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Letter to the Reader
DEAR READER,
This research comes from our hearts and we hope it speaks to yours. Over the
last two years, our research team has engaged in a thoughtful and authentic
process, seeking to document in words what many of us know in our minds
and hearts. We, through our process of writing, reflected, discussed, and examined our own practice. We then interviewed other practitioners to achieve
a deeper understanding of what makes an effective instructor. With these sets
of data, we created this final product.
Not once in this process did we think that our findings should or could be
generalized to encompass the thoughts and beliefs of all ABE/Literacy practitioners. We have known from the onset that we are representing ourselves,
five long-time instructors, plus the words of the 17 instructors we interviewed. We were not trying to define the field at large. We analyzed the data
through our own personal lenses and identified with the material in our own
unique ways.
We began our collaborative process by looking at our own practice. We each
wrote autobiographical selections. For us, writing the autobiographies was a
way into the key issues that we needed to explore even though parts of the
process left us unsettled and self-conscious about what might be seen as an
egocentric exercise. Past experiences surfaced to trigger the issues that we ultimately chose to focus on. Our process of collaboration challenged us to
engage each other on a number of non-linear aspects of our work: emotional,
social, and academic. As a result of the trust and confidence we gained by
working so intensely together, we took on various roles and negotiated the
final format of most sections of the research. Whether our style or method is
one that you, the reader, would support, it is what surfaced for us and what
we embraced.
We hope that this research document opens up a way of seeing or gives new
insight into what many of you experience daily in your work lives. We would
like it to serve as a testament to what many of us have seen as our life work
and as a legacy for future ABE/Literacy instructors to read and ponder.
Sincerely,
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Introduction
Sometimes in the Adult Basic Education (ABE/Literacy) field there is an idea
that takes root and grows. It becomes difficult to name the exact source, but
the field seems ready for it and the idea is well received. That was the case
with the idea of studying effective instructors in the ABE/Literacy field.
There are many instructors who have worked in the field since the 1970’s,
who have grown and learned and who have shared their experience in many
ways over the years. The collective urge to document this generation of teaching practice coincided with the pending retirement of some of those
experienced instructors.

History
The world of ABE/Literacy has experienced a number of shifts in its recent
history. After the Second World War, there was an economic upturn in Canada, which exposed the need for a more highly trained workforce. Over the
next two decades as the expanding industrial sector became increasingly
complex, the need for training grew.1 Some people could not be trained for
the new jobs until they had upgraded their basic skills. In the early 1970s the
BC colleges were mandated, through federal legislation, to run Basic Training
and Skill Development (BTSD) programs for adults. (Similar arrangements
were made in all parts of Canada.) The colleges hired a number of instructors
during that period to run the new programs. Meanwhile the provincial Ministry of Education continued to fund locally run school districts in BC to
support the interests of adult learners with a range of programs. Although
school districts primarily served children from kindergarten to grade 12,
some districts offered extensive upgrading for the local adult population.
That upgrading took different forms. Some districts integrated adults in already existing K–12 programs, some districts offered classes through
continuing education, and some districts created night classes. In the late 70s,
instructors from both colleges and school boards formed a provincial associa-

1With regard to education and training of adults, the relationship between the federal and
provincial governments is documented with greater detail than we can offer here in two
papers, “Federal Legislation and Adult Basic Education in Canada” by Alan M. Thomas,
Maurice Taylor and Carolyn Gaskin (1989), and “A Selected Chronology of Literacy Events”
by James A. Draper (1989).
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tion, the Adult Basic Education Association of British Columbia (ABEABC)
(Rose, 1993).
Community groups served learners as well. Their funding, however, was
generally less stable and these groups tended to work in more informal ways,
sometimes depending heavily on volunteers.
When federal legislation altered the way training programs were delivered in
the mid 1980s, the province assumed responsibility and BTSD changed to
what became known as Adult Basic Education programs in the colleges.
These programs had articulated subjects and levels. A network of Ministryfunded articulation committees were formed to help establish these levels
and support ABE/Literacy departments at colleges around the province.
School District adult programs followed a different path since their curriculum base already existed. They created the Adult Dogwood High School
Diploma in order for adults to more easily access a grade 12 diploma. Some
community groups moved towards serving adult ABE/Literacy students and
eventually into family literacy. These three types of providers were responsible for the vast majority of the ABE/Literacy offerings in BC. Most recently,
partnerships and incentives have encouraged groups to work together to improve ways to serve learners. Students are now able to move more seamlessly
between providers, and providers have a better understanding of how each
other’s programs operate.
In the early 1990s there was growing interest in research in practice for the
ABE/Literacy field in Canada. During that time, the BC Ministry of Advanced Education funded a project to support instructors to identify nonacademic outcomes in ABE/Literacy programs. Although this was not considered a research project, it generated enthusiasm about the ability of
instructors to create knowledge. The resulting report, Naming the Magic: NonAcademic Outcomes in Basic Literacy, was produced and distributed in 1995
(Battell, 1995).
Later, Dancing in the Dark appeared, the report from the first collaborative research project undertaken by four practitioners in BC, Allen, Davies, McRae
and Nonesuch, and Marina Niks, a UBC doctoral candidate and “research
friend” (Niks et al., 2003). They examined the way adults with little formal
education learn. People in the field were again very interested in the research
when the report was distributed in 2002. About the same time, the Ministry of
Advanced Education and the National Literacy Secretariat were interested in
sponsoring another collaborative research project, and approached Evelyn
about putting in a proposal. She invited four practitioners to talk about the
Hardwired for Hope
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idea on a conference call and in that discussion our focus narrowed to examining effective practitioners. Our practitioner/research group was formed.
During the course of this research, the team spent countless hours reflecting
on our own practice; we found this reflective process affirming and grounding, and the power of reflection helped support and inform the collaborative
process. At each stage of the research, we gained insights that were challenging and interesting. Events in the outside world affected us: the USA invaded
Iraq and in BC the government was beginning to make policy changes and
cuts that were affecting our institutions and especially our students. The
bleak climate had a huge effect on our spirit and on our motivation for a
stretch of time in the spring of 2003.
As you will see in the first chapter, “Wearing the Silver Shorts,” (p. 9) funding
shortfalls forced us to give up our plans to interview students about what
makes an effective instructor. From the beginning, the group wanted to talk
about students. In team conversations and with the interviewees, we often
illustrated our philosophies, characteristics and strategies and how they
played out in the classroom with the students. Our reflections were also often
imbedded in the student response to the way we worked in ABE/Literacy.
Even though the voice of students (some instructors preferred the term
“learners” and we use the two interchangeably in the document) is not heard
directly here, their presence has permeated the research.

Hardwired for Hope
We first heard the term “hardwired for hope” when one of the research team
members used it in her autobiography. Two years ago, it had a ring that intrigued us as well as a meaning that seemed to capture a quality that, until
then, we had not been able to name. We were still in the beginning of our
process and the question “What makes an effective ABE/Literacy instructor?”
was at a preliminary feeling/knowing stage. We had not yet collected our
data and we had not yet attempted to articulate what we felt. What we all
knew was that effective ABE/Literacy practitioners have a deep passion for
what is possible, and that ABE/Literacy instructors are in awe of their students’ spirit and bravery in the face of hardships. “Hardwired for hope”
seemed to consolidate a single characteristic that effective instructors possess.
Since that time, we have seen the term “hardwired for…” in many places.
There are articles written that explore how we are hardwired for happiness,
hardwired for giving, hardwired for music, hardwired for healing and just
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simply hardwired. Yet when rethinking our initial choice of title we decided
that even though it is not as novel as we first thought, it definitely captures
our essence. Our profession lures people who are bent towards having a belief and trust in humanity, an inherent quality, which, for many, is embedded
in our basic understanding of ourselves as ABE/Literacy practitioners. Difficult situations present themselves to us daily and hope plays a big role in
helping many of us manoeuvre through these challenges and act effectively.
Hope affects the way some of us define situations, hope is an element in our
decision-making, and hope keeps many of us searching to find ways to better
work with our students. In order to do the job we do, ABE/Literacy practitioners need to be hardwired for hope.

Effective Instructors
Our research group had many discussions about the term, “effective instructor.” Other people who heard about our research were keen to hear more
about how we could identify “effective.” Some were also hoping for a list of
attributes and behaviours that would translate into a hypothetical job posting
for future ABE/Literacy positions. That did not happen. Instead, our group
struggled to agree on a common definition. We decided that we are not referring to every instructor and every way of being effective. Our codes and
subsequently our themes come from the group we interviewed and ourselves.
We know there are other ways being effective as an ABE/Literacy instructor.
We selected instructors whom we gauged were reflective in their practice and
had certain characteristics in common. We expected that these instructors had
already learned to recognize when they were being effective or not, and had
learned how to manage the classroom for the benefit of students and the
learning. We also understood the diverse components of good practice and
knew that the combination of these components would vary with different
instructors. We asked the instructors we interviewed how they saw themselves as effective. We asked ourselves too. We discussed the responses at our
meetings, on conference calls, in our online discussions, and, finally, in our
writing. We emerged with themes or characteristics that we present to you.
This is as close as we could get to a definition. ABE/Literacy instruction is a
complex world.

Finding Your Way Around This Book
This research has been a collaborative effort over the last two years, but the
writing of the chapters was the place where we worked more independently
with themes that had emerged from the interviews. The four chapters that
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follow are the result of our way of organizing the data into themes. A brief
biography of the author(s) precedes each chapter. The chapters have their
own particular style. Each one is distinctive, the result of the strong individual character of the writer(s), tempered by the influence of the research group
and the challenge of representing the voices of the interviewees.
When referring to the authors of this book, in passing, we use first names
only. We refer to interviewees and research friends by first and last names,
unless a second reference comes immediately after the first, and the reference
is clear.
Our recommendations appear on page 205. We hope they will be useful for
institutions offering ABE/Literacy programs and ABE/Literacy practitioners,
for groups planning a research project, and for funders. We expect that many
of our readers who are experienced instructors will recognize their practice
here; new instructors may see the passion for excellence in these pages as a
reflection of the passion they, themselves, feel for the work, and may find the
ideas and experience useful as they develop their practice.
We hope you will come to know the individual voices of the instructors who
contributed their thoughts and ideas about teaching ABE/Literacy, and the
research friends who guided the research process. We have gathered some
information about the people who participated in the study in the final chapter, “Who Are We?” (p. 173). Autobiographical pieces by each of the
practitioner researchers are followed by descriptions of the 17 interviewees
who volunteered a wealth of information to this study. Finally, biographies of
our research friends round off the list of contributors.
We are happy to have accomplished what we set out to do, that is, to document the thoughts, feelings, strategies and techniques of some effective
literacy/ABE instructors, to honour the work and thinking of many instructors who have contributed so much over the years to ABE/Literacy work in
BC, and to provide a way of preserving their knowledge for the field even as
those individuals retire from it.

REFERENCES
Battell, E. (2001). Naming the magic: Non-academic outcomes in basic literacy. Victoria: Province of British Columbia, Ministry of Advanced Education.
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Niks, M, Allen, D., Davies, P., McRae, D., & Nonesuch, K. (2003). Dancing in
the dark: How do adults with little formal education learn? How do literacy
practitioners do collaborative research? Nanaimo, BC: Malaspina University-College.
Rose, J.A. (1993). The Adult Basic Education Association of British Columbia,
1979-1989. Unpublished Major Essay Submitted for Master of Education in the Faculty of Graduate Studies, Department of Administrative
Adult and Higher Education, University of British Columbia, Vancouver, BC.
Thomas, A.M., Taylor, M. & Gaskin, C. (1989). Federal legislation and adult
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literacy perspectives. Toronto: Culture Concepts.
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“Wearing the Silver
Shorts”
Methods and Collaboration
by Diana Twiss
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DIANA TWISS
I work for Capilano College in North Vancouver, BC in the
Community Development and Outreach Department and have
been here since 1997. I have been caught up in teaching ever
since I left Espanola, Ontario in 1980, teaching art and history
classes, running an after-school program for elementary children, and, for the last 10 years, teaching adult literacy. I started
teaching adults shortly after I graduated from Teacher’s College
in 1993. I have been involved in a couple of research projects:
Something to Think About, Please Think About This: A National
Study of Access to Adult Basic Education in Canada (Hoddinott,
1998) as a teacher-researcher; and, most recently, Literacy for
Women on the Streets (Alderson and Twiss, 2003), where we examined the effects that literacy education has on women who
participate in a drop-in centre for sex trade workers. This is my
second collaborative research project.
My teaching experiences include teaching Grade 4-8 on a remote reserve in Northwestern Ontario, English as a second
language/literacy, college study skills courses, workplace education, tutor training, community development, and research. I
have taught in school districts, colleges, sawmills, hospitals, a
women’s drop-in centre, a community centre, and the backstretch of a racetrack. I hold Bachelor’s Degrees in the Arts
(University of Guelph, 1988) and in Education (Nipissing University, 1993) as well as a Master’s degree in the Arts
(University of Guelph, 1990). My passions are my farm in Lipton, Saskatchewan, basil, spinning and knitting, William Morris,
motherhood, painting and de-cluttering my life. I am currently
studying with the Knitting Guild Association and working towards becoming a Master Knitter.

Introduction
In a variety of ways, this chapter is different from the other chapters that follow: it deals with much different data; it contains much more description and
detail; and it offers less analysis. It is about the team; it is about how we
worked and how we figured out this thing called “research-in-practice.” It is
a piece that deals largely with the process of doing the research, from the deWearing the Silver Shorts
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velopment of the proposal right through to the writing of the final research
report which you are now reading.
This chapter contains an overview of the research project, a description of the
research team meetings, and an explanation of the group dynamic followed
by a piece on what collaboration looked like for us. I continue the chapter
with a description of our data collection and some discussion of the challenges we faced throughout our project. Data analysis follows that and I
round out the chapter with a discussion of some of the issues that arose in
writing collaboratively.
The descriptions in this chapter provide a context for the chapters that follow
and they present crucial decision-making points along the way. My main intent is to be as transparent as possible about the research process, showing
what options we examined and how we made (or didn’t make) the decisions
and pointing at places where we, as practitioner researchers, struggled with
doing something we are not used to doing (research). We were intent on doing research, reflecting on the process and therefore advancing not only what
we know about ABE/Literacy but also how to do research. That is why sometimes there is much detail in descriptions. It was difficult to choose what to
delve into, but I know that there are other aspects that I had to leave to take
on at another time and share in another forum.
Early on in the project, the team discussed the importance of writing a methods chapter as an essential aspect of a research paper and also as a means of
documenting and reflecting on our process. I volunteered to take on the task
of listening to all the tapes of the meetings, re-reading and coding the minutes
of meetings and teleconferences, and paying close attention to methodological issues that would be written about later. It was fascinating to go back over
something that I had participated so actively in. In the process I learned about
how my memory works, how ideas develop and how this group processes
their ideas and divides up their tasks.

Overview of the Research Project
In 2001 when Naming the Magic: Non Academic Outcomes (NAO) in Basic Literacy2 was completed, Evelyn presented the final report at the Edmonton
2 Faced

with the possibility that ABE/Literacy learners would be assessed solely on academic
outcomes, a group decided that it was time to articulate other positive changes that
ABE/Literacy learners went through as a result of participating in ABE/Literacy programming, things like being able to work in a group, to stand up for themselves, to improve their
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research-in-practice conference that June.3 At this gathering, funders expressed enthusiasm for more research-in-practice projects and potential
practitioner researchers were encouraged to do a collaborative project. In October 2001, Evelyn invited four ABE/Literacy practitioners to join her to
explore the possibility of designing and carrying out a research project. She
chose people she felt she would like to work with, people she felt were likeminded and with whom she had experience working in the development of
the field. She also was concerned to have practitioners from different regions
of the province. I was selected because, Evelyn said, “You were an up-andcoming instructor who showed promise, and were interested in looking at the
same issues the group had looked at in their own development” (Telephone
conversation, May 18, 2004).
The team consisted of five ABE/Literacy practitioners:
•

Evelyn Battell from Malaspina University-College, Cowichan Campus, Duncan, BC

•

Leora Gesser from Selkirk College, Grand Forks, BC

•

Judy Rose from Capilano College, North Vancouver, BC

•

Jan Sawyer from Okanagan University College, Salmon Arm, BC

• Diana Twiss from Capilano College, North Vancouver, BC
and three research friends from the academic field who were based in the
Lower Mainland.
•

Marina Niks, a Doctoral Candidate from UBC

parenting skills and to contribute to their community. In the spring of 1999, 40 veteran
ABE/Literacy instructors gathered with the task of defining and describing the NonAcademic Outcomes (NAOs) they witnessed in ABE/Literacy learners over the years. They
worked in groups to design tools to measure or evaluate those NAOs. The tools were fieldtested and a final report with recommendations was written.
3 The Edmonton research-in-practice gathering took place the summer of 2002 sponsored by
the Literacy Coordinators of Alberta, in partnership with the Centre for Research on Literacy,
University of Alberta, and The Learning Centre Literacy Association, Edmonton. Fifty-eight
participants from across Canada, from the UK, from the USA and from Australia brought
their hearts and minds to the “Gathering.” Participants included literacy and ABE teachers
and facilitators, staff in literacy organizations and government offices, university professors
and self-employed consultants. During four days of workshops, inquiry groups, discussion
sessions, rounds and chats, participants shared and built knowledge about literacy research
in practice.
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•

Betsy Alkenbrack,4 a Doctoral Candidate from UBC

• Bonnie Soroke, then a Masters student from UBC
Marina had been the provincially funded Research Friend in BC since 1999,
had recent experience with a collaborative research-in-practice project (2003),
and was approached by the funders to help get another project started. Bonnie was interested in research in practice, had worked with Evelyn and her
Malaspina colleagues in gathering the data for her MA thesis, and wanted to
be part of something new and exciting.
The research group had its first teleconference in October 2001. During this
conversation the group generated ideas about what the practitioner researchers wanted to research, how the group would go about doing it, the process
of obtaining funds to do the research and what the final product
could/would look like. From the start, there was a lot of talk about leaving a
legacy. With so many ABE/Literacy instructors due to retire and retiring, the
practitioner researchers wanted to leave a legacy about their time in the field,
and their knowledge and skills, for incoming practitioners. This would involve defining what they do, explaining how they came to be doing it, and
possibly explaining their beliefs.
Marina suggested we could blend all the things we wanted to explore into a
research question:
One of the things we might do as a group is explore what you
know about what works and what doesn’t work. Explain how this
is more than “good practice.” In doing this you can also tell the
story of how you came to this field and how the field developed.
You could look at what good practice means to you. What are the
factors that make a “good” “effective” literacy instructor? (Teleconference minutes, October12, 2002).

Proposal to the BC Adult Literacy Cost-Shared
Program (ALCSP)
Following the teleconference, Audrey Thomas, then with the Ministry of Advanced Education (AVED), funded the research team for an introductory
meeting a month later in November 2001. The funding covered accommodation, travel and meals for a research team of seven, as well as Marina’s time to
4

Betsy was added to the group during the first official research team meeting, October 2002.
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work with us, but did not include substitute costs for the five instructors. At
this three-day meeting the research group talked about the idea of doing
practitioner research, shared ideas, and learned new ways we could go about
doing research. We also explored what we were interested in learning more
about and what we wanted to share with the rest of the ABE/Literacy world.
By lunchtime on the first day, the team had narrowed down the research
question, and by the end of the second day, we wrote the first of several
drafts of the research proposal to the ALCSP. The initial research focus was
around the nature of effectiveness in ABE/Literacy instructors. Two questions about methods were added in later drafts. After discussion, Evelyn
summarized her thoughts:
[I]f we end up describing what makes us effective, and try to find
some words so we can articulate that, I think that document could
be fascinating to a lot of people. It would involve articulating how
the experience goes of being a good literacy instructor. I think
when newcomers to the field come along, there it would be in print:
“This is how it was for me” (Research team meeting minutes,
November 14-16, 2001).
The research team wrote draft versions of the research proposal over email
and through numerous telephone calls. Group members had various levels of
involvement. For example, all of us were involved in the first draft, but after
that, Evelyn, with the help of Marina and Bonnie, completed the many revisions and made all the final changes needed. After the funders looked at the
proposal, they recommended a substantial rewrite and changes to the design
of the proposed research. More “academic” edges were required for the application, including a literature review. The practitioners on the team were
quite discouraged; some were exhausted from proposal writing in general;5
some didn’t have the energy or desire to continue; and some were just plain
insulted that we were encouraged and even courted to engage in practitioner
research, but we had to make it look like “academic” research in order to get
funded. At that time, we considered not submitting the proposal at all. However, Marina and Bonnie rewrote the application, providing the academic
flavour that was required and adding two more questions to be explored and

5Many literacy practitioners in BC refer to February as “Cost-Shared Season.” It is the time
when many college and community groups partner to develop/deliver/research literacy
programs in BC. It is simply a proposal-writing time that literacy people do off the side of
their desks.
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written about: “How do practitioners engage in collaborative research?” and
“What supports are needed to further the scope of practitioner research?”
The experience of writing the proposal, receiving feedback from the funders,
and needing two academically trained researchers to re-write the proposal
left the group with the sense that despite the encouragement to do practitioner research, funders could not accept what the practitioners had written. For
funding purposes, the proposal needed to be written from an academic perspective. It was frustrating for us because it meant that practitioners either
had to be able to write research proposals from an academic perspective or
had to have someone available to do it for them. Another alternative is potential funders realizing that quality research can come from proposals written
by practitioners, from their practical perspective.

Proposal to the Vancouver Foundation
In the end, the group was offered half the amount of money requested from
the BC ALCSP, over a two-year period. Our particular grant came from the
federal partner, the National Literacy Secretariat (NLS). The other half required to do the research had to come from another source. In March 2002 the
research group applied to the Vancouver Foundation (VF) to make up for the
other half we did not receive from the NLS. Evelyn did most of this work
with Jackie Crossland, a local fundraiser, and support from Linda Mitchell of
Literacy BC, the organization that became our sponsor for the VF grant. At
this time, the research group also started exploring the process of applying
for Social Science and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) funding. In October 2002, even though we only had one quarter of the money we needed to
do the project because the second year of the NLS funding was not guaranteed, the research group had the first official research team meeting. The VF
money, if it did come through, was to be spread over three years, each year
needing a progress report written and approved for continued funding.
The research group decided to proceed, reasonably confident that the VF
grant would be approved but unsure as to the total amount we would receive. Weaving pots of money together and coming up with strategies to
accomplish what we set out to do was the source of numerous discussions at
that first meeting. The following quotation reflects the many variables we had
to consider when making decisions about how to proceed:
What we have right now is thirty thousand dollars from the NLS,
and it is to cover us from Sept 2002 to June 2003. . . .They know
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we may stop in Sept 03. Hopefully we’ll get money [$32,000] from
the Vancouver Foundation, won’t know till Dec. [2003] Our entire plan is to finish up our autobiography work, journal our daily
practice (classroom work) and do interviews with our students. Do
some analysis, and start with practitioners around the province,
that’s next fall. Each group of money we’re weaving together could
take us to this spring. … If we only get NLS money—we can have
this meeting, write our autobiographical pieces, and analysis of our
autobiographical pieces—that’s all they’d get. If we get more
money, we will go back and build on the project (Research Team
Meeting minutes, October 21, 2002).
At the October 2002 meeting, we developed a plan of action in case the VF
money did not come through and if we did not receive a second year of funding from the Cost-Shared grant. It is important to note that despite the fact
that we had a research plan, so much of our ability to follow through with
our plan from start to finish depended upon receiving the different grants
and combining the money at the right time. The research group embarked
upon the first part of data collection, our autobiographical pieces, unsure if
we would have enough money to carry us through to the following years.
Despite all these uncertainties of funding, it is amazing how well we were
able to follow through with our plan of action and time line. On one level we
were dealing with the practicalities of not knowing how much money we
would get and when; on another level, the uncertainty about the funding left
the team with many decisions about what would be the most appropriate
way to proceed, not only in terms of the research needs, but also in terms of
what practitioners felt was fair for them and for the people they wanted to
speak to and about.6

6 It

wasn’t until the January 2003 meeting that we discussed, as a group, the consequences of
accepting the VF money. While we had applied for money to do the project, we also had to
fulfill some other obligations: we had to use the money, or at least a chunk of it, to do a series
of presentations on the process and findings. We had to take the show on the road. That led
us to a series of presentations over the three years. Although in many of our presentations we
presented on the process of engaging in research in practice and working collaboratively,
most audiences were interested in what it is that makes ABE/Literacy instructors effective in
their practice; concrete descriptions, behaviours, beliefs and actions—even a job description!
We had to focus on the process of doing the research, as we did not yet have answers. We
hadn’t completed the research yet. But this tells us that there is great interest in articulating
what makes ABE/Literacy instructors effective.
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In this first meeting, many hours were spent discussing our strategy, the
amount of time we would devote to a particular data source, and the amount
of time we could devote to analyzing the data and moving on to the next task.
For the first seven months of the project, it was difficult for us to have a longterm vision about what we were hoping to accomplish as we were waiting to
hear about various grants we had applied for. The group received confirmation in December 2002 that the VF was willing to fund the project, again for
less money than asked for.7 The research group finally knew the parameters
of the project.

Research Team Meetings
From October 2002 until June 2004 the research group met six times and had
eleven teleconferences. These meetings were important for several reasons.
Many of our major decisions were thrashed out and decided upon at these
face-to-face meetings.8 These meetings were also the places where the project
moved forward. Whenever the team met, the practitioner researchers were
able to push their other work and personal lives to the side and focus on the
project. As many of us work to deadlines, the event of a meeting forced us to
have our tasks completed and designated tasks done. The face-to-face research team meetings were also the preferred format because collaboration
can be done much more easily in each other’s presence. The team in Dancing
in the Dark (Niks et al., 2003) speaks about the value of their team meetings:
Too sporadically we met face-to-face. We found these meetings to
be the richest and most useful way of working together. The momentum we gained when we were together, everyone focusing on
7 At

this October 2002 meeting the research group met with two university professors, JoAnne Fiske from the University of Northern BC in Prince George (UNBC), and Shauna Butterwick from the University of British Columbia (UBC), who submitted a SSHRC application
for our project. They devised a plan for doing reflective action research. We devoted half a
day to this, planned and led by them. Betsy Alkenbrack joined the research team at this time.
The group received news in March 2003 that the SSHRC application had been approved but
not funded.
Shauna and Joanne wanted to reapply, understanding that re-application was part of the
process, but the research team respectfully said, "no thanks.” Not only did we not have the
energy to make yet another grant application but we also realized that SSHRC funds could
not be used to pay for practitioners’ time, which was what we needed most of the money for.

8 There

were also many times during these meeting when decisions weren’t made, when we
chose, because of lack of time or energy or both, to defer the decision.
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the project at the same time and without interference from our
work and personal lives carried on for weeks after the meeting (p.
85).
The team meetings drove the project forward, got us focussed and reconnected to each other. Getting together however was not a simple task. It was a
challenge to get away. The research group had to choose a period that
worked for eight highly active people and organize all the aspects of the
meeting: travel, accommodations, substitute teachers and parents where
needed, food, equipment and of course, the agenda.
Marina and Evelyn generally developed the agenda, with input from the rest
of us. The agenda was posted on the electronic conferencing system9 in advance, as well as a list of things to think about before the meeting. The
Research Team meetings were between three and seven months apart, so
some jogging of memory and focus was needed. It was critical for us to be
able to take this time to devote entirely to our research project. Practitioners
do not yet have time built into their schedules that accommodates the demands of research. A few of the practitioner researchers have professional
development time in May and June, which they used to write their chapters,
but much of that is taken up with our institutions’ ideas of what professional
development means. Even though we took “time off” for the research team
meetings, other colleagues who depend on us found it frustrating when we
are unavailable for an entire work week.
The first couple of research team meetings were five days long, but that was
too tiring so it was changed to four (from Monday evening to Thursday
noon). Those who had to travel to the Vancouver location did so on Monday
and we met for a six p.m. dinner meeting. At this meeting the research group
confirmed the plans for the next three working days. We then had Tuesday,
Wednesday, half of Thursday as working days, and some evenings to do the
work needed.
Betsy and Bonnie took meticulous minutes of most teleconferences and research team meetings. Combined with the tapes of five of the meetings, we
have a rich source of data illustrating how we worked, made or deferred decisions, decided upon roles, overcame issues, arranged meetings, and learned
9The

Hub is an electronic conferencing system that enables the BC Literacy community to
have easy and ready access to each other and to information pertinent to the literacy field.
Using First Class software, Literacy BC in partnership with Capilano College has developed
the network. It is funded by the NLS through the BC ALCSP.
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how to communicate using a variety of media. The tapes of the meetings and
the minutes are a major piece of data for this chapter.
In the early meetings, the practitioner researchers were learning the craft of
doing research. We had different degrees of experience with research, but this
was the first time for us to research our practice. The research group had to
re-think what we knew about research and how the skills in the academic research field could be helpful in the ABE/Literacy field. With Marina’s
guidance, the practitioner researchers learned how to write autobiographical
pieces, journal daily activities, develop interview questions, and code data.

Group Dynamic
The research group consisted of eight women between the ages of 42 and 57.
We had a combination of partnerships and family experiences. At most meetings seven of us were present10. Marina facilitated the early meetings where
we were learning how to do research and making major decisions about project direction. She helped us know the options that have been tried and
helped us see places where we seemed to be looking for new options. Later
meetings were co-facilitated by Evelyn and Marina, and then the group took
over, taking turns to facilitate conference calls and meetings.
We had to learn early on how to work with each other. Like many groups,
some people tended to talk more than others. Some played more of a listening
role. Some were out front in all the decisions. Some members were comfortable with fast talking, interrupting and over talking. Others were not
comfortable with that. Within this dynamic, there were people who churned
up the waters and others who smoothed things out. Learning how to work
with each other is something we did right to the very end of the project. In
fact, it took us until the end to figure out the best way to work with each
other, and to complete this project.
Over the course of the project, each person on the team went through different issues in her professional as well as personal life. Job situations changed,
and work environments were influenced by the shifting provincial policies.
We went through some phases of the life cycle as a group of middle-aged
women: becoming a grandmother, death of a mother, illness of a daughter,
10Bonnie’s work on her MA thesis occupied her full-time after the April meeting so she came
whenever she was able to. The research team was aware the completion of her thesis was
Bonnie’s first priority and did not count on her being able to make meetings.
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and own illness and dealing with constant pain and medication. These experiences sometimes brought added stress to the group dynamics, especially
when dealing with personal ideas and writing styles. At times, team members
felt more vulnerable than at other times. Through the process, we experienced a wide range of emotions: frustration, anxiety, curiosity, satisfaction,
joy, and, ultimately, relief. This intensity of emotion was due to the steep
learning curve we experienced. We learned how to make sense of research in
practice, generating, collecting and analyzing data, and we learned how to do
it all in a collaborative manner.

Role of Coordinator
In the first research team meeting in October 2002, we had a lengthy conversation about roles. We talked about the role of coordinator, and we decided
upon Evelyn. No one else particularly wanted the job, and most of us felt that
she had the greatest sense of urgency to get the job done.
The role of coordinator was a tricky one for a number of reasons. First, the
coordinator was also a researcher and so there were confused dynamics. The
coordinator had intimate knowledge of the big picture in terms of time lines
and funding realities. Although this was shared regularly and others in the
groups helped make decisions, always there was a sense of being the “boss”
or the one who would make sure the group pulled off the feat. Although all
members of the group have coordinated projects many times, they often let
this work rest with the coordinator because it wasn’t their direct responsibility and the coordinator went back and forth between letting the group go
where it would and pulling at them to meet perceived deadlines and limits.
Secondly, the group was led in many ways by the research friends who had
the expertise and vision of the process of which the rest of us were quite innocent. Although we made decisions and shaped the project, the research
friends were often in a position of being the only ones who could imagine
where our decisions might take us. In the middle of this, the coordinator was
(and to some degree the other researcher practitioners were) making decisions also in terms of timing and funding realities. All of us instructors were
familiar with the deadlines of finishing projects because the term was over
and we had different responsibilities the next term, but those familiar with
academy-based research are more used to working to the vagaries and demands of the analysis process which does not necessarily fall within an
allotted time slot. These two versions of getting the work done were often
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conflicted and sometimes represented in the persons of Evelyn, as coordinator, and Marina, as the principle research friend.
Thirdly, this project was being administered out of three funding agencies
and two community groups, and four colleges were involved in submitting
bills and receiving payments. We operated on two different funding years,
one a calendar year and one a school year. The two major funders had somewhat different interests in the project and, consequently, we researchers were
coping with two sets of expectations. The allotted time for the coordinator
was inadequate to dealing with this many players and this many expectations. At one point, funding was held up for a number of months because
agencies couldn’t agree on what version of a budget report was acceptable!
Furthermore, at the height of the project, we were expected to produce four
progress reports in one year. These are just two examples of how funding and
administration can complicate a seemingly straightforward task!

Collaboration
For us, collaboration meant working together on a joint project. We all had a
stake in the success of it. We all felt quite passionate about the topic; the practitioner researchers in particular were passionate about the idea of looking at
our practice in a rigorous manner and sharing the conclusions with the wider
public. The way we chose to work, collaboratively, was one of the big challenges of the project. Collaboration is about more than a group of people
working together, it’s about how they negotiate their way through the process, the roles they play, the group dynamics, the way they solve their
challenges, they way they carve up the work. Our collaborative research experience was enriched by the many years of experience we had had in the
field. Like other practitioner researchers, “We were drawn to the project by
the idea of working with each other and with the project coordinator” (Niks
et al., 2003, p. 81). However, unlike the practitioner researchers in Dancing in
the Dark, we were quite passionate about our research topic. We embarked
upon this research project because some of us needed an adventure, believed
that it was a rare opportunity and wanted to try out research, but most importantly, we wanted to articulate to the world what we understood to be
effective ABE/Literacy practice.
Collaboration is not a smooth process, but it was made more challenging by
the distance that separated us, the complexity and busyness of our working
(and personal) lives, and the fact that we were embarking upon a project and
process that few of us had experience with. Again, like other practitioner reHardwired for Hope

23
searchers, we noticed that, “Research takes time, and collaborative research
takes even longer because relationships, as well as meaning, have to be negotiated” (Niks et al., 2003, p. 81).
Marina, who had very recent experience in it through her involvement in the
“Dancing in the Dark” project, guided us in our collaborative process. We
talked about Marina’s role and how she would be involved in this project,
what the role of “Research Friend” meant to this group and what we were
trying to accomplish.
I often wonder if we had the same understanding of what it meant to work
collaboratively. For example, there were many times during our research
team meetings when decisions were not made, when we chose, because of
lack of time or energy or both, to defer the decision. Some members of the
team were more comfortable deferring the decisions, perhaps noting that we
will never agree, so why keep talking about it, or perhaps feeling that they
needed more time for the idea to settle before they could agree. Does a group
working collaboratively need to reach consensus most of the time, or is it all
right to agree to disagree? We never asked this question, and we never got
down to agreeing what collaborating meant to each of us. We simply moved
along, respectfully, seriously, learning this new craft and reflecting on our
own practice.
Collaboration and working together in a close manner made the findings rich.
For example, reading each other’s autobiographical pieces made us think
about moments from our own lives and similar experiences that we hadn’t
considered yet. We collaborated on the development of the research question
and the drafting of the proposal. We worked individually on our autobiographical pieces, but shared them with each other and thus benefited from
everyone’s reflections, binding us in our collective experience and moving us
to the next stage of data collection—the journals and then the interviews. Our
collaboration consisted of negotiated independent tasks and then times of intense negotiations over meanings, importance of themes, plans, and
directions. These moments of interface were rich and often tiring, fun and often frustrating. The first evening we gathered for each research team meeting
was a reunion that we all looked forward to. We were anxious to hear the
news and updates on each other’s work and family lives. The intensity of the
work throughout the week chipped away at our energy and enthusiasm, but
we persevered.
Our research team had a huge job to do and we divided it up best as we
could. There were things we did as a group, things we did in pairs and, as alWearing the Silver Shorts
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ready mentioned, independently. In addition to the data collection and analysis, we also had a series of presentations that we prepared and conducted
over the two and half years. We all took turns doing them, usually dividing
those tasks up geographically. Presentations were made by the group member(s) who lived where the presentation was to take place, or who were
available to travel to it.
While there are many benefits to working together, there are also many drawbacks. First, it takes time, a great deal of time, to make decisions, reach
conclusions, and plan with a group. Secondly, people work at different
speeds. Some process ideas quickly and can think on their feet. Some take
more time to ponder ideas and feel them out. Some people write quickly and
want feedback right away. Others take longer to write, and don’t want any
feedback until the bulk of it is done. Third, some people have more time and
energy for this kind of work and think about it all the time. Others only have
the mental space to deal with it in specific slots of time, so they come to the
meetings with their incomplete thoughts and have to engage in making decisions while others have been thinking about little else since the last gathering.
Finally, people have different demands upon them, work and family demands. Some were able to get away from their work and obtain substitutes to
take over their classes, others had the kind of work that had to be either cancelled or continued during a research team meeting. We experienced family
crises during the course of this research: death, illness, daughter leaving
home early, and other issues that affected our ability to maintain a consistent
focus on the task at hand.
When one of the practitioner researchers was having trouble with her piece of
writing and was concerned about keeping up with the group, she shared a
story from her husband’s soccer experience. In her husband’s soccer league,
the older fellows (over 70) wear silver shorts so the other players know to go
easy with them. It is a sign of their earned status, age, and potential physical
limits. We joked about needing a pair of silver shorts too so we could signal
to each other when we needed our limits, however temporary, noted.
Collaboration is not easy and it is time consuming, but many of us on the
team agree that that is the only way we could imagine doing it. The energy of
the group and the relationships we have with the group members kept us going. In addition, the opportunity to share our experiences with other
practitioners is so rare, that we would be loath to pass up such an opportunity.
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Data Collection
In the following section, I will describe the data collection strategies we used
for the project: autobiographical writing, journaling our daily practice, guided
conversations with each other, and interviews with instructors. Other forms
of data that were used for the project are the tapes of the research team meetings, the minutes of the research team meetings and teleconferences, and
hundreds of electronic messages and other written materials like applications,
presentations, initial coding essays and personal notes.

Autobiographical writing as data
The first data the practitioner researchers generated was autobiographical.
We decided to write about our lives for at least four reasons. People’s childhoods and life experiences do affect who they are and may affect whether or
not they become effective instructors. We had a sense that where we came
from and what past experiences we had encountered had somehow made us
the kind of people that we called effective instructors. The ABE/Literacy careers of four of the practitioner researchers11 in this group span much of the
development of the ABE/Literacy field in BC. They participated in articulation committees and in the Adult Basic Education Association of BC
(ABEABC) and assumed leadership roles within their colleges. That was
worth capturing. Finally, autobiographical writing allowed our voices to be
heard. Some of us wanted a chance to write about ourselves concerning our
learners, our work, and our passion for teaching, despite how uncomfortable
that made us. Writing from an autobiographical perspective gave us, the
practitioner researchers, a chance to explain who we are and what we have
witnessed as ABE/Literacy instructors.
The practitioner researchers started by discussing how life experiences on
their own were not what we were after. What we were seeking was what they
have in common; autobiography is about more than the person, it’s about a
larger context in which the person existed, a culture, a mentality. We were
interested in articulating the stories about coming to ABE/Literacy and what
we found there. The assumption we worked with is that there is something in
our lives, how we became who we are, and how we interpret the world
around us, that can lead to answers to the question about effective practice,
and hence to effective instructors.
I was the fifth member of the group. I came to BC in 1994. Therefore, my history in the BC
ABE/Literacy field is brief compared to other members of the group.
11
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This approach is well documented in the literature on qualitative research.
For example, Carolyn Ellis and Arthur Bochner (2000) describe a process
called “reflexive ethnography” in which the researcher’s experience helps to
illuminate the situation being studied. They also describe how feminism has
influenced research, giving researchers permission to use an autobiographical
voice and to start research from their own experience. Stephen Brookfield
(1995) encourages teachers to do autobiographical writing in reflective practice, describing it as a “visceral route into critical reflection” which helps to
challenge assumptions about good teaching (p. 58). He finds it particularly
useful for instructors to reflect on how they were taught. “We try to avoid reproducing the humiliations that were visited on us as learners. We attempt to
replicate the things our own teachers did that affirmed or inspired us …” (p.
49).
After learning about the potential that autobiographical pieces can offer as a
data source, the practitioner researchers had to decide where to begin in the
process of writing our stories. Our first work in autobiographies was a
branching exercise. After we did some writing with the group, we proceeded
to write outside of the research team meetings, over the next month. Practitioner researchers each wrote between four and seven pieces, for a total of
twenty-six autobiographical pieces. We used an electronic conferencing system, known as the Hub as a way to share and process our pieces amongst the
research team members. Each of us posted our pieces and other research team
members responded to them. This gave us the opportunity to read everything
each other had written and react to it. We decided that if someone wrote
something that resonated with us, it was not necessary for us to write a similar piece. Each practitioner researcher selected pieces of her autobiography
and created a separate document explaining their teaching lives, for this report. These pieces are in the final chapter, “Who Are We?” (p. 173).

Journaling and its challenges
We wanted a daily account of what we did to see if shared themes would
emerge. Given that we had our essence defined to some extent in our autobiographies, how did that play out in our day-to-day encounters with students
and others? The practitioner researchers wrote descriptions and reflections
about daily practice for a period of time as a way of obtaining a snapshot of
the present.
The practitioner researchers wrote for a half-hour a day. Instructors started
writing at different times, but the goal was to have a week’s worth of journal-
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ing by the January 2003 meeting. We did not try to capture every moment,
but rather to focus on something that was of interest to us. We planned to
write what was happening in the moment, a bit of background to help the
reader put the moment into a context, and to offer some reflections on what
was happening in the moment.
Despite our best intentions, and what we perceived at the time as the potential richness of the data, some of us found it extremely difficult to write. The
recent changes in government policy in BC affected many of our students in
negative ways and the practitioner researchers simply couldn’t relive in writing the despair that we were experiencing daily. In addition, the American
war in Iraq dulled our sense of optimism, as many of us were appalled and
discouraged that a pre-emptive war was actually taking place.
Is anyone else having trouble journaling? Things are so depressing
at the college with everyone away and sick, students bowing under
welfare pressure and us no longer having control of hiring because
of cutbacks and vicious infighting. I just decided today I couldn’t
just talk about it for another hour (Evelyn, Hub message, March
4, 2003).
And shortly, in reply to that:
I am amazed at how connected we all are. … I have been a mess for
the last week…things at the college are changing…the budget has
not come down yet but the restructuring that Selkirk is trying to
accomplish is impacting many people and their jobs. I have spoken
to Evelyn and Jan (actually cried on the phone together) about the
state of us all and of course our students…the result of this is that
I too am having a hard/difficult/resisting/time at journaling…what
to do? (Leora, Hub message, March 6, 2003).
We knew that we wanted to capture the daily events and our feelings about
them, but the process of writing was too difficult and at times even painful.
The research team discussed these challenges online and during one teleconference. We knew, though, that we wanted to capture that moment, despite
the difficulty it posed for us:
As difficult as all of this is for us, and I too am having a hard time
“rehashing” the day and week in the journaling process, this is exactly what needs to be documented. We need to write this down,
what we are going through, what our challenges are, how this zaps
our energy and chips away at our optimism. Despite all that is go-
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ing on around us on a micro and macro level, we still make our
way into the classroom and work with students. What does that
say about us? How does all of this affect our effectiveness? I don’t
know, but if we work through this, slug it out so to say, we may be
able to articulate what it is that keeps us “hardwired for hope”
(Diana, Hub message, March 6, 2003).
We struggled along for a month, during which time we were to have produced two weeks of journaling. On our next conference call, March 11, 2003,
we shared our difficulties with journaling and figured out a better way to
work ourselves through a data collection strategy we had designed:
It sounds to me that you are all saying that you do want to record
what is happening. If it is the journaling that is not working,
maybe we should do other things. For example, maybe we should
have more conference calls or have a conversation online. Maybe
once a week we could have a discussion online. Maybe we can try
it again some other time. If it was a technical difficulty, then I
would push it, but you are surrounded by other kinds of challenges. This research should be a fulfilling part of your professional
life now. I don’t want to push journaling if it is so hard. Let’s be
creative about this and find other ways of recording your daily
work life (Marina, Teleconference minutes, March 11, 2003).
While we were discussing what was being captured, Marina was encouraging
us to develop a new strategy to collect and capture what the practitioner researchers wanted to capture. We decided to have “conversations with intent.”
Rather than write about the day, the practitioner researchers decided to talk
to each other, in person and by telephone, about the day, and to explore topics in conversation. Those conversations, lasting one and a half to two hours,
were taped and later transcribed. A couple of us continued to journal on a
daily basis and added that material with the taped and transcribed conversations. Combined with several weeks of journaling, the four “conversations
with intent” provided material about our daily experiences with learners and
as ABE/Literacy practitioners.
The journals and the subsequent conversations did not provide us with the
insights we thought they would. Compared to the autobiographical pieces
and the interviews with instructors described below, our four-week daily accounts of what happened in our working lives, and our conversations with
each other about what was happening around us, were not reflective enough
for our purposes. It was too raw, unrefined, and lacking in depth. We needed
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material that was more reflective, information about what we do and why we
do it that has reasons, opinions, and beliefs to help explain our behaviours.
The material we gleaned from the journals confirmed some of the themes we
found in the autobiographical pieces, but we ended up not using much of the
data from them in the final analysis. There was something to be gained from
capturing the moment, but upon reflection, I believe we would probably have
been better served if we had more focused things to reflect upon and write
about in our daily accounts.

Dropping a data source
In our original proposal, the practitioner researchers intended to conduct interviews with two groups; first with students about their views of effective
instructors and then with instructors. The research team spent a considerable
amount of time planning the questions we were to put to students because
some of us needed to obtain the permission of our college ethics committees
in order to proceed.
At the January 2003 meeting, when we were reviewing the budget and realized we were moving into a serious shortfall of funds,12 the research team
decided we simply could not do everything we had intended to do in our
original proposal. We had already completed the piece of autobiographical
data and had initiated the journal writing, which some group members felt
bound to continue. Leora suggested, “The journal conversation is almost finished, so why not have some of us keep journaling and some of us
interview?”
However, others felt we could cut the journaling; Jan said, “We have started
journaling, but are not up to our necks in it. They are still our [instructors’]perspective. Maybe students would still provide a different perspective.
Cutting journaling would give us more time.” Evelyn had another reason for
dropping the journals, “I have submitted an ethics review and won $3000 for
transcription of two kinds of interviews. So I think we should drop journaling” (Research team meeting minutes, January 22, 2003).
Like many of the decisions the research team made, this was one was contingent upon many other things. First, we had to be convinced that cutting a
data source was really what was needed. We resisted that initially and tried
12The

shortfall came from receiving only half the amount we applied for from the BC ALCSP,
less than what we asked for from the Vancouver Foundation, as well as from salary increases
at the colleges.
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to come up with creative solutions to the problem. We tossed around the idea
of doing half of each: interview half the number of students and half the
number of instructors originally planned for, or the practitioner researchers
dividing up the work.
Through the course of an intense discussion, the practitioner researchers
learned that each form of data required the development of questions and a
procedure for working with that particular group. Following the data collection, we needed to learn how to analyze the data, which again is different
with students and instructors. We decided that time was better spent if we
committed ourselves and our energy to one source of data. It was more practical and time effective for us to stay within one perspective. We then
grappled with this difficult question: Which one will yield the most useful
data?
Thinking about dropping the interviews with students led to concerns about
reactions from the field: What would the funders think if we dropped the input from students? What would our colleagues think? What reaction/repercussion would we get from Ethics Committees? Would students feel left out
of the conversation?
The practitioner researchers were initially concerned about cutting the interviews with students because we clearly said we were going to interview
students and it was a piece the funders were looking forward to. More importantly, we all felt that students’ voices were necessary and moral in some
sense; we believed that it was not appropriate to describe the field unless students’ voices were also used.
No one on the team voiced any concerns about political fallout from dropping
interviews with instructors, and this omission is interesting. I think it’s because we are used to not hearing from or consulting practitioners. No one
would take it as a slight. In other words, in ABE/Literacy research, instructors have rarely been looked at, while students have. That was part of the
drive behind the project, to hear from the instructor’s experience in the
ABE/Literacy field. We felt we needed to hear from other instructors to hear
different voices, not just our own, to add to our beliefs about what makes instructors effective in their practice, and obtaining that from other instructors
was the way to proceed. Since instructors, as part of their jobs, spend time
and energy trying to make their practice effective, we believed that they
would be articulate and critical in their comments on effective practice. Thus,
their perspective would yield more useful and varied data for our research
than what we might receive from students. Because we were pushed to deHardwired for Hope
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cide which data source would yield the most valuable data for us, we chose to
hear from instructors.

Interviewing the instructors
At the April 2003 research team meeting, we took the eight themes (p. 35) that
we had developed from the autobiographies, divided ourselves into groups
and designed a series of interview questions that would enable us to explore
those themes. For example, for the theme of power and politics we asked the
following question: “What do you think of the statement, ‘Teaching is a political act’?” To elicit information about the personal characteristics of
instructors we asked, “How and when do you reveal your ‘true’ self in the
classroom?”
After we drafted a series of questions, we distributed them to the group for a
round of feedback, cleaned it up again and sent it out to be used. The list of
interview questions can be found in the appendix.
We generated a list of potential people to interview, considering the following criteria. Some criteria were more important than others for the team.
•

Time in the field: We wanted to interview people who had been in
the field for a long time in the role of instructor and who had been
teaching in the last few years. Several long-term ABE/Literacy practitioners have moved into the area of administration; we wanted to
hear from people who have not moved entirely out of the teaching
aspect of the profession.

•

Gender: While the ABE/Literacy field in BC, as well as in Canada,
is predominantly women, there are men who have contributed to
the field and thus need to be represented. Of the seventeen practitioners interviewed, three were men.

•

Work location (school district, college, community): While all the
practitioners on the research team were from the college system, the
school districts and community groups have also contributed to the
development of the field and have many long-term practitioners
who are effective instructors.

•

Availability: We had a limited amount of time in which to locate
and interview people, and so we did not attempt to find people who
had recently retired or who had left BC. Still, it was difficult to track
some people down and, despite our efforts, we were not able to interview them.
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•

Willingness: Ultimately each interviewee had to be willing to engage in an interview lasting one and a half to two and a half hours,
review the transcript, and allow their words and thoughts to be
used in our research.
Using these criteria, we generated a list of people we knew or at least initially
felt were “kindred spirits.” Each practitioner researcher interviewed three instructors. Marina and Betsy interviewed one instructor each, making a total of
seventeen interviews. Interviewees ranged in age from 37 to 55. Fourteen
women and three men were interviewed. The interviewees were from community learning centres, school districts and the college system. Some had
administrative roles, but all had recent teaching experience. Descriptions of
the seventeen people interviewed can be found in the final chapter, "Who Are
We?” (p. 173). No one we asked refused to be interviewed; however there
were some people we wanted to interview who were not available, or who
could not be located. Many more people could have been chosen for interviews, but we were limited by time and money. It takes time to interview and
money to transcribe the interviews.
The interviews took one and a half to two and a half hours and were conducted either in person or over the telephone. Those who used both methods
agree that face-to-face interviews were more successful for they were able to
use and read body language. In one instance, the interviewee wanted a copy
of the questions ahead of time. Each participant was given a $50 honorarium
in recognition of the time and energy it takes to engage in such an activity.
Interviewees were made aware of how the material was going to be used, and
were informed that they would receive a copy of the transcript if they wanted
it. Interviewees could revise the interview before it was used as data. If a direct quote was going to be used in the final paper, permission would be
specifically obtained from the interviewee for the use of those words. Only
one person wanted to remain anonymous; several wanted to see the transcripts and made changes to them. A few people made no changes at all to
the transcripts.
All interviews were coded using the combined categories developed at the
November 2003 research team meeting.
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Data Analysis
Coding the data
The process we used to start the analysis was coding the data for themes or
topics. Fay Holt Begg, (2002) a practitioner-researcher in Alberta, describes
her process in her study of a teaching method: “To analyze my volumes of
notes I first read through them to find similarities, so findings could be sorted
in categories. Then, thanking the technology gods for my computer, I
grouped paragraphs on the same topic together.” (p. 5)
The practitioner researchers coded their autobiographies in December 2002 in
preparation for the January 2003 meeting where we planned to collaboratively develop common themes. The coding was tricky for us initially because
we had no experience with this research analysis strategy. Coding is not a
simple activity and, for our group, the difficulty was compounded when we
worked with our own autobiographies, for it was a challenge to see how our
thoughts and experiences can be grouped into larger themes. Too much gets
in the way. Here is a piece from a teleconference that illustrates the nature of
the difficulty we initially had with the process:
L[eora]: I don’t understand what the end product is… . Do you
want single words?
M[arina]: Single words are helpful. For example, Diana had connectedness and disconnectedness—I would say that the paragraph
is about connectedness, even if it is in the negative form. Jan also
organized them, (gives examples of Jan’s words). Some of those
could be combined into one category, e.g. “smoking” could go under “health.”
L[eora]: So I originally attempted to organize. Then I didn’t organize, I just made lists of words.
M[arina]: That is not uncommon. I find that I can re-read data
and it will say different things every time I do it.
L[eora]: Let’s say my four pieces have similar codes, e.g. I mention
team over and over. And I know that is true for others too. So even
if I only mentioned it once, it is still an important theme.
M[arina]: It may seem disorganized right now, and you are wondering how you will make sense of it. I see a lot of feeling words, so
eventually we may end up with a code “emotion.” We might say
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that all of you acknowledge “emotion” as important, although it
doesn’t come up in teachers college.
L[eora]: But there are bizarre things, like our adventurous spirit,
that you couldn’t make a case for.
M[arina]: You just gave it a name, and you might sense that this
is important.
L[eora]: So we tell people they need to travel the world before they
want to teach ABE?
M[arina]: No, it’s about what is your story and how did you came
to be. The jump from how you came to be to what you need to do is
a long one. We are not there yet. In qualitative data, we do not
claim to represent anything. We are saying that this group of
teachers did this. There is no pressure to generalize, to talk to everybody and about everybody (Teleconference minutes,
December 4, 2002).
This excerpt illustrates many things: The trouble we were having with the
process of coding, the implications we found in our codes, the trouble with
moving from dense and personal text to single concepts and the slow process
of coming to an understanding and appreciation for qualitative research. One
of the difficulties we encountered was that we started coding our own writing
and we often found ourselves coding what we had intended to say and not
what was actually written. We learned how to work with the data and what it
revealed not with what we thought was there, or wanted to be there. We were
struggling with finding proof for what we believed, rather than reading and
finding something in the data that could potentially illustrate something new.
Coding was something we did individually but that we brought to the whole
research team. Because this was a team effort, we had to negotiate meanings
and analyses. We spent long hours during a team meeting negotiating the
codes to be used. A lot of these issues were unresolved, questions were unanswered, and we did not have enough time to accommodate and work
through everyone’s approach and ideas. These were moments of intense collective analysis. This is one of the benefits and downfalls of collaboration. It
takes a lot of time to reach understandings about what one believes to be true.
Many times we simply ran out of time and/or energy and let things go.
After coding the autobiographical pieces, we decided upon a group of eight
themes:
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•

Personal Characteristics

•

Teaching Styles and Strategies

•

Politics and Power

•

Students

•

Learning Environment

•

Community

•

Life before ABE

•

Career Path to ABE

Using the themes
Each practitioner researcher combed through the transcripts of the interviews
she had conducted and coded them for these themes, and then sent that
coded information off to one member of the group who wrote a mini-essay on
that theme. The essays were shared at the April 2003 meeting, but not edited,
challenged, or processed any further. We wrote them so we could further explore the theme and see what sub-categories came from the theme.
After we coded our journals and “conversations with intent,” we refined
some themes and added other categories. As we moved from the autobiographical pieces to the journals, our codes and categories changed slightly.
We found that the original codes, which came from our autobiographical
pieces, didn’t quite work with our new data, and we needed to decide which
data form truly reflected who we are and what we do.
We do need a better way to describe what is happening in the moment… . Because we are using data that is largely “from the
moment” we need to make sense of the moment, and I like Judy’s
suggestion to code from our philosophies. We have an intention
(philosophy) and then we behave (action) in certain ways. How do
we make sense of those two things? I want to share power, but I often don’t. Now why is that? I think that choice when and where to
share power says a lot about my understanding of a “teaching
moment” and that there is a time and place to do some things. This
comes from my teaching philosophy (Diana, Hub message, May
6, 2003).
However, we struggled with changing the original codes from fear that we
would lose something in the process.
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You are trying to figure out if and how your previous codes work
and what you gain and what you lose by keeping them the same. It
seems to me that they are not working as well as they did for autobiographies, but they came from the autobiographical material, so
this is not completely unexpected. If you use them as they are, you
gain time and *maybe* consistency. If you engage in a discussion
like the one we had to get the codes we now have, the process will
take more time but the codes may be more useful for this data.
(Marina, Hub message, May 8, 2003).
As usual, Marina helped the group to see the options available. The practitioner researchers decided in the end to use the original codes that came from
the autobiographies, and to add a couple of new ones that came from the
journals. We used the group of codes to develop the question protocol for interviewing instructors.

Framing the data
At our November 2003 research team meeting, we brought every single piece
of data we had generated. By this time our interviews had been completed
and transcribed, but not read by the rest of the group. We re-coded and concluded with three major categories on which we were going to write:
•

Beliefs that motivate us

•

Personal growth/qualities and characteristics

• Strategies/styles and skills
We also decided that we were going to write about our research methods.
Writers were assigned for various chapters as well as peer readers to read and
give feedback to the writer. We agreed on dates by which we’d have the first
draft sent off to our readers and agreed to bring our written pieces to the
March 2004 meeting.

Writing Collaboratively
The methods chapter
The team decided that a methods chapter was a valuable piece of this story
and needed telling. I volunteered to devote my energies toward learning how
to write a methods chapter and to pay close attention to our decision-making
process. The Methods chapter was drafted and written collaboratively. I
wrote an outline and sent it off to Marina who added her thoughts and sent it
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back. It was then fleshed out and sent back for more input. This ping-pong
match went on for a few sets and then I sent the chapter off to Betsy who
added even more ideas and feedback. Then it was sent off to my peer reader,
Evelyn, who made more comments. It took more definite shape in mid-June,
when I was able to devote all my time and energy to writing, and Marina
joined in on the process, giving new eyes and new energy to the task.

The literature review
During the January 2003 meeting, we had an intense discussion about a “literature review.” Marina referred to Dancing in the Dark (Niks et al., 2003). In it
the authors wrote quite eloquently about their engagement with the literature
in a chapter titled, “The Literature Review We Didn’t Do” with playful, yet
revealing, subtitles: “Dancing with the Literature: We Waltzed but we did not
Tango,” “Two Left Feet,” “No Literature Available,” and “Lack of Energy,
Time and Money.” They wrote about their struggle to find meaning in the activity of engaging in the literature, challenged the value of such an activity for
the topic they were examining and ultimately the lack of meaningful literature to which they could even enter into conversations with. For some, there
seemed to be an underlying assumption that practitioners engaging in research didn’t have to do literature reviews, that this was an activity for
academics to engage in, for their purposes, but not for practitioners. Marina
challenged this unarticulated assumption and pushed the group to think
about what value engaging in the literature would have for our research project.
Our discussions of doing a literature review were not fluid and linear discussions. It was a complex issue, compounded in difficulty by the fact that few of
us had experience with academic literature on ABE/Literacy issues and less
experience doing research on our practice and writing research reports. Many
of us had written dozens of reports during our professional lives, but not research reports. Most of our debates and discussion about the literature review
centred on the idea of what it meant to us. We all knew we were embarking
upon new territory, an area of research that didn’t have firm rules carved out
for it yet. We were fully aware that there were people watching us from the
sidelines, funders and other ABE/Literacy practitioners who have engaged in
research, and we wanted their support if not their approval. Ultimately, because of time constraints and personal esteem, whatever we decided, we
wanted to be clear in our choice. We didn’t want to just reject the idea because we were practitioners and didn’t feel that was part of our world. We
didn’t want to read material just so we could toss it in to sound like we were
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“in the know.” We wanted the material to resonate with us, to speak to us, to
engage us. With Marina’s persistence, Jan’s commitment to her ethics committee, Leora’s desire to do the best job we could do with this, Judy’s push
that this did make sense, Evelyn’s critical perspective, my optimism and
Betsy’s hard work, we did locate, read and integrate literature into our project.
Over the summer, Betsy located and sent material that she believed would be
of interest to the various writers of chapters. The practitioner researchers read
material that they wanted to and decided if and how they were going to integrate it into their chapter. We decided each practitioner researcher would
choose a way to use the literature that they felt the most comfortable with.
Each of the following chapters, therefore, uses the literature in different ways.
Working with Evelyn on her chapter, Betsy located and integrated all the literature into that piece. Leora and Jan found articles they were interested in
and used them to frame their discussions. Judy used the literature to guide
her analysis and present her ideas. The intent behind this diverse use of and
relationships with the literature is to explore the options practitioners have
when doing research. We were hoping to include a reflection on how these
different approaches worked in this report but due to a tight timeframe, we
had to leave this conversation for a later date.
At the March 2004 meeting we shared our draft pieces, obtained more feedback on the content and our analysis, made decisions about better ways to
proceed with collaborative writing. For example, we decided that it was too
difficult to write your own chapter and be a capable reader on another one.
We also learned that people in the group needed different kinds of support
and at different times. One member wanted feedback quite early in the process, and wanted it fairly regularly, while another did not want any feedback
at all until all her thinking and writing had been done.
We learned a great deal about the collaborative writing process. Our form of
collaborative writing consisted of deciding as a group what was to be written
about, selecting the people to do the writing piece, peer editing with one
other group member and then presenting this draft to the group for feedback.
This group feedback was a grueling process. This was finally the time where
we negotiated meanings and challenged each other’s interpretations of the
data, and the extent to which our own experiences were reflected in the
analysis. It was a difficult and emotional process and left many of us wondering if we could have approached the activity differently.
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In some ways, it seemed that this came too late in the process. But then again,
it didn’t seem necessary earlier on to haggle over meanings and interpretations until we had all the data and had undergone some initial analysis. It
also did not work so well because people work, think and write with differing
rhythms. You can’t rush analysis and it doesn’t matter what the deadline is,
sometimes more time is needed to think and let ideas ruminate. However, in
a collaborative project we all had to work to the same schedule or run the risk
of tipping the balance and ruining the timing of the entire project.

Conclusion
As I stated earlier, this chapter is different from the chapters that follow. It is
the story of how a group of women worked together to learn and carve out a
new area of research. It is the story of how we learned to work together, while
at the same time learning to engage in research on our practice. It is about the
team and how we dealt with the research process, from the development of
the proposal right through to the writing of the final research report and all
the wonderful bits in between. We grappled with writing a proposal that
needed academic edges and with deciding whether and how to do a literature
review. We struggled with piecing bits of funding together and keeping the
vision of our research goals alive. When we ran into difficulties with the journaling process and with deciding to drop a data source, we solved the
problems by keeping a keen focus on our goal at hand: to define and articulate what it means to be an effective ABE/Literacy instructor.
Like some of the ABE/Literacy pioneers in the group, we are very much pioneers in research in practice, learning from each other and from the few who
have worked before us. We were intent on doing research, reflecting on the
process and therefore advancing not only what we know about ABE/Literacy
but also how to do research. We learned a great deal in the process. We
learned how to work collaboratively and what that meant for us. We learned
how to pace ourselves to get the research and writing done, while at the same
time teaching and doing the multiplicity of other things required of us as instructors. We learned how to push and support one another to get the best
out of the pieces we were writing. Ultimately, we discovered that much of
what we learned would help others who choose to engage in research in
adult literacy practice. It is an exciting time to be in ABE/Literacy and even
more exciting time to be working in this new area of research.
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JUDY ROSE
I have worked in ABE/Literacy for more than 25 years at Capilano College, both at the campus in North Vancouver and in
Mount Currie. Over the years, I have been involved in the Adult
Basic Education Association of BC (ABEABC), Literacy Materials Bulletin, the Selection Committee for the Learner Events,
Articulation Working Committees and the Cost-Shared Selection Committee. I finished an M.Ed in Adult Education from
UBC during maternity leave and while I worked part time in
ABE. My own history of always going to school part time while
working has helped me to appreciate the level of commitment
required by ABE/Literacy students who struggle to balance
their lives when they decide to take on upgrading. I am working
now mostly in a coordination role with a number of access programs which provide support for students starting back to the
College. I consider this research project an exciting and constructive way to honour the group’s collective years of
experience in the field.

Introduction
In this chapter, you will be introduced to some of the qualities and characteristics of instructors that we heard in their interviews, and the personal growth
that interviewees reflected on. Some of the information and ideas came from
the interview questions about how instructors got into the ABE/Literacy field
in the first place and how they would describe themselves in their workplaces. As well, when instructors discussed other aspects of their jobs they
talked about how they responded to their work in many ways that illustrated
their personal growth, qualities and characteristics. The research team formulated the interview questions after writing autobiographies and journals and
having time to reflect on our own practice. We had the advantage of more
time to remember and ponder and to discuss with the others some of the
ways we have observed our personal growth.
In writing this chapter, I have chosen to divide it into two major sections,
which represent one way of organizing the data that the research group identified from the interviews around the themes of Personal Growth/Qualities
and Characteristics. The sections are:
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•

Learning while Teaching

• Working with Emotions in Teaching
Each of the sections expands on the qualities and characteristics of effective
instructors. These sections address the larger issue of personal growth and
development among some ABE/Literacy instructors during their years in the
field. Among the research team, we have well over 100 years of teaching experience. Since we interviewed instructors who also have a wealth of
experience, I refer to what they have come to know over time and how they
talked about their own history. The information from this chapter supports
the two following chapters, “A Passion for the Possible” and “The Tightrope
Walker.”
The first section examines the data that illustrates how instructors have developed in their work by building on their knowledge base with constant
ongoing projects. I was struck by the way some instructors described learning
for a whole multitude of reasons in a variety of ways. The framework of andragogy was the way I chose to organize the scope of the learning described
in the interviews. At the end of the section there is a small segment on team
building and mentoring as ways that effective instructors sometimes use to
develop their own learning or to engage with their colleagues in the workplace.
The second section explores the data to find ways to follow the emotional aspects of teaching that were reported in the interviews. The categories of
emotional intelligence offer a way to articulate the skills developed by many
of the instructors over their teaching careers. As many instructors reflected on
their practice during the interviews, they reported their confidence with
teaching. They often reported comfort and competence in their handling of
complex emotional issues in the classroom.

Learning while Teaching
In my autobiographical section, I wrote about how I evolved as a learner and
a teacher and how I became experienced at both. I reflected on times when
my path forked and I tried to remember what motivated me at the time of the
decision. I realized that my curiosity to learn new things had driven some of
my choices. Sometimes I assessed an opportunity in terms of what I could
learn by choosing that particular option.
When our research group began to examine the data collected from the autobiographies, journals and interviews, we developed a number of codes and
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then organized and gathered the codes into themes or topics. From the groupings of our codes, I chose to work on the topics of Personal Growth, Qualities
and Characteristics. I ended up with a list made up of code words and
thoughts and phrases. I continued to group and regroup, trying to organize in
a coherent way. At each stage, I felt the power of reflection to support and inform the collaborative process. It was challenging and interesting, and,
because I had the time and the ongoing opportunity for reflection, I gained
insights at each stage of the research, and it was exciting to be learning.

Instructors as learners
Many of the instructors we interviewed talked about learning when they described their lives and their work. Many of them are lifelong learners,
participating in a wide variety of formal and informal learning activities. In
the interviews, they reported learning in response to interests or problems in
their work or their lives. Whether instructors were faced with small situational issues or huge decisions, the way they described both the problem
and the solutions showed their inquisitiveness with regard to their work. For
example, when Lucy Alderson reported the challenge of moving her books
and materials to the outreach program at Oppenheimer Park, she approached
it by “watching the older ladies in the community truck around with their
shopping carts on two wheels and thought, ‘Okay, that’s for me.’”
In Jan Weiten’s interview, she described her life as a young adult when she
was traveling in Europe. She talked about how she made a life-altering career
choice, based on her love of traveling, to become a teacher so she could “continue to travel and actually get paid for it.” She returned to Canada and
obtained a teaching degree so she could apply to Canadian University Students Overseas (CUSO) to work and travel overseas again. This decision
speaks of a woman who was very self-directed and focused in her learning,
and self-confident enough to imagine herself traveling the world as she
worked at teaching.
Julia Dodge was also a mature, self-directed adult learner. She described her
issues with returning to studying and how she adjusted her life to find a solution:
It is really isolating for me to be learning in the distance education
model. The only face-to-face classes I took were with Ron Faris and
Audrey Thomas [leaders in ABE/Literacy in British Columbia]
and look what an impact that learning had on my life! I have ended
up committed to literacy. When I decided to complete my degree in
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adult education, I moved my family from Sechelt to the Fraser Valley and took out a student loan so that I would have classes in
which to do the learning. I learned how much I needed the interaction of the group.
Both Julia Dodge and Jan Weiten made learning choices that showed their
high regard for learning as a tool for change in their lives. Some other instructors talked of problems that directly impacted their teaching and the quality
of the teaching situation facing them. They were motivated to learn and to
use that learning to improve their work lives. Gillian Newman stressed in her
interview how important it is for her not to get stale. She described how she
responded to the problem of maintaining a fresh approach to teaching:
I’ve been a teacher for thirty-odd years and I’ve taught in many
different situations and I just couldn’t stand being stale—doing
the same thing year after year after year. So even though I have the
same ABE class, it’s very important for me to learn from it all and
change approaches and try something new—new ways of teaching—and I’m always looking for different material; in fact I would
say that most of my professional development is course-related. I
make up exercises, new material, because if I get stale it’s going to
show in the classroom…if I’m bored students will pick up on that.
Steve Cheung outlined in his interview how he set himself the task of updating his computer skills because he wanted to improve the learning
environment for mentally challenged people and he thought it was important
to understand how the group-home people could use computers to help with
their learning. First, though, he described how he carried out an experiment
with the group to establish the level of their curiosity and, having established
that, he explored a funding source to enable him to pursue the solution to the
problem he had identified:
There were nine adults living in a group home and I was a counsellor there…I looked at the methods we used to train the mentally
challenged people and I really disagreed with it; there’s a lot of
repetition; there’s very little stimulation in terms of learning and I
also find that when I talk to people there seems to be a lot of assumptions being made, so … the first thing I did was to find out if
they are curious.
One day I dressed up in lab coat and white gloves. … It was after
supper time and so people had a cup of tea and I hung a balloon
filled with water down from the ceiling—just about the middle of
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the long table—and I climbed up on to the table and didn’t say a
word, and nobody said a word, and [I] just walked toward the balloon and I pulled out from my pocket a long, thin needle—a sharp
needle—and so I poked through the balloon and I looked around
and all eyes were on me. I turned around and got off the table and
walked away. Then I saw that people were climbing up on the table
and trying to find out why it didn’t break. So the curiosity was obviously there, so that told me we could put some effort into
providing an education for them. … That’s when I applied for
funding … to find out how they learn.
Like Gillian Newman’s account of staying fresh and Steve Cheung’s description of his test for curiosity, many instructors we interviewed talked about
examples of their own learning. They were constantly looking for solutions,
willing to follow their own intuition and carve out a life or job to respond to
the need at the time. They did not always identify themselves as adult learners, but more like people who had challenges or were in a time of transition
or were taking on something new or identified their curiosity about something. In the interviews, some instructors described very creative solutions to
those learning situations. In some cases, the instructors modeled a problemsolving approach for their students or talked of sharing the process with
them. Some instructors described how they built community in their classrooms so that the sharing that resulted would make a stronger relationship in
the learning/teaching environment. Julia Dodge talked of her classroom: “My
classroom functions as a community of equals: myself, tutors and students.
…We make decisions together. … The pressures are shared as a group as well
as the successes.”

Knowles’ assumptions about adult learning
The themes of learning described in the interviews speak to a whole body of
research in the field of adult education. Researchers have examined motivation and participation of adult learners and developed a number of models in
an attempt to explain the phenomenon of adult learning. Malcolm Knowles
(1980; 1984; 1990) was one of the first researchers who believed that adults
learned differently than children. He popularized the concept of andragogy
as distinct from pedagogy. Andragogy has been debated in academic circles
for many years and a number of researchers have challenged Knowles. One
researcher, Hartree (1984) questioned whether andragogy was a theory or a
set of assumptions about what adult learners should be. Grace (1996) has accused Knowles of forgetting how much learning is shaped by culture and the
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society in which a learner lives. Brookfield (1993) and Collins (1996) criticized
Knowles for his lack of social and political application in the context of adult
learning. However, despite the ongoing critical nature of the dialogue about
andragogy, Knowles is still credited with developing five assumptions about
adults and adult learning:
•

Self-concept moves from one of being a dependent personality toward one of being a self-directed human being.

•

There is a growing reservoir of experience that comes with maturity,
which is a resource for learning.

•

Readiness to learn is tied to the developmental tasks of social roles.

•

There is a change in perspective from postponed application of
knowledge to immediate application, and mature adults are attracted to learning that helps them solve problems in their lives.

• A mature person is internally motivated to learn.
Each of the assumptions about andragogy is illustrated in the segments from
the interview data.

1. SELF-CONCEPT MOVES FROM ONE OF BEING A DEPENDENT
PERSONALITY TOWARD ONE OF BEING A SELF-DIRECTED HUMAN
BEING.
Malcolm Knowles (1975) defined self-directed learning as “a process in which
individuals take the initiative, with or without the help of others, in diagnosing their learning needs, formulating learning goals, identifying human and
material resources for learning, choosing and implementing appropriate
learning strategies, and evaluating learning outcomes” (p. 18).
Mark McCue reflected on his own learning and the way he applies that to his
teaching. He sees self-directed learning as beneficial for both children and
adults because it provides a more natural environment with less structure,
which is the kind of learning he chooses.
I’ve always tried to be pretty honest about my shortcomings because we all have them and I don’t think it’s the least bit beneficial
for learners to think of the teacher as good. I just don’t think that
that’s going to help them, to have that point of view that the
teacher’s all-knowing, all-powerful, and I’m talking about kids as
well. They have to feel that they have some control over their learning—that they have some input that gives them a sense of moving
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along to being self-directed learners, even for grade three. It’s like
they have to have some freedom to learn—and if they understand
that the teacher doesn’t have all the answers, then maybe they’re
more encouraged to look for the answers themselves.
A number of the instructors we interviewed described their personal histories
of teaching in elementary or high schools before they moved to teaching in
ABE/Literacy. Like Mark McCue, they were attracted to the ABE/Literacy
teaching because there was less of a focus on strict curriculum requirements
and class management and more emphasis on self-directed learning. So, although most instructors we interviewed did not identify themselves as selfdirected learners, they described taking initiative around their own learning
that showed a responsible attitude and the ability to be reflective in a rapidly
changing world.
When Mark brought up the application of self-directed learning for both
adults and children, he illustrated another of the criticisms of Knowles’ work.
Both children and adults are capable of self-directed learning, the critics said.
In response, Knowles (1984) changed his thinking slightly to have andragogy
encompass the learning situation more than being defined strictly by the
learners’ adult status. He described a continuum with teacher-directed learning at one end and student-directed learning at the other end. Depending on
what the students were learning, they could be located at either end of the
continuum.

2. THERE IS A GROWING RESERVOIR OF EXPERIENCE THAT COMES
WITH MATURITY, WHICH IS A RESOURCE FOR LEARNING.
A number of instructors described how they stumbled into the job of teaching
in ABE/Literacy and have learned so much from their own experiences and
their resourcefulness over the years. Leora’s comment is an example of the
value of that experience in her work:
My confidence expanded and I began to take on more projects that
required leadership types of qualities and thinking. I began to feel
more sure about my version of the workplace and what needed to be
done to create the environment that would best support our students and enhance their learning.
Other instructors talked about their skills that have been honed over many
years. They described how much more scope they have now than the mostly
“good intentions” and “energy” they had to offer in their early years of teachThinking, Feeling, and Learning Intertwined
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ing ABE/Literacy. The interviewees have had a whole variety of experiences
upon which they can draw to enhance their lives. We heard about life roles
and issues, illness, accidents, divorce, and child rearing. Some of the interviewees had traveled, had lived with cultures other than their own, or had
worked in banks, restaurants or bars. There is a rich tapestry of past experience created by many of the instructors we interviewed because some trained
and worked in another field entirely before the move to ABE/Literacy, and
they brought those diverse skills with them. One of the attractions for our research team to come together and participate in this project was the
developing expertise that was becoming very evident in the field of
ABE/Literacy. There were many skilled instructors around the province. We
wanted to articulate and pass on what our generation of ABE/Literacy instructors had helped to establish.

3. READINESS TO LEARN IS TIED TO THE DEVELOPMENTAL TASKS OF
SOCIAL ROLES.
When adults make decisions to change the way their lives are going, or when
they move to another stage in their lives, they will often be motivated to learn
new things that go with the change. For example, as many instructors move
closer to retirement and anticipate the change in their status, they become
very motivated to learn the complex details of the pension plan.
Sometimes instructors described how they grew to take on another role as
they became more experienced in their institutions. Often they became leaders within their departments or with provincial committee work or in
curriculum writing. All of the jobs carried with them a set of new skills
needed for success. When Kathy Hamilton described her work, she talked of
the potential for personal growth that came from becoming a Division Chair.
“I am a teacher first and that hasn’t changed; but in order to be an effective
teacher I had to do something else; I had to grow somehow.” Kathy continued by describing a change she had orchestrated with her department to
improve things. “Right now it’s exciting and it’s different and it’s energizing
and it’s working out quite well in spite of all of the bumps that we faced. I’m
feeling quite positive about it; at the same time I’m thinking we can’t really
call this a success—we’ll have to see some results; we’ll have to see what the
students think.” Instructors who move to administrative work understand
the challenge of maintaining the priority of supporting students as they move
one step away from the direct contact of the classroom.
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Many instructors also showed they were conscious of the link between learning, developmental tasks, and social roles when they talked about their
students. Students come to ABE/Literacy learning at all different stages of
their adult lives. Their energy for learning is sometimes associated with the
changes they see for themselves. For example, in family literacy programs
such as the Parent Direct Family Literacy Model, parents are provided with
ABE/Literacy programs while their children are cared for in a childcare centre. This is one program designed to make the most of the motivation
generated when people become parents and want to improve their lives and
provide positive role models for the benefit of themselves and their children.
Kathy Hamilton described the confidence gained by students she has seen
coming back to school, particularly around issues of child rearing, “They get
confidence from each other as well. Sometimes that confidence can take them
somewhere in their lives, and it may in some cases just mean being a better
parent. It’s going to parenting classes and knowing that they know how to be
a better parent now and their son is going to be okay.”

4. THERE IS A CHANGE IN PERSPECTIVE FROM POSTPONED APPLICATION OF KNOWLEDGE TO IMMEDIATE APPLICATION AND MATURE
ADULTS ARE ATTRACTED TO LEARNING THAT HELPS THEM SOLVE
PROBLEMS IN THEIR LIVES.

In the research on adults who go into learning situations, researchers agree
that the highest level of participation comes from people who can learn something they need to know and then apply it to their lives. Adults are seen as
busy people working at jobs, tending families, and participating in community activities. Johnstone and Riverera did one of the first major studies of
participation by adults in education in 1965 in the USA. Their results have
been confirmed by other researchers since then. (Boshier, 1971; Morstain and
Smart, 1974). Throughout the research, people have reported learning in order to solve a problem in their lives. However, these learning projects can
take many different forms unique to the learners.
A number of the instructors we interviewed talked of themselves as problem
solvers or risk takers. They enjoyed the challenge of figuring out what would
work in a particular situation or with a group of students. Diana described it
well in her autobiography: “Call me crazy, but I so need an adventure and to
be doing the kind of ABE/Literacy work that I love. I need something exciting.” Job satisfaction for Diana, as well as for many other instructors, was tied
to figuring out a new learning puzzle when meeting a new set of students.
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For these instructors, meeting new students set up the problem or the puzzle.
Each student presented a learning puzzle, which the instructor worked to unravel while getting to know that particular student. For a number of
ABE/Literacy instructors, their work in teaching was very satisfying because
of their ability to solve the problems before them.

5. A MATURE PERSON IS INTERNALLY MOTIVATED TO LEARN.
We came together as a research group because we were interested in the
process and the question of effectiveness of ABE/Literacy practitioners. We
wanted to find ways to explore our research question and to share our findings. As we worked along, we became more excited about our process even
though it was sometimes demanding, difficult, and time consuming. Our internal motivation was driving us on to keep learning.
When instructors choose to learn without the prompting of external rewards
or monetary advantages or even acknowledgement, this learning stems from
internal motivation, and the satisfaction of that learning is the reward. Most
of our interviewees work in institutional settings where there are a number of
tasks to be done by the group beyond classroom teaching. Knowing this, instructors do their best to choose tasks that are aligned with their own
personal interest so they can satisfy the professional requirement while taking
advantage of the impetus of their motivation and interest in the chosen task.
Nancy Ross took on the role as the Fundamental Subcommittee Chair for all
twelve of their campuses. Her way of thinking about it was that she was internally motivated and chose the job: “I sort of took on the thing I wanted to
do and tried to improve it.” Nancy also thinks of herself as a “squeaky-wheel
kind of person” who gets the satisfaction of seeing the odd thing change after
she points out a problem. Just as some instructors talked about being drawn
to the articulation process, others were interested in curriculum development
or provincial networking or administration or research. The value of the
learning that originates from individual interests is one factor that attracts a
self-motivated learner. However, each of the choices represents a commitment to the ABE/Literacy field that requires motivation and a willingness to
spend many hours devoted to a particular choice.
The group of instructors we interviewed comprises only a small number of
ABE/Literacy instructors. However, this particular group has taken on learning in a way that suggests that they are motivated, self-directed learners.
They have experienced the joy and satisfaction of learning when it applied to
their own life situations and problems and they understand the intrinsic reHardwired for Hope
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wards of learning. When instructors are themselves enthusiastic and affirming about learning, they inspire ABE/Literacy students and provide a role
model for those returning to learning.

Mentoring and Team Building Enhance Personal
Growth
Like many of the instructors who talked of their early years of teaching
ABE/Literacy, Sandy Shilling MacKelir described how unpredictable her job
was those first years. “Probably it’s true in all colleges—the little bits that you
get are often not your exact area of interest but you’ll take the little bits here
and there and if you’re lucky something comes up … and it’s all contract time
or subbing.” One of the ways instructors reported coping with being new at
institutions, with their long periods of underemployment and the unpredictability of their work lives, was to have strategies in place to cope with the
transition. Developing mentoring relationships and participating in team
building with colleagues were effective strategies that helped to cope with the
stress and challenges of times of change in the workplace.

MENTORING
Some of the instructors referred to their participation in mentoring programs
as an affirming time in their past. They most often remembered informal relationships born out of situations where someone had helped them through a
period of transition in their lives.
Mentoring can take place in both formal and informal settings with a wide
range of expectations and outcomes. Mentoring practices support the principles of adult education in that the wisdom of the mentor, a wise and trusted
teacher or guide, honours the “growing reservoir of experience.” (See
Knowles’ second assumption, above.) As well, readiness to learn is based on a
protégé’s immediate need to know and apply a body of information. (See
Knowles’ fourth assumption, above.) Mentoring eases the transition from one
position to another or one role to another; it provides a mechanism for problem solving in the short term and supports personal growth over the long
term.
While reflecting, in our autobiographies, on our early years in ABE/Literacy,
some of us made reference to the value of mentoring. Leora had the opportunity to work closely with her coordinator and mentor at Selkirk College,
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whom she described as, “a grand lady and I was fortunate to be her close colleague. … I grew up and matured along with ABE/Literacy in BC.” Jan
started her ABE/Literacy years with support from a colleague who was a
mentor. She says of that time, “We made a good team; I was eager to get back
to work and learn, and she took great pleasure in sharing her love of life and
literature and her belief in the importance of women speaking for themselves.” I myself was helped to develop as a reader when I was mentored in
my early adult years by a friend. We would go to a bookstore and go along
the shelves while she talked about books she loved or ones she found interesting. No one had ever incited me to read the way she did, and I am so
grateful.
In our interviews there is direct reference to mentoring. Jan Weiten refers to a
conversation she had with her mentor where they worked out a “kind of survival strategy” for her, which involved an altered workload and a more
balanced life. Jan also described a formal mentoring system at work, which
she called “liaison”:
We’re available to talk about different levels that we use in our department, so what the exit skills would be, the criteria we use to
move a person from one level to another level … talk about the end
of term interviews and reports that we do—anything that they
might need help with in getting adjusted to.
Mentoring fosters the personal connections. The relationship formed has the
capacity to make a huge difference in the lives of both the mentor and the
protégé. For those instructors who described past mentoring experiences,
they shared clear memories of the influence mentoring had on their development at that time.

TEAM BUILDING
In the interviews we also heard references to co-workers in a way that would
suggest that departments worked well together. Mark McCue referred to the
commitment of “the team” at work. Paula Davies talked about the orientation
that is carried on by her “whole department,” describing the collective energy
projected to welcome the new students and make them feel comfortable. Lucy
Alderson commented that it has been great working with her colleagues at
Women’s Information Safe House (WISH) and then went on to describe the
strength of each one and how that strength contributed to the whole learning
environment.
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A number of instructors work in a collaborative setting that promotes team
building. When there is a team approach to decision making, the consultative
process operates for the benefit of the all of the instructors. Through the
commitment to team building, part-time instructors can learn about the informal culture of the institution from their experienced colleagues. The
information sharing and group decision making can be slow and cumbersome, but it engages new and experienced instructors equally, promotes team
building and offers mentoring opportunities.
During the interviews, we also heard about instructors feeling the loss of their
positions and the undermining of their programs by administrators and by
provincial government cuts, without the benefit of consultation. Instructors
were feeling the increased responsibility of maintaining the quality of their
work. In some places the team approach was failing to meet the pressure
from outside forces and some instructors reported feeling disheartened and
isolated. (See “The Breakdown of Motivation,” page 114, in the following
chapter.) Some instructors preferred to think about the past as the time when
their ABE/Literacy work had given them great pleasure and satisfaction.

Working with Emotions in Teaching
Emotions are important
When we gathered together for our first research meeting we talked a great
deal about our feelings about the project, our feelings about our years of
work, and our feelings about the process we were launching into. Our conversations were full of emotional responses, and the planning and structure
of the project was inspired by our collective ability to move forward while
keeping the whole group emotionally safe and secure enough to ensure participation. We always started our telephone conference calls with a round to
hear from each member about their issues both inside and outside the project.
Since we could not always have face-to-face meetings, it was a way that we
could check in with each other and feel closer together over the phone when
we came together as a group. We knew that in order to work together successfully we had to build trust within our group.
When we formulated the interview questions, we based them on the themes
that had emerged from our autobiographies and journals and the discussions
from our meetings. Some of the questions invited interviewees to reflect on
their responses. One of the interview questions asked instructors how they
would describe themselves, what characteristics were true of them as instruc-
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tors. The responses varied, but the nurturing characteristics were well represented. Many instructors described themselves in their teaching with some
combination of the following descriptors: patient, caring, respectful, calm,
gentle, sensitive, tolerant, honest, approachable, fair, thoughtful, empathetic,
and trusting. Others reported approaching their practice with energy, enthusiasm, passion, or a positive attitude.
There were many differences in the way instructors described how they managed their classrooms. Some were organized and some were disorganized.
Some felt they were lucky to have had the opportunities they experienced in
their lives and their work and some felt they had made their own luck. Some
instructors thought of themselves as structured or business-like while others
were creative or good actors in the classroom looking for ways to have more
fun. Effective practice does not always look the same. Many people talked
about having changed over the years and settled into the ways that worked
best for them. Some people referred to this as being authentic in their practice
while others talked about having come to a certain way of working that felt
natural and satisfying, more like a teaching style. Many instructors described
themselves as being very similar at home and at work.
While instructors were clear about how they had come to what worked for
them over the many years of teaching, they acknowledged that other people
did their teaching differently. There was some curiosity about the various
ways of teaching. Robert Zimmerman acknowledged this in his comment: “I
think that there are people who maybe have a really different philosophy
about the role or relationship between instructor and student.” Kate Nonesuch brings up the issue of differences: “I have seen that there are lots and
lots and lots of different ways to be effective and I have talked to teachers
who are really good teachers, effective teachers, who are quite different from
me and it’s very interesting to me to think what common things bind us.”
From the work of the research group, from the responses in the interview
data and from the literature, there are clear indications of the importance of
the influence of emotions in effective instruction. The effectiveness of many of
the instructors we interviewed depended on their comfort level with emotions. If they had only been focused on the content of the teaching material,
their effectiveness would have been compromised in the ABE/Literacy classrooms. Many of these instructors learned early on that many adults come
back to school without the supports to make them efficient learners. Such
adults are wanting more than the content. They are often looking for a relationship with their instructors to help facilitate their transition to education.
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When instructors voiced their concerns, it was never about their ability to engage students in the learning process, but more about balancing the various
demands of busy lives and the effects of the politics of the system in which
they work.

Emotional intelligence
In order to look more closely at the involvement of emotions in good practice
of ABE/Literacy teaching, I chose to use emotional intelligence as a tool. The
framework provides a way to examine the complex interplay of emotions in
effective ABE/Literacy instruction. Emotional intelligence breaks into five
distinct categories of the personal and social aspects that support the personal
growth, qualities, and characteristics of many of the experienced instructors
involved in this project.
Emotional Intelligence is a relatively new term. In 1983, Howard Gardner
from Harvard University first wrote about what he identified as “multiple
intelligences,” going beyond the single measure of intelligence from Intelligence Quotient (IQ) scores and examining other ways to measure intelligence.
Daniel Goleman coined the term “emotional intelligence” after his research
into people’s ability to understand their own emotions and to be able to comprehend other people’s motivation. Other terms for the same concepts are
intrapersonal and interpersonal intelligences. In his book, Emotional Intelligence (1995), Goleman divided the competencies into two general categories:
Personal competence
•

Perception of emotions or self-awareness

•

Managing emotions or smoothing emotional upsets

• Self-motivation or impulse control
Social competence
•

Empathy

•

Handling feelings in relationships.

PERSONAL COMPETENCE
Personal competence is the capacity to form an accurate picture of oneself and
to respond to life’s challenges in a constructive way.
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1. Perception of emotions or self-awareness
In the interviews, several instructors named their feelings when they responded to questions from the interviewers. They showed the ability to
accurately identify their own feelings. Mark McCue felt “angst” about retiring
when he pondered it during the summer as things got a little boring, and
Gillian Newman felt “exhausted” when she was finished her time as coordinator because of all the administrative issues. More than one instructor talked
about feeling “honoured” to do the teaching work. Julia Dodge named those
“Aha!” moments as the very special times when somebody in the class
reached some new level of understanding. For these instructors to name the
emotions they felt as they were occurring was a strong indication of a high
degree of emotional identification.

2. Managing emotions or smoothing emotional upsets.
Many instructors felt an emotional response to teaching situations and described how they applied analysis and problem solving to respond.
Instructors described how they learned to identify emotions that led to certain behaviours and to overcome some prejudices and thought patterns in
order to improve their teaching and gain insight.
Kathy Hamilton talked about the changes at work and the way she reconciles
the disparity between what she wants to see happen and the reality of her
situation:
I would like to be [proactive], but when change happens so fast I
find that we’re reacting instead of acting—and that’s a frustration
because I don’t think we can [be proactive]. As a department I
think we’re quite proactive and look ahead, but logistically and
with just such a lack of resources and so much change, I find that
we’re just lucky to take care of what needs to be taken care of at
that moment and don’t get a chance to look ahead—so I think my
personality is being proactive, but I think there are some constraints that prevent people from being—prevent us as a
department from being—as proactive as we should be.
Joyce Cameron compared her role as coordinator with her teaching in a very
emotionally based comment:
There’s a certain flatness to it [coordination] I think and it’s certainly not energizing in the way teaching is—you know—there are
times in the classroom when everything is just singing and it’s a
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wonderful, wonderful experience—I mean there’s nothing like that
in doing this level of administrative work—so you have a good
meeting—well that’s nice—that’s a nice feeling but there’s not
that exhilaration of having helped people to get to a place that they
haven’t been before or to experience a sense of camaraderie that
adds value to their lives.
Jan Weiten described her two favourite aspects of teaching and explained
how they unfold for her. Lesson planning and one-on-one teaching are what
she loves to do. However, even though she would evaluate those as the
“quite creative” parts of the job, her reservations are “that it can consume
every moment of time that you have, so there’s both sides to that—I like the
lesson planning and the materials part of it, yet I feel like there’s not enough
time for it.”
Sandy Shilling MacKelir struggled with her former narrow-minded feelings
about people on income assistance. After encountering students in her classes
who are on income assistance, she has grown to have a great deal of respect
for those who can live “within a budget that is unbelievable.”
Developing personal boundaries is another example of managing emotions.
Rena Neufeld discussed her decision to never lend money to students, based
on her experience when she first came to the program and observed another
instructor who loaned money to students. So regardless of the possible negative reaction from students, she maintained her decision: “I was very new to
the program; … I made a decision that I wouldn’t lend money but over the
years they [the students] don’t ask me any more because I’ll buy them a coffee, I’ll sit and talk with them, but they don’t bother asking for money
because they know I’ll just say, ‘Sorry, I don’t have any.’”
Some of the instructors in the examples above recognized their feelings and
then worked toward finding ways to analyze and solve the problem situations they found in their teaching world.

3. Self-motivation or impulse control
Some of the instructors we interviewed talked about the way they challenge
themselves to wait and to resist prejudging situations in order to maintain
their relationships with students. Some of the instructors interviewed specifically talked about their efforts in this regard:
Nancy Ross outlined her “patient mode” which she saved for the fundamental learners because she felt that they were fragile and needed that extra
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protection. So, even though she would not describe herself as a naturally patient person, she purposely challenged herself to fulfill that role when she felt
it was necessary to support students.
Lucy Alderson described herself by explaining, “I’ve really had to work on
being more outgoing. You can’t be shy, really, and start a program at WISH
or start a program on the street.” ABE/Literacy teaching has required instructors to learn to act in some different way and that is seen as an opportunity
for growth.
Robert Zimmerman stated that his expectations were such that he felt a sense
of failure if he didn’t witness change within a certain period of time. He was
“driven by end results” and challenged himself to see his teaching as a process more than a product. He added, “The most wonderful surprises for me
have been when I stereotype people—it’s turned out wrong—I’ve been totally
wrong and so that’s been a good experience—a really good experience for
me.”
Instructors who recognize the three elements of personal competence in their
teaching have the foundation of emotional intelligence. These instructors can
accurately identify their emotions; they have learned ways to calm themselves and to moderate their own feelings effectively in the classroom.

SOCIAL COMPETENCE
Social competence is the ability to move beyond personal feelings. Instructors
who are able to develop the skills of social competence are able to appreciate
the differences in how people feel about things and manage the classroom effectively for the benefit of the whole group of students.

1. Empathy
Developing empathy is an aspect of emotional intelligence that is very important to many of the instructors as an ingredient in the teaching/learning
atmosphere for ABE/Literacy students. Empathy is the ability to be aware of,
to understand and appreciate the feelings and thoughts of others, to be able to
read people emotionally. Teaching is a constant reinforcement of empathy for
instructors with this social competence. Wendy Tagami responds to her students with an emotional read because she wants to model that positive
success and caring:
In the classroom I think that I am a nurturing person, that I care
about what happens to the students, that I care about whether
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they’re learning it or not, that I care about when they look me in
the face that I know that they’re getting it or they’re not getting
it—I think that’s what matters to me and I think that’s what comes
across in the classroom.
Sandy Shilling MacKelir approaches her teaching and her students knowing
that she uses that empathy she feels as a way to help her better understand
the challenges of her students:
I’m enthusiastic and very interested in people’s lives … from a
teacher’s perspective—I’m not gifted or brilliant and so often what
these guys are struggling through I have struggled through—not
to the same extent as people who have come in with tons of life issues but I can really understand finding subjects difficult and
confusing and I think that has really affected how I teach. … I have
a certain empathy and I know—I absolutely know—given the same
life challenges, I would have addictions, I would have bad parenting skills. … I don’t feel a huge separation; I feel lucky—I feel
extremely lucky that I was handed a kinder childhood than so
many of these people have but—I feel like a characteristic of myself
is I can understand—and not have a lot of judgments of people
who are disenfranchised from an early age and often they amaze me
and I don’t know if I would do as well.
Rena Neufeld thinks of her feelings of empathy in her work, and, although
she sees it as a strength, she alludes to the vulnerability of being focused on
the caring attitude:
Sometimes I think I care too much about the program and so [I am]
certainly very committed—to what our program means to the community and what it means to individuals. I think, if you asked
people that worked with me, they’d say my strength is my interaction with the students; that’s certainly where I get my most
pleasure and joy from too.
Instructors who recognize the feelings of others and feel empathy for their
students would demonstrate that with active listening and effective communication strategies. Many students are attracted to instructors who show skills
of empathy, especially when those students first return to learning.

2. Handling emotions in relationships
This level of emotional intelligence represents an integration of many of the
skills already identified. Instructors demonstrate this skill by resolving disThinking, Feeling, and Learning Intertwined
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agreements, avoiding defensiveness, cooperating with others, and negotiating
compromises.
After years of experience with the complex world of ABE/Literacy teaching,
instructors who use this level of emotional intelligence in their teaching have
internalized the skills so that they respond almost automatically. On the surface, the descriptions of the classroom situations sound deceptively simple.
However, some of the interviews revealed instructors who problem solve
constantly to create straightforward, easily accessible solutions to very complicated teaching challenges.
Instructors talked about the way they negotiate the learning within their
classrooms. Approaches varied, but each instructor tried to use emotional intelligence to engage the learners while managing learning of the whole group
in a socially mixed environment. Lucy Alderson works in a community-based
program where she is constantly mindful that her role as an instructor is integrated with many other roles, and that she must look for opportunities to
wedge in the teaching. She uses her talents to attract learners and hold their
attention long enough to engage them and provide a positive school experience as an antidote to former schooling, “as a way people start to develop
trust.” Lucy goes on to explain how the teaching at WISH is a seamless experience for the women because of the ability of the instructors to respond:
I think the other thing that I’ve learned is that women there will
bring everything, like they’ll show you an abscess, they’ll show
you an experience in their life and then they’ll show you what they
can do with their writing and so you have to look at all those
things; you can’t just say, “I’m just here to help with the writing,”
and so it’s amazing sometimes but that’s what life is like for them.
Kathy Hamilton describes herself as dedicated because of the effort she
makes to constantly create solutions with her students. “Working it out” with
each student implies a strong commitment to individual differences and her
ability to negotiate compromises.
[In my classroom] you would probably hear, “If you can’t make it
at this time, make it another time.” You would probably hear
things like “If only on the weekends my number’s in the phone
book if there’s any problem,”—you know with the boundaries—
“Don’t phone me ’cause you’ve a toothache sort of thing.” Probably you’d hear, “We’ll work it out.” Somehow we would work it
out.
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Wendy Tagami shares her own learning experiences because she thinks it is
important to frame the learning in order to create a successful teaching situation:
I have inabilities—and we talk about those things as it relates to
the subject matter so what we’re discussing or whatever we’re doing—I have math things—I have difficulties and so I share that
with people so that they understand that I understand their frustration sometimes—I truly do I want them to see me not as just a
teacher but as a person. I think that’s important.
Kate Nonesuch portrays the challenges of teaching in a small community program where the students often know each other and describes how she
purposely goes about creating a healthy working environment to facilitate the
learning and make the classroom safe. She is aware of the importance of creating a positive atmosphere right from the beginning of the class.
I work really consciously to figure out how to foster respectful relationships between people, because students bring not only their
own personal spitefulness, for example, but they also find themselves in the room with people that they have had a spiteful
interaction with for many years. Part of my work is just being up
front with what is going on, that the choice is either getting along
or leaving the class. I usually ask, “Do you want your feud with
her to keep you from coming back to school?” We put an emphasis
on safety from the first day on, an emphasis on the fact that the
whole of the group has to create a safe space, not only the teachers.
As well, I often do some stuff around racism and diversity, and get
some discussion going around the fact that everybody here has had
the experience of not being honoured and respected. We go from
that point of seeing what we all have in common, in spite of our
differences, to looking at differences and wondering what could be
interesting about our differences.
Sandy Shilling MacKelir described how she is challenged to integrate the
need to keep progressing with the whole group to a predetermined endpoint
while still honouring the individuals in the group who have varied strengths
and needs. She sees this as an application of her combination of social competence skills:
I think my strengths as an instructor are in really legitimately
caring about where people are at and an ability to find out what
their strengths are and teach and address those strengths … and
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it’s hard to do that as a group and so if I have to move people on as
a group it seems that often it’s harder to build in that success since
they have to do one chapter after another whether or not they’ve
got the last one so I’m always kind of working on those to just keep
it moving a little—make sure it’s progressing to a completion … so
it’s just that fine balance between [an] individual approach and the
reality of being in a group and completing and there’s a standard
that has to be maintained—mark-wise and knowledge-wise and
this is about moving on– this isn’t the end– this is the beginning.
Jan Weiten described how she has become less directive in her role as the instructor. “It’s just being quiet enough and getting yourself out of the way
enough that you can actually see what’s going on in the situation—I’m not
trying to pretend that it always works, or that I’m always like that, but it’s
helped.” Although the idea of teaching by “getting out of the way” is referred
to in other chapters, from the perspective of emotional intelligence it takes a
great deal of skill and emotional sensitivity for an instructor to develop a successful learning partnership with the students. Jan Weiten goes on to talk
about her conscious effort to work toward creating a kind of learning environment that works for her:
I just arrived at the conclusion at some point—if you can’t be
yourself and have some fun at it, then why do it? I think in some
ways it was conscious, and probably part of it was getting over the
kind of role you have when you’re a public school teacher, so
probably I have grown into it—a kind of not always having to look
like I know the answer, or be right.
Sandy Shilling MacKelir talks of her classroom as a place where she creates a
comfort level because of the supported atmosphere:
The feedback I’ve had is that … a lot of people feel respected and
encouraged and proud of themselves … I feel I do better with students than with colleagues, in fact I feel like it’s very easy for me to
be authentic and enthusiastic and excited about how they’re doing
and I can relate similarities between us—talk about parenting …
talk about successes and failures.
Gillian Newman echoes this feeling of comfort in the classroom and how important that is to enhance success:
I feel comfortable to the point where I know I can go in there and if
something doesn’t work we can laugh about it—almost, and I can
say to them, “Oh well, I’ll have to try again—this is not coming
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up to what I expected,” and we can have a laugh and they’re relaxed and they’re not sort of sullenly judging me—it’s a rapport—
it’s an energy.

Conclusion
Many effective instructors demonstrate their skills with emotional intelligence in various learning situations. The classrooms may function very
differently, but the common theme may be that the students feel satisfied or
the atmosphere is calm and respectful, or that class is fun. Good teaching
practice is the result of an interplay of many skills. However, some combination of the five elements of emotional intelligence skills provides the
cornerstone of effective teaching for many ABE/Literacy instructors.
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Evelyn Battell 13
I have a BA from the University of Alberta. I have been teaching
in literacy and ABE since 1977, and currently work at Malaspina
University-College. My experience includes teaching on reserves, in prisons and in classrooms. I have taught math,
English, science and computers. I have taught and designed
new courses for several colleges, and served on the executive
and committees of many literacy and ABE organizations. I have
contributed to numerous literacy-related publications such as
Groundwork; Making Connections: Literacy and EAL Curriculum
from a Feminist Perspective; The Literacy Materials Bulletin and the
ABE Fundamental Science series. I have participated in several
research projects including Discovering the Strength of Our Voices:
Women and Literacy Programs and Naming the Magic: NonAcademic Outcomes in Basic Literacy, as well as a report on ABE
and First Nations Students, which surveyed First Nationsoriented programs throughout BC 1991.
I am drawn to this current research project because I have
worked in the past 25 years with so many fine instructors whose
ideas and commitment should be celebrated. This project is one
way to do that.

Introduction
In this chapter, I will discuss the motivation and beliefs of the effective instructors we studied. The ideas in the chapter come mainly from interviewees
who answered questions about power and politics as well as about what they
thought made an effective instructor. I also draw on the autobiographies of
the practitioner researchers.
I have always been interested in the motivation of fellow instructors, particularly those who shared a “political” perspective with me. This was one strong
impetus behind doing this research for me. I knew that my motivation or perspective was what shaped my choice of strategies and the way I related with
I was assisted in this chapter by Betsy Alkenbrack who found all the references to the literature that are cited herein (except those by Pratt and Collins). I thank her for this enriching
and thought-provoking work.

13
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students. I have always noticed and wondered about instructors who seemed
to be motivated by a nurturing attitude, one of taking care of students, and
that they seemed to be equally as effective as those of us with political perspectives. These has always seemed a contradiction to me, and I was
enthusiastic about checking it out in this research. From our data we see that,
although effective instructors come at their work from different perspectives,
they have in common many beliefs about the students and the society we all
live in.
I will introduce the chapter with a discussion of two perspectives on teaching,
commonly held by the interviewees and the practitioner researchers, first a
nurturing perspective and then a political perspective. These perspectives express the underlying drive behind the work, the motivation that makes
instructors care about the work in spite of adverse conditions. In the bulk of
the chapter, I describe some beliefs that came out in the data, beliefs common
to many of the participants, whether they are predominantly nurturing or political in their teaching perspective. These beliefs are mental convictions that
instructors hold about learning and teaching in ABE/Literacy. Finally, I will
deal with a breakdown in motivation in the past couple of years as a result of
deteriorating conditions for ABE/Literacy students, ABE/Literacy instructors
and ABE/Literacy programs. At the time we were interviewing for this project, ABE/Literacy in BC was undergoing a slash-and-burn period brought
about by the new Gordon Campbell government.14 Over and over again, participants in this project expressed their dismay at what was happening in the
workplaces and in the students’ lives; for some instructors, it was becoming
difficult to carry on. The hardwired-for-hope attitude that is integral to effective instructors was shorting out. In the final section of this chapter, I describe
the factors that were bringing about this breakdown of motivation, and their
effects on the instructors.

Teaching Perspectives
What draws ABE/Literacy instructors to the work? What makes us tolerate
the low status, the ever-changing working conditions, the uncertainty of
funding, the worst of equipment and rooms? What makes us want the work
14 The

Liberal government of Premier Gordon Campbell brought in sweeping changes to the
social support systems in BC as well as to health care and education. Generally the changes
meant cuts to services. The effect on the poorer and weaker members of the society has been
drastic and pervasive.
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so badly that we work long hours, under heavy emotional demand, often
with little support from agencies (including our own educational ones) and
society in general? What is the motivation of effective ABE/Literacy instructors?

A nurturing perspective
Dan Pratt and John Collins (2002) describe five perspectives on good teaching. “Each view of teaching is a composite of beliefs, intentions, actions and
strategies.” (Online) According to Pratt (1998) teachers with a nurturing perspective want to “facilitate self-efficacy” and believe that the learner’s selfconcept is critical to his/her learning. “When teachers from this perspective
look at learners, they see a whole person who brings an emotional, as well as
intellectual, past to the existential moments of learning” (p. 241). He says instructors with this perspective make sure three things are in place: a safe,
trusting environment where learners can take risks, the opportunity for
learners to attribute their successes to their own effort and ability rather than
luck or the instructor, and a relationship with the instructor that is both caring and challenging. These elements are reflected in comments made by
many of the instructors we interviewed.
For example, Sandy Shilling MacKelir speaks of helping students who have
not had good experiences in the past begin to take risks. She likes to be part of
creating safety so risk-taking can occur.
So I guess that’s the favourite thing that makes me not inclined to
seek administrative [jobs] because I would really miss creating relationships. People come in so often, as you know, completely
terrified and just start to discover what they’re good at.
Sandi Rainville is even more explicit about the need to encourage or nurture
to help students experience success and build their self-esteem:
I think that eventually they will take such pride in what they’re doing that they will want to look for all of those technical things, but
I think they have to have the confidence to put the words on paper
first. Some of them are a little more delicate than others and I think
you have to recognize that, otherwise you lose them.
Nancy Ross points to the need to “take care of” students—a sign of a nurturing perspective. She talks about how careful she is not to be harsh with
marking. She also speaks of helping with things like ensuring they get
through the registration procedures. “I feel like I have to take care of my
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fundamental students—I feel like they’re tender, and they need to be protected and encouraged and that’s part of what I’m there to do.”

A political perspective
The instructors I call political see that their work with individual students
and groups of students is a way to affect how the society works, is a way to
be part of encouraging people to work for change, and is even a way to encourage their students to go for changes that the instructor may not choose. It
is a democratic understanding of social change that allows everyone to make
his/her own choices about direction they would like to see society take.
In our research group we struggled with the word “political.” I saw it as a
necessary word from the beginning because it is my self-descriptor and also
the self-descriptor of a number of close colleagues. Some writings in the autobiographies from this research project show an awareness of political
understanding, an awareness that we all deal with political realities. This
does not mean that all five practitioner researchers would see themselves as
primarily political in motivation—indeed, it is a label that some reject out of
hand. Whether we name ourselves “political” or “nurturing” depends on
whether we think about the work in terms of society and societal change or in
terms of individuals. However, we all know that the larger forces of society
are affecting us and our students. Here are some excerpts from our biographies that shed some light on my differentiation of these two perspectives.
Jan talks about becoming politicized and defines that as seeing the connection
between the individual and the larger social organizations:
I was gradually becoming politicized. Although I had always been
sensitive to people and my surroundings, I had never gone the next
step. I had never made the connection between what was happening to people, the poverty, inequities, Vietnam War, the Civil
Rights Movement, to government policy.
In addition, she speaks of the “system,” a political institution, and its effect on
students:
I remembered going to [a student’s] sterile apartment that had
nothing on the walls and not a book in sight. And she was determined to be a good mom to her three children and wanted to know
how. Yet, the system said they would not support her schooling
unless she was preparing for employment!
I speak in my autobiography of politicizing students and provide a definition:
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The majority of students find real power, not to mention pleasure,
in finding they are not alone; they have situations, problems and
learning challenges just like others. They can also learn from each
other and become politicized by each other. (Politicized means beginning to see things as located in the culture/society/ community,
not just in themselves, but beginning to see in more specifics how
this might work and how they might work to change things.)
Diana, Judy and Leora don’t use the word political in their autobiographies,
but in these excerpts, their words express ideas that can be constructed as political. Diana says:
Despite the fact that I shared Canada with First Nations I had
never really considered the profound differences that they experience as a result of their culture, history and what has occurred to
them historically. The extent to which our culture has disrupted
their family structures and culture is visible when you visit the
vast majority of First Nations reserves.
Diana speaks of learning about the situation of First Nations persons in Canada. To be willing to see the First Nations students as carrying an extra load
because of systemic racism in our society is to move from “nurturing” the
special circumstances of an individual to seeing how they can be understood
and possibly encouraged to make choices because of a group to which they
belong.
Judy speaks of the difficulties her sons have with learning disabilities. Judy
does not describe herself as political, yet here she talks about systemic blocks
for her sons:
I have learned about the ways my sons encounter the world. I see
first-hand how the medical and education system excludes, ignores, and discriminates against them. It makes me a more effective
instructor because I can appreciate what it is like for our students
to learn when they are affected in similar ways and have learned to
cope in different ways.
Judy says that systemic changes need to occur in our society to give children
like her sons an equal opportunity. The nurturing she has given them cannot
erase what difficulties they have had to struggle with through no fault of
their own.
Regularly in my own classes, we have conversations about racism; we discuss
the question, “If you just treat everyone the same, will they have the same
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opportunities?” Some of my students have a political understanding that no
matter how many people treat them like just another peg, they will always be
square, where the peg holes are round. Leora speaks of another political, or
systemic, aspect of our culture when she describes racism in terms of her African-American husband and their daughter:
When Guy and I first got together, I believed that I had a more profound understanding of racism because of my understanding of
anti-Semitism. I still believe that there is some truth to that, but after all these years I also realize that being a visible minority puts
one in a completely different category in our society. I had a choice
whether or not to tell people that I was a Jew. For many years, I
chose not to in my classroom setting. I’m not sure why that was,
but obviously I was fearful of stereotyping. My family, full of beautiful people of colour, did not have that choice. When things got
rough for Guy or the kids (which they did but not often) I would
always offer up my opinion and was shot down by them with,
“Lee, you just don’t understand.” I fought back at that, not clearly
understanding why my points of view were not being valued, but
eventually I did get it. People of colour in our society live in a different world than people who are not of colour. People with visible
disabilities live in a different world than people who do not have
visible disabilities.
Within the practitioner researchers in our group there was a range of selfdescriptors and a range of how we talked about the systemic issues that
shape people’s lives. There was at least one long conversation in a team meeting about what I meant by political and whether it was just the use of
“power,” also a difficult term. I argued that political had to do with how
things happened in large groups and to large groupings of people, and that
dominant groups decided how things would go for everyone. This debate
about what political meant was never resolved. We stopped, believing we
might take up the conversation at another time. We never did. We did, however, form some questions for our interviews that asked about power and
politics.

TOWARDS A DEFINITION OF “POLITICAL”
When we asked the instructors to respond to the statement, “Teaching is a
political act,” many understandings of “political” came out. The research
team did not agree on a definition in advance. All responses were expected
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and welcomed. Wendy Tagami tells us she doesn’t usually describe her teaching as political but says, “I guess teaching is political because I am espousing
a certain belief system to a certain degree.” In Robert Zimmerman’s interview, the conversation about teaching being a political act was preceded by a
conversation about the new cost-recovery business model being used at one
of the colleges. (Some instructors in BC today, including this interviewee, are
more concerned with maintaining a foundation, core program than going to
this business model.) When the interviewer started to ask about politics,
however, Robert began talking about a time when the faculty were on strike
and how he dealt with students around that question. The question of the political choices that were being made at the institution, about how privilege
and resources will be used, was dropped in favour of talking about being on
a picket line. Both Tagami and Zimmerman seem to be using a definition of
political as a matter of espousing a certain belief system, or being caught up
in an explicitly political act such as a strike.
Mark McCue gives us another version of political, which is that it has to do
with who holds power. He says that some people hold power and, in particular, teachers. “I think teachers who would deny that are fooling themselves. I
think they’re kidding themselves that they don’t hold some power. They hold
all the power in many cases.”
Finally I want to show you Joyce Cameron’s perspective on the work. After
many years, she is prepared to alter a basic assumption about society. She
comes from a political background and describes the world in political terms;
she speaks of the “theoretical construct” of her “left wing politics.” You will
see throughout my chapter places where she has a political analysis that
reaches far beyond the classroom. She has, by encountering the strength of
her students over the years, come to value different qualities for the ideal society.
I think it’s brought me to some understandings that are quite different than I had before and a really firm conviction that we’re not
really in need of a lot more intelligence or a lot more education.
What we’re—as a species—in need of is some pretty basic kind of
caring and an ability to act on that caring. In our present structure, which is dominated by either intelligent people or people with
knowledge at their disposal, it is often impossible to act on that caring.
Following up on these ideas emerging from the research data, I propose the
following understanding of a political perspective on ABE/Literacy work: To
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have a political perspective is to be motivated by understanding the society in terms of
large social institutions and influences. Further, instructors with a political perspective understand that individuals are limited and shaped and allowed by what is
dominant and which groups have political power. Therefore, an important aspect of
being political is to be aware of our own position of privilege, whether it is privilege
attached to whiteness, earning power, education, gender, class or sexual orientation.

POWER AND SHARING POWER
When the research team discussed the meaning of “political” in terms of
ABE/Literacy instructors, the other term that we often said in the same
phrase as politics was “power.” For many the difference between them was
unclear, and for some politics was merely a matter of who exercised power.
Therefore, it is necessary to look also at this problematic word.
A sticky issue for many effective instructors is the use of power. Kathy Hamilton says the word “power” bothers her. She says it is a negative word and
implies struggle. Finally she says, “I don’t know if power’s the right word,
but in the classroom I feel that I can accomplish what I want to accomplish
and that is to get each student as far as I can get them.”
Many instructors are more comfortable with the idea of influence than with
power, or as Kathy Hamilton says, the ability or room to accomplish goals.
When effective instructors do speak of power, it is often to say that they disseminate power. This is a popular theme. Diana, in her autobiography, says:
In the classroom, I disseminate the power. We make group decisions about how we are going to run the class and we set the
ground rules or guidelines together. I don’t pretend that I have all
the answers. Each of us are experts in our own way and each
learner has something to offer.
Lucy Alderson says, “The times when I actually feel powerful are when everything is kind of jelling and that has so much to do with everybody else as
well …’cause we all feel powerful together.”
Jan talks of working with her students to have them decide what they want
her to correct and which books they want to read. Leora also referred to a
time when she gave a student a choice about continuing to work on an emotional piece of writing or letting it go, depending on what the writer could
handle. These can be seen as ways of sharing power in the classroom.
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Many students are reluctant to share the power. They are more comfortable
with the teacher–down style of classroom. Diana talks about one difficult
class of upper-level students: “My students expect and want me to have all
the power, in the sense that they don’t want to be part of the decisionmaking, and they don’t really want to take a lot of responsibility for the success of the class.”
Kate Nonesuch recognizes the power students are prepared to give to instructors. She says she uses her power to create enough safety so that students can
take some chances on resisting the power they see in her person and in her
role:
“[I have to] get people to deal with the power that comes [from a]
teacher. People will do what I say; they will do incredible things;
they will do things they don’t want to do; they will do scary
things; they will do hard things and they will say that I’m right
even when they think I’m not right.”
She continues with an example:
I had a student who was left-handed and her elementary teacher
had tied her left hand to her desk to force her to use her right hand.
After she had been in my class for several months, she told me that
she had expected that I also might tie her hand to the desk and she
was really scared. I was astounded that she would even come, with
those expectations.
So how do effective instructors empower15 students? Some interviewees said
that students become empowered simply by attending class. If students come
and have a good experience, that is the most important thing. Not completion, not levels, not employment. Nancy Ross talks about this idea:
I think people who often come to the class are feeling more powerful
just by the fact that they made it there. The ones who are feeling
they don’t have any power are the ones who started and slipped
away. …Yeah, it’s really great to see people supporting each other
and they do gain a lot of power that way. Things do happen. Like
even last year, a student fell, and there were some issues around

15 For some, this term is laden with ambiguity and may suggest the students lack something
that instructors have to give. This is not the meaning given it by effective instructors. When
effective instructors speak of empowering someone, they mean to encourage them to take up
the power that is rightfully theirs.
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the fall having to do with whose fault it was that she fell and had
this injury. There was out of my class a petition with signatures,
and [then] there was some other issue and they were doing it again
for some other thing. I thought, this is pretty incredible, and none
of it came from me.
Jan Weiten is very clear about what areas are the responsibility of the students, and she encourages them to take action in their arena:
Somebody wanted to have a Halloween party, and I said, “Frankly
I don’t like Halloween. I would rather ignore it. But I like the
candy!” I said, “If you and the other students want to plan something, great, I’ll be there. Just tell me what to do.” That’s an
example of me saying, “Yeah, you’ve got the power, but if you
want this to happen you’re going to have to do it.”
Kate Nonesuch talks about power struggles and getting out of the way of
student learning. She, like Jan Weiten, is being directed by her own desires
and feelings. She is coming from her own empowered place and so modeling
empowerment:
I’m really task-focused and I don’t get into power struggles. At
any given moment, I’m really interested in doing this particular
lesson and I’m hoping that students also are focused on this particular lesson, and if they’re not, they should go away, because I
won’t be interested if they’re not. We have set up the Centre so
that we ask students several times a day to decide what they will
work on, and whether they will work with the group or on their
own. This process is productive for me because it means that I am
always working with students who have chosen to work.
I’m pretty respectful of students. I’m curious about them. I deal
with lots and lots and lots of emotions all the time. I deal with emotion because I know that people can’t learn if they’re in an
emotional fog, so if they’re ticked off with me because of something
I’ve said or done or if we are in a power struggle, or if they are
worried about something else, then it has to get cleared up before
we can get on with the lesson.

IS TEACHING A POLITICAL ACT?
In the course of each interview we said, “Teaching is a political act. What do
you think of that statement?” Predictably, there were various responses—

Hardwired for Hope

79
some discomfort and some complete acceptance of the statement. Debbie
Booth-Johnson asked, “What do you mean by political?”
The interviewer said, “Political in the sense that you’re making a conscious
choice to empower someone, to create an impetus for something else to take
place.”
To that description Debbie’s answer came, “I think that is what teaching is—
period.”
In her response, Nancy Ross speaks of an educational institution as having a
broader purpose than simply passing students through courses:
I think, first of all, by having fundamental classes, that is a political act, by the mere fact that we are willing to put resources and
time toward people who may or may not see the economic dividends or show the economic dividends to both the institution and
the funders beyond. It’s political in that just by improving people’s
day-to-day lives and broadening their horizons, that’s an achievable and valid goal unto itself. You know they don’t necessarily
have to go on and do the next three levels of math and become electricians or whatever to justify having been in fundamentals.
(Although of course we often find ourselves using that argument—
that they can and they often do that.) Everybody who teaches fundamental darn well knows that a lot of them don’t [complete]
[chuckle] but we still want to do it anyway.

Beliefs
In our data, the two perspectives or motivations, nurturing and political,
overlay each other and intertwine. No one in our data falls entirely in one
group or the other. Over the years, I’ve known instructors, myself included,
who are adamant that their work in ABE/Literacy is political and who are
sometimes uncomfortable wearing such labels as “nurturing” or “developmental.” On the other hand, I have met and talked with other instructors who
are as adamant that the word political doesn’t explain them and their motivation. Whatever the label, a feature of all the instructors in this study is their
awareness of their motivations and the passion with which they approach
their work. Labels aside, many of the instructors in this study, both those
whose orientation is political and those whose orientation is nurturing, share
many beliefs about their work and their students. In this section, I will talk
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about that passion for the work, and then go on to look at some other beliefs
they hold in common about their students and their work.

A passion for the work
A strong motive for me, in starting this research, was to bring to light a passion for the work that I saw in many ABE/Literacy instructors. The effective
instructors we studied care passionately about their work and they value the
opportunity the work presents. The interviewees told us that this is not just a
job, but this is the “the best job.” Effective instructors care about the work and
are honoured and grateful for the opportunity it presents; in my opinion, this
attitude is what makes them such satisfying colleagues.
No one ever grew up saying, “I want to be an ABE/Literacy instructor;” it
doesn’t appear in most job classification systems. It is irregular, part-time and
in many places simply doesn’t pay. So why are so many deeply attached to
this profession? The biographical descriptions in the final chapter, “Who Are
We?” (p. 173) show that many of our interviewees and all five of us practitioner researchers fell into this particular work, but wouldn’t leave it for the
world. Kate Nonesuch illustrates this when she says that she does the work
for the sake of the work. She acknowledges that she also makes money from
doing the work, but that is not the motivation. She expresses how important
the work is to her, not as a career, but as a fulfilling political activity. Each
person below experiences personal joy in ABE/Literacy work.
Joyce Cameron gives a description of the magic moments in a classroom:
“There are times in the classroom when everything is just singing and it’s a
wonderful, wonderful experience.”
Wendy Tagami expresses the same thing:
You know one thing I can tell you—this is the best job on earth,
and if my students learn anything from me [I hope it] is that they
have to have a passion for what they do and a passion for their job
and a passion for what they’ve chosen because they’ll find it easier
to get up in the morning and go to work. I know what’s waiting for
me and I know I love that challenge and I think that’s part of the
reason why this job is so great and so enjoyable.
Steve Cheung, caught up in the excitement of learning, gives us another angle. In this case, the growth and learning are the instructor’s!
I’m very curious. It’s not that I have to see great meaning in my
job, but what is important to me is creativity, and I need to work
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with people as well. Just creativity by itself won’t work. For instance, when I was working for the computing business, I was
mainly working with machines. I think it was the lack of the people
contact that really turned me off from the machines. I find it fascinating and more challenging working with people than with
machines. To work with machines, one needs intelligence; to work
with people, one needs wisdom. This is my unreachable star!

Some beliefs about ABE/Literacy work
As I said in the introduction, the effective instructors in this study, whether
from the political or the nurturing perspective, hold in common many mental
convictions or beliefs about ABE/Literacy work. What do our interviewees
express about their beliefs? The instructors we interviewed were clear about
what they know about the work and their students and about how these
“facts,” as they see them, motivate their work.
1. ABE/Literacy students are powerful, self-determined adults with the
right to make their own decisions.
2. Making a connection with students is a necessity, a joy and a challenge.
3. We do not blame students for the effects larger societal forces have
made and are still making on them.
4. A positive learning experience is essential for student success and usually must be accomplished in the face of residual anger, resentment
and fear about schooling.
5. Instructors can make a difference in the quality of students’ lives and
communities.

1. ABE/LITERACY STUDENTS ARE POWERFUL, SELF-DETERMINED
ADULTS WITH THE RIGHT TO MAKE THEIR OWN DECISIONS.
Many ABE/Literacy students overcome great odds and keep on trying. They
may proceed through the world in unorthodox ways, but they don’t quit. Just
the fact that they have returned to school as adults is proof of this, but most of
them tell of harrowing life circumstances that may have broken them, but
have not stopped them. Instructors from a political perspective may be motivated by their awareness of these circumstances that affect some members in
society unfairly. They often try to ensure that their students come to understand that they are not at fault and not alone in their circumstance. Instructors
from a nurturing perspective want to help each of those students caught in
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bad circumstances to survive them. Nevertheless, what both groups of instructors have in common is the awe and humility they feel in the face of who
their students are and what they have accomplished in difficult circumstances. Sandi Rainville says, “[The respectful environment of the classroom]
often brings out the best of them and I’m always amazed at how incredibly
intelligent these folks are—I’m just in awe.”
Kate Nonesuch is one of many instructors who sees her world in political
terms. Her language about the students reflects this understanding. That they
are fighters attracts her. She doesn’t have to “like” them to be glad to be
working with them. In fact, it is a sign of her focus on trying to change larger
political institutions that it doesn’t matter to her whether she likes her students or not. Kate says:
I have a lot of respect for them. I have a lot of compassion for them.
I understand how privileged I am not to be where they are and I
have some understanding of the kinds of things that happen that
make it so they are where they are, and compassion for that and
certainly a lot of admiration for the ways they have managed to
survive, or the things that they manage to do that means that their
life is way better than it might have been, or admiration for their
willingness to try to make things better. But they are mostly narrow-minded and often racist, often homophobic, with various
ungenerous ways about them, sometimes spiteful or punitive. I
understand where those things come from, but it does not make
them likable.
On the other hand, she feels strongly about their right to choose who and
how they want to be. They didn’t come to school to be changed. And that is
their right.
I don’t want to do good to people. Sometimes in a staff meeting
someone will say, “You know, we’re not doing them any good to
let them come in late all the time.”
I say, “I didn’t sign on to do good to people. They didn’t come in
and say, ‘Do me some good.’” I’m not interested in whether it’s
good for them or not good for them. I figure it’s up to them to figure out what’s good and what’s not good [for them].
The right to make their own choices, in fact, the necessity of doing so, is what
Debbie Booth-Johnson speaks of when she describes why she likes teaching
adults as compared to the children she first taught. The severely learning dis-
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abled children whom she first taught needed conditions that weren’t available and as children, they had little power. She felt all the responsibility was
on her, as the adult in the picture. She explains that adults have more power
to adjust to the political realities of their world than children:
What I found was that it was difficult working with children, realizing that many, many of the problems that made it hard for them
to learn and get on with things were way beyond their control.
There were things that they couldn’t do very much about. Where
with adults I sort of took the attitude, “You are an adult. You will
get through this. You do have choices.” I didn’t feel like I had quite
as much responsibility around that.
Sandy Shilling MacKelir also appreciates the adult qualities in students:
In adult education, it happens that teenage angst is out of the way.
Often people are sick of where they’re at and they’re willing and
they’re thrilled when they learn to add fractions. ... I just love that
and I can’t believe how lucky I got to be able to do it—to be in a
position where that’s a possibility.
Kathy Hamilton also expresses the pleasure of knowing adults who can and
do take charge of their own lives:
It’s nice to read the letters from students who went on and were
able to achieve their potential. I’m not just talking about education
or jobs, but some students have been able to overcome an addiction,
for example. Many students have been able to overcome a personal
demon, have had the confidence to fight that demon and have succeeded. They’ve been able to improve their lives somehow because
they’ve been in the classroom.
So what do instructors do to or for these powerful beings, these selfdetermined adults? Effective instructors value and respect powerful selfdetermined adult students. Effective instructors encourage the students and,
perhaps, open up the possibility of more choices. The instructors hope the
students gain confidence about their rights and abilities. When instructors
show respect in this way, it increases the students’ self-esteem and empowers
them.
Many interviewees talked of seeing students, through attending classes, take
a larger role in controlling their world, making their own decisions and having the confidence to express opinions. Gillian Newman talks about her first
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work with ABE/Literacy students and how she was hooked by an opportunity to work with self-reliant, determined folks:
I just genuinely felt that I could really help [ABE students]. I felt
that they deserved the best that we could give them because I
couldn’t believe the kind of life they were living, on such limited
resources and with very few alternatives and still they were making time to come to school and upgrade. They just caught me
emotionally and it’s been that way ever since.
The instructors we talked to are inspired by the students’ spirit. Joyce Cameron tells of getting a card from a student that has inspired her for years.
ABE/Literacy instructors have a real opportunity to help growth occur, but
likewise have opportunities to be moved by the heartfelt response from students.
I got a card one time from a student who I don’t remember, and she
began by saying, “You probably don’t remember me.” It was about
how I had helped her at a point when she really needed some help
and some advice and support. I don’t remember. I mean whether or
not I gave her a last minute assessment and helped her get into a
class. I don’t remember what the circumstances were. And even after reading it, I couldn’t conjure up who this person was, but she
just wanted to thank me for it, and I keep that card pinned on my
bulletin board just so that I remind myself that it really does matter how you treat students. It really does matter to them, even if
you never hear about it. I was just really fortunate that somebody
bothered to do something like that to let me know, which has also
made me think that I need to do a lot more [laughing] letting other
people know too.
There is still that opportunity and I think I’ve become more aware
of it, and that it’s such a perfect fit with the work that we’re doing.
I think it is an understanding that is now quite commonplace in
counselling and psychology work that people can come out of quite
dreadful experiences, if there was one person who was supportive
and helpful and valued them, that somehow those single experiences are tremendously influential in people’s lives. I think for
those of us in the literacy field that’s important stuff to remember.
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2. MAKING A CONNECTION WITH STUDENTS IS A NECESSITY, A JOY
AND A CHALLENGE.
Most people who teach ABE/Literacy are expecting to make some connection
with their students. Effective instructors work to ensure that a rich and complex connection happens. Effective instructors may develop connections with
students in order to nurture them, or foster their growth and learning, or, if
they come from a political perspective, in order to help students become a
change agent in their community, but they see making connections with
learners as the first order of business and understand it is a necessary for student learning. Wendy Tagami says, “It has to help students learn. If they can
be shown that somebody cares enough about what they’re trying to learn and
cares enough about them being able to do it—then they’re going to want to
learn to do it.”
She continues:
I care about what happens to people. I think students can understand that and can see once we make a connection. Once you kind
of get down to the level where you’re making a one-on-one connection, I think it [the desire to learn described above] happens.

Authenticity
The connection with students seems to depend on honesty and authenticity.
Instructors are people with lives, successes and failures, good days and bad
days. Adult students pick up immediately if an instructor is present, involved, and paying attention to them, or only doing a job or playing a role.
Students respond more if there is a real person teaching them than if they are
being processed like so many numbers. When asked if honesty from the instructor is important in the class, Kathy Hamilton says, “Yeah—maybe I’m
naive, but I don’t think there’s any other way [chuckle]. I’m trying to picture
a dishonest instructor—I don’t know what that would look like.”
So if the instructors are being honest and authentic what are some of the challenges? How do they do it? What are the dangers? What are the results? What
does the data show us? An interviewer asked how Wendy Tagami made connections with students and she said, “It was personal stuff. I would ask how
many kids they have and the next day we would talk about kids, or people
would come and talk to me about different situations that they had.” She is
being authentic, talking about the other interests and concerns in her life.
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Sandi Rainville also attributes success in learning to the connection she builds
with students. She says:
I think that people still love to come to our school and I think what
makes it special are many of the instructors. I think they have a
sense of warmth about them that makes Invergarry a really—I hate
to use the word nice—but it’s a nice place to learn in the fact that
it’s more cooperative.
Sandi expresses warmth by being authentic about her own experiences. She is
prepared to speak of personal difficulties and hard times if necessary. She
says there is always something an instructor shares with a student:
But there is always something that’s common [between an instructor and a student] and they often end up really liking coming to
school because I’m there and I find that very complimentary. Not
only is it complimentary, but it’s also a good thing because they’re
getting what they need.
Steve Cheung allows his passion and fascination with the subject itself to
come through and students love him for it.
I also believe that [there is] passion for the subject itself. It’s wonderful. I love the two subjects I am teaching, and I learn from those
subjects every time I teach them. … I just finished [teaching]
Physics 047 [grade 11] this term and I just admired the design of
Mother Nature a lot more.
Sometimes it helps to have gone through the same experiences as the students. Many instructors struggle with how much of their own history to
share, but whether they share it or not, the fact that they have had similar experiences helps them build connections. Mark McCue is talking about a man
who works with him in a program for teens. He says:
Kyle connects the subject matter to these kids’ lives. He can put it
in the framework of their experience in some way that they can
connect to. I think he sees teaching from the perspective of the
learner. I think he was in the shoes of these kids. He was one of
these kids fifteen years ago, had issues with literacy, had issues
with authority, had issues with behaviour, didn’t know where he
was, where he was going and how to get there and he spoke this
morning in the round about how if he had had this opportunity as
a fifteen-year-old he would be a different person now.
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I also share personal information with my students. I sometimes groan and
grimace in front of my students because of my arthritic pain. I generally make
an announcement on the first painful day of each semester so they know I’m
not grimacing about them. After that I may share with individual students
why I’m in pain and even medication information, but only if it seems to be
relevant to some conversation initiated by the students. I am very careful here
to have the conversation guided by the student’s interest.
Sandi Rainville helps us to understand the nuances of sharing as an instructor. She believes that instructors should limit the personal openness to
situations that serve the students. Sandi expressed caution about excessive
sharing on the part of the instructor. The goal is not to be buddies, talking
about everyday stuff; rather the instructor is trying to let the student know
that the instructor is calling on some experience in a problem area. Sandi says:
So if it’s appropriate, and depending on the relationship [I] have
with the student, or if I think that it will make a difference in how
they feel about a particular incident, then I will share more so that
they understand that they are not alone in the world—that “yes,
these things happen and that there is life beyond that.”
Effective instructors make connections with their students. These are genuine
connections and they have emotional implications for the instructor. One fear
expressed by some instructors of beginning literacy students is that when
students move “up” to more advanced levels, they won’t be taken care of;
they won’t find the classroom as welcoming. Can students be prepared for
this? Sandy Shilling MacKelir, who works at the fundamental level, describes
opening and sharing between her and the students. She, as a nurturing instructor, wants to facilitate self-efficacy. She sees that personal strength,
academic ability and confidence in themselves as learners will stand them in
good stead at the more academic upper levels.
I really love building those relationships with people and I find that
I love the fundamental level. I love that breakthrough that a lot of
people have in realizing that they are way more clever than they
ever thought they were. And always keeping this idea—okay these
guys are going to move upstairs [to higher level courses]—they’re
going to get out of this nest, but when they do that, and there’s going to be challenges, of course … they will hopefully have
discovered that part of themselves that is capable.
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Fostering group connections
Mark McCue speaks of making connections and the importance of honesty,
but he also says a group can have a very powerful effect on the development
of connections and trust. It starts with modeling being honest. Then you look
to others to do likewise. Mark says:
I think once again you need to be honest. You need to be open. You
need to be real people, need to understand that or feel at least that
you’re not BS-ing. That what you’re saying is what you believe,
and if you have to say something that you don’t believe, you tell
them I don’t necessarily believe this to be the case. … Whether you
tell them that up front or afterwards, if they ask your opinion on
something, you give your opinion. That’s what I mean about being
real. Being who you are, not being one person in there and another
person outside. I think that if you ask others to try to do that as
well, you start to build a sense of community ’cause people are real
in [the classroom] and people are real in the community. … I believe that. If the teacher is honest about trying to build some sense
of community, we can move far further than we can as individuals.
He then goes on to speak of his current group of students and illustrates one
of the advantages of group work, that there is a whole group of people pulling for you to succeed:
I think there’s a sense of trust that is in that group now. They trust
that their classmates are open, pretty revealing about some stuff
that’s going on in their lives … and about their learning. I also
think that there’s a sense in there that the group, the community,
wants everybody to be successful.
Gillian Newman points out another effect of the group is to help break down
isolation that can be a problem for people who are marginalized for whatever
reason, and in particular she speaks of her women students:
Some students don’t make it in terms of passing or getting a good
grade. It’s just ultimately beyond them. But what many of them
acknowledge and what I see is the tremendous increase of selfworth. Just being in a learning environment, being able to be a
part of the college community, being able to be with their peers and
being able to see that they are not unusual or just outcasts. So they
may think, “Okay these courses are not working for me, but I’m
now used to a college environment. I’m much more confident. I’ve
got out.” Like women, for instance, who have been on social assisHardwired for Hope
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tance bringing up kids. To some of them this is the first time being
out of their house environment for years.
Many instructors talk about the difference a group makes. The connections
are different because the group “wants everybody to be successful.” In fact,
Paula Davies points out a particular part of the attendance problem:
It’s not so much that I have to repeat [academic material], as the
student is excluded [from the group dynamic]—then that becomes
a vicious circle because that continues to be an exclusion. That’s a
challenge to try to bridge that gap so that they then can join in and
be actively engaged in the classroom.
Kate Nonesuch explains that, in her understanding, the group is central, and
that is part of her difficulty with one-on-one tutoring:
The student who is being tutored seldom gets the chance to be in a
room with ten other people who are in the same boat as he’s in or as
she’s in and so loses the opportunity to make connections, to say,
“Whoa, I didn’t know there were white people who couldn’t read!”
or to help another student instead of always receiving help.
She talks about what makes the Reading and Writing Centre16 in Duncan a
success:
Reflection, evaluation, and metacognition are powerful forces at
the Centre. Wherever we can have all of the students and teachers
together thinking about what the Centre is, that’s better than a
teacher thinking in isolation. If we sit down and think, “What is
the Centre? What could it be? How does it work? How does it
work well? When doesn’t it work?” then we get a whole lot of people working on making it work, or making it what they want it to
be. That gives people a sense that they belong together in a group
and that the group is doing something.
Instructors like Kate Nonesuch and Mark McCue are pointing out that, because working with groups has secondary effects beyond what happens in a
one-to-one relationship with an instructor, the possibility of affecting the
“system” of the classroom is increased. In Mark’s case, the students develop
The Reading and Writing Centre is an off-campus, storefront set of classrooms where beginning reading, writing and math are taught. The emphasis at the Centre is on student
control of the program and the Centre activities. To learn more about the program go to
www.literacy.cc.mala.bc.ca.

16
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trust and responsibility to a group and its plans; in Kate’s case, the students
decide what they like and what they want to change about their classes. Political instructors are often keen to teach groups because of this opportunity to
affect larger groups and help their students experience how groups can be
affected.

A problem with boundaries
Sometimes instructors feel overwhelmed by all the personal relationships involved in teaching. Gillian Newman says that sometimes she gets too
involved emotionally and “their troubles trouble me.” Many instructors said
they sometimes had difficulty coping with the results of knowing about students’ lives and having a caring connection with them. In fact, Joyce Cameron
says, “I just ran out of strength for it.”
She talks about the balance that is needed particularly when we deal with
personal trauma:
[Some instructors have] the kind of compassion that is important
to supporting your students [but they] have a kind of strength too.
[That’s important because] you can get quite damaged. I know [a
long time ABE instructor] has talked about vicarious trauma as an
aspect of ABE work—the way that counsellors use that term. That
was really helpful to me, to realize that I was experiencing the
world in the ways that would be more suitable to the experiences of
my students and not my own experiences. I have lots of support
from my family, I have good friends, I have a good income and yet
a lot of the way I see the world is more suitable [to] somebody
[who] has had a different set of life experiences and I think that’s
part of the vicarious trauma. How many stories can you hear?
How many people can be crying in your office? How many people
can you watch almost get somewhere and then self-sabotage or be
sabotaged by the system or whatever before it starts to shape the
way that you experience things. I think some people are better at
dealing with this in a way that doesn’t remove the humanness or
lessen their compassion.
Kate Nonesuch tells us of an instance where she had to make a decision about
compassion, empathy or boundaries. She had to choose between the best for a
person or the best for a group and herself:
One day a young man came in. He was the brother of one of our
students, in his early twenties, and I knew something of his horriHardwired for Hope
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ble childhood because I had talked with his sister. He just sat down
and sobbed. I hadn’t ever seen him before and he was just sobbing.
So I talked with him for a bit. He didn’t want to talk. There was
nothing he could say. His sister went and talked to him. The other
teacher talked to him, all to no avail. He continued to sit and sob.
At the end of an hour, I approached him again. No, he didn’t want
to talk to me, he didn’t want to go see that counsellor, he didn’t like
that counsellor. Did he want to go to the counsellor at the College?
He hadn’t been to her before; no he didn’t want to do that. Was
there anything that anybody could do? No. So I did probably the
worst thing I have ever done. I said, “Well, you can’t cry here—go
away,” and he did.
He came back a couple of days later, cheerful, happy, big smile on
his face. “How are ya doing?” I seem to have a short list of things I
can do for people like that and when I come to the end of the list
then I’m not prepared to be cried over. It’s not only me. I was extremely bothered by him crying there, but everybody in the room
was all in a flap about him and nobody knew what to do.
I felt absolutely awful, but I would do it again because I think he
was calling the shots there. I could have let him cry there all day. I
could have called the hospital, the psych ward, and got the ambulance to come and pick him up. I could have called the police
because he was disturbing the peace. I don’t know what other options I had besides the one I used.
Choosing what one is able to give has to be a conscious choice made carefully
in terms of the instructor’s own well being as well as the needs of the rest of
the group. In this section, I have stressed that effective instructors pay attention first to making connections with their students. That may be a one-onone connection or the whole group may be connecting, but the connection
happens by modeling honesty and authenticity. It comes usually from sharing something on a personal level and welcoming such sharing from the
students. It comes from honestly inviting the students to take part with the
instructor and the others in the group. Also it is important to be careful of
oneself as an instructor and be wary of spending more than one has to give
both because of one’s own mental and emotional health and because it is a
way to model self-care for the students.
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3. WE DO NOT BLAME STUDENTS FOR THE EFFECTS LARGER SOCIETAL
FORCES HAVE MADE AND ARE STILL MAKING ON THEM.
There are no typical ABE/Literacy students, but there are some common
groups that show up in classes again and again. In my last class, two-thirds of
the students sometimes came to class hungry; they consistently didn’t have
enough to eat; they lived in poverty. Out of twenty-four, at least eight were
victims in the past and/or present of physical, emotional, or verbal abuse by
someone they knew. Another five had a learning difficulty or even a documented learning disability. This is typical of my classes through the years. In
some classes, the number of students with these difficulties was higher.
The students living in poverty bring a complex mix of issues with them into
the classroom. They often have struggles around housing, the law, crime, racism, health, violence, and addiction. Poor students live in what Earl Shorris
(2000) calls “the surround of force.” He paints a picture of the poor in America surrounded by forces that are similar to those our students live with, and
which, he says, can neither be negotiated or withdrawn:
Isolation, racism, theft, insult, disease, hunger, and fear are all
forces, and none can be withdrawn after they are loosed. Nor can
they be negotiated. Diseases can be cured, but a person either has
AIDS or asthma or high blood pressure or he doesn’t (p. 42).
He also points out that the object of the force can only succumb or react.
Teachers often mistakenly see students as passive when they are unable to
choose which of the demands to respond to. Caught up in the surround of
force, students don’t feel they can choose which demand, including attendance at school, to meet; they respond to the most immediate or powerful.
Debbie Booth-Johnson speaks of her students, most of whom are on welfare:
What I find is that we end up with a lot of really desperate people.
The difficulty with that is that their lives are in such turmoil that
coming to school and being productive here is almost impossible. ...
We recognize that their attendance and their ability to stay focused
on their work is compromised. What usually happens is people
drop out because there are circumstances that just get overwhelming. It could be issues with addiction or it could be housing or that
they just can’t manage anymore.
Then she goes on to give a political analysis of why students are in this situation:
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I mean it’s the past that’s created the difficulty for them [the students] and it’s the present that kind of keeps them there. Even
when they would like to change, the odds are really stacked against
them. I often think of the social service system, that the so-called
safety net is more of a pit because once you fall into it, it’s going to
take a heck of a lot to pull, to claw your way out. Many times people will say, “Well if I take this job or if I do this, these are the
consequences. I lose this and this and that [welfare benefit].” Certainly in the last couple of years with social assistance, they’ve
made it so difficult and they continue to do that. It’s only going to
get worse and worse. I guess this is the attitude. If you make it so
very hard for people to stay on the system, they will find some
other way.
It makes me think that some of these folks, these politicians and
these rich folks, should be getting really good alarm systems put
into their places, dig the moat deeper and that kind of thing because sooner or later people are going to rise up and say, “No
more.”
Robert Zimmerman also describes the life of students who are in poverty and
who are no longer allowed by the welfare system to attend ABE/Literacy
classes. A further form of marginalization has been imposed:
Oh, most of the students, with the exception perhaps of the last
year and a half with the policy changes through our new [BC] government, were socially, economically disadvantaged people. Many
of them were single parents and many of them had drug and substance abuse issues. Many of them were on the social assistance
system. Some of them had some very serious personal and family
issues growing up. I would say eighty to ninety percent of those
folks were fitting that kind of shoe for quite some time. In the past
year that’s changed.
Under BC’s new welfare regulations, most of those students are no longer allowed to come to school and stay on assistance. So where are they now?
I see some of them on the street. I see some of them being recycled
through contract education. I suspect some of them are in jail.
We’ve had a couple of suicides in the last couple of years and a lot
of people, probably mostly for economic reasons, are moving and
taking minimum wage jobs somewhere. They’re just never going to
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have a chance to break the cycle that keeps them in poverty and/or
in abusive situations.
As we have seen, there are students who are poor and live in the surround of
force that Shorris speaks of. Another group of students are those who are
survivors of trauma. (Any one student may be part of more than one of these
groups.) They too bring their experience into the classroom whether the instructor invites it or not. Students’ experience with violence and trauma is all
too common, and many instructors have found Jenny Horsman’s work helpful. In Too Scared to Learn (2000), she provides ample evidence and detailed
examples of how violence can affect learning, as well as strategies for addressing this in the classroom and helping women and men who have been
traumatized.
Students of either group, those on welfare or those who are survivors of violence, may inexplicably disappear from classes as the internal and external
forces they suffer from take their toll. The instructors we talked to were familiar with this phenomenon. Gillian Newman explains, “The students are
making progress. You can see them developing but then the enormous issues
that they are dealing with in their personal life just suddenly come crashing
in and you’ve lost them.” Aside from the loss of opportunity for the student,
this can be disheartening particularly for the nurturing instructor.
There is a third group of students in ABE/Literacy classes, those who are
learning disabled. These students have struggled all their lives with a serious
learning disability that may not have been diagnosed, or interventions may
not have been successful. These students are not usually the ones that disappear. They may reach a frustration level and choose not to battle on against
the difficult odds of making enough progress fast enough to be satisfying, but
they are not at the mercy of outside forces in the same way as the poor and do
not therefore disappear as inexplicably—unless they are also part of either the
poor or the abused group as well!
How do instructors respond when students are slow to make progress, for
whatever reasons? What happens when, particularly at the beginning levels
of reading, writing and math, students are present whose ability to learn academic material is seriously limited? Instructors can approach the problem in a
number of ways, depending on their perspective about ABE/Literacy work.
Aside from helping each student achieve their best, instructors have looked to
elementary and secondary schools to improve their response to those with
special needs. Some instructors, like Judy (p.73), have experienced learning
difficulties in their own children and have struggled with finding the best reHardwired for Hope
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sources to deal with such learning difficulties. Judy then brings all of that
knowledge to Capilano College and the ABE/Literacy students she deals
with. Joyce Cameron challenges us to think about the problem on another
level. She questions the whole emphasis put on reading and writing in the
developed countries. She calls for a new arrangement of resources and focus
to facilitate a full and satisfying life for those with the disability of illiteracy:
I wonder sometimes if what we should be doing as literacy instructors—although it would be very, very risky—is not to be going on
about the need to make people literate, but going on about how
there are some genuine disabilities and we need to be accommodating people more who don’t know how to read and write in the same
way that if somebody can’t walk you don’t go after them and after
them and after them to learn how to walk or even walk with a cane.
At a certain point you give them a wheelchair because it’s not
worth their effort [to learn to walk]. It’s not going to happen or it’s
going to be at such a cost.
We [in ABE/Literacy] don’t do that. We don’t advocate on behalf
of our students in that way. It would take something like MCL
[Movement for Canadian Literacy] or a broad-based organization
to be putting that forward as a policy: Make room for people who
don’t have this skill. Yes, offer all the supports that you can; yes,
spend time figuring out how to do this better, give the financial
supports, all of that kind of stuff, but at a certain point it’s a completely reasonable choice for people to not devote their life to
slaving away at some things for minimal gains. Just make it possible for that to be a disability in the same way that we have
wheelchair accessibility. Let’s build that into everything. We don’t
do that, and I think … people still are labouring at the conception
that everybody can learn to read, and instructors who have been
around for a long time know that’s not the case.

How instructors work with the situation of students’ lives
Generally, effective instructors try to find out which combination of the factors described above is operating for a particular student. Often it is a mix of
circumstances; it is not uncommon for a student to be poor, have survived
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physical, sexual, and/or emotional abuse and have a learning difficulty. Lucy
Alderson gives us a useful insight from her experiences at WISH:17
I remember one time someone saw something about Capilano on
one of my books or something and [the student] said, “Oh yeah I
went there last year.” She’s a sex-trade worker, right, so I just gently started to ask a few questions and it’s so amazing how your life
can go from [being a] kind of normal student attending college to
working on the streets in the middle of one of the most dangerous
areas of the country. I think that we’re all aware of how quickly
that happens to people. [You get injured] and all of a sudden
you’re plunged into poverty and all these different circumstances.
At WISH it can sometimes be hard to tell whether someone has a
learning disability or difficulty, is being affected by stimulants or
just the conditions of their life.
I have talked casually over the years with instructors who know that their
awareness of these forces makes it possible for students to confide in them.
These instructors, in various ways, let students know that they have “seen it
all.” This makes it safer for students to explain their circumstances. What effective instructors know is that there is little they can do about the outside
forces, but knowing about them removes the problem from being the student’s fault. It is still the student’s problem, but they don’t deserve it; they
didn’t single-handedly bring it on themselves. On the other hand, some instructors choose to respond to the problems outside of class and that sends a
huge message to students that they are not alone with their problem. Sandy
Shilling MacKelir says:
Consequently, ... I became deeply involved in women’s initiatives
as it was called at that time, trying to get some support for women
in abusive relationships. I felt like that was really connected to the
college and to the programs that we were trying to run, but it was
triggered by working within the college realizing I cannot begin to
talk about adding fractions to somebody who’s in an abusive rela17 WISH

(Women’s Information Safe House) Drop In Centre Society is a non-profit organization that seeks to reduce violence against women involved in the sex trade in Vancouver and
to raise awareness amongst sex trade workers and other women about the societal issues that
give rise to violence against women. WISH provides tools and resources to assist women to
stabilize their lives by meeting immediate basic needs, exploring personal alternatives and
building capacity for personal and societal change. For more information see
www.wish-vancouver.net
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tionship and there’s no services in Grand Forks. They have to
leave. So that was the impetus to basically spearhead with other interested parties the services for women and children in violent
situations.
Effective instructors recognize where their lives differ from those of their students. As instructors we all have “good” jobs and tutors generally have other
means of support. We need to think about how, if you are poor, the very
small barriers become very large. Paula Davies feels keenly the disparity of
herself being well paid for the work she does while her students are struggling financially to get ahead or retrain. As an example, she stated that her
College is now charging $1.50 for parking and that one of her students left her
husband and children in the car so they would not have to pay the parking
fee. Paula is one of many ABE/Literacy instructors who are attune to the barriers in their students’ lives.
Two other concerns rear their heads in our classrooms: racism and gender
inequalities. These, like poverty and abuse, come into the classrooms in the
minds and bodies of our students. They are also large social concerns that affect how effective instructors respond to students. One group for whom
racism is a factor is First Nations people. To be First Nations in Canada usually means to be a residential school survivor and/or to be a descendent of
one or more survivors. Among other things, residential schools set up a massive distrust of schooling. Rena Neufeld is aware of issues of race in her
community and how they play themselves out in the classroom. Many First
Nations people in her community are reluctant to engage with schools of any
sort. She says:
At that time my experience in the school was that there was reluctance on behalf of the parents, the adults, to become involved with
the school. It was hard to get them in. There seemed to be a lot of
trepidation and a lot of mistrust between the school system and the
First Nations community and [the adult education program] was
going to be something [that would respond to that]. I think the idea
was to offer it to the First Nations, but after a couple of years unfortunately our district broke their tie with them.
For a view of how institutions can affect First Nations students, it is useful to
look at the work of Verna J. Kirkness and Ray Barnhardt (2001). In their article, “First Nations and Higher Education: The Four R’s—Respect, Relevance,
Reciprocity, Responsibility,” they make some important points about how
First Nation students interact with institutional learning, including assump-
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tions universities make about integrating students, how this can conflict with
First Nations students’ desire to maintain their culture, and how being a university student can affect issues such as equality, economic mobility, and
overcoming dependency and neo-colonialism. They then go on to describe
the Four R’s, listed in the title, and how they can make a positive contribution
to empowering First Nations students.
In the ABE/Literacy classroom, effective instructors can accomplish two
things regarding racism. Through modeling, they can reduce outward displays of racism, and they can welcome the whole person complete with their
culture and background, thus avoiding another “colonialism.” Looking to
Rena Neufeld’s experience again, we find progress on both these fronts. Rena
says:
Racism, we do see that sometimes. Often we just try to talk oneon-one with the student if we see somebody saying something or
we see something that’s inappropriate. We had quite a neat thing
happen at our centre though because we had kind of three main
groups in our community—the First Nations, a very big group of
East Indian people and a hodgepodge of everybody else, and because of the adult centre we have seen groups of people or
individual people from different groups come together and actually
become good friends. They never would have seen or interacted
with each other in the community. So there have been some crosscultural relationships made and that always makes a difference in a
community.
Although only three interviewees specifically discussed the special needs of
women students, this area is important to keep in mind. Before we describe
the instructors’ perspectives, let’s consult some of the literature on women’s
learning. Elisabeth Hayes and Daniele D. Flannery (2000) argue that adult
learning theorists have not paid enough attention to the significance of gender. They describe how women are pulled in many directions by demands
from different social contexts, making it difficult for them to focus on learning. Some women start educational projects in order to escape oppressive
relationships at home, while others are led to question them during the
course of their education.
A major concern for many women is the success of their children in school.
The women literacy learners interviewed in a study conducted by Wendy
Luttrell (1989) said that, although they valued practical knowledge more than
school knowledge, they were returning to school in order to “better them-
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selves” and become “better” mothers: They assumed that, as mothers, they
had a major responsibility to improve their children’s chances and set a good
example. Luttrell says, “Their everyday care-taking practice and knowledge,
what they called ‘mother-wise’ or ‘common sense’ was not sufficient to the
task” (p. 355).
The women in Kate Nonesuch’s classes illustrate this concern. Like virtually
all her students, the women are “poor, desperately poor” and “most of them
have kids and most of them have ex’s, so that they are no longer with the person who is the other parent of their kids—so they have lots of drama.” But
most interesting is her response to how she works with women in the class to
alleviate some of what society puts on them:
… things like how to deal with the fact that I have students who
are batterers—or what to do with the kinds of things that teachers
ordinarily would do that exploits the women in their class in order
to help keep order. … If you’re thinking about where you learn to
be a teacher, and stuff you read about classroom management [it’s
often sexist. For example] if you divide people into groups, you
should make sure that you put women who are good at being encouraging and nurturing along with the guys who don’t know
how to deal with themselves. So do I do that? Well, no, I don’t do
that. I put the women together so they can get some work done and
I put the guys together. If they want to go for coffee and not do
anything it’s not my problem, but I don’t want to use the women
in my class as a way of doing behaviour management on the men.
There’s lots of feminist issues that come up for me on a daily basis
in how I organize things.
We have looked at many of the societal conditions that affect ABE/Literacy
students. A final consideration for effective instructors is how low literacy
skills themselves have affected the students. Being illiterate in our society is
another reason to be shuffled to the margins of power and influence. Iris
Marion Young (1990) calls marginalization the most dangerous form of oppression. “A whole category of people is expelled from useful participation in
social life and thus potentially subject to severe material deprivation and even
extermination.” (p. 53). She goes on to say that bureaucrats usually decide
what is best for welfare recipients who are not considered to be fit, or to have
the right, to identify their own needs.
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For Kate Nonesuch, who, as a woman and a lesbian, has worked against
marginalization in her own life, literacy work is political because it challenges
this marginalization.
I heard [some literacy students at a conference] talking about coming out as a person with a reading disability in exactly the same
terms that people use about coming out as a lesbian, after trying to
hide it for a long time. What happens when somebody—your boss,
your family, or a friend—discovers that you can’t read? What the
reactions are, how people treat you differently, how some people
say, “Oh, that’s okay, I like you anyway even though you can’t
read.” How you get to the point of finding out that in fact there’s a
whole bunch of people who can’t read. How you get to the point of
going around saying “I can’t read very well so could you just tell
me what’s in this.” That whole thing is hugely political and it only
happens when people are in a group of other people who are in a
similar situation, and when you make space for them to make that
connection. I see it as my political work to provide an opportunity
for students to make those connections.
I would say that people are making a political statement when they
say, “No, no. Teaching isn’t political.” That’s a political statement
that they’re making—from the standpoint of an oppressor. I think
that if you teach ABE without acknowledging that you and your
students are different—without acknowledging that there’s a system that keeps people where they are—or if you approach teaching
by saying, “Okay I can help this person to read and write but only
if he comes everyday,” or [with] any kind of statement that you
make that could have the subtext of “teaching is not political,”
[that] is political, because I think those kinds of statements keep
people in the place where they are and act as a barrier to them actually having more abilities to control their own lives. So, yes, I
would say that teaching is political.
The forces of society that have helped to create our students are poverty, violence, insufficient and ineffective work with learning disabilities, racism,
gender issues and prejudice against illiteracy itself. What do effective instructors do in the face of these forces and the results in students? First of all,
effective instructors try to understand how the forces work; they try to hear
from the students what it is like to be affected by these forces. They express
the belief that the students do not deserve what they have experienced. This
belief, this attitude that “it is not your fault” is dramatically important for
Hardwired for Hope

101
survivors of abuse; furthermore, there are dramatic changes in all students
the first time someone tells them that none of these things are deserved and
that they are not alone.

4. A POSITIVE LEARNING EXPERIENCE IS ESSENTIAL FOR STUDENT SUCCESS AND USUALLY MUST BE ACCOMPLISHED IN THE FACE OF
RESIDUAL ANGER, RESENTMENT AND FEAR ABOUT SCHOOLING.

Most ABE/Literacy students haven’t had good experiences with previous
schooling. It follows that part of the instructor’s job is to facilitate a successful
learning experience for students.
The effective instructors in our study believe that the failure of kids in the
regular school system is, in most cases, a result of systems and circumstances
beyond the control of individual kids. ABE/Literacy instructors I talked to 27
years ago would talk about “putting ourselves out of business.” There was
some understanding that the students who came to ABE/Literacy classes
were older folks who, because they worked on the farm or helped care for the
babies, had not had a chance at schooling. Now we know that all along the
school system, in spite of good intentions, has been churning out future
ABE/Literacy students at a remarkable rate. As parents, as taxpayers, and as
citizens, this should be a major concern to all of us. As ABE/Literacy instructors, we deal one by one with the results of the failures of systems,
particularly the school system and the systems that are supposed to ensure
violence-free, nurturing and supportive childhoods.
Kate Nonesuch describes some of where the students’ “failure” comes from.
She reports students feeling ignored in the regular system. For whatever reasons, her students attribute their failure to not getting enough attention.
When they talk about teachers they have had, the students are very revealing.
When our students talk to me about teachers that they’ve had in
the past and tell terrible, terrible, terrible stories about what happened to them, they talk about emotion, not content. Maybe they
got stuck in the corner working on their own because they got too
far behind the class to do what the class was doing, or maybe they
were ignored or humiliated. People say, “She never took the time to
explain it,” or “She was too busy to explain,” or “She was a nice
teacher but she had to concentrate on those other people and she
didn’t have time to concentrate on me.” But nobody says, “She
didn’t know how to do math.”
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Jenny Horsman (2004) in The Challenge to Create a Safer Learning Environment
for Youth, gives us student voices saying this same thing, talking about how
teachers should look after students:
[Teachers] took the time to get to know who I was. They didn’t see
me as some girl that needed to be pitied. They saw that I had so
much potential and so much to offer, and they tried to harvest that
potential. They encouraged me to be the best that I could be despite
my circumstances. (Susan) (p. 58).
Showing people small things, telling them “good job” when they
do something. Not telling somebody “you can’t do that.”… keep
up that type of confidence in them so that they can do it, if they set
their mind to it. (Marcus) (p. 58).
Gillian Newman explains the feeling left in students who didn’t succeed. This
feeling is what instructors in ABE/Literacy must deal with.
Some of these students have not been successful in class before,
simply because they felt a sort of faceless non-entity. They didn’t
succeed perhaps within high school because they weren’t given any
opportunity to work on their individual problems. There was sort
of mass expectation, and if you didn’t meet the norm, you’re a drop
out.
One response to previous bad experiences with instructors is distrust of any
new instructors; therefore, how the instructor behaves with these students is
very important. Many instructors have had students say, “You’re the best
teacher I ever had.” or “We didn’t have good teachers.” Joyce Cameron describes how a “good” instructor affects a student who has been unsuccessful:
One of the things about literacy students is that they can get quite
committed to the person who is doing the teaching because they’re
having a good experience. They probably didn’t have a good experience of education before that, and so they tend to attribute that to
the teacher and not realize that they have responsibility for that
good stuff as well. One of these students asked me if I was going to
be teaching again. [When I told her no,] she said, “I don’t know if I
want to come back because you make the class fun.” That’s important and I really valued that comment, not from the perspective
that the other teacher wouldn’t make it fun as well, but just that
she had valued that part of the class and that that was what made
it possible for her to work at a job that started at five-thirty in the
morning and come for an evening class.
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Debbie Booth-Johnson’s understanding of the learning process is that the students will come to use what they know and have the confidence to go
somewhere, do something, with that knowledge. This is the experience many
of them didn’t have in regular school. Not having had this experience, they
are surprised and charmed when it occurs in adult school. She says the best
times are:
… where students feel really engaged or really involved in what’s
going on, and that they’re learning something that they might already have some knowledge of. They are able to extend it, feel
comfortable with what they’re learning, and be interested in it.
Maybe they can start to apply what they’re learning to other
things—just feeling more independent about learning.
Debbie is speaking of improving what Hayes and Flannery (2000) would call
a “specific self–esteem.” Hayes and Flannery distinguish between “core selfesteem” (related to people’s feelings about being loved and valued) and specific self-esteem (related to different situations). As the instructors rightly
point out, many of our learners have very low specific self-esteem when it
comes to school experience. Flannery notes that this can be changed if the
student has a positive educational experience.
How else can effective instructors help students enjoy learning? It helps to
have instructors who are curious and eager about teaching. The instructors
we interviewed told us about the effect of the classroom environment, paced
and self-paced instruction, abilities, and most of all conditions like respect,
safety and fun. (See the following chapter, “The Tightrope Walker,” page
129). Then, having ensured all these conditions, the instructor gets the thrill of
being there when someone “gets it.” Kate Nonesuch tells us what she likes
about teaching:
Well, I like two things. I really, really, really like the teaching, the
academic stuff. When someone says, “Oh, I see what you mean!”
or “Oh, do you mean like this?” That kind of “aha!” I love that
part, so I do lots and lots of work to make that happen.
Then the other thing I like is when people have a kind of an “aha!”
around personal stuff. I love it when somebody writes a letter to
Campbell [Premier of BC] or just takes some kind of step that says
that they’re not being so sponge-like. I love that.
Joyce Cameron is interested in what makes the learning work and has studied
ways of learning to read. She would like to be able to explore more closely

A Passion for the Possible

104
what works best in terms of learning and feels frustrated that the situation
doesn’t encourage/allow that. Hers is a call for more research to be done by
practitioners in ABE/Literacy classrooms.
One of the things that has been both really positive for me and
really frustrating is to have done some research on the cognitive
aspects of teaching and working with adult literacy students. I’ve
done that because there’s a real fascination for me in watching people learn and watching where they have difficulties and trying to
figure that out. It’s like an enormous puzzle that I feel if I can understand some of this, maybe I could make more of a difference. I do
feel that I understand things about the learning process that I
didn’t have any glimmering of when I first started to teach, but the
system isn’t set up for us to do the best possible work even when
we know what works. It isn’t set up to do that and that’s quite
frustrating.
Steve Cheung has explored his own learning en route to teaching. He studied
psychology in university because math was too easy. He studied something
difficult—English and psychology—
because I’m a dummy in psychology—or in the English language
—so writing essays is like pulling teeth for me and reading a lot in
university is a big challenge to me. So I had to be thoughtful about
learning. It is exciting to discover about learning!
Many other instructors talked about learning as they taught. We’ve all heard
people say, “I learn as much as my students,” or “I learn from them and they
learn from me.” Mark McCue makes an interesting distinction between being
a learner and a student when he says,
I think I’m a learner but I’m not a student in some ways—and so I
think that’s why I prefer to have natural—a more natural—
environment to work in, not too structured, because I think that’s
the way I would prefer to learn if I were in the shoes of the people
that come in.
One educator in the literature who takes her role as “co-learner” very seriously is Rachel Martin (2001). She argues that, when Paulo Freire (1987; 1989;
1994) and others talk about a participatory curriculum, the teacher is always
the one with a raised consciousness, helping others to raise theirs. Teachers’
consciousness-raising is limited to learning about students’ lives. Martin says
this is not enough; we can also learn about our own position, our role as
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teachers in the movement for social change, what we are and are not accomplishing, etc. She says:
I’m aiming toward a pedagogy that will include me in the process
of figuring out what it is that keeps all of us from resisting our
domination more. I know that in the past I frequently used the collective “we” when talking about myself and the participants in my
classroom, when I really meant “they,” I’m hoping that the more I
open myself up to the possibilities of what I need to and might
learn, the more collective the “we” will become (Martin, 2001, p.
43).
Stephen Brookfield (1995) discusses the notion of teachers as learners in his
exploration of reflective teachers. He goes to the literature on adult education
because, he argues, how teachers link meaning to their complex teaching,
“can easily be analyzed as an adult learning process” (p. 221). Another aspect
of the adult learning tradition that would resonate with effective instructors is
that it calls into question the usefulness of pre-service teacher training. More
useful is learning to think on your feet, making “critically reflective judgments in the midst of action” (p. 222). This, he argues, is a uniquely adult
form of learning and important to consider in professional development.
Other than being curious about teaching, and being co-learners, what can instructors do to help students have a good experience at learning? First, I want
to look at one more manifestation of the problem. A student will often say,
“This time I’ll try harder so I’ll be successful.” According to Jenny Horsman
(2000) in Too Scared to Learn, this should be a flag to instructors who should be
on the lookout for students who are going to do everything perfectly this
time, as if somehow, if they just put in enough effort, all the other factors that
drag on them will go away. Horsman cautions us that abuse survivors may
want to throw themselves into a project, wanting unrealistic results because
they are used to dramatic situations and don’t have experience of day-by-day
slogging as a way to get somewhere.
Sandi Rainville warns us of students being hard on themselves; of course, it is
not in all cases due to experiences of trauma. “So many of them are so hard
on themselves. They’re only satisfied if they get really good marks so they put
a lot of pressure on themselves—and that never comes from the [ABE/ Literacy] instructors—that definitely comes from them.” To have perspective on
these attitudes of students and be alert to their manifestation is crucial for an
effective instructor.
Steve Cheung says:
A Passion for the Possible

106
My math students are very anxious. That’s the attitude toward the
subject. Sometime in their past, either someone told them that they
cannot do math, or they decided that they don’t have the smartness
for it. [They believed] the myth. At least, they are doubtful.
He goes on to say what he can do with this perception:
My students need a lot of encouragement. They need someone
pointing out to them that they have certain strengths and the ingredients to be good at the learning. Some of them come with
baggage, a poor image accumulated during the past. I want to convince my students that this is a ripe time for a personal revolution.
Now that we are more mature, we should be more thoughtful about
how we learn. This is an opportunity for a new beginning.
Wendy Tagami explains how she deals with the problem. Her focus is not
teaching course content but rather helping students become learners.
Realistically, I don’t really care what’s in the Math 50 textbook.
What I care about is that the students learn how to learn, that they
are excited about learning something new, that they’re able to
problem solve, that they’re turned on by a challenge, that kind of
stuff. Anybody can teach someone how to do math if there is
enough time and enough patience but the other stuff is the most
important stuff. You can’t go on in life not wanting to learn anything new and being stuck in a rut, and you can’t learn to be a
lifelong learner from just doing the textbook questions.
I think that the self-esteem and confidence building that needs to
happen in any student who is going to take on any kind of educational challenge is more important than knowing the parts of the
human body, or knowing how the digestive system works. That’s
common knowledge. You can go and look those things up on the
Internet, but the ability to go look it up on the Internet and the
confidence to do that is the more important part in the long run.
We are considering how to help students experience successful learning, and
from the quotations already considered, we can see that the participants in
this study believe that a successful experience of school starts with the relationship of respect and care between the instructor and the student. Beside
respect and caring, the instructor’s role is to bring a real interest and curiosity
that catches students and leads to successful learning. Some of our participants said that successful learning happens when students grab the
knowledge and run with it, begin to use it to build on, and begin to apply it,
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and that will happen more when their self-esteem around learning increases.
One of the motivations for undertaking this difficult work is the instructor’s
belief that we are contributing to a basic human right. Is literacy for adults a
human right? Most of the interviewees would say strongly, “Yes!” Julia
Dodge is among them:
I am motivated by the idea of literacy as a human right. I have redefined literacy over the years. It has a darker side. Who gets to
create knowledge? Who gets to be spoon-fed? I want literacy learners to see themselves as creators of knowledge not receivers of other
people’s knowledge.
Julia leads me to reflect on the issue of empowerment. Students have a right
to create knowledge, not merely be the receivers of other people’s knowledge.
So the human right referred to is a position of profound equality.
Joyce Cameron wonders about what literacy instruction is really for. She understands the importance of allowing people to engage in literacy skills, but
with realistic expectations. She opens here a question that is seldom discussed
with funders:
For some students I know what I’m contributing to their life is not
an improvement in literacy skills other than what an experienced
teacher can identify, but I’m creating a safe place, a part of their
lives where they’re valued and where they can come and experience
some good stuff.
Is this also a human right in Canada’s literate society? To be in a place that is
safe and to exercise that ability to take part in literate acts? Yes. As Joyce
Cameron implies, sometimes the improvement in skills is so small that only
an experienced teacher can recognize the tiny improvements in reading ability or spelling ability. The same experienced teacher also sees these tiny
improvements come and go within a day or week; these are not the improvements that show up on diagnostic tests or allow a student to move to a
higher level. Nonetheless they are improvements and are celebrated by the
teacher and the student when they occur. So those students stay in class for
all the other reasons she describes, “a safe place, a part of their lives where
they are valued,” etc.
This is something Lucy Alderson understands. She is working with women in
the sex-trade, and emphasizes the opportunities she and her program represent to those women. “I was in my car. I was going by and this woman I’ve
known for years and years and years screamed at me from the sidewalk, ‘I
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want to start my GED,’ [laughter] and I’m yelling back, ‘Come in on Tuesday
morning!’” In the setting of the Downtown Eastside,18 what is literacy and
what can we reasonably contribute to improve anyone’s life?” She goes on to
comment:
I mean that’s motivation. It means that we’ve just thrown out
Maslow’s hierarchy.19 The spirit of people wanting to change
themselves in a situation that they trust is there, and there aren’t
many ways for people to change with the systems that are working
both for them and against them as well as their own experiences.
Yet I see it over and over; people say, “I want to know how to do
this. Can you show me this?” or “I’ve decided to get my GED.”
You have to be there for that whether it’s at five to five or in the
middle of the street, whatever. I always try to make a next step
with people at that point. … There’s lots of people who read in the
community [the Downtown Eastside] and where are they going to
keep up these skills? We all know that at work, that’s the place you
[maintain and expand your literacy skills], keep them up the most.
If you don’t have access to anything like that you’re not using
them, so we really just try to do things for people to maintain those
skills.
Joyce Cameron and Lucy Alderson have shown us their motivation, a political one, which sees literacy learning and using literacy skills as a right, and
the importance of our societal systems providing places and ways for everyone to exercise that right.

5. INSTRUCTORS CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE IN THE QUALITY OF
STUDENTS’ LIVES AND COMMUNITIES.
Communities are growing, changing places where a real mix of people make
their homes, need to feel safe and need to participate. Sometimes effective instructors live in these communities as well as work in them as instructors. In
18The

Downtown Eastside is a dangerous area in Vancouver, possibly one of the most dangerous in Canada for sex trade workers and others who live on the streets.
19Maslow diagrammed his famous Hierarchy of Needs in the late 1960’s in the shape of a
pyramid. Maslow believed that as people ascend to higher degrees, their needs change. At
the lower level, the needs relate to safety, food and shelter, but at the higher levels one’s
needs change to social interaction and self worth. He believed that people could not concern
themselves with the higher levels of need unless the lower levels were satisfied.
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both these roles they are often active in helping shape the communities they
live and/or teach in. Political instructors are interested in improving the quality of the community and empowering students to make change in their
communities. Nurturing instructors want students to experience the satisfaction of giving back to a community that has nurtured them. At any rate,
effective instructors know their students live in these communities and the
instructors are alert to the effects of the health of the community on the students.
In her journal, Jan gives us an example of the tie between the ABE/Literacy
classes and the other services in the community, a familiar scenario for many
ABE/Literacy programs.
A lot of the students I’ve had in the past have been referred to me
by an agency in the community—or agencies—and when the
agency referred someone to me often times they would bring the
person to the college. They would make introductions. The three of
us would sit around and talk. Then if the person enrolled as a student, usually they maintained contact with the supporting agent
as well—so they were connected with someone else outside too who
was giving them a boost—who was giving them support if they
ran out of gas money.
Leora tells us in her journal that it is her understanding that the impetus for
the creation of her college came from the community. There was “a referendum or something. The community wanted this college and the college sees
itself and believes itself to be a representation of the community.”
This is in keeping with a rich tradition of adult educators working within
their own communities. Paulo Freire, who pioneered the notion of education
for critical consciousness, began his adult literacy work in a poor barrio in his
home city in northern Brazil (Freire, 1989; Freire & Macedo, 1987). Equally
inspirational, Septima Clark started the Citizenship Schools in the American
south which helped African Americans to master the reading and writing
they needed to vote (Baumgartner, 2003; Clark & Brown, 1986). A third community-based educator is Myles Horton, the co-founder of the Highlander
School in Tennessee, which has played a leading role in education for workers’ rights, civil rights, poverty action and community development since
1932 (Horton, 1998).
Effective instructors believe the student(s) are actively doing something, being persons in community, and the instructor makes a contribution to that
process. Each instructor has their own understanding of what contribution
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there is to make and in their responses to community, these instructors illustrate their political or nurturing worldview about the students and society.
In Riches for the Poor Earl Shorris (2000) discusses the possibility that people
living in poverty may escape the forces that surround them by learning the
skills of reflection and negotiation. This discussion reminds me of Steve
Cheung’s explanation of students becoming part of their own “research endeavour.” Steve’s understanding of his work is to have the student take
control of whatever it is they want to know, to undertake a research endeavour, such as learning math for a practical application, or learning calculus by
exploring some task they want to accomplish. He says, “It’s very important
that they are actually learning something that is useful to them and that they
initiate their learning.” He tells of times the students have come to him with
projects they want to work on that involve physics or calculus. They have
come to understand that problems from whatever circle of life can be worked
on and solved, an understanding that is used in successful negotiation of life.
Steve Cheung goes on to reflect on his upbringing in Communist China and
the influence it has had on his teaching life in Canada. He brings to teaching
the principles he learned, and sees his work as part of being a Canadian and
of serving the people. This community development work is part of being a
teacher.
The communists influenced me a lot. I grew up in Mainland China
and there are two things I got out of them: one is to serve the people; the other is, “Nothing is insurmountable.” These two, I carry
these two for my whole life; that will never change.
What changes can we make in Canada through effective ABE/Literacy programs? In a developed country like Canada, the change may be less dramatic
and therefore harder to perceive than in countries where whole communities
learn to read for the first time as adults. Change comes slowly and in small
ways. Nonetheless, I believe it is worth pursuing.
Lucy Alderson does also. The interviewer asks about Lucy doing political
work. (Lucy uses these words herself to describe her work.) To analyze work
as political is to speak of larger systems than the individual, such as the
community and those forces that shape it. What I hear in Lucy’s words is that
helping the people get an education is part of transforming their lives and our
society. But also, if we transformed our systems and communities, there
would be less need for remedial work in education. She is working in the
Downtown Eastside of Vancouver. What is the role of a learning centre in this
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kind of a community? She points out that the learning centre is front line
community work; a political awareness of the factors in Canadian society and
institutions that produce the population and circumstance of the Downtown
Eastside cannot at any time be ignored. The learning centre has another important function. The desire for education cannot be ignored; the students’
need for functional literacy assistance should be provided for.
Interviewer: do you see [political work] as part of your job description or kind of your responsibility as an educator and as a
community development worker?
Lucy: [Being political] is not in the job description at all at the
learning centre. But it is absolutely part of what we’re doing and
we think of it as critical. But it’s not only that, and that’s what distinguishes us from a movement. If we only did social justice work
and no literacy, like if we didn’t respond to people’s purely functional literacy needs, which is in itself a political stand, then we
wouldn’t be a learning centre. So we need to balance that out and
not only do the front line organizing work. But we need to have it
as part of our conversation and part of our analysis. … It’s also
something that we really need to educate funders and government
about because people are ending up in their situations because of
… decisions that are made … by our Canadian institutions.
When we’ve had the cutbacks, for instance in learning assistants in
the elementary school system in the last couple of years, we just
know we’re guaranteeing that a whole new group of people are going to need adult basic literacy and that’s wrong. … We know
what causes things, what impact [a family moving ten times a
year] has on children. So … we need to fight against [the loss of
learning assistants in elementary schools], so I write letters about
what’s impacting grade two’s because I think that’s important. I
don’t do work around the whole residential school impact because
people are doing that, but … [we need to bring that up] in every
tutor training that we do, so that we understand how that impacts
generations, and that we think about that when we do work or
when we organize things and when we do hirings.
In this case the college involved must have a commitment to the community.
The college must recognize that not only education, but also community development is going on. Capilano College has shown itself prepared to allow
Lucy Alderson and her colleagues to do what is necessary, to structure their
work as necessary, to meet the particular needs of the Downtown Eastside.
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At the other end of the scale, we have a simple example of the students being
taken into the community to enjoy a theatre presentation. This example
shows us the richness of connecting schoolwork and community life. Paula
Davies speaks of sharing theatre presentations with her students. Tickets to
the presentation are half price to students. Then the dean pays for half that
cost, so the students end up paying only one-quarter the cost of a live theatre
production.
So … we have taken [our English classes] to a live production and
that’s where all the levels mingle. That’s where they all go to a
theatre in the afternoon (for many of them this is the first time
they’ve ever seen live theatre.) … But you know [you have] won
that support for English, outside of grammar and spelling. You
know that our dean supports and is enriching English [by taking
us out into the community]. It says something really important to
our students in terms of them mixing and mingling.
Another aspect of how changing students changes communities is through
influencing adult students who are parents. Effective instructors are aware
that they are possibly changing attitudes for the next generation of students.
Rena Neufeld says about her First Nations students:
So on a personal level I can think of many individual First Nations
people who’ve told me personally—I don’t know if it changed their
attitude about education, but it certainly helped them get the motivation they needed to go on, whether to college [or] university or to
seek employment or even [for] some of them maybe this would
change their attitudes to feel more comfortable with helping the
kids or going to the schools or meeting with the teachers.
Debbie Booth-Johnson says:
To me it’s very important to break the cycle [of intergenerational
illiteracy] … and I really think that when parents come back to
school, they start to feel better about themselves and they can support their kids more in their schooling. Then that has to be a
positive thing. That has to be something that’s worth doing.
These changes, such as being a better parent or having a different attitude
about school, were studied, and methods for documenting them were developed, by experienced instructors in BC. For a report on this project see
Naming the Magic: Non-Academic Outcomes in Basic Literacy (Battell, 2001).
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Finally, Sandy Shilling MacKelir talks about her concept of giving to the
community, which she tries to encourage her students to consider. This is a
case of an instructor using her influence to help individuals contribute to
strengthening their own community.
Of course it’s personal interest as well, but I believe that the more
connected and busy you are, the better you feel about your life and
the less focused on your own problems. When you can be part of a
community, your life is better and you encourage people to pursue
their interests and start giving their time back. If we’re not giving
it back, what hope is there?
I would like to consider one further connection between the classroom and
the community: getting the community to support the educational institution,
particularly when cuts at the educational institution affect the geographical
community. Robert Zimmerman speaks of a community being affected by
cuts. He speaks as a long-time instructor. Is there some responsibility to attempt to save the knowledge that instructors have developed over the years?
Is there a responsibility, now that many ABE/Literacy instructors are retiring,
to ensure that our understanding of the work and how it should be done
doesn’t just disappear in cuts and retirements?
I’m also coming from a legacy perspective a bit. … We [the college
campus] spent all of these years working really hard to get to
where we are now and in a moment’s notice we lost most of it. As
community members, not just as college community members, but
also as members of our own community, because many of us demographically are getting older, we [experienced ABE/Literacy
instructors are] going to leave soon. Let’s leave something behind
that is of some value and some worth and so that’s where my energy’s going to go this next year.
Steve Cheung, a newer instructor, speaks of the need to work with the large
systems outside the educational institutions to advocate for education:
I do see that it should be part of the part of the job to advocate for
education, for quality and accessibility. If not then we are at the
mercy of the political parties and this is how I really feel. … It’s
been coming to me that I need to be more connected, to be aware of
those political processes. People before me have done that for me,
now I should do the same to promote, or at least to protect our education for the people yet to come. … Unless we are more involved
in the political process, unless we are more united together then we
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are at the mercy of other people’s agenda. … We need to be more
connected with other educators. That should be part of the role as
an instructor.
The many-layered relationship between geographic communities, political
communities and our students affects our students’ lives and ability to learn.
ABE/Literacy has long been a part of community life, sometimes crucial to
the transformation of the community as in the work of Friere. What is important is that we try to break down the isolation of ABE/Literacy students from
their own communities, and, where there is a strong connection, we foster
that.

The Breakdown of Motivation
Whether instructors see themselves as political or not, they are powerfully
affected by the political scene around them. It would be the unusual instructor who is involved in ABE/Literacy work and ignores what government
policies do to/for adult education and the social structures that surround the
students. The effects of government’s actions are felt deeply by instructors.
Our research team interviewed people in the summer and fall of 2003. The
cuts of the Campbell government had just begun to take effect in the colleges,
school districts and social agencies in BC. Jobs were lost, faculty were scrambling for work, and feelings were high and generally negative. Our students
had been hit with welfare cut-offs and loss of daycare and medical and dental
coverage. Minimum wage for teenagers dropped and people took extra jobs
to make ends come close to meeting. In most colleges, fees were levied in
ABE/Literacy for the first time in years. Schools were serving kids poorly because of shortage of staff and teaching aids. This caused increased problems
for their parents, some of whom are ABE/Literacy students.
A diligent group of researchers has been documenting the effects of this government and publishing their findings online in the form of “feminist report
cards.” For example, in March 2003, Shauna Butterwick, Wendy Frisby and
Yulia Kolpakova (2003) describe how access to training and education is being cut back for women on low incomes. In the April 2003 report on Women
and Literacy, Suzanne Smythe and Marina Niks document some alarming
trends brought on by the cutbacks: 1) an erosion in the “wrap-around supports” for women learners (childcare, transportation, counseling, access to
bursaries and loans and training) which they argue is essential to “women’s
access to literacy education, and its potential to provide access to sustainable
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employment.” 2) a suppression of women at the lower literacy levels brought
on by new regulations that welfare can only be collected for a maximum of
two in every five years. This makes it impossible for some learners to attain
the literacy and language skills they need to progress. 3) “Recent changes to
social assistance in BC now make it necessary for the first time for refugee
and immigrant men and women between the ages of 55 and 65 to find employment.” The authors point out that this is extremely difficult for women
who have physical and mental health problems due to traumas suffered in
their countries of origin (Smythe & Niks, 2003). Numerous other report cards
address the severe cuts to social services.
In the spring and summer of 2004, we were delighted to be doing interviews
because it was so much cheerier than journaling our daily practice. (See the
previous chapter, “Wearing the Silver Shorts,” page 9 for a detailed account
of the challenges we faced with data collection.) We were trying to journal
each day as our colleges, colleagues, and, most of all, students reeled from the
effects and threats of cutbacks. That had been such a downer we were mostly
unable to do it! It is surprising in all of this that anyone had anything hopeful
or positive to say about ABE/Literacy work, but as you have read, many instructors are slow to crumble or give up. Nonetheless, the rock solid
optimism is cracking in one instructor after another, as the following remarks
show:
Robert Zimmerman says:
I guess the part of my wanting to leave [my job] is that I feel at this
point I’m adding to that [the dissipation of individual students’
sense of hope] in the sense that I don’t get to make the policies and
what I do is affected by whatever the politics are and we’re moving
in a very different direction in the province. … As you know
they’re contracting, they’re privatizing, they’re reducing opportunity. They’re looking at people from a training perspective versus
an education perspective. I guess I don’t feel like I personally have
the energy to resist all that much more.
For Debbie Booth-Johnson, the combination of what it is doing to the program and what it is doing to the students is too much:
I can tell you that it’s been a struggle for me in the last year trying
to figure out what next. I just found this system and what it’s doing for these folks day after day is just so awful and I don’t know
that I want to be a part of it any more, so I guess we come back to
this idea of teaching being a political act.
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Interviewer: And you’re feeling powerless?
Debbie: Yeah and this idea about it coming full circle politically.
It seemed to me there was some time in the last fifteen years or so
that it felt like maybe literacy was going to make some kind of a
breakthrough and people were actually going to acknowledge it and
you just step up and want an education. I don’t think that’s the
case anymore. I think we’re back in the situation where people have
to hide and struggle.
The earlier times that Debbie Booth-Johnson spoke of, where at least there
was an understanding that improving literacy levels was a good thing for
each individual, required special funding sources and the provincial government in BC had been providing extra support funds for ABE/Literacy
students. These were known as Institutional-Based Training funds or IBT.
They were used in various colleges for various things but often to provide extra counselling and financial support for students in programs. Also there
were some funds available to support courses in community programs such
as Debbie’s. But these funds are now gone. These funds were only available
to college programs; hence Rena Neufeld, in a school board program, didn’t
experience the change in 2003 when the IBT funds were stopped. For her the
bad times have been coming for a long time.
I am very afraid that our program is going to slowly end over the
next couple of years. I’m discouraged. For me personally I will
have a job but maybe not in adult ed. I’m discouraged for the community because as you can see by the number of people that have
participated it’s really important to our little community here.
[Our adult program] is a real force in the community.
She reminds us that we have lived with cuts and financial pressure for years
and our response has been to do more with less:
I think that might be the mistake. We always just do more with
less. I think we pay a price for that. So I’m getting quite discouraged. I really believe in the program. It’s fantastic for our
community but when the support isn’t there from the powers that
be—at what point to do you say, “I can’t do anymore”? But that’s
the typical struggle for the last twelve years or so.
Joyce Cameron, working in a college, speaks of the conditions ABE/Literacy
instructors have always worked under—that of not being valued.
ABE/Literacy in particular and teaching in general have never been valued
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highly in our society. But when IBT funds and supports were removed, the
need for the services did not also disappear. Instructors are left to cope:
One of the things that I feel is that our work was never particularly
valued but now for all instructors there seems to be really little
value placed on the work that we do by the society that we live in.
Our government is so hostile towards education and particularly
hostile towards any acceptance for the people with whom we work,
so it’s just another layer on things. That greater degree of disrespect manifests itself in the classroom in all sorts of ways—
reduced budgets, reduced supports for people. The loss of the IBT
funding—that gave really good support at our college to our students. All of that work of that support is thrust back on to the
instructors now or on to a coordinator. It’s landed in all sorts of
places and that makes it just that much harder.
At another college, where instructors are trying to cope with the cut in IBT
funding and increased needs in the lives of their students, Jan Weiten tells us
about having to spend time trying to be entrepreneurial to respond to the upcoming Olympics in Vancouver. All instructors are expected to find ways to
participate in the promotion. It is hard to get excited about the entrepreneurial opportunity of the Olympics when people are coping with such dreadful
cuts to their survival.
At the same time that program funding to support students has been cut,
conditions in students’ lives have gotten worse. Lucy Alderson, who works in
the Downtown Eastside of Vancouver, describes the despair on the streets:
But provincially it’s a massacre and it’s just inhuman, what’s
happening. So people’s health is [worse], … and I see it already
and I know that it’s going to get much, much worse and it will
mean that people will commit suicide, that they will get into a life
that they’ll never get out of, or that they’re so stressed out that
there’s no possibility of ever doing any real learning to make a
change in their life, so that’s a place where we just really need to be
in coalition with other groups and just pre-empt as much as possible.
Although the Downtown Eastside is worse in intensity, the same conditions
are present in everyone’s ABE/Literacy student population. The concerns
about the present situation are about many areas. Effective instructors have
concerns for their own department, their own campus, even their own course;
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these concerns come directly from knowing the students’ need and desire for
these courses/campuses/programs.

Are instructors teaching the same way as before the
cutbacks?
Are the programs of the same quality as before the cuts? Kathy Hamilton says
no. “It compromises our ability to do our jobs well—to serve our students
well sometimes.” She tells of one tiny adjustment she can make against the
new restrictive conditions:
When students only have four months to be in this class or only
have eight months for upgrading because that’s all the funding
they’re going to get, I may have to focus on getting the student to
“pass” rather than develop adequate skills because politics dictates
that. I spend extra time with these students, arrange for a tutor, or
allow extra time for assignments just so the student has a passing
mark. Otherwise, the student won’t get funding for the next semester.
Rena Neufeld also expressed her concern that the previous, more relaxed,
approach meant that more students were able to come back when they could,
concentrate when their lives allowed and eventually finish. Under new
stricter rules, many students will simply be dropped.

Institutions are changing their programming.
One direct result of the funding cuts was chaos and desperate changes to
programming in the colleges and school districts. Interviewees who discussed
these changes seldom knew the rationale for the change and when they did,
they often didn’t agree with it. They can only reel from the changes and institute their own tiny responses. For example, in very early September 2004,
Rena Neufeld’s school district needed to reconcile low numbers at the high
school in the day program with the budget. So they pulled an instructor from
the adult education program, which was “discouraging” for the other adult
education instructors. When I spoke to Rena, she really didn’t know how they
were going to cope with fewer staff!
Robert Zimmerman talks about how angry and uncomfortable he is with the
changes his faculty is making for the sake of expediency. He suggests that the
faculty look at some new/old ways of doing things. He says, “There are some
things that we [the faculty] think are needs in our communities and our programs have been cut, but now it’s time to go back to perhaps putting on some
Hardwired for Hope

119
extra programming, foundation programs, whatever, to get us going again
…” His suggestions fell on deaf ears and his energy for getting people to consider radical responses is flagging.

Working with colleagues has changed.
Effective instructors often want to work with a team. They want colleagues to
inspire, support and encourage the students and each other. We have a few
instructors who talked directly about how well they worked together, often
as departments. Then we have many who, in this time of need, are wanting
more than they get from others on their staff. This is another result of government cutbacks. In better times, faculty work better together. In better
times, they are not angling for each other’s jobs and resenting those with seniority. They don’t resent each other’s skills. In our biographies and journals,
we often spoke of the strong collegiality that normally has prevailed in
ABE/Literacy. Leora says:
I became an active member of the ABEABC and began to affiliate
with others who valued the work we were doing. The discipline [of
teaching ABE] started to grow roots and that coincided with my
own growth process. As more nurturing and value was given to
the discipline the more learning and developing I did.
She also tells of how the ABE/Literacy faculty at Selkirk, in response to the
current cutbacks, “lobbied hard and have been heard so ABE/Literacy students will not be charged anything at Selkirk except a registration fee.” This
was at a time when most other colleges were beginning to charge tuition or
other fees for each class.
During this difficult spring, I spoke in one of my journals of a meeting I was
dreading that turned out well. People I am comfortable with came and “I realized I could just relax and act like I had colleagues in the room and just
pump them and give them ideas and just do the kind of thing that I love to
do, which is where a bunch of people sit down and figure out how to do it
best for the students.”
This feeling of working with colleagues you trust and value has been one of
the strong points, the benefits of ABE/Literacy work. (For more on this, see
“Team building” on page 54.) Here are a few notes of positive feelings from
our interviews. Sandy Shilling MacKelir describes how well the team at her
campus has served students:
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When a person goes from fundamental English to the next level
English where they’re really going to explore their life, I think that
it’s really important. I’m not doing the “lone ranger” thing. They
are fed into the bigger system and move along and, as part of a
team [of instructors], we make appropriate referrals. I feel like our
weekly student meeting is both brilliant and crucial and that everybody has got a picture of the concerns and the aspirations that
we’re making for our students. … That’s terribly important to me,
way more important than sitting on committees for the bigger college. Just in our own setting with our own unique gifts and
challenges, … we see the strengths that each instructor has and
feed students appropriately.
Mark McCue also speaks of how important the team has been in his experience:
I’m lucky that I worked in a team over there. I mean it’s an incredible team that we have and the counsellor who works with us is
just incredible and so is the Teaching Assistant I have. He’s more
like a teaching partner in the sense of how we work in that classroom and frankly I couldn’t do it by myself—I don’t think anybody
could do it successfully by themselves—it needs to be a team approach to that situation.
These quotations are just a tiny taste of the attitudes that have been typical of
ABE/Literacy faculty. But things have changed. We heard in the interviews
and in our researcher/practitioner team that faculties are “polarized” and
there is a “poisoned atmosphere.” When I considered citing remarks from our
interviewees that show the new, more negative atmosphere, it was clear that
many of them would be reluctant take the chance of their analysis making
their situation worse, so I am making the following quotations anonymous.
One interviewee said, “I’m not uncomfortable but I feel disconnected from
the institution as a whole.” Two interviewees complained that they couldn’t
get colleagues to make time for meetings. Another interviewee complained
that, although there had been an agreement among her colleagues to watch
the discourse in the classroom and stop anything derogatory, this agreement
was breaking down and as a result issues between students grew to affect the
whole college or department. Previously, issues were solved before they went
beyond one class. Another interviewee says, “I sometimes sense I have to pull
my colleagues along.” Another reported that the department doesn’t “have
much of a community spirit in it any more.”
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A couple of interviewees reported that some of what was valued and supported in the earlier days is disappearing. Robert Zimmerman speaks as one
of the old-timers and attributes this change to today’s hiring practices. He
calls himself a pioneer and then speaks of an important value that is being
lost:
We are pioneers. I’m a pioneer. When you look at all the things
you’ve done, [addressed to the interviewer] you’re a pioneer. I
mean when we can look back and say we were at the articulation
discussing the White Paper20 (1983), that puts us way back there
and we’re leaving the system as well.
Unfortunately they’re hiring people based on their academic qualifications now instead of hiring people based on the kind of people
they are … it was the last thing they asked me when I went to [another location]—what are your academic qualifications? That was
the very last thing they were concerned about and that was refreshing.
In recent times, and particularly now in the time of cutbacks, people are competing for jobs and hiring committees are using degrees and credentials as
ways of distinguishing between instructors.

The low status of ABE/Literacy is a problem.
One of the biggest problems is that now, when the pressure to cut classes
mounts, the old issue of status appears. ABE/Literacy often has not been valued in the institutions. The ABE/Literacy department is sometimes seen as
not dealing with valuable students who will complete degrees. (ABE/Literacy instructors are often not valued for their skills, and people will say,
“Anyone can teach somebody to read!”) An interviewer asks Gillian Newman
if ABE/Literacy is seen as “lower down on the rungs.”
Gillian: Well I think there’s still that lingering attitude—I don’t
know the full history but it’s my understanding that at one point
the upgrading programs like the ABE—were almost treated with a
certain contempt by the more academic type programs—that we
were seen—

The White Paper was a document that involved consultation with many instructors and
administrators in ABE in BC and laid the groundwork for the articulation structure presently
in use.
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Interviewer: —by the university transfers—
Gillian: Yes, we were seen as a very second rate sort of program,
and many thought that we shouldn’t even be there at all, and that
lingers, that does linger, this feeling that … we’re not fully seen.

Another concern is the change in students.
As I’ve said there was frustration with government, colleges and colleagues;
the most common area of concern that showed in our data was changes in the
social order that were bringing about a change in who came to ABE/Literacy
classes. Students are the heart and soul of the work, and changes in the student population change the nature of the day-to-day work. Effective
instructors are alert to the societal changes that bring them different folks.
Two main patterns were taken up. The first was that many students now
can’t get to classes. They are prevented, by welfare regulations, life responsibilities and personal problems, from attending school. The second pattern is
the number of young people straight out of high school who come into ABE.
Debbie Booth-Johnson has experienced the first pattern of change.
The students that are there right now are all people who are sponsored by the Ministry of Human Resources—so that the majority I
guess would be people who are on social assistance. I find in the
last year the nature of difficulties that these people present … are
much more complex than [the difficulties used to be.] There’s a lot
more students who live with mental illness, addictions, difficulties
with housing, and all kinds of things.
I think it’s because the system, the Ministry of Human Resources
mandate around employment, has made it so that anybody who
can stand up and look you in your eye and say hello is shuffled off
to some kind of job search program—whether they are ready to go
or not. So I think it’s been a very difficult time for people to admit
or acknowledge that they have problems with literacy. The political
climate isn’t there to support that at all.
Before that provincial contract, we worked with students who were
part of the EI [Employment Insurance] system, people who had
some work histories, some connection to work. They felt that they
could work, that coming to school would give them an opportunity
to maybe get a better job, to get something a little more secure, to
feel better about being in the workplace. All of those seem to be
pretty reasonable goals. Now we’re working with people who are
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far removed from the working world. These are the folks that the
system calls people with persistent multiple barriers. Really!
That’s the label they wear.
Jan Weiten describes both these groups:
It’s really become hard for our students to get to us, and it’s been
really big on my mind. Often the people that we’re getting now are
people who either have some kind of family support, . . . so young
people who are still living at home whose parents may be quite
happy to support their kids to come to school or people who are on
disability allowances.
We aren’t seeing people being supported who are on social assistance; they don’t seem to be able to come to school any more.
People who are on unemployment insurance aren’t being supported either. So we’re seeing people who are coming to school who
do need the literacy skills but who may not be able to make that
much progress.
Paula Davies talks about the young people. These folks are present in all
classes now. Often they have years of schooling, but in the present school system, students are not “held back” or failed. For some students, the system
seems to just require sticking it out. So after completing high school the students come to ABE/Literacy programs.
In our more fundamental classes, [the new younger students] have
lots of schooling. They’ve been in the public system for twelve
years whereas years ago I would say you could get somebody and
they left in grade nine and they’ve worked for fifteen years.
Whereas our young students are mostly coming out of twelve
years of public education so it’s not lack of opportunity that is the
major issue for them. There are maybe more learning disabilities.
There are some other things, but it’s not lack of exposure to school.
Sandy Shilling MacKelir describes her students in a similar manner:
I’m seeing more young people under 22 years old who did spend
years in the school system but are very uneducated … [who] are
doing math at a grade four level or less and with the job situation
getting tighter and tighter, it seems they’re kind of more angry,
more desperate and that’s to me the most challenging group to
work with.
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But then she also talks about the other group who are not school-ready and
how the new idea of education is not serving them well. Sandy continues:
I think we were in great luxury when Employment Insurance
seats21 were supported back in the good old days. Now people on
welfare aren’t allowed to come except in special situations and that
breaks my heart. I’m in some despair over the number of young
moms we have and the future of their children and how uneducated they are and unskilled and lacking in self-esteem. Once you
haven’t had a job by the time you’re twenty-four years old, it gets
scary. I think our main focus could become basic entry-level work
for everybody. Get some presentable skills and a decent resume.
You-don’t-go-drunk-to-your-interview kind of skills. That’s our
primary goal in the next five years. I hope I’m wrong.
Interviewer: You know when someone comes in with a grade
eight no one is going to help them go through seven years of school
to become a nurse.
Sandy: So I see that and I see the [beginning level literacy classes]
as the main link in the harsh reality of the new world.
Nancy Ross would argue that educational institutions have to respond to
Sandy’s “harsh reality.” How do instructors think about/judge/read their
students? Nancy raises an interesting analogy to someone who has a medical
problem. When a person has a medical problem that continues, our medical
system doesn’t insist they get better within a certain time limit. In fact, even if
they cooperate very little in their own recovery, they are still treated when
they do show up wanting help. This same attitude should prevail around illiteracy. The programs and society have to be as accepting as possible.
Let me think about this. If somebody had some medical thing and
came back two months later, what would happen to them? Would
somebody write them off? At the fundamental level, people’s lives
are really in transition a lot of the time and you know how you deal
with lates, how you deal with absences, how you deal with monthly
reports and people getting their reports into their sponsors and not
trying to baby people, but at the same time, making it a safe place
for them even if they don’t have everything lined up perfectly in
their lives.
21 EI

Employment Insurance (Government of Canada) used to sponsor a certain number of
seats in ABE/Literacy classes and/or sponsor specific students under multiple programs.
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But instead of this helpful, accommodating attitude, some of our interviewees
are finding their institutions aren’t responding positively from the point of
view of the student. Rather, they are creating new barriers and tightening expectations. Rena Neufeld is concerned about losing students because of
pressure to move students through the program faster. Are these faster completions realistic given the conditions of students’ lives?
Of course we have some students that will start and for very good
reasons because they have lives and problems and situations, they
have to stop coming to school and they will come the next year and
then they have to stop. Many of those students will eventually get
the courses they need but we have had students for as long as eight
years working on their programs, and a lot of them get there so we
always think that’s great they finally got there. But personally, I
think that we have to look at doing things quite differently. We like
the way that we run [the program] because it has worked quite well
for our community. Putting in a lot of limits … I worry about
that. I worry that it might be detrimental to what we’re actually
trying to do.
In addition to tightening expectations, the school district has cut programs for
adult students. Rena Neufeld tells us of losing students because of losing
whole programs, and you can hear how she feels the loss of opportunity for
those students.
We definitely lost our young single moms when we lost our childminding and that was a huge difference there because we had had a
lot of single moms coming in[sigh] … and we probably gained
more men in the last couple of years because of the layoffs at the
mill and the fear of what are they going to do next if they lose their
jobs.
Steve Cheung notes that students are not pursuing courses for a love of education, but the “get training, get a job” motivation is now skewing even which
profession students pursue. He tells us they go into nursing in large quantities because there is a guarantee of work, not because they particularly want
to be a nurse!
The students are suffering from the cuts in classes, the unrealistic expectations of how quickly they can learn, the lack of permission and support from
welfare and other sponsoring bodies to come at all. The instructors are suffering from the breakdown of collegiality, lack of respect from their institutions
and loss of jobs. The communities are suffering because there is one less serA Passion for the Possible
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vice available for folks who want to change their circumstances. Even Pollyanna would be hard put to find the bright side of this government’s actions in
ABE/Literacy education.

Conclusion
I have discussed the underlying motivation of effective instructors, political
or nurturing. I have pointed out many beliefs that are commonly held by instructors in both groups and how the current political climate in BC is eating
away at a group who traditionally have been hardwired for hope. It is important in today’s climate to consider the motivation of this group and how they
are distinct from schoolteachers or university professors, how much they are
shaped by their clientele. This field has little recorded history, or at least little
that is told by instructors. Perhaps now when writers attempt to describe and
explain ABE/Literacy work, they will take a look at motivation and beliefs of
the instructor—one of the most powerful factors in the teaching/learning
equation.
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LEORA GESSER
I have a BA from McGill University and am employed by Selkirk College. I have worked in Literacy and ABE for 23 years in
various positions including instructor and department head. I
was a founding member of the English Articulation Committee,
eventually becoming the Chair of this committee and finally a
Vice-Chair of the Articulation Steering Committee. I have written proposals and administered programs at Selkirk, such as a
Fundamental Level program, a program for at-risk mothers and
their children and an ESL/ELSA program. I have sat on many
advisory committees and was part of the team that wrote the Intermediate and Advanced English level courses for Open
Learning Agency. My working life has been full of interesting
challenges and experiences that have given me a rich insight
into the workings of the college and the instructors and students
who work and attend classes there. My commitment to working
hard for the college and for my community, Grand Forks, has
been my modus operandi. Being an ABE practitioner has been
the best job in the world and like others who think the same
way, I celebrate our profession, the field and the work that we
have accomplished. Working on this research project has been
an opportunity for me to give back to the field and perhaps contribute to the legacy of all the hard work and effort that has
enriched and nourished our profession.

JAN SAWYER
I have worked with adults at Okanagan University College in
Salmon Arm since 1978. However, my introduction to teaching
was in Newfoundland where I taught grade one for two years.
After returning to Michigan State University to finish my degree, I moved to Lytton, BC, where I taught in the high school
for two years. My work history with adults includes teaching
women’s employment access programs, teaching literacy, fundamental and intermediate English, initiating and coordinating
a volunteer literacy program and acting as coordinator of disability services for five years. Over the years, I have written
and/or been involved in a number of literacy cost-shared proThe Tightrope Walker

132
jects in my community. I have also had the opportunity to work
with colleagues from throughout the province on the External
Cost-shared Committee, the Literacy Materials Bulletin and the
Fundamental Articulation Working Committee.

Introduction
In this chapter you will be introduced to some of the styles, strategies and
skills that were shared by effective ABE/Literacy instructors in their interviews. Many of the ideas in this section were provided by the interviewees
when they were asked to describe the classroom environment that they try to
develop as well as the strategies and methods they use to create the desired
environment. In this section we also explore interviewees’ responses to questions regarding job descriptions, job responsibilities and the activities outside
the classroom they are involved in so their job can be done effectively.
We have chosen to break this chapter into four major sections, based on
themes that were identified by the research group as common threads that
ran throughout the interviews, and have each written two of the sections:
•

Teaching the Whole Person by Jan Sawyer

•

Effective Instructors Reflect on Their Teaching by Leora Gesser

•

Creating an Effective Physical and Emotional Classroom Environment by Jan Sawyer

• Balancing the Job by Leora Gesser
Each of these sections provides insight into some of the strategies, styles and
skills of effective instructors. They connect with and complement the
ABE/Literacy practitioners’ personal beliefs, motivations, and characteristics
explained in earlier chapters. Our research team agreed that the practitioners
we interviewed “know what they know.” In the context of this section, this
phrase means they know when the dynamics are working in the classroom
and when they are not. They then have the experience as well as a wealth of
skills and strategies to adapt to the situation and create a successful learning
environment.
When reviewing the data for this section, the practitioner researchers identified “teaching the whole person” as central to what effective instructors do.
This primary idea determines the styles, skills and strategies practiced by
these practitioners inside and outside their classrooms. Effective instructors
know that adult ABE/Literacy students have complex lives outside the class-
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room. The instructors interviewed acknowledge this complexity, and they use
their refined skills and a variety of strategies to develop the learners’ selfesteem so learning is more easily achievable.
The second section on reflective teaching strategies provides a sense of how
instructors think about their practice, and how this process affects their classroom. The effective instructors we interviewed were able to reflect on their
instruction and were flexible and able to adapt to a variety of situations based
upon this reflection. Students aid instructors in reflecting on their classroom
practice by participating in ongoing dialogue--a strategy that is encouraged
by instructors.
Creating an effective physical and emotional classroom environment is the
third section of this chapter. It consists of a wide variety of strategies that
work toward developing a safe learning community. A safe learning community is a place that supports both the physical and psychological needs of
learners. Both the researchers and interviewees agree that the objective is to
create an environment where students can “feel both safe and challenged”
(Imel, 1994, 2). This section explores these principles in the context of the interviewees’ classrooms and their experiences.
The final section of this chapter looks at numerous activities outside the classroom, which many effective instructors engage in throughout the day, that
make balancing the many aspects of their job difficult. They have developed
strategies and use skills to take on activities that fall outside the ABE/Literacy
instructors’ job description in order to strengthen the learning opportunities
and success of their students. However, these extra but often necessary tasks
need to be undertaken with careful consideration to prevent burnout.

Teaching the Whole Person
BY JAN SAWYER

The practitioner researchers involved in this project identified “teaching the
whole person” as an important issue. While this means different things to different people, the instructors interviewed indicated the need to invite the
whole person into the classroom and to provide support and learning in the
personal and emotional realm as well as the academic.
This is not to say that effective instructors teach the “whole person” rather
than basic reading and writing skills. On the contrary, the interviewees noted
that only by recognizing the issues and concerns their students bring into the
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classroom can they be successful in academic instruction. They recognize students’ struggles and help students cope with them.
This opinion is succinctly expressed in the document Bringing It All Together
produced at the wrap-up session of the Second International Women and Literacy Conference in Atlanta (Oxford-Wright, 1996, p. 1):
Most importantly, the educator must address the learner as a
whole person. … If the educator works with the learner toward
empowerment, liberation, and self-esteem, learning and literacy
will develop.
As a result, effective instructors do more than “teach” in the classroom; they
use many of their senses at once to attend to the learning needs of their students. Instructors interviewed also recognize that they are not counsellors,
but they know who the counsellors are, so they are able to make appropriate
referrals.
Many members of the research team have been involved in discussions with
colleagues over the years as to what extent, or if, ABE/Literacy instructors
should concern themselves with the personal lives of students. The information provided by the interviewees suggests that effective instructors do
recognize and address the whole person. They are sensitive to the backgrounds, personal challenges, and aspirations of their students, and recognize
and build on these to help students become more capable and competent
adults—personally as well as academically.
But what is the “whole person”? What is meant by this overused term? The
instructors interviewed recognize that students enter the classroom with personal beliefs and experiences that affect their learning. In addition, they
recognize the importance of connecting learning with students’ past, present
and future; that students bring personal issues and problems into the classroom; and that it is important to assist learners to develop self-esteem and a
sense of self-worth.
Recognizing these key issues is just the beginning. The effective instructors
we interviewed have developed a wide array of techniques and strategies to
accommodate the whole person in the classroom and build on the students’
backgrounds while providing the personal and academic development adult
learners often require. These strategies and techniques can be organized into
eight broad categories:
•

Developing self-esteem and a sense of self-worth
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•

Communicating effectively with students

•

Reaching out to students

•

Guiding classroom discussion

•

Involving students in their learning

•

Providing supportive evaluation

•

Providing learning options

• Providing personal student support
When Sandy Shilling MacKelir discusses the scope of an ABE/Literacy instructor’s job, she acknowledges the importance of the instructor knowing
that students who come into the classroom have complex life histories:
I feel like the scope of the job is about helping people be successful,
and that requires knowing that there’s more to their lives than taking these subjects. Any subject is going to be challenging because
almost anybody who comes in has a really speckled history of
school. … For people who have dropped out below grade ten, there
are usually life reasons why they’ve done that. … I feel like this is a
job to help people address their challenges.

Developing self-esteem and a sense of self-worth
Gillian Newman describes the importance of addressing the whole person
and acknowledges the low self-esteem many of her students have when they
return to school, and then how she watches them evolve during their schooling. Initially, “they’re quite ashamed that as adults they have to come back
and do high school work. They feel, here I am in my twenties or even older …
and starting again.” And, she says:
We do lose some; many of them blossom and gain confidence. I
think my teaching is not just teaching them the curriculum or getting them a grade. That’s part of it, but what I like to help them
with is the self-confidence, the feelings of worth and the great joy
they get when they do succeed.
Wendy Tagami also addresses the importance of knowing who the people are
in her class, not just their label or disability because “if you spend the time
and actually teach them in a way that they understand, then they can get it.”
Instructors have a responsibility to find a way for students to understand the
material taught in class because there is a direct link to how students feel
about their learning and how they feel about themselves. Wendy continues:

The Tightrope Walker

136
If they don’t get it, and if you can’t teach it in a way that they can
get it, then you’re wearing away at their self-esteem, and it’s important that as a teacher I make an effort at being able to have
students understand what they’re trying to do and what they’re
trying to study.
Building self-confidence and self-esteem provides the foundation necessary
for adult students to learn. This is concept is reaffirmed by many other researchers in the ABE/Literacy field including Nancy Zimmet (1987), who
writes:
Building self-confidence, I realized, would have to be the first step
if my students were eventually to take an active, positive role in
school. They would have to learn that their skills and their knowledge of life were important (p. 123).
Steve Cheung echoes this concept when explaining how he works with students in his classroom:
My mission is to help students to discover their gifts within, be excited about their future. In turn they could see the potential in
others. Every student, given the opportunities, will become more
and more capable of constructing knowledge on their own.
Working with the whole person in an ABE/Literacy classroom begins by instructors knowing who their students really are. This involves understanding
that the students have complex lives and histories. Many instructors mentioned that they enjoy teaching beginning reading, writing and numeracy
because it gives them flexibility to discover the fullness of their students’
lives. Sandy Shilling MacKelir says she “plays with the content; you can find
out where people’s interests and passions lie and build that into the course.”
Expanding on this idea, Paula Davies points out that knowing who her students are assists her in deciding what material to use to meet the needs of the
students.
[I take] pride in choosing material carefully to fit the level and the
students because it makes the learning more stimulating. … Students go away from the class feeling as if they have learned and
contributed and validated the current knowledge and life experiences they have.
Kate Nonesuch discusses how knowing her students allows her to be respectful and accepting of their individuality. She says not trying to “make them
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over into some other kind of person helps give people a chance to be honest
about what they want or what they don’t want.”
Sandi Rainville, too, appreciates that students are individuals and need different kinds of care. “Some of them are a little more delicate than others, and I
think you have to recognize that, otherwise you lose them.” Sandi continues
to explain that all students need “to have the confidence to put the words on
paper first. Then they will take pride in what they’re doing, and they will
want to look for all of those technical things.”
The statements above support the idea that knowing the whole student
means acknowledging their individuality. However, what may be more useful is the insight interviewees offer into how they address the issues of selfesteem, individual differences, making learning relevant, and coping with
students’ personal issues. The interviews with these experienced teachers
provide some specific techniques and strategies, as well as more general attitudes and approaches, to working with the whole person. One of these
important areas is communicating with students.

Communicating effectively with students
Frequently, students are encouraged to engage in discussion so the instructor
and the students can figure out the students’ needs. In Kate Nonesuch’s class,
talk is used to enable students:
to figure out what they need and to somehow act to get what they
need so that they can continue to function. I don’t want them to
drop out because they keep getting into untenable situations, so I
do lots and lots of talk with students, individually and in groups,
about what stresses them, or what they need or what works best for
them.
When Steve Cheung was asked how he helped his students “discover their
gifts,” he replied:
Talk to them. Spend time clarifying their thoughts and directions. I
encourage my students to explore and be playful in learning. … I
think one of the big advantages [that helps] me to connect with students is I genuinely see the potential in them. I believe in them.
Other effective instructors ask students at the beginning of term to identify
their goals in writing. Jan Weiten always asks her students to “write me a letter and write about their goals…so I get a sense at least of where they think
they want to go.”
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By engaging students in another “beginning of term” writing activity, Robert
Zimmerman demonstrates that he believes in his students and in their ability
to succeed:
I’d say, “I want you to write a letter to yourself. Then once you’ve
done it, put it in an envelope and seal the envelope. Here’s the college’s address [to use] as the return address. On the front put an
address that is your mother, your father, your sister, your
brother’s—some stable address. Hand it to me, and I’ll mail it to
you in five years.” We do that, and it’s amazing how many people
will write back. … Part of the question/letter includes trying to anticipate where you will be in five years and what you hope to be
doing—have you achieved some of your aims, your goals? It’s
amazing how many of these students stay in contact with us as a
result of that—it’s a neat idea. It’s a way to connect—reconnect
with people, and you get to see some of the changes—Maybe every
once in a while something we’ve done has had an effect.

Reaching out to students
The effective instructors we interviewed are open to reaching out to students,
to learn from them what students want from their teachers, as well as what
they need to do as students to be successful. Sandy Shilling MacKelir shares
an intake discussion technique that she carries out with a new group of students at the beginning of term that has provided her with useful feedback.
She’ll ask:
What’s a good teacher? What’s a good student? What’s a bad
teacher? What’s a bad student? … Almost always people will say
similar things. … Students want to feel that they’ve progressed to
a higher level. … A good teacher is not judgmental—a good
teacher doesn’t embarrass a student. … A good student listens to
others … a bad student takes up all of the teacher’s time; a bad
teacher doesn’t know how to facilitate.
Kate Nonesuch mentions the importance of “dealing with emotion” through
talk:
I know that people can’t learn if they’re in an emotional fog. So if
they’re ticked off with me because of something I’ve said or done or
if I get into a power struggle with them, I know that they can’t
learn, so I like to get that out of the way … I just get people to talk
about what’s happening and I say how I’m feeling.
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At the time Wendy Tagami was interviewed, she was in a new situation
where the focus of her campus seemed to be getting through the content of a
course rather than the process of developing good confident thinkers. She
was frustrated. In the past, she had
talked with students to make real connections by asking them
about their kids, or people would come and talk about different
situations. I always made a connection with students in some way
and part of that was the interviewing process. I did all the interviewing.
Now that she is not involved in an initial intake interview, Wendy doesn’t
know who her students will be until they walk into her classroom. “It’s really
difficult to know how important learning how to do a math question is in reality, in the big scheme of things.”
Yet, even though Wendy is feeling pressure to “cover all the material,” she
reaches out to her group of students. “I need your feedback guys—I have not
taught in a lockstep situation for a number of years—I want you to tell me
when it’s not working.”

Guiding classroom discussion
Guided discussion about current events, issues, and individual beliefs is another strategy employed by many practitioners. Some effective instructors
encourage students to become more knowledgeable of local issues by using
newspapers in the classroom. Jan Weiten illustrates how she uses this approach:
We might also do some kind of reading from a local paper. For example, there was a big issue in last week’s paper. The Catholic
Church has withdrawn Catholic schools from the school programs
that VanCity Credit Union was involved in because VanCity had
advertisements saying that they support all kinds of partnerships,
and the ads showed two gay guys hugging each other. So the students can do some kind of discussion and writing around that
[issue].
While many instructors agree that using controversial issues is a useful classroom strategy, the nature of the issues that they are comfortable introducing
varies from instructor to instructor. While some of this disagreement is no
doubt a result of individual styles and beliefs, other differences are a result of
concerns about job security and possible repercussions. For example, while
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Gillian Newman introduces some current local issues into the classroom and
has students consider both sides of each topic, she explains that:
I avoid … issues such as the gay marriage issue. I avoid it—
because I do not want in any shape or form for something to happen in my classroom which might cause offence or which may be
taken out of context where either I end up being accused of being
biased or bigoted or [issues] upset students.
She continues:
[In the past] I would have been much more relaxed about taking
something like that on because, after all, it’s part of what’s going
on in our life. I mean to some extent, I’m looking out for myself
here—I see instructors or I’ve heard of instructors being in real hot
water because they’ve brought up an issue and it’s been interpreted
as bigoted or discriminatory in some way.
Meanwhile, Joyce Cameron provides an insightful example of how she seized
a “teaching moment” and used her skills as an instructor to work with her
students to broaden their ability to communicate with others:
I was in a class that had a couple of students who were very devout
Christians. One was a Jehovah Witness. This discussion came
about because one of the women said something very derogatory
about Jehovah Witnesses. I can’t remember what I said or my response or the look on my face [but] she knew that there’d been some
line that she’d stepped over. She said, “Oh I guess you’re a Jehovah
Witness.”
I said, “No, I’m not, but there is one in the class.”
Then she was voicing her very strong opinion that you’d have to be
stupid to believe in the creationist perspective because there was all
this scientific evidence … I can’t remember exactly what she was
saying—it was vehement whatever it was, and so we just talked
about it. I wrote it on the board … if you’re coming from this perspective—if you are a Jehovah’s Witness or a fundamental
Christian or whatever—these are the things that you find convincing. And the students who held those views helped to list what
those things are. They talked about faith and the Bible and that
kind of thing.
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Then I asked the other students, “Okay, what are the things that
convince you that God didn’t create the world in seven days and
that we evolved?” So they listed the things that convinced them.
Then we talked about how, if you’re operating within one framework and people are using evidence from another framework, you
are not being persuasive to them. So that if you give scientific fact
and somebody’s working on the basis of faith, they’re not going to
be convinced, and the students who are operating on faith basis,
said yes, that’s true—you could give them however much scientific
evidence you wanted, they would not be convinced, and likewise
the other students couldn’t—wouldn’t be convinced by reference to
the Bible, so there’s no point in talking to them about that.
Then we discussed how you find ways of talking with people who
are operating with such a different framework than you have and
how important it was to understand the framework of the person
that you are speaking with. It’s not that they’re stupid, it’s that
they’re operating with a different kind of understanding of the
world. It was just one of those things that was really clear, and I
knew that students got it—and understood it. Most of the time in
classes we’re not talking all that openly or that clearly about that
kind of topic, but it has to be that same kind of respectful attitude
that’s permeating the class all the time.

Involving students in their learning
Another technique that many effective instructors described was getting students involved in their learning, and in some cases, students were
determining the direction of the learning. Some interviewees explained why
learner involvement was important, while others provided examples of how
they were involved through activities that they utilize in class. Although he
has prepared guidelines for topics to present to his class, Steve Cheung listens
to his students and follows “their interests” and “current events.” He stresses
the importance of allowing students in math and physics to discover a formula rather than him providing it. Through discussion and activity, he
guides students to discover the formula. He provides the following example
when he teaches the concept of area:
It’s very tempting to give out the formula, A equals W times L,
width times length—but I think we should go by the definition of
the area which is to find out—measure—how large a surface is by
placing squares on it. So let’s say a four by eight piece of plywood
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would have four feet on one side and eight feet on the other. And
[we draw squares on it] and have the students count how many
squares. [Then] we … stop right there [so they can discover the
concept of area for themselves].
Why does Steve stop right here? Because he believes that students are capable
learners; and for him, the greatest challenge is to know “what not to teach.”
I believe [in] suggesting, rather than defining a direction. To seek
knowledge is more effective in promoting active learning and so
leads to better transfer and synergy.
Wendy Tagami tells us about Anna, one of her previous students, who took
charge of her own learning. Because she had experienced on-going encouragement from her instructors, Anna knew her way of learning fractions
would be supported by them. Wendy explains the situation:
Anna just hated fractions. Gabby and I tried many different ways
to be able to get her to understand it, and the best one seemed to
have been just sitting by her and watching her do it, so she felt
comfortable enough to say to both of us, “I’m going to take your
picture, and I’m going to sit the pictures here and you’re going to
sit with me ’cause every time you sit with me I seem to be able to
get it; every time you leave, I can’t, and since I can’t have you
physically there, I’m going to take your pictures and lean them
against the book, so I can look at you and feel that I have the confidence that I can do the question.”
Jan Weiten provides students with the opportunity to explore areas of personal interest using local newspapers. After selecting and reading their
articles, students make oral presentations to the class.
They’ve been taking turns—picking out articles of interest to them
and then presenting them to the class—it gives them the chance to
pick something that they’re interested in … and it also gives them
a chance to stand in front of the room and see what that’s like.
In all of these situations, learners are involved in their own learning. Respect
for their ideas, a desire to know their students’ background and where they
want to go are all demonstrated through the thoughtful guidance of the instructors. They believe that for learning to be effective, the learner must be
engaged and have a stake in the process, and the teachers provide opportunities for student participation to occur.
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Providing supportive student evaluation
A particularly challenging aspect of teaching the whole person is providing
useful and often necessary evaluation that is still supportive and encouraging. Some of the instructors discussed the issue of assigning marks and
testing students. Although there were differences in the way the interviewees
evaluated students, most of them seemed to make a distinction between giving grades to students at the Fundamental level and giving grades at the
upper levels. Paula Davies says, “I hate evaluation; I like seeing their work; I
hate evaluating it. … So at the Fundamental level, I usually say to students
that if you regularly attend you’ll pass the course.” When discussing the upper level, Paula says:
It’s more critical. They need percents. They need letter grades, but
you know they’re getting close to the provincial grade twelve
courses, and they need that in order to get into nursing. So
[there’s] the accountability of what that grade means. I always
struggle with that.
Rena Neufeld provides another perspective. “We’re obliged to meet the Ministry [BC Ministry of Education] requirements in any course we offer, so we
mark and submit marks which are submitted to the Ministry.” When asked if
this bothers her, she explains:
Not personally because I always work with the students until they
get to a mastery level that they are happy with. … I’m not an easy
marker—especially when they get into the upper levels because
they’re going to do the government exam—I want them to get a realistic picture of where they are.

Providing learning options
Because instructors are keenly aware of their students and their different
needs, the importance of providing a variety of learning situations surfaced.
Some strategies were implemented by colleagues to provide learning to individuals who were working, not allowed to attend school during the day, or
not able to attend classroom-based programs because they were required by a
supporting agency to be looking for work. All of these delivery methods require instructors and institutions that are flexible and willing to work to make
learning available to their learners. Kathy Hamilton explains the flex-class
that they have implemented in Penticton as an attempt to address the needs
of the whole person:
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The flex-class is a multi-level class environment for students who
cannot take the class at the regular scheduled time. It’s for students
who have day time jobs, for students who are on wait lists, for students who—for many reasons—can’t take the classroom [program]
normally offered during the day. … The students in the flex class
also have the opportunity to take courses that we don’t currently
offer at the Penticton campus such as Composition Eleven, Physics
Twelve.
On-line courses, primarily at the upper levels, are also available to people in
place of the traditional classroom. Robert Zimmerman describes the juggling
it requires of his workload and schedule to meet the varying needs of students:
I’m given six hours a week of contact time with the online program
and during the semester it’s about fifteen or twenty. People are
taking the distance course because they can’t come into a classroom, so they’re doing it at night or on a Saturday or on a Sunday.
Being able to respond quickly and thoroughly is really important
for online learning. … You’ve got to be there; you can’t wait two
or three days. … Your time is distributed in a very non-traditional
way. … I finally talked the college into allowing me to take the six
hours when I need it rather than prescribing a day a week. It took
me a year to do that … but that’s really helped a lot.

Providing personal student support
Working in the field of ABE/Literacy has many challenges when the whole
person is invited into the classroom. Some interviewees are left on their own
to cope with problems presented by students while other interviewees assist
students in making appointments with counsellors in their workplace or the
private sector. In Debbie Booth-Johnson’s case, her organization has made arrangements with a counsellor in private practice “who is willing to come to
our location and talk to the students on an hourly basis.”
In the following quotation Gillian Newman explains how students’ lives often
interfere with their learning:
Other issues that are frustrating are that you feel they [the students] are making tremendous progress. You can see them
developing, but then the enormous issues that they are dealing
with in their personal life just suddenly come crashing in and
you’ve lost them.
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When asked if she does anything when students disappear, Gillian continues:
As an instructor, I can’t deal with their problems like that … all I
can do is … phone them and encourage them to come back and …
show that the place is still there and … even if you cannot make
every self-paced class, if you can come sporadically … it’s an important anchor for them.
A few instructors discuss the importance and luxury of instructors on the
“front line” having counsellors available within their learning place for students. Sandi Rainville speaks about her learning environment that provides
counsellors:
It’s really helpful to have two fabulous counsellors on board. It
makes a big difference … we hear the stories, but at least we don’t
have to come up with any kind of solution. All you can be is their
sounding board. Many times that’s all people want anyway, but
you feel like you need to do more than that sometimes, so it’s nice
to be able to say go see the counsellor—see if she has any time for
you today.
Inviting the whole person into the classroom can be challenging and difficult.
It isn’t always neat and tidy. However, for optimum learning and personal
growth to occur, effective instructors acknowledge the present situation and
past history of their students and recognize that students’ lives in the classroom are inextricably linked to the realities and circumstances they face
outside the classroom. Effective instructors we interviewed encourage discussion and provide opportunities for learners to be actively involved in their
learning in a respectful and safe environment.

Effective Instructors Reflect on Their Teaching
BY LEORA GESSER

When I was first given the task to look at the data on reflective teaching
strategies, I was eager to see what the interviewees had said. Based on the
team’s discussions about our personal experiences and my own conversations
with colleagues, I had heard how all instructors had their bag of techniques/tricks to steer their students through learning. Most instructors used
strategies that were intended to elicit specific outcomes. I expected that the
interviewees would want to share their techniques with us, the “how I do this
in my classroom” sort of thing. I thought I would find mainly strategies and
techniques in the data, yet what I found in the data was different than what I
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expected. Many of the interviewees did not specifically and separately talk
about teaching strategies or techniques.
Why were techniques not discussed in detail in our interviews? Often what is
not mentioned can be as interesting as what is. This is confirmed by Margaraet LeCompte (2000) in her article “Analyzing Qualitative Data.” She says it
is useful to look for “omissions”—that is, things you think you would logically find in the data, but don’t (p.151). Instructors seemed to be saying, by
not emphasizing their techniques, that what was important to them was not
whether they used a particular book or a certain activity, but what they
thought about before they developed a certain technique. What they did talk
about were the thoughts that had directed and influenced them. What they
talked about were their underlying reflections that lead to certain strategies
and techniques.
Perhaps it was the interviewers’ line of questioning that stimulated these reflective responses instead of many long descriptions of techniques. The
researchers were guided by a set of questions such as:
•

What is important to you as an instructor?

•

How to you describe a very successful teaching situation?

•

What do you find are your challenges as an instructor/in the classroom?

•

How do you address such challenges in your teaching?

•

Can you think of times in the classroom when you are doing the
kind of teaching that you enjoy?
Instructors could have chosen to answer some of the questions above by describing strategies and techniques and some of them did, but many of them
did not. Therefore I needed to shift my perspective and create a section that
discussed what interviewees reflected on.
Reflection for me means thinking with depth. It involves pondering, chewing,
turning ideas around and making choices. Sometimes reflection is an internal
process and sometimes it includes discussion and ruminating with others.
My definition speaks specifically to the notion that the interviewees had
thought about their practice, yet seemed to reflect in some way that was not
named. Not one practitioner said, “I reflect about my teaching strategies in
this and this way.” From their words I could detect their clear thinking, their
need to work towards intended outcomes, and their constant monitoring of
their students’ behaviour. What they did share were their thoughts concern-
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ing how they set the stage to work with students and the intentionality that
they brought to their activities.
Once I read all the quotes that pertained to this section, I categorized my findings into five main areas. The interviewees were being reflective about their
delivery styles, teaching philosophy, student interaction, student feedback
and their role as facilitator.

Instructors reflect on their delivery styles
The interviewees spoke about the intentional choices that they made concerning their delivery. A few had had earlier experiences in classroom settings
where the expected delivery style was particularly directive. They, like many
of our team, had modeled their styles after teachers in their past whom they
respected. They had learned about objectives, outcomes and lesson plans in
teacher training courses. They had gone into their classrooms with very specific activities and were ready to take students through the curriculum that
was laid out. Many, however, also had realized that being directive and prescriptive tended to get in the way and hinder the students from finding their
own path through the learning. They knew that in many ways it was easier to
be prescriptive with delivery since they were more likely to plow through the
prescribed content succinctly and with less effort. They chose not to be.
Sandi Rainville describes her non-prescriptive style that embraces helping
people “find their way home”:
[I don’t want to] take them home so if I can enable them to unlock
the doors and provide them with the keys to all of those doors of
success then I’m happy to do that and that’s my role—that’s what
I love to do.
Robert Zimmerman articulated this concept in very specific terms:
I think I’m becoming less directive in some ways and I think that it
depends upon what you want to accomplish so if it’s all about accomplishing the end goal—whatever the hell that is—it’s easy to
get all the stuff stored up—give it to somebody as if they’re emptyheaded and let them go on their way, as opposed to allowing them a
way to get involved with it and that’s a trick because sometimes
you really do want to just get to the end task.
Steve Cheung’s style is non-directive, and he goes on to express the challenges that he faces because he embraces this style:
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I think basically that every student, given the opportunities, will
become more and more capable of constructing knowledge on their
own. My challenge is to figure out what parts belong to the student and what part to me. I believe suggesting, rather than
defining, a direction to seek knowledge is more effective in promoting active learning and so leads to better transfer and synergy.
A component of this non-prescriptive style is flexibility. Some of the interviewees commented on the need to have flexibility and shared ownership
between themselves and their students built into their teaching strategies and
delivery. Lucy Alderson says, “I think your intentions have to be systematic
but the requirements of flexibility are enormous.” Steve Cheung emphasizes
this challenge by saying, “What seems to be consistent is that I need to be
flexible, I need to pay attention, I need to be ready to let go of my great ideas
and learn new tricks.”
The topic of flexibility was also intermingled with the discussions about different delivery modalities. Commonly practitioners, institutions and/or
departments make a choice to teach their material in a whole group setting or
in an individualized classroom set-up or in a combination of the two. The decision to chose one delivery modality over another depends on many factors.
One (of many) of these factors is instructor preference. When I started in
ABE/Literacy in 1981, I conducted my class in the self-paced mode that was
popular at that time. What was missing in this modality for me was the group
interaction and the chance to deliver material to a group when I thought it
was appropriate. A decade later I attempted to teach in a whole group instructor-led format that had its drawbacks as well. Eventually I arrived at a
place of comfort where I was able to combine the two modalities in a way that
works for me. The effective instructors whom we interviewed had obviously
found their comfort level in the way they chose to deliver their material. At
no time was any interviewee adamant that his/her delivery modality was the
correct or best one. These practitioners simply knew and used what was best
for them.
Sandi Rainville comments on the advantages that flexibility gives to her and
her students, when she is working in her self-paced classroom setting:
When you work individually with a student some of the lines get
erased in the sand—you have a certain amount of freedom to say to
people oh you don’t need to do all of those assignments cause
you’re so good at the ones that you’ve done so you can move them
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along or it becomes a personal thing between you and the student
when you don’t have to make sure all of those lines are filled in.
Nancy Ross demonstrates her use of flexibility in the other type of delivery
modality. Even though she believes that teaching math is best done in an instructor-led whole group delivery environment, she demonstrates her notion
of flexibility by switching students into other classes that might work better
for them or by setting up sub-groups within the larger group.
I know that I’m the only instructor of all the campuses that does
math instructor-led because they say we just can’t do it, but it’s
just better for students to have that mode where things are thoroughly explained and not just one-on-one every once in a while.
Some of them fall behind; … it’s really true and some of them that
feel badly about falling behind … we might put them into a selfpaced setting when it’s just obviously not working. I just try to reassure people who are getting a little upset by the fact that they’re
struggling and they’re falling behind and then also I will make a
little sub-group in the larger group of people who are taking a little
longer.

Instructors reflect on their teaching philosophy
The interviewees did not see themselves as the sole possessor of knowledge,
nor did they envisage students as waiting to be filled with pearls of their wisdom. I remember writing in my autobiography that “I began to move away
from the style of teaching that expected the instructor to know all.” Some of
the instructors had the same experience. The outcome of not being the “allknowing” one was that it opened up a path for a sharing to take place between the instructor and the students.
Sandi Rainville shares her ideas about not being the font of knowledge:
I never think of myself as being the possessor of information and
that you’re lucky if I share it with you. I don’t see myself as being
that way. I’m certainly not intelligent enough to carry that much
information with me but I can always add to whatever it is that
they’ve done. We can share those experiences together just to get
the energy so that we know that we’ve accomplished something
that’s huge and learn at the same time. I think it’s really important
to develop the relationship because a lot more can happen.
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Jan Weiten echoes this by saying, “There’s dialogue going on, and it’s great
because then other people can see that I’m not the big boss who has all the
answers.” [laughter]
Dialogue between educator and learner is well represented in the literature.
For example, the Brazilian educator Paulo Friere (1970) argued that a problem-posing, participatory, dialogical approach should be used instead of the
more common “banking” approach (filling empty heads). Hundreds of educators have followed in this tradition: in a tribute to Freire after his death,
Rosa Maria Torres (1999) writes about the ‘million Paulo Freires’ who have
been inspired to adapt and use his work in many different ways, all over the
world. In Tennessee, Myles Horton and his colleagues (1990) at the Highlander Centre did participatory education with communities and unions in
southern U.S. Horton was particularly clear that educators do not have to
have all the answers: “We think people become educated by analyzing their
experience and learning from other people’s experience, rather then saying
there’s a certain body of knowledge that we need to give them” (Horton, interviewed in McNeil and Squibb, 1989).
Seeing oneself as the sole possessor of information is sometimes tied to one’s
version of self and the strength of ego. Steve Cheung reflected on his approach to teaching by commenting on his ability to put his ego aside. He says,
“The biggest challenge in teaching is—myself—yup—to deal with the ego.
Also to resist the temptation to teach and give the students a chance.”

Instructors reflect on classroom interaction
As Jan discussed earlier, in “Teaching the Whole Person,” instructors and
students valued interactive flow in the classroom. They wanted to hear what
their students thought and felt so that they could contribute to their students’
exploration in helpful ways. They also could either respond directly when the
interaction included them or they could sit back and let the comments and
conversations flow until they felt they had gleaned some helpful information
from their students that they could built on. Ira Shor (1996) in his chapter on
“Sharing Power” from his book, When Students Have Power, comments on this
very thing. He discusses the “need to restrain the teacher’s didactic voice so
as to generate student expression as the foundational discourse.” He narrates
that his reasoning for this is to “listen to as much student expression as possible.” He then is able to draw out further problems to pose and eventually
brings in his own ideas (backloading). His reasoning is that “the teacher’s au-
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thority does not dissolve in such a rhetorical setting but rather enters dialogically according to the shape of the students’ discourse” (p. 41).
Steve Cheung explains that the interactive flow in the classroom gives him an
important way to tune into his students and respond to their needs. “I do
have the prepared guidelines for certain topics but I am also very free to follow the threads that are laid down by the students. I follow their thoughts. I
follow their interests. I promote discussion from the students.”
Kathy Hamilton also sees the value in this type of approach:
I think by not being teacher dominated I let the students have
plenty of interaction. That’s really where the learning comes from,
not from me. This is not to say that I never lecture because I do,
more than I would like to. I guess I fall back on lecturing because
it’s easier and I try to let the students have the floor as much as
possible so that the lesson is a discussion.
Kate Nonesuch has discussions with students so that she can “listen to as
much student expression as possible,” and then help them figure out what
they need in order for the learning to happen. She continues:
I do lots and lots of talk with students, individually and in groups,
about what stresses them, or what they need or what works best for
them in terms of how we could they arrange the class so that they
can get what they want.

Instructors reflect on student feedback
At the beginning of this chapter I gave my definition of reflection. There is an
internal and/or external component to this process. Some people do much of
their reflecting in their heads (internal), some need outside input and exchange (external) to help the thinking along and others do both.
In the instances of the instructors we interviewed, much of their decisionmaking involved not only the internal reflecting and ruminating on ideas, but
also incorporating the ideas and feedback that they received from discussions
with their students. It seemed that many instructors needed this feedback in
order to re-think, re-evaluate, and re-do some of their strategies and techniques.
Kate Nonesuch asks for feedback very openly from her students and then
works with the feedback to make changes.
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I go back and talk about what happened—most often I’m likely to
say, “All right so this is something that we have to be ready for
next time.” Then when we’re planning the next time I say, “So
what’s going to happen [this time]?”
Wendy Tagami, finding herself in a difficult classroom situation, also went
directly to her students so that she could rethink and rework her teaching
strategies. She needed them to help her make these changes. “I want you to
tell me when it’s not working, I want you to raise your hand and tell me to
slow down, I want you to tell me if you want more examples—I want your
feedback.”

Instructors reflect on their role as facilitator
As Jan mentioned in the previous section “Teaching the Whole Person,” the
process includes acknowledging our students’ different barriers and at the
same time encouraging and supporting students in order for them to take
risks in their learning environments.
The effective instructors we interviewed were cognizant of how they helped
students make changes in their lives and take risks in the learning environment. These instructors were aware that often students were ready to take
risks when they understood that the instructors cared and valued them for
what they already knew, for their life experiences, and for the effort it took
for students to even enter the learning environment. The interviewees reflected often on the need to build in ways for students to feel more
comfortable and confident. Again techniques were not discussed but reflections were shared.
Mark McCue encourages his students while guiding them through the uncomfortable and scary process of risk taking. Together they seem to find a
way to enter this new territory.
Well, in a sense I confront them around things that they talk about
being afraid to do and try and figure out how we can get them to
take risks. … I believe that they become anxious to be risk takers in
the classroom when they start to see that you take a risk and the
floor doesn’t drop out from under you.
Wendy Tagami acknowledges that the comfort level of students increases in
her classes when she is clear about learning outcomes. She thinks, “It’s important that as a teacher or as an instructor I make an effort at having students
understand what they’re trying to do and what they’re trying to study.”
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Gillian Newman as well realizes the importance of supporting the students
and making them feel more comfortable.
What I like to teach them or help them with is the self-confidence,
the feelings of worth, the great joy they get when they do succeed.
They see new doors opening for them, “Yes I do have a future. My
life isn’t a write-off. … I may have technically failed as a young
person but it’s not the end—it’s just the beginning.”

Conclusion
The five sections above are verbal snapshots. The interviewees had mulled
over and thought about their teaching and in doing so had developed rich
descriptions of the reflections that had led them to their strategies and techniques. It is fortunate for us that they were willing to articulate these thoughts
and give us insight into their reflections.

Creating an Effective Physical and Emotional
Classroom Environment
BY JAN SAWYER

Throughout our data collection, the idea that many effective instructors create
a community in their classroom where learning can take place continued to
emerge. This notion of community first began to appear when the research
team were examining their own practices. Then, as the researchers analyzed
the interviews of their colleagues, this idea of community resurfaced. For example, Julia Dodge says that her classroom functions as a community, which
she describes as “a safe place, a place where you can make mistakes and it is
still safe.” This idea of a classroom being a community is also recognized by
other research in the education field. Beder and Medina (2001) define community “as a collective sense of belonging among the members of a class,”
and, based on their research, state, “community requires an environment of
safety, trust and peer acceptance” (p. 13). These elements of a classroom
community do not just happen; they are developed and nurtured by an effective instructor who works with both the physical environment and the
emotional environment of the learning place.
Data gathered from the interviews we conducted is consistent with other research on adult learning, which indicates that creating a safe learning
environment is essential for adults to learn effectively. For example, Susan
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Imel (1994) in describing the main elements of an effective and safe “community of learning” states:
“Support for adult learners is provided through a learning environment that meets both their physical and psychological needs.
Such a learning environment is also an essential element in successful partnerships between learners and instructors. Developing
an atmosphere in which adults feel both safe and challenged should
be the goal” (p. 2).

Physical environment
The physical environment within the classroom walls is comprised of many
elements, ranging from the actual space where the learning occurs to the
“classroom geometry” of the desks, to the resources available within the class,
to the lighting, to physical safety. Instructors we spoke with worked to create
a physical environment that would promote learning, trust and, in many
cases, a sense of ownership.

DEDICATED CLASSROOM
The most desirable physical situation is a dedicated classroom where the instructor and students have some control over the physical environment.
Having a dedicated space means, as defined by our interviews:
•

Resources can be left out at the end of class;

•

Desks and chairs can be arranged to suit the learning situation;

•

Students’ work can be placed on the walls;

•

Posters and other materials can be displayed;

•

Comfortable seating may be provided (e.g. easy chair or chesterfield);

•

Students can access computers in the classroom;

• Students have a sense of ownership of the space.
Nancy Ross is fortunate to have a dedicated classroom and says, “It’s a place
they can come early and leave late if they want … it’s nice.” She continues:
I’ve got it filled with a lot of other materials, and I encourage them
to access those materials. I talk about them in class. … Often [students] mention something that they had read or discovered in the
classroom. I think that really helps them feel some ownership in the
curriculum and what they are learning.
Hardwired for Hope

155
Having a dedicated space also provides an opportunity for the creation of an
intentional environment that gives students control of their physical space
and control of movement within that space. Kate Nonesuch tells us what she
learned about creating “physical learning” from a former teaching partner,
Christina Patterson:
One aspect was about making sure that people have control over
the things. So the staplers, the paper, the paper clips, the scissors
and the pencils are out where everybody can get them. People don’t
have to ask me for them. There’s nothing in a locked cupboard; everybody owns that stuff and for me that is really important. We
have file folders with various sheets to keep a record of their work,
and for Christina, it was really important that the student take the
actual, physical folder, pick the colour, do the actual stapling, and
manipulate the little label attaching the name. Another example is
in the kitchen. Students look after the coffee, so I don’t do that. If a
student says to me, “We’re out of milk,” I say, “Don’t talk to me
about milk! So-and-so is in charge of buying the milk.”
Students need to be able to get up and move around or get up and
get what they need. I have seen the importance of that when students are introducing new students to the Centre. Old students
feel a sense of ownership, and they pass on the ownership to new
students. I think about that a lot—about how to make that stuff accessible—about making an environment where students have
physical control over their surroundings.
Many students feel they have little control of their environment outside the
classroom, so creating a space where they are in control provides confidence
and a positive learning situation. Kate continues, “Providing a physical environment where students have access to things like a photocopy machine,
where students can achieve mastery of a machine most of them have never
operated, is a big thing.”
Wendy Tagami worked at creating an organized environment, so “if students
are looking for something, they can find it themselves, and it’s going to be
there every time.”
Personalizing the “learning environment” is another advantage of a dedicated classroom. Arranging the desks and chairs in a deliberate manner is one
way an instructor tries to create a particular atmosphere. Nancy Ross places
desks in “pods, like a circle” where she has a maximum of three students per
table. This configuration “keeps the chatter down a bit, but they (students)
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start working together pretty quickly, and then I do group activities periodically.” Sandy Shilling MacKelir too tries to create a comfortable atmosphere
that is “intimate but focused” by the way she places the desks in her classroom. Wendy Tagami took advantage of her dedicated space in the past by
placing posters with encouraging sayings on the walls.
Not all instructors have the luxury of a dedicated classroom. Therefore they
need to “create” the physical atmosphere each time they begin class. Jan
Weiten describes her morning:
I try to get in a little early, say hi and set things up. … We can’t
really keep anything out in our classroom because it’s a multi-use
room, so everything has to be in cupboards. So I just take out a
book box, and I have a file box in which I keep materials that I’ve
used previously, so if somebody’s away they can just help themselves to those. I also put out newspapers and magazines.
This importance of creating a comfortable learning environment surfaced
throughout the interviews. Similarly, establishing a sense of belonging was
consciously developed, sometimes by individual instructors and sometimes,
as in Paula Davies’s case, by the entire ABE department. Here Paula describes
orientation on the first day of the term:
All of the ABE students meet in our cafeteria. The whole intention
is to try to really increase their comfort. There’s coffee and doughnuts. The instructors are there, and we chat informally. Then we
break them into three groups, so that would be about eighty in a
group. There are two or three instructors in each group, and we go
over some of the guidelines about services that the college has.
Then on the first day we just have a little mini schedule that we go
over. We go over the regular timetable, and we have draws for
fancy binders, just little fun things like that. Before the first class
starts, we take smaller groups of students, anybody that wants it,
on a tour of the college because lots of them haven’t been in the
building before. Here’s the library; here’s the bookstore; here’s
counselling; here’s financial aid; here’s our classroom. So … that’s
what we do our first day. Then we have mini classes of half an hour
where we go through the whole schedule, but we’re done by noon
or one o’clock.
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SAFETY
Also, creating a space where a person is physically safe is necessary. The need
for an environment where everyone is safe from physical danger and harassment may seem obvious, but many instructors spoke of its importance. When
describing the classroom environment she tries to create, Rena Neufeld says:
“Safety is big … safety in terms of just physically being safe—where they
wouldn’t be harassed or in physical danger. …” Safety doesn’t just happen,
but effective instructors consider it to be an important issue. Rena continues,
“There are always at least two staff members in the building (during the
day)—plus the building has other offices in it—so there are many people in
the building now.” However, Rena voices a concern that:
Nighttime isn’t so safe. We’re the only business that’s open in the
building at night, and there’s only one staff person on at night.
This is a bone of contention I constantly have with my administrators. We are very close to the RCMP station. However, they don’t
have people on at night shift … I have phoned them and they will
come up; it sometimes takes a little while. I’m not happy about the
night situation because, of course, you never know until something
happens. During the day time it’s quite a busy building that we
work in, so the physical safety part is not too difficult.

SPACE
A final factor that was raised in many interviews was the acknowledgement
that classrooms by their nature are confining. A few instructors mentioned
the importance of having large windows that open and provide natural light.
Jan Weiten says, “Students are anxious to learn, and they’re very attentive
considering the physical confines of the classroom.” She explains the importance of providing interactive activities like group work or paired reading or
shared writing in the afternoon when the room is more stuffy.
Debbie Booth-Johnson’s learning space doesn’t have “the luxury of the regular-sized classroom you find in a college or school.” She too feels “confined to
spaces in office buildings where there are always some limitations around
space.” To help alleviate this situation, it is important to Debbie to have “big
windows that open and to have easy access to the outside. Plus students and
staff take advantage of their new location and have formed a walking club
that goes out on one of the nearby trails at noon every day.”
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The preceding discussion has presented many of the ‘physical’ elements of a
classroom that are valued by instructors. This next section will provide insight into the emotional environment that effective instructors strive to create
and some of the techniques they use to create a community within their classrooms.

Emotional environment
Trusting, safe, comfortable, fun, lively, friendly, relaxed, calm, and respectful
are all adjectives that were repeated throughout the interviews when instructors described the emotional environment they worked to develop. Having
choice was identified as another factor in a supported classroom. Together all
of these characteristics are found in a community of learning where sharing,
genuine dialogue and growth take place.

RISK
Each of these characteristics is important; however, not one of them stands
alone. Learning occurs within learning communities where people are able
and willing to take risks, and the combination of many of the above lead to
such a place. In the following statement, Kate Nonesuch provides an explanation for the learning environment that she works to provide and one that, I
believe, represents the philosophy of many effective instructors.
I think in order to learn anything you have to take a risk, and so I
want to create an environment where people feel safe enough that
they are willing to take a risk, so that they’re willing to give the
wrong answer or that they’re willing to say something that somebody else might think is inappropriate or stupid. Or they’re willing
to say to another student or instructor, “I don’t know what the
heck you’re talking about, could you do it again for me?”
To be willing to take risks, individuals need to feel comfortable in their space.
Many intentional techniques are employed to build this comfort even before a
student enters the classroom. Through the development of trust and interest
in students, comfort is established. Kathy Hamilton tries to get to know the
students and their names before they enter her class. She learns students’
names at orientation, when giving placement quiz results and often visits
others’ classrooms throughout the term, so she has met students at all levels
before she teaches them. “There’s a bit of trust, I think, developed there.”
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Paula Davies refers to the week ABE students arrive prior to the University
Transfer students at her college. She says, “Our students come in a week
early; so they’re comfortable, and they’re familiar with the place before there
are hundreds of other people around.”
Rena Neufeld says that initially the instructors try to stay close to the new
students, talking with them and providing a lot of reassurance that the students can do it and the instructors will be there to support them. Another
way these instructors try to provide a comfort zone for their new students is
to “match them up with someone they know in the community or match
them up with a student who we know is very good at reassuring students.”
Once in the classroom students need to be in a community where it is safe to
ask questions and freely give their opinions. Discussions about these issues
often occur as a group. Some instructors have students establish class guidelines or rules. Debbie Booth-Johnson has found that setting agreements of
behaviour “is a real critical thing to do. Every time I let it slide, it comes back
to bite me.” Everything from establishing “bathroom courtesy, to who does
the dishes, showing respect for each other, to how to keep going even when
you feel like quitting” is discussed in her classroom by everyone; then they
create posters around the guidelines they have made, so everyone has an ongoing visual reminder.
In other classroom communities, the tenor is established through modeling
and discussion. Here are a few examples of establishing a place where students feel comfortable expressing themselves without fear of ridicule. They
talk in Kate Nonesuch’s class.
We do a lot of talk about making it safe for everybody. I do lots of
role modeling that’s very public. When people get mad, but they
don’t openly say they’re mad and just slam their books around,
everybody gets scared and goes away. I say to someone from across
the room, “I can feel your anger all the way over here. What are
you going to do about it?”
Earlier in this chapter (p.140) Jan referred to a situation in Joyce Cameron’s
classroom where a student made a derogatory statement about a particular
religion that another student followed. Joyce says, “I can’t remember what I
said or my response or the look on my face, but she knew that there’d been
some line that she’d stepped over. …” Then Joyce guided a discussion with
the group to the point where they:
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Talked about how you find ways of talking with people who are operating with such a different framework than you have and how
important it was to understand the framework of the person that
you are speaking with. It’s not that they’re stupid; it’s that they’re
operating with a different kind of understanding of the world. It
was just one of those things that was really clear, and I knew that
students got it and understood it.
What made this “safe” interaction possible was Joyce’s openness to listening
to the students. Joyce continues:
I think one of the really important ones [characteristics of a good
instructor] is that you have to be able to listen to students, and
you have to be able to let them know that you are listening and to
model that for the rest of the class. If you’re listening to others,
then they can feel safe that you’re going to listen to them as well.

FUN
The final characteristic of an effective classroom that will be discussed in this
section may seem obvious; however, the idea of having fun was mentioned so
many times when instructors were asked what they thought made an effective classroom environment, it deserves recognition. The concept of fun was
defined in a variety of ways, but in each situation having humour or fun in
the classroom enhanced the learning community.
Mark McCue makes direct reference to “trying to build a learning community
by using humour.”
I really like humour and just sort of make jokes about myself—and
then by the end of the year—some students are making jokes about
themselves. Things aren’t so serious … if they goof up or something.
Jokes are also frequent in Kathy Hamilton’s classroom as students become
more comfortable in their learning situation. As she works at creating an interactive environment where students share their knowledge and ideas,
students become comfortable. “There are lots of jokes, and they have lots of
fun.” Kathy continues, “People enjoy themselves.”
Instructors discussed the importance of fun in the classroom. Again, this did
not just happen, but a fun environment was carefully and intentionally nurtured by these teachers. They knew where they were going and why. Kate
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Nonesuch describes a conversation she had with a colleague whose office was
near her classroom:
One year when I was still at the College [I taught] in a little, tiny
room that was quite near somebody’s office. One day she said to me
that she had heard us laughing … and how lucky I was to have
such a good class that was having so much fun! I said, “You know,
it’s not luck at all. I work very hard to make that happen,” and I do
work really really hard. I work consciously to figure out how that
can happen.
Steve Cheung, who teaches math, acknowledges his intent in creating a
lighter mood in the classroom for his students who are often in school taking
courses that they feel they should take because the specific class is required or
practical, not because they are interested in the course’s subject.
I try to achieve, to create, a light mood idea to our learning because
I find that students seem to be a little more burdened these days.
They seem to take programs that are more practical and not because their heart is in it.
Also because he knows just the idea of math causes anxiety in many of his
students, Steve explains that he goes “to the lighter mood side, less symbolic,” so the language he uses is more informal, before he goes to the formal.
… in math there are lots of symbols. … Instead of going by rules, I
would be balancing an equation. For instance, I would be considering an equal sign as a fence, and I have Mr. Roger on one side and
Mr. Dress-up on the other side. They are doing an exchange. So we
look at the rules of exchanging. That way it’s like two people are
just throwing the stuff over the fence, and we have to pay attention—to first identify the baby—the baby is not something
we…throw outside; everything else can go. I use the word baby so
they will focus their attention. That way the class becomes more
fun—I want to put the knowledge—the symbolic, abstract knowledge and tie it in with their daily life so that they can apply
common sense. Common sense comes from common experiences.
Students, too, articulate enjoying teachers and classes because they are fun.
Joyce Cameron shares a conversation she had with a student who worked
during the day and then attended her literacy class at night:
“You make the class fun and that’s important.” I really valued that
comment … [because] the student had valued that part of the class
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and it was what made it possible for her to work at a job that
started at five-thirty in the morning and come to an evening class.

Conclusion
Interviewees agree that learning communities which are physically and emotionally safe, trustworthy and comfortable support maximum student
learning. Instructors know their students are drawn to a place where thinking
and growing can occur, and this requires a safe and encouraging environment. In the following quotation Gillian Newman expresses many elements
of an effective classroom that have been identified that create a place of active
and supportive learning:
A classroom is an institutionalized room. There’s no getting away
from it. But I like to create an environment where [students] feel
that they can relax, where they feel that they are important and
there is a general atmosphere of approachability and comfort. I like
them to feel that they can ask questions without feeling foolish or
silly. I like them to have the kind of comfort level where there’s
nothing silly about not knowing something or not asking about it.
I would hate to feel that they felt threatened or a sense of condescension. A learning environment has to be one where it’s not
passive; they can ask questions; they can express their opinions.
Learning is a growing thing, and the skills they are learning now
are going to be with them and transferable to a lot of different
situations. … I try to create a learning environment where they see
the relevance of what they’re doing.
Learning communities such as this are not only places where learners feel
emotionally and physically safe. They are also social structures that create
real, meaningful learning. David Stein (1998) argues:
Through community, learners interpret, reflect and form meaning.
Community provides the setting for the social interaction needed
to engage in dialogue with others to see various and diverse perspectives on any issue. Community is the joining of practice with
analysis and reflection to share the tacit understandings and to
create shared knowledge from the experiences among participants
in a learning opportunity (pp. 3-4).
Our interviewees clearly understand, with Stein, that “learning occurs in a
social setting through dialogue with others in the community” (p. 3). It is
within this safe environment that learning can become “a process of reflect-
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ing, interpreting and negotiating meaning” (p. 3). As illustrated in this section, the effective ABE/Literacy instructors interviewed recognize the
importance of creating learning communities that are emotionally and physically safe so real learning can occur, and they present a wide range of
strategies for creating such an environment.

Balancing the Job
BY LEORA GESSER

In the first section of this chapter, “Teaching the Whole Person,” Jan described how many practitioners showed their sensitivity to the backgrounds,
personal challenges and aspirations of their students by creating a classroom
environment that recognized these aspects and by developing strategies that
helped move their students more successfully through the academic instruction. The strategies that were described took place in the classroom.
Yet there is another aspect of this support for students that does not happen
in the classroom environment, but outside of it. Some of these activities,
which are vital to the success of our programs, are not mentioned in the classic ABE/Literacy instructor’s job description. Nonetheless effective
instructors must find ways to integrate these activities into their already busy
work lives. These instructors recognize that in order to support their students
wholeheartedly they must enter some of the arenas that others might chose
not to enter. The activities that take effective instructors out of the classrooms
include community networking, support for students in crisis, institutional
responsibilities, recruiting students and course development.
When I looked at the data, once again it was curious to find that not all of the
interviewees commented on what tasks they engaged in outside of the classroom. As I suggested in “Reflective Teaching Strategies,” (p. 136) the absence
of data is itself interesting. Why did some interviewees not comment? Were
they not concerned about this part of their job or did they not see it as anything worth sharing? A closer examination of the interview process shows
that not all the interviewers asked all the interviewees the same questions.
Interviewers were instructed to take the core questions and probe in different
directions according to the interviewee’s responses. Therefore we did not end
up with completely uniform interviews. So when interviewees did not mention the part of their job that took place outside of the classroom and how
they balanced everything, it seemed that they had not been asked specifically
to comment on this topic.
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Community networking
Many ABE/Literacy instructors do not work in a vacuum nestled in their
classrooms or even in their college communities. There are many community
services and agencies that directly and indirectly impact the lives of our students. Effective instructors get involved with these outside agencies at times,
in order to help some of their students to enter seamlessly into ABE/Literacy
courses, to receive money for books and travel, to collect EI while attending
classes or to circumvent the many barriers that keep them away or cause
them to drop out of our classes. This involvement can present in many forms.
In order to advocate for our students, practitioners write letters and spend
sometimes hours on the telephone. There are documents and policies to read
and constant policy changes to keep up with, and there are meetings to attend. Because of this, a portion of the job takes some instructors outside of
their classrooms into other college departments as well as into their communities.
When querying the other members of the practitioner research team, I found
that most of us spend time participating in meetings with Human Resources
Development of Canada representatives, with people from the school districts, Community Futures Organizations,22 training consultants, contract
service people, EI representatives, Workers’ Compensation Board representatives and other service agencies. We recognize that often the welfare of our
students depends on someone making meaningful connections with these
committee members, agencies and services for the purpose of advocacy. Balancing this part of our jobs can be challenging. We often schedule lunch
meetings and after-school sessions to accommodate our classroom timetables.
In her interview, Nancy Ross said, “I’ll perhaps do more monthly reports for
people outside of what we usually would do just because they’re people who
need as much help as they can get.”
When asked about what activities took them outside of their classrooms,
other interviewees and some of the practitioner researchers chose to discuss
activities that varied from those listed above. Wendy Tagami explained how
Slocan Forest Products in Winlaw, BC approached her to run a testing session
for their employees and then do specific ABE courses. Wendy felt that this
request was worth pursuing because of the possibility of enhancing the edu-

22Community

Futures was established by the Federal Govement in 1986 to assist local communities in responding to severe economic and labour market changes.
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cational lives of people in her community as well as the additional FTEs (full
time equivalent students) that the project would bring into her college department. Jan, in her journal, spoke about how she networked with the local
newspaper in her community and how the publisher now donates 20 free
copies of the newspaper each week to use in her classroom with her students.
In order for Jan to receive learning materials for her classroom that she felt
were worthwhile, she took time out of her day to create this connection.
Networking in communities is part of the job for many ABE/Literacy instructors and effective instructors work seriously at creating the contacts that are
essential for keeping their students informed, smoothing students’ relationships with community agencies, advocating on behalf of students, and
recruiting students.

Institutional responsibilities
When querying the other members of the practitioner research team, I found
that most of us spend time participating in meetings within our colleges, and
sitting on college and provincial committees. For example, slightly over half
of the people involved in this study, that is the practitioner researchers and
the interviewees, have sat on a Provincial Articulation Committee at some
time in their careers.
Jan Weiten listed all the committees that she participates in, just within her
department:
We all have department duties. We do have a little bit of extra time
built into our contracts but it’s kind of token. There’s an expectation that we belong to department committees. This term I am the
chair of the English exit committee for our department, and I’m
also on the hiring committee. We have a learner event committee in
which all the full time instructors or daytime instructors are usually involved. We also have staff meetings every two weeks, and
those are usually over two hours long. I’m also a liaison for a person who has recently transferred into our department.
Especially in larger institutions, interviewees take on the job of helping students negotiate the intricacies of the bureaucracy. Nancy Ross gives this
example:
I spend a fair bit of time being outside the classroom and advocating for the students. Like registration, making sure—especially
because they’re at the fundamental level—that they’re in the
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classes that they need to be and just because of detail A or B that
they don’t end up on a waiting list, being forgotten about.

Recruiting students
Another activity that consumes time and energy is student recruitment. Not
all programs need to recruit as actively as others. For some ABE/Literacy
programs the funding dollars for their next year’s programs is based on the
number of students enrolled in their programs this year. Effective instructors
seem to put out the extra energy in innovative ways while attempting to balance their classroom activities. For Rena Neufeld it is imperative that her
program is as full as possible by the end of September of each year. This part
of her job, which is crucial to its survival, takes Rena and her colleagues away
from their students and into their community as well.
We have always spent September recruiting—which means we do
a lot of advertising in the community. We actually go out into the
community, to all the mills in town and meet with management
and also try to meet in lunchrooms with as many of the people as
we can—just to tell them what we offer. We also go to all the restaurants and we put little cards on the tables and posters on the
walls and we talk with the Chamber of Commerce and all businesses. … So other than working with students, we are also
responsible for the funding in that we have to sign up the students
and we have to get students through courses. That’s where the
numbers are generated from and that’s where the dollars are generated.

Course development
The work involved in course development can be tremendous. Evelyn and
her colleagues at Malaspina University College prepare for their courses
every thirteen weeks. A maximum of one-week prep time is allotted to them
to write or rewrite courses. Sometimes they start from an already existing
course that needs new activities added and sometimes they “start from
scratch.” The one week prep time is certainly not enough, but effective instructors have a strong sense of what materials and activities their students
need, and they respond to this need by creating and recreating their courses.
When the interviewees discussed balancing the job, a number of people mentioned the sticky issue of course development. Sandi Rainville acknowledged
the necessity of course development but also expressed the major drawbacks
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of being involved in this type of writing activity. She shared her frustration
with us:
I think that when you want to make changes with the curriculum,
it’s very difficult. You’re not encouraged to do it and it’s an overwhelming task. You can change whatever you want but you do it
sort of on your own—like the district may pay but there’s no encouragement to do those things. Teachers don’t find the time and
the inclination to just do it on their own. … and people say, “Yeah,
that’s a good idea—go ahead and do it.” But where’s the time and
the money and the energy? It has to come from some place.
So the dilemma is about balancing what needs to be done and the time that it
takes to do the development. This is a difficult balance to achieve.

Supporting students in crisis
ABE/Literacy instructors are front line workers. We are the people with
whom our students build trusting relationships. As Jan discussed in the previous section, we nurture and support in ways many of our students have
never experienced in an educational setting, and therefore they come to us
with their concerns and their problems.
When I look back at my own job interview at Selkirk College, I don’t recall
whether or not there were questions about my comfort level with “counselling” students. I do remember responding to questions about students’ selfworth, and I do remember acknowledging the struggles that I, at a very
young age, assumed people would have around needing more education and
returning to school to complete courses. I don’t think, though, that I was prepared for the myriad of personal, emotional and financial problems that my
students would share with me in the following 24 years. I was also not an expert at dealing with the mentally unstable, homeless, and destitute people
that would wander into our college seeking help and thinking that school
might be their answer. Yet this has become a large component of my job and
takes up many hours every week. Often being in class and actually teaching is
a reprieve from the mayhem that our social welfare system has created over
the last decade.
The issue of dealing with students’ problems is a challenging one for effective
instructors. Even though we are mandated to be in our classrooms 20 or more
hours a week, we must find the time to attentively and actively listen and respond when a student is facing a crisis. Some of us have counselling support
to help us do this part of our job, but others do not have this luxury. This disThe Tightrope Walker
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crepancy in the availability of these services for ABE/Literacy students
seemed to depend on where the interviewees were located and if there were
people on campus that had a willingness and personal/emotional strength to
cope with students’ crises. Nonetheless, students often come first to
ABE/Literacy instructors to unburden themselves and seek help.
Sandi Rainville recognizes her own limitations and her comfort level when
listening to students speak about their problems. She acknowledges her front
line position and is willing to engage with her students as best she can:
If people feel safe and protected—they know that they can go to
their instructors and feel safe—I think that that’s really important
so that they know that there’s help available and it’s private—it’s
secret. It’s really helpful to have two fabulous counsellors on board.
It makes a big difference. We hear the stories but at least we don’t
have to come up with any kind of solution. All you can be is their
sounding board. Many times that’s all people want anyway but
you feel like you need to do more than that sometimes so it’s nice to
be able to say, “Go see the counsellor. See if she has any time for
you today.” Yet the student will often start with us because that’s
where the comfort zone is. Once they open the doors it’s like this
stuff just spills out and they need to unload. Learning doesn’t take
place if you’re so consumed with other things.
The amount that effective instructors involve themselves in their students’
situations seems to depend on the amount of immediate support that is available. Rena Neufeld explained to her interviewer what she does when she
encounters a student who is distressed:
If someone is very emotional we will sometimes take them into a
quiet area if there’s one available. Usually somebody will sit and
talk with them. Because our students don’t have access to any of
the counselling services at the high school because they’re adults,
we will often set up appointments for them or make arrangements
for them to meet a counsellor at the counselling services in town
and sometimes we’ll just talk to them. I have, on occasion, in situations of abuse, called the police and asked for help from them.
Debbie Booth-Johnson told us that in order to get around the problem of suggesting referral agencies to students who often are reluctant to be referred,
her community agency has set up an innovative way to deal with the problem.
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We have a counsellor in private practice who is basically on call for
our students. She is someone who is willing to come and talk to individuals on an hourly basis at our location. We have found that
when students are struggling with personal issues and need help
beyond what we are able to provide, it is difficult to convince them
to seek outside support. Even when we are willing to make contacts
with other agencies and people that we know, they’re not willing to
go voluntarily. So we have found it most worthwhile to have a
counsellor who can arrange time to come to our location and meet
privately with the student. We often invite our counsellor to meet
all of the students, so she can explain who she is, what she does,
how she does it and how confidential it is. Then they are more willing to engage with her.
Some of us must do our best without immediate help. Referrals are always an
option but the immediacy of the counsellor’s response can be a problem. One
interviewee gave us some first hand examples of the problems that face many
of us. Even though she is aware of the lines of counselling that are not to be
crossed, at times she must be responsive to a student’s crisis and step into the
role. Effective instructors feel that sometimes they need to react and support
despite their personal comfort levels.
I always fear about getting into a counselling role, not being a registered counsellor, but there’s been probably at least a half a dozen
incidents where I did suicide contracts with people. When I have a
concern that it is a possibility, I ask them if it is and students will
always be honest it seems. If it is true, they say so. I then tell them
that I want a written agreement that they are going to promise to
do these steps before they ever get to that point. I do feel like sometimes I’m not sure that it’s exactly what I should be doing but if I
have any fears about people in abusive situations or that their children are at risk or that they’re thinking suicidal thoughts or think
that things are that bad I will address that and I’ll always make a
referral.

Conclusion
For the practitioner researchers as well as for some of the interviewees, the
work that is involved to set up connections in our communities happens off
the side of our desks, yet we manage to juggle it all.
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The question of how we balance this part of the job was clearly answered by
Sandy Shilling MacKelir. When asked to describe when she meets with students who are in crisis during her very busy day, Sandy simply said, “Well it
needs to be private, of course. So it needs to happen after the class or before
or at noon.”
Not all the interviewees participated in all of the activities mentioned. Some
instructors needed to set boundaries for themselves as to what they were willing and not willing to do in order to keep themselves emotionally and
physically healthy. They had reflected on their work situations and had made
some conscious decisions not to do certain things. These decisions were not
made lightly or thoughtlessly.
In order for Jan Weiten to feel better and to be able to balance the amount of
time she gives to her job with the rest of her life, she actually requested a 25%
cut in her workload.
When I work full time, what I’m really doing is working time and
a quarter and then you know my weekends are shot. I’d much
rather get paid seventy five percent of the time and feel as if I’m doing the kind of job I want to do and not have to take work home as
much. It’s kind of a survival strategy.
Sandi Rainville finally made some difficult yet necessary decisions to cope.
She, like some of the other interviewees, decided that she just could not do it
all. She said, “I finally decided that I’ve devoted enough free time to the
school district so if it doesn’t get done at school, it doesn’t get done. It’s like
magic. But it’s only taken me twenty-five years to get there.”
Some of the interviewees just had a sense that they were unable to get everything completed. When Kathy Hamilton was asked about her method of
coping with her workload, she responded by saying, “Something must slide.
I’m not sure what, but I’m sure there are little pieces of my job that don’t get
done or don’t get done as well as I would like to do them.”
These quotations resonate with the discussion in the previous chapter of the
breakdown of motivation (p. 114); the days of solely worrying about what
happens in the classroom are gone. Our work lives have become more multifaceted, and we are constantly challenged to do our best, especially in
difficult times. We all have many more responsibilities, especially in the areas
of students’ demands, accountability, and retention. We are constantly reporting, worrying about FTEs, connecting with college committees and other
departments, networking with our communities and service agencies, work-
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ing with students who are more marginalized, and dealing with disgruntled
colleagues. Balancing our jobs in ways that keep us emotionally and physically healthy is vital and, as many of us struggle to do this, we still choose to
put our students first and foremost.
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Who Are We?
In this chapter, we give you some information about the people involved in
this study: the practitioner researchers, the people we interviewed and the
research friends who worked with us on this project.

Practitioner Researchers
When our group came together to begin the research project, we launched the
process by, among other things, reflecting on our own practice. We all wrote
autobiographical selections describing our unique work and life journeys. It
was affirming and grounding. In the sections that follow, each practitioner
researcher has excerpted some parts of her autobiographical writing and
commented on the process.

Evelyn Battell
Writing the autobiography was a fascinating process for me—not easy or
comfortable, but so many things appeared on the page that wanted to be said,
that came from my centre. An ABE/Literacy instructor is so much of who I
am and who I have learned to be. For this chapter, I had to sieve through all
those voices and hear the underlying ones—the ones that must be said in order to represent me to you.
The first voice is the one that tells where “I” started. I started in relationship
to my sister Jeanie. My political education began when I was growing up. I
had a sister who lived in a wheelchair all her life. She was bright and capable,
but couldn’t care for herself or walk more than a few steps. From the time she
came home from the hospital to live, when I was in Grade 5, I was her locomotion and closest companion.
Finding out how and when the world was prepared to accommodate Jeanie,
how and when she was taken seriously in spite of being in a wheelchair,
shaped all my early years. We encountered discrimination in terms of physical access, patronizing attitudes that assumed she was mentally handicapped
as well, financial restraints because her condition and the necessary accommodations were costly, and distorted tales of what was possible and available
for “everyone.” I learned very early to distrust the media and government
claims. Soon I knew that our society wasn’t “fair” around all kinds of people,
not just the physically handicapped.
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Jeanie died when she was 37. But she is with me every day and the political
attitudes we learned together when we were in high school are the basis for
my assumption that people can do a lot more than they are given credit for.
From this beginning, I ventured out into the world of other people’s situations of discrimination and hardship. I worked and studied with the United
Church of Canada. With the church I worked first with women and then with
kids who were living on the street, and I learned how the world looks for
them. I started to learn respect for those who make a life out of nothing but
hardship and continue to come up for air after being knocked down again
and again. I started to learn that each person constructs themself as somebody—they may not be somebody to anyone else but they are somebody to
themselves.
My work in ABE/Literacy followed many years of street work with lots of
different groups. I think I learned a version of respect for other people in
those years and continued to refine my understanding while teaching ABE. I
usually avoid the word “respect” because it can mean anything and everything. I’ll try to tell you the parts that are jumping out for me today.
One part of understanding respect was about authenticity. I caught a meaning for this while taking Life Skills Coach Training just a few years ago. I
think I had been reaching for this understanding for quite a while. Authenticity has to do with being present with one’s real needs, real emotions and all of
your surroundings, all of your parts. The First Nations traditional understanding describes a person as having physical, mental, emotional and
spiritual aspects. This has been a useful perspective for me. The more we all
are authentically present with each part, the more we can participate, and the
more we can learn.
There are professional limits to being authentically present and there are
classroom considerations for the students when they bring whatever state
they are in to the classroom, but if we start from allowing us all to be authentically present, so much more can come into the room and be used to enrich
the learning than if we start with excluding all behaviour and thought that
isn’t school behaviour.
So, for most of the students, I understand at every moment that they bring
with them a world that has not been easy. If I am to respect people, I need to
have some understanding of their world and for me that means listening to
their stories, the stories they need and want to tell about themselves as much
as I want to tell this one to you.
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Most of the stories that need to be told, that the teller needs to connect with
someone about, are stories with some kind of danger in them. For many people and particularly our students, and even more particularly women, the
danger is physical danger, results of violence—beatings, rape, hunger, childhood sexual abuse, freezing, untended illness, psychosis in the people around
them, unsafe housing conditions, betrayal to the law, losing their children,
and alcohol, drugs and alcohol.
Another danger is emotional abuse, betrayal, scorn, belittlement, blaming,
and so on. This, of course, I also have experience of but seldom at the level of
my students. Again I am protected by my privilege in some cases and by my
brainpower in others.
I am aware that everyone is not in dire straits. I am aware that there are fine,
happy, funny, bright times in all these people’s lives. Those parts are a lot
easier to talk about; they are more acceptable; there are more people willing
to hear them and validate them. I have always tried to be respectful of the
whole person, not just the cheery parts. Also, I learned that if you can hear
people’s stories, you can sometimes be part of them having control over the
next chapter. To be respectful is to be clear and ask for clarity.
Clarity is important, partly because one of the things I teach, writing, is the
ability to express yourself so others can understand you, but also because the
causes and effects in our lives come clearer as we tell more of the parts of our
stories. If a student notices that such and such happens after every visit with
her mother or during her period or whatever, and tells that, she is closer to
having control and understanding. If you know why some things happen or
in what circumstances, you have more chance of making them happen differently. Even if we are wrong about what is making things happen, we have
someplace to start to take action; we are more active and not passive about
what is happening to us.
Probably the most exciting and intense time of my ABE/Literacy career has
been when I was working with the Canadian Congress of Learning Opportunities for Women. I was involved in national projects, writing, research, and
conferences, and all of them sparked and transformed the way I did my classroom work. I grew into political maturity in that I combined my politics and
classroom work more than ever before and with more confidence.
For years I had a national group—different women at different times—who
would take seriously my concerns about how the society and culture impacted on our women students’ lives and, in particular, on their opportunities
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and abilities to learn. I got from this work and these women validation of the
tenor and purpose of my teaching.
My most recent learning has been around illness. I have spent the last few
years having hidden disabilities, arthritis primarily. (I do find it ironic that I
now have Jeanie’s disease, albeit a different version.) It has been of course
confusing and problematic, not to mention painful! There are so many days
when I’m giving everything I have and I’m aware of how much below my
usual level of accomplishment it is. Like everything else that happens in my
life, I find there are numerous applications in the ABE/Literacy classroom.
How can I urge students to do more than they are doing, not knowing what
their limitations are? I think it is disrespectful to urge people to greater efforts; so often they are already doing the best they can figure out. Their
“failure” to do whatever, pass the test, come on time, learn how to spell, isn’t
aimed at us. It isn’t aimed anywhere. It is what they can figure out how to do
right now. We insult them when we suggest they aren’t trying hard enough.
This is one of the reasons I am so suspicious of affirming little sayings that
exhort us to never give up, etc. Most of what those sayings require is impossible for the average person, let alone a person with multiple handicaps—
poverty, kids, ill health, legal trouble, no transportation, etc. we expect the
impossible and we set ourselves up for failure if we say things like “always
do your best.” I’ve found that students who use those sayings to spur themselves on often burn out.
Finally, I want to say what my dream has become through these years. I have
known so many students who loved to learn, as do I. As I face retirement, I
imagine all the new things, new situations in which I will be able to learn. For
many of the students I have known, ABE/Literacy classes have affirmed, allowed, and enabled learning for the joy of it.
For so many of our students, especially the older ones, getting educated, or
the process of learning, especially with a group, can be satisfying on its own.
It is part of human nature to learn, and to experience oneself as a successful
learner is a treat for those for whom the first time in school was usually horrid or at least truncated. It is part of our modern life to exchange ideas with
each other and with authors represented in various media; this is what school
can be; it shouldn’t have to be, in the day-to-day reality, a matter of completing something!
I picture ABE/Literacy centres, inside all kinds of institutions, where people
come together to study and learn topics of interest for the thrill of using the
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brain and expanding the thoughts you can have as you fall asleep at night.
There could be facilitators who help those who have trouble reading or doing
the math necessary, who offer a wide range of material for those who are interested, who are able to respond to current issues as they arise, and who can
help people train themselves to be stronger thinkers. Writing and other creative arts as well as community action would come out of such centres. Now
there’s a job for my retirement!

Leora Gesser
Autobiographical writing for me was a way into the larger writing project
and the research. Like prewriting or underpainting, the semblance of something tangible or concrete began to formulate. I look back at that process
started one and a half years ago and wonder in awe at my group’s willingness and ability to openly, generously, and genuinely disclose experiences,
ideas and reflections that had helped shape them as certain types of people
and as certain types of ABE/Literacy practitioners. We wrote pages and
pages about ourselves. At times we searched for thematic threads that connected us, sometimes diving into tearful memories, and sometimes
tangentially hopping from idea to idea. It was challenging and, in many
ways, freeing to discover the highlights in our pasts. My autobiography was
composed of four sections—”Being Empowered,” “Despair,” “Community,”
and “Racism.” These titles were ones that showed up in my brain by happenstance or association.

BEING EMPOWERED
In this section I explored my pathways though the ABE/Literacy world and
included musings on my belief systems. Looking back to my first years in
ABE/Literacy is like looking at the “good old days.” I’m not sure what has
been imagined or sanctified but I remember it as being fun and hard work.
There was an energy in my college and in the province to organize
(ABEABC), to articulate (Provincial Articulation Committees), to engage in
workshops (Cooperative Learning, Writing Across the Curriculum), and to
take our jobs seriously. I know that many of my colleagues’ experiences were
the same. We knew that we were making a difference in people’s lives even
though we were never asked to demonstrate that in reporting documentation
or in FTE crunching. The time we spent in our classrooms was focused and
full of goodwill for our students and our institutions.
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When I first started, my students were mostly older Dukhobor women who
wanted to read and write. They came to class with baked goods, engaged in
simple ABE/Literacy activities, especially phonics and grammar, and shared
gossip and their stories between the fall harvesting and canning and the
spring planting. They adored me because I was young and energetic, and together we explored new territory without any pressure, with few
expectations and even less supervision. I was enthralled with their culture
and was astonished at how the teaching situation offered a two-way learning
environment. I exchanged information with my students, learning probably
more from them than they did from me. Since it was a single classroom, I
taught all levels of English reading and writing to my students. We would
put together impromptu groups, students would help students, we would
pore over books looking for the right explanations, exercises, and interesting
readings, and the time would fly by. I used to feel on entering my class that I
had just put on roller skates and would go from person to person engaging in
whatever they needed. This was 1980 and ABE/Literacy was just beginning
to emerge.
As the political times changed so did the population of our students. My job
embraced other components and the emphasis shifted in the classroom as
well. This changed focus affected my belief system and how I perceived my
job. New students came into our classes—the marginalized students, the ones
out of work, the ones facing more and more barriers, the welfare recipients,
the single moms—and the need for life skills and communication skills became a new avenue to explore. Thinking back to my own childhood and my
own struggles, it became apparent to me that the key to working with my
students was not the actual courses that I taught, even though the content
area was important, but more the understanding of process, the eye to looking critically at issues and the development of strategies for change. I knew
that I was fortunate to have been given the time, the mentorship, and the opportunities to grow and build my self-esteem and that maybe my students,
given the same opportunities, would make the shifts in their lives as well. But
many of these students had been “damaged.” Their lives were fraught with
hardships and challenges that had bred in them a hard knot of distrust of
teachers and systems. I then began to see my job as involving the creation of
support systems that these students had never experienced in their educational lives elsewhere.
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DESPAIR
This section held comments about my sadness concerning the state of humanity, my disenfranchised students, the government that does not seem to value
education the same way that I do, the recent suicide of a student and the
death of my husband, William Richard Guy. His death, which has begun to
recede into the back of my brain, was still very much in the fore when I
started this project. I needed to write about him and how my life with him
had had an impact on me. I needed to write about his dying and how the
trauma and depression of that had enveloped me. I also needed to write
about the inertia that I had felt and how I had connected my feelings with
those that my students sometimes felt.
Before my husband died I had thought that I had experienced my share of the
rocking and rolling of life. I thought that I could come to my students with
the compassion and good intention to be there for them and with them as
they attempted to make the changes they saw as necessary to their lives. It
was only after my husband’s death that I understood about trauma and fear. I
felt that my locus of control had left my inner being and was floating outside
of me. My inertia was so great and my confusion so profound that it took me
more than a year to begin to function as I had been doing before the event.
Through this experience I learnt that a whole set of things must be in place for
people to recover from life’s traumas. Many of our students have been traumatized by their experiences. Many of these traumas happened to them
during their childhood years and during their school years. Many of them,
like me, were paralyzed by inertia and a true inability to proceed because of
their confusion and fear. I realized that I needed to help set up an environment that gave them as many of the things that need to be set in place as
possible. These things included a place that was safe, did not judge them,
with people around them that were trustworthy.

COMMUNITY
Here I wrote about my involvement in my community. Through community
volunteer work I was schooled in the workings of boards, chairmanship,
fundraising and team building. These experiences all influenced my working
life.
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RACISM
The section dealt with my learned appreciation of being different. The stories
came from my own background of being the only Jew in Grand Forks, BC
and also from my relationship with my Afro-American husband and mixedrace children. Everything I wrote about always seemed to make its way back
to the view I had of my profession and my students. After exploring my
views on anti-Semitism and the racism that sometimes confronted my children, I wrote:
Speaking out is all anyone can do. Bringing attention to stereotypes, sayings, slurs and clichés can also be part of our job in the
classroom. Many of our students do not know that “being jewed
down” is a racist statement. People so readily go to stereotypes
when they are uncertain, and people coming from a compassionate
place can feel worried or sorry for others, which is equally disturbing. Living life with my husband and children has made naming
racism less difficult for me. Talking about my Judaism in class is
something that I readily do now, knowing full well that I am
probably the first Jewish person most of my students have ever
met. By discussing connectedness, honouring diversity, and modeling through empathy, not sympathy, I also hope to be bringing
my authentic self to the surface without fear.
In retrospect, in writing my autobiography, I guess I was trying to document
the poignant episodes in my life that had helped shape the type of instructor
that I am. The process was like going fishing with a net. I would scoop the net
into my brain, not really knowing what would be retrieved. I guess if one was
to write for an indefinite length of time most of the main pieces would surface, but in a short period it was interesting to me what actually did.
Writing the autobiography, as illusive and at times unpredictable as it was,
gave me a window into my own history, one that I had never consciously
opened up before this time. The result of all our autobiographies together
culminated into the basis for our research and helped us go from the past into
the present without too much angst. The process for me worked and I am
thankful that I had the opportunity to participate in it.

Judy Rose
When we all came together and launched into the collaborative research
process, we decided to document pieces of our own personal histories as one
way to start thinking about our practice. Everyone dove into the writing im-
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mediately. However, for me, like so much of the process later on, it was a
matter of thinking and watching and assembling and organizing my ideas
internally first before I started to write. It was a challenge to write about myself in this way, even though I knew I was full of stories of one sort or
another. Marina helped me to get started by giving us all the image of a tree.
Where the tree branched represented the places where I chose a direction in
my life. I started by looking at the motivation behind the decisions I made at
my branching points and that got me thinking about my own history. I reflected on my early life to look for themes that influenced my teaching work
in ABE/Literacy.
As I wrote about my early years, I recognized that I have a deep understanding and appreciation of community. I grew up in Ontario in a small place
surrounded by extended family and people who had lived in the area for
three or four generations. My experiences from those early years helped me
to move into other communities later and to recognize familiar patterns. The
community theme resurfaced in other forms for me during the writing when I
chose to write about mentoring and the work family.
I developed a passion for traveling as I became a young adult, at least partly
as a way of establishing my own identity and looking for the adventure offered by exotic, faraway places. I had all the confidence of youth and so it was
fun to remember that period of my life. The travel was a huge motivation for
me as a young adult. I was always curious about people in all areas of the
world and I had a sense of wonder about the way they lived. I would go on
the bus in a new city and just watch people until I came to the end of the bus
route. My desire to be independent and to travel inspired me. After one year
of teachers’ college I was teaching at 20.
In my autobiography, I wrote about teaching the Basic Training for Skill Development (BTSD) Program (funded by Canada Manpower) in Mount Currie,
a First Nations community situated in the Pemberton Valley north of Vancouver. That was a time of huge growth and learning for me. It was my
introduction to teaching ABE/Literacy, to working with First Nations people,
to teaching in a remote community and to seeing all the issues of the adults in
the class. I began the job with very little time for preparation of any kind, but
with a strong sense of willingness to try something new. There were many
disadvantages for a person teaching in a remote community, but the advantages were the freedom to explore and to reflect and develop as an instructor.
For three years I stayed and learned.
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I wrote about moving to the North Vancouver campus of Capilano College
when the opportunity arose three years later. I ended up piecing together a
job from the ABE/Literacy Department and the funded career preparation
courses of the time. I know that I was ready to move. I was needing the support of other instructors and I wanted more order and predictability in my
life.
However, instead of life becoming more settled, I was left with no work assignment at all as a result of the cutbacks of the 1980’s. That time passed and I
did have more work, but I found myself wanting to tell that story in my autobiography, the story of the precarious position of temporary ABE/Literacy
instructors at the time and the feelings of disappointment and lack of validation I experienced. Like other temporaries at my college and other colleges, I
was always looking around for another job or trying to balance two jobs to
keep my options open. I was always thinking that I would be without a job
very soon, and then one day, when I had been hanging on the edge for nine
years, I was regularized. However, it took a long time to recover from the attitudes developed during my time as a temporary.
A time of great learning and personal growth for me was when I worked with
the Institutional-Based Training Program. We set up an integrated model we
called the Career Access Centre. This program provided support for students
moving into the College to upgrade their skills before they went on to training programs. I described it in my writing as “a giant student success
program,” and I relished the opportunities it provided to support the students enough to make a difference to their ability to persist. When I wrote
about this time in my autobiography, I described a situation that worked well
for me.
I have been fortunate to have had the experience of working with a team of
instructors who took care of each other and their students. They recognized
individual strengths and weaknesses, shared strategies, and encouraged each
other to be creative and responsive. Although there were lots of challenges, I
was engaged and learning and optimistic. For me, the work in the Career Access Centre presented that kind of supported environment. It was a student
success model that we were all proud to be part of because it was effective
and we all experienced the personal growth that came from working together.
Through my reflections in the autobiography and experiences of the years of
teaching in the ABE/Literacy field I recognize how much I value working
with a group in a collegial way. It promotes consultation and committee inHardwired for Hope
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put, but the challenge is keeping the process positive. Departments are challenged to reach consensus in their decision-making with a collegial model. At
its best it works really effectively, and, although decisions may be slow, people participate and feel a sense of ownership of the process. However,
sometimes the process becomes distorted. There is lobbying and bickering
and bullying which poison the atmosphere, leaving everyone feeling tense
and defensive.
Although there are pitfalls, I persist in my belief in working together as a way
to move forward. I wrote about my experience with mentoring. After trying it
out in different forms in my work, I see mentoring as a philosophy. It is a way
of working based in cooperation and sharing and identifying with the group.
In some ways being part of this collaborative research project was a natural
choice for me. We were working together, sharing our ideas and trying to investigate effective practice in the ABE/Literacy world. It was a very exciting
prospect and it challenged me to think about what I thought I knew already.
It was also a chance for me to dig deeper and try to articulate some things
that I had never put into words before. That was hard. My life had been so
busy for the past 15 years that I had not had much time or energy for deep
thinking. Regardless of the busy years, I found I was up for the challenge and
the group gave me assurance. Then in the middle of our process, my mother
died. After that, I carried the weight of my grief through the remainder of the
research, but at the same time I felt the support of the group and I carried on.
This loss, and the support that went with it, became part of my journey
through the research project. The autobiographies have represented a way for
us to move into the other parts of our project, but they have also reminded
me of who we are individually and how we fit together as a group.

Jan Sawyer
When I first learned that we were going to write our autobiographies, my initial thought was to run. My second thought was that the idea seemed selfindulgent and then came the absolute panic. Would I be able to write on demand? Where would I start? Would I have to share my writings with the
research group and then later with a larger audience?
Today after rereading my autobiographical writings and reflecting on the
thoughts I expressed almost two years ago, I am amazed at the themes that
spring from the pages. Perhaps it is the timing; I am retiring in the next few
weeks from the work that I have been devoted to for over twenty-five years.
Today as I read, I see glimpses of the journey that has brought me to this
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place. So this writing will attempt to identify a few examples from my autobiographies to share.
One theme that ran through my papers was that of identity. From a very
young age, I was looking for me, who I was. On the surface I knew I was
from a privileged home:
There was always food, always shelter, always support, always
clothing, always transportation, always enough money. And although I knew there were others without, … I thought life was fair.
This thinking came from a home where I was taught that if I
worked hard, put my mind to it, made good choices, the world was
mine. I transferred this notion when I was younger to everyone. …
I don’t think I was insensitive, but rather [I was] unthinking and
privileged, and I had never had this assumption challenged.
Still, although having many material advantages, I knew those “things”
didn’t represent me. In fact, later in my writing titled “Identity,” I write about
questioning the opportunities I was given at a young age, wondering if it was
because of me and who I was or if it was because of my status within society.
I go on to say, “At an early age, I was aware that privilege afforded opportunities.”
It wasn’t until the age of thirteen when I first recalled experiencing failure.
The idea that working hard guaranteed success suddenly didn’t seem as
clear. At the time, I was attending boarding school, lonely, and lost in the
classroom. Latin and Ancient History classes seemed irrelevant; teachers
were removed and unapproachable. Each class was a struggle. I didn’t belong; I wasn’t able to meet the expectations of the class, and I felt … incapable
as a learner. My athletic prowess gradually became my identity. As my confidence as a learner continued to erode, I began to shy away from working
with others because I feared my work would not be ‘right’. Often it wasn’t. I
learned that there was a right and wrong way of approaching learning [according to the instructors], and I was doing it the wrong way.
It was also during that year, I learned the importance of having someone who
believed in me. This was my grandfather. He would visit me weekly, and:
he and I would talk, he’d encourage, and he was there for me. I believe it was because he did not lose confidence in me and provided
me with validation that life became tolerable again. I knew he heard
me; he helped me laugh.
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Years passed and at the age of 23 I was married and beginning my teaching
career in a Grade One classroom in a small outport community in Newfoundland. It was here that I seemed to find myself. “The kids [I was teaching] were
learning and loving school; I was learning and loving my autonomy in the
classroom.” I realized that learning can be creative, joyful, exciting, involved
and open, or it can be dulled, painful, demoralizing and closed. Over the next
two years, within my classroom, these grade ones taught me the beginnings
of how to teach. They were eager to learn and allowed me to learn with them.
So “after two years of teaching in this outport community, I wanted to return
to university and get my teaching certificate. I felt I had something to offer.”
Two years later I was at the opposite side of the country, teaching in British
Columbia. This time I was teaching in a high school where three quarters of
the student population was made up of First Nation students and the other
quarter white students. My learning continued. Here I began to understand
that:
I learned as much from my students as they learned from me. They
taught me how to tool and dye leather, and the importance of having someone [in the classroom] listen and care, while I provided
them with someone who was genuinely impressed with their skills
and a classroom atmosphere that was safe and supportive.
This was a transition year for me. For the first time in my life, I saw hunger,
desperation, neglect, and the results of rape, alcoholism, hatred, and the loss
of one’s language and identity. The scars of these people were so deep, and I
sought some way to change their…despair.
So many of the students there didn’t believe they could learn and much of the
prescribed curriculum was irrelevant to their real lives and needs. So my
classroom became a safe place, where students began to open [up] a bit during our classroom discussions. Students were encouraged to share their ideas
and listen to each other. They didn’t have to agree with the new ideas, but I
expected us to be respectful of each other. We talked and analyzed. Still, most
students were there because they had to be, there was no other place to be,
and when in school their feelings of inadequacy were usually reinforced.
It was becoming very clear to me how difficult it is to learn when day-to-day
living is a matter of survival, so two of us created a drop-in centre that ran
during the evenings and weekends for youth. This provided another safe and
supportive place. My husband and I also opened our home and most mornings would wake up and walk into our living room that was littered with
young bodies. Rather than return to their houses where a party was still goWho Are We?
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ing on or there was little heat or food, our unlocked place close to the reserve
was a safe and warm refuge with cereal in the cupboard.
Don and I left Lytton at the end of our second year. His father was ill, and we
wanted to go to Ontario to be close to him. However, both of us had been
deeply touched by our experiences in Lytton and our lives had changed. And
my commitment to teaching had changed as well. Through the lives of the
young people in this community, I saw the importance of connecting learning
to the lives of the individuals in the classroom and the knowledge that a person’s life outside school can not be ignored and left on the front steps. We
have the “whole person” in the classroom, and if learning is to occur we need
to work together inside and outside the classroom so students’ basic needs
are met.
I am sure that all of the experiences in my formative years, outlined above,
have contributed to who I am and what I do in the ABE/Literacy classes I
have taught over the last twenty-five years. Perhaps my early years of questioning and looking for who I was provide me with patience when students
question and need time. I did too. My grandfather’s support, kind laughter
and unwavering belief in me provided me with the knowledge that listening
and showing an individual you have confidence in them is key to her academic development and personal growth.
My journey into the ABE/Literacy classroom has been challenging, rewarding, exciting and life changing. Over the years, I have learned the importance
of valuing each individual who comes through the classroom door, and I
have learned how important mutual respect, caring, and genuine concern are
in creating an effective safe learning environment.
Finally, I am so grateful for the opportunity I have had over the past three
years to work on this project with colleagues I respect and value as effective
instructors. They have provided me with ongoing challenges and support.
And, I know, that as a result of this experience, I have become a more reflective, creative and perceptive instructor. What a way to go!

Diana Twiss
I joined this research project because I saw it as a rare opportunity to do
something new and exciting, and to be in the continuous company of some
amazing women, women who have helped to create the ABE/literacy field in
BC. I am the most junior member of the practitioner researchers and I am
privileged to be part of the team. I had little idea what a collaborative research-in-practice project would look like when I signed on, but I didn't care.
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I have never been overly concerned over details; this didn't seem the time to
start. I took a leap of faith that, if we didn't know exactly what we were doing, at least we were quite capable of figuring it out and producing a piece of
research that we would be proud to put our names beside. It was also a
chance to work with Evelyn and Marina. I had worked with Evelyn on the
project that resulted in Naming the Magic (Battell, 2001) and knew that I had
more to learn from her, so wanted to work with her again. I had met Marina
"online" and liked her thinking, but our paths rarely crossed, until this project.
The collaborative aspect of the project is the part that interested me, if not the
most, then at least a great deal. I know from my own experience and the reality of my family and work life that I couldn't do, or probably wouldn't
complete, a research project on my own. After a brief exposure to research, I
was deeply interested in doing more research and the offer to participate in a
collaborative effort was one I couldn't refuse. In fact, when Evelyn sent me an
email inviting me to join her in the research project, I thought about it for
about two minutes and fired off an enthusiastic "yes.” I had no idea what I
was signing up for, but I was certain that it was going to be interesting.
Collaboration is not an easy thing to do. It takes time and it takes a lot of energy. The rewards for that commitment of time and energy are the energy
and ideas you get in return, the depth of combined experiences, and the quality of debate that you just wouldn't get if you were working on your own. I
knew that I wanted to work with this group of women, and that I, as a relative newcomer to the ABE/Literacy world, had a great deal to learn from
them. Surprisingly, I had the chance to learn an enormous amount about myself, how I interact with a group, how I process ideas, and how I think about
teaching, learning, and supporting others in the pursuit of their goals.
Writing our autobiographical pieces pushed me to think about where I had
come from, to reflect upon my own learning and early teaching experiences,
and to share those thoughts with others. It gave me a chance to remember the
people who had influenced me and who had helped to shape my sense of
what makes an effective teacher.
I did well in elementary school. Learning came easily. I liked to
read and was fast at math. That’s just about all you needed then.
In grade five and six I had teachers who liked to read to us and
those were magic moments. Those teachers, Miss Armstrong and
Mr. Bell, loved to teach and they loved kids. You could tell. They
projected a positive energy about the place and towards us. They
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did get frustrated with us at times, but didn’t yell at us and make
us feel small and bothersome like many of the teachers had. I
thought at the time that if I ever became a teacher I’d be like them,
a teacher who liked people and was positive about things.
I hadn't realized, until I wrote about it, the extent to which those early experiences had shaped my view of how good teachers need to behave and react to
their learners. As I continued to explore my views of the notion of effectiveness I came to the following conclusion:
What you need to be a truly effective teacher is not something that
can be taught. … An effective teacher is someone who is in the
teaching profession because they have a love of and passion for
learning. … Effective teachers are also people who like people; they
have a sense of optimism about human potential. They are at ease
with themselves and for the most part, with the world around
them. They are genuine. When they are having a rough day or
don’t know something, they can admit that. They don’t need to put
on a show or fear showing any weakness.
After I had articulated the kind of people I thought made good teachers, I had
room to think about the kind of things that they do in the classroom, the very
way that they interact with the learners that showed their effectiveness.
Good teachers also seem to be people who are more interested in the
process of learning than in the content. It is not that the content is
not important, but if a student is having difficulty understanding,
good teachers look beyond the stuff they are teaching to look at a
variety of other factors. I can think of some ABE/Literacy instructors who I don’t feel are very effective with students. When
students are having difficulty writing a paragraph, these teachers
keep focusing on the rules of grammar and the rules of punctuation. They don’t think to ask questions of how the learner feels
about writing, what fears they may have about it, where those fears
came from and how to help the learner overcome them. No, they
just keep reviewing the rules, as though the learner can’t follow
rules or something.
Reflection became a theme in my explorations as a researcher. Part of this
came from wise words from an instructor at teachers college, despite my earlier belief that I didn't learn anything of value there. I embarked upon this
research process partly because one of my earlier experiences as a teacher researcher in a national study of access to ABE programs and services
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(Hoddinott, 1998) was so rich and afforded me much learning in my own
practice. I wanted to repeat that experience, or at least, repeat the learning.
Another aspect of the [NLS] research was my reflections as a
teacher: what I was observing in my students, how I felt about my
teaching, what supports and services were available to them and to
me. We had a variety of ways that we had to gather data, but the
one that I benefited the most from was the daily journal. After each
class I had to write for half an hour about what went on in class:
who was there, who was missing and why, what the issues were,
and anything else that was going on that could affect the class.
Through the process of keeping a daily journal of my teaching I
learned the value of reflection, something that my instructor Phil
Kennedy kept telling me about in teachers college. The daily journal allowed me to see patterns and gave me a sense of the kind of
progress I was making with my students and a sense of the general
ebb and flow of classroom teaching. It helped me to understand
where I, as a teacher, fit into the picture. I learned that I was an
important piece, but that I was but one of many important pieces
in the learning puzzle.
I wanted the chance to be forced to do that again. Try as I might after that, I
never did journaling with the rigour that I did it during that research project.
And despite the fact that I have written many reflections of my teaching over
the years, I have never reviewed them and analyzed them with the eye of a
researcher. I wanted to do that again and that desire was one of the motivations to be involved in this project.
The autobiographical pieces we wrote gave me a chance to really think about
myself and my own motivations as an ABE/literacy instructor. I have known
these things about myself, but I have never written them down, shared them
with others and heard similar things reflected back at me from other autobiographical accounts.
I have always had a fascination with the human spirit and how
people put themselves together. I love reading their stories and
hearing about their lives. It adds a richness to my life knowing that
I share this planet with other delightfully flawed people who are
struggling with this thing we call life.
The question itself: What makes ABE/Literacy Instructors Effective in their
Practice? was of deep interest to me. I wanted to hear from other practitioners
about their views and their ideas of what constitutes effectiveness. I knew
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what I believed to be an effective moment, as expressed below, but I wanted
to see how that compared to other views.
Many of the learners I work with have had negative experiences
with teachers and other people who have been in positions of authority. As a teacher I am in a position of authority, but I can show
my learners that learning doesn’t have to involve feeling badly
about yourself, being demeaned by the teacher, or being frustrated
by trying to keep up with difficult ideas or material. I can show
them that learning is your journey, one that you can control. I can
show them that learning can be an enjoyable experience. That
doesn’t mean it’s going to be easy. It can and will be difficult, challenging and sometimes frustrating. But, each struggle will
ultimately make you feel better about yourself as a person.
This too was a journey, a journey of discovery as we articulated what we believed to be the qualities, characteristics, motivations and strategies of
effective ABE/Literacy instructors in British Columbia. It was also another
journey as we figured out what practitioner research meant to us, and
worked to move research in practice in British Columbia forward. This leg of
the journey is over, but there is much more to be done. I look forward to reading and participating in more practitioner research.
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Instructors interviewed in this study
Throughout the previous chapters, we have quoted from interviews with 17
instructors. (See the appendix, page 211 for the interview protocol.) The following descriptions of each of the 17 provide a more complete and coherent
picture of them than we were able to give when we quoted them in short excerpts on particular topics.
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Lucy Alderson
I think that having a political view of the world is important. What
we see here is the intersection of all of the power dynamics in our
society colliding in the Downtown Eastside and impacting every
single person who lives or works there. So to just continue thinking that it’s a personal problem—that people have ended up
unemployed or on welfare or de-institutionalized for personal reasons—is not okay. Of course it’s all political: Even saying you’re
going to respond to the Disability Review—that’s a political
statement to make but it’s also saying—okay what can we do to
help people as well as how can we help to organize a little bit?
With this comment, Lucy Alderson gives us a taste of the complex understanding and compassion required to work in the Downtown Eastside of
Vancouver. Here she is employed by Capilano College to run learning programs at Carnegie Centre and Women’s Information Safe House, a drop-in
for sex-trade workers. While this is her first ABE/Literacy job she has lots of
experience in related areas, particularly with women’s education and community development. It was a volunteer position with Bridge Housing that
took her to that community fourteen years ago. That led to various program
positions at the Carnegie Community Centre and the Downtown Eastside
Women’s Centre, and eventually to her current position.
Before that she worked for Women’s Skills, which later became Women Futures—a non-profit organization doing community economic development
work around the province with women. She worked as a teacher and workshop facilitator, using a popular education approach. “We always had plans
at the start of the workshop but the end was up to us all to create. I was less
interested in running community businesses than I was in how people
learned to do that and what they were getting out of it.”
Lucy has a Masters of Education degree from UBC. She says, “I think that
was a really important thing for me to do to get my current job, but I don’t
know if it’s really helped me that much in doing any of the work. I think my
practical experience was what guided me—but nevertheless it was all part of
the process.”

Debbie Booth-Johnson
I think when you’re in the classroom you always want to have a
smile on your face or somewhere close by. … There is an element of
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showmanship that’s involved in teaching and that sort of appeals
to me. It’s kind of fun.
Debbie Booth-Johnson has worked at Victoria Read Society for 17 years, since
the fall of 1986. Previously, she obtained a teaching degree and taught briefly
in the elementary public school system in Alberta and then for a couple of
years at Cedar Lodge, a private, residential school for children with severe
learning disabilities. While there she met and began to work with a learning
specialist who later called on her when the Cowichan campus of Malaspina
College, in Duncan, decided to start tutor training.
Debbie began work with her first adult student as a volunteer tutor in 1984.
Very soon she was hired at Malaspina to coordinate the tutor-training program and teach literacy classes. After a couple of years, a move to Victoria led
her to Victoria Read Society, a community based non-profit society, where
she has taught and coordinated literacy programs ever since. She also worked
briefly as a volunteer tutor coordinator at a provincial Correctional Facility,
and as a literacy instructor for Camosun College. She served on the Literacy
Materials Bulletin committee and chaired it for two years.

Joyce Cameron
I feel very honoured in the work I do to be involved in people’s lives
at a point when they’re coming back to school to take up something
they were unsuccessful at before. To do that kind of sharing in
their lives, to be there in that way, that’s the hook for me.
Joyce Cameron started in ABE/Literacy teaching GED for the Surrey School
District and then she was hired part time at Douglas College twenty-some
years ago, to do substitution and to develop a program in conjunction with a
union. She had done community work in both Ottawa and Surrey, had been
involved in union leadership in her former factory job, and after teacher training she had decided against working with children in the school system. She
became a classroom instructor teaching mostly basic literacy and working
with a tutor-training program. Joyce wrote A Guide for Tutoring Adult Literacy
Students. She has been a member of the Literacy Materials Bulletin Committee
and she served as coordinator of the Learner Events in BC. Later, the motivation for her research work in phonological awareness came directly from her
experience teaching reading and writing. “It’s like an enormous puzzle and I
feel if I can understand some of this then maybe I can make more of a difference.”
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Steve Cheung
I was born in China in 1954. In that era China was peaceful and
purposeful (at least that’s how I perceived it as a little boy). It was
time to rebuild the country together. That pioneer spirit had a
long-lasting effect on me. I was trained to believe that I can do anything, and that I should not give up on any challenge.
My mother was alone raising three sons and was also working fulltime in the commune restaurant. My father preferred a capitalistic
lifestyle and “ran away” from the communists to Hong Kong,
which was a British colony. I was left alone to roam about freely,
and so I spent a lot of time building toys, such as kites, carts, boats,
furniture, bows and arrows, slings, guns and cannons etc. I
started my first day of school planting a tree in the schoolyard and
watched it grow. The school also took me on many field trips to
visit the police station, hospital, factories, farms, old age homes and
the many other community establishments. I had a great sense of
belonging to my class, school, and community.
By the time I was ten years old, my family moved to Hong Kong to
be reunited with my father. Hong Kong’s streets were full of people
and its warm climate spawns a very rich street life. I spent a lot a
time exploring the city life (while missing classes) watching the
various local craftsmen do their trades right on the streets. My exposure to the talents of these people had greatly reinforced my
desire to be as self-reliant as possible.
Steve Cheung moved to Canada when he was 19 on July 4, 1974. Steve has a
Bachelor’s degree in psychology from Wilfrid Laurier University. While at
university, he tutored in math, and while working at a residence for mentally
handicapped adults in White Rock, he learned to use and program computers. Upon moving to Duncan, BC, he began to tutor in math and physics at
Malaspina University-College and in 1996 began teaching math and physics
in the ABE/Literacy program.

Paula Davies
I enjoy teaching in ways that engage the learners right from the
very beginning. A very successful teaching situation is one that
would have students actively learning and have an outcome of students going away from the class feeling as if they had learned and
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contributed and therefore have validated the current knowledge
and life experiences they have.
Paula Davies worked as a secondary school teacher and a broadcaster for
CBC before she moved to Prince George and started at the College of New
Caledonia doing ESL with the “boat people” when they first arrived. She
worked between the school district and the college for a number of years and
then became the faculty person responsible for the VALT program at CNC to
train volunteer tutors to work with literacy learners. Now she teaches English
in the ABE/Literacy program. Paula recently participated in a collaborative
research project reported in Dancing in the Dark (Niks et al., 2003).

Julia Dodge
I love to teach because my students are in my community and I
want to be part of their learning process. It is the most wonderful
time to be part of that sense of power that comes when they see
themselves as creators of knowledge. They can see that they already
have the skills and they start to demystify the tangle of learning.
Julia Dodge was looking for community when she started her literacy teaching. She had studied theatre and languages and spent thirteen years in
commercial banking, but when she moved to Sechelt with her young family
she became a student again in the Adult and Continuing Education Program
at the University of Victoria. She began her literacy work with regional literacy coordination, workplace literacy, and tutor training on the Sunshine
Coast. Julia later moved to the Fraser Valley where she works for University
College of the Fraser Valley. She continues with regional literacy coordination, teaching literacy and tutor training in the two main campuses and
within the prison population of the Fraser Valley.

Kathy Hamilton
I’m glad for the recurring challenge to change that we face. I would
hate to get so complacent or comfortable with what I’m doing that I
get into a rut because that would be doing the students a disservice. So I would say the constant change is a challenge, but it also
keeps us alert—keeps us on our toes—keeps us living.
Kathy Hamilton’s career as a teacher of adults began when she was attending
university in Alberta. During that time she was also waitressing and bartending, and one of her clients asked if she would teach a Continuing Education
bartending class. She said yes. After graduating with a Bachelor of Education
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in English, Kathy taught ESL for three years before leaving to have a baby. In
1985 when she returned to teaching, an evening part time ABE/Literacy position was available, and according to Kathy, “I think it was luck. I think it was
meant to be.”
In 1989 Kathy and her family moved to the Okanagan, and she began her present career, teaching ABE/Literacy at Okanagan College. During her years in
ABE, she has taught all levels, fundamental to provincial, many subjects including math, English, social studies, science, and been in learning
environments from a self-paced learning centre, to “multi-multi-level classrooms” to self-contained classrooms. Presently, Kathy is ABE Department
Chair, teaches English in Penticton and serves on the Provincial Articulation
Steering Committee.

Sandy Shilling MacKelir
I’m enthusiastic and very interested in people’s lives from a
teacher’s perspective. I’m not gifted or brilliant and so often what
these guys are struggling through I have struggled through—not
to the same extent as people who have come in with tons of life issues but I can really understand finding subjects difficult and
confusing. I think that this has really affected how I teach. I have a
certain empathy and I absolutely know given the same life challenges (that my students have) I would have addictions, I would
have bad parenting skills. I don’t feel a huge separation. I feel extremely lucky that I was handed a kinder childhood than so many
of these people. I can understand, and not have a lot of judgments
of, people who are disenfranchised from an early age, and often
they amaze me and I don’t know if I would do as well.
Sandy Shilling MacKelir received her BA from the University of Alberta
(1979), followed by a course in Teaching English as a Foreign Language at the
University of Ottawa. She moved to Grand Forks in 1981 after spending a
year in Asia, took Distance Education courses in human services at the Southern Alberta Institute of Technology (SAIT) and worked with people with
disabilities. In the mid-eighties, she facilitated a Courage to Heal group and
was a part-time counsellor for women in abusive relationships. She continued
to complete workshops and course work in Victims Assistance training, Suicide Prevention, and Family Violence Sexual Assault counseling. At this time
she became a founding member of the Boundary Women’s Coalition and
managed to obtain ongoing funding to open a women’s shelter, and later a
women’s centre, in Grand Forks.
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In 1991 Sandy became an instructor in the ABE/Literacy program at Selkirk
College in Grand Forks. She is the adored instructor of all the Fundamental
students on her campus as well as an important and valued member of her
teaching team.

Mark McCue
Mark McCue received a Bachelor of Education from UBC in 1976 and a Diploma in Teaching to Diversity from Simon Fraser University in Burnaby, BC
in 2000. He started working with adults in 1979 after a period of working in
the public school system. In 1984, he was offered the opportunity to start an
adult literacy program in Surrey, a program that eventually grew to become
the Invergarry Learning Centre.
I had left that system in 1980, did some other stuff, but really I
missed teaching. I didn’t miss teaching in the system, but I missed
being a teacher—I missed working with people in the way that I
had hoped to be able to work with people. … I’m not an extremely
social person but I like people … I like the idea of people—I like the
idea of working with people and making connections with people,
even these kids … making the kinds of connections where you can
sit down and have a real meaningful chat with a fifteen- or sixteenyear-old kid. It’s pretty nice to be able to have that opportunity.
Mark has been involved in a couple of research projects over the years, including a study on collaboration, Suspended in a Web of Relationships:
Collaborative ethnographic evaluation, by A. Tom, H. Fingeret, M. Niks, J. Dawson, P. Dyer, L. Harper, D. Lee, M. McCue, and A. Morley (1994) and a
national demonstration project on Youth at Risk at the New School in Surrey
where he is currently giving shape to the project as the head teacher.
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Rena Neufeld
I think [being effective] depends on not just accepting the students,
but valuing the students and valuing the contribution they can
make to my life personally as an instructor. I learn lots from my
students and I make sure I tell them that. I think seeing them not
as commodities or courses or you know funding, but seeing them
as real people with real struggles certainly is my approach and
that’s probably why I often do become friends with my students.
Rena Neufeld received her teacher training at Simon Fraser University, specializing in primary education. She then worked in School District 91,
Nechako Lake as an elementary teacher for ten years, and, when the district
decided to start an adult education program, she switched to teaching adults.
While working in this program, Rena received a Masters of Teaching and
Curriculum Design from Gonzaga University, Spokane. She did this work
over two years, summers in Spokane and every other week-end in Vanderhoof. She has served on the Literacy Materials Bulletin committee and a BC
Teacher’s Federation task force on adult education. Rena teaches with a team
of instructors in a drop-in setting; the adult education centre where she works
offers instruction from literacy levels to Grade 12 completion.

Gillian Newman
Gillian Newman started teaching in the British high school system in 1971
from grades six to twelve. She taught English to all the different grade levels.
Gillian emigrated to Canada in 1977 and her initial job was in Red Deer, Alberta. It took her a while to get her teaching qualifications transferred and
accepted so she worked for a couple of years in an institution for the mentally
challenged, teaching basic skills. With her teaching credentials confirmed, she
started teaching at Red Deer College, Red Deer, Alberta. It was there that
Gillian started in the true ABE/Literacy environment, teaching reading, study
skills, and upgrading, as well as doing some post-secondary communication
courses. In the early 90s love brought her to the Lower Mainland of British
Columbia and in 1992 she started working in the ABE/Literacy department at
Capilano College, North Vancouver. She’s been teaching full time since.
I think what kept me there was the fact that to some extent adults
who go for upgrading, the typical ABE students, they are the forgotten ones. They’ve had so many barriers already in their lives;
high school for different reasons didn’t work for them. When I was
working in ABE, what I was delighted with in comparison with
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my previous teaching experience [was that] this particular ABE
department enabled me to really have a lot of individual interaction
with the students—self-paced classes, being with them, talking
with them—and it really opened my eyes because up to that point I
don’t think I really knew much about the typical ABE student. It
really opened my eyes to the tremendous disadvantages and issues
that they were dealing with; I just genuinely felt that I could really
help them … and I felt that they deserved the best that we could
give them because … I couldn’t believe the kind of life they were
living, on such limited resources and very few alternatives and
still they were making time to come to school, to upgrade and they
just caught me emotionally—and it’s been that way ever since.
Gillian holds a BA (Honours) in English Literature from Hull University in
England, a Post Graduate Certificate of Education from Leeds University in
England and a British Columbia Teacher’s Certificate.

Kate Nonesuch
Kate Nonesuch says she was “born a teacher,” and remembers the pleasure
that came from teaching younger children when she was about ten and
throughout her teens. Little wonder that she chose teacher training when she
graduated from high school in Saskatchewan. However, she hated working in
the K-12 system, and spent the next 12 years finishing an English degree from
Carleton University, traveling in Europe and working as an activist in the
Women’s Liberation Movement in Ottawa. In 1980 she moved to Vancouver.
That’s when I fell into this job. I fell into ABE—I don’t think I
even knew ABE existed. I didn’t have a job and I knew somebody
who was teaching ABE for the North Vancouver School Board and
she got me a job there, part time. I had no sense of what I was doing but I was hungry for any kind of a job and I loved teaching so I
tried teaching ABE.
Kate worked for the North Vancouver School Board for about a year, until
she got a half-time job at Douglas College, teaching nights. A few months
later she moved to Salt Spring Island to become a potter but at the end of the
second year she started working at Malaspina University-College, Cowichan
Campus, where she has been teaching for the past twelve years. In September
1999 she set up the Reading and Writing Centre in a storefront in downtown
Duncan, offering the Fundamental Levels of English and Math, part of the
ABE/Literacy program of Malaspina University-College. The staff and stu-
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dents at the Centre strive to give students as much decision-making power as
they will take.

Sandi Rainville
Sandi Rainville obtained her teaching qualifications in 1970 through the
Teacher Training Program at Brandon College in Brandon, Manitoba. For
years, while raising her family, Sandi taught in the public school system as a
substitute teacher. She started teaching ABE/Literacy in 1988 at the Invergarry Learning Centre and she is happily still there.
I’ve been there now for fifteen years and I still look forward to
every day. I’m not in the literacy program anymore but in an open
area, and with the kind of materials that we’re using I still get the
sense that people have a certain amount of autonomy and they have
a certain amount of freedom in still a very respectful environment.
It just really very often brings out the best of them and I’m always
amazed at how incredibly intelligent these folks are—I’m just in
awe. ... It’s really nice to compliment people all the time. For the
most part—I would say ninety-nine percent of the time—that’s all
you do, and then you can just see them blossom.
The Invergarry Learning Centre was her first exposure to adult learning and
according to Sandi, “It was like a breath of fresh air to me just to go into an
adult centre.” At Invergarry, Sandi has some administrative duties and
teaches a variety of subjects including a Women’s Writing class that she developed and has taught for several years. Over the years she has taken several
courses in the Faculty of Education at Simon Fraser University in Burnaby,
British Columbia.

Nancy Ross
There’s no question that [teaching literacy] is a political act. … It’s
political in that we know it’s a valid goal to just improve people’s
day-to-day lives and broaden their horizons. Students are gaining
power every step they make along in their journey. I think that’s
why I love fundamental. I get to see people making those changes
which are so transformational for them.
Nancy Ross began teaching ABE/Literacy at Northwest Community College
(NWCC) in 1986. Earlier she had received a degree in horticulture and then
had taught horticulture at a college in Fairview, Alberta. She moved to the
small northwest city of Terrace, originally to become head gardener at the
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Terrace campus of NWCC. Later, when children arrived, she worked in a variety of areas, including running a tourist café and general store and
managing garden centres. NWCC’s local ABE/Literacy department approached her to teach part-time and develop courses in math, science and
English. Several years later, she completed Simon Fraser University’s teaching (PDP) program to broaden her choices of employment, and more recently,
completed her Masters of Education Degree in Curriculum and Instruction
through the University of Northern BC (UNBC). For many years now, Nancy
has taught in a variety of programs including post-secondary science, trade
maths and ABE. Presently she is teaching at the Fundamental level: math,
computers and English. Nancy continues to be very involved beyond the
classroom. Nancy was a member of the Literacy Materials Bulletin for a number of years, and, until recently, was the vice-chair of the instructor’s union.
She has been the Fundamental subcommittee chair for the twelve NWCC
campuses for the past four years, and is their representative on the provincial
Fundamental Working Committee.

Wendy Tagami
I am always looking at trying to give something to students or trying to bring the best out in students—to encourage them to at least
try something new and reward them for something they do well. I
definitely believe that I am a nurturing person. I will take everybody under my wing. I care about what happens to the students. I
care about whether they’re learning it or not. I care about when
they look me in the face that I know that they’re getting it or
they’re not getting it. That’s what matters to me and I think that’s
what comes across in the classroom. … One thing I can tell you is
that this is the best job on earth and if there is anything my students learn from me is that they should have a passion for what
they do and a passion for their job and a passion for what they’ve
chosen because they’ll find it easier to get up in the morning and
go to work. I know what’s waiting for me and I know I love that
challenge and I think that’s part of the reason why this job is so
great and so enjoyable.
Wendy Tagami has her BA in Education and has worked at Selkirk College
for 25 years. Besides being able to teach all ABE/Literacy subjects which include math, English, science and computers at all levels, Wendy ran the
Crescent Valley/Slocan Valley ABE Learning Centre for 22 years. She has sat
on numerous Selkirk College committees and has been a member of the Fun-
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damental Articulation Working Committee since 1988. Wendy’s work passion
has been in the area of literacy and has led her to assume many different coordinating positions over the years. These include being the Selkirk
coordinator for the Learner Events, for Project Literacy West Kootenays, for
volunteer tutors, and for the Literacy Book Voyage. Wendy has recently
closed her doors in the Slocan Valley to ABE/Literacy students and is now a
valued member of the Nelson Campus ABE/Literacy program.

Jan Weiten
I think the longer I teach the more the students see the real me. I
arrived at the conclusion at some point if you can’t be yourself and
have some fun at it, then why do it [teach]? If you always have to
be a certain kind of person, then it’s just not worth it. I think it
was conscious and probably part of it was getting over the kind of
role you have when you’re a public school teacher. I have grown—
not always having to look like I know the answer or be right. So I
say, I don’t know. What do you think?
Jan Weiten’s love of travel was the catalyst that brought her into the field of
teaching. At the age of 25, Jan returned to school at the University of Saskatchewan to get her teaching degree, so she could travel and work. Shortly
afterward, Jan went to Japan where she taught English to adults for a year
and a half. When she returned to Saskatchewan, she worked with an immigration society as a tutor and then taught high school for a few years before
returning to Japan to teach. On her return to Canada, Jan moved to BC, and,
after a brief stint teaching middle school in the north, she began to explore
career possibilities. After a great deal of exploration and research, she discovered the field of adult literacy and decided to try to find work in this area.
Shortly after reaching this decision 13 years ago, Jan began teaching in Vancouver Community College’s Basic Education Department where she
continues to teach today. Throughout her years as a literacy instructor, Jan
has taught group-based English or math classes as well as self-paced math
and English classes. She also spent six years as a member of the provincial
Literacy Materials Bulletin Committee and has applied for and received costshared funding to produce literacy materials for instructors and learners. Today, Jan’s classroom is a “friendly, calm place … a place where people can get
things done … a place of learning.”
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Robert Zimmerman
I think there has to be something transformational about what I do.
If there isn’t then I don’t think I’ve done a whole lot. I’m certainly
not a deliverer of curriculum or facts or, for that matter, knowledge
or content. I don’t really see myself doing a whole lot of that. If
people can leave saying that they enjoy learning a little more than
when they came in, that maybe they’ll carry that for the rest of
their lives, and that maybe in some ways their lives have been
changed, then I think yeah, I’ve probably done part of my job.
Robert Zimmerman has a BA in English Literature, an MA in Adult Education, and a teaching certificate. He also was a Doctorial candidate. He has
worked in the ABE/Literacy field for 30 years and is thinking about retiring
in the next year or two. He has been active in the articulation process for the
province and the educational council at his college and is presently working
in student services.
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Research Friends
Betsy Alkenbrack
My first teaching job was at a small rural high school in Lesotho, southern Africa. I loved teaching, but not the system, so when I returned to Canada, I
looked for opportunities to teach adults. This led me to the wonderful adult
literacy community and a job at East End Literacy in Toronto. After eight
years there, I was ready for a sabbatical, so signed up for a six-month technical assistance project in Johannesburg, South Africa. I stayed for 11 years:
helping to build the adult literacy movement, training teachers, developing
materials for literacy and popular education, getting my first taste of research
and participating in the new democracy. I first met some members of the Effective Instructors group online when I sent letters from South Africa to
Literacy BC’s electronic conference system. Now in Vancouver, I am a doctoral student at UBC, and I teach adult education and ESL courses in various
locations in the lower mainland. My favourite class at the moment is with a
group of domestic workers.
I joined this research group because I am interested in supporting Research in
Practice in Adult Literacy (RiPAL). One way to support it is to document it
and promote it, so I have chosen that topic for my doctoral research. The
group has agreed to let me be a participant observer at their meetings and to
interview them about the process. In return I help them out by taking minutes, choosing which restaurants to go to, giving feedback on their writing
and helping with literature searches. I feel very privileged to be part of this
collaborative journey.

Marina Niks
My first experience with research was in Argentina in 1986. I was part of a
team that did a socio-cultural assessment of a neighbourhood. Traditional research tasks such as interviewing, observation and analysis were combined
with open meetings with neighbours where we discussed the data we were
collecting and invited them to analyse it with the research team. Since then, I
have always been interested in involving non-traditional actors in research.
While I was doing my Master’s program at UBC, I was offered the opportunity to be part of a large research project that looked at two adult literacy
programs in the Lower Mainland. This was my first glance at literacy and
ABE programs in North America. In 1998 I jumped at the opportunity offered
by Audrey Thomas and Allison Tom to help literacy and ABE practitioners
Research Friends
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write research proposals. This experience led to a more formalized role. Since
1999 I have been a “research friend,” encouraging and supporting BC literacy
practitioners and learners to do research. Through this role, I have led research-training workshops for literacy practitioners and worked in several
research projects carried out by literacy practitioners and learners. Being part
of this project has been a thrilling experience. It gave me the opportunity to
be part of an amazing group of committed professional and experienced
women who care about their learners and their communities. I learned a lot
about literacy and about adult basic education. I also learned a lot about research. While the project was on-going, I finished my doctoral program. As I
made progress in my graduate studies following academic criteria to do the
analysis and writing of my research, I also observed how the team took on
their research. It was fascinating to be part and see how people who have not
been academically trained to do research can take on and carry out a rigorous
process to generate knowledge about their own practice.

Bonnie Soroke
I am a founding and active member of RiPAL-BC (pronounced ‘Ripple’),
mother of a teen-aged son (my computer mentor), writer of a recently completed masters thesis (ethnography of an adult literacy centre), visual artist
(with zippers & wire), gardener (on wilderness acreage), musician (flutes, piano, accordion) and motorcyclist (on an ’86 Honda Custom).
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Recommendations
A. For Institutions Offering ABE/Literacy
Programs and ABE/Literacy Practitioners
Teamwork
1. There are many references in our data to the importance of teamwork and the deleterious effect of a lack of collegiality in
ABE/Literacy departments. We recommend that each program
make it a priority to build the team atmosphere among instructors
focusing on reflecting, discussing and debriefing of the teaching
experience.

Personnel and hiring practices
2. As other support structures within the community are no longer
as accessible for our students, instructors are finding it difficult to
balance their jobs. We recommend that all programs and unions
revisit ABE/Literacy instructor job descriptions. More specific attention and value needs to be given to the full spectrum of the job
in order for ABE/Literacy instructors to work effectively.
3. Because motivation, beliefs and attitudes are so crucial to an effective instructor, we recommend that committees hiring
ABE/Literacy instructors formulate their questions to elicit a clear
picture of the motivation, beliefs and attitudes of the candidates.
This is equally as important as subject area competence for a new
instructor.
4. We found that effective instructors made an authentic, respectful
connection with their individual students. We recommend that
hiring committees, in their hiring practices, explore ways to determine the difference between patronizing attitudes that see
students as in need of help and attitudes that show respect for
students and a willingness to work with students as equal adults.
5. We recommend that counselling support be available to
ABE/Literacy staff on a regular basis to deal with the effect of
working with a population subject to trauma and who have a
number of barriers to successful learning.
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Professional development
6. ABE/Literacy instructors engaging in research need time to collect, analyze and write their findings. Therefore, ABE/Literacy
instructors engaged in research need to be recognized as researchers. We recommend they be given the same time and support that
academic researchers in their institutions receive to do their projects.
7. We recommend that practitioners be provided with opportunities
to reflect on their teaching practice. This can be done in a variety
of ways, which may include team meetings, professional development, journal writing, discussions with colleagues and
opportunities to do research on their practice.
8. The emotional connection an instructor has with the student is one
of the keys to effective instruction. We recommend that professional development opportunities be developed to assist
instructors to clarify their goals, ethics, responsibilities and
boundaries around making connections with their students.
9. Power and politics are complex subjects for many instructors. We
recommend that professional development opportunities be offered to assist instructors to clarify for themselves their attitudes
to power and politics in the ABE/Literacy classroom.
10. Effective instructors strive to teach the whole person. This means
addressing students’ personal and emotional as well as educational needs and structuring the learning environment around
students’ lives, hopes and goals. We recommend that instructors
been given time, encouragement and professional development
opportunities to address how to do this.

Student safety and support
11. A sense of safety and belonging is important to ABE/Literacy
students. We recommend that ABE/Literacy classes have a dedicated classroom where students and instructors can experience a
sense of ownership of their learning space.
12. Where students feel emotionally and physically safe, they are
more willing to take risks. We recommend that students be provided with an environment free from physical danger, and where
they are emotionally safe to take risks in their learning.
13. Because of the nature of the ABE/Literacy student population, we
recommend that counselors be available to students.
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14. We recommend that instructors, institutions and funders recognize the importance of instructors learning who their students are,
their backgrounds and their goals. We recommend that institutions and funders provide financial support so instructors are
given the time to complete individual interviews with students.

Program content
15. Because self-esteem and a sense of self-worth contribute to quality
of life and successful learning for students, we recommend that
ABE/Literacy instructors make it a priority to assist their students
to develop these qualities.
16. We found that community participation ensures community support of the program and the individual students. Further,
community action emphasizes leadership skills and the use of
skills in a wider setting than the classroom. Finally, it encourages
the programs to be responsive to community needs. We recommend that ABE/Literacy instructors and students take part in
their local communities in any way possible.
17. We found that instruction was more effective when the instructors
were allowed to select material that suited their students. This was
true in all subject areas and at all levels, including the upper levels
of ABE/Literacy. We recommend that instructors create curriculum and select materials in order to make learning relevant to
their students.
18. We found that many effective instructors working at the beginning literacy levels know that a portion of students will never
advance to higher levels of education for a variety of reasons, yet
those students value and benefit from literacy classes. We recommend some research be done to explore ways in which we can, in
our society, support those members with low literacy skills to participate using such skills as they have. As well, we recommend
that, when necessary, students be encouraged to participate in literacy level courses where the continuation of learning is the goal
rather than passing to the next level.
19. We found effective instructors created learning environments that
were fun for themselves and their students. We recommend that
instructors provide instruction that is enjoyable and fun, in order
to maximize student learning and growth and that instructors be
provided with professional development opportunities to discover how to do this.
Recommendations
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B. For Groups Planning a Research Project
1. Our research included participants from around the province and
from different teaching settings and experiences. This variety was
necessary because of the topic of our research. Depending upon
the purpose of the research, we recommend the group consider
including participants from diverse experiences and teaching
backgrounds and who live in rural and urban areas.
2. As many of us in the group were new to research in practice, the
research friend worked with us and supported our ABE/Literacy
research team by teaching us various research techniques, by
helping us to make our research decisions and by making us
aware of different options that we may not have considered.
ABE/Literacy instructors engaging in research need such support.
We recommend that a team include from the beginning one or
more members with research experience, perhaps in a “research
friend” role.
3. Between meetings, communication keeps the energy and focus of
the group going. We recommend that a potential group look for
and budget for effective ways to communicate between meetings.
One of these ways is using a conferencing system like First Class,
which was an invaluable tool for our team.
4. Providing and receiving feedback on our writing was stressful
and tiring and this is something research teams should expect and
plan for. We recommend that a group break down pieces of writing in order to give feedback more effectively.
5. We recommend that a research group use pieces of writing early
in the process, not merely as drafts or springboards to thinking;
rather, they semi-finalize some early pieces in order to experience
the process of providing and receiving feedback.

C. For Funders
1. Research in practice has become a way for the work of
ABE/Literacy to be better understood and more effectively conducted. We recommend that funders provide support to research
in practice.
2. ABE/Literacy instructors engaging in research benefit from being
part of a research culture. Therefore, we recommend that funders
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3.

4.

5.

6.

continue to support and develop RiPAL-BC and national and international groups interested in practitioner research.
We found some funders did not accept research proposals in a
non-academic style. We recommend that if those outside the universities are to do research, funders be prepared to accept
proposals and reports in practitioners’ language and style.
When work is collaborative, face-to-face meetings in a retreat style
are a necessity for the whole team. This requires that the team,
both practitioner researchers and research friends, leave their
home and work lives to meet day and night for a number of days.
We recommend that funders consider it a priority to provide sufficient and appropriate funds for such meetings.
The role of the coordinator was vital to keep everyone on track,
and to take care of the many details that are involved in research
projects. We recommend that funding include adequate money for
a coordinator’s position to make the role effective.
Research-in-practice reports must be not only written and edited
but designed to appeal to the varied readership of research in
practice. We recommend that funding should be included for not
only editing of the final project, but designing it as well.
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Appendix
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
INTRODUCTION
Brief description of project in general terms, without giving away the “content” of the codes or the “answers” to the questions we will be asking.
Something like: I am part of a group of five ABE and literacy instructors who
have been involved in the field for between 6 and 25 years. We have designed
a research project to describe, reflect, analyse and define our practice from a
research perspective. Through our experience we have found that we can
sometimes be highly effective and sometimes we are not. We are interested in
these concepts. What is happening between the learners and ourselves that
makes us feel effective? What does effective mean in the ABE/Literacy context? And the times when we feel ineffective, what is going on in the class,
between the learners and ourselves? What does that look like? We want to
know what and how effective instructors work. During the last year our team
has been writing about our history in the profession and have also journeyed
our daily practice. We want to hear from other instructors in the field.
(We may want to have a few synonyms for effective to explain ourselves better: ideas?) Discuss consent and permission to tape. Agree on their interest in
receiving a copy of the transcription, being named, etc. We need to develop
either a shared consent form or at least a list of things you need to cover before you start with the questions.
The interview will be divided into roughly 7 sections although some answers
may fit in more than one of the sections.

LIFE BEFORE ABE
Can you tell me when you started teaching ABE?
As they describe you will need to pay attention to see if you are getting a picture of the career path that we can then “contrast” against the ones from your
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autobiographies. If there are “pieces” missing from their account, you may
want to ask.
A probing question might be: What were some important influences that
made you decide to be an ABE practitioner? Did you get there by choice or by
accident?

THE JOB
What is your work assignment this term or year?
Can you please describe the scope of your job? What all different activities
and responsibilities does your job entail?
Listen to what they say and based on that you may want to probe with: the
teaching? Administration? Side of your desk? How are these parts of your
job? How are they not?
What part of your job do you enjoy the most? Why?
What is important for you as an instructor? How would you describe yourself
as an instructor?
How would you describe a very successful teaching situation?
What do you find are the challenges? How do you address such challenges in
your teaching?
Can you think of times in the classroom when you are doing the kind of
teaching that you really enjoy? How would you describe those times?

STUDENTS
Tell me about the students in your classes. Probing questions: their characteristics, their purpose, their makeup, their socio economic status?

Hardwired for Hope

213
What do you notice about this/these groups of students compared to other
times or places. Probing: this year’s student population compared to other
years? BC’s students compared to other places you worked? How is this
group different or similar compared to other groups you have had?
Why do you think there are these differences/similarities?

PERSONAL CHARACTERISTICS
How would you describe yourself in terms of your personal characteristics?
What adjectives they would use to describe personal characteristics? This
question may need to be explained a bit. Maybe give them hints: do you think of
yourself as patient, caring, emotional, etc. but we may want to wait to see if they
come up with something first and take it from there.
Which of the above or other characteristics you think come out most in the
classroom? And when interacting with students outside of the classroom?
With peers? With administration?
How and when do you reveal your “true” self in the classroom?

LEARNING ENIRONMENT
Describe the classroom learning environment you try to create for your students. (do not go into detail at first about emotional, physical, etc—probe if
they do not go into that).

PROBING QUESTIONS
You have just described the physical environment you try to create. Is there
any other aspect you look at /pay attention to when creating your classroom?
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What does that look like? What do you mean by “safe” (or other words that
they may have used and are too abstract)? Can you say more about that? How do
you know when you have succeeded? How do you know when you haven’t
succeeded?
How do you create the environment that you have just described?
Some people have mentioned … Is that important to you/ Do you agree?
Again the problem with this topic is that we will only be able to query if our interviewees give us an opening/key entry. If they mention/imply words or sentences such
as “connectedness”, “safety”, “team”, “community inside or outside of the classroom”… we should see this as an opportunity to probe and move on to community.

COMMUNITY
this section could be merged to the previous one as long as we intentionally
probe into the community aspect of the learning environment. That would
give us 6 sections instead of 7 which seems like too many.
Statement:
You mentioned that “ ... ” is important to you.
Question:
Why is it important to you?
Can you say more about it?
How do you create “ … “ in the classroom … or ... in the institution ... or ... in
the ABE community or in your local community?
What does it look like once you have created it in the classroom ... or ... in the
institution ... or in the ABE community or in your local community?
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POWER & POLITICS
What do you see as your responsibilities? In the classroom? In the institution?
Which ones are/are not in your job description?
In what areas do you feel/know you have enough influence or power to do
the things you want to accomplish? In what areas are you lacking power to
do the things you want to/need to do?
How do you use your power as an instructor? How do you think others use
power in your institution?
How do you think the issue of social class plays out in the classroom?
What do think of the statement “teaching is a political act”?
How has the current political climate affected your students? What have you
noticed? Has the current political climate affected the way you do your job?
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INTERVIEW FACE SHEET
Although it is called face sheet, we may end up asking these questions at the
end or throughout. Some we may not need to ask because we know the answers to the questions and we just fill them out ourselves, other answers may
come up during the conversation.
Date of Interview:..........................................................................................................
Name of Interviewee: ...................................................................................................
Interviewer:....................................................................................................................
Interview Site:................................................................................................................
Time of Interview:.........................................................................................................
Method of Recording:...................................................................................................
Transcriber: ....................................................................................................................
Demographic Information of the Interviewee: .........................................................
Pseudonym (wants?): ...................................................................................................
Address:..........................................................................................................................
Phone Number: .............................................................................................................
Age: Gender: ______________________
Cultural Background & 1st Language: want these? .................................................
Education: ......................................................................................................................
Institution they work at:...............................................................................................
For how long? ................................................................................................................
Classes they teach: ........................................................................................................
Admin Position: ............................................................................................................
Participation in the ABE field: ....................................................................................
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