasons that motivated him to enter the program:

-A nurse s aide can help everybody especidly ederly, sick, and injured patients,
and their children and families.
-The requirements of anurse's aide are very high. It's not temporary work.

14



-Studying nursing care requires charity, hard work, self possession, and a good

dispogtion.

-It's suitable for adults (p. 88).

Hung s director aleviated his anxiety about his limited ability to spesk English
interfering with his cgpacity to do hiswork. Asshe put it, “In the first stages, English
isn't a problem, but you have to work to the utmost of your strength. Hung, don't worry.
Everything will work out.” (p. 91). With that assurance Hung was able to embrace his
responghilities, particularly in providing high qudity, senstive care to the patients whom
he “aways looked to... as my parents’ (p. 91). It wasin this capacity of serviceto the
mediating ingtitution of the convalescent home, that Hung found the resources to no
longer be “ affected by an inferior|ity] complex as a refugee because | made my
contribution to my country as an American citizen” (p. 92). In his sengtive caring for the
elderly and sick, Hung integrated private goas and important public outcomes, with
English language learning serving as an important intervening variable.

Hung' s “ atizenship” is not limited to hisincreased participation in the inditutions
and mores of American life. It extends aswell to his role among the exile Vietnamese
community as ajourndist, where he is consumed by a quest, whether redlized or not, to
“return to my fatherland” after the end of the Communist regime. At thet time, “[m]y
countrymen and | will build a peaceful and free country™ (p. 72). That isHung” fondest
agoirdion. In assessng Hung' s contribution to the public good, it isimportant to keep
thisdud dtizenship in mind.

Family
Horence, born in the early 1960s, lived on afamily farm in asmal English
gpesking Caribbean idand with her father and sblings. Her mother had separated from
her father and lived and worked in Puerto Rico asamaid. Asthe oldest sblinginthe
family, Horence assumed mgor care teking responghbilities that limited her opportunity
for regular schooling. She describes her father as a“very angry mari’ who provoked
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consderable tenson over discipline in the household. Florence defined hersdf as“a
scared little girl” with her “trembling each day he walked in” (Lestz, Demetrion, and
Smith, 1994, 11, Volumel). To what extent the father was physically abusveis unclesr,
but apparently Florence received beetings from him, along with persastent physica
threats (p. 11).

Asayoung girl of fifteen, Florence I€ft this Stuation and moved to Puerto Rico to
be with her mother where she also obtained work asamaid. Florence describes the
relationship between her mother and herself as very close; “my mother was dways there
to lise” (p. 12). “I felt good about mysdf because she...let me be whoever | want to be”

(p. 12).

| felt love....Y ou could tak to her, but she's gonnatell you she'sthereto listen to
whatever you want to tell her. We had an open relaionship (p. 12).

A few years|later a theinvitation of afriend who had migrated to the United
States, Forence dso made the trek to Hartford. There sheinitially worked asamaid for
wesdlthy familiesin suburban West Hartford and bonded with a series of young women
with whom she resided in various residences throughout the north end of Hartford. These

female friendships served as a vitd source of support as a surrogate family:

[Omel] was about 35..... We lived in the third floor of ahouse. Ome wasredly
nice. | helped her in some ways, and she helped me in other ways. She did
nursing, and alot of other jobs. And like, when she was redly sick, sometime she
go out to work, and then other times she just couldn't makeit. Sheredly did
appreciate me for that [supporting her]. And sometimes when | needed money for
my daughter she would supply it. We helped each other in alot of ways (p. 15).

Once FHorence' s daughter and son moved to Hartford, she shifted careers and
became a day care worker mostly for parents who had migrated from the Caribbean. In
this pogition she gained important saif-respect and a sense from the parents that she was
wedll qudified and suited to work in thisfidd. Still, she experienced certain limitationsin
not being able to respond to dl the questions the children asked and in her inability to

read to them. More pressingly, her daughter was * coming to me with different questions



and she didn't know how to read and she needed my advising....That was the first time |
redlized | had areading problemi’ (p. 19).

With these concerns she entered the literacy program in Hartford and worked one-
to-onewith Martha. Family oriented literacy dominated their work. They read children's
books together which Florence would then read a home to her children. “They loved
somebodly to read to them, even if | didn't know al thewords. It gave me motivation. It
redly hdp meawholelot” (p. 20). They worked on school correspondence, and she
learned to write notes to her kids. She learned to write |etters to her Sster and mother in
Puerto Rico. Florence had a baby during the time she and Martha worked together and
they studied books on childcare.

Florence identified being a good role modd for her four young children asa
primary mativation in her life which included a srong, active involvement in their school
activities. Florence exerted such amotivation before she learned how to reed, so it is
critical not to exaggerate the role of literacy in making her a"better” parent. Still, itis
difficult to deny the importance that literacy has had in providing her with some critical
tools to accomplish more effectively her primary am. Given her desre to become a
hairdresser or clothes designer, Florence' s continua development with literacy promises
to provide her with more tools in fulfilling her parenta aspirations of helping to provide
her children with a* better” and more loving life than she experienced in her early years,
growing up with her father. In asociety where the family is endangered by poverty,
consumerism, violence, self-obsessiveness, and other disintegrative forces, Florence's
achievement and aspiration to preserve and buttress the mediating ingtitution of her own
persona household, isno minor objective. It isaworthy outcome of adult literacy

education.

Community
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Derrick, ahigh school graduate, entered the program after discovering he had a
reading problem while sumbling over wordsin a Bible reading class at church. He had
aways been able to meet his everyday literacy needsincluding those of hisjob which he
had held for over twenty yearsin alocd arcraft factory that required minimal reading
skills. Asheput it, “1 wasn't ashamed or bashful or hurt or anything like thet. | just
discovered that | needed help” (Lestz, Demetrion, and Smith, 1994, 92, Volumelll).

From the beginning of his participation, Derrick became an important member of
the life of the program and the locd affiliate. Throughout dl of his adult life, Derrick
hed taken an active role in his community and his church, including, in the late 1960s, an
interracia group with urban blacks from Hartford and whites from suburban West
Hartford meeting and visiting each other's homes. As he expressed the sentiment of this
group, “We [whites and blacks] found out how we can merge our thoughts together as
one. We wanted to spread thiskind of ideato everyone else concerned in the ared’
(Smith, Bdl, Demetrion, and Michelson, 1993, p. 96). He was on the board of trustees of
his church and aspired to be adeacon. Derrick's participation in the literacy program was
alogica extenson of his sense of citizenship and “misson’ within these other
“mediding” institutions and socid settings. As he expressad it in a collection of student
writings

We mugt ssamp out thisilliteracy now! You and | are too smart to let agood
thing die. We aretalking about our minds. There are some good people in this
world that care. | thank God for this program. It worksfor me. | have found it to
be true that reading is the best policy, and that can be true for you. | have prayed
that they would have a reading program like this (Smith, 1991, p. 53).

Derrick entered the program initidly to improve upon his Bible reading and to
become a skillful churchman. Through his long tenure he has fulfilled these objectives,
but soon discovered that he had a passion for autobiographica writing. Yet, infinding a
new forum for expressing his“voice,” Derrick moved beyond the solipssm that is dways

atemptation of thisgenre. Rather, hiswriting has remained rooted within the African
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American Baptist and civil rights traditions through which he experienced hiscal. Ashe
expressed it aout his many contributions to the program, “1 fed that I'm doing a
missonary work spiritudly” (cited in Demetrion, 1996, p. 317).

Such citizenship has had many aspects. As an articulate spokesperson, Derrick
has had many opportunities to speak to large groups, in smaler gatherings, and in one-to-
one encounters about the centrdity of literacy in hislife and the importance of the loca
program. He has served as a cregtive peer smal group tutor and has operated the
program when the manager was absent. He has counsaled many a discouraged and
uncertain tutor by providing good advice and words of encouragement. He served asa
founding member to the North End Committee, charged with the task of linking the
afiliate s direction with the needs and interests of Hartford's African American and
Caribbean communities. He has appeared in loca teevison programs and has served on
the affiliate's Board of Directors. He raised $1500 for the program from his church and
has helped to raise consciousness about literacy within his congregation. He has attended
various LVA nationa conferences and has linked up with literacy students acrossthe
date and throughout the LVA network. He has embraced the indtitutiond life of the
program and &ffiliate and has “found himsdf” through its activities which he has helped
to strengthen in collaboration with his many colleagues. He has embodied the civic
republican ided identified by Bellah and his colleagues as an antidote againg the
autonomous liberalism which the authors identify as amajor source of fragmentation that
breaks down community in the United States. Asthey interpret it instead, in their vison:

We form indtitutions and they form us every time we engage in a conversaion

that matters, and certainly every time we act as parent or child, student or teacher,
citizen or officid, in each case caling on mode's and metaphors for the rightness
and wrongness of action. Ingtitutions are not only congtraining but aso enabling.
They are substantia forms through which we understand our own identity and the
identity of others as we seek cooperatively to achieve a decent society (Bellah,
Madsen, Sullivan, Swindler, and Tipton, 1991, p. 12).
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It iswithin the context of fulfilling his saif-identity through the significant indtitutions
that matter greetly to hislife, that Derrick's autobiographica writings may be most
completely grasped.

Most recently, Derrick has completed afull scae religious nove, The Prodigal
Son of the 90s: A Family History, that brings hiswork in the program full cirde. The
novel draws on the imagery of the fallen David as the Old Testament Prodigal Son
depicted in the New Testament book of Luke to tell a modern tale about the King family
that migrated from Atlantato New Y ork City in the early decades of the twentieth
century in the quest to establish alife of misson and ministry. The nove is punctuated
with songs and prayers clearly coming out of Derrick’ s own rdligious tradition in atext
that profoundly echoes his own autobiographica journey. It represents his most
complete interndization of the “literacy myth’ to date and brings to fruition deep rooted
agpirations both in his motivation to participate in the literacy program and in the
fulfillment of hisrdigious caling.

Now as author, religious servant, public spokesperson, peer tutor, advocate, board

member, and student, Derrick has exercised his voice as citizen of the Bob Stedle
Reading Center and of the Literacy Volunteers of Greater Hartford which in their role as
mediating inditutions contribute to the civic life of Hartford, Connecticut.

Conclusion
In addition to illustrating afew of the many ways that individuds have achieved
vauable persond outcomes through their long term investment in adult literacy
education, | have sought to probe some of the public sgnificance of such “growth.” On
both the persond and public levels | have identified various mid-range areas of
development that perhaps may not be viewed as profoundly important anong adherents
of Chisman or Freire, who, in their different ways, view literacy asamgor vehicle of

socid and culturd transformation. Y et, both the case study materid and the literature
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reviewed in this essay attest to the importance of literacy as an intervening variablein a
range of critical life areas. Literacy, then, in such mainstream programs like LVA serves
asatool for developing arange of life competencies and as a symbolic source of power
in the redm of sdf-recondruction. 1t has many persond sgnificances for student
participants.

Beyond that, adult literacy education aso contributes to the public good, yet
neither in the ways dternatively defined by Chisman and Freire. Rather, it makesits
contributions in subtler ways, in the enhancement of such “mediating” indtitutions and
socid settings asthe family, the literacy program, itself, the local church, the public
school, the job ste, and the neighborhood. These ingtitutions and settings are endangered
through the twin ondaughts of a privatized value system and an intrusion of bureaucracy,
commercidism, and mass mediainto the very center of contemporary persond and loca
community life (Dewey, 1927; Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swindler, and Tipton, 1985;
Habermas, 1987). They require considerable buttressng from the citizenry in order to be
recongtructed sufficiently to challenge the dominance of these powerful forces of modern
life. Obvioudy, the contribution that adult literacy education can make to such a
reconstruction depends upon the extent to which the society can undergo a sustained
transformation of its current primary, “:autonomous,” utilitarian ethos. A degree of
skepticism may be warranted. However limited the change, ultimately, many of we
condtituents of adult literacy education, wherever we specifically stand, would agree that
these mediating indtitutions and settings are important to the fabric of our persond and
collective lives.

| have drawn on the case study materia to demonstrate some of the connections
(both current and potential) between personal development and the enhancement of
various mediating indtitutions and socid settings. More detailed work isrequired. Still, |
maintain as a reasonable hypothesis that literacy be viewed as an intervening variable

rather than the determining cause of life enhancement, both persona and public, in the
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sense that it facilitates individua and community projects which at times open new doors
to perceptions and possibilities that hitherto had been closed. The recent work of the
NIFL pointsin this direction, which is carefully developing a research agenda designed to
flesh out further the role of literacy in the lives of students as workers, family members,
and citizens (NIFL, 1996). The purpose of this essay isto draw out explicitly some of the
public outcomes of adult literacy in its contributions, both actua and potentid to the
vitdity of society's mediating ingtitutions and socia settings and to suggest atrain of
research that the NIFL could more comprehensively pursue.

According to Kevin Smith, the Executive Director of LVA New York State:

Goals that are agreed to by learner and practitioner as achievable and appropriate,
are the best indicator of program quality. It isthe system's (emphasis added)
responsibility to indicate the connectedness between these persond gods and
socid and economic gods, not the learners. When a system determinesthe
gtandards for current and future socia and economic participation we will be
better able to integrate and access how personad goa's enable socid and economic
development. Until that timeit is difficult to hold programs accountable for
anything other than persona goa achievement (Smith, 1992, p. 112).

This essay is an attempt to move the discussion on the connections dong, for it isonly by
drawing out their relationships in sgnificant ways that the long term viability of adult
literacy programs and organizations can be sustained. Evenin current practice, the public
good of literacy may be discerned initsrole of strengthening mediaing inditutions and
socid settings at the locd level. Supportive funding and a policy formulation grounded
upon such objectives, linking persond gods to public outcomes, would logicaly enhance

this connection.
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