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Welcome to the past, present and
future of lifelong learning.
The Ontario Literacy Coalition (OLC) saw
a gap in the history books. There were
none written about literacy. They asked
the question, “Who would know literacy’s
history?” The answer was the heroes and
heroines in the literacy field. The solution
was to write down their stories.
OLC wanted to document literacy’s long
and varied history. With funding from
the Adult Learning Knowledge Centre
(ALKC), the Learning From Our History:
Building a Better Literacy Future by
Discovering Our Literacy Past initiative
was created.
The result of that partnership is this
publication, Beyond the Book: Learning
From Our History, Canada’s first
documentation from the perspective of
literacy as a historical movement. This
initiative takes a historical look at literacy
from the 19th century and continues
its storytelling to include present-day
programming in Ontario. Each program’s
story contributes to the theme of each
historical account.

The Ontario Literacy Coalition marketed
this initiative across the province with
the help of many of its partners — and
16 individuals and organizations answered
the call. The legacy of forging new pathways
and building a foundation for learning has
not been lost. The courage and foresight
that has shaped our past is reflected in
these current heroes.
Thus, while the contents of this publication
do not fully encompass the breadth
and wealth of the history of literacy in
Ontario, the contributions of these 16
literacy organizations across the province
exemplify the hard work and dedication of
learners, practitioners and administrators
who continue the struggle for a more
literate province, country and world.
By creating wide ownership of our own
history, the OLC hopes this publication
will help build a stronger sense of pride
as well as establish a base from which to
research and inform adult literacy into
the future.
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THE BRISTOL SCHOOL AND
A HUMBLE DOORKEEPER
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BY B. ALLAN QUIGLEY

W

Where Did “Literacy” Come From?
If we were to ask when reading began,
we would be told by historians such as
Stephen Fischer that people began to
read in about 2000 BC in the region of
Ur in Mesopotamia (p. 18, 2003) — now
Iraq. However, if we want to ask when
“literacy” began, then things get more
complicated. “Literacy” and “reading” are
not the same thing. Literacy has its own
history (Quigley, 2007).
According to the Oxford English Dictionary,
“literacy” comes from the Latin word,
litteratus. To be a litteratus during the
Roman Empire in the first century AD
meant you could read and write in Latin.
No other language mattered. Latin was
the “vehicle of Christendom and all
learning” (Fischer, p. 149). Although the
Romans were not the first — and were
far from the last — to use language to
colonize, Latin alone was the route to
be a litteratus.

When and Where Did Literacy
Programming Begin?
The history of how adult literacy education
programs began in the English-speaking
world was documented by Dr. Thomas
Pole in 1814. The program that made a
visibly lasting impact was the Bristol Adult
School. This adult school movement not
only swept England but made its way to
Africa and North America in the early
19th century.

Dr. Thomas Pole
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The actual name was the Bristol Institution
for Instructing Adult Persons to Read the
Holy Scriptures — or the “Bristol Adult
School” (Pole’s History, 1814; reprinted
by Verner, 1967; see also Quigley, 2006).
The idea for the school came from a
February 1812 “meeting of the local [Bristol
Methodist] auxiliary of the Bible Society”
(Martin, 1924, p. 26) at the Bristol Guild
Hall. As argued then, “Not being able to
read, [the illiterate] were unlikely to be
benefited by possession of the Bible”
(Martin, p. 26).
However, this argument was not acceptable
to William Smith. Smith was described as
“a poor, humble, and almost unlettered
individual . . . occupying no higher rank
than that of a door-keeper to a Methodist
chapel” (Hudson, 1969, p. 2, original
printed 1851). With no knowledge of
literacy programs, no funding and no
models to draw upon, Smith “conceived
the idea of instructing the adult poor to
read the holy Scriptures” (Hudson, p. 2).
With the help of Stephen Prust, a
“distinguished member of the Society of
Friends” and tobacco merchant (Hudson,
p. 3; Kelly, 1962), a room was rented.
The first two adult learners to enter that
room on March 8, 1812, were a man and
a woman: William Wood, age 63, and
Jane Burrace, age 40.
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Soon eleven men and ten women followed
“with the numbers increasing every week,
until the rooms were filled” (Hudson, p. 4).
Smith then “engaged other apartments in
the same neighborhood, for the reception
and instruction of the illiterate poor, who
were daily applying to him for admission”
(Hudson, p. 4). Smith’s Bristol School
was a huge success.
In just one year the model spread to
Bath, Ipswich, Plymouth, Salisbury, and
Yarmouth (Kelly, 1962, p. 150). The
number of schools had grown from 21
schools in 1813, to 41 by 1815. The
Methodist Society’s annual report for 1816
shows that, “24 schools for men and 31
for women, with a total membership of
1,581” (American Missionary Association,
1868) had been started in just four years.
Then the model spread to “Ireland, New
York, Philadelphia and Sierra Leone”
(Kelly, p. 150). This model was used in
many British colonies two hundred years
ago. Much of what was done then is still
done today.
Myths and Beginnings
The literacy field did not begin with
governmental policies, grants, or through
the wealthy. Nor are we a “spin off” from
the public school system. We have our own
history — a history with deep spiritual

roots. If we take the Bristol Schools as our
beginning point and consider how William
Smith began the Bristol School, it is clear
that today’s literacy field was founded upon
compassion and by volunteers. We have
a noble past, but our historical strengths
have also lived to haunt us.
Literacy’s history led to the idea that low
literacy skills are a “temporary deficit
found in some unfortunate individuals,”
not a socio-economic, cultural, gendered
condition within our society. Context
matters for education. Too often issues
such as learning challenges and poverty,
along with some ineffective schools, are
turned into “blaming the victim.”
Finally, from the Roman Empire to the
Bristol School to literacy today, we often
see those with higher levels of formal
education and those with acceptable goals
somehow deciding “what’s best” for adult
literacy learners. Learner voice is a
relatively new idea in adult literacy.
It was believed that England would benefit
from adult schools since, as Pole argued,
“Our poor rates will thus be lightened, our
hospitals, alms-houses, dispensaries, and
other public charities less encumbered”
(Verner, 1967, p. 18, original published
1814). Today, it is typically argued that

literacy will “lighten” unemployment rates,
welfare costs, and crime rates and “lighten
. . . other public charities,” while raising
everything from voting rates to economic
growth to self-esteem. For centuries literacy
has been driven by what Fischer calls the
“accommodation of prevailing values”
(p. 149).
What this first story outlines, and what
we will see in the stories to come, is how
caring people like William Smith stood
up to make a difference. Our founders
would not accept the injustices of their
time. They gave every effort with personal
courage and deep compassion. And
learners have come forward in the
hundreds of thousands to support literacy
over the past two centuries.
In the final analysis, our founders sought
to help others through the magic of the
printed word. They asked for nothing;
they gave all they had. We have proud
personal and professional traditions that
began centuries ago, but we still have
lessons to learn.
Note: Permission to use portions of “Building
Professional Pride in Literacy” (2006) by A.
Quigley has been granted by Krieger Publishing;
an earlier version of these vignettes appeared in
the Literacies journal in 2007.
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FEDERAL INVOLVEMENT
IN LITERACY

..........................................................................................................................................................................................

BY LYNNE LALONDE

I

In 1987, there was a rise in interest in the
issue of adult literacy. A key factor was the
study “Broken Words” (1987) by Southam
News. This study identified the degree of
the literacy problem in Canada. That
same year, the “Cedar Glen Declaration”
was developed through the collective
efforts of many national organizations.
The declaration further defined the state
of literacy in Canada. Also in 1987, Senator
Joyce Fairbairn began the first national
debate on literacy in the Senate. All of
these events prompted the government to
address low literacy levels in Canada.

that if Canada was to increase its literacy
levels, everyone would need to participate.
In 1988, the National Literacy Secretariat
(NLS) was created based on a partnership
model. It would support not only those
directly involved in literacy, but would also
identify and develop key partnerships with
the provinces and territories, community
groups as well as business and labour.
The partnership model was based on key
principles. These included the need to
• recognize the role of provinces and
territories in matters of provincial
jurisdiction

In 1987, the federal Department of the
Secretary of State was given $1 million
to consult with different partners. The
Government and its partners discussed
the literacy challenges facing Canada.
These partners included
• provinces and territories
• literacy experts
• the voluntary sector
The federal government quickly realized

Ottawa Parliament Building
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• have flexibility to meet the needs,
goals and delivery systems of all
regions
• recognize the usefulness and
importance of a variety of approaches
• expand the role of all players,
including provinces and territories,
business, labour and voluntary
sector groups
The NLS Worked with Key Partners
Provinces and Territories: NLS developed
arrangements with each province and
territory. These arrangements allowed
each area to focus on its own delivery
system, needs and differences. In Ontario,
the NLS worked closely with the provincial
government. For example, they jointly
funded Alpha Ontario and Centre FORA,
as well as innovative practices in the
four delivery streams — Anglophone,
Francophone, Native and Deaf.
National Literacy Organizations:
Initially there were only three national
organizations
• Movement for Canadian Literacy
(MCL)
• Laubach Literacy of Canada (LLC)
• Frontier College
In future years other literacy agencies
began
• the Fédération canadienne pour
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l’alphabétisation en français
• the National Adult Literacy
Database
• ABC CANADA Literacy Foundation
• the National Indigenous Literacy
Association
Provincial and Territorial Literacy
Coalitions: Initially there were only three
coalitions, the Ontario Literacy Coalition
being one. Now there is a literacy coalition
in every province and territory. In Ontario
there are Anglophone, Francophone, Native
and Deaf literacy organizations.
Voluntary Sector: Organizations were
identified that did not work in literacy
but had clients who were affected by low
literacy skills. Some examples included
• the Canadian Bar Association —
tackled the issue of plain language
• Chiefs of Police — became more
aware of the effect of low literacy
skills on the justice system
Private Sector, Business and Labour:
These partners were encouraged to
promote workplace literacy programs
and develop appropriate workplace
learning materials.
These partnerships
• developed a solid literacy system
in Canada

• increased public awareness of
literacy
• increased research
They contributed to the development of
• Canadian adult learning materials
for various levels of literacy skills
• materials and tools appropriate for
Aboriginal and Francophone learners
• materials and tools appropriate for
persons with physical and cognitive
disabilities
• practitioner training materials,
including resources and tools
• training for practitioners
The federal government and its partners
continue to work towards a more robust
literacy system under the Office of Literacy
and Essential Skills (OLES) under the
Department of Human Resources and
Social Development Canada.
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ADULT LITERACY IN
ONTARIO

..........................................................................................................................................................................................

BY BETTY BUTTERWORTH

T

The Beginnings of a Literacy Movement
In 1977, a national conference was held
in Ottawa. The conference was sponsored
by the Federal Department of the Secretary
of State, as well as supported by funds
from Wintario, an Ontario lottery program.
People from across Canada were brought
together to begin networking. This led in
1978 to the Movement for Canadian
Literacy (MCL) and a loose network of
practitioners in Toronto and southern
Ontario. This network became the Metro
Toronto Movement for Literacy (MTML).
Some early development of francophone
literacy programs in Ontario also took
place in all delivery sectors. In 1984, a
conference in London brought together
Ontario literacy workers from community,
school board, college, and government;
it was here that the need for the Ontario
Literacy Coalition (OLC) was first
discussed.
The field considered literacy to be a right.
They saw literacy education as important
for many reasons, including
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• employment
• citizenship
• participation in cultural activities,
such as reading for pleasure
• reduction of poverty
• increased social equality
• personal empowerment
Prior to 1986, literacy and basic skills
training had funding from various
government ministries. Funders included
• Ministry of Education — Adult Basic
Literacy (ABL), part of the Adult
Basic Education (ABE) program,
which also funded English as a
Second Language (ESL) programs
• Ministry of Colleges and Universities
— Technical Upgrading Program
(TUP) and Women in Trades and
Technology (WITT)
• Canada Employment and
Immigration (CEIC) — Basic
Training for Skills Development
(BTSD) program
• Ministry of Citizenship and Culture
(MCC) — funding for community
ESL programs, which included ESL
literacy

Government Plan for Adult Basic
Literacy
In September 1986, Ontario’s Training
Strategy and the Government Plan for
Adult Basic Literacy (ABL) were announced
by the Province. New monies were provided
through the Ministry of Skills Development
(MSD) for Ontario Basic Skills (OBS) at
four levels in the colleges. As well, new
funding was given to the Ministry of
Citizenship and Culture for Ontario
Community Literacy (OCL) programs
and other activities to support the field.
The government plan also gave MCC the
“lead role” for literacy.
The plan set out a number of principles
• serve broad objectives, e.g.,
citizenship and employment
• assist individuals by providing
services, for example, outreach,
information and counselling
• provide customized programs to meet
different needs and target groups
• support multiple providers
• promote coordination and integration
• improve literacy in English and
French
The streams (Anglophone, Francophone,
Native, and eventually Deaf) were developed
to reflect these principles. Programs
continued to be offered by all delivery
sectors: college, school board and

community to meet different learner
needs. Each organization was asked to
work closely with other funded agencies
in their community so that learners
could move from one literacy program
to another and to other training and
education opportunities.
OCL programs often served people with
little or no education. Some programs
used the whole language approach, some
the Laubach system, and others the
“consçientization” approach of the Brazilian
educator, Paulo Freire. Many communitybased agencies began in rural areas where
there were few other delivery options. Most
of the Native programs and many of the
Francophone ones were community-based.

Queen’s Park, Ontario.
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School board programs primarily served
people who wanted to continue with high
school credit courses leading to an Ontario
Secondary School Diploma (OSSD).
College programs were offered at four
levels from basic to the equivalent of high
school graduation. Level Four graduates
were accepted for admission by both
college post-secondary and apprenticeship
programs. Because students were mostly
full-time, these courses helped people
fast-track towards their long-term goals.
The original inter-ministerial committee
brought together by MCC included all
ministries who wished to join. Besides
delivery ministries, diverse interests
were represented on the first committee:
• Agriculture — rural interests
• Municipal Affairs and Housing —
the homeless and tenants in social
housing
• Community and Social Services —
needs of social assistance recipients
and people with disabilities
• Health — public health issues for
those with low literacy skills and
the need for clearly written health
related materials
• Ministry of Consumer and Corporate
Affairs — consumer concerns,
including confusing information,
not written in plain language.
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Midway through 1987, the literacy
programs in the Ministry of Citizenship
and Culture (MCC) and MCC’s lead role
were moved to the Ministry of Skills
Development (MSD). English as a Second
Language (ESL) programs, including
ESL Literacy remained with MCC. This
move increased funding for literacy by
placing it in the mainstream of training.
However, it separated literacy and ESL,
resulting in a lack of provincial
coordination between two related areas.
Similarly, the Ministry of Education
transferred Adult Basic Literacy (ABL)
to MSD in 1993.
Program and Field Development in
the Early Days
In 1987, the Ministry of Skills Development
(MSD) provided business and labour with
funding through a new program, Ontario
Basic Skills in the Workplace (OBSW). The
Ontario Federation of Labour developed
the Basic Education for Skills Training
(BEST) program. The Metro Toronto and
Hamilton Labour Councils also developed
programs. Business usually hired delivery
organizations to provide basic skills
programs for employees.
In 1988, family literacy began as a
partnership among different players
such as
• literacy providers

•
•
•
•
•

schools
libraries
social service agencies
social housing tenants’ associations
regional networks

Pilot funding was provided through Ontario
Community Literacy and the newly formed
National Literacy Secretariat (NLS) through
its federal-provincial project grants. Ontario
became a leader in family literacy.
The development of the literacy
infrastructure was cost-shared by the
federal and the provincial governments
after 1988. Pilot projects and research, as
well as coalitions and organizations that
supported the literacy field — programs,
learners, and workers — were almost
always supported by both governments.
Although there were diverse streams and
delivery sectors for programs, all of
them were encouraged to integrate other
non-cultural target groups. Ontario
implemented training and development in
the field related to these groups, starting
with people with disabilities. Other
groups were
• offenders
• women — particularly those
suffering from violence
• youth
• elders

• people on social assistance
• unemployed workers
In 1994, the regional network NEON
(Northeastern Ontario Network, now
known as Literacy Network Northeast)
received funding to develop a set of
practitioner training modules. These
modules were delivered by distance
education, initially through Contact North.
By 1998, three colleges — Sault, Conestoga
and Algonquin — delivered the Adult
Literacy Educators’ Certificate course.
Input from the literacy delivery field has
kept the content current.
Program support and coordination was
encouraged through the development of
16 regional networks (eventually these
became Anglophone only) to
• provide information to potential
learners
• lead the literacy community planning
and coordination process each year
• do practitioner training
• develop the field of literacy through
research
• inform the public of literacy issues
and services
Various groups developed to support the
work of the literacy community. These were
• Ontario Literacy Coalition (OLC) —
Anglophone provincial body
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• La Coalition francophone pour
l’alphabétisation et la formation
de base en Ontario — coalition
of all Francophone programs,
developed somewhat later, now
called Coalition ontarienne de
formation des adultes
• Ontario Native Literacy Coalition
(ONLC) — Native community stream
• Go Ontario Literacy for the Deaf
(GOLD) — Deaf stream, now called
Deaf Literacy Initiative (DLI)
• Community Literacy of Ontario (CLO)
— Anglophone community stream
• Laubach Literacy of Ontario (LLO)
— Laubach community programs
• Le Regroupement des groupes
francophones d’alphabétisation
populaire de l’Ontario (RGFAPO) —
original Francophone community
coalition, disbanded some time
after la Coalition was founded
• College Sector Committee (CSC) of
the Association of Colleges of Applied
Arts and Technology of Ontario
(ACAATO)
• Ontario Association of Adult and
Continuing Education School
Board Administrators (CESBA)
A number of province-wide initiatives
were developed
• AlphaCom — to support networking
and a strategy for computer-based
learning in literacy (originally through

20

George Brown College and later
AlphaPlus)
• AlphaPlus — to provide a lending
library and database of resources for
French, English and Deaf literacy
practitioners, as well as ESL
practitioners (originally through the
Metro Toronto Reference Library)
• Centre FORA — to publish learning
materials in French
• Ningwakwe — to publish learning
materials for Native programs
In 1994 the Ontario Training and
Adjustment Board (OTAB) announced a
new policy and accountability framework.
The focus of this framework was the
literacy education system. After consulting
with the field for several years and
holding two meetings to develop the
policy with the field, 18 core quality
standards were developed. Much of the
work leading up to the announcement
and later piloting of evaluation approaches
in each delivery sector and stream was
co-funded by the NLS.
One of the significant parts of this policy
was the recognition of Aboriginal language
literacy. Subsequently, MSD funded Native
organizations and universities to reach
agreement on standardized literary forms
of eight Aboriginal languages in Ontario.
The goal was to produce dictionaries

and grammars, in order that learning
materials and literature might be developed
in the future.
In 1996, funding for workplace and family
literacy was discontinued. As well, when
OTAB was dissolved, the literacy policy
was no longer in force.
Development in the Last Decade
In 1999, the Literacy and Basic Skills
(LBS) program was launched by the
Ministry of Training, Colleges and
Universities (MTCU).
LBS is a learner-centred, goal-directed,
outcomes-based program. It provides the
essential skills necessary for successful
transition to five goal paths for learners
• independence
• work
• apprenticeship
• high school credit courses
• post-secondary education and
training

Recently, an inter-ministerial committee
on adult education, chaired by the Minister
of Education, has been formed. Comprised
of three ministries (Education; Training,
Colleges, and Universities; and Citizenship
and Immigration), it will provide direction
for improved policy, program, and service
coordination related to adult learners.
In over 20 years, a great deal of
development has taken place in literacy
programs and the field. One major goal,
first identified in 1987, has still to be
reached: a means of recognizing adult
learner achievement across the adult
education system.
Note: This is an overview of literacy programming
changes in the province of Ontario and not every
program initiative has been included. For more
information, please contact Betty Butterworth at
bbutter@sympatico.ca.

The LBS program now includes the full
continuum of very basic literacy to a
grade 12 level, although not all programs
deliver all levels.
The Rapid Re-employment Training
Strategy (RRTS) has brought together
several ministries with a focus on training.
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THE PORT ROYAL
EXPERIMENT

..........................................................................................................................................................................................

BY B. ALLAN QUIGLEY

E

Early in the American civil war, gun ships
from the South Atlantic Blockading
Squadron of the Union Army sailed boldly
into Port Royal Sound, South Carolina.
Troops on board were primed and ready
to engage the confederate army. Instead,
they found some 10,000 freed slaves
standing in rags, many near starvation,
and all unable to read or write. Why so
many illiterate? In 1740, South Carolina
had become the first state to pass a law
making it illegal to teach slaves to write.
In 1834, it also became illegal to teach
slaves to read. While some “house slaves”
and lead field workers were highly literate,
most slaves did not break state laws or
the harsher “plantation laws” of many
southern states as there were serious
consequences to such action. If caught
learning to read or write, punishments
could include having one’s (writing) fingers
chopped off, being whipped, being beaten,
being branded with hot irons, or even
being hanged (Quigley, 1987; 2007).
General Thomas Sherman was in

command of the Northern squadron.
Faced with many problems, Sherman
took the decision to “recommend that
Washington dispatch superintendents and
instructors” (Stubblefield & Keane, 1994,
pp. 130-131) to help the former slaves
become literate. The “Port Royal
Experiment” was born.
What Was “Experimental” about the
Port Royal Experiment?
What was “experimental” about it? Many
Northerners (and most Southerners)
believed slaves, free or not, were not even
capable of being educated (DeBoer, 1955).
Teaching slaves to read and write was
essentially an experiment of the American
Missionary Association (AMA).
Reverend William T. Richardson and
members of the Gideonite religion heard
the call for instructors and sailed from
New York on March 3, 1862, as part
of the New York Freedmen’s Relief
Organization (Quigley, 2006). These
religious educators combined religion
and teaching instruction (Rachal, 1986,
p. 16). This was a beginning of combining
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secular and Biblical teaching in America,
something that would shape both content
and purpose for many literacy initiatives
into the early 20th century.
Under Richardson’s guidance, new school
buildings rose up. Hundreds of people
came forward. Women came carrying their
children on their hip or back. Men, women
and children travelled for miles along
dusty roads to reach their new schools
(Billington, 1953). Not being allowed to
read and write for generations, they had
“an instinctive sense of literacy’s value”
(Rachal, 1986, p. 16) and were drawn to
the “forbidden fruit” (Swint, 1967, p. 72)
of knowledge through reading and writing.
Many were amazed to read that the Bible
taught very different things than they
had been told throughout their lives.
Reverend William Richardson was later
joined by his wife and the couple worked
very hard. William mainly wrote to his
superiors in New York about the progress
being made but also shared the
frustrations he faced both in Port Royal
and with the American Missionary
Association (AMA) itself. The AMA was
morally supportive, but it sent few
resources and little assistance. In due
course, Richardson worked himself to
death (Rachal, 1986).
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Before he died, Richardson and his wife
had proven that their “experiment” was a
huge success. They made it known that
these Black adult learners were their
own intellectual equals (Rachal, 1986).
The Return of Slaveocracy
The Richardsons’ success was the last
thing many Southerners wanted to hear.
Racism increased during Reconstruction
with a violent, relentless backlash. As
described in 1865 by Francis Cardazo,
Richardson’s replacement, some Southern
Whites were filled with “hate and revenge
toward the colored people.” Cardazo
added that, “one thing especially provokes
them . . . that is, our schools . . . [They
wish] to shut them up rather than see
the colored people educated” (October 21,
1865, cited in Rachal, 1986). Historian
W. J. Cash wrote that lynchings that
“were unthinkable when blacks were
valuable property, occurred with grisly
regularity” after Reconstruction began
(cited in Rachal, p. 20).
Yet, even in the face of punishment and
death, Black men and women came
forward in the thousands after the Civil
War. Although the Port Royal schools
closed under Reconstruction, the program
began again in the Penn School movement
in the Sea Islands (Lovett, 1990).

Today, very few people know of the
Richardsons’ heroic efforts. Few know
about the wider struggle for literacy during
and after slavery. For instance, in
Louisiana, according to the 1864 Annual
Report of the AMA, “A most efficient
system of education [was] introduced . . .
by General Banks” (cited, in DeBoer,
1995, p. 24). Banks had placed a military
tax on the entire population to support this
system but, when the tax and the programs
were to be withdrawn, Superintendent
Alvord of the Freedmens’ Bureau reported:
The consternation of the colored
population was intense. Petitions
began to pour in. I saw one from
the plantations across the river,
at least thirty feet in length
representing ten thousand negroes.
It was affecting to examine it,
and note the names and marks
(x) of such a long list of parents,
ignorant themselves but begging
that their children might be
educated; promising that, from
beneath their present burdens,
and out of their extreme poverty,
they would pay for it. (p. 24)
Another literacy teacher, Miss Wells, was
a graduate of Mt. Holyoake. She “followed
the army before peace was declared into
one of the most bitter and conservative

parts of the South” (Congregational
Milestones, cited in DeBoer, 1995, p.
119). Shortly after opening her school in
Athens, Alabama, “The Ku Klux Klan
lined up around her school, [and] fired
volleys of shot . . . through her windows
on either side of the chair on which she
was sitting” (cited in deBoer, p. 119).
Threats continued until “the school was
burned down over her head” (p. 119).
The AMA urged her to come home.
Instead, Miss Wells “established a brick
yard, set the negroes to making bricks
and under her direction they built the
school house which served them for
many years” (cited in deBoer, p. 119).
Discussion: The Limits and Strengths
of Our Legacies
There are few historic records from the
actual learners in literacy history —
either written or oral — so we rely mainly
upon the few documents left by the
founders of movements, or upon those
that gave their reports about early
schools, like Dr. Thomas Pole. Without
the learner’s perspective, we basically
see the religious intent and spiritual
calling of our early adult educators.
Understandably, some critics have
interpreted such history as examples of
missionary colonization, as evangelicalism
through literacy, not “education” as we
know it today.
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One of America’s best known early Black
leaders, Booker T. Washington, said,
“Whenever it is written — and I hope it
will be — the part that the Yankee teachers
played in the education of the Negroes
immediately after the war will make one
of the most thrilling parts of the history
of this country” (cited in DeBoer, 1955,
Preface). Washington’s contemporary, W.
E. B. DuBois, a famous Black intellectual
and harsh critic of racism in America,
wrote, “The [Northern] teachers came . . .
not to keep Negroes in their place, but to
raise them out of the places of defilement
where slavery had sealed them” (cited in
DeBoer, 1955, Preface).

about our past. If we knew more about
our roots, we might be able to see how
history still shapes many literacy
assumptions, policies, and programs
today. Having a better memory might
better equip us — perhaps might better
inspire us — to see and avoid the pitfalls
of the past and learn from the best of
our rich history.
Note: Permission to use portions of “Building
Professional Pride in Literacy” 2006) by A.
Quigley has been granted by Krieger Publishing;
an earlier version of these vignettes appeared in
the Literacies journal in 2007.

History has many interpretations, but
for today’s literacy field, and tomorrow’s
future, one can only wish we knew more
....................................................................................................................................
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ONTARIO LITERACY COALITION:
TAKING LEARNING TO A
WHOLE NEW LEVEL

..........................................................................................................................................................................................

A

As an umbrella organization, the Ontario
Literacy Coalition (OLC) wants to increase
learning and provide better services for
people with literacy challenges.
In 1986 support came from community
literacy groups as well as the federal and
provincial governments to found the OLC.
Today, OLC members now include local,
regional, and national organizations as
well as labour, immigrant and employment
groups.

• Action for Family Literacy Ontario
• Community Literacy of Ontario
In response to changes in government
policy and the move towards workplace
literacy learning, Labour Market Literacy
is now one of the OLC’s main priorities. As
a result, we have developed partnerships
with
• TD Bank

The 1990s were an important decade for
the OLC as we
• developed relationships with new
partners and sectoral networks
• focused on specific areas such as
Family Literacy, Rural Literacy,
Deaf Literacy and ESL Literacy
Thanks to the OLC’s efforts, several of
these same groups are still working
today as cooperative but independent
groups. Examples include
• Deaf Literacy Initiative

Photographs provided by the OLC depict members, staff and other
stakeholders at various OLC events throughout its history.
PHOTOGRAPH: JOSEPH HOWARTH
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• The Canadian Society for Training
and Development
• ABC Canada Literacy Foundation
• The Ontario Chamber of Commerce
• The Canadian Manufacturers and
Exporters
• The Ontario Institute for Studies in
Education
• The Canadian Auto Workers Union
• and many more
The world of literacy is changing, and so
is the OLC. We change as our members’
issues change. Through changes in funding
and political priorities, we continue in our
efforts to lead, support and empower the
literacy field in Ontario.
Building Beyond Borders
The OLC works with 16 Regional Literacy
Networks and four Sectoral Networks.
The Sectoral Networks include
• Laubach Literacy Ontario (LLO)
• Community Literacy of Ontario (CLO)
• College Sector Committee (CSC)
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• The Ontario Association of Adult &
Continuing Education School
Board Administrators (CESBA)
The OLC also works with the Francophone,
Native and Deaf literacy streams within
Ontario. This extensive network promotes
working together across the literacy field
in Ontario.
The OLC’s truly unique role is in
communicating countrywide. Our panCanadian networking strategy allows
us to communicate across Canada with
the 12 other provincial and territorial
coalitions. We sit, along with the other
provincial and territorial coalitions, on
the board of directors for the Movement
for Canadian Literacy (MCL). MCL is the
national body that advocates for the
development of literacy policy and strategy
for Canada. We continue to support a
learner representative on the national
Learner Advisory Network.

In over 20 years, the OLC has changed.
We have strengthened and matured in our
approach to increasing and providing
learning opportunities for the literacy field.

goal: To build leadership, support and
capacity toward a more literate Ontario
so everyone can have a chance at a
bright future.

Our accomplishments include
• providing insight on literacy
issues to federal and provincial
governments, to shape relevant
literacy policy
• launching awareness campaigns
• providing province-wide and
regional training events that not
only showcase promising practices,
but also strengthen the skills of
literacy practitioners and learners
• building and maintaining a private,
public and non-profit cooperative to
encourage investment in literacy

The OLC encourages a fresh approach to
promoting literacy in Ontario by
• providing members with thorough,
timely analysis of government policy
and operations
• providing clear, specific advice to
government on improvements to
both the delivery and overall
management of literacy services
in Ontario
• acting as a centre of excellence to
encourage collaboration among
the various networks, sectors and
cultural streams on issues of a
province-wide or fundamental
nature
• acting as a starting point for new
ideas — including exploring emerging
issues and approaches to working
more effectively with learners to
meet their goals

The Learner’s Network was created by
the OLC in the late 1980s. This Network
later became known as the Adult Literacy
Network of Ontario (ALNO). This OLC
initiative has changed and grown and is
developing into the Learner Association
of Ontario, a
group built by
learners, for
learners.
As for the
future, the OLC
has one main

Through the ongoing work of our partners
in the employment, labour, immigrant,
public, and private sectors, we can realize
our vision of a fully literate Ontario
together. The only limit is our imagination.
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DEAF LITERACY INITIATIVE:
A BRIEF HISTORY

..........................................................................................................................................................................................

T

The organization was founded in 1991 by
a group of Deaf leaders (Christine Ehrlich,
Wanda Berrette, Louise Ford, and Armand
Brennan). The group met to find a name
for this new organization. Bernadette
Beaupre, a consultant from the Ontario
Literacy Coalition (OLC), provided the
group with her advice, expertise and
experience to help the group establish
Goal: Ontario Literacy for Deaf People
(GOLD). Under the guidance of the OLC,
a steering committee was set up to create
new by-laws and operational and strategic
plans for the new organization. GOLD
ran with support from the provincial
government — the Ministry of Education
and Training (MET). Bernadette Beaupre
was a strong ally of GOLD and encouraged
the Deaf community to run GOLD on
its own.
During the first year, GOLD was run by
volunteers with no paid staff. GOLD
provided provincial practitioner training.
In 1992, Frank O’Sullivan was hired as
the first part-time paid staff Coordinator
and worked from home. Afterward, in
1994, Cheryl Wilson was hired to replace
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Mr. O’Sullivan. She moved the office to
Orangeville with the approval of the Board,
and continued to work part-time at home
until 1997.
When the Ministry of Training, Colleges,
and Universities created the Literacy
and Basic Skills Program (LBS), GOLD
obtained funding to hire a full-time
Executive Director (in 1997). During
that same year, the organization was
fully incorporated with new by-laws and
a brand new office in Brampton. The
personnel grew and a few years later the
office moved to its current address in
Mississauga.
Creation of Deaf Literacy Initiative (DLI)
A branding committee was set up to
discuss the idea of creating a new name
for the organization to reflect the growth
and change within the deaf stream. The
committee consisted of staff members,
a board member and a leader from the
Deaf community.
Y Factor was hired to lead the name
change for the organization. The name

The special launch event showed the
guests the new logo, the website and all
the changes that had been done. What is
amazing is that this was done without
any leak to the community about the new
logo of DLI. All who came to the event
were surprised. DLI received a lot of
positive comments about the new logo
and name.

Photographs provided by DLI depict board members,
staff and guests at the launch of the newly branded
Deaf Literacy Initiative (formerly known as Goal:
Ontario Literacy for Deaf People [GOLD]).

and logo change took five long months
with a lot of discussion and brainstorming
from the branding committee.
As a result of the discussions, one logo
stood out. This logo led the Board to
develop a new vision and a new mission
statement to show the changes the
organization had gone through since
1991.

Since the launch, DLI has been recognized
for pursuing the need to develop resources
and for providing excellent support to the
deaf literacy programs. The Executive
Director of DLI has received numerous
requests from various organizations to
provide support to them and networking
has increased tenfold. The organization
has participated in important meetings
with agencies such as UNESCO and CCL
(Canadian Council on Learning) on
relevant literacy issues.
This is a big thank you to our motivated
Board members, staff and stakeholders
throughout the years. 2008 marks DLI’s
17th year and it is looking forward to
taking on new challenges in the years
to come!
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ONTARIO NATIVE LITERACY
COALITION: SYMBOLS
OF LEARNING

......................................................................................................................................

T

The Ontario Native Literacy Coalition
(ONLC) is a not for profit, charitable
organization. It supports 26 communitybased programs located throughout
Ontario that serve Native adults wanting
to improve their literacy and basic skills.
These diverse programs offer a variety of
services including reading, writing, math
and computer skills upgrading.
Background and History
In 1987, Celeste Keeper, an Arawak
Native woman, was named Native
Literacy Coordinator with the Ontario
Ministry of Citizenship and Culture. In
April of that year, after visiting existing
Native literacy programs in Ontario, a
meeting was held to give information on,
and training related to, literacy issues as
they relate to the Native community.
The ONLC’s office opened in August
1998 and its headquarters is located in
Owen Sound.
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The ONLC commissioned Harold W.
Thompson, an artist and member of the
Saugeen First Nation, with the creation
of our current logo. The meaning behind
the logo is described below.
Within the circle are the symbols of
learning
• the eagle represents Vision —
planning for the future
• the eagle incorporates both the
Male and Female; they represent
the continuity of life
• the Seven Feathers represent the
seven grandfather teachings —
wisdom, respect, honesty, humility,
love, bravery and truth
• the Bear claw represents strength
and humility
Protected and found within the circle is
the Medicine Wheel. The Medicine Wheel
• represents continuity and the
relationship between all things

...................

• symbolizes the four directions:
East, South, West, North
• symbolizes the four stages of life:
infancy, adolescence, adulthood,
and Elder
• represents most importantly the
four master ingredients for a life
of peace and balance: physical,
emotional, intellectual and spiritual
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COALITION ONTARIENNE DE
FORMATION DES ADULTES:
FRANCOPHONE IDENTITY

...........................................................................................................................................................................................

M

Most of Ontario’s French-language literacy
centres started in 1988 or 1989. There
were about 20 such centres at the time.
In 1989, these centres came together to
make the Regroupement des groupes
francophones d’alphabétisation populaire
de l’Ontario (Federation of Francophone
Literacy Associations in Ontario). This
was a province-wide organization that
was to
• provide its members with training
and information services
• act as a voice for its members
• serve as their principal contact
with the provincial and federal
governments
Over the following nine years, the
Regroupement faced many challenges.
One challenge was getting the province
to understand the right of the adult
Francophone population to learn.
In 1999, the Coalition francophone pour
l’alphabétisation et la formation de base
en Ontario (Francophone Coalition for
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Literacy and Basic Skills Training in
Ontario) replaced the Regroupement. It
served community-based centres, as well
as colleges and school boards that offered
French-language literacy and basic skills
training in Ontario.
Since 1989, the number of organizations
with literacy services has doubled. The
needs vary greatly. There is a difference
in how and what is taught by a communitybased organization, a college or a school.
There is lack of equality where
Francophones are the majority, the
minority, or a very small minority.
There is also lack of equality among the
northern, southern, and eastern regions
of the province. The challenges are great,
but the Coalition francophone has managed
to work with these different needs and to
offer a variety of services.
The Coalition francophone continues to
work on
• getting recognition for literacy training
as a key part of education for adults

• promoting lifelong learning
• advising the provincial government
about adult education
• working with its members on
projects that provide materials for
the development of literacy and
basic skills training for
Francophones in Ontario
In 2008, the members of the Coalition took
a new name, the Coalition ontarienne de
formation des adultes (Ontario Coalition
for Adult Education). The members also
adopted vision and mission statements.
These reflect the realities today and the
current state of adult education in Ontario.

skills they need to reach their training
and education goals. The Coalition is
seen as a leading organization by all of
the stakeholders in the field.
Mission
The Coalition represents, guides, and
supports its members. It adds to the
development of knowledge about teaching
and training adults. It stresses the
importance of French-language adult
education in Ontario. It also stresses the
need for Ontario’s Francophone adults
to have a complete choice of programs.
Together with its members, the Coalition
helps to build the Francophone identity
in the province.

Vision
The Coalition works with its members to
help adult Francophones in Ontario get the

Designed by Coalition staff.
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COALITION ONTARIENNE DE
FORMATION DES ADULTES

..........................................................................................................................................................................................

E

En 1988 et 1989, une vingtaine de centres
d’alphabétisation de langue française
voient le jour. Dès 1989, les organismes se
mobilisent pour créer le Regroupement
des groupes d’alphabétisation populaire
de l’Ontario, un organisme provincial ayant
pour mandat d’offrir à ses membres des
services de formation et d’information,
et d’agir comme porte-parole de ses
membres et comme interlocuteur principal
en matière d’alphabétisation auprès des
gouvernements provincial et fédéral.
Pendant neuf ans, le Regroupement fait
face à de nombreux défis, dont la
reconnaissance des droits fondamentaux
en éducation de la population adulte
francophone de la province.
En 1999, la Coalition francophone pour
l’alphabétisation et la formation de base
en Ontario remplace le Regroupement.
Ce nouvel organisme reçoit le même
mandat que celui qui avait été confié au
Regroupement. La Coalition francophone
assume toutefois la responsabilité de servir
autant les organismes communautaires
que les collèges et les conseils scolaires
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qui offrent des services d’alphabétisation
et de formation de base en Ontario.
Les défis sont nombreux. Le nombre
d’organismes œuvrant en alphabétisation
et en formation de base a doublé depuis
1989. De plus, il existe des besoins
particuliers à plusieurs égards, associés
aux différentes réalités. Ces besoins
diffèrent en fonction des disparités
régionales (Nord, Sud et Est) et des
disparités linguistiques (dans la mesure
où les francophones représentent un
groupe majoritaire, minoritaire ou très

minoritaire), et selon que le service est
offert dans un groupe communautaire,
un collège ou une école. Le défi est de
taille, mais la Coalition arrive à concilier
le tout et à offrir des services variés et
adaptés aux besoins.
La Coalition francophone travaille à faire
reconnaître l’alphabétisation comme un
élément clé d’un continuum de formation
aux adultes, à promouvoir la formation
tout au long de la vie, à conseiller le
gouvernement sur les dossiers clés liés à
l’éducation des adultes et à entreprendre,
avec ses membres, des projets pour
permettre le développement de
l’alphabétisation et de la formation de
base en Ontario.

d’acquérir les compétences nécessaires
pour atteindre leurs objectifs de formation
et est reconnue comme chef de file auprès
de tous les détenteurs d’intérêt.
Mission
La Coalition représente, guide et appuie ses
membres. Elle contribue au développement
des savoirs en formation des adultes. Elle
fait valoir l’importance de la formation
des adultes en français en Ontario et la
nécessité pour eux d’avoir accès à un
choix complet de programmes. Avec ses
membres, elle crée un contexte qui
favorise la construction identitaire des
francophones.

À l’occasion de leur assemblée générale
annuelle de 2008, les membres de la
Coalition francophone ont adopté un
nouveau nom pour leur organisme
provincial : Coalition ontarienne de
formation des adultes. Les membres ont
aussi adopté une vision et une mission
qui reflètent mieux les réalités actuelles
de leur réseau et de l’éducation des
adultes en Ontario.
Vision
La Coalition contribue à créer avec ses
membres les conditions qui permettent
aux adultes francophones de l’Ontario
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A SHORT HISTORY OF FRENCHLANGUAGE EDUCATION
RIGHTS IN ONTARIO

...........................................................................................................................................................................................

A

According to the International Adult
Literacy and Skills Survey, 55% of adult
Francophone Ontarians have only Level 1
or Level 2 literacy skills. The province’s
adult population averages 42% with Level
1 or 2 skills. Why? There are several
reasons. We will focus here on one that
the francophone community thinks is very
important. Throughout history, there have
been problems getting French-Language
schools in the province. This has had a
harmful effect on Francophone children
in Ontario to this day.
Most know the historical events that placed
Canada in English hands. First there
was the Battle of the Plains of Abraham
in 1759. Then, there was the Treaty of
Paris in 1763. France left Canada and
placed its economic bets on the rich sugar
plantations of Guadeloupe. From that
date on, Francophones in Canada have
had trouble getting their rights recognized.
Things got worse with Lord Durham’s
suggestion of 1839, which called for the
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French Canadians to become like the
English.
In 1912, the Ontario government made
Regulation 17. This was meant to stop
the use of French and make English the
main language used in teaching in
elementary schools attended by FrancoOntarian children. Regulation 17 was
removed in 1927.
From 1927 to 1997, most of Ontario’s
school boards were both French and
English. The French-language schools
were managed by English speakers. It
was not until 1988 that the province
granted equal funding through Grade 13
to all schools — public and separate,
English and French.
In 1998, 12 French-language school boards
began in Ontario. The first Francophone
students to get their education within a
fully equal system will get their high
school diplomas in 2010.

BRÈVE HISTOIRE DE LA
FRANCOPHONIE ONTARIENNE

..........................................................................................................................................................................................

On peut se demander pourquoi le nombre
de francophones se situant aux niveaux
1 et 2 de l’Enquête internationale sur
l’alphabétisation et les compétences
des adultes est supérieur à celui des
anglophones. En effet, 55 % des
francophones se situent à ces niveaux par
rapport à 42 % chez les anglophones. Bien
que plusieurs raisons puissent expliquer
cette réalité, nous avons décidé de nous
pencher sur celle qui nous semble très
importante, notamment celle des défis
rencontrés pour obtenir des écoles de
langue française partout dans la province,
qui ont entraîné des conséquences néfastes
pour les enfants francophones, lesquelles
se manifestent encore de nos jours.
L’histoire nous raconte comment le
Canada a été livré aux Anglais. Il y a eu
d’abord la bataille des plaines d’Abraham
(1759), puis les négociations qui ont mené
au Traité de Paris (1763) où la France a
misé sur la Guadeloupe, riche en sucre,
plutôt que sur le Canada. Dès lors, les
francophones ont eu du mal à faire
reconnaître leurs droits. Cette situation
a empiré avec la recommandation de
Lord Durham (1839) de procéder à

l’assimilation des Canadiens français.
En 1912, le gouvernement ontarien
adopte le Règlement 17, une mesure
visant à restreindre l’usage du français
et à faire de l’anglais la langue principale
d’enseignement dans les écoles
élémentaires fréquentées par les élèves
franco-ontariens. Le Règlement 17 est
abrogé en 1927.
De 1927 à 1997, la plupart des conseils
scolaires sont bilingues. La gestion des
écoles de langue française repose
essentiellement sur des anglophones.
Ce n’est qu’en 1988 que la province
accorde un financement égal jusqu’en
13e année à toutes les écoles, tant
séparées que publiques, de langue
anglaise et de langue française.
En 1998, le gouvernement provincial
crée douze conseils scolaires de langue
française autonomes. Les premiers
élèves à recevoir tout leur enseignement
au sein d’un système entièrement
équitable obtiendront leur diplôme
d’études secondaires en 2010.
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LAUBACH LITERACY ONTARIO:
EACH ONE TEACH ONE

..........................................................................................................................................................................................

Thirty-five years ago, the Hamilton Literacy
Council — the first Laubach literacy
council in Ontario — opened its doors, and
trained and certified 14 volunteer tutors.
This training, provided by nationallycertified trainers, was in response to 60
students looking for help. In the next four
years, using the “Each One Teach One”
approach, Hamilton helped form three
new Laubach councils. One year later,
because of Laubach’s apprentice training
and outreach program, four more Laubach
councils were formed. By 1981, because
of dedicated trainers such as Suzy Harris,
Connie Morgan and Almyra Namaro, there
were over 15 Laubach councils in Ontario.
It was at this time several councils formed
Laubach Literacy Ontario (LLO), which
ran without staff or government funding
until the early ‘90s.
Currently LLO has 49 member agencies.
LLO’s success is due to its proven
approach to literacy training; professionally
trained, certified and committed trainers;
and training resources and curriculum.
Trainers, staff and tutors are encouraged
to continue their professional development
through training opportunities, such as
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the annual conferences.
LLO was one of the founding members
of the Ontario Literacy Coalition, and the
largest member of Laubach Literacy of
Canada (LLC). When LLC closed its doors,
LLO began providing its own provincial
training, certification and accreditation
system, and distributing New Readers
Press materials.
LLO is supported by a volunteer Board
of Directors which includes two literacy
students; a Training, Development and
Certification Committee which includes
eight volunteer tutor-trainers; and a
Student Initiative Committee which
includes five adult literacy students.

Students at the conference.

Centre FORA:
WHAT’S IN A NAME?

..........................................................................................................................................................................................

Centre FORA =
Community
Editing
Need
Thanks
Resources
Entrepreneurship

Family literacy
Opportunity
Rallying
Adult literacy

Community-oriented, non-profit
organization, working with educators,
school boards, cultural centres,
francophone literacy centres and other
organizations across Canada that share
the goal of promoting reading.
Editing French-language material written
in simple language.
Need identified in 1989 to create material
for French-speaking adult learners in
Ontario. This publishing house is based in
Sudbury, a strong francophone community
in the centre of the province.
Thanks to various funders at the provincial
and federal levels, educators in the field
and learners everywhere for their continued
support, perseverance and strength.

Sylvie Rodrigue, Yolande Clément et Mario
Leclerc lors du lancement de la version adaptée
de Jacques Demers : En toutes lettres.

Resources and educational products
offered to educators, learners and
families to help them with reading,
writing, numeracy, document use, oral
communication, critical thinking and
computer use.
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Entrepreneurship through bookstores
and a new training site where adult
learners and youth at risk take part in
workplace training created specifically
for and by them.
Family literacy focused on the parent
as the child’s first educator, especially
parents with lower literacy skills.
Opportunity to create and publish quality
adult learner materials with various
partners across Canada, including adult
learners.
Rallying and networking with organizations
in the public and private sectors, through
local, provincial and national forums
and conferences.
Adult literacy focused, including teens,
in order to create active citizens and a
skilled workforce.

Centre FORA =
Communauté
Edition
Nécessité
Ténacité
Ressource
Entreprenariat

Famille
Opportunité
Reconnaissance
Adultes

Communauté — Le Centre FORA est actif
au sein de la communauté, participant à
divers projets et à de nombreux événements
communautaires afin de faire la promotion
de la lecture en français.
Edition — Le Centre FORA est une maison
d’édition francophone provinciale qui
publie les œuvres originales et adapte
une variété de publications pour les
personnes apprenantes adultes en voie
d’alphabétisation.
Nécessité — Le Centre FORA a été fondé en
1989 pour répondre au besoin de créer des
productions de langue française pour les
formatrices et du matériel d’apprentissage
pour les personnes apprenantes. La ville
de Sudbury a été choisie pour sa forte
composante francophone et du fait qu’elle
est au centre de l’Ontario.
Ténacité — Le Centre FORA est tenace
dans son devoir d’accroître la littératie des
francophones. Il est fier de partager son
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expertise en alphabétisation des adultes
et des familles lors de congrès et de forums.
Ressource — Le Centre FORA fournit des
matériaux essentiels destinés à outiller les
formatrices et à appuyer les personnes
apprenantes durant leur apprentissage
écrit et oral de la langue française. Ces
outils développent des capacités de lecture,
d’écriture, de calcul, d’informatique, de
raisonnement, d’utilisation de documents
et de communication orale.
Entreprenariat — Le Centre FORA
continue à innover par l’ouverture de
librairies. Entre autres, une librairie
francophone de livres usagés verra le jour
en 2009 et offrira de la formation en milieu
de travail aux personnes apprenantes
adultes et aux jeunes à risque.

Reconnaissance — Le Centre FORA
remercie les nombreux partenaires
communautaires, provinciaux et nationaux,
les centres d’alphabétisation francophones,
les conseils et les commissions scolaires,
ainsi que les divers gouvernements pour
leur appui continu depuis 1989.
Alphabétisation — Le Centre FORA prend
à cœur l’alphabétisation de chaque adulte,
adolescent et enfant francophone. Un
taux élevé de littératie permettra à toutes
et à tous d’avoir plus de confiance en soi
et de contribuer pleinement à la société
et au milieu de travail.

Famille — Le Centre FORA se spécialise
aussi en alphabétisation familiale. Il
produit et donne accès à une variété de
ressources destinées au parent faible
lecteur dans son rôle de premier éducateur
de son enfant et aux intervenants en
littératie familiale.
Opportunité — Le Centre FORA permet
aux personnes apprenantes de rayonner
en publiant des textes rédigés par ces
derniers, ce qui a pour effet d’augmenter
leur confiance en soi.
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The Tradition of Social Justice
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THE VISIONARY:
CORA WILSON STEWART

..........................................................................................................................................................................................

BY B. ALLAN QUIGLEY

T

This is the story of Cora Wilson Stewart.
Cora was a person of vision and one of
the most determined, most capable people
in early American literacy history. One
evening in 1911 she opened the doors of
the Little Brushy schoolhouse in Rowan
County, Kentucky. Rowan County was
the poorest county in Kentucky at the
time (Baldwin, 2005). Her idea was that
when the moon was shining, adults
would come down from the hills and up
from the “Kentucky hollers” to learn to
read and write in the local schoolhouses.
Stewart then carried the week’s lessons
in the local Rowan County Messenger.
Besides being school superintendent
and, at one point, principal of two
schools, Stewart was also the editor of
the Rowan County Messenger (Quigley,
2007).
Stewart had hoped that perhaps 150 adults
would come that first moonlit evening.
Instead, 1,200 enrolled in the first year;
1,600 the second; and, by 1913, no fewer
than 25 counties had started Moonlight

Schools for adult learners
(Baldwin, 2005). Within
four years, Alabama had
established “Adult Schools”;
South Carolina had started
“Lay-By Schools”; the
Community Schools
appeared in North Carolina;
Cora Wilson
and “Schools for Grown-Ups”
were created in Georgia. All of these
schools were based on the Kentucky
model (Taylor, 1973, pp. 24-25). By 1914,
Oklahoma had not only established night
schools for literacy, but offered credit in
its Normal Schools for adult education
teachers. Washington State created adult
night schools on the Kentucky model in
1915, as did Minnesota and New Mexico.
According to historian Wanda Cook, this
was the official beginning of adult literacy
education in America (Cook, 1977). Today
Cora Wilson Stewart’s hand can be seen
in every aspect of literacy programs across
the United States of America, yet few
know her name.
At age 15, Stewart began teaching in the
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Morehead Public School (Estes, 1988,
p. 115) but, by her own account, three
events led her from child education to
adult literacy education. She had been
repeatedly told by the community that
“elderly folks were too self-conscious
and embarrassed to go to night school”
(Taylor, 1973, p. 23), but when a mother
asked her for help to write to a daughter
who had recently moved to Chicago;
when a middle-aged man “with tears in
his eyes,” (Mandrell, n.d., p. 14) begged
to be helped to learn to read so he could
feel “whole;” when an aspiring local
musician asked her to teach him to
write, Stewart turned to adult literacy
education (By the light..., 2001).
Besides creating the blueprint for a
national education system, she wrote
some of the earliest literacy readers,
including the Country Life Readers and
The Prisoner’s First Book. She was named
to the Kentucky Illiteracy Commission
in 1914 — a Commission she herself
had proposed — and later became its
chairperson. Stewart included Native
Americans and African American adults
in the literacy movement, a step way
ahead of its time. In the years of the
First World War, Stewart was asked to be
advisor to the U.S. army on literacy. She
not only created a learning program for
them, she wrote The Soldier’s First Book
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so countless soldiers in the trenches
could write home for the first time and
learn to read the letters they received.
Although Stewart had many personal and
professional barriers, she was a driving
force in the literacy movement. From
advisor during World War I, she became
Chair of the Illiteracy Commission of the
National Education Association in 1919.
She was appointed Chair of the World
Illiteracy Commission where she “presided
over conferences in Edinburgh, Geneva,
Toronto, San Francisco and Denver”
(Taylor, p. 25) and was invited by Calvin
Coolidge to be the director of the first
true National Illiteracy Crusade in 1926.
She was also appointed director of the
new National Illiteracy Commission.
Through those years, Stewart also fought
to have what today would be English as
a Second Language (ESL) programs for
new immigrants (Cook, p. 31) as the
Americanization movement took hold
across the United States of America.
Discussion: Literacy and Gender as
Threat and Exploitation
After almost two decades of success, a
bill for $75,000 that Stewart put before
the Kentucky legislature to continue her
work was defeated by the state’s all-male
superintendents. Some of her colleagues
went on to mock her efforts and attack her

(Baldwin, 2005), calling the entire literacy
movement “a fad and a failure” (cited in
Estes, p. 251). Many insisted her cause
was “Quixotic” and that she should
“channel her effort” elsewhere (cited in
Estes, p. 251). Stewart carried on, but
on December 1958 she died in relative
obscurity at age 61 in a North Carolina
nursing home (Cook, 1977).
We can try to imagine the systemic, cultural
and political difficulties she encountered,
but we also must wonder about the gender
issues she must have faced. She was the
only female superintendent of schools in
Kentucky at a time when males were
thought best for administrative roles. She
was a woman who championed those
whom schooling had failed.

As with other aspects of our history some
of our beginnings haunt us still. As a
female educator in a male-dominated
society, her sacrifice and compassion
seems to have become the norm for
female tutors, teachers and administrators
throughout adult literacy.
Many social stereotypes and systemic
injustices have become so accepted they
are rarely questioned. However, if you ask
how we got to where we are today, or why
we do what we do, many of the answers
can be found by looking to our history.

Note: Permission to use portions of “Building
Professional Pride in Literacy” (2006) by A.
Quigley has been granted by Krieger Publishing;
an earlier version of these vignettes appeared in
the Literacies journal in 2007.
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THE MODERN LEGEND:
NOGOJIWANONG NATIVE
LEARNING PROGRAM
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P

BY PAT POWELL
Nogojiwanong: Peterborough, where the
rushing waters meet
Once not so very long ago, a Circle of
learned Anishnabe Kwe were offered
tobacco by a young man seeking their
wisdom. There was something on his
heart regarding many of the people and
he longed to find a solution.

longed to come to a place where Aboriginal
people wanted to learn and would teach
one another. The Circle decided the
gathering place should be called the
Learning Program because of what the
people had said they wanted to happen
there. The man at Queen’s Park said yes
to this idea and sent the Circle a little bit
of money for the gathering place.
Many snows came and went. After each
snow, the time of renewal, something

The heaviness on his heart was for the
people who were missing something very
important in their lives. They hadn’t
finished school and their children
weren’t going to either.
The Circle sent the young man to talk to
many people about this and to write
down what they said. They knew the
ways of Queen’s Park, where the money
grows on the trees.
The young man surveyed as many of the
people as he could find. They said they
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Medicine wheel.

new took place. At first the people who
came were teachers but there were no
students. Then the students came looking
for the teachers and there weren’t enough
of them. Next the right number of students
and teachers arrived at the same time.
Each year after that was different too.
What stayed the same was that the
students didn’t think they had what they
needed so they came seeking. It turned out
they had much wisdom so they shared

what they could to help the others. So
many people came, more space was
needed for them to discuss things and
to learn from one another.
The Circle became the Council for the
Learning Program. Some of the founding
mothers had to move on and sent others
in their places. The help that everyone
gave each other lifted the heaviness off
the hearts of many of the people.
The little bit of money sent by the man
at Queen’s Park did not change. It seems
the money trees at Queen’s Park were
suffering from a blight that continues to
this day. That did not stop the people,
who could always find ideas to keep the
gathering place going.
So, to this day, the Native Learning
Program at Nogojiwanong carries on as
a place for Aboriginal people and their
families and friends to gather, to learn
and to teach. It is known by Anishnabe
as far away as James Bay.

Computers and classroom.
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Literacy: For What Purpose?

50

TAKING LITERACY TO
THE FRONTIER: CANADA’S
FRONTIER COLLEGE

...........................................................................................................................................................................................

T

By B. Allan Quigley
This is one of literacy’s most remarkable
stories — a Canadian literacy success
story that begins with Reverend Alfred
Fitzpatrick.
Alfred Fitzpatrick was born in the farming
community of Millsville, Pictou County,
Nova Scotia. He was the second youngest
of 12 children (Morrison, 1989) and grew
up knowing that one brother, Lee, had
worked and died in the Redwood lumber
camps of California. Another of his older
brothers, Isaac, had left for the same
Redwood forests to work but they had not
heard from him since. After graduating
with a degree in theology to become a
Presbyterian minister, Fitzpatrick decided
to visit and serve in the same Redwood
forest lumber camps. He wanted to
search for one lost brother and find the
gravesite of the other, but it was “in the
towering forests of California that
Fitzpatrick was to define his life work”
(Morrison, p. 5; Quigley, 2007).

According to oral
history, Fitzpatrick
was working as a
minister in a lumber
camp when he
accidentally met his
long-lost brother,
Isaac. True or not,
the story goes that
Alfred offered Isaac
Alfred Fitzgerald
a ride in his wagon.
Alfred immediately recognized his older
brother and it was during this drive Isaac
learned he was reunited with the little
brother whom he thought was some
4,000 miles away (Morrison, p. 6). As they
talked, Alfred learned about the brutal
work men were required to do in the
lumber camps. As Morrison states, “Their
working conditions were appalling, their
living conditions primitive” (p. 7). With
no unions, no charitable church support,
no governmental agencies to turn to and
few medical facilities, workers were
beasts of burden who often died through
accidents on the job. Alfred decided “to
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devote his life to those who laboured on
the frontier” (Morrison, p. 6).
Many of the forgotten thousands were
immigrants. They laboured in mines and
lumber camps, and worked on the railways
across the nation. And, like so many of our
literacy founders, Fitzpatrick was driven
by a spiritual desire to help. For him it
was the prevailing Social Gospel reform
movement that moved him to believe
knowledge was “the God-given right of
every person, not the exclusive privilege
of the favoured few” (Morrison, p. 8).
Fitzpatrick’s Model Takes Literacy to
Learners
He headed to a lumber camp near Nairn
Centre in Northern Ontario in 1899 and
set up his first Reading Camp in October
1900 (Quigley, 2006). Other young
university graduates followed and started
24 reading rooms in log structures or
canvas tents in various locations
throughout that northern region. These
graduates were supported by church
donations, as well as private, commercial,
and some governmental finances but
they were then — as they are now —
volunteer workers.
At first, the volunteers stayed in the
camp until the men came back after work,
but soon this model changed and the
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“labourer-teachers” worked shoulder-toshoulder with miners, railway workers,
or those working in the lumber mills.
Then, in the evening, completely exhausted
and hurting from hard labour, avoiding
the hordes of mosquitoes, the volunteers
set up a reading tent or pulled open the
door of an empty boxcar. With portable
or improvised blackboards and the few
books they had, they taught basic literacy
skills to their fellow workers.
This model has changed little since 1899.
Labourer-teachers still work for the same
wages as their co-workers and they still
teach literacy in the evenings, or whenever
and wherever there is space and time for
learning.
With thousands of immigrants entering
Canada at the turn of the twentieth century,
Fitzpatrick’s approach caught the eye of
the Canadian government. Impressed with
his efforts, the Canadian government
supported them through citizenship
education sponsorship. By 1920, the
labourer-teacher ranks had grown to 46
men and 3 women. Fitzpatrick personally
wrote the Handbook for New Canadians
in 1919 so “Each instructor [could be]
sent to the frontier grasping a volume to
promote Canadianism” (Morrison, p. 13).
Translations of 700 words of Italian,
French, Swedish, Ukrainian, and Yiddish

into English were added to “materials
on Canada’s history and government,
naturalization, and basic English language
structure” (Morrison, p. 13).
By 1920, some 100,000 workmen had
been taught by over 500 labourer-teachers.
However success sometimes leads to
conflict in literacy.
Success as Threat
Like all of our heroes and heroines,
Fitzpatrick met with great success and,
also, great disappointment. In his case, it
was a clash with the school educational
systems. Fitzpatrick had received degreegranting authority for Frontier College from
the federal government in 1919 but that
charter would never be fulfilled. Many of
the universities, colleges, and provincial
government departments of education
across Canada would not accept the idea of
a “national college.” In Canada, education
is a provincial responsibility. A “national
college” with a national jurisdiction would
interfere with provincial post-secondary
control. All kinds of questions and
objections were raised. Despite every effort,
despite his 1919 charter, despite the
support of scholars across the nation, “little
or no financial support was forthcoming
from government” (Morrison, p. 15). Alfred
Fitzpatrick died along with his dream of
a degree-granting institution in 1925.

Cultural Imperialism and Literacy for
What Purpose?
Edwin Bradwin took on the role as the
second president of Frontier College. He
encouraged Frontier College to do what it
had always done best — place labourerteachers throughout the frontiers of Canada
as volunteers in a non-credit undertaking.
Today, labourer-teachers work alongside
migrant workers on farms and in market
gardens. Frontier College is now also
reaching new frontiers among the
physically and mentally challenged in
literacy, building learning partnerships
with Canada’s First Nations Peoples,
teaching prison literacy, and promoting
reading with young people.
Fitzpatrick has stated, “Wherever and
whenever [people] have occasion to gather,
then and there shall be the time, place and
means of their education” (cited in O’Leary,
1999, p. v). However, recent researchers
have questioned how truly inclusive
Frontier College was in its earliest days. The
absence of work with, for instance, First
Nations and women in the early years has
been noted. Moreover, researchers such
as Pierre Walter (2003) have questioned
the extent to which Frontier College was
“educating for Canadian conformity.” He
argues this was the grand project of AngloCanadian nation building in the Victorian
tradition of nineteenth century imperialism.
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Frontier College’s strong focus on Canadian
conduct and values in the citizenship
teaching materials parallels much of the
Americanization movement seen south of
the border at that time (Quigley, 1997),
which has been criticized on the same
grounds (Quigley, 2006).
Interestingly, according to Walter (personal
communication, 2006), there has been a
shift from social gospel purpose to a social
justice orientation in Frontier College’s
work. The turn has been from an
individualistic, citizenship education
approach to working with learners, hearing
their voice, and, at times, advocating for
learners in the face of injustice.
The lesson here echoes back to the very
term “literacy” coming from the Latin word
litteratus. Under the Roman Empire in
the first century AD, to be a litteratus
meant you could read and write in Latin.
No other language mattered. Latin was

the “vehicle of Christendom and all
learning” (Fischer, 2003, p. 149).
Literacy has never been “value neutral.”
Throughout our history, religious, social
and, today, economic purposes have
formed the basis of much of the literacy
content and sponsorship purpose. Learner
voice in literacy is a recent chapter in
the long history of our field.
If we can learn one thing from our history,
it is to begin to ask: “Literacy for what purpose, as decided by whom, and for whose
benefit?” One can also ask: “What is the
purpose of my program now?” “What was it
when it first began?” “What model would be
best if we are to be truly authentic, effective,
literacy educators into the 21st century?”
Note: Permission to use portions of “Building
Professional Pride in Literacy” (2006) by A.
Quigley has been granted by Krieger Publishing;
an earlier version of these vignettes appeared in
the Literacies journal in 2007.
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FRONTIER COLLEGE:
ON THE FARM
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BY MARK DANCE
For over 100 years Frontier College, a
national, volunteer-based literacy
organization, has recruited university

students for a unique program: labourerteachers share the lives and the work of
the labourers they teach, volunteering
their services after hours for classes,
recreation and support.

PHOTOGRAPH: JOSEPH HOWARTH
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June 2008: I applied to be a Frontier
College Labourer-Teacher because I wanted
to be in something unusual, challenging
and important. Now, halfway through my
experience “on the farm,” I can safely say
that all of those desires have been more
than satisfied.
My first week on the job was filled with
many questions: Am I doing this right?
What is the bud supposed to look like?
What should I do if I killed it? We don’t
work slowly and keeping pace with these
men (many of whom have been doing farm
labour for their whole adult lives) has
been tougher than any half-marathon
that I have run. The mental toughness
and the ability of the workers to use
their hands is incredible.
I am taking great joy in my teaching here
and in the excitement that a student feels.
Don’t get me wrong, there is next to no
glory as a Labourer-Teacher. The job is
not defined by any great educational
triumph or great social change occurring
before your eyes. Many long afternoons
in the field and those short evenings that
you dare steal away for yourself are filled
with questions: Can I really call myself a
teacher when some days I feel like I
understand so little? Maybe even more
than that though, more than just teaching,
I have become firmer in my belief that
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people have a limitless well of creativity
and genius that can be tapped. Seeing the
awe on the face of a man who has never
touched a computer before as he brings
up satellite images of his hometown is
enough proof of human potential to
make me believe that we can all be so
much more.
Mark Dance is a Frontier College
Labourer-Teacher and a student at the
University of King’s College in Halifax,
Nova Scotia.

LABOUR EDUCATION CENTRE:
DEMAND YOUR EDUCATION
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BY ANNA LARSEN

T

These hospital poets are part of a rich
labour history. From their beginnings in
Canada in the nineteenth century, unions
have promoted and helped organize
literacy education. Labour values literacy
as helping workers develop skills and
knowledge at work, at home, in the
union and in the community. Unions
recognize literacy as a tool for equity
and social change.
The Toronto and York Region Labour
Council was a pioneer of modern
workplace literacy and English as a
Second Language programs. In the
1980s and ‘90s, the Council’s Labour

You there! Listen!
Through your education
Your footsteps rich in dignity
and self-respect
Others could pattern
Brighten the day
That the blind may see
You there! Look at yourself!
Without an education
You are nothing
Demand your education
Without it, we are all nothing
Use the weapon of your mind
to conquer your stigma
Or you’ll be doomed to the
stench of your powerlessness
Written by workers at Toronto General
Hospital (members of the Canadian Union
of Public Employees) in a Metro Labour
Education Centre (MLEC) workplace
English upgrading class. Published by the
MLEC during International Literacy Year
(1990).

PHOTOGRAPHS: JOSEPH HOWARTH
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Education Centre (LEC) organized classes
in factories, hospitals, and offices. It even
organized classes on the picket line.
LEC’s programs expanded to include
computer awareness, blueprint reading
and communication skills. The Centre
published learner poetry, writings and a
newsletter, as well as curriculum such as
Heritage of Struggle: Canadian Labour
History Workbook.
Although provincial funding for workplace
literacy ended in 1998, LEC continues to
provide Literacy and Basic Skills classes.
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With others in the labour and literacy
communities, LEC advocates for the
province to resume funding for workplace
literacy.
For more information about the history
of labour’s involvement, see A Quest
for Learning: The Canadian Labour
Movement and Worker Literacy
Education issued by the Workers Arts
and Heritage Centre (2001), and the
LEC website: laboureducation.org.

E-CHANNEL: WELCOME TO
THE FUTURE OF LITERACY

...........................................................................................................................................................................................
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BY MICHELLE EADY
Michelle Eady is the Distance Projects
Coordinator at Sioux Hudson Literacy
Council and can be reached through its
website at www.siouxhudsonliteracy.com.
E-Channel is a provincial initiative that
provides literacy and essential skills
training through distance education. EChannel allows access to training for
anyone in the province that has use of the
Internet. One of the great success stories
of e-Channel is that of Sioux Hudson
Literacy Council, in Sioux Lookout,
Ontario. This organization has been
involved in e-learning since e-learning
began in 2003.
Michelle Eady

The Sioux Hudson Literacy Council (SHLC)
is the e-Channel lead organization for
the Native literacy stream. The SHLC’s
distance program coordinator, Michelle
Eady, was recently awarded the Council
of the Federation Literacy Award for
Innovation in Literacy. The SHLC has
worked tirelessly to create curriculum
and deliver courses using Centra. This

training platform is now available to all
literacy agencies in Ontario through
Contact North/Contact Nord. The platform
showcases many tools in the live time
classroom setting, including immediate
feedback, website sharing and group
work, to name a few.
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One of the many projects that the Sioux
Hudson Literacy Council developed
was a project collaboration with
Confederation College called Teacher
Assistant Career Training (TACT). The
TACT program was an eight-month
workplace program that provided literacy
and employability skills to help those who
lived and worked in First Nations
communities. All of the individuals in
this program were employed in the school
system in their community as a teacher’s
assistant. Even though many of these
individuals worked with exceptional
children, many had not received any basic
job training. The TACT program provided
a series of eight courses, including Child
Development, Communication Skills, and
Exceptionalities, that helped train and
provide development for these individuals
to be the best they could be in their jobs.
One success story in particular is that of
a young mother of four, who completed
the TACT program and then decided that
her true calling was to be an educator.
She decided to apply to a university over
600 km away for the teacher’s education
program. This young woman packed up
her family and moved to a large city center
so that she could attend her Native
Teaching Program at the local university.
The TACT program gave her the start
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that she needed to follow her dream to
work with children.
E-Channel provides opportunities for all
literacy learners across Ontario to take
part in real-time classroom settings at
their own pace, from the comfort of their
homes.
The Sioux Hudson Literacy Council looks
forward to continued partnerships and
development of further courses that
result in many more success stories to tell!

TASA: THE FIRST STEP TO
A BETTER LIFE

...........................................................................................................................................................................................

BY PATRICIA BRADY

F

For over ten years the Toronto Adult
Student Association (TASA) has been the
voice and support of adult students in
the Toronto public adult continuing
education system. The organization was
founded in 1997 in response to the passing
of Bill 160 which greatly reduced public
funding for adult remedial and English
as a Second Language (ESL) education.
Adult learners had originally organized
and called themselves ASAB 160 (Adult
Students Against Bill 160). That group
evolved into TASA when the members
realized the need for a strong, ongoing,
student voice.
TASA was incorporated as a non-profit,
membership-based association on June
14th, 1999. On March 29th, 2000, our
partnership with the Toronto District
School Board (TDSB) was consolidated.
TDSB allowed the collection of a TASA
membership fee as part of adult student
enrolment costs. This fee paid for adult
day school credit and non-credit English
as a Second Language (ESL) programs.

At the moment, TASA provides services
at no charge to learners taking Literacy
and Basic Skills (LBS) courses in the
TDSB system. TASA is entirely supported
by its adult student members.
Today, TASA continues to promote and
embrace the principles and values of
lifelong learning — but TASA’s work goes
beyond advocacy. It provides support and
referral services as well. TASA realizes
that adults who return to school often
need assistance to make their education

Ngamang Topden, ESL student at Jones Avenue
Adult Learning Centre, chooses the site winner in
the TASA “Celebrating Diversity: I am ESL” campaign
for TASA executive director Susan Nielsen.
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a success. Adult students have many
things going on in their lives. They may
be caring for families, both financially
and emotionally, when they decide to
upgrade their education. Who can they
go to when life gets difficult? Who can
they go to when they need help to stay in
school? In Toronto, over 38,000 TDSB
students can go to TASA.
TASA networks with community
educational and social service partners
to create joint events and programs that
will support TASA members. It also has
a resource centre full of information on
everything from colleges to human rights.
TASA staff is there to help students find
what they need. If staff do not have the
requested information at their fingertips,
they know where to get it. TASA does
everything it can to help its members to
stay in school and attain their educational
goals.
TASA believes that its supports lead to
a positive and successful experience for
those taking classes at the TDSB — the
first step to a better life.

Michael Colle, MPP, Eglinton-Lawrence; Yorkdale
principal Meredith MacFarquhar, and Susan Nielsen,
TASA executive director, plant trees and shrubs on
the Yorkdale Adult Learning Centre grounds as part
of TASA’s Yorkdale Greening Project.

Orison Ramirez Vela, an ESL student at Bickford
Centre, admires a TASA travelling information board.
Protest against
adult school
closures at Queen’s
Park, Toronto,
Ontario.
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Experiencing, Learning, Reflecting, Acting
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FOR PEACE AND
JUSTICE: JANE ADDAMS
AND HULL HOUSE

.........................................................................................................................................................

...........

Jane Addams

BY B. ALLAN QUIGLEY

T

Jane Addams was an unlikely champion
of literacy. She was born into a wealthy
family in Cedarville, Illinois. She was
raised in the wealthiest area of Rockford,
near Chicago. Jane attended the Rockford
Seminary where she studied the humanities.
Most of her wealthy female friends would
go on to marry wealthy men and be
involved with charities. However, this
was not the route Jane Addams chose.
Instead, her lifetime of work for social
justice was to win her a place in world
history and the Nobel Peace Prize in
1931 (Haberman, 1972).
Jane Addams was a remarkable learner.
She read at length. While others around
her were aware of social problems,
Addams studied them, reflected on them,
and then took action. Her studies and
reflections would then begin again. As
Davis explained, “Jane Addams never
became a radical in religion, in economics
or in politics, but she did become a social

reformer, a defender of organized labor,
and she did come to believe that her main
task was to eliminate poverty rather than
to comfort the poor [emphasis added]”
(1973, p. 74).
Jane Addams became aware of social
inequality when she travelled across
Europe with other women. All these
women were from wealthy families.
During the trip she was stunned by the
inequality where some lived in great
wealth and others in abject poverty. She
came home to Rockford “convinced that
it would be a good thing to rent a house
in a part of the city [of Chicago] where
many primitive and actual needs are
found” (Ferris, p. 219).
With her lifelong friend, Ellen Starr
Gates, Addams moved on September 18,
1889, into a house formerly belonging to
the Hull family. They were now in the very
heart of the worst slums of late 19th
century Chicago. Area garbage pickup was
unheard of; sewage systems were primitive;
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children played with rats as pets; and
alcoholism, unemployment, disease,
death and domestic filth surrounded
them (Quigley, 2007).

Hull House 1891-1894
PHOTOGRAPH: UNIVERSITY

OF ILLINOIS,

CHIGAGO

Jane Addams, circa 1934.
PHOTOGRAPH: UNIVERSITY
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OF ILLINOIS,

CHIGAGO

These women looked out on a sea of
immigrants who had come for the
American Dream, but were living the
nightmare of urban poverty. The women
of Hull House started with what they
knew best, providing a “liberal education”
(Quigley, 2006).
Educated in literature and the arts, they
began a discussion and reading group
for young women. They created a lending
library of books and framed photographs
of master paintings, even delivering them
to the tenement houses. They started an
exhibit of works of art and encouraged
the “Chicago matrons . . . to loan artwork
from their private collections” (Bryan,
Bair, De Angury, p. 550). They offered
courses on Dante and Browning to the
immigrant working women in the area,
then “other residents led Shakespeare
and Plato clubs” (Bryan, Bair, De Angury,
2003, p. 549). A Working People’s Social
Science Club was created. With connections
to America’s most influential, they invited
speakers such as John Dewey and
Susan B. Anthony to visit and speak
at Hull House.

There were
• kindergarten classes in the
morning
• club meetings for older children
in the afternoon
• clubs or courses for adults,
especially English as a Second
Language (ESL) and basic reading
and writing classes in the evenings
(Haberman, 1972)
The response was amazing. “Some 50,000
people . . . came to the House” (Linn,
1935, p. 115) in the first year, and in
“the second year the number increased
to 2,000 per week” (Linn, p. 115). The
Hull House facility grew to cover several
city blocks.
The mission of Hull House was to
• make education possible for the
marginalized
• educate the wealthy about the
conditions of immigrants
• inform the wealthy about the work
of Hull House and other Settlement
Houses in other cities (Quigley,
2006)
However, they soon saw that their liberal
arts approach had its distinct limits. Health
problems, unemployment, disease and
death faced them every day.

Addams and her colleagues turned to
projects that might help lessen poverty.
They began
• craft-making courses
• a book bindery workshop
• dressmaking courses and millinery
courses
• a Boy’s Club to teach “work in wood,
iron, and brass . . . copper and tin;
. . . commercial photography,
printing, telegraphy, and electrical
construction” (Lagemann, 1985,
p. 179)
• an unemployment bureau
• a public kitchen to teach cooking
and provide nutritious American
meals (this project largely failed
since many of the immigrants
would not cook or eat such
“foreign food”)
• birthing, washing and preparing the
dead for funerals
The movement went from literary
discussions to hands-on involvement in
people’s struggles (Lagemann). But even
this change was not enough.
At this time, those men, women and
children who could find work were working
long hours in terrible conditions. The
suggestion of an eight hour work day “was
connected in the minds of many employers
not only with laziness but directly with
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anarchy” (Linn, p. 101). As the Hull House
team saw it, the marginalized would
forever remain marginalized if they did
not have an equal chance. The activism
of the Hull House women in the 1920s
and ‘30s is credited with today’s U.S. fair
labour laws. These laws restricted work
hours to eight hours per day and
enforced bans on child labour (Quigley,
1996). Addams became the first woman
president of the National Conference on
Social Work — the beginning of social
work in America as we know it.
Addams also saw the inequalities women
faced. She fought for women’s rights in
the suffragette movement. She was the
founder and first president of the National
Federation of Settlements, the National
Chair of the Women’s Peace Party, and the
president and co-founder of the Women’s
International League for Peace and
Freedom. Addams’ work for the poor,
and for peace as America headed into
World War One, led to her receipt of the
Nobel Peace Prize.
Jane Addams and her colleagues shifted
their ideological purposes. Addams
began her work with trying to “uplift
victims,” and ended it fighting from the
belief that poverty and low literacy “flow
from social causes” (Diliberto, 1999,
p. 254).
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The Hull House story shows the shift
towards social justice in literacy
(Demetrion, 2005; Quigley, 2006). Today
ideological tensions pull literacy in so
many directions. These tensions have
grown out of the history of adult literacy.
Today, some sponsors, academics and
practitioners argue for vocational/workplace
literacy; others argue for community-based/
community developmental literacy; others
argue that a liberal arts education is what
is needed; yet others believe that learner
voice must be heard and learner-centred
humanism is the best approach. No sponsor,
no program, no literacy educator is without
a bias or working philosophy in at least
one of these directions.
However, one lesson that can be taken from
the Jane Addams story is that none of us
can grow without experiencing, learning,
reflecting, and acting — and then starting
the cycle over again. So it is with our entire
field. When we grow, so does our field
and history plays a part in that growth.
Note: for an excellent pictorial tour of historic
Hull House, go to the “Jane Addams Hull House
Museum Website,” at http://www.hullhousemuseum.
org, and click on “Urban Experience.”
Note: Permission to use portions of “Building
Professional Pride in Literacy” (2006) by A. Quigley
has been granted by Krieger Publishing; an earlier
version of these vignettes appeared in the Literacies
journal in 2007.
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OISE/UT: A TIME TO EXAMINE
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How can we know the dancer from the dance?
W. B. Yeats
BY SHEILA STEWART

M

Many of us greying Ontario literacy workers
were attracted to this work because of an
interest in social justice. The literacy
movement, as it connected with feminist
and popular education, and anti-poverty
and anti-racism work, was strong.
Increased accountability means that
practitioners have less time than ever to
reflect, discuss, and document in ways
that support their learning, helping them
explore their history as practitioners.
Despite the odds, we have a small, but
powerful, body of literacy research in
practice in Ontario. This has allowed us to
think more deeply about literacy practice.
I had the good fortune to work at Parkdale
Project Read with Jenny Horsman and
to be influenced by her research on the
effect of violence on learning. I began to
think of research as a tool that can help
us. Research can examine and critique
practice and asks us how we can do it
better.
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In 2002, I began working with Nancy
Jackson in the adult education program
at the Ontario Institute for Studies in
Education (OISE/UT) to create the Festival
of Literacies. We tried to learn what kind
of research literacy practitioners need.
We wanted to make it useful, knowing
how busy literacy practitioners are. We
found that practitioners want workshops
which give them time, then and there, to
think about their practice. We found that
Photographs provided by OISE/UT depict program
participants, staff and guests at various Festival
of Literacies workshops and activities.

practitioners reflect on their work in a
multitude of ways, but that they do not
always value this reflection as integral
to literacy work.
In the past, I might not have seen the
university as an important partner in
literacy, but as social justice organizations
have closed, the university gives us room
to think. It, in turn, will benefit from our
knowledge of adult learning in the context
of poverty and discrimination. Literacy
knowledge is on-your-feet “applied”
knowledge, but we can only dance so
fast with limited time and space. We
should sit down between songs, look
around the dance hall, and examine the
dance and the dancer.
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First We Must Dream: The Power of Informal Learning
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“MASTERS OF THEIR OWN
DESTINY:” MOSES COADY
AND THE ANTIGONISH
MOVEMENT

..........................................................................................................................................................................................

BY B. ALLAN QUIGLEY

T

The Antigonish Movement is today “the
most famous adult education project in
Canada and the best known outside our
borders,” according to adult education
historians (see Selman et al., 1998, p. 45).
The movement took its name from the
small university town of Antigonish, Nova
Scotia. For many years, the Maritime
provinces had been the centre of wooden
shipbuilding for Canada and had a long
history of trade with the “Boston States.”
But the golden age of wind and sail was
declining by the turn of the 20th century
and was well over by the 1920s. This
industry had fallen so much that the
Maritimes were called “the graveyard of
industry” (Coady cited in Welton, 2001,
p. 48). However, these were only some of
the problems. Fishermen and their families
were effectively “owned” by absentee

company owners — the “cod lords” — as
they were called. The “company” owned
the fishing boats, fishing gear and the year’s
catch of fish. Since the annual catch was
used to pay off the company’s yearly
advance loans, many fishermen would
end the season owing more than when
they began.
Coal miners lived an equally difficult life.
Barely surviving in rundown houses
“rented out” by the mine owners, the
miners were forced to buy everything in
the company’s stores. Like the fishermen,
they were locked into being servants, not
employees. Meanwhile, in the rural areas,
farmers and their families barely managed
to live by taking their products to buyers.
These buyers who worked for outside
companies marketed their products as
they saw fit.
The situation was desperate. One Catholic
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clergyman in Nova Scotia reported that
families in his district “were living on 4
cents a day . . . [and] children were
clothed in discarded flour bags and . . .
the only bedclothes were old feed bags”
(cited in Welton, p. 45). In late December
1925, after visiting the coal regions, the
bishop of the Antigonish Diocese wrote a
letter to the priests in his diocese saying,
“there is a large number of people who are
[on] the verge of starvation” (cited in
Welton, 2001, p. 45). He urged the clergy
to do whatever they could.
Two priests at St. Francis Xavier
University (StFX) in Antigonish did “do
something.” From beginning to end,
adult education was used to build selfreliance and rebuild the economy.
Beginning in the 1920s, the Antigonish
Movement came to include Nova Scotia,
New Brunswick, Prince Edward Island,
and, to a lesser extent, Newfoundland. It
was at its peak from the early 1930s to
the 1940s and continued into the 1950s.
Father Jimmy Tompkins was on the faculty
of StFX. An avid reader and visionary,
Tompkins published and distributed a
pamphlet in 1921 called Knowledge for
the People. It advocated “useful knowledge”
and urged community members to begin
to share their labour and manage their
own products. He urged his university
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colleagues “to go out to the people”
(Alexander, 1997, p. 68). In 1921, the
first People’s School was held at StFX.
Faculty and invited speakers explained
theories and methods in economics,
mathematics, and agriculture. Some
public speaking classes were thrown in
too for the fishermen, farmers, and
labourers who came to the school. But,
as Tompkins was quick to point out, it
was all too textbook-based.
So they might go to the people, St. Francis
Xavier University decided to establish an
Extension Department in 1930. Father
Moses Coady led this department. Highly
influenced by his cousin, Father Jimmy,
the Antigonish Movement began. Its
mission was, “The improvement of the
economic, social, educational and religious
condition of the people of eastern Nova
Scotia” (cited in Alexander, p. 78).
Coady set out with a strong belief that
adult education would occur if it was
based on peoples’ real lives and real,
immediate problems. He travelled and
spoke in village after village. He spoke to
crowds in halls, churches, farmyards,
fishing piers, anywhere he could get
people together. He urged people to pool
their resources, create co-operatives,
and market their own products directly.
Above all, he encouraged the people to

stand up for themselves. They had
knowledge. They had ability. They could
learn, and they could act.
Study Clubs were created in community
after community. The StFX Extension
Department provided much of the
literature that was then discussed around
Maritime kitchen tables. Interestingly,
even though Coady was very aware of
illiteracy, this grassroots movement did
not begin with the clergy, government,
local teachers or volunteers setting up
literacy programs. With the exception of
one course taught by the nuns in the town
of Little Dover, families helped families,
and neighbours helped neighbours. The
Study Clubs were some of Canada’s best
examples of informal learning. Literacy
was a means to an end.
During 1930-31 a total of 192 general
meetings were held with 14,856 people
attending. In less than five years, 173
clubs were created with 1,384 members.
By 1935, there were 940 clubs with
10,650 people and 84 co-operatives or
credit unions were in place. By 1938, less
than a decade later, 10,000 members
belonged to the Antigonish Movement.
Out of the Study Clubs and speeches by
Moses Coady came co-operatives and
credit unions. Fishermen could now own

Photo provided
courtesy of the
Archives, St. Francis
Xavier University.

their own boats and equipment. Farmers
could get small loans and begin to market
their products through co-operatives. Steel
workers and miners could begin to organize
for better wages. Some in the villages and
towns started to build their own new houses
using co-operative housing. Local builders
did not like this and laughed at their efforts
saying every house would fall down. They
are still standing today.
Considering the sparse population, few
roads, and the fact that many coastal
communities were accessible only by boat,
this movement is remarkable. Through
literacy and learning, the economy turned
around. Informal adult education made
all the difference.
Standing over six feet tall, Father Moses
Coady used his powerful speaking skills
to turn despair into hope (Welton, 2001).
He even spoke to the United Nations in
August 1949 and became a powerful
presence throughout parts of the United
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States and Eastern Canada. His message
was always about the power of cooperative movements.
But, according to biographer Michael
Welton, the “new, permanent cooperative
order” (Welton, p. 217) he preached and
lived could never be fully realized. He
dreamt of a worldwide new order, but
both his global plan and his own health
were failing. After a series of heart
problems and illnesses, he collapsed at
the microphone addressing a co-operative
rally in Wisconsin and died July 28, 1959,
in St. Martha’s hospital in Antigonish. His
casket was carried to its final resting place
in the local cemetery by a steelworker, a
coal miner, two farmers and two fishermen.
His life’s philosophy was that people can
create their own answers by building upon
adult education using their own strength.
They can be “masters of their own destiny”
if they work together, as he entitled his
famous book on adult education (Coady,
1939).
A century of literacy has brought many
changes. For the Methodists in the Bristol
Schools, the Bible was the centre of
learning and literacy. However, for Father
Moses Coady and Father Jimmy Tompkins,
literacy did not mean teaching the Bible
or preaching salvation. Nor did it mean
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Catholicism. Literacy had become a tool
in the adult learning project. Literacy did
not need to have a centralized base. For
Maritime Canada, literacy learning came
to mean no pre-set courses or programs
as we know them today. Literacy became
the vehicle, the learners decided the
destination.
Just consider how the process of learning
was to evolve. Look at these options we
have had through time. Literacy education
began and was originally centred on those
personal and socio-economic needs as
determined by sponsoring organizations
and teachers. The decisions were with
those who provided the resources and
those who taught the curriculum. In many
ways, this model is essentially what we
find in many provinces and territories
today. It works for some. But no one
way works for everyone. Alternatives do
exist and our history is one source to
learn from.
For the Antigonish Movement, learning
decisions were based upon the learner’s
need, not on the sponsor/teachers’
perceived need. The decision process
effectively reversed itself in the Antigonish
Movement
• first came learners’ fuller awareness
of the issues and powers that were
affecting their lives and their

communities, facilitated by educators
• then came informed alternatives
through literature and the study
club brainstorming discussions,
facilitated by adult educators
• then came collective action based
on what had been read and what
had been discussed, facilitated by
adult educators when needed
For the Antigonish Movement, it was not
society’s cultural, religious or politicaleconomic imperatives that brought literacy
into classrooms; it was the self-identified,
self-determined needs of adults that made
literacy learning succeed (Quigley, 1996).
There is so much history behind literacy
and adult education. There are amazing
heroes and heroines that could be our
inspiration and our mentors for the future.
Individuals and entire populations have
overcome greater problems than we face,
even today. But, in every program, no
matter the decisions made or models

created, compassion has been the starting
point.
Jonathon Dale, a Quaker who spent his
life as a community worker in some of
England’s most challenged inner cities,
said it best. He concluded, “First we
must dream, nothing is harder. . .
[because] dreaming has to break through
the constantly reinforced assumption
that ‘There is no alternative’” (p. 1,
1996). Our history gives us alternatives.
It gives us hope. And, it can give us a
stronger sense of pride in what our field
has accomplished for thousands of
Canadians.
Note: Permission to use portions of “Building
Professional Pride in Literacy” (2006) by A.
Quigley has been granted by Krieger Publishing;
an earlier version of these vignettes appeared in
the Literacies journal in 2007. The photo of
Reverend Moses Coady, originally taken by Reid
Studio, is by courtesy of the Archives of St.
Francis Xavier University.
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also: A LITERACY FLAGSHIP
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a

BY ISOBEL BISBY
also is a community-based adult literacy
agency that was founded in Ottawa in
1979 by a group of five adult educators.
These educators felt that the set up of
the educational institutions they worked
in were not serving students very well.
One of the important ideas behind the
creation of also was the belief that adult
students should have some control over
what and how they learn. Instead of preset
lessons, the literacy practitioners at also
created the content of language learning
from issues in the lives of learners. Finding
affordable housing, being able to afford
food, looking for work, dealing with social
assistance, dealing with addiction — these
were some of the issues that many learners
were dealing with and these issues
became the content of literacy learning.
Applying for social housing and reading
the housing and want ads in the
newspapers, for example, became part
of the curriculum.
Because so many learners were on social
assistance, also formed a unique
relationship with the Ottawa Social
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Service Department. Fees for service
provided ongoing funding in the days
before literacy was on the radar of
provincial or federal governments.
also has been known over the years for
its innovative projects. alsoWORKS, for
example, was an industrial cleaning
company that was set up to give students

Photographs provided
by also depict program
participants using
resources available at
the community-based
literacy agency.

a chance to earn while they learn. The
students ran the company with support
from the staff. They wrote cheques, did
the payroll, paid bills, reconciled the
books, ordered supplies etc.
also is now entering its 29th year and it
continues to create unique learning
opportunities for adults and families. Its
present location at Heartwood House,
au coeur de la vie in downtown Ottawa,
provides for many valuable community
partnerships which include:
• adult upgrading and ACElinks high
school equivalency opportunities

• on-site literacy and language
enriched child care
• volunteer employment training
opportunities for adult learners
• The Reading and Parents Program
(RAPP), which is a highly successful
family literacy outreach program
Students, staff and board work together
to sustain a learning environment which
leads to
• personal independence and pride
• self-confidence
• community participation
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SOUTH GREY BRUCE
YOUTH LITERACY COUNCIL:
ADDING TO EDUCATION
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A

BY DYAN JONES
A Brief History
The South Grey Bruce Youth Literacy
Council was incorporated in 1989 as The
Walkerton & District Literacy Council.
This agency provided community tutoring
services. In 1991 it saw a need for youth
literacy services and became youth focused.
During the period of the Walkerton water
crisis, the volunteer base decreased and
the organization declined. A period of
revitalization occurred in 2006 under a
new name of South Grey Bruce Youth
Literacy Council and an office move to
Hanover, central to the area we serve.
Through funding from Ontario Trillium
Foundation and United Way Bruce-Grey,
an active volunteer base was restored.
Each January 27th, the Mayor of Hanover
declares a proclamation for Family Literacy
Day, as proactive support. Currently we
have active tutor programs in the Chesley,
Durham, Hanover, Mildmay, Paisley,
Walkerton and Port Elgin Public Libraries.
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Our website www.sgbyouthliteracy.org
carries more information about our
activities.
Our organization is committed to helping
youth literacy in our diverse rural
community of Central Ontario. Through
our trained and screened volunteer base
we offer confidential one-to-one tutoring
for youth. The youth in this program are
between the ages of 6 and 18, and are
falling behind at school. It is proven that
help received early can bring youth up to
their grade level, while boosting the youth’s
confidence and self-esteem. What could
become a downward spiral in a youth’s
life is changed significantly. The success of
this established program is both exciting
and remarkable.
As a charitable organization we are able to
offer this service to families who might
never be able to afford or access private
tutoring. We offer advocacy for families who
are living with the challenges of learning

disabilities. We work with the local schools
and libraries and receive referrals from
parents, teachers and social service
agencies. The Youth Literacy Council
provides a valuable volunteer experience
for the adult community and high school
students. It is our mandate to celebrate
family literacy and the lifelong love of
learning.
Innovation
We have supported online learning and
meaningful volunteer work for youth who
have left high school, helping with their
successful reintegration to school. Our
tutors come from all walks of life and use
unique learning approaches. One tutor
built on the mechanical interest of the 15year-old learner he worked with. This
young person had an old pickup truck and,
with his tutor’s assistance, read welding
and repair manuals. This tailored tutoring
provided the youth with much needed
information and helped strengthen his
reading and math skills. Not only did the
truck become roadworthy, the young
learner received the academic award at his
high school for most improved student and
was selected to represent his school at the
Vimy Ridge Memorial ceremony in France.
With active volunteers and energetic
summer students, we create learning

The South Grey Bruce
Youth Literacy Council
office and tutoring program
works with volunteer
tutors who hold sessions
in regional public
libraries as well as our
office. Pictured in this
photo are our summer
intern Jenna Weber, a
young learner named
Victoria . . . and Flat
Stanley (of course).

games for tutor use. With ingenuity,
creativity and a modest budget, we have:
• created phonic, consonant blend,
rhyming word and sight word games
that we store in new pizza boxes —
“Try a slice with all the toppings”
• introduced Slam Poetry to our region
• facilitated the gift of hundreds of
Canadian poetry books from CBC
Arts and Entertainment and Brick
Books to the local area high school
libraries, in honour of April as
Poetry Month. Our patron is Liz
Zetlin, poet laureate of Owen Sound.
We are a founding member of the Youth
Roots coalition of related youth services,
business and municipal representatives
who have formed a youth friendly
awareness group in Hanover, Ontario
(www.youthroots.ca). Other communities
are taking note and following this example.
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TORONTO PUBLIC LIBRARY:
PARTNERSHIPS MAKE IT
HAPPEN

...........................................................................................................................................................................................

A

BY JOAN ROBINSON
Adults with literacy challenges see
libraries as places full of barriers. As a
result of Toronto Public Library (TPL)
partnership initiatives, attitudes about
the public library among adults in literacy
programs have changed.
For 30 years, the TPL Adult Literacy
program has welcomed adults who want
to build their literacy skills. Nine Adult
Literacy offices are located in libraries
across Toronto.
TPL takes the library to where adults need
the materials most. Seventeen deposit
collections are loaned to Toronto literacy
programs.
In 2003, The Guide to Getting Good
Information was created. TPL staff
partnered with literacy instructors to
help them teach basic library skills. The
guide defines key terms, and provides
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Tutor Eliz and program participant Ronald work together at the
Toronto Public Library.

ways to find a good book and to locate
government, health, and community
information. A teacher reported, “Students
were unanimous in their appreciation at
being let in on the secrets of how to get
information on their own.”
TPL initiated the Golden Oak Book Club,
sponsored by the Ontario Library
Association. Golden Oak gives people

who might never have considered reading
for pleasure, a range of book choices
written at suitable reading levels.
In 2003, TPL partnered with the Metro
Toronto Movement for Literacy to host a
free one-day conference for adult learners.
Now an annual event, this year’s conference
has 220 participants and focuses on
leadership. The highlight of the conference
is the announcement of the winning Golden
Oak author. A participant commented,
“Meeting the writers at the Golden Oak
reception was the most beautiful part of
the conference. Putting a face to the writers
of each book was wonderful and it made
me feel the words in each book because
I read them all already.”
Through library partnerships, adults in
literacy programs recognize the library
as an important community resource.
Golden Oak and the Learner’s Conference
offer additional opportunities for learning.
For 30 years, Toronto Public Library has
welcomed adults who are working on
their literacy skills.

83

History Is Our Teacher
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HOW TO LEARN FROM
OUR HISTORY

..........................................................................................................................................................................................

BY B. ALLAN QUIGLEY

T

Why care about history? I care because
I love stories. And there are many in the
field of adult literacy who feel the same way,
including many learners. My experience
suggests literacy classrooms depend
on storytelling. Stories are almost as
important to a good literacy class as food
is to the body. So history can be a great
teaching source. But history can be a
great learning source too.

today, include Literacy Sponsors, Literacy
Educators, and Literacy Learners.

Adult Literacy’s
“Triangle of Decision-Making”
Literacy Educators

Literacy Sponsors

While our history cannot give us all the
answers to many of the questions that face
us today, it can show us trends. It is in
the trends that we can see
• where we have been
• why we do the things we do
• what has gone well and what has not
• where we seem to be headed
You do not need to look very far back in
time to see that three groups have the
greatest interest in our field. The “Triangle
of Decision-Making” for our field, or the
three stakeholder groups that have
shaped literacy education as we know it

Literacy Learners

The influence of each of these groups
has changed over time.
In our early history, those who organized
the classes decided what was taught.
The Bristol School Movement, started by
the Methodists, taught adults to learn to
read the Bible. Having adults read the
Bible was the formula for filling readers
with Christian values, behaviours and
morals. Nothing more was needed
according to the beliefs at that time.
How could writing increase values and
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morality? Reading and writing then was
not about education as we know it today.
It was about salvation.
The Sabbath Day was when many adult
Bible classes were held. Work was not to
be done on the Sabbath Day. Writing was
thought to be work (not reading though)
so writing was not taught in the Bristol
School Movement in the early years.
Certainly neither the Port Royalists nor
those who organized the Moonlight
Schools wanted learners to decide what
they would learn. Learner voice is new to
literacy. Lessons were filled with moral
ideas on how important it was to have an
orderly home and how one must learn
the value of hard work and clean living.
The late 19th and the first part of the 20th
century saw a power shift. The educator
had decision-making power over much
of the content and teaching methods.
Adult educators set and influenced the
lessons. They also gave rise to adult
education as social policy. Cora Wilson
Stewart was hired as the literacy expert
for the U.S. army and wrote many of the
reading texts used through World War
One by the American military. She was
chosen to lead the first major U.S. literacy
campaign. Adult teachers began to get
recognition nationwide.
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They were asked to decide what and how
adults were taught. The Bible was dropped
from the mainstream literacy program,
although there are some faith-based literacy
programs across North America that still
use the Bible. The values, ethics and
morals of society continue to be found
in many mainstream reading materials
(Quigley & Holsinger, 1993).
It is interesting to see how the needs of
the learner take on greater importance
for Jane Addams’ Hull House Movement
and Alfred Fitzpatrick’s Frontier College
Movement. In the Antigonish Movement,
the learner needs decided what was taught
rather than the Catholic Church.
The power shift has been towards an
increase in the learner and community
voice. So we see the move from the voice
of the sponsor, to the voice of the educator,
to the voice of the learner over the past
200 years. But where is this pointing us?
Adult literacy policy is in a constant tugof-war among the three decision-making
groups. Today, some believe that faith,
morality and mainstream values are the
real purpose of adult literacy (Quigley,
1997). Others argue that literacy needs
to be about education so learners will
have the workplace skills they need.

Still others argue for stronger learner voice
in the field of adult literacy and basic
education. Is there “one best way” for
the future?
If the balance of power has shifted, so
has literacy programming. The literature
tells us that there are but three
approaches to learning:
1) formal
2) informal
3) non-formal
Adult literacy began standing on the single
pillar of formal classroom courses in
1812. Formal means a teacher-student
approach. Knowledge is passed from the
teacher, and received by the student. This
approach is still used today across
North America in many adult literacy
courses. It works for some learners, but
not for all.
The Antigonish Movement had thousands
of adults in informal literacy learning.
Here learning activities were largely defined
by and run by families and communities.
No credit, no diplomas, no certificates.
For some adults, being able to learn with
other adult learners around them was
the very best way to develop their skills.
Today, Saskatchewan’s community-based
SaskSmart program and the new literacy

Community Planning Tables in British
Columbia are examples of what is
becoming the second pillar of literacy.
Here are province-wide, sponsored,
informal, community-based learning
programs. A whole new delivery system
is appearing. But it is not really new.
Our history tells us this. Many numbers
of developing nations have used informal
community literacy as the best way to
develop literacy — from Cuba to Nepal.
We have informal choices to learn from,
both in Canada and in many other nations
as well. But we could go much farther
and do much more in adult literacy.
If we look at the three ways available to
learning and consider how both adult
learning and society itself is changing,
there should be a third pillar for this
field. The fact is, most of the learning
we do occurs on our own. According to
Livingstone (2002; 2008), some 1,500
hours per year are spent by the majority
of adults in learning outside formal
classrooms. This is about 15 hours per
week, which is more time than Canadian
adults are spending in classrooms (p. 1,
2002).
If “non-formal” learning, which is learning
on your own, was available we would
reach the 42% who are in Levels 1 and 2
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of the International Adult Literacy
Survey. This could be done through
• personal computer programs
• televised and radio-broadcast
literacy series
• self-study learning materials
• correspondence-style programs
from our adult education
institutions, agencies, and
governmental ministries
• other delivery possibilities
Done well, with real learner input, such
non-formal learning programs could be
advertised and made available through
• family literacy
• school children-to-parents
• religious institutions
• the workplace
• community-based informal and
institutional formal programs
Millions of adults learn on computers every
day. Those who want to improve their
literacy skills on their own time could be
helped where they are and when they are
ready to learn. Why is this so hard to do
in Canada?
Saskatchewan and British Columbia are
finding ways to build community-based
informal literacy. Why is technology not
more accessible as a learning tool? Greater
gaps in knowledge will happen if technology
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is not made available to those who need it.
This will result in a larger portion of the
population living with literacy challenges.
We know that most adults who leave school
early do not return to formal literacy and
basic education programs. It is thought
that fewer than 10% of those able to return
to adult education courses do so. (Quigley,
1997; 2006).
Our history shows that up to now,
classroom teaching was always involved.
But what if there were no classrooms?
Would literacy teaching and learning still
be possible? The Antigonish Movement
shows us what is possible with informal
learning. Today’s growth of technology
shows us possibilities for non-formal
learning.
Will anything change in this century? We
have a history of politicians and the media
rediscovering adult literacy issues every
10 years or so. Then comes the media
and public outcry followed by recycled
literacy and adult basic education (ABE)
programs. All the while practitioners
and researchers wait and (politely) lobby
for more funding.
This author believes the triangle of
decision-making needs to move towards
a fuller balance of voices and delivery

opportunities — formal, informal and
non-formal.
In closing, it is time for more
• learner voice and independence
• community and family-based
informal learning
• self-directed learning in the nonformal education format

For more information about literacy
Community Planning Tables in BC, go to
www2.literacy.bc.ca/resourcs/newresc/res
spr08.htm
Note: Permission to use portions of “Building
Professional Pride in Literacy” (2006) by A.
Quigley has been granted by Krieger Publishing;
an earlier version of these vignettes appeared in
the Literacies journal in 2007.

This is where I believe history points us
— to three pillars in literacy education.
Let us build on our strengths, including
recognizing that current and potential
learners play a major role in our history
of adult education programming. We need
all voices involved for a better 21st century.
For more information about the
SaskSmart program, go to
(www.sasked.gov.sk.ca/sasksmart)
....................................................................................................................................
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PARKDALE PROJECT READ:
LISTENING TO THE LEARNER
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T

Parkdale Project Read (PPR), in the
Parkdale area of Toronto, is a community
literacy organization. At PPR we have a
commitment to justice and accessibility.
Our organization began in 1980 as a
program of the Parkdale Branch of the
Toronto Public Library, with librarians
as tutors.
By 1986, PPR was an independent
program, involving tutoring by volunteers,
drop-ins and some small group work.
The program is run by a staff collective.
Each staff member receives equal hourly
pay, and is supported by a community
board of directors. Our organizational
structure defines and sustains Parkdale
Project Read’s social justice approach to
literacy work. Over the years, we have
chosen not to create guidelines for intake
and program participation. Instead, we
make decisions specific to each learner
through group discussion and agreement.
Our program is guided by this same
commitment. We ensure there is ongoing
discussion about how to best reach the
dream of social justice. Because of our
non-formal, drop-in approach, we
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welcome and support students who have
not been allowed in literacy or educational
programs.
Discussion in the staff collective is
supported by involvement in research-inpractice. Through research our program
has been involved in creating a positive
learning environment for people who have
experienced violence. We also consider
knowledge gained through life experience,
understand learner views on progress in
their learning, and create space for hearing
stories across the social divides of class,
race, ethnicity and gender.

Research done by Dr. Jenny Horsman
had resulted in our program changing
its daily practice and approach to literacy
learning on all levels. We give learners a
comfortable and accessible learning
environment. Learners bring their whole
selves — body, mind, emotions and spirit
— to their learning. Our studies have
shown that adults want to have more than
academic outcomes. They want non
academic learning as well. This input
told us about non academic indicators
of progress which led us to consider what
may be truly relevant to the learner. This
information is important for learners
and for measurement of their progress.
Our research also told us that practitioners
may not always see the progress in
everyday life learning that is seen by the
learners. Our most recent partnership
with the Ontario Institute for Studies in
Education (OISE/UT) has given us better
understanding of the impact of story
sharing and diversity on our adult literacy
practice. Research and best practices
have fed back into discussion, analysis,
programming and advocacy. They inform
daily decision making by staff, as well as
learning groups and the board of directors.
Photographs provided by Parkdale Project Read
(PPR) depict program participants, staff and
guests participating in various PPR activities.

The organization stands out as a leader
in the literacy field, offering a wide range
of learning opportunities like the
community garden, knitting circle, and

91

creative writing groups. Our recent
addition “Literacy through Hip Hop”
is an innovative literacy program for
children that uses hip hop as a way to
get youth to use literacy skills. To be a
leader requires us to work with others.
We have partnerships with like-minded,
social justice organizations like the
Parkdale Activity-Recreation Centre that
works with survivors of the mental
health system, the Parkdale Community
Health Centre, Parkdale Community
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Legal Services, the Daily Bread Food
Bank, the Redwood Shelter and many
more.

The Ontario Literacy Coalition
The Ontario Literacy Coalition is a membership-based charitable organization. The
OLC’s mission is to build leadership, support and capacity towards a more literate
Ontario.
The Ontario Literacy Coalition’s (OLC) goals are:
• To understand the state of literacy in Ontario and provide insights to governments,
the literacy field and other organizations to enable them to shape policy and guide
program development
• To foster innovation in literacy solutions
• To lead collaboration among stakeholders on issues of a province-wide or fundamental
nature and initiate partnerships and alliances so as to broaden the support for literacy
efforts in the province
Established in 1987, the OLC joins 12 other provincial and territorial coalitions
as part of a pan-Canadian framework. The coalition was created to support the
implementation of government initiatives, provide training, disseminate information,
and provide networking opportunities amongst programs and service organizations,
between regions as well as across the province and across Canada.
Visit the Ontario Literacy Coalition at www.on.literacy.ca.

The Adult Learning Knowledge Centre is an initiative of the Canadian Council on
Learning, a national, independent, not-for-profit organization funded by Human
Resources and Social Development Canada (HRSDC). The mandate of the Adult
Learning Knowledge Centre is to foster a vital and informed pan-Canadian culture of
lifelong learning that is accessible and relevant to all Canadians.
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