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Introduction
BEARING BLOSSOMS…SOWING SEEDS BROUGHT TOGETHER 58 PEOPLE FROM ACROSS
CANADA AND FROM THE UK, THE USA AND AUSTRALIA. Participants in this literacy research
in practice Gathering 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.

H

eld at the University of Alberta, the
Gathering was an initiative of the Alberta
RiPAL Network and was sponsored by the
Literacy Coordinators of Alberta, the Centre for
Research on literacy at the U of A, and The
Learning Centre Literacy Association, Edmonton.
The Gathering built on previous Canadian
consultations and seminars about literacy
research and drew from efforts to support
research in practice in Canada and elsewhere.1
The guiding intention of the Gathering was to
“continue to move forward with the field of
research in practice.”

For readers who attended the Gathering, Looking
back. Looking in is a reminder of being there. For
others, it offers glimpses into the event. The first
part of the book provides an overview of the
Gathering and the pre- and post-Gathering
activities. The second part includes reports of the
workshops and inquiry groups, reflections on the
Gathering and a report on the evaluation.
Hopefully, as you read the pages that follow, you
will connect or reconnect with others who share
your interests in literacy research in practice.
Welcome.

1 In 1996, the National Literacy Secretariat, Ottawa, hosted a policy conversation on literacy research. Participants identified a need
to recognize, link, support and advance literacy research and practice. In 1997, eighteen literacy researchers, practitioners and
consultants attended a seminar in Edmonton to discuss the potential and possible future applications of literacy research in practice
in Canada. One recommendation was to hold a conference on the topic.
In 1998, the NLS published Enhancing literacy research in Canada, which identified practitioner research as one important direction
for literacy research. By this time organized activities to support literacy research in practice were underway in Alberta and British
Columbia and connections were being made with research in practice networks and projects in the UK, the USA and Australia (see
Quigley and Norton, page 46).
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The aims

of the

Gathering

• bring together people who are engaged in
literacy research in practice
• provide a place where people could tell others
about their research and get feedback
• provide workshops and seminars, about
research processes (e.g., writing research
reports)
• provide places for people to have
conversations/dialogues about challenges and
possibilities in research in practice
• facilitate an inclusive, collaborative, learningcentred, holistic, critically reflective process

were to:

• provide opportunities for people to meet,
develop relationships, talk into the wee hours,
imagine, dream, re-create, and get energized.
People said:
“Right from the beginning, the tone was
set that we all have something to bring
and share, and have a responsibility to
do so, and have the opportunity to learn
from everyone.”
— Judy Murphy
“The opportunity to meet other
researchers and hear their stories was
very important to me. I had many
questions about methods of collecting
and analyzing data….The participants
were very open to sharing methods.”
— Rebecca Still
“The openness of the participants, the
smallish settings, the round gathering
room, the unusual roles that people
could play, the many opportunities to
engage the senses—great learning. I felt
totally engaged with mind, heart and feet
(for action).”
— Mary Ellen Belfiore

4
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People at the Gathering
VARIOUS APPROACHES WERE USED TO PUBLICIZE THE GATHERING AND INVITE
PARTICIPATION. These included:
• personal contact with people involved in
research in practice networks and projects
• involving people in planning the Gathering
• producing a poster
• sending information about the Gathering to
individuals and organizations
• posting information about the Gathering on the
NALD and LCA websites
The Gathering budget included funds for
travel/accommodation subsidies for
participants and honoraria for resource people
and rapporteurs. Meals were provided during
the conference.

6

People said:
“I was more accustomed to hearing
stories about the deficiencies of the
field—poor funding, teaching in yucky
rooms, little $$ for materials, etc. And
so to attend an event that offered SO
much in the way of food,
accommodation, travel expenses, etc.
was such a turn-around. Such a treat to
see people honoured and appreciated
and cared for in such a fine way.”
— Bonnie Soroke

Who came
Fifty-eight people attended the Gathering. The
majority of participants were from Alberta and
British Columbia, but there were participants
from seven other provinces and one of the
territories. Three participants came from England,
three from the USA and one from Australia.
Participants included researchers and people
with an interest in literacy research in practice.
They were situated in various settings and
situations, including:
Literacy /ABE programs
25
Literacy organizations
7
Self-employed / consulting 10
Government
4
Universities
10
Retired
2
Participants are listed in Appendix A.
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Gathering places
THE GATHERING WAS HELD IN THE EDUCATION BUILDING OF THE UNIVERSITY OF
ALBERTA, WITH THE SPONSORSHIP OF THE CENTRE FOR RESEARCH ON LITERACY.
Classrooms on the main floor were reserved and rearranged to accommodate breakaway sessions and a
display area.

K

iva, a round room on the second floor, was
the venue for starting each day. In Pueblo
tradition, a Kiva is a ceremonial house or room
where spiritual teachings are handed down and
stories are told.

8

Participants also gathered around breakfasts and
lunches in the Fourth Floor Lounge, around
suppers in the homes of Mary Norton and Pat
Campbell and at Garneau United Church, and in
local coffee shops and restaurants.

People said:
“Wednesday morning I was happily
surprised to see that the Kiva was
round and that we’d be sitting in a
circle. I immediately thought of the
symbolism of the circle, my mind
connecting to something familiar—
delicious Chinese meals shared with
friends and family around a round
table. I then tried to imagine senior
government officials and politicians
sitting in such a room discussing
policies, budgets and programs.
Would this be possible?”
— A participant
“The informal meetings around the
breakfast tables and other social events
helped me relax.”
— A participant

“The common room used between
sessions was an excellent environment
to build connections that were
made earlier.”
— Michael Johnny

9

Tuesday

Pre-Gathering Workshop

Writing for Research

O

n Tuesday, Jane Mace facilitated a preGathering workshop about writing for
research purposes. As one feature of the
workshop, some participants brought copies of
writing they had drafted. Working in small
groups, they presented the writing and received
feedback. As well as providing time to consider
the topic of writing in some depth, the preGathering workshop invited active participation
and set a tone for the rest of the Gathering.
People said:

Jane Mace is a teacher, writer and
researcher based in England and a
founding member of RaPAL. She
served as Writer in Residence for
the Gathering.
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“I liked Jane’s pre-day on writing the
best. She was a wonderful presenter, very
sharp and insightful, with a way of
making the writing process seem clear
and do-able. I’d say she cut the
cloudiness and mystery out of it and
made me think, ‘Why have a writer’s
block, if this is what it is?’”
— Kate Nonesuch

“I really enjoyed meeting Jane Mace and
attending her sessions. She has a
wonderful approach and is a great
educator…. Her pre-Gathering workshop
was terrific and defined / described
research in a way that I think should be
much more widely understood—that
research is emotional, that its frustrating
and uncertain at times, and that a study
doesn’t belong to the ‘researcher’ but to
the people involved in the work /
learning being studied.”
— Sharon Skage

During the Gathering, Jane met with several
participants about their individual research
writing projects. She read draft reports or outlines
and provided feedback and suggestions.
“I loved hearing Jane Mace take some of
the mystique and trepidation out of
writing our research. She talked about
the importance of seeing yourself as a
good creative writer; her discussion of
the process of writing was helpful to
me—writing it down, reflecting, then
letting go of it; the design of the writing
and research; the importance of finding
your voice in and through writing.”
— Judy Murphy
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Gathering about Literacy Research in Practice / Schedule
Tuesday, July 24

Wednesday, July 25

Thursday, July 26

Friday, July 27

8:00

Rapporteurs meet
Breakfast / Registration

8:30

(Lounge)

Breakfast
(Lounge)
Rise and sing!
(Kiva)
Opening
(Kiva)

Breakfast
(Lounge)
Rise and sing!
(Kiva)
Opening
(Kiva)
Panel /Discussion
(Reflections/ challenges /
hopes)

Workshops Th AM
(2 hours)

"

9:00
Opening
(Kiva)

9:15

9:30
10:00

Writing for research,
with Jane Mace

Making Connections

"

"

Consultation: Literacy
Journal

11:00

Room 106

"

"

"

"

11:30

"

"

12:00

Lunch

Lunch
(Lounge)

Lunch
(Lounge)

12:30

"

"

"

1:00

Writing for research
(cont)

Workshops - W
(2 hours)

Workshops Th PM
(1.5 hours)

1:30

"

"

2:00
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Saturday, July 28

"
"

"
(Rapporteurs meet)

"

3:00

"

3:30

"

Inquiry groups Th
(1 hour)
Inquiry groups - W
(1 hour)

"

4:00

"

(Rapporteurs meet)

4:30

(Rapporteurs meet)

6:00

Social time /snacks
11036 - 85 Avenue

7:009:00

Reporting /Closing
(Kiva)
Lunch
(Lounge)

Registration / Social
Time
(Lounge)

"

Supper for people
staying over
Supper /
Sheela Na Gigh
11048 - 84 Avenue

(Information and sign up
sheet in Display Room)

Registration
On Tuesday evening, participants made their way
through downpouring rain to the Fourth Floor
Lounge where they picked up their program
binders, refreshed themselves, and signed up for
workshops. Registration continued on
Wednesday morning.
People said:
“The bout of rainy weather affected it at
one point and another because I failed to
bring an umbrella…”— A participant
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Wednesday morning

14

Opening

Introducing the rapporteur process

F

ollowing a welcome
by Veronica Park,
President of the
Literacy Coordinators
of Alberta, Ningwakwe
(Priscilla George)
offered a song to “call
in the Spirits so that we
would have a good
gathering.” Participants
joined her in singing,
while facing east, south,
west and north, in turn.

Mary Hamilton, as coordinating rapporteur for
the conference, offered opening comments and
explained the rapporteur process. She also
encouraged people to use journals, the notice
board and other means to document and share
their reflections during the Gathering.

Beendigen Mishomsuk
(Come on in, Grandfathers)
Beendigen Nokmisuk
(Come on in, Grandmothers)
Beendigen Dinwamognuk
(Come on in all my Relations)
Oh-hay-yu-hay-yu-hay-yu-ho.

People said:

Ten rapporteurs committed time and energy to
documenting the sessions and writing up reports
about them. They met at the start of the
Gathering, at the end of each day, and after the
end of the Gathering. As well as planning which
sessions to attend and document, they identified
issues and shared insights which Mary Hamilton
reported back to the whole group (see page 22).

“The rapporteurs made me feel at ease
about choosing what sessions to attend. I
am looking forward to reading about the
sessions I was unable to attend.”
— Michael Johnny

Inviting reflections

Mary Hamilton (left) is a
founding member of
RaPAL, a UK organization
committed to linking
research and practice. She
is a professor at Lancaster
University, England.

Some ways to record / share observations about and
during the Gathering:
•Journals (use your own or pick one up
in the Display Room)
•Memos
•Words and phrases
•Drawings
•Talk
•Songs
•Sculptures
Post or display your observations / reflections in the
Display room and / or give your recordings to a
rapporteur.
Observations / reflections that are shared will be
included with the rapporteur process and may be
included in publications about the Gathering.
All Gathering participants are welcome to attend the
Rapporteurs’ meetings (see schedule).
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Making connections
This session invited people to meet and talk with
a number of other participants. To start, people
grouped under symbols that represented a form of
recreation they enjoyed and then talked about
how they would look after themselves and
“recreate” during the Gathering. This activity
encouraged personal conversation and set a tone
for bringing one’s whole self to learning.
Participants then formed other groups to talk
about when, how and why they became involved
in literacy research in practice.

Mary Norton and Jenny Horsman introduced the
Making Connections session. Mary was one of
the Gathering organizers. Jenny is a facilitator,
researcher and writer based in Toronto.

16

People said:
“The way that the Gathering was
organized (‘making connections’)
etc. helped people to meet and learn
about each other, which made a very
positive difference.”
— Sharon Skage
“The introductory session was well
thought out and allowed for the
‘connections’ to be made. Bringing
people together with common interests
—personal and research-based—was
very good.”
— Michael Johnny

Making Connections
Intentions
•To begin to share / build /
create our histories in literacy
research and practice
•To connect with a number of
other people (names/ faces)
•To connect with some others
about research and topics
of interest
Process
Form groups around: What
ways of taking care of yourself
work best for you?
•Introduce yourselves
•Talk about: How will you take
care of yourself in the next
three days?
When the music moves you…2
Form groups around: Sun Signs
•Introduce yourselves
•Talk about: How, when, why
you got interested in literacy
research in practice

When the music moves you…
Form groups around: The time
period when you got interested
in literacy research in practice
•Introduce yourselves
•Talk about / map:
What invited / stimulated /
blocked literacy research
in practice?
Questions/ insights from
the period
Form groups around: Themes
•Choose a theme / take a
break / find your group
•Introduce yourselves
•Talk about:
Your interests / involvement
in research in practice
Your interest in the theme.

Break for lunch.

2 A selection of Stephen Grappelli’s (1978) Uptown dance was played to signal when it was time to move.
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Making connections, cont.
In their registration forms, participants had been
invited to name topics and questions they were
interested in. Six themes, identified from
participants’ responses, provided catalysts for
small group discussions. Discussions started in
the various meeting rooms and continued over
lunch. Notes from some of the groups are
included with the Reports (p. 31).

Discussion Themes
• Involving participants / learners
in research
• Ethics / practitioner research
as visionary
• Promoting reflection and research
in practice (making practitioners’
knowledge visible)
• Supporting research in practice
and research networks
• Research methods
(e.g., autobiography, interviews)
• Research theory and practice—
relationships/gaps/ roles/ locations
• Sharing/ writing up results—
making them useful

18

People said:
“The discussion groups, particularly the
small ones, provided for open and honest
exchanges. I sensed a certain freedom in
the air, a subdued atmosphere of respect
among the delegates that encouraged
and welcomed different views. Another
important factor for me was the freedom
within the discussion groups. It allowed
the participants to choose directions and
areas of interest within the topic.”
— Phyllis Steeves

Wednesday afternoon
STARTING ON WEDNESDAY AFTERNOON, AND CONTINUING ON THURSDAY, twenty-six
Gathering participants facilitated a total of eleven workshops and eleven inquiry groups about their
research or research processes.

I

n the call for proposals, workshops were
described as Research workshops and Research
Process workshops. In the Research workshops,
resource people were asked to share information
about research they were doing or had completed,
with a focus on learnings from the research and
implications for practice.
In the Research process workshops, resource
people were asked to facilitate learning about a
research process, such as writing in research
processes or approaches to interviewing.
Inquiry groups were described as opportunities to
share and explore experiences, information,
questions and insights around a particular
research in practice topic, such as mentoring new
researchers or participant-centred research.
Inquiry group facilitators were asked to propose a
topic or question for inquiry and initiate and
facilitate discussion during the inquiry group
sessions. These one-hour sessions were scheduled
at the end of the day so that participants could
continue discussions if desired.

People said:
“I was inspired by the range and quality
of work being discussed in the sessions
and by the expertise and passion of those
involved in that work.”
— Sharon Skage
“I am new to literacy research so I didn’t
know what to expect. The over riding
impression I had that I most want to hold
on to is how honest and real and open
all the researchers were no matter how
many books they had to their names.”
— A participant
“People were down to earth, interested in
one another’s work and perspectives, not
the usual competitiveness and one-upship that tends to happen at conferences.
So in this way, it was more than I had
hoped for. It could be true, too, that there
were many like-minded people there, and
that tended to diminish rigorous debate.”
— Suzanne Smythe
19

The workshop and inquiry group titles suggest the scope of research in practice that
is underway. (Reports on the sessions start on p. 35.)
Workshops
How do AWLFEs learn? A collaborative
province-wide practitioner research project
Knocking at the door: Access to Canadian
literacy and upgrading programs. Results of a
national follow-up study

Using action research in workplace
literacy programs
Artifacts as a research tool
Health literacy communication:
Plain language is not enough
Teacher research in the Adult Multiple
Intelligences study
Challenges and possibilities of research in
practice networks
Taking a closer look at gender, mothering and
families in family literacy research and practice
Quantitative research:
A glimpse behind the scenes
Utilizing essential skills in Manitoba’s adult
literacy curriculum
It simply makes us better:
Supporting literacy research in practice

20

Inquiry groups
Practitioners as researchers:
Joys and dilemmas
Research relationships in an action
research project
Gender issues in literacy research
Strategies for promoting research in
literacy programs
Research in practice networks
Research about part-time work:
Implications for literacy educators’
perceptions of practitioner-based research(ers)
Balancing culture—Building cross
community participation and collaboration
in the research process
Teachers and students as researchers
How do we generate readers and writers
of literacy research?
The role of emotional and spiritual growth

21

Thursday morning
Rise and sing!

A

small group of participants who “like to sing
their way into the day” made their way to
Kiva at 8:30 on Thursday morning. Some brought
songs to share.

Issues, sparks, compelling questions
Mary Hamilton presented “Issues, sparks and
compelling questions” that she and the other
rapporteurs had gleaned from discussions and
sessions on Wednesday. Mary’s notes include
some points that were added later in the Gathering.
Power issues
• Power dynamics of research in terms of
institutions, academics, learners
• An us-and-them relationship between
academics and practitioners
• The effect this has on research relationships and
collaborations
• This has been a strong undercurrent in a
number of workshops
• The idea of PUSHING and the PUSHERS—
who, why, how???

22

The Gap
Gaps between roles and locations that people
occupy. We are working in the gap between
research and practice and this can be a very
positive thing—offers new freedoms, there is no
bridge. Being in the river valley between two
big mountains...

Identity issues
Difficulty in seeing ourselves as researchers—
another way of participating. The power
generated by research collaborations, the process
itself. The connection between research and
learning for all participants.

Why do research?
The purposes of research—in whose interests is
it carried out. If research does nothing but make
us feel good is it still OK, worthwhile etc?

But also the intensity, energy, time and
commitment needed for this process to happen.

Building and bridging cultures
How can we build research cultures in the field?
When the numbers of people involved are very
small is it still effective? What would be a
critical enough mass to really change the
culture? Can the cart (of mature practitioner
wisdom) move ahead without the horses
(provincial leadership and strategy). Observation:
people across different institutions (universities,
funders, practitioners) are present at this meeting
and share common concerns about RiPAL—this
is optimistic.

Now you see it, now you don’t
• What is research? Working contexts of
practitioners forces them to challenge the
boundaries of what counts as research, to bend
it to fit the context.
• Perhaps related to this...
The diverse models of research and practice
that people have described.
Hybrids???
• Alternative ways of presenting research—
challenging the representation of literacy issues
• Is anything fair game for research? [e.g. How
can we set up learner networks? ] Can any
question we have become the object of
systematic inquiry? Are there forms of inquiry
that are not research?

Why collaborate? 101 reasons why not to do it...

Translation needed across communities—making
knowledge understandable, developing shared
vocabularies—across practice, research,
policies, other social agencies. This is an
essential part of making practitioner knowledge
visible and credible.

• Where to draw the line? Why cross it? Is it a
status and funding issue???
23

Bits and pieces
• Beginnings of some poems itch, stitch, knit
• Some songs to collect
• Strongly gendered nature of the process of
this event
• If your government was making money
available to support RiP, what would you ask it
to fund? How would you use it?
• By Thursday evening, suggestion that the mood
of the conference had changed: yesterday very
positive, today beginning to unpack some of the
ideas and stand back a bit—identifying
problems and questions e.g., difficulties with
collaboration—lack of clarity about the
process, identifying liberal and conservative
ideologies tangled up in the notion of
collaboration and participation. Need to
identify the privileges we bring to the situation
of collaboration.
• People say that...anyone can teach literacy.

24

Thursday evening
O

n Thursday evening, participants regrouped
at Garneau United Church, just down the
street from the U of A. After a catered supper,
Sheela Na Gighh played and sang. Some people
took up the invitation to dance.

Sheela Na Gigh is an
ancient Celtic goddess
(Old Woman Creatress)
who gave birth to all
races. For the singing
group who borrowed her
name, Sheela Na Gigh
represents the parallels
between diverse cultures.
According to the group,
her original icon was an
earthy, comical reminder
of our humble
beginnings, and through
the ages, the laughter it
elicited was thought to
ward off evil. The group is
grateful for Sheela Na
Gigh’s benevolent sense
of humour.
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Friday
Opening

Reflection

A

t the start of the morning, participants
took some time to collect their thoughts and
reflect on their experiences and learnings in the
previous two days. Some participants worked on
their own, writing, drawing or creating a collage.
Others talked in pairs or small groups.

Following the round, participants went into small
groups to discuss three points:

Round

Learnings and questions were then shared in
various ways. Some people used drama; others
drew or used objects to present their reports.

Following the opening, a round of four
participants shared their prepared reflections on
attending the Gathering. Rebecca Still and
Margaret Herrington were from literacy
programs in Olds, Alberta and Nottingham,
England. Allan Quigley and Sue Shore were
from universities in Antigonish, Nova Scotia,
and Underdale, Australia. (Transcripts of the
reflections start on p. 55.)
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• Name the learning
• Unanswered questions
• Where do I want to go from here?

This is a drawing of a community—our community
of the researchers and the researched. If you
follow the path, it is a spiral (each person could
have a place on the line), and the spiral leads to
other shapes, like pieces on a puzzle that fit
together. If you come away and look at the shape,
it may become recognizable. The eyes—befuddled.
(Befuddlement is an invitation to research). They
can be the eyes of the teacher or student,
researcher or researched. The mouth: open—not
smiling, not sad—open to speak or listen.
The outside shapes: a round peg in a
square frame—an invitation to learn. The
whole thing could be a sign that advises
one they are entering a research zone!
— Suzanne Hale, reporting on a
Friday morning discussion group

A whimsical verse
Research without practice, one might say
Is nice to do, but how does it play
In the great and grandiose scheme of the day?
And practice less research, as one can see
Might soon find itself wondering,
“What shall I be?”
Then research in practice, consider it now
Might bring it together—
this “what” and this “how.”
27

Closing
The Gathering closed as it had begun, with a
song. Ellen Long, from Toronto, introduced and
led participants in singing Turn the world around.3

We come from the mountain.
We come from the mountain.
Go back to the mountain and
turn the world around.
We come from the mountain.
We come from the mountain.
Go back to the mountain and
turn the world around.

People said:
“The song and the singing was
memorable because of the emotion. I am
NOT a singer so perhaps this is even
more interesting coming from me, but the
wind up song sessions was wonderful —
‘Turn the world around.’”
— A participant.
“My own shyness was the only thing that
got in my way. I would like to sing
louder next time and I would like to ask
more questions next time.”
— A participant.

We come from the fire…
We come from the water…
We come from the sky…
We come from the mountain.
We come from the fire.
We come from the water,
And turn the world around.
We come from the sky.
We come from the sky.
Go back to the sky and
turn the world around.

3 Harry Belafonte sings Turn the world around on An evening with Belafonte and friends. Island Records. (524384-2). The words and
music are attributed to Harry Belafonte and Robert Freedman. Words are available at
http://w1.871.telia.com/~u87125666/lyrics/turnworldaround.htm
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A version similar to the one Ellen introduced was recorded by Kim and Jerry Brodey on their album, Like a ripple on the water. (For
information: http://www.kimandjerrybrodey.on.ca/)
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Wednesday morning discussion groups
Promoting reflection and research in practice
We introduced ourselves and the projects we were
working on. We talked about how our projects had
come about, about how they were supported in the
field by funding and by academic researchers and
about the insights that had come out of them.
Issues that came up included the following:
• What happens to practitioner research? How
does it get into print and circulated? Who is
the audience for it? Is it other tutors?
• When carrying out a project for the
first time, it is hard to look beyond the
process of doing the research to these
longer-term outcomes.
• Practitioners often do projects that they see,
later on, could be called “research” even though
they were not thought of in this way at the time.
• Practitioners are experts in their own spheres.
They do what they do, but they don’t have the
opportunity to share ideas more broadly.
Consequently it is hard to know what
expertise is out there in the field. Even when
you get to know what materials or resources
exist, there is little help available to put those
resources to use in your program.
• Often practitioners know what goes on in
literacy programs (e.g. that there are many

important non-academic outcomes from literacy
learning). But, there is a need to tell the world
about this, in a way that will be taken notice of.
That is what research can do.
• There is a need to bridge or translate between
the language of practice and the language(s)
of the many bureaucracies concerned with
literacy learners. This can help students
communicate their needs and issues to the
agencies they have to deal with.
• The process of being involved with research
pushes people’s thinking—both for the
researchers themselves and the participants in
the research.
• There is a need for a provincial lead on research
to tie it all together. The field is mature, with a
wealth of knowledge. But it is like a cart
without horses. What is needed is time released
from practice to reflect, somebody to talk to
who is removed from immediate practice, who
can offer a fresh perspective on it and who has
an ability to make the talk about practice
organized and pull out the big picture.
We ended with two questions:
• If your government offered money to support
research in practice, what would you want to
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use it for? What kind of funding would make
a difference?
• What is literacy? What is a working definition
that could be used for research in practice?

Research methods:
Interviews and autobiography
Most participants
commented that it was
difficult to select one
theme from the choices
made available because of
the overlapping nature of
the content. The nature of
the conversation in the
session reflected that, as
methods was only one
aspect of the discussion. It
was difficult to focus on
this session, as we did not
have a quiet space to
work. Two groups in a
classroom wasn’t going to
work so we ended up
sitting in the middle of the
traffic in the main corridor.

Five participants came together to talk about
research methods and research methodology.
As we introduced ourselves, relationships
between the academy and practical settings
became a theme. For some, research
conventions and expectations in academic
settings served to constrain and inhibit their
work. We spoke of both “fighting against and
taking from what the academy has to offer,”
and about the ways in which dominant research
paradigms are pushed into fields of practice.
This was described by one participant as a
form of colonization resulting in literacy
practitioners continuously wondering if we are
“doing it right.” At the same time, doing
academic research in a university setting
provided a context for one participant to
develop theories for her practice that were
otherwise unavailable.
The conversation shifted to interviews. Here,
the issue of “doing it right” came up again.
Just as different kinds of methods produce
different kinds of knowledge, different ways of
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interviewing produce different types of
responses. The relationship between
interviewer/interviewee is important, as is the
purpose for the interview. In the context of
interviewing prospective literacy learners
about what they would like to learn, power
issues come up. Which story or whose story
will the student tell? The metaphor of
performance gets at this. People sometimes
give back to the interviewer what they think
she/he wants to hear, what the culturally
normative response may be. This is not
disingenuous in any way, it is a strategy:
“speaking back to bureaucracy.” It’s a way to
make people happy and get things done. This
got us back to the importance of the language
we use to describe our work. What shifts in an
interview context if we call it a conversation
instead? Sometimes, too, we are driven by our
own research “purposes” and ask questions we
really shouldn’t be asking.

Sharing / Writing up results—
making them useful
Seven people joined in this discussion. They
started by sharing some challenges with writing:
• How to document what is going on in a
classroom in a way that will have creditability.
• How to write academically in a way that is
readable and usable.
• Struggling with writing a book—needing to
talk it through.
• We’ve got stories—how do people who read
them transform them for themselves?
• How else can we get findings across to people?
It might not be through written documents—
other kinds of media?
• How can I feel more confident and write and
use narrative and stories but still be able to
bring in things that count as research? In a way
I have to unlearn ways to write.
Sharing challenges led to an exchange of ideas
about how to make research accessible. One
participant asked: “What are the responsibilities
of the researcher/ practitioner? Who’s going to
pick up a referred journal?” This lead to an
exchange of ideas about how to get research out
in different ways so that it lives:

Workshops: Reaching people through
workshops makes it live for people in ways that
reading doesn’t do—you can experience it
through a workshop.
Publishing on the internet. There’s an
astonishing generosity about putting stuff up for
free. But, does it devalue the currency? —who
knows quite the value of the work? Who owns it,
who accounts for it?

Just writing about it
doesn’t seem to fulfill our
responsibilities to
colleagues to make it
accessible.

Using the arts: How do we incorporate music,
photography, story—the kind of life from what
everyone is generating in a group. Deborarh
Barndt’s books are filled with other media. Its
not how I’ve been educated, but I know that
works the best and I appreciate attempts to do
the same thing—explore other aspects of
engaging in literacy.
Popular theatre: Two participants described
examples of using popular theatre in research.
Another suggested that popular theatre is a way
to theorize practice—to make theory come alive.
As participants discussed alternate ways to share
research, some also talked about the
expectations for writing up and sharing research.
Comments included:
How do I tell you about [my work] in a way that
you’ll believe me? I didn’t know where to begin
to know to how to find researchers who had
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studied what I had, or could validate what I’d
been seeing.
Expectations are so much a part of our being in /
not part of institutions, so we do it because it
“has to be done that way.”
Expected formats, e.g., for academic writing.
We talk about being academic / not academic.
Literacy is dominated by social sciences but there
are other disciplines.
We need to educate funders—either “I won’t do
this;” or “I’ll do this and translate it later.”
Research done in isolation or in a little
community: In the work I’ve done, I learn more
about myself than the topic. I can work more
fully; sometimes that’s all there’s energy for. As
we move more into supporting people in
communities to do research, there’s still an
expectation to write it up—just “sharing” it with
friends / community isn’t enough—or is it?
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Workshops Inquiry
and

Sessions

SHARING AND BUILDING KNOWLEDGE, REFLECTING AND PLANNING WERE
CORNERSTONES FOR THE GATHERING. With this framework in mind, the organizers invited
proposals from people interested in serving as facilitators and resource people for workshops and
inquiry groups. Twenty six of the Gathering participants facilitated a total of eleven workshops and
eleven inquiry groups about their research or research processes.

T

hese reports on the workshops and inquiry
sessions originate in the work of the
Gathering participants who served as rapporteurs.
With Mary Hamilton as coordinator, the
rapporteurs met at the start of the Gathering and
at the end of each afternoon to plan which
sessions they would attend and document. After
the Gathering, Helen Woodrow compiled reports
and sent them to session facilitators for their
review and approval.

Thank you to rapporteurs Anneke van Enk,
Audrey Thomas, Brenda Sherring, Helen
Woodrow, Janet Isserlis, Linda Shohet, Marilyn
Luft, Priscilla George and Suzanne Smythe, for
their contributions. Thanks also to Alan Quigley,
Candice Jackson and Robin Houston-Knopff who
filed summaries on particular sessions, and to
session facilitators and resource people for
reviewing the reports.

Helen Woodrow

We hope the reports provide a sense of the scope
of the research in practice work that is underway
and, as much as possible, a sense of the
questions, reflections and implications for the
work that were raised in the sessions.
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Workshops
How do AWLFEs learn? A Collaborative province-wide practitioner research project
Resource People: Darcy Allen, Dee McRae, Marina Niks, Kate Nonesuch and Bonnie Soroke1
FOUR PRACTITIONERS AND ONE ACADEMICALLY TRAINED RESEARCHER FROM DIFFERENT
COMMUNITIES IN BRITISH COLUMBIA applied to the Adult Literacy Cost Shared Program of
British Columbia to do a collaborative research study on how adults with little formal education learn.
Each described how she became involved and why, how the long distance collaboration process had
been managed, how the research question was developed, and how the methodology evolved. The team
struggled to define their terms and settled on looking at adults more than 19 years old who had not
completed a high school diploma or who had completed a modified high school curriculum.

R

esearch objectives were: to explore how
adults with little formal education learn; to
use a variety of research techniques, based on a
community’s needs, to investigate the question; to
involve literacy learners, practitioners and
academic researchers in the research process; to
train literacy practitioners and learners in research
skills; to recommend different ways to support
adult learners outside of the formal system; and to
design and document a structure for collaborative
research across regions and disciplines.
The team was also documenting the entire
process by keeping and filing all emails, by
taping meetings (and transcribing the first
ones) and by recording minutes. They were
using a common questionnaire for interviews
and focus groups, and making some personal
modifications (i.e., using journals, observing

the learning of her own children). The
questions focused on what interviewees do well
and how they learned to do it, and on how they
get the information they need daily. One
researcher had completed her data collection to
date; the others were to collect information in
the fall of 2001.
The team members shared the challenges they
faced and the personal growth they experienced.
Challenges included learning to think of herself
as a researcher, being skeptical about qualitative
methodology, knowing when to push team
members, working through academic structures
such as ethics committees which were not
designed for literacy projects, finding time for
reflection, questioning power relations when
university-based researchers work with nonuniversity-based researchers, and more.

1 Paula Davies, another member of the research team, was not able to attend the Gathering.
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“We never expected the
collaboration to be as
intense–it’s taking more energy
and time.” — Marina
“I’m learning with a wonderful
group of women.” — Darcy
“My life as a practitioner gets
in the way of the research.
Navigating the institutional
fault lines also creates
challenges.” — Kate

A rich discussion emerged. One presenter posed
the question: “Is our personal and professional
gratification justification enough for doing and
being funded to do research? Will it have a social
impact or is it self-indulgent?” From a succinct
“no” and “hopefully” as answers, the responses
broadened. One participant said that research is
an educational process in itself and can’t be for
personal and professional gratification alone.
Another pointed out that pragmatic skills of
collaborative management are learned, which
contribute to educational governance. This type
of research is a form of professional
development.

Knocking at the door: Access to Canadian
literacy and upgrading programs.
Results of a national follow-up study
Resource Person: Ellen Long
THIS STUDY FOLLOWED UP WITH 338
PEOPLE who had contacted one of 55 Canadian
literacy groups seeking information about literacy
or upgrading education. The findings revealed
critical problems with access to programs: fewer
than half of those who attempted to access
services were able to enroll and more than a third
of those who did enroll dropped out within six
months. These troubling results suggest that
while literacy may be more on the public agenda
than ever before, many chronic and substantial
barriers to participation remain. Patterns in
participation in Canadian literacy and upgrading
programs reports on the survey results. The study
has implications for practitioners, who may need
to re-examine key aspects of their programs,
intake and assessment procedures, and for socialpolicy makers, who may need to re-examine the
structure and nature of funding to provide a more
effective foundation for practice.
Long, E., & Middleton, S. (2001). Patterns of
participation in Canadian literacy and upgrading
programs. Results of a national follow-up study.
Toronto: ABC Canada.
Available from ABC Canada (1-800-303-1004).
Cost: $20.00 plus $5.00 shipping.
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Using Action Research
in workplace literacy programs
Resource People: Julie Salembier and Pieter Toth
AS DESCRIBED BY THE PRESENTERS, action
research or “research from the inside” is a
practical way for teachers to uncover some of
the complexities of their teaching process and
to improve the quality of student learning. Two
models of action research were discussed and
the resource people described how they each
implemented a model in a workplace setting.
Challenges and issues were shared with the
audience.
Pieter Toth used a model developed and
described by Alan Quigley and Gary Kuhne
(1997). Pieter’s research about building
instructor sharing and team work was conducted
at Dofasco Inc. in Hamilton, Ontario. Julie
Salembier conducted research on learning
indicators as evidence that learning has occurred
at the Molson-Edmonton Learning Centre in
Alberta. She was guided in her research by the
work of Altrichter, Posch and Somekh (1993).
The presenters’ individual projects were part of a
larger Action Research Project, coordinated by
Maurice C. Taylor at the University of Ottawa. It
involved research by nine workplace literacy
practitioners across Canada. The other seven
projects were briefly reviewed.

Altrichter, H., Posch. P., & Somekh, B.
(1993). Teachers investigate their work: An
introduction to the methods of action research.
New York: Routledge.
Quigley, A., & Kuhne, G. (1997). Creating
practical knowledge through action research:
Posing problems, solving problems, and
improving daily practice. New Directions for
Adult and Continuing Education, no. 73. San
Francisco: Jossey Bass, 1997.
Taylor, M. C. (2002). Action research in
workplace education: A handbook for literacy
instructors. Ottawa, ON: Partners in Learning.

Artifacts as a research tool
Resource Person: Bonnie Soroke
THIS WORKSHOP EXAMINED THE USE OF
ARTIFACTS as a strategy in fieldwork, as a
researcher’s thinking tool, and as an alternative
means of communication. Participants discussed
the meaning and purpose of using artifacts in
research while viewing a slide show of sculptures
created by Bonnie and by some students and
teachers at the Reading and Writing Centre on
Vancouver Island, where Bonnie has been
conducting her thesis research.
Zippers were key elements of the sculptures, as
well as recycled items, pipe cleaners, buttons and
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other haberdashery. After the slide show,
workshop participants became sculptors using
these same materials to depict their experiences as
researchers and teachers. With much laughter and
playfulness, the sculptures were viewed and
discussed individually. Each one told a different
story as participants chose an exciting variety of
scenarios from their life and work to depict in
sculptures: the dynamics and questions of the
Gathering, a teacher’s literacy practice, the history
of literacy in Canada, the complex research
process, and the life of a busy researcher.
Through discussion of each sculpture, participants
explored, questioned and reflected upon the
implications of this work. Themes included:
The value of the image-creation process
The talking and discussing and doing of the
sculptures is far more important than the sculptures
themselves…[it’s] how you rearrange your
thoughts and process while doing the sculpture.
The creative act continues to inspire the creative.
The use of artifact creation in professional
development
We’re so much into our heads as teachers.
This kind of activity generates a lot of images
[that can be used to further explore issues and
concerns together].
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Suggestions for research and practice
• Involve both teacher groups and/or student
groups in creating individual and collaborative
sculpture activities. Use the creation of images
before an activity or lesson, then repeat the
image creation after the activity in order to
compare/contrast the images for learning and
awareness that transpired.
• To work with resistance and hesitancy in image
creating: make the materials appealing,
inviting and easily accessible; allow for
different levels of participation; provide for
individual or small group involvement.
The session demonstrated a useful data collection
tool and an effective right brain activity that
stimulates creative and intuitive thinking. It can
also be used in literacy classrooms to encourage
speaking and writing.

Health literacy communication:
Plain language is not enough
Resource Person: Linda Shohet
THE CENTRE FOR LITERACY OF QUEBEC
(CLQ) began working with the Montreal General
Hospital (MGH), in 1995. The first activity was a
series of workshops on writing plain language
health materials. The workshops were designed to
help nurses critically review the materials they

had written for their patients and to reflect on
whether they were readable for people with a
range of reading abilities. Nurses brought
examples of materials they had written, or that
had been developed by outside agencies. Some
materials were wonderful, and others
incomprehensible. Although this in itself was
revealing to the nurses and other health care
professionals who became involved, other issues
also came to the surface, such as patient
compliance and the literacy skills of staff. The
literacy needs of nurses working in a bilingual
environment was too sensitive an issue, and the
CLQ continued to work on staff development
around awareness and plain language writing.
The word “literacy” became problematic as it had
negative connotations for health care
professionals and patients. The word
“communication” was added to the project title:
“Health, Literacy and Communication.”
Building on the workshops, the idea of a health
education centre for patients took hold among
MGH nursing staff. A needs assessment, funded
by Health Canada, took place at the hospital in
2001. Data was gathered from interviews and
focus groups with chronic care patients whom
nurses identified as “hard to reach.” Health
professionals, caregivers, and support staff were
also involved. Patients’ visions for a health
education centre challenged conventional notions
of health and of how people would like to get
health information. Patients did not want huge,

high-tech centres to use computers and the
Internet. They wanted centres on their hospital
units that felt like home, with access to videos
about home care and appropriate activities.
The hospital administration was supportive of the
findings. Hospitals can be held liable should
anything happen to a patient because s/he did not
have the conditions of care explained clearly, and
hospital personnel could see how literacy issues
are connected to this. However this does not take
away from the time and commitment overworked
health professionals gave to the project.
The experience revealed that health education for
low literate patients goes beyond using plain
language; it is about how information is
communicated, in what settings and formats, and
through which types of relationships. The MGH
will be establishing three pilot health education
centres in 2002 to test some of the
recommendations from the needs assessment.
They hope to provide models for new ways of
thinking about health and literacy within the
health care sector.
Health Literacy Project, Phase I: Needs
assessment of the health education and
information needs of hard-to-reach patients.
(2001). Montreal, QC: The Centre for Literacy.
Available from the Centre for Literacy of Quebec.
(514-931-8731 ext.1415)
41

Teacher research in the
Adult Multiple Intelligence Study

inteligence study. National Centre for the Study
of Adult Learning and Literacy Occasional Paper.

Resource Person: Silja Kallenbach
MULTIPLE INTELLIGENCE (MI) THEORY
DEFINES INTELLIGENCE as the psychobiological potential to solve problems, to create,
and to fashion products that are valuable in one
or more community and cultural settings. A five
year study conducted by Harvard University
and World Education in Massachusetts
examined how multiple intelligence theory
could support and enhance learner-centered
assessment and instruction in English as a
Second Language, Adult Basic Education,
General Educational Development and high
school diploma programs. With the support of
two project co-directors, ten teacher-researchers
generated studies from classroom field sites
throughout the state. The co-directors also
conducted a cross-site study.

Challenges and possibilities of Research
in Practice networks

In the workshop, participants tried out MI theory
by engaging in activities that drew on different
intelligences. Songs were sung, poems were read,
data was analysed, and sculptures were created.
This experiential approach mirrored some of the
ways teacher-researchers tried to implement MI
theory in their classrooms.

Cassie asked people at the workshop how they
enacted democratic practices in their teaching. (For
some, it is easier to think in terms of “learnercentered” or “participatory,” rather than
“democratic” practices.) Answers included
discussing “ground rules” at the outset of a course;
always giving learners the option of “passing”
when asked a question; and making commitments
to confidentiality. Cassie then reviewed some of
the responses she received from her interviewees
and some of the ideas she had drawn from the

Kallenbach, S., & Viens, J. (Eds.). (2001).
Multiple intelligences in practice: Teacher
research reports from the adult multiple
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Resource Person: Cassie Drennon
CASSIE REPORTED ON HER RESEARCH
PROJECT that focused on the experiences of
facilitators of practitioner inquiry groups in the
United States. Ten facilitators were interviewed
about points when their efforts to enact
practitioner inquiry in a democratic way were
threatened or called into question. The intent was
partly to demystify the facilitator’s role. It was
also to identify the moments when mundane
practices became sites of struggle for
facilitators—to look more carefully at what was
done or not done in these moments, and consider
what might have been done differently.

literature about how to enact democratic
ideals/ethics. She raised the question of why we
value these kinds of practices (in response to
which one person suggested that, in certain
instances, they were mainly forms of politeness).
Cassie explained that her research was inspired in
part by a passage she came across about an
“ideal” inquiry group. She read this passage at
the workshop, noting that what had struck her
about it was the absence of a guiding agent, that
is, a group leader or facilitator. Harmony,
collaboration, critical dialogue, and other good
things just seemed to emerge “naturally” in the
group that was described, but this contrasted with
her own experiences as facilitator, which included
moments of difficulty and chaos. A leader or
facilitator plays a key role in guiding and
supporting a group’s effort but little is known
about how practitioner inquiry group facilitators
are actually doing this.
The lively discussion that was interwoven with
the presentation of Cassie’s study focused on
numerous issues including the nature of power,
the assumptions made around the desirability of
practitioner-based research, the role of writing in
developing a “visible research culture,” and the
importance of acknowledging the part that
funding plays in research and practice.

Taking a closer look at gender,
mothering and families in
family literacy research and practice
Resource Person: Suzanne Smythe
SUZANNE WALKED PARTICIPANTS
THROUGH KEY COMPONENTS of the current
literature and thinking about family literacy
practices, particularly in terms of gendered
approaches to viewing family literacy. Using
citations from the literature and drawing on
participants’ own understandings of
intergenerational literacy practice and policy, she
then invited them to tell their own life histories
about literacy within their own families. Her
doctoral research will include interviews with 15
sets of families, talking across three generations
within each family to see how the role/impact/
practices of literacy have shifted within those
families across generations.
The session opened a way of reconsidering
research—not only in whose interests it is
undertaken, but also in asking participants to
consider other ways of undertaking data
collection, of understanding what research itself
can look like, and the forms it can take. After the
session, one participant, who had drawn a picture
about literacy in her family, said that it had been
a lovely opportunity to think about and remember
her dad who had died two years ago.
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Quantitative research:
A glimpse behind the scenes
Resource Person: Pat Campbell
IN THIS SESSION, PARTICIPANTS WERE
PROVIDED WITH SOME INSIGHTS ABOUT
RESEARCH and stories about the trials and
tribulations of organizing a large-scale
quantitative study on the reading strategies of
adult basic education students. Three hundred and
forty-four adults from across Canada were
assessed, using the Canadian adult reading
assessment (Campbell and Brokop, 2000). The
adults ranged in reading levels from 1-9, or from
beginning level to those able to read high school
material with adequate comprehension.
The findings were somewhat surprising. Adults
at all levels of reading, including the lowest
level, relied more on knowledge than on print.
Even beginning readers used knowledge and
print cues together at least some of the time.
This has implications for all levels of reading
instruction. Learners will benefit from programs
that integrate strategies for processing print with
programs that emphasize use of knowledgebased information.
The fact that there were few differences in
reading strategies used by adults at different
levels of reading proficiency implies the need for
a spiral rather than sequential curriculum. Printbased, text-based, and knowledge-based strategies
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can be taught to adults at every level of literacy
development. It is not necessary to begin with
print, and then move to a focus on text and
knowledge-based information. It is the level and
complexity of material that needs to change as
adults develop increasing reading proficiency,
rather than the focus of strategy instruction.
Campbell, P. M., & Brokop, F. M. (2000).
Canadian adult reading assessment. Edmonton,
AB: Grassroots Press.
Campbell, P., & Malicky, G. (2002). The
reading strategies of adult basic education
students. Adult Basic Education. 12(1), 3-19.

Utilizing essential skills in Manitoba’s
adult literacy curriculum
Resource Person: Cheryl Campbell
MANY INSTRUCTORS ARE ASKED TO
PREPARE STUDENTS FOR EMPLOYMENT
within a curriculum that is focused on academic
upgrading. This is ideal if the goal of the student
is to access further training by completing high
school and going on to university or college. But
when students want to improve skills to
maintain employment or get a better job, what
then? Cheryl’s session presented a practical
answer to this question.

The research project was conducted at the
Pembina Valley Learning Centre (PVLC),
located in the largest rural industrial sector of
Manitoba. Employment patterns are seasonal,
and the literacy skills of the workforce are
below provincial levels. The Centre utilizes the
Manitoba Adult Literacy Stages curriculum
which was introduced in 1993 by the provincial
literacy office. These stages outline a series of
assignments to be completed, along with the
selection and evaluation criteria. The
assignments incorporate reading, writing and
oral communication tasks that are completed
and compiled into a portfolio which is then
evaluated by staff from the provincial office.
PVLC undertook the two year research project
to revise the Stages curriculum to develop a
more standardized definition of literacy skills in
the province, with an increased focus on
Essential Skills.
Phase One of the research examined and
aligned the Manitoba Stages with the measures
of literacy outlined in the Essential Skills
Profiles developed by Human Resources
Development Canada. During this phase, the
researcher did a task-by-task analysis of Stages
assignments, comparing them to elements in the
Essential Skills Profiles. Students using the
original Stages curriculum were observed and
consulted, and the researcher also sought input
from other practitioners.

During Phase Two, the Manitoba Stages
assignments were revised and expanded to
reflect the findings from Phase One. Various
elements from the Essential Skills work were
incorporated into the revised assignments, and
selection criteria were broadened to include
more workplace-type materials and
suggestions. These revised Stages were then
field tested with students, revised and piloted.
Students enjoyed the revised curriculum. They
found it meaningful and relevant, and it helped
them become more employable. The curriculum
emphasized transferable skills and students
reported that this improved their day-to-day
lives. Upon completing the revised curriculum,
several students were able to enter adult high
school programs and receive two credits for the
completion of Stage Three. These can be applied
to the mature student diploma requirements for
Grade 12 in Manitoba. This kind of articulation
is very important to the adult learner.
Cheryl indicated an interest in researching and
developing a portfolio for literacy learners to
demonstrate employability skills by using a
curriculum based on Essential Skills. Those of us
working with learners at emerging literacy levels
anxiously await this next step.
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It simply makes us better:
Supporting literacy research in practice
Resource People: Alan Quigley and Mary Norton
THIS SESSION REVIEWED THE
METHODOLOGY AND RESULTS OF A
STUDY on literacy research in practice networks
conducted by Allan Quigley and Mary Norton.
The study’s original criterion for a network was
that it had been in operation for two years; this
was later modified to between one and two
years.
Eleven networks in the US, UK and Australia
were located and asked (via email questionnaires,
telephone and personal interviews) how they
support literacy research in practice, and to
identify the benefits and challenges of the work.
A draft copy of the study report was circulated at
the session and several study informants were
also present for the discussion.
Overall, the session highlighted that there are
many types of networks, organized in different
ways. Discussion focused on common issues of
identity and challenges, of who wants to do
research and why. There was an observation
about circumstances working against research in
practice through international patterns of
intensification of work, and the gendered nature
of literacy work. There is little or no time to
engage in research, outside of responding to
demands from the bureaucracy. The flip side of
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this is that bureaucratic demands sometimes
drive practitioners to research. It is a multifaceted question.
The presenters hoped that their publication will
support more awareness and communication
among practitioners involved in research, and
encourage the creation of new networks.
Quigley, A., & Norton, M. (2002). It simply
makes us better. Literacy research in practice
networks in the UK, the USA and Australia.
Edmonton, AB: Learning at the Centre Press.
[On-line] Available: www.nald.ca/RiPAL.

Inquiry groups
Practitioners as researchers: Joys and dilemmas
Resource People: Mary Ellen Belfiore, Tracy Defoe and Sue Folinsbee
THIS SESSION REPORTED ON THE IN-SITES STUDIES IN WORKPLACE LITERACY
PROJECT, A TWO AND A HALF YEAR ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDY FUNDED BY THE
NATIONAL LITERACY SECRETARIAT, HUMAN RESOURCES DEVELOPMENT
CANADA. The research team consisted of three workplace educators and two academics.
The project examined literacy at the workplace as a social practice; provided a more complex
picture for thinking about literacy at work; explored the relationship between literacy
practices at work and appropriate forms of programming; and attempted to bridge theory to
practice. Workplace literacy was presented as one of the threads in the tapestry of the workplace; to
understand literacy, it is important to examine it as it is lived in the tapestry, not as a separate strand.

T

he presenters, who were workplace
educators, shared some of the joys,
dilemmas and challenges each of them faced as
researchers. The joys included having the luxury
of spending 100 days on a workshop floor,
being accepted in the sites they were observing,
and being mentored into academic research
practices. One presenter spoke about her great
appreciation for the contradictions that workers
live with around print, and how they deal with
them. The challenges included questioning
assumptions about work, being spiritually and
intellectually challenged in the role of
participant observers, and shifting roles from
that of a consultant who makes things happen to
an observer on the sideline.

Challenges sometimes became dilemmas. The
presenters were surprised by the messiness and
confusion of the research process but came to see
that chaos was an important aspect of research.
They described the isolation of the researcher
“out there on my own.” Finally, they talked about
the contradictions between academic and nonacademic research. Practitioners and academics
live in different worlds and use different
language. What they first labeled
miscommunication, they now saw as a social
practice and the power dynamics of collaborators
from such diverse worlds. Open communication
about these issues led them to see that they were
not the only ones experiencing this. Among the
points made in the discussion was that the
“unspoken” was being put on the table.
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Research relationships in
an Action Research project
Resource People: Sandy Middleton
and Marina Niks
THIS SESSION REPORTED ON AN ACTION
RESEARCH PROCESS that was designed to build
a provincial network to connect adult literacy
learners in British Columbia. The research topic
was proposed by learners who were members of
the Board of Directors of Literacy BC. The
project involved a group of six adult literacy
learners, a co-researcher who coordinated and
supported the group (Sandy), and a research
mentor from a university (Marina).

ideas and actions, and to write for and about the
research. Deciding when to take control—to
encourage risk taking and to keep the process
on track—was in dynamic tension with letting
the process take its own course, and the risk
that entails.
A final report was being written by Sandy with
assistance from Marina. A booklet for learners
and instructors describing the research process,
called Making connections, had been completed.
Making connections. (2001). Vancouver, BC:
Literacy BC. [On-line] Available: www.nald.ca/
Province/Bc/Lbc/learners/makingcn/Jan01/1.htm

Gender issues in literacy research
Resource Person: Esha Chaudhuri

Sandy and Marina described the variety of
relationships built during the project but focused
on two: the relationship they had with each other
and the relationship they had with the group of
learners. They identified four themes which
characterized both these relationships:
communication, mentoring, reflection, and taking
control or letting go.
The theme of taking control or letting go
emerged as a kind of dance throughout the
research. For example, there were challenges
related to how much learners were comfortable
or willing to take on leadership roles, to initiate
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WOMEN ALL OVER THE WORLD
CONTRIBUTE DAILY IN A SUBSTANTIAL WAY
to the multi-dimensional contexts of literacy.
Their work, however, is not reflected in most
official statistics. In this session, participants
examined research done under the auspices of the
United Nations Decade for Women that
highlighted the significant contribution of women
to the socio-economic development of their
environment. The general objective of the Women
in Development (WID) strategy was to integrate
this contribution of women in all development
operations. The focus in the Gender and

Development approach is not on “women” per se,
but on the relations between men and women, as
agents and beneficiaries of development projects.
The approach assumes that political power and
economic power are closely related, so projects
involving literacy need to include an element of
consciousness raising. Literacy in this sense,
participants noted, is seen as a means and not an
end.

Strategies for promoting research
in literacy programs
Resource Person: Michael Johnny
MICHAEL IS A LITERACY RESEARCHER AS
WELL AS A LITERACY RESEARCH
ADVOCATE. He believes research strengthens
and solidifies the field, and helps forge new
relationships between practitioners and
learners. In this session, a number of strategies
were identified to promote research inside
literacy programs.
Many practitioners do not see themselves as
researchers, however inquiring practitioners
navigate the straddle between the complex world
of theory and practice and offer perspectives
which may not be available to researchers located
inside academia. Research provides practitioners
with opportunities, not just new responsibilities.
Relationships can be forged between those who
believe research is something that can be done by

learners and practitioners, as opposed to the more
traditional view that research is something done
to them. Research builds knowledge in the field,
and Michael stressed that contributions to that
process must always be acknowledged. Also the
benefits of participation should always be clear,
to both the program and its participants. Though
there are many benefits to research, Michael
cautioned participants that it should not consume
either learners or programs.

Research in Practice networks
Resource People: Cassie Drennon
and Janet Isserlis
THE PURPOSE OF THIS SESSION WAS TO
EXPLORE SOME OF THE CHALLENGES in
supporting Research in Practice Networks.
Cassie and Janet initiated the conversation by
describing a recent incident in which they
attempted to support the efforts of teacher
researchers who had become discouraged about
their projects.
In one small state in the northeastern USA,
teacher inquiry was initially introduced as short
two-month projects for which participants would
receive a small stipend. Though the naiveté
implied in that model had smoldered, and
projects had been given additional time and
support, emotions continued to run high inside
the research process. Practitioners felt they were
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failing in their research efforts. Motivation was
low, participants were discouraged and some
withdrew from the inquiry process. Janet and
Cassie tried to help practitioners understand that
research questions might need to be changed
during the research process; that there is value in
researching a new strategy even if it may not
have worked; and that teacher inquiry projects are
not expected to change the world.

explored where and how that feeling is produced.
Is failure different for teachers? Also “inquiry”
and “research” suggest different intentions but
this had not been explored in the Gathering. Do
we expect to see research without supporting the
process? Should the process consist of forging
relationships between researchers and
practitioners or training teachers as researchers?

Having discussed their own recent connections to
challenges faced in facilitating practitioner
research, Cassie and Janet opened the discussion
to a consideration of other resources and
approaches. In Britain, RaPAL operates as an
independent membership organization. They
publish a bulletin three times a year, sponsor
training events, and hold an annual general
meeting. Most members conduct their own
academic research. Participants questioned
whether organizations dependent on state funding
can engage in critical research.

Research about part-time work:
Implications for literacy educators

A Canadian funder described her attempts to
support research in practice over the last four
years. Round tables and workshops were held,
and applications for project funding were
solicited. Out of this emerged the collaborative
research project called AWLFE2. This might be
written up as a case example.
Participants discussed the feeling of failure
experienced by some teacher-researchers, and
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2 See page 37 for a report on a workshop about the AWLFE project.

Resource Person: Beth Young
BETH BRIEFLY DESCRIBED THE OBJECTIVES
OF HER RESEARCH STUDY, Flexible
workforces and flexible workplaces, and
distributed a bibliography and the study’s
definition of terms. Beth compared and
contrasted the concepts of a flexible workforce
and a flexible workplace, which were the basis
for the research. The research included
interviews with part-time teachers and a variety
of administrators in order to gather multiple
perspectives on both policy issues and practices
related to part-time teaching employment in
schools.
In the session, participants focused on the
working conditions of literacy educators. Current
wages and benefits were reviewed. The Grant
MacEwan College Voluntary Sector Management
program was recommended as a resource for

further information on pay scales and benefits of
non-profit agencies. The group concluded that
there is a need to collect systematic information
about current working conditions in community
literacy programs. Two of the session
participants, Deborah Morgan and Candice
Jackson, hoped to focus on that data gathering.

Perceptions of
practitioner-based research(ers)
Resource People: Anneke van Enk
and Suzanne Smythe
THIS SESSION EXAMINED THE EXPERIENCES
OF A LITERACY RESEARCH CIRCLE in which
practitioners from around British Columbia used
a combination of face-to-face meetings and
online postings to communicate about the
individual research they were to carry out. The
project’s initiator and principal investigator was
to document the circle’s process as well as to
support its development and work.
Suzanne, a circle participant, and Anneke, the
circle’s research assistant, spoke about why they
were attracted to the project and about various
issues that were raised in relation to practitionerbased research as the project dissolved. They
discussed the fact that there was uncertainty from
the outset among the participants about the role
of the principal investigator and the processes he
was to document. Also, participants expected to

receive training in research methods, whereas the
principal investigator believed that participants
could work by sharing their existing knowledge.
Suzanne and Anneke also noted that, given the
gendered nature of the literacy field and the
different valuing of practitioner and academic
research, power issues were always present.
These issues were not always discussed; this
became problematic since the principal
investigator was a male university-based
researcher, whereas the participants were all
women and none had a similar background in or
institutional affiliation with academic research.
The discussion generated in this session pointed
to the need to think more deeply and thoroughly
about what we understand by research and the
ways it is practiced when academics and
practitioners come together.

Balancing culture—Building cross
community participation and
collaboration in the research process
Resource People: Suzanne Hale
and Sandy Middleton
SUZANNE AND SANDY REFLECTED ON A
PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH PROCESS they had
recently been part of in an academically led
practitioner research circle. Suzanne began by
framing her experience as a member of the
participatory research process and in her previous
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role as a teacher running a participatory learning
centre, in an unfamiliar northern culture. She
invited us to make comparisons between the two
experiences, both of which positioned people
from a privileged culture to work for the first
time within a new group. Factors such as trust,
communication, and the development of selfawareness in a new situation were discussed.
Sandy then identified a number of themes that
affected the participatory research circle process:
common understanding of roles, group feelings,
research process, power dynamics, collaboration
and group process, and whose interests are
served. Suzanne and Sandy suggested that for
these issues to be dealt with, two conditions need
to be met. These are: a mutual willingness of the
participants to be challenged, and the
development of self-awareness and leadership
within a new working climate. Without these
elements present, real collaboration is not
possible and the project or idea may eventually
be abandoned, as happened with the research
circle and many other wonderful ideas!
The presentation generated an interesting
discussion. Participants questioned what is meant
by “participatory” and pointed out that in many
instances, projects are already framed before
participants join, yet building trust and ownership
within a project is essential. Real collaboration
builds a “third-space culture.” Time is needed to
build such relationships.
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The group also examined the value of
participatory research. A number of ideas were
explored: how participation builds capacity and
invites new perspectives which enrich the
research process; why the process in participatory
research is as important as the end product; and
the goal of participatory education/research
which is to contribute to social change.

Teachers and students as researchers
Resource Person: Jane Mace
THIS SESSION DEMONSTRATED USEFUL
STRATEGIES FOR UNDERTAKING RESEARCH
with students. Jane presented six key questions
which frame a research project:
1.
2.
3.
4.

What is the question?
How will we search for the answer?
How long have we got?
Whom will we ask?
What kind of people?
How many?
5. Who will do the asking?
6. In what circumstances?
By way of illustration, Jane described a
participatory research project on student
publishing in the United Kingdom in which
students were subjects, researchers and key
influences on the research design and effort. The
project developed questionnaires for tutors, and

data generated from their responses was fed back
to students as “People say...” cards. A series of
these cards (for example: “People say that people
like to read about other people who have had the
same difficulties as they have had”) were
distributed to students for their response. Themes
were generated in the next phase of the research
which led to further analysis and writing by the
students. One interesting result of the research
was the categorization of the functions and
purposes for student writing. The content was
compelling for participants who had experience
with learner publications.

ideas emerged including the idea of building a
world journal with a broad readership, and
editorial polices that valued traditional
academic articles, practitioner research and
personal essays.
Jenny and Tracy were conducting consultations
throughout 2001 about a possible literacy journal
in Canada. The hope was to initiate a journal in
Canada sometime in 2002.

The role of emotional & spiritual growth
Resource Person: Priscilla George

How do we generate readers
and writers of literacy research?
Resource People: Jenny Horsman
and Tracy Westell
THE DISCUSSION BEGAN BY EXPLORING
WHY PRACTITIONERS MAY NOT WRITE
FOR PUBLICATION or read what is published.
Many constraints were identified such as the
image of a journal as an inaccessible medium,
lack of time to read and write among
practitioners, and fear of self-exposure as a
writer/researcher. Strategies for fostering writing
and reading, such as the cost of a publication and
who endorsed it, were examined. One practitioner
said she wanted information and wanted to feel
connected to a field. A journal can be part of
developing and strengthening the field. Several

THE SESSION DEMONSTRATED THE
IMPORTANCE PRACTITIONERS ATTACH TO
RESEARCH, even when funding isn’t available.
Priscilla’s research evolved in response to the
Learning Outcomes Matrix instituted by the
Government of Ontario, which is used to assess
the work of literacy programs. Her particular
interest is aboriginal literacy programs.
Aboriginal cultural teachings stress the
importance of recognizing, nourishing and
maintaining balance between four aspects of the
self: the spirit, heart, mind and body.
Historically, institutional educational systems
have focused on the mind and the acquisition of
knowledge and facts. In some cases, the body
has also been addressed, through physical
education programs or through activities that
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involve the body. Therefore, educational systems
do not recognize and nurture at least fifty percent
of who we are as learners.
Through research, Priscilla hoped to provide
testimony that would validate the inclusion of the
neglected elements of spirit and heart in literacy
education. Priscilla was working with aboriginal
literacy programs across Canada to identify how
they are engaging heart and spirit in literacybased or literacy-related ways. She was
documenting examples with a view to identifying
differences in learners when they have
opportunities to learn in these ways. Priscilla had
also read voraciously in the field. She shared
some titles and her thoughts about them with
session participants.
Rose, C., & Nicholl, M. J. (1998). Accelerated
learning for the 21st Century: The six-step plan
to unlock your master-mind. NY: Dell Publishing.
In this work, Priscilla learned of Howard
Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences. She
was intrigued by the interpersonal and
intrapersonal intelligences and applauded his
questioning the possibility of a spiritual
intelligence.
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Pert, B. (1997). Molecules of emotion: Why you
feel the way you feel. NY: Simon & Schuster.
In addition to discovering the opiate receptor, Ms.
Pert has proved the body and mind are
interlinked. She coined the phrase “bodymind.”
Childre, D., & Martin, H. (1999). The
Heartmath solution: The Heartmath institute’s
revolutionary program for engaging the power of
the heart’s intelligence. San Francisco: Harper.
Through research, the authors discovered that the
electro-magnetic frequencies of the heart are
5,000 times greater than that of the brain, so the
brain (or mind) isn’t the “boss.” They have
developed and taught a number of techniques
that have a positive impact on learning.
Wolman, N. (2001). Thinking with your soul:
Spiritual intelligence and why it matters. NY:
Harmony Books.
Wolman developed and then administered a
Psycho Matrix Spirituality Inventory (PSI) to
6,000 men and woman. After studying their
responses, he identified seven factors that make
up human spiritual experience and behaviour.
They are: divinity, mindfulness, intellectuality,
community, extrasensory perception, childhood
spirituality, and trauma.

The

Closing Round

ON FRIDAY MORNING, FOUR PARTICIPANTS FROM VARIOUS LOCATIONS AND SETTINGS
OFFERED THEIR REFLECTIONS ABOUT THE GATHERING. The following are transcripts of their
recorded comments.
Rebecca Still,
Literacy Coordinator
Olds, Alberta
I AM A LITERACY
COORDINATOR IN
ALBERTA. That means that I
work with community
programs using volunteer tutors to do one-onone tutoring. I’m not a researcher—I’m coming
at this from a practitioner’s point of view. Over
the past couple of days as we looked at the need
to build a research culture, I’ve thought about the
myths that I had about research.
My first myth was that reading research was
very boring, extremely uninteresting. What did
it have to do with me? So what? I attended a
conference and there was a research article that
we studied. I am curious about things around
me, and I thought, “Maybe research touches on
some of that curiosity.” I’m sorry to say that I
came out of that conference thinking, “I don’t
want to have anything to do with research; it’s
really dull, dull, dull stuff.”

Then Mary Norton’s program3 came along here in
Alberta and she was asking people if they wanted
to participate in research. I waffled. I waffled so
long that I actually missed the deadline for
applying to be in her research project. I
remember sitting at my keyboard and thinking,
“Do I send this email off or not to say that I am
interested?” There was this very, very small part
in me that said, “Go for it,” and I must say I am
so glad that I did take that opportunity. As I take
you on my journey you’ll be able to understand
how that has happened.
When I signed up for Mary’s program she
handed out a number of research articles that we
were to read and respond to. It was like my
whole world exploded in front of me. I was
seeing things from a totally different
perspective. I was so excited about what I was
reading. I found reading research was so
dynamic. It is so alive and electrifying. Some of
you had articles in there that I read and it just
really inspired me to this whole concept of
research. I really enjoyed reading your words
and what you had to say. It influenced my

3 The Research in Practice in Adult Literacy (RiPAL) Network was a project of the Literacy Coordinators of Alberta,
The Centre for Research on Literacy (University of Alberta) and The Learning Centre Literacy Association.
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thinking as a practitioner—I started to question
my beliefs, my philosophies, my practices. After
attending these last few days here I am
beginning to get the feeling that this is really
what research should do. If it’s not doing that,
then it’s not of any value except to maybe the
person who is doing it. It has to make others
stop and think and analyze what they’re doing in
their practice. I think that is the connection
between research and practice, and that’s the
value of combining research in practice.
Myth number two has to do with actually being
involved in research itself. Part of Mary’s role
was to encourage us to come up with a
research question that we would, in the second
phase of the project, begin to do. She
encouraged us along, gave us ideas, and we
looked at what other people had written as a
finished product. I came out thinking, “Wow,
this is a very clean, cut and dry. Put it in a box
and deliver it as a finished product. It wouldn’t
take hardly any time at all.” I had from March
to the end of May as my research time. I was
going to have it all done and taken care of. But
there is still some more to do and it’s going to
stretch for a time longer. It is very time
consuming. It is messy too. Jenny Horsman
talked about that: how messy it is and how
confusing. I don’t know where I’m going in
this thing. I’m just going along like this, and
wherever it takes me, I go. That’s not how I
normally operate. So I had to step outside my
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regular way of doing things, my comfort zone,
to trust the process and let it take you where it
will. I am learning to do that. I thought that
some of the confusion and challenges that I
was facing happened to be related to the fact
that I was doing research for the very first time
and that I didn’t understand the process. Of
course, that was all laid to rest on Tuesday in
Jane Mace’s workshop4 where I discovered that
everybody else felt the same way in their
research. They go through this very confusing
“not sure what they are doing” stage. So, now I
feel comfortable and don’t let that be an
overwhelming worry for me. I just concentrate
on following the research where it happens to
go, and see what can be made of it.
Myth number three is a very interesting one for
me. I read some of your works and heard you
quoted. I sense a great deal of respect within the
field for who you are and the work that you’ve
done. Many of you have published books that are
widely read and widely respected. I put a lot of
you here on this nice little pedestal, and revered
you very much. But that wasn’t all that I thought.
I thought that because you were up here on this
pedestal, and in your field of research, you would
probably be a little bit pompous, a little bit
arrogant. I can tell you that I was so absolutely
shocked when I started finding out the names and
the faces. You are very humble people. You are
very warm and caring, and supportive of other
people. You are willing to listen to others and

4 Jane Mace facilitated a pre-Gathering workshop about writing in research. (See p. 10)

you’re open and willing to learn. I found that
very refreshing. To me that said, “Okay, well,
they can go through this and develop this type of
work. So then why can’t I also?” That’s a
possibility for me—it’s not beyond the realm of
my being able to do that.
I really feel that practitioners need to understand
the value of research in their practice as well. I
want to be able to help them gain some of that
enthusiasm and interest for research and to use it
in their daily practice. I had to make a shift in my
way of thinking and I would like to see some of
them also make those shifts.

Margaret Herrington,
RaPAL5 Chair
Nottingham, England
I’M GOING TO HAVE AN
AWFUL JOB FOLLOWING
THAT! But it does lead me
nicely on to the points that I
wanted to make. What I want to do is to make
comments under three headings: first, the
conference itself; second, my responses as chair
of a network in another country; and third, my
reactions as someone who actually does research
in practice.
Regarding the conference, I’ve only been here a
day but I have to say there is such a WOW! factor
about it, both personally and professionally.
Within one day I found myself in a workshop
which is dealing with multiple intelligences, an
area I’m interested in because of working a lot
with dyslexic people; I found myself in a group
which is actually talking about creating a journal,
and as a voluntary person in my own network I’m
involved in doing that; and finally I’m forced to
think about our UK RaPAL network in the
Research in Practice workshop. I am having to
articulate something of our network experience as
you discuss yours. So, suddenly within one day,
all my different hats were needed. Something was
happening under each one! So there is something
of a WOW! factor in my response to the
Gathering.

5 Research and Practice in Adult Literacy
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Professionally, the conference has provided
opportunities to learn about practice in Canada,
Australia and the USA. I have a couple of
reflections about Canada; these may be
inaccurate so the feedback is speculative. The
impression I get is that there are two sets of
relationships which are still puzzling. One is the
relationship between the resources for literacy
education and the resources available for
research, and the implications for who does the
research. There appears to be a feeling that the
fundamental service, largely provided by parttimers and volunteers, is under-resourced and that
this leaves many tutors6 with not enough time for
research. Research funding is separate but
overlays this under-resourcing as it is largely
done by already overworked professionals. So
there are some connections there which may need
to be unravelled.
That struck a chord with me because when I went
to the first ever RaPAL conference in the UK, a
university researcher said to me as a practitioner,
“Why don’t you literacy people like being
researched?” Quite apart from the fact that
nobody likes “being researched,” I said, “Well,
actually we’re trying to build a service with very
few resources. I resent monies going to you, to
watch us and find out what we already know is
less than perfect, when we are trying to deal with
huge demands. It should go to tutors who are
actually delivering the work at this stage.” This
may sound odd at a research in practice
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6 In England, the term “tutor” often refers to paid teaching staff.

conference but it shows what happens with
separation of research and practice and it
underlines the importance of looking at research
and practice budgets in relation to each other.
Giving more resources to research in practice
does not in itself solve the underfunding of
provision. You have to be working for enough
hours per week to be able to take on board a
professional research stance.
The issue of resources is closely connected with
the professionalization of the ABE roles. In the
UK, the professional structure is a little different
to Canada. We’re not quite so bogged
down in the volunteer issue because we did lots
of work on open learning, distance learning,
group work and accredited training for
volunteers. However, we’re still trying to deal
with the issue of whether we should
professionalize this role further. Should it be a
distinctive role with advanced specialist
qualifications? Should it be a generic role
embedded in all subject teaching at tertiary level?
For the first time in the UK it appears that we
will really have the opportunity to define our
field more professionally and my personal view is
that we should leap at this opportunity. By
staying in the background we are in danger of
supporting deficit myths about literacy and
colluding with the idea that literacy teaching is a
separate, private world. By looking after and
asserting ourselves as professionals, we will have
the opportunity to act on the broader educational

context. For example, I do a lecture to first year
postgraduate teacher trainers at Nottingham
University in which I feed back to them adult
literacy students’ experiences with schooling. I
think that when you have a balance more in
favour of paid, full-time professionals it is more
reasonable to expect research in practice to
become a reality across large sections of your
service in Canada.
That leads on to the next reflection which is
about the relationship between research and
practice within the phrase “research in practice.” I
don’t think just calling it research in practice
seems, from what you say, to resolve the
questions of whether practitioners see themselves
as researchers or about how it can be done within
practice. When I first saw this phrase, research in
practice, I thought it was a brilliant expression
but what I’m picking up is people saying, “I’m a
practitioner” or “I’m a researcher and I see
myself as a researcher.” There are marked
identity issues here. So just to use that phrase
doesn’t resolve that issue and the relationships
between research and practice.
All I can offer is a comment about my own
development in this respect. I feel that I can best
characterize my own approach as organic. I see the
fundamental way in which I work with students as
essentially questioning—it involves asking “how”
and “why” questions all the time. In fact the nature
of the work is investigative. Somebody comes to

you with something they want to resolve, and
exploration underpins the nature of the work.
Whichever context you work in—and I’ve
worked in Adult Basic education and Higher
Education with both undergraduates and
postgraduates—you are engaged with them on
joint explorations. Every student is a new coinvestigator with a new set of questions. So for me
the actual way I do the job is in a “researching”
kind of way. My practice is research inside of
practice.
So, if a student says to me, “My reading is really
slow,” and we look at a text and I say, “So what’s
going on? What do you see on the page?” He
says, “What do you mean? What do I see on the
page?” I say, “What do the letters look like?
What can you see? Letters? Spaces? Black Lines?
What do you see?” “Well, it’s sort of blurry. The
only bit I can see is one word clearly at a time.”
So suddenly this person is reading slowly
because he reads one word at a time, and I find
out why he is reading one word at a time. He can
only see in focus one word most of the time.
Another student said to me,“Well, I read slowly
because when I finish a word I have to create a
picture. Without the picture, I can’t seem to get
the meaning and then I have to go on to the next
word to find something visual.” So she was
moving between text and visual data all the time.
Of course this was slowing her down.
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I feel that in order to do literacy work effectively,
I have to be a questioning researcher. Then
occasionally there will be some questions which
start to niggle. Together with the students I may
be making little headway on these and feel that
they are really bugging me. I will then think that
I’ve got to do a research project or try to get
funding for that. I’ll put together a proposal.
We were talking in one of the groups about
people going in and out of research activity but
actually I see the questions as always bubbling
away, and as they get really insistent and
annoying, you have to do something about them.
Then you’ll do the research project or you’ll have
a plan with outcomes that can further the work.
So that’s my own model. I think that’s how I
work and I can’t actually work any other way.
And it’s obvious to me that some of you do it too.
But it’s not articulated in that way. It’s articulated
as, “Oh that’s good practice.” Well that’s what
good practice is all about, I think. It always
involves a research stance.
I don’t think we have an option of not involving
a research stance. When students fail to move
forward and when they leave basic education I
think it is because the problems, the issues, the
questions that need to be addressed have not been
addressed. The reason that I got involved in a
dyslexia research project in the first place was
that one of the students who had been attending
ABE classes, including ones in the area I was
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organizing, had not found educators who were
sufficiently aware of the importance of
questioning, of exploring and acknowledging his
learning style or of the way that he operated with
text. So that led to my research.
My second comment is about how I am
experiencing the conference as chair of RaPAL.
It has been so valuable to have the space to
think about our own network in relation to
others. We have not had a major review of
RaPAL since 1996 and I suspect that this may
now be due. The discussions have made me
value certain things about RaPAL. We have
independence as we are not relying on
government funding. We can be any kind of
network we want to be. We can get involved in
policy debates without any fear of loss of
funding. We have recently, for example, been
arguing against the introduction of financial
sanctions for unemployed adults who will not
attend literacy classes. The disadvantages are
that we are volunteers. Many of us also have
full-time jobs and so there’s not enough time to
do what we want to do. Given this, I am often
amazed that we manage to get so much done but
there are frustrations and it may be that RaPAL
will need to rethink its stance in the future. So
thank you for the opportunity to think again
about our own position, and also for reminding
me that RaPAL may not have been thinking with
a sufficiently international hat of late.

Finally, two comments about day-to-day
research in practice. I apply my own approach
as a researcher/teacher in ABE to my staff
training work at the university. To give you an
example, my Centre staff were talking recently
about student writing in one of our regular
discussions about teaching essay writing. A tutor
said, “Well, when I’m working with students on
screen...” and somebody asked, “You write with
them on screen?” Then somebody else said, “We
did it last week.”
So we set up a discussion about how we taught
essay writing on screen. We discussed the work
we were doing with different students and it
became clear that we were using this
methodology to different extents, and in
different ways. We looked at each other—we all
work on the same corridor—we were all doing
slightly different things and we had not known
this. The discussion of methods was
investigatory and illuminating. In considering
the “what” and “how” questions, we covered a
range of power issues: Who actually sits at the
screen and types?; Who decided this?; Do you
change over? I was also interested in how
language experience methodology was being
changed by this method. To me this was
research in practice, professional development,
or whatever you call it. We were acting as
researchers on our own practice. If this area of
practice grows for us it may, at some point,
burst into a research project that we prioritize.

Secondly, I think we need to re-acknowledge
that as literacy workers we are always operating
at the cutting edge, uncertain about how much to
be gatekeepers to the standard and highly valued
forms of literacy and how much to critique the
current conventions as unnecessarily excluding.
This is challenging work for us and for our
institutions which have so much riding on the
highly valued forms. Without a research stance
and base we are not well placed to meet the
challenges involved. Research in practice is vital
both for the development of effective pedagogy
and for enabling professionals to articulate the
necessary challenges to current conventions and
practices.

Allan Quigley, St. Francis
Xavier University
Antigonish, Nova Scotia
I THOUGHT I’D SAY A
WORD ABOUT WHERE I’VE
BEEN, WHERE I AM NOW
AND WHERE I’M GOING.
For my part, I really believe that there is a
research revolution going on. It’s not only at the
practice level but it’s also at the academic levels
of universities. I say this having spent 15 years as
a literacy practitioner and now, this year, 15 years
as a professor of adult education.
The first class I taught was in 1972 in northern
Saskatchewan. I remember it like it was
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yesterday. I can remember names of students that
I taught. I had hundreds of questions about
materials, the teaching and the recruitment, all of
that. But many of the things that I’ve thought
about and worked on since centre on retention. I
had two female First Nations students drop out in
the first couple of weeks and I’ve struggled with
that memory these thirty years. In Fort
McMurray, and then at Regina Plains
Community College, I tried different approaches
to retention. At one point in desperation, believe
it or not, I remember calling all the students and
teachers together and just saying to the students,
“Please don’t drop out. We have really good,
caring teachers who are here to help you. If you
are considering dropping out, we’re all your
friends here. Don’t drop out.” But nothing
changed. I felt worse for it all. “Please don’t quit”
isn’t the answer. But what is?
Then I worked for seven years in the Department
of Continuing Education (as it came to be called)
in Saskatchewan. We tried everything under the
sun on all sorts of questions, with retention
always in the background, and with little effect.
What’s interesting is when I left to re-enter
university as a doctoral student, at no point did I
or anybody else that I worked with seriously
consider looking at the research. Maybe there
wasn’t a journal worth looking at anyway, but as
a doctoral student I was convinced that the
answers were in the library. So at Northern
Illinois University I went to the library straight
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away. Of course, there was nothing there of much
use as far as I was concerned. So then, in my
dissertation and as a professor, I tried to do
something around resistance theory and things
that I thought were interesting around recruitment
and retention, only to think one day that I was
contributing to the very journals that I myself
was not willing to read for all those years in
practice. I thought there’s got to be another way
where people can own, define, and internalize
their own problems and solutions.
Actually I’ve been blessed to have worked with
practitioners and learners in Pennsylvania,
Kentucky, BC, Kansas, and now in Louisiana,
among others, in getting action research
networks off the ground or helping in some
way. Have I got an answer to retention? No, but
I like to think, like a lot of people, that this is
not the same field I entered and that I have had
a small hand in making it possible for
practitioners to actually address problems in
ways that make a difference.
When Mary Norton and I did a study on research
in practice work in Australia, the UK and in the
USA, I realized how different this field is. A large
part of that difference is research which is
becoming accessible, becoming demystified, and
becoming meaningful. Maybe I’ve come to the
field 30 years too late. The discipline of adult
education was established in the thirties in North
America and in Canada, and for political reasons,

it took on the necessity of scientific research
methodology. It was the way of the world in the
natural and social sciences—quantitative
research and scientific inquiry were everything.
It’s not the same field today. Qualitative research
of all types is accepted and, in many programs, is
promoted and encouraged.
For me, this gathering encourages me to carry on
with this work and, also, to make research in
practice more visible in the academic community.
It also gives me hope that people can link across
boundaries: national boundaries and personal
boundaries. My dream is to create a website with
the findings and linkages so that we can learn
from each other, lift this field, instead of
reinventing wheels in local programs.
To close, I think the movement is most exciting
because it just affirms simple curiosity—it says
it’s okay to ask critical questions, that it’s a good
thing to question and there are systematic ways to
do that. In 1942, Zora Neale Hurston7, a Black
intellectual in the United States, described
research like this. She said, “Research is just
formalized curiosity. It is poking and prying with
a purpose. It is a seek that he or she who wishes
may know the cosmic secrets of the universe and
they that dwell therein.” How else can we learn
but by asking questions?

Sue Shore,
University of South Australia
Underdale, Australia
WE HAVE TALKED ABOUT
OUR DIFFERENT ROLES IN
THE LITERACY FIELD AND I
SUPPOSE I TOO HAVE A FEW DIFFERENT
ROLES. I’m a mum who can’t seem to get the
time zones organized so I can ring my daughter
when she’s awake! I’m an academic and a
scholar. It took me many, many years to feel
proud to say that, and I think there’s a very
interesting story in that about the ambivalence
that accompanies academic work. I’m also a
practitioner—I teach undergraduate and post
graduate students (quite often completely by
email and distance education) but there is still a
dimension of “practice” there, so I’m really
interested in relationships between academic
work and practice, in understanding how theory
and practice work together. I am well aware of
the differences between the students in my
“classes” and the contextually different kind of
practice involved in adult literacy teaching. I
wouldn’t want to conflate the two kinds of
practice to the one thing, nor would I want to say
they have no interface.
I was asked to provide some reflections on the
Gathering so I thought about some of the things
that shifted my thinking or resonated with how I
feel already in terms of literacy research and

7 Hurston, Z. N. (1982). Dust tracks on a road. Chicago: University of Illinois Press. p. 174

63

practice. I pulled out the moments during the
conference that meant something to me,
reminded me of things I already knew, or
moments that taught me something new.
Dee McRae said something about the complex
picture of the site that she worked in. She talked
about herself being “multi-employed.” I thought,
“Yeah, yeah, lots of practitioners in Australia,
they know what that’s like.” She talked about
driving for hours and a lot of people in Australia
know what that’s like. I come from Adelaide, and
like Canada, in Australia people are located
around the coast or along the border. You actually
have to drive a darn long way to talk to someone
else about practice. So, thank you Dee, for
reminding me about distance, as well as the
casualisation of teachers’ work and the impact it
has on practice.
Someone, Pat Campbell I believe, said we need to
do research that speaks to work and workers
outside the field. It struck a chord with me
because I know that one of the principles of our
ALNARC8 work in Australia is trying to connect
up groups whose work is influenced by the
difficulties workers and communities have with
literacy. Our research program for 2001-2002 is
using the notion of cross-sectoral policy
development to consider how health workers,
legal officers, youth workers and welfare agencies
can begin a different kind of conversation about
literacy policy and provision. It struck me that
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8 Adult Literacy and Numeracy Research Consortium

“we” have to learn to speak to those outside the
field to be able to convey what it is that “we”
perceive to be important, because it’s crystal clear
that many people don’t think literacy is important
—that it can be done on the smell of an oily rag.
It’s not necessarily so that we are a unique field.
There are overlaps and connections with other
fields of practice, and reasonably so, given we are
talking about literacy as it emerges in people’s
lives, not just in their coded role as a youth or
unemployed person or one needing welfare
support in isolation. We’re making a bit of a
formal connection in Australia, looking at a
relationship between literacy and unemployment
and welfare and work, looking at how to
reconceptualize some of those parliamentary
policy boundaries that exist as structural barriers
in our policy and funding system at the federal
level. The ALNARC work this year is trying to
look at how to unsettle some of those really firm
policy boundaries, like those around poverty and
welfare departments that the government
administers, and the funding agencies that have
also followed suit. It’s unlikely that we will
disrupt them but we want to explore what impact
these boundaries have on provision.
We talked a lot about naming during the
conference and one of things that I became aware
of during the week was my tendency to kind of
slip back into using the term “bureaucrat” as a bit
of a “demonizing” strategy. I’ve caught myself
during this week talking about bureaucrats in this

way and this surprised me. I haven’t done that for
quite a while (well I’ve been trying not to do it!)
because I find that the term bureaucrats—even if
they use the term themselves—solidifies
categories in a way that is not always helpful.
Someone used the word administrator and I
thought it is a much more gentle word. It seems
like a useful word as a replacement, given that I
am talking in a gathering that is designed to help
us work together rather than consolidate the
differences between us. So I was disappointed
when I found myself contributing to some of the
power differences within this group when I used
the word bureaucrat. I want to know more about
the work administrators do and how they do that
work, and what kind of research and practice I
might do that will provide further fuel for the
arguments they need to make in order to shift
policy making in useful ways. But I am also
aware of the bureaucrats—in the more
contemptuous sense of the word—who simply do
not seem to care about the raft of changes that
still need to be made in relation to funding the
work “we” do.
Janet Isserlis reminded me that I’d said that
practitioner research needs to be visible and
written down, and I thought, “Yes, it does.” But I
would also add a caveat—it doesn’t always have
to be written according to the conventional
guidelines of academic research. In the ALNARC
workshops we have held in Australia, we do push
practitioners to document their research. It’s one

of the things I’ve always maintained, “You’ve got
to produce something visible!” You have to start
somewhere, but where to start is a choice, as
Gayatri Spivak reminds us. You have to know in
starting somewhere what you are excluding and I
am very conscious of what I’ve excluded when I
say, “You’ve got to write something down as a
practitioner researcher.” In taking this stance,
other kinds of engagement with the research may
not happen. Writing takes such a long time to
refine for public dissemination and more often
than not the reports tend to be more conventional
reports. I wonder how I am involved in
encouraging this, at the expense of a different
form of documentation. This strategy slowed the
whole process down and took it along a path that
might have been different if we had asked
practitioners to tell their story on tape and
transcribe it, or produce a play or video about
their experiences. So to ask what kinds of writing
can be produced, what kinds of writing can be a
“legitimate product” out of this research project,
is something I want to think more about.
Anneke Van Enk and Suzanne Smythe, and a
number of other people, talked about the issues of
race and gender in adult literacy and practitioner
research. Anneke and Suzanne described a really
powerful exercise in the performance of gender
when they talked about the relationship that they
had with a researcher who started a practitioner
research project with them. It struck me that they
gave a really sharp and clear picture of how the
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field is gendered—this is what it looks like—the
way it’s actually performed on a day-to-day basis.
I’d like to encourage people to do more work like
that, particularly work about the gendered, raced,
classed, and/or sexualized ways in which literacy
pedagogies are performed by researchers,
educators and learners. It would be a really
interesting way to research how gender is
performed in the classrooms and research groups
of which we are part, so that we can start to name
and understand how it operates in our groups
instead of looking elsewhere for it.
And the final thing that I thought about is
something that took me back to my own context
of practice in Australia and we’ve talked a bit
about it here in Edmonton. It’s the concern with
the incredibly deepening levels of inequality
between groups of people that somehow seems to
be widening, despite the increasing concerns and
activism of people in adult literacy and adult
education. There is more poverty, and less that
seems to be being done about it; there are
increasing barriers to employment, and economic
self-sufficiency for communities and individuals.
I have the uneasy feeling that literacy is becoming
central to the maintenance of these divisions
rather than helping to disrupt them. There is also a
sense in which some parts of the population
appear to be less tolerant of the behavior and
living conditions of others, and simply don’t see
that intolerance is part of the problem.
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A cartoon by Judy Horacek, who is fairly well
published in Australia (see Life on the edge,
Spinifex Press, 1992) reminds me of these
divisions. She portrays two communities, one in
the castle and one in the village. The caption
reads: “And they all lived happily ever after—
men and women in complete equality in the
castle and men and women in complete equality
in the village.”
I just thought it’s a helpful way for me to keep
thinking about the kinds of equality that I work
toward, and the kinds of inequality that might be
embedded in choosing to staff a program in a
particular way, or to use particular resources or to
be guided by a particular research agenda. In
trying to achieve a particular kind of research
agenda in adult literacy I’m always mindful that
the outcomes might simply reproduce a different
kind of inequality.
So thank you for giving me the opportunity to
be a part of the Gathering. It’s been a pleasure
to be here.
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Reflections
BRENDA SHERRING AND LINDA SHOHET WERE TWO OF THE GATHERING RAPPORTEURS.
As well as reporting on various sessions, they each wrote a personal reflection on the Gathering.
Brenda sent her reflection from her home in Yorkton, Saskatchewan. Linda’s reflection was published
in Literacy Across the Curriculum and is reprinted with permission

Reflections
Brenda Sherring

W

orking from an office computer in the
rather geographically isolated community
of Yorkton, Saskatchewan, I strove to learn
about the many research interests of literacy
educators from as many different locales as
possible. As I surfed the net, I was continually
impressed with the degree of expertise that
seemed to abound. With every click I learned
more; my only demise, at the time, was that I
felt so isolated from all this knowledge. I felt
like a passive observer and yet the names and
the philosophies associated with them were
becoming so increasingly familiar to me that I
yearned to have some means of direct
exchange. I had questions and concerns related
to my own literacy work that I longed to be
able to direct to those who had already amassed
so much knowledge.
Mary Norton’s initiative, Bearing blossoms
Sowing seeds, advertised as a forum for literacy
researchers, immediately captivated my

attention. To me, this seemed like a golden
opportunity to meet those names that had been
popping up on my computer monitor. This
seemed like an opportunity to query minds that
had explored the many aspects of literacy
issues. This forum seemed like it would give
me my sought after chance to banter ideas back
and forth with people more in the know about
so many things related to literacy than I.
Afterall, they had a wealth of published
material about their activities; I had a small
program in a small community in a rather
remote section of an economically struggling
province. Although the temptation to attend was
irresistible, the fear of not knowing enough to
make a contribution was inhibiting; I was afraid
that my questions and observations would seem
redundant to people who spend so many hours
reading, writing, and researching literacy. As a
result, deciding to let fate be my guide, I waited
until the last minute to send in my registration:
no room left would let me know that I wasn’t
supposed to be there!
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There was room—my registration had been
accepted. As I flew into Edmonton International
Airport, I wondered if I would be too. On the
bus ride to the University, as I watched the
urban landscape unfold, a banner with all those
names kept running across the bottom of my
field of vision: Mary Norton, Learning Centre
Coordinator and Literacy Gathering instigator;
Deborah Morgan, Writing Out Loud guru; Judy
Murphy, Literacy and Visual Art connector;
Jenny Horsman, Literacy and Violence
researcher; Allan Quigley, St. F. X. Adult
Education specialist; Pat Campbell, CARA
creator; Kate Nonesuch, Getting Out of the Way
moderator; Priscilla George, Aboriginal
Literacy and Spirituality advocator; and Ellen
Long of Learning Strategy fame.... These
people, and forty some others would comprise
the bouquet of knowledge eclectically collected
for the sake of advocating the importance of
literacy in the lives of all adults.
During the following few days, I found myself
completely immersed in not only literacy
issues, but in a creative fire that was fueled by
a collective passion for learning. So much was
packed into the agenda that seminars and
themed discussions were overlapping and
running back to back. In the days we worked
together, in the evenings we played together,
and when we rested, we thought together. And
there was, and still is, a lot to think about.
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I learned that, although we each came to this
Gathering with various background
experiences, it was this common element that
bound us together. For myself, I gathered
strength from the unselfish sharing of
knowledge that so readily occurred and I left
Edmonton with a handful of seeds all ready to
sow. I also learned that I too am a part of this
Literacy Tree; though my blossom is a small
one, in comparison with many of the other
spectacular blooms, it is a blossom
nonetheless. I learned that, whether one is a
literacy researcher or practitioner, we all share
the same root.

Reflections on the Edmonton Gathering
Linda Shohet

J

ane Mace crystallized her experience of
being at the Gathering. “I’ve met people this
week who swim in the lightning,” she said of
the group. Allan Quigley said that after fifteen
years as a practitioner and fifteen as a
professor, he believes there is a research
revolution going on. He traced the development
from the 1930s, when research meant only
scientific inquiry, to today when qualitative
method is accepted and becoming more
widespread. Quoting Zora Neale Hurston, he
said, “Research is just formalized curiosity.”
A tone was set in the opening session. Sitting in a
circular Kiva of tiered wooden benches arranged
around an open space (in aboriginal culture a
gathering place of equality and respect), we
listened to Priscilla George, the Rainbow Woman
(Ningwakwe) who has inspired the flourishing
movement of the past decade in Canadian
aboriginal literacy, share her story about
overcoming her fear of singing in public as an
example of transcendence of fear and working
through doubt. These themes recurred through
many of the stories told by presenters about their
struggle to see themselves as researchers.
In small groups, in workshops, in round tables
and in social networks, we asked what it means
to do research, when does a teacher call herself

a researcher, and why. One participant said,
“Research changes us. It forces us to examine
who we are and ask why we do this and what
we believe in.... There is some risk for the
researcher; she can be so careful of everyone
else’s vision that she loses her own.... And
there’s always a sense of being an outsider that
creates tension….”
Being outside the mainstream seemed to be one
consequence of doing participatory research. This
was not necessarily seen as a negative.
Mainstream, suggested one woman, may be a
vision that’s become stagnant; creating new
knowledge means being counter culture.
One presenter used the metaphor of a gap. While
we always say, “Mind the gap” perceiving it as a
space into which we could fall and get hurt, she
suggested that practitioner–researchers are living
in the gap, choosing to work where there is some
space and freedom.
In feedback from the first day, Mary Hamilton
reported hearing discussions of ethics, of consent,
and of naming. She highlighted issues of power
in the dynamics of research as academics,
practitioners and learners work within and against
institutional shaping and constraints. She noted
the gendered nature of research processes and the
challenge of identifying ourselves as researchers.
But, what counts as research? “The working
context of literacy,” she said, “forces practitioners
to [re]invent the model(s) of research, creating
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something not quite recognizable in either place.”
Mary spoke about the challenge of building a
research culture, of what supports are needed.
“We have a field full of knowledge and wisdom
with no one to drive it.”
Margaret Herrington, chair of RaPAL (UK),
noted that while the UK is less involved with
volunteer issues, it is dealing with the
professionalization of the field, which she
supports. Research in practice is a form of
professional development. She described how
discussion inquiry can open up differences in
practice. However, she cautioned, “Calling it
research in practice doesn’t resolve the
difficulty of practitioners seeing themselves as
researchers. I see it as an organic process. The
nature of the work is investigatory—trying to
resolve difficulties daily. My practice is
research in practice.”
Working against the optimism of new researchers
are the realities described in one poorly-attended
session where Beth Young shared findings from
years of research on part-time workers and
changing work conditions— flexible workplace
and workforce. Her study of education workers
in Alberta reflected the general North American
pattern of part-time workers, mainly women,
with low or no benefits, no pensions and often
multiple jobs. In conditions such as these, how
many teacher-researchers can realistically be
expected?
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There is no doubt that the researcher-practitioners
at the Gathering spoke powerfully to the
possibilities of incorporating inquiry into
teaching. Still, at times there was a missionary
tone to the event; as one participant noted
ironically, “Participatory can also be oppressive.”
In a conference that was talking about different
ways of knowing and different models of
inquiring, there was an undercurrent of antiacademic feeling that silenced the few traditional
researchers present. Is every act of reflection or
inquiry a piece of research? Is every instance of
sharing practice a research event? Every teacher
should be a reflective practitioner, but does every
teacher have to be a researcher?
Can we work more effectively to bridge the gap
between the academic and practice-based
researchers? Many of the tensions that were
named at the Gathering call for continuing
exploration.
Reprinted with permission from Literacy Across the
Curriculumedia Focus,16(1),13-14.

Evaluation
Helen Woodrow

ON AUGUST 4, 2001, MARY NORTON FORWARDED A QUESTIONNAIRE VIA EMAIL TO THE
NAMES APPEARING ON THE REGISTRATION LIST FOR THE GATHERING. Participants were asked
to provide feedback on the session and indicate their interest and specific suggestions for future events
focussed on literacy research in practice. The questionnaire also outlined how participant responses would
be used in the conference report. People were encouraged to return their responses by mid-September, and
by October 15 completed questionnaires had been received from 50% of the Gathering registrants.

T

here were some risks in this data gathering
method. First, it did not guarantee
anonymity and that may have hampered
people’s expression of ideas and the number of
returned questionnaires. Second, though postsession evaluations may yield more fruitful data
as participants have time for reflection and
consideration of the back home implications of
the discussions, task completion can be
thwarted by the pressing demands of the
workplace and home.
Five questions were included in Part 1 of the
questionnaire which was designed to solicit
feedback about the 2001 Gathering. A summary
of the responses follow.

1.Why did you decide to be present at the
Gathering?
It was a rare opportunity.
— Silja Kallenbach
People were hungry to meet, talk, share and
reflect on their experiences with literacy research
in practice. They wanted to stretch their
understandings and boundaries, and generate
enthusiasm for the work. This was particularly
true for literacy workers who work in isolation.
Some newcomers were eager to explore the
methodological questions that were troubling
them with more seasoned researchers.
Many respondents were attracted by the program
and the presenters, and eager to connect with
their Canadian, Australian and British colleagues.
A number, like ABE instructor Evelyn Battell
commented on the trust they had in the
organizing team.
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Because Mary was organizing it, I knew
there would be interesting people with
interesting takes on literacy, respectful
people, not merely “names.”
Others had more specific reasons to be present at
the Gathering. They were involved in national
research projects and had been encouraged to
present at the Gathering by their project coordinators. Some were engaged in academic
work; a few were active members of research in
practice working groups.
2.What did you experience (learn, share, think,
feel, be...) at the Gathering? In what ways
were your experiences the same or different
from what you hoped for?
The Gathering was aptly named. I felt
more of a collaborative sharing with
others who bring varied experiences in
research in practice than a “conference”
where some “present” and others
participate in or listen to the
presentation.
— Judy Murphy
This question generated the most text, and the
most varied responses of any single question
posed in the evaluation questionnaire.
Participants were effusive in their response to
the Gathering.
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Full of stimulation, excitement, and inclusion
(Suzanne Hale).
The program design was the best of literacy
education.
It was more nourishing and better than I had
hoped (Tracey Defoe).
Though it was mentally exhausting (Cassie
Drennon), the organizers created a low stress
level that was very conducive to learning and
thinking and talking (Allan Quigley).
Gathering participants were people with passion
and vision (Sharon Skage).
Discussions with other literacy practitioners
revealed the backbone of literacy practice in
Canada— I was astounded by the similarities in
the issues we face (Suzanne Smythe).
Research in practice invites extensive discussion of
territories, roles, and relationships. Why was it, one
respondent asked, that the academy sounds like it
owns “knowledge”? (Evelyn Battell). One
described her work as “the gap” between the
academy and the classroom. Some referred to a
chasm between the academy and the field and felt
the Gathering discussion diminished it: there is no
simple divide between academics and nonacademics; people are complex interweavings of all
sorts of backgrounds and roles (Bonnie Soroke).

At the Gathering, simple stereotypes were
challenged and value was attached to
exchanges where academics and practitioners
could share ideas, work and status. I learned
that meetings such as this one are essential in
supporting a context in which people can
simultaneously and inter-connectedly build
(through articulation and sharing) both
practice and theory (Anneke Van Enk).
For some, pressing questions were answered.
Others remembered specific workshops they
had attended.
For those who came with expectations, most, if
not all, of their needs were met. However, one
presenter was disappointed at the low number of
people attracted to her session. Both newcomers
to the field and those with more experience with
literacy research in practice indicated they hadn’t
come with any expectations. Yet I went home
with arms full of baskets overflowing with “seeds
and blossoms” (Judy Murphy).
3.What were the most memorable features of
the Gathering for you? Why were they
memorable?

their reflections evoked strong and pleasant
memories. The social and evening gatherings
(both planned and serendipitous) helped build
relationships between participants and reinforced
the informality and intimacy of the Gathering’s
daytime work groups. Many commented on the
quality of the communication, the attention each
participant gave and was given (Andrea
Pheasey). One participant, whose motivation to
attend the Gathering had been prompted by her
colleagues, came to see this was a group I could
belong to and that I had something I could
contribute (Dee McRae).
People were struck by how the session valued,
celebrated and honoured the work of literacy
practitioners. The quality and range of presenters
were memorable for many respondents. Some
memories were of specific sessions, such as Jane
Mace’s writing workshop, Ellen Long’s session
on access to literacy programs and Priscilla
George’s session on spirituality. For one
respondent, the most memorable feature was
listening to the stories of all those involved in
research in practice and to hear how their
research and, for many, their first-time
involvement in the process, affected them
professionally and personally (Diana Kaan).

Tough to choose.
— Phyllis Steeves
The quote above suggests the dilemma
respondents felt in answering this question but

A number of people recalled the opening and
closing sessions of the Gathering, which included
singing. Being in that beautiful room, surrounded
by people who want similar things, people I work
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with and care about, dreaming and singing about
how we will change the world is an event that I
keep going back to when I feel frustrated or lack
the energy to keep on going (Marina Niks).
For one respondent, the most memorable feature
was the people who attended the event. I was
amazed by the capacity of people to support,
share, learn and follow up. There was no sense of
ownership over ideas, no differences between the
value of input from a practitioner versus a
tenured professor. Knowledge was placed on a
par with experience. Most conferences produce
one or two nuggets of information that serve to
make the experience worthwhile; here, there were
too many to count. I am still reaping new ideas,
resources and friendships that were sown last
month (Michael Johnny).
3a. What features of the Gathering helped you
participate and have the experiences
(learning, sharing, etc.) that you had?
How did these features help?
The features allowed me to feel fully
engaged as opposed to a voyeur.
— Laureen MacKenzie
Most of the features identified by participants
indicated the quality of the program design
team’s work, and as one respondent noted, there
were no details overlooked. Truthfully, the entire
environment (not just physical, but mental,
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emotional and spiritual) was conducive to
participation (Michael Johnny).
The word friendly was often used by respondents
to convey the sense of comfort they experienced
at the Gathering. I don’t think I’ve ever been to a
conference before where I had the opportunity to
talk with almost everyone about the substance of
the conference (Annette Van Enk). Many people
felt the atmosphere was set in the opening session,
the social events, and in the small groups. Small
groups with limited numbers, that great round
room, the opening ceremony on the first day—
music, colour, sounds, words. The interplay of all
of those gave the learning resonance and depth
(Mary Ellen Belfiore).
Many people commented on the success of the
small group sessions, where people exchanged
ideas, experiences and information. I felt the
atmosphere in every workshop and discussion
group was inviting and respectful of different
ideas and perspectives (Marina Niks).
People also appreciated the print information
made available prior to and during the session,
the signage at the event, and the common room
where coffee and ideas were available. There
were also comments on the food. Most meals
were catered and one participant noted that
sharing food is such a fine way to get to know
other people (Bonnie Soroke).

3b. Did any features of the Gathering get in
the way of your participation?
If so, what and how?
Fewer people responded to this question, including
those who believed no changes were required.
Other responses suggest some things might have
been done differently, by either the organizers or
individual participants. There were even comments
concerning the weather. I won’t hold the sopping
wet clothes against you! (Tracey Defoe)
Suggestions for the organizers included:
scheduling physical activities so that people
could think with their bodies (Suzanne Hale);
more time for workshops, specifically for the
Multiple Intelligences and Action Research
Workshops (Marilyn Luft); time to attend more
sessions; a design feature that would profile both
the work of practitioners and academics, so that
participants would know before session selection
about the work of those who are not written up.
One individual felt inhibited and tentative, feeling
her specific research interest was not shared by
other Gathering participants. This affected her
interactions, and the perceived relevance of the
sessions she attended. For another, feelings of
shyness dampened her singing voice and limited
her questions. Some said they were poor at
sessions requiring “networking” but by the end of
the session were proud to report they had founded
a non-minglers group.

A number of people who performed work roles
at the Gathering such as photographer,
rapporteur, or session leader experienced some
conflicts. They couldn’t attend a workshop
offered at the same time of their own session,
couldn’t find time to meet with the writer in
residence, or had limited time to engage with
other participants. However, those respondents
noted they had made the choice to perform in
these roles and had enjoyed the work.
4. How will your experiences at the Gathering
influence your literacy research in practice?
More fuel for the fire.
— Phyllis Steeves
Participants identified specific ways in which the
Gathering will influence their literacy research in
practice work. They made new contacts, felt
renewed by the discussions, and learned about
new resources and models. I met people who will
be very helpful in examining our research
findings and talking about implications for
practice (Mary Ellen Belfiore). They were
motivated to read more, and grew more confident
about their work to date. I feel energized,
encouraged, excited; most of all, I feel now that I
can do this! (Judy Murphy)
The new knowledge generated at the session had
many applications. It will help me articulate my
concerns about how research is carried out in
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certain projects and I will incorporate much of
what I’ve learned in my training session on
program evaluation (Sharon Skage). I hope to
keep better documentation and reflections of my
practice (Sally Crawford). I will be able to better
articulate the benefits of research in practice and
offer support on identifying resources for literacy
research (Michael Johnny). I have expanded my
view of the potential to use other media to report
research and have fanned a new curiosity around
this (Judy Murphy).

5. Please add any other additional comments
or suggestions you’d like to include.
Great job!
— Laureen MacKenzie

A respondent currently enrolled in a PHD
program discovered appropriate role models that
offered hope for future academic career
possibilities. I was inspired by the honesty and
realism of researchers like Sue Shore and others
who locate themselves as academics, working
with theoretical issues, and not apologizing for
that (Suzanne Smythe).

For most respondents, this open-ended question
provided space to reiterate their personal thanks
to the organizers and offer their congratulations
for an excellent program. Organization was
superb! From email registration to the end, I only
saw seamless, smooth co-ordination (Kate
Nonesuch). A truly memorable occasion (Allan
Quigley). Some hoped it would be the start of
annual event. I hope this event can be repeated
soon so that we don’t lose the momentum
generated by the Gathering (Marina Niks).
Andrea Pheasey suggested that future sessions
might include a researcher in residence. It would
be very helpful for people at my stage of research.
Julie Salembier appreciated the resource material
that was made available to participants. “Learning
about participatory approaches in adult literacy
education” is a very good take-home resource.

A number of respondents were still tentative in
their responses to this question. Literacy
instructor Kate Nonesuch, for example, said she
was still not sure how the Gathering had
influenced her research in practice work. I think I

One participant shared some reflections that had
been sparked by the Gathering. Although we were
nearly all women, and the methods and approaches
we discussed were feminist, it seems the word
feminist was avoided (Suzanne Smythe).

Jane Mace’s writing workshop, the sessions and
informal conversations helped one participant
transform her feelings about writing. I take
away such a wealth of ideas and strategies, and
knowing that I am not isolated, not alone in all
the hell involved in writing (Bonnie Soroke).
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will try not to do any research, just continue to
practice, and practice reflection.

Appendix A
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Antigonish, NS
aquigley@stfx.ca

Bev Sochatsky
Edmonton, AB
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Edmonton, AB
andrea_pheasey@eLit.ca

Bonnie Soroke
Maple Ridge, BC
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Anneke van Enk
Vancouver, BC
aavanenk@sfu.ca

Brenda Sherring
Yorkton, SK
tumbleweeds@sk.sympatic.ca

Audrey Thomas
Victoria, BC
Audrey.Thomas@gems5.gov.bc.ca

Candice Jackson
Red Deer, AB
candice_jackson@eLit.ca

Barbara Wynes
Winnipeg, MB
bwynes@gov.mb.ca

Cassandra Drennon
Athens, GA
cassie@drennonassoc.net

Beth Molloy
Whitehorse, YK
ytcoalition@yukonlearn.com

Cheryl Campbell
Winkler, MB
pemvalrn@mts.net

Beth Young
Edmonton, AB
beth.young@ualberta.ca

Darcy Allen
Prince George, BC
darcyallen@home.com
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Deborah Morgan
Camrose, AB
deborah_morgan@eLit.ca

Fay Holt Begg
Drumheller, AB
fhrmbegg@telusplanet.net

Dee McRae
Houston, BC
dmcrae@bulkley.net

Grace Malicky
Edmtonon, AB
grace.malicky@ualberta.ca

Diana Kaan
Ottawa, ON
diana.kaan@hrdc-drhc.qc.ca

Helen Woodrow
St. John's, NF
edplan@firstcity.net

Elaine Cairns
Calgary, AB
ecairns@bowvalleyc.ab.ca

Jane Mace
London, UK
jane.salome@virgin.net

Ellen Long
Toronto, ON
elong@interlog.com

Janet Isserlis
Providence, RI
janet_isserlis@brown.edu

Elsie Johnson
Edmonton, AB
eson@telus.net

Jenny Horsman
Toronto, ON
jenny@jennyhorsman.com

Esha Chaudhuri
Calgary, AB
esray@cadvision.com

Judy Murphy
Edmonton, AB
judy_murphy@eLit.ca

Evelyn Battell
Duncan, BC
battell@mala.bc.ca

Julie Salembier
Edmonton, AB
jsalem@telusplanet.net

Kate Nonesuch
Duncan, BC
nonesuch@mala.bc.ca

Mary Ellen Belfiore
Toronto, ON
meb@web.net

Laureen MacKenzie
Calgary, AB
lmackenzie@bowvalleyc.ab.ca

Mary Norton
Edmonton, AB
mary_norton@eLit.ca

Linda Phillips
Edmonton, AB
linda.phillips@ualberta.ca

Michael Johnny
Hamilton, ON
mjohnny@trentu.ca

Linda Shohet
Montreal, QC
lshohet@dawsoncollege.qc.ca

Pat Campbell
Edmonton, AB
patty.campbell@ualberta.ca

Margaret Herrington
Leicestershire, England
mherrington@aol.com

Phyllis Steeves
Edmonton, AB
phyllis_steeves@eLit.ca

Mary Hamilton
Lancaster, England
m.hamilton@lancaster.ac.uk

Pieter Toth
Hamilton, ON
ptoth@hwdsb-on.ca

Marilyn Luft
Red Deer, AB
mluft@home.com

Priscilla George (Ningwakwe)
Toronto, ON
priscilla_george@sympatico.ca

Marina Niks
Vancouver, BC
miniks@unixg.ubc.ca

Rebecca Still
Olds, AB
rstill@telusplanet.net
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Robin Houston Knopff
Calgary, AB
rhouston@bowvalleyc.ab.ca

Suzanne Smythe
Vancouver, BC
smythemu@interchange.ubc.ca

Sally Crawford
Fredericton, NB
crawrs@nb.sympatico.ca

Tracey Defoe
Vancouver, BC
defoe@shaw.ca

Sandy Middleton
Vancouver, BC
smiddleton@thehub.capcollege.bc.ca

Tracey Westell
Toronto, ON
twestell@idirect.ca

Sharon Skage
Edmonton, AB
sharon_skage@eLit.ca

Veronica Park
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veronica_park@eLit.ca

Silja Kallenbach
Boston, MA
skallenbach@worlded.org
Sue Follinsbee
Toronto, ON
sue.folinsbee@on.literacy.ca
Sue Shore
Underdale, Australia
sue.shore@unisa.edu.au
Suzanne Hale
Nepean, ON
s.hale@sympatico.ca
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