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Introduction 

It was really important to me that this book be written. The fact that it has been written 
proves that others thought it was important too. 

In the fall of 1986 I was hired as the coordinator of the new Camrose Adult Read and 
Write Program. There were about 25 other community based volunteer tutor literacy 
programs in Alberta with a similar mandate - to offer literacy programming to adults who 
wished to improve their literacy (writing, reading, speaking and numeracy) skills. I was 
contracted to work 20 hours a week for $9.00 an hour. I had a $12,000 budget from the 
Department of Advanced Education and a few pieces of donated furniture with which to 
get started. It was my responsibility to find and set up an office space, recruit and train 
volunteers to tutor adult literacy students, assess and match students with tutors, keep 
records and raise awareness about the program and the issues of illiteracy within the 
community. 

The field of adult literacy was new to me (so new in fact that 6 months before I was hired 
I turned down an opportunity to sit on the Camrose Literacy Advisory Committee 
because I thought the invitation was for a church "liturgy" committee). My second week 
on the job I received a phone call from a woman in a nearby community who, relieved to 
finally talk to someone about the fact that she couldn't read, said, "I'm 67 years old and 
I've never read a book and I've never written a letter and I don't want to die before I learn 
how." I remember hanging up the phone and cradling my head in my hands thinking 
dismally, 'What do I really know about teaching someone else how to read?' I didn't have 
a teaching background and I had been out of the workforce for 6 years raising my two 
boys but I was deeply interested in literacy and very quickly became absorbed in my 
work. What I didn't know academically I tried to make up for in enthusiasm and hope. 
And I had a lot of help. 

Friends, family and volunteers from the community cleaned and painted my office and 
donated plants, furniture and books. My advisory committee met with me regularly and 
delighted in each forward step we took in establishing the Program. The local papers ran 
stories about illiteracy and people were ready to volunteer their time to tutor well before 
students began to register with the Program. Our goal was to have 10 students working 
with 10 tutors by the end of the first year. We tripled those expectations. 

The Camrose community was open-armed in their support to me and to the Program. But 
in many ways, I was still on my own. Nothing I experienced or learned about literacy was 
"by the book". I did a talk about literacy for a women's church group in a small 
community outside of Camrose shortly after I was hired and still getting my feet wet, told 
the group (following government guidelines) that anyone with less than a Grade 9 
education was "functionally illiterate". I was quickly brought to task by the group 
because of the 8 women present at the meeting only one had attended school past Grade 9 
and not one felt that she was "illiterate". It was on that night that I began to understand 
and respect how personal yet complicated the idea of literacy is. 
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The strongest and most valuable support I received for the work I was trying to do was 
from other literacy workers in the province who were dealing with similar joys and 
frustrations as they faced the challenges of their own literacy work. The literacy 
coordinators in Leduc and Red Deer (the two closest communities to Camrose which also 
had literacy programs) took me under their wings. They were always ready to answer my 
questions, provided me with good ideas and made me laugh. Knowing that I wasn't alone 
made the rough times more bearable and the good times even better. 

I loved my literacy work. I volunteered as a tutor, became a member of the Boards of the 
Literacy Coordinators of Alberta and the Alberta Association for Adult Literacy and later 
the manager of the LCA's Regional Resource People Project. My different involvements 
in literacy took me to all corners of the province and introduced me to the most 
resourceful, energetic, passionate and down-to-earth people I had ever met. I spent 
wonderful times meeting with friends and co-workers, sharing stories, ideas and hopes 
about our work in literacy. The stories I heard were sometimes sad and painful, often 
wonderfully funny but always real and always memorable. Many times I thought what a 
shame it was that these stories were not being written down. I was saddened to think that 
as the literacy field continued to change and grow, the pioneers and their trials and 
triumphs might be forgotten. 

In 1990, International Literacy Year, I was aware that there was additional grant money 
available from the federal and provincial governments for special literacy initiatives. 
Since I had mentally gathered so many stories I decided to write a proposal to the 
government requesting enough funding to be able to collect and document the thoughts 
and experiences of community literacy workers and subsequently some of the history of 
the grassroots literacy movement in Alberta. 

In my proposal I stated: "The government of Alberta has dedicated great amounts of time 
and money to the field of adult literacy. Alberta is recognized as a leader for its 
networking. statistical research and commitment to literacy work. The growth and 
development of the grassroots community based volunteer tutor literacy projects as an 
example has been nothing short of incredible. The rise to success has been a fast and 
exciting one. Unfortunately little time has been dedicated to the chronicling of this 
phenomenon and we are now in danger of loosing an important part of our literacy 
heritage." I went on to point out that without the people in the field there could not have 
been a "rise to success" in literacy work in Alberta. It was my hope that this project 
would provide the much needed opportunity for people working in the field to be heard, 
recognized and understood. 

John Fisher and Keith Anderson from Alberta Advanced Education and Ted Norris from 
the Secretary of State (now Multiculturalism and Citizenship) championed the idea for 
Opening Doors and were successful in convincing the decision makers in Ottawa to fund 
the project. 

I resigned from my position as Manager of the Regional Resource People Project, set up 
an office and started to spread the word about my plans for Opening Doors. From the fall 
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of 1990 to the fall of 1991 I travelled over 7000 km by car, airplane and bus to visit 42 
communities in Alberta. I conducted 88 interviews with volunteer and paid tutors, 
literacy coordinators, literacy classroom instructors and some administrators. The 
interviews were informal; they were simply conversations which took place in people's 
homes and offices, in hotel rooms, in cars and on the telephone. I met the families of 
literacy workers, sharing meals and stories with them at their kitchen tables. I visited 
places I didn't even know existed and saw miles and miles of Alberta countryside. 

The following pages are a snapshot of all that I saw and all that I heard - where the 
community literacy programs are and how the literacy workers in Alberta think and feel 
about their work and each other. A number of years ago, when the idea for Opening 
Doors was just beginning to take hold, I called John Fisher to talk to him about it. He 
said, "You know, I wish I had the time to be able to visit more programs and talk to the 
people in the field. It would be great to sit around their kitchen tables with them as you 
have." I told John right then that if I had the opportunity to write this book, I would try to 
bring the kitchen table to him so that he could "visit" with literacy workers from all 
around the province as if he were actually in Cold Lake or High Level or Pincher Creek. 

Some of the people quoted in the book will have changed or further developed their ideas 
and perceptions about life and literacy since the time of our conversations and some of 
the people I interviewed are no longer working in the field. Given the restrictions of time 
and money and the space on these pages, I have tried only to document a picture of 
literacy work in Alberta during a given period of time - the early 1990's, the beginning of 
the Decade of Literacy. 

This book needed to be written so that some of our literacy history could be documented 
but also so that attention could be paid to the people working "in the trenches" of adult 
literacy in Alberta, the dedicated literacy workers who often work in thankless anonymity 
and isolation. They have earned and deserve more credit and recognition than they are 
currently receiving. 

It is my sincere hope that you will enjoy meeting and spending time with all the literacy 
workers who so generously gave of themselves to be pan of Opening Doors. They are a 
spirited and impressive group but I don't need to tell you that; you will discover that soon 
enough for yourself. 



Jan Thiessen and her daughters — taken when our families spent 
a weekend together at Jan's homestead near Athabasca. 
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Chapter One 

Getting Started 

The first formal meeting of the Alberta Literacy Coordinators Group was a landmark 
event. It was the fall of 1986; literacy was moving up on the political agenda and for the 
first time there were strong indications that financial support would be forthcoming from 
the federal and provincial governments. There were about 25 people at the meeting in 
Edmonton, some from well-established literacy programs, most from programs that were 
less than a year old and others from programs that were just getting started. 

The group worked hard together for 2 days, deciding on a mission statement and making 
plans and setting priorities for the future. Some of the closest friends I have today, I met 
at that meeting. With our own enthusiasm, those of us who were "new kids on the block" 
respectfully and eagerly joined forces with the other literacy workers. We left that 
meeting knowing that we were part of something important, not realizing we had yet to 
discover what being literacy workers would mean to us as individuals. 

Four years have passed. The following conversations took place in the fall of 1990 with 
women who entered the literacy field close to the time of this historic meeting. 

"The way I explain the idea of 'literacy' to my kids is, 'If you don't finish Grade 12, it's 
like having one pair of pants and one shirt. The nice thing is, in the morning you get up 
and you don't have to worry about what you're going to wear. But the bad thing is, you 
will never wear anything else except that shirt and that pair of pants.' I tell them that it's a 
good thing to have lots of choices." 

As she often does, JAN THIESSEN had found a refreshing and insightful new way to 
approach an idea. We were sitting in the Alberta Vocational College staff lounge in 
Edmonton talking about old times. When I met Jan at the ALCG meeting, she had just 
been hired to pilot the Community Reading Project for AVC Lesser Slave Lake. 

"I remember my going away tea at the hospital where I had been working," Jan said 
smiling. "I told everyone that I was going to go and be a literacy coordinator in Slave 
Lake. I didn't exactly know what that meant yet but I assumed that because the job was 
real enough to have been advertised in the newspaper, they would all know what I was 
talking about, but nobody did! I felt like some sort of pioneer breaking new ground." 

Jan loved her literacy work from the very beginning. She talked about pioneer spirit, risk-
taking and the resourcefulness and creativity needed to be a pioneer in a new field of 
study. For Jan, "the appeal of working in unknown territory is that you can do just about 
anything; you can define it just about any way you want. There are lots of opportunities 
to go in all kinds of directions." 



2                                                                                                   OPENING DOORS 

Breaking new ground is not unfamiliar to Jan. She and her husband and three young 
children are homesteading on a beautiful piece of land just west of Athabasca. I 
wondered if her chosen way of life played any pare in her "roll up your sleeves and dig 
in" approach to literacy. She laughed and said, "Even though I have a teaching degree, 
I'm sure that part of the reason I was hired for the job was because I live off the beaten 
track and don't have running water. Somehow the hiring committee thought my 
homesteading experience would help me relate better with the students!" 

Now, 4 years later, Jan has decided that there might be some truth in that idea. Her 
homesteading experience has taught her a great deal about hard work, tenacity, patience 
and having a long- term view of things. "If you don't have a view of where you're going, 
it makes the day-to-day work more frustrating," Jan admitted. "You have to have a view 
of that long-term goal (whether you're homesteading or working in literacy) for those 
moments when you have to sit back and ask, 'What are we going through all of this for?' 
And faith is part of it too. That yes, this is going somewhere and yes, it is worthwhile." 

Two years after setting up the volunteer tutor literacy program in Slave Lake, Jan took on 
the role of Community Coordinator for Edwin Parr Community School in Athabasca. She 
later accepted a position as an academic upgrading instructor for AVC in Smith, an 
isolated little community almost half-way between Slave Lake and Athabasca. 

Working in a classroom is another new frontier for Jan. She described her students with 
affection and concern. When I asked her how she judges success, she said, "I had a really 
hostile student whose writing was really small. She made teeny-weeny letters that seemed 
to say, 'Don't notice me. Don't notice that I'm copying this from someone else's lesson: 
She had gone through a real turmoil because of an addiction to prescription drugs. She 
had kicked it and was getting her life back on track, but she was still struggling with the 
addiction." 

"Anyway, one day she came up to me and said, 'I've decided that I'm going to write 
bigger now: And she did. Her letters were bigger, her handwriting improved and her 
confidence really grew, too. It was obvious that she was feeling more comfortable in the 
classroom and with me which was a major step forward." 

"It bothers me that people keep looking for 'the big story', the success story that will 
promote their programs and get lots of attention from the outside world. Students' stories 
are a great marketing device - they sell. But those polished kinds of stories are often just 
too good to be true." 

"Stories about people's real life activities aren't very glamorous but they can be more 
wonderful than the polished, happy ending ones. Each step a person takes in a learning 
situation is great and is a story in itself. We need to remember that and give credit to that 
and not just be impressed with the 'success stories' we read in the Edmonton Journal. 
Sometimes the successes I see in the classroom only last a minute. The whole world 
could fall apart at the next moment, but at least you were there to appreciate it." 
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Jan talked about her own accomplishments and all that she has learned about herself 
through her literacy work. "It's been a great 4 years. I've learned that I can get the job 
done, that I can be trusted, and that that means something," Jan began. "I've learned that 
I'm capable, able to do good things on my own without having to depend so much on 
others. And I know now that I have the ability to think through a problem on my own or 
solve problems in a group. I've learned that what I have to say has validity and that 
sharing ideas is a wonderful thing. I know how to ask questions and find answers and 
how important it is to share information. And," Jan added, "I've learned not to take 
myself so damn seriously!" 

Relaxing after the formal part of Out interview, I told Jan how nervous I was feeling 
about taking on a book project of this size. I admitted that I was scared, that I really didn't 
know very much about writing a book. 

Jan leaned forward, looked directly at me and said, "Sometimes my students come to me 
and say, 'I don't know how to write a story; I can't do it', and I say to them, 'That's OK, 
you just can't do it yet. '" 

"Maybe you don't know how to write a book yet but you'll learn. You'll have to learn as 
you go, the way we learn everything in literacy. Getting started is the hardest part. The 
rest is pure adventure. " 

One of the first things I learned as a literacy coordinator in Camrose was not to be afraid 
to reach out and ask for help. When anything went wrong (or even went right) the first 
person I called was VELEN MEUN. 

Velen was first a tutor then the coordinator of the Leduc Adult Literacy Program. Leduc 
is 75 km northwest of Camrose, which meant Velen was my nearest "literacy neighbour". 
For 2 years we shared in the joys and frustrations of the job. When Velen left her literacy 
position to return to school, we continued to keep in touch. 

On one of the occasions when we got together, I asked Velen about her experience as a 
literacy coordinator. She was full of respect and admiration for the students and the 
different people she had met through the Leduc program. "It was the courage and strength 
the students demonstrated in their desire to learn to read," Velen said thinking back, "that 
helped give me the courage and strength to make some major changes in my own life. 
They were a big part of my decision to go back to school." 

The decision to return to school had been a tough one for Velen. There were big changes 
and big risks involved. "It was really intimidating for me," she said honestly. "I had been 
out of school for 20 years and I didn't know if I could do it. I hadn't liked school much 
when I was a kid; it wasn't a happy time or a happy place for me. After I got my high 
school diploma I basically made a promise to myself that I'd never put myself in a 
situation like that again." 
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"And I was really afraid of failure. I was still caught up in thinking that failure was a 
personal thing, not part of an ongoing learning process. Now I know that failure often 
leads to the openings of windows and doors that never would have been opened before, to 
opportunities that never would have been there if things had gone smoothly." 

I remembered Velen telling me once how she felt the same disbelief at the pleasure she 
experienced when she started to relax and enjoy her learning that the students in her 
literacy program had talked about. "It was wonderful that I could bring all my knowledge 
as a person in the world to my learning situation. Using what I already knew - my world 
reactions, my life history, my own experiences - really helped to make sense out of what I 
was learning. I was surprised and excited by that. The fact that my marks were good was 
even more surprising!" 

"The students used to say things like, 'I'm learning, but I can't quite believe it' or 'This is 
supposed to be hard. It was always so hard for me in school, how come I can understand 
it now?' Realizing that you can learn is really quite magical." 

In our first year as coordinators, Velen and I had often talked about our feelings of 
inadequacy, of being overwhelmed by the responsibilities of the job. "I was always very 
aware of how unskilled and untrained I was for the position I was in. I was fine as a tutor 
but when I was hired to train volunteer tutors to be able to teach adults how to read, I was 
out of my comfort zone; I felt like a fraud. What did I really know about teaching 
reading? I actually felt great relief when I resigned from my position because I didn't 
have to deal anymore with the expectations of being what I wasn't properly trained to be." 

"I did feel though that I had done a good job as a literacy coordinator in encouraging 
students to believe in themselves. I really felt that they needed to believe that they could 
learn before any learning would happen." 

"When I went back to school, I discovered that was really true for me, too. I started to 
think that maybe the work I had done as a literacy coordinator was more important and 
useful than I had thought. I often think about the students I worked with when I'm at 
school. They taught me so much. I figured, 'If they could do it, I could do it, too'." 

"You're late!" MARSHA SCRIBNER said with a smile. "What happened? Did you get 
stuck behind a swather?" She had guessed right. It was a lovely fall day and living in a 
rural farming community, she knew the fields and roads on the way to Wainwright would 
be full of harvest activity. 

Marsha is a monitor with the Lakeland College LEARN Program in Wainwright. She was 
in particularly high spirits the morning I came to visit as this was the day her book about 
Camp Wainwright was due to arrive from the printers. (Wainwright is the home of the 
second largest military training camp in Western Canada. Marsha had been 
commissioned to write the history of Camp Wainwright in celebration of the Camp's 50th 



OPENING DOORS 5

anniversary.) I knew we wouldn't accomplish much in an interview right away, so we got 
in the car and drove out to the Camp to see if we could find a copy of Marsha's book. 

After passing through the security gates, stopping at the Camp Headquarters and the 
office of the Camp Commander, we finally found what we were looking for. We pulled 
up by the back door of the Recreation Hall and found a young fellow leaning against the 
wall, looking through a beautifully leather bound copy of Fiftieth Anniversary - Camp 
Wainwright. Marsha was thrilled. "Writing this book was my own special World Literacy 
Year project," she told me, "and now it's really finished." Marsha put the book in her lap, 
sneaking a peak at it every few minutes as we drove back to town, mission accomplished. 

All through the morning I was struck by how many people Marsha knew, at the College 
and the Camp and as we walked down the main street of town. Many of the people we 
stopped and talked to were connected with the LEARN Program in one way or another. 
Marsha was relaxed and warm with everyone and they with her. 

Over lunch I commented to Marsha about how comfortable she seemed to be with the 
people in her program. "I try really hard not to be intimidating," she responded. "Most of 
the time I feel like 'one of the guys'. I'm one of the tutors because I am a tutor and I feel 
like one of the students because I'm learning all the time with this job." 

Marsha admitted that she prefers to stick close to home, much more comfortable with her 
own program and her own community than with big cities and the larger provincial 
literacy organizations. Driving into the city of Edmonton to attend the meeting was a 
truly frightening experience for Marsha, one which she later wrote about: 

"I felt extremely inadequate, uninformed, unacceptable and disoriented. The village idiot 
makes her way to the big city, frightened, near to tears, and positive of only one 
thing...the fact she was sure to make a fool of herself. It may be at the reservation desk 
because of no credit card and very little cash or at the banquet because of her lack of 
knowledge about protocol and pastries, or the inevitable 'trip over a string on the carpet' 
trick that seemed her 'downfall' in situations like this." 

"Well, I made it through that first meeting and oddly enough, learned to look forward to 
attending the annual gatherings. I met terrific people, most of whom were very friendly, 
and many who had, like myself, just stepped into the field of literacy not sure of a 
definite direction but definitely determined to make a difference." 

"Later, as I began to know the students in my program, I was able to relate to their 
feelings of inferiority, frustration and terror when faced with situations that called for a 
skill they had yet to possess. I will always consider myself an adult learner and have yet 
to overcome the feeling of inadequacy. That's OK, far be it from me to be haughty!" 

After lunch we drove out to Marsha's acreage (where she raises pigs, chickens, a couple 
of beef calves and two teenage sons) and talked for a while longer about the challenges of 
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literacy work and the importance of keeping things simple, moving forward one 
experience, one challenge, one day at a time. 

Just as I was leaving, Marsha told me that she had read somewhere that, "If you want to 
be remembered in your lifetime, you have to have children, plant a tree and write a 
book." Glancing over her shoulder at her new book laying on the kitchen table, she said, 
"Gee, I guess I've done it all!" 

Waving goodbye I said, "No way Marsha, you're just getting started." 

It was just after lunch when I sat down with MARNEE KARL in her office in the 
basement of the Strathcona County Library in Sherwood Park, just east of Edmonton. 
Marnee was grateful for the break; she had been working particularly hard the past few 
days with World Literacy Week activities. 

She showed me her day calendar with her "to do" list of the past week - preparations for 
two flag-raisings, the signing of a proclamation by the Reeve, displays at the mall and the 
library, the "Read-In Challenge" with the Counties of Parkland and Leduc, interviews 
with the media and speaking engagements with local service clubs. All this in 20 hours a 
week, which are divided between an office in Sherwood Park and one in the community 
of Fort Saskatchewan, 30 km away! 

Turning on her answering machine and kicking off her shoes, Marnee sat back in her 
chair with a comfortable sigh. "September is an incredibly busy time," she pointed out. 
"Even though a literacy program may be well established, each academic year brings new 
students and tutors to the door. It's a time of renewing old commitments and making new 
ones. And this year is especially busy with International Literacy Year activities to plan 
and think about." 

"World Literacy Day is on September 8th. I've been thinking that maybe it would be way 
better if it was in February sometime," Marnee said, only half-kidding. "It could be 
celebrated as part of 'Family Month', encouraging people to read as a family. Then we'd 
have time to really give some recognition to the day instead of just using it as a way to 
get some media attention for our programs every September. " 

I asked Marnee if all the advertising she was doing for her program helped with the 
recruitment of students. She explained that the advertising was mostly to raise awareness 
about the program and to encourage people to volunteer as tutors. "The students hear 
about the program mosdy through word of mouth. Their motivation to come to the 
program stems from a real variety of reasons." 

"The best example I can think of is a man who told me that he finally made the decision 
to come to our program because he heard Peter Gzowski on CBC's Morningside program 
talking to a man who had been illiterate. The man had gone back to school and Gzowski 
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really applauded his efforts. That really impressed Howard (who is a real Peter Gzowski 
fan) and that's why he finally made up his mind to call me." 

I told Marnee that I would be golfing in the Peter Gzowski Invitational Golf Tournament 
being held in Calgary in 2 weeks. Marnee's face lit up. "Oh, wouldn't Howard love to be 
part of something like that." Her mind racing with ideas, Marnee thought what a good 
idea it would be for Howard and his tutor to work on writing a letter to Gzowski. I 
offered to hand-deliver the letter to Gzowski at the Tournament. Marnee thought Howard 
would be delighted with the idea and said she would call him right away to suggest it. 

Marnee had perked up as we talked and I noted the enthusiasm that still shone through 
the fatigue she was rightfully feeling. She said that she would never have been able to 
survive the wear and tear of the job, if it weren't for the support available to her through 
the network of other literacy workers. "If I didn't have the network," Marnee admitted, 
"I'd still be here like I was on day one. I used to sit here and bounce ideas off the wall and 
they would come back and land on my desk and I'd be right back where I started. The 
network is truly invaluable. You've got to have access to what's going on out there, how 
things are changing, and what's new in the field. Sharing ideas is really important. Just 
like the idea to encourage Howard to write to Gzowski. This is definitely a field where 
two heads are better than one." 

In the fall of 1985, BEY CHASE was hired as a monitor for the LEARN Program in the 
Bonnyville/Ft. Kent area. Four years later, her family moved to St. Albert. Almost 
immediately, Bev obtained a job as the literacy coordinator for the Spruce Grove Literacy 
Project, a half- hour drive away from where she lived. She recently left that position to 
take on the role of project coordinator for the newly established St. Albert STAR Literacy 
Project. 

We sat and had tea in a little greenhouse-like alcove in the newly built St. Albert Place. I 
asked Bev why she had chosen to stay involved in literacy work. "I really enjoy the 
people," she said brightly. "I have made so many friends in this group. I've learned so 
much about how a group works and about the contributions I can make." 

Bev's initiation into the literacy field was as it has been for many others - informal and 
immediate. She described one of the first training workshops she attended. "The 
workshop was in Edmonton. I drove 4 hours to the city with another lady who was hired 
in Cold Lake about the same time I was hired in Bonnyville. We had never met each 
other before. We stayed together in residence at the University of Alberta and slept on 
these tiny little cots. The room was so small that only one person could get out of bed at a 
time. It was really awkward but we sure had fun." 

I commented to Bev how much I had learned about myself since I started working in 
literacy and how much "more of me" I was becoming, especially as a woman in the 
workplace. "I feel that way too," Bev said, gesturing with her hands as she spoke. 
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"Starting my job in literacy brought me back from the brink. I felt I had been at home too 
long. I almost lost it completely. But, I really grew a lot as a result of the contact with 
people. Being part of the literacy network really helped to build my self-confidence. I 
really felt good about what I was doing and felt that I was good at it." 

Bev is a strong team player. I worked with her on the Regional Resource People Project 
for the LCA for close to 3 years and watched her team approach and warm enthusiasm 
draw together the people involved in the Project. 

When I asked her about her team approach she said, "I have a favourite saying - 'Adults 
want to know how much you care, before they care how much you know'. I wish I knew 
who originated that saying because it's the basis of my whole teaching philosophy. How 
you treat people is really important and that includes co-workers as well as students. It 
has to start from there. If we don't care, we can't possibly hope for success." 

I didn't know anyone when I went to the ALCG meeting. When I found the meeting room 
at the Edmonton Public School Board's Centre for Education I stood at the door, hesitant 
to go in. And then a well-dressed woman came up to me and offered me her hand. She 
said simply, "Hi. My name is KATHY CHANG. We're really glad you could join us." 
I've never forgotten that. 

As an academic upgrading instructor at the Brooks Campus of Medicine Hat College, 
Kathy became interested in the whole idea of "readability". She explained, "I started to 
realize as an English teacher that students were dropping out, not because of lack of 
motivation, but because they couldn't handle the level of the material (which was 
basically at a Grade 9 level). That's when I discovered that there was such a thing as an 
adult who couldn't read well. That was in 1979." 

Kathy helped to establish and subsequently coordinate the Adult Basic Literacy 
Education (ABLE) Program in Brooks in the early '80's. After she completed her Masters, 
she moved to Medicine Hat and convinced the College that they should have a similar 
program in Medicine Hat. That was in 1983. Three years later she became the College's 
Assistant Director of Community Education. It was in that role that Kathy attended the 
ALCG meeting, playing a major part in the founding of the organization that later 
became known as the Literacy Coordinators of Alberta (LCA). Kathy is perhaps best 
known, however, for the remarkable work she has done with the Alberta Association for 
Adult Literacy (AAAL), resurrecting and rescuing it from near non-existence into a 
vibrant and productive Association of over 500 members. 

I served on the Board of the AAAL for 2½ years while Kathy served as President of the 
Association. I have many memories of working late into the night, writing out and 
planning goals and objectives, sharing in Kathy's vision of a brighter future for literacy 
students and literacy workers. Kathy added her own memories. "It was hard work. We 
had to be so careful and creative with what little money we had. There would barely be 
enough money in the bank account for us to get together to even have a board meeting. 
We would sleep three to a room in the least expensive hotel we could find." 



OPENING DOORS 9

"And then when more money became available, it was bang - all of a sudden, and we 
really didn't know how to deal with it. We had to struggle and learn a whole new and 
different set of skills. People who enter into literacy today just take so much for granted; 
they have no idea what it was like then. Sometimes I've thought to myself, 'I wish we 
could go back to those days when we were just wishing that we had more money, 
because having more money didn't always serve us well.'" 

"We've gotten side-tracked into other things, partly because of the project basis of the 
funding available to us now. We end up having to dream up little schemes for funding for 
term-certain projects (some of which I admit have been good ones) but that takes time 
away from the real issue of teaching people to read and caring about the lives of the 
people doing the teaching." 

"We haven't dealt well with the way the funding for literacy programs has evolved. The 
government's philosophy for funding programs was not thought out; it has just developed 
willy-nilly with the very clear notion that someday we will have taught all those people to 
read and we won't be needed anymore - so why bother to think through what's going to 
happen in the future? I have to believe that the government didn't do that deliberately, but 
that's the way it is and now it's time to make some changes." 

Those who have had the chance to spend time talking with Kathy will attest to her 
dynamic and energetic approach to literacy. Always full of innovative ideas (and often 
way ahead of her peers) Kathy's leadership in the literacy field has been fast-paced and 
ground-breaking. When I spoke to Kathy, she told me she has taken an educational leave 
from Medicine Hat College to work on her Ph. D. at the University of Alberta. She is 
conducting a fascinating study of the "positive impacts" of literacy programming. 

"I'm working on an evaluation model that will look at literacy and basic education from 
the positive impacts (the changes that happen to people when they get involved in literacy 
education) not just for the learners, but for all the stakeholders - the teachers, the tutors, 
the administrators and the educational agencies they represent, the community at large 
and the government that's funding them. I think that we can demonstrate a whole lot of 
positive impacts for everybody, which should give enormous credibility to the whole 
effort to teach people to read." 

"We should also be able to identify the principles of good practice, based on the positive 
impacts, which should lead to accountability and management and not losing the funds 
we've got. I'm thinking about cost effectiveness. If we can identify 50 positive impacts in 
a program that gets $10,000 a year, then we can compare that with the cost-effectiveness 
of other educational programs." 

"Some educational programs get hundreds of thousands of dollars - can they identify as 
many positive impacts as we can? I don't think they can. I want to use that premise to get 
more security and more long-term credibility for the literacy and basic education field." 
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I am always amazed by Kathy's endless energy but she assured me she never gets tired of 
her involvement in literacy. "There was a time when I thought I had 'mastered literacy'," 
Kathy admitted, thinking back a number of years. "I thought I had done all there was to 
do and I almost left the field. Fortunately, I didn't extricate myself before I realized that I 
was really just getting going and that there was still so much to do. I feel like a sponge 
right now; I'm just learning and learning." 

"Literacy has been the core of my existence for many years and I don't think that's going 
to change. There's a song that has a line in it - 'How sad to grow old without a cause'. I 
feel privileged to have a cause. I see a lot of people who don't and their lives really lack 
focus. They bumble forward and have a relatively interesting life but they've missed so 
much." 
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Ida Standley-Tober opening the door to greet me 
at the top of the stars at her office in Olds. 
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Chapter Two 

Fishes and Loaves 

The Peter Gzowski Invitational Golf Tournaments originated from a pledge Peter 
Gzowski, host of CBC Radio's Morningside program, made in June of 1986 to raise a 
million dollars for literacy. There will be 11 tournaments held across Canada in 1990 
from New Brunswick to Victoria, with the Calgary Learning Centre hosting the First 
Annual PGI in Alberta. 

Because of his interest and influence in the literacy field of late (and because I had been 
told we are distant cousins) I decided to write to Peter to tell him about this book project 
and the good literacy work being carried out in Alberta. His response was warm and 
immediate. Over this past year, we have struck up a dose friendship through our letters 
and telephone conversations. A couple of months ago, Peter suggested that the PGI in 
Calgary would be a good place for us to finally meet each other. 

So now I've been learning how to play golf. Murray Whitecotton, a generous and patient 
man who owns a golfing equipment shop in Camrose has been my "golf tutor" for the 
past month. He is a wonderful teacher, volunteering much of his time, sharing his 
enthusiasm for the game, hoping that I will come to love the game as he does. 

(At my first lesson, Murray handed me a golf club and told me to show him how I 
thought one should swing a golf club. Never having held a dub before I had a picture in 
my head of a tutor handing a pencil to a new literacy student saying, "Here, now go ahead 
and write your first story.") Murray says I'm a natural, but I'm not that confident, yet. 

"I have an envelope for you from Howard," Marnee said excitedly over the telephone. In 
all my last minute preparations for Calgary, I had almost forgotten about Howard. 
"Howard and his tutor have been working hard for the past couple of weeks and he just 
brought over a terrific two page letter he wrote to Peter Gzowski," Marnee continued, 
obviously proud of Howard's efforts. Marnee said she would be visiting a friend in 
Camrose on the weekend and would drop the letter off to me. 

I left for Calgary the following week, 2 days ahead of the Tournament, with borrowed 
golf clubs, a hand-knitted golfer sweater, and Howard's letter, all safely stowed in the 
backseat of the car. It was Indian Summer - warm and windy as the last of the leaves fell 
from the trees. I had decided to do a couple of interviews along the way, with my first 
stop being Rocky Mountain House, about 2 hours southwest of Camrose. 

I had lunch with MARILYN HUNT who has been the coordinator of the Literacy 
Program in the Rocky Mountain House Public Library for the past 6 years. Within 
minutes of arriving at her lovely home in the foothills of the Rockies, Marilyn eagerly 
began to tell me about some of the students in her program. 
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"Jim is a Native fellow who knew how to print his own name when he first came to the 
program but didn't know the names of the letters of the alphabet or the sounds they 
represented. When I asked him how he had learned to print his name, he said that his 
name was the same as his grandfather's. He told me that Kerry Wood, the noted 
naturalist, had written a book about his grandfather. Jim learned to print his name by 
copying his grandfather's name from the book." 

"Unfortunately, Jim had lent the book to a relative who had lost it. I thought it would be 
worth checking to see if our public library had a copy. When I consulted with the 
librarian we discovered not only was there a copy in the library's collection, there was 
also an extra copy that she was willing to give to Jim. He was delighted and vowed never 
to lend the book to anyone again." 

A cheerfully dedicated mother of three grown children, Marilyn is well-known for her 
generosity and her commitment to her program. She has been asked many times to sit on 
provincial literacy boards and committees but has declined for fear of taking precious 
time away from the students and tutors, the people she feels who most require her 
attention. 

Rocky Mountain House is a community of 3500 people. Marilyn works 2 days a week 
with an average of 25 to 30 student/tutor pairs. In a small community, Marilyn meets 
students and tutors "around every corner". 

"I met a lady once," Marilyn told me, "in from of the second hand shop. We were both 
waiting for the salesgirl to come back from lunch and reopen the store. The girl was late 
and it was quite cold so I said to the lady, 'Would you like to just sit in the car and wait 
with me?' She said, 'Sure'. I told her who I was and she told me her name. She thought 
my name rang a bell but wasn't quite sure why. I told her that I was the coordinator of the 
literacy program and she said, 'Oh yeah, I was supposed to look you up.'" 

"I didn't know if she needed help or if it was a family member who had wanted her to 
contact me so I was careful about my questions. It eventually came out that she was a 
recovering alcoholic and AA had suggested that she see me about getting some help with 
her reading." 

"She did eventually come and sign up with the program. I matched her with a tutor whom 
I thought would be gentle with her. She came bouncing into the library just the other day 
with a big smile on her face like a totally changed person. All because, she told me, she 
now believes that she can learn." 

I remember once talking to Marilyn about the qualifications needed to be a literacy 
coordinator. She said to me, "I am a trained teacher and I am a good mother." When I 
looked surprised she added, "I think being a mom qualifies you for a lot!" 

Marilyn's good nature and generosity reaches well past her dedication to teach people to 
read. "I find I am able to help people in other real ways - other than just teaching. I like 
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that; it fits well into my lifestyle. Through the literacy program, we have been able to 
help the low income people a lot, helping them to find supplies and clothes and 
household items, even food. I know we're not really supposed to go beyond literacy but 
as a Christian, I do those things outside of my working hours. Many of the students really 
need people to help and befriend them." 

"When I wonder, 'Should I bother with a Christmas party this year', I stop and think and 
realize that many of these people won't have another Christmas party to go to. So I bother 
because it's important and we always have a great time." 

"A Department like Social Services has so many people to deal with, they can't possibly 
deal with people on a personal basis. But our program isn't that large so we are able to do 
more. If we're not supposed to help our fellow man, then why are we here?" 

"I like this job because it's a good contact with people who need help and I have the help 
to give. One coordinator in one community can really touch the lives of many people in 
the course of her work there. She can help to create a lot of positive human development 
and she can be a catalyst for positive change. We don't get a lot of money for the funding 
of our programs but there are no better dollars spent than that." 

My next stop was Olds, an hour north of Calgary. I parked the car on the main street of 
Olds, not quite sure where to find Project Read Soon. Walking to the nearest intersection, 
I looked up and saw the welcoming and familiar literacy symbol in a second floor 
window of an old brick building on the corner of the street. 

I found the front of the building and was surprised to hear music as I pulled open the door 
that lead to the second floor. It was piano music, coming from the top of the long flight of 
stairs in front of me. 

IDA STANLEYTOBER greeted me on the landing. "There are o steps," she told me as I 
took a minute to catch my breath. 

"Definitely not what one would call an 'easily accessible' building!" I responded. 

Ida laughed and said, "Well, for $100 a month, I guess I can't have everything." 

For $100 Ida has a small but quite workable office. There is a corner area for storage, 
then a room about 10 feet square, for Ida's desk and bookshelves. "It's amazing what you 
can find at garage sales," Ida said without embarrassment, nodding to the furniture in her 
office. To complete the picture, she told me that the bathroom is down the hall, shared by 
the people who work for the trucking company in the office next door and with the music 
teachers. Music teachers - that explained the music I'd heard. Most of the time that Ida is 
in her office, there are music lessons being taught - piano, guitar and flute lessons. The 
walls between the offices are not thick and even though I was very conscious of what 
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often sounded like "banging" on the piano, Ida had obviously grown quite accustomed to 
it. 

We rearranged a few pieces of furniture so that we could sit at a little table under the 
window. When I discovered that the batteries had gone dead in my tape recorder, Ida 
jumped up and found a little tape recorder that she sometimes uses with her students. 
There was only one already well-used wall jack so Ida found an extension cord and 
crossed her fingers that we wouldn't blow a fuse. 

"Being resourceful just comes with the way I was raised," Ida said lightly. "We didn't 
have much when I was growing up on the farm but we always seemed to manage." Ida's 
innate ability to "find a way" has helped her in developing a truly active rural program. 

"The Mountain view Home Help Services down the street lets me use their photocopier," 
Ida told me. "The libraries in Olds and Oldsbury let me use their meeting rooms and VCR 
equipment when I do tutor training. I don't have mail delivery so I pick up the mail 
everyday at the post office three blocks down the street. If I ever quit this job, I'm sure I'd 
gain weight; running up and down those stairs three and four times a day is pretty good 
exercise!" 

Ida contends that having her resources spread out around town has actually been good for 
her program. It has given her the opportunity to get out into the community to talk about 
literacy. She "spreads the word" wherever she goes, carrying literacy logo pins and T-
shirts along just in case someone wants to help support the cause. Reaching out and 
spreading the word has obviously been a successful approach for Project Read Soon. Last 
year, Ida and her committee members raised over $14,000 (over and above their 
government gram) with much of the money earned in small donations. 

Advocacy is also important to Ida. She was outraged when one of her students was fired 
from his job with the County because of his low literacy skills and was concerned for a 
woman who measured the cleaning fluids for her job in the hospital by "glugs". One 
female student would only give Ida her first name. Ida accepted that, knowing that there 
could never be an official record of the student's participation in the program. Ida is 
particularly generous towards a group of lonely but fun loving Newfoundlanders who are 
also part of the program ("I'm not sure though, if they should be registered for literacy or 
ESL!" Ida laughed.) 

We had lunch in a little restaurant down the street and were joined by Diane Ernst, one of 
the students in Ida's program. We talked about many things, being a student, learning to 
play golf and raising children. The time flew by. I looked at my watch and realized I was 
due to be on the road to Sundre. 

Fifteen minutes later, heading west on Highway 27 and enjoying the first glimpse of the 
mountains, I thought of a story Ida had told me earlier about George, a man in his mid-
forties who had come bursting into her office one day to tell her that he had written his 
first love note. 
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"That's great!" Ida told him. 

"Do you want to know what it said?" George asked. 

"Oh no, that's OK." 

"But I want to tell you." 

Ida put her pen down and looked up at George. "Ok, sure," she said. "What did the note 
say?" 

"'Gone downtown'," George beamed. 

Ida had looked at me and said, "It rook me awhile to realize what all was said in that note. 
I thought how never before had he been able to read and write and how in those two 
words he was saying to his wife - 'I'm going downtown, I want you to know that and I'll 
be back soon'. He called it a 'love note' and it really was." 

I was to meet SHARON FITZSIMONDS at the Sundre Elementary School. I stropped 
at the school office to ask where I would find her. The bell rang and suddenly the halls 
were filled with small children and lots of noise. I followed the school secretary through 
the corridors ra the back of the phys. ed. office, where, behind a long bookshelf, Sharon 
has a small work space. 

We decided to hold our interview in the staff room. There was a popcorn sale in progress 
that day so there were teachers and little helpers popping and bagging popcorn at the far 
end of the room. We made ourselves comfortable in two big upholstered chairs. 

Sharon was instrumental in starting Project Read Soon, the literacy program I had just 
visited in Olds. She was serving on the Sundre Family and Community Support Services 
Board in the fall of 1986, when the board was planning new projects for the upcoming 
year. Sharon had worked with ESL students in Red Deer before moving to Sundre and 
knew that literacy was an issue people were talking more and more about. She 
volunteered to do a "needs assessment" to see if there was a need for a literacy program 
in the Sundre area. 

"We had a committee of three people to investigate the idea," Sharon raId me. "Then one 
person moved away and the other had a baby so I just kept going on my own. I stumbled 
along for 8 months, visiting one literacy program, getting ideas, then following up leads 
and names to visit another program." 

"Once we were convinced there was a need, we approached the Mountain view Further 
Education Council to help secure the funding for the project. The project was then funded 
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through the Department of Advanced Education to serve the Olds, Sundre, Didsbury, 
Cremona and Carstairs area." 

Sharon was hired as the first literacy coordinator for Project Read Soon in late 1987. 
Unfortunately, the excitement and momentum of setting up the program diminished after 
the reality of the job set in. "I was paid for 15 hours a week but the job really required 20 
to 30 hours a week. The work never got done in the time I had. There was always 
something gnawing at me, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. I just felt it was beyond me. I 
couldn't make it work and if I couldn't make it work, I felt I had to leave. I felt I had to 
get away from it." 

It was obviously a difficult time for Sharon. I asked her if she had found any comfort or 
support in sharing her frustrations with other people working in the field. "Meeting with 
other coordinators was always helpful and I really appreciated it but meeting with them 
also confirmed the fact that we still had a long way to go, that I still had so much to learn. 
I always felt that it was all up to me to fix everything and get it right - to make sure that 
the tutors were actually meeting with the students, to make sure that there were enough 
tutors to hold a tutor training session. When I organized a tutor training for 10 people and 
only five people showed up, I felt that was a reflection on me." 

"I was trying and trying and it wasn't showing. The program wasn't growing or getting 
better. You want the program to look good because you have to sell it to your 
community. You want it to work; you don't want things to fall apart. I felt it was my 
responsibility to keep everything rolling but all the different parts of the job description 
were only possible if you had 10 arms with which to do them all!" 

So Sharon took a break but after only 3 months, she came back to literacy work, this time 
as a Resource Person for the LCA Regional Resource People Project. She admitted that 
as much as she appreciated not being as stressed as she had been, she did miss the people 
and the focus of the work. 

Six months after easing back into work with this flexible, part- time position, Sharon 
agreed to coordinate the Reading Pals Program, a program that trains adult volunteers to 
help marginal readers gain confidence reading at a primary school level (Grades 1 to 6). 
Funded by the Wild rose foundation, Reading Pals is being piloted in the Sundre 
Elementary School. 

I asked Sharon if her approach to her literacy work is different now. "I've learned to relax 
a lot more," Sharon said gently, "and not be so worried about getting everything right. I 
don't feel such a burden of responsibility anymore. I don't feel that I have to make it 
work, that it's all up to me. Now I can say 'well, if the tutors aren't coming, they're just 
not coming!'" 

The 3:15 school buzzer rang, signalling the end of the day. The halls were again full of 
children, even louder now that the day was over. Sharon and I went out to the parking lot 
where we met Ruth, Sharon's 7-year-old daughter. Sharon introduced me to Ruth, telling 
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her that I also work in literacy. Ruth rolled her eyes (as only a 7-year- old can) and said, 
"I know that Mom." Sharon, looking surprised, asked how she knew that, and Ruth 
replied, "because Mom, all your friends are in literacy!" 

The next morning, I stepped off the elevator at the Alberta Vocational College in Calgary 
and was greeted by two huge floor to ceiling literacy posters; I was obviously in the right 
place. 

I found ROBIN HOUSTON-KNOPFF setting up a VCR in the coffee area of her office. 
She was getting ready to show me a video called, "There is a Way Out", written and 
produced by the Literacy Class as their International Literacy Year Project. We made 
some tea and watched as the students "played themselves", telling others that it is 
possible to make changes in their lives. It was a delightful and impressive product of 
many hours of hard work. Robin was understandably proud of the students' efforts. 

Robin is the Coordinator/Instructor of the Interchange Adult Literacy Program. She has 
been involved in literacy for 10 years, teaching and tutoring literacy in various church 
basements around Calgary. Robin laughed and said it was a real step up to finally "get 
above ground" in her present office space. 

We were joined shortly by BOB BROWNIE and AUDREY PETERSON, two tutors 
with Robin's program who had agreed to come and speak with me. They were full of 
ideas and Robin's enthusiasm and I liked them both immediately. 

I asked them why they chose to volunteer as literacy tutors. Bob, a gentle and articulate 
man in his early 50's said, "It's the reading part - I love to read. I'm a fanatic, in fact. I 
never made a point of sitting down at home and reading Dick and Jane to my kids, but 
the place was always awash with books and newspapers and National Geographics. You 
name it; it was always available." 

Audrey, a retired teacher, shares Bob's love of reading. "That's how I always got into 
trouble as a kid. My mom used to say,'Will you put that damn book down.' And I would 
always answer, 'In a minute Mom.'" 

Robin noted that the bottom line of the Tutor Information Sheet used for the lnterchange 
Program asks why people want to tutor. She told us that, "Ninety percent of the people 
respond 'I love to read.' They say, 'It amazes me that there are people out there who don't 
have that richness in their lives.'" 

"Loving to read is one thing," I pointed out, "but what about being able to teach someone 
to read?" 

Audrey responded first. 'Tm a trained teacher," she said, "and I have a lot of patience. I've 
been told that. When I look at myself, I know I'm always in a hurry, rushing to get this or 
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that done. But when it comes to teaching someone how to do something, I do have 
patience." 

"I'm not a trained teacher," Bob said, "I'm a drafts man who loves to read. But I have 
travelled and held a number of jobs. I've raised three kids on my own and have had many 
different experiences. There's a lot more to this than sitting down and saying, 'Here is a 
book; we are going to learn to read.'" 

Bob turned to Robin and suggested to her that training for tutors should include a better 
understanding of the student/tutor relationship. "I remember when we had our tutor 
orientation," Bob said, "about 95% of the time was spent on how to teach, how to use 
resources and that sort of thing. The orientation would be far better if it was 50% on 
teaching and 50% on personal relationships. We need to know about vulnerability (ours, 
as well as the student's) and the difference between help and interference. And we have to 
understand that in some cases, no experience we've ever had before will fully prepare us 
for tutoring someone." 

Both Bob and Audrey have been tutoring for a couple of years. I asked them if they 
would rather be paid for their rime. Both said that money is not important since the 
rewards they get are more than enough. I asked them to tell me about those rewards. 

Audrey's face lit up. "My experience here has been just wonderful," she said. "I used to 
be a teacher in a small area - the children would grumble and call me 'Old Lady Peterson' 
- but here it's different. I was afraid at first because these people were adults; I thought 
they were going to look me over and be even more critical than the children. But they 
weren't. And the compliments - they are just like balm from heaven." 

Bob told us that he wrote a paper years ago with the theory that most volunteers are 
actually very selfish people. "They go into volunteer situations with the plan to get 
something out of it," Bob explained, "whether it's personal satisfaction or the free t-shirt 
with the neat logo on it. I still believe that to be true, although I don't consciously think of 
it that way. But dammit, I do get a good feeling when we've covered a really tough piece 
of ground. I can say, 'Yeah, I was part of that.' That's what keeps me going." 

We talked about the Peter Gwwski Golf Tournament, increased public awareness of 
literacy and the media's current interest in student "success stories". I asked Bob how he 
would define success. "The student who is sitting across from me learning to read is a 
success, simply because he has survived," Bob said emphatically, wanting to dispel the 
notion that passing Grade levels is the only measure of success. "Now, because of some 
glitch in the student's life, he has decided to improve himself, to go back to school. Just 
his being on the other side of the table from me is success." 

Audrey was equally emphatic. "The student I am working with now is very successful. 
She emigrated from England, she's a successful mother and housekeeper and she has a 
job she likes. Her literacy skills aren't the best but she is not a failure." 
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Bob and Audrey obviously believe strongly in what they say. Maybe we do volunteer for 
selfish reasons, but is that wrong when everyone benefits so much? Many people 
question whether or not literacy programs should use volunteers to teach people to read. I 
have questions too, but when I talk to people like Bob and Audrey, I think how lucky we 
are in this field (and how lucky the students are) to have such dedicated, caring people to 
offer their help. Would I feel as grateful to Murray if I had paid him for all my golf 
lessons? It wasn't just his time I appreciated; it was his enthusiasm. No amount of money 
could have bought that. 

I thanked Bob and Audrey for volunteering their time to talk to mc. It was time for me to 
head over to the hotel to get ready for the reception for the PGI Tournament. As we were 
packing up, Bob told me about an experience he had a while ago with his student. Bob 
had thought the student had misspelled a word all through a story he had written. He 
instructed the student to erase and correct the word. Later, Bob double-checked the 
spelling of the word in a dictionary and discovered that he had been wrong. "I got a 
heavy dose of humility on that one!" Bob laughed. 

Robin asked him which word it was and he sighed and said, "I will go to my grave never 
being sure how to spell the word 'their'." 

"Oh, that's an easy one to remember Bob," Robin said. "It's just the word THE with an IR 
on the end." 

Bob looked incredulous. "That's so simple!" he said. He was delighted with Robin's 
spelling trick and left saying, "It's been a pleasure talking with you Deborah but learning 
how to tackle that word has really made this morning worth while!" 

After I checked into the hotel, I unpacked my suitcase then called BARBARA 
WAIMAN. Barbara is the coordinator of the Camrose Adult Read and Write Program 
and, being an accomplished golfer, was attending the Tournament on behalf of the LCA. 

The wine and cheese reception was at 6:30. Driving over to the Willow Park Golf and 
Country Club from the hotel, Barb commented on the beautiful fall weather. "Perfect 
weather for the last game of the season," she said. 

We hung up our coats and went into the reception. I looked around the crowded room and 
didn't see Peter right away. Then I saw a tall, ruddy-faced man surrounded by people. 
Peter looked up and winked at me from across the room, leaving the group shortly 
afterward to come and say hello. He greeted us as if we were old friends and before too 
long, we were enjoying the live music, delicious food and the energy of the people 
participating in the Tournament. Throughout the evening, teammates were introduced to 
each other and plans made for the next morning's golf game. 
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At the Silent Auction, I bid on (and ended up with) a tape of an interview Peter did with 
Prime Minister Brian Mulroney in September of 1989. Later in the evening when things 
were a bit quieter, I presented Peter with Howard's letter. Peter was genuinely delighted 
with how the letter had come to him and I dearly wished that Howard could have been 
there, instead of me. 

I hardly slept that night. Murray's voice kept going around in my head. "Keep your eye 
on the ball, keep your left arm straight, relax as you swing ..." I woke up early the next 
morning and looked out the window. I literally reached up and rubbed my eyes. It was 
snowing. Without warning, Indian summer had turned cold and white. 

I found Barb at the Golf Club, drinking her morning cup of coffee in disbelief. People 
were arriving to play golf in their ski clothes, and I, having left home 3 days before, was 
totally unprepared for the snow. 

As far as my golf game went, the day was a disaster. I bought a box of florescent golf 
balls at the pro shop; white ones were impossible to find in the snow but even then, I lost 
most of them. At one point, one of my team mates, Darryl Gregory, who works with 
Edmonton's Continuing Education Council, told me to lean on the insides of my feet for 
better balance. I looked at him and said, "Darryl, my feet are so frozen I can't even feel 
them." He quietly went and got me a hot toddy. 

Even with the snow, the First Annual Calgary Peter Gzowski Invitational Tournament 
was a great success, raising over $60,000 for the Calgary Learning Centre. I was amazed. 
I had just come from visiting Ida, who cheerfully sells literacy T-shirts wherever she can 
to raise much needed money to buy resources for her program. The Calgary Learning 
Centre, with its graciousness and strong organization, had targeted the right group, and 
Peter Gzowski, with his charm and wit, had shown everyone a good time. 

I really struggled through the Tournament. Not just because playing golf in the snow was 
miserable but because I felt out of place. I wanted all the literacy workers to be there, to 
join in the fun that all the corporate people were having promoting literacy. How can a 
part- time literacy worker working alone in a rural community, ever hope to raise money 
or awareness in the way that this golf tournament could? And yet the need for support for 
their programs is just as great, if not greater. We are all fighting for increased funding; 
how can the little guy ever hope to compete? 

Driving back to Camrose, I played my tape of Peter and Brian Mulroney. I was glued to 
both men's words for over an hour. Peter was asking Mr. Mulroney about the future of 
Canada. Peter was emotional and involved; Mr. Mulroney, cool and controlled. 

I thought how fitting it is that a man like Peter Gzowski should be involved in literacy. 
Like so many people who work in the field, Peter is bright and intelligent, warm and 
caring, fun loving, and above all, human. 
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John Fisher and Margot Polland relaxing after an R2P2 meeting 

Good friends and good times: Dave Thompson, Beth Young, myself, 
Loiri Rymes and Velen Melin in Front 
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Reflections One 

More Than Statistics 

Community literacy workers are special. I wince a bit as I say that because I know it 
sounds trite but I still believe it to be true. 

Lets take a look at some recent statistics which tell us about literacy workers 
(coordinators, tutors and instructors). The 1990 Report on the Alberta Literacy Inventory 
highlights information such as gender, marital status and age. 

Coordinators Tutors Instructors
Female 93% 88% 68%
Married 90% 65% 76%
Age: 30 – 39 years 
         40 – 49 years 
Education: some 
post-secondary 

40% 
33%
91%

24% 
25%
81%

35%
43%
99%

In summary, the report reveals that most literacy workers are female, most are married, 
most are in the 30 to 50 year old age range and almost all have some post-secondary 
education. 

In the first two chapters of Opening Doors you have been introduced to 10 literacy 
workers. They very closely fit the statistics: 90% are female, 70% are married, 70% are in 
the age bracket of 30- 39 years (30% are over age 40) and 70% have some post-
secondary education. Statistics give us a frame of reference but they don't give us the 
whole picture. 

To get a broader sense of the people I interviewed for Opening Doors, I asked each of the 
interviewees to fill out an Information Sheet about themselves. I asked the question, 
"What are your greatest strengths?" The three most common answers were: 

• my desire to help and work with others 
• my background knowledge and organizational skills 
• my sense of humour 

Also high on the list were: 

• my creativity and resourcefulness 
• my patience, understanding, compassion and empathy 

Another question I asked was, "What do you love to do more than anything else in the 
world?" The number one answer was, naturally, "I love to read." The second strongest 
response was "to spend time with my family." The third was "to teach," with other 
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popular answers being: "to participate in physical activities", "to visit and be with 
friends" and "to travel." 

I also asked, "What previous experience/education did you have that has helped you in 
your literacy work?" I learned that 35 of the 88 people I interviewed have a teaching 
degree and that another 29 people have unrelated degrees in areas as diverse as Ancient 
Languages to Home Economics. Many people cited their past volunteer experiences as 
invaluable to their work in literacy and another 10% stated that their own personal life 
experiences (including motherhood) were what gave them the strongest credentials for 
their current responsibilities. 

I was also curious to know what literacy workers do in their spare time. tone person 
responded, "All the energy I have is used up in my literacy work; I don't have any spare 
time!") Knowing how committed people are to their literacy work, I was surprised to 
learn how many still manage to find the time to volunteer and/or sit on community boards 
and committees. The number one volunteer activity was related to literacy - serving on 
advisory committees, belonging to and participating in provincial literacy organizations 
and tutoring. Many people are involved in their churches, chairing committees, teaching 
Sunday School and singing in choirs. Others coach soccer teams, lead Brownie troops 
and are involved in fundraising activities for swim clubs, school trips and ballet classes. 
Quite a few volunteer for Blood Donor Clinics and programs such as Meals on Wheels. A 
few have other paid jobs and some teach evening craft courses for their Further Education 
Councils. The extent of people's involvement in all areas of their communities is 
impressive. 

So what does all this mean? The Report speculates that more women than men are 
attracted to literacy positions because the positions are often part-time or contractual 
which allows women to "balance child rearing responsibilities." The report gives credit to 
the fact that the job requires "dealing with people in a compassionate and nurturing 
manner" (demands which are often more comfortable for women) but it also questions 
whether (since most of the positions are filled by women who are married) "the positions 
are only attractive to individuals who have a second income or spousal benefit package to 
fall back on." 

The picture is simply much bigger and more complex than that. Most of the literacy 
workers are women (see Reflections 3) and they themselves will agree that the work 
requires compassion and nurturing abilities. But the work also requires knowledge and 
interest in literacy, flexibility, familiarity with the local community and people, 
resourcefulness and an ability to laugh at oneself and at life. Literacy workers are 
independent, creative and caring people, tremendously dedicated to their students, tutors 
and to each other. 

And yes, most are married. I'm sure it is true that literacy work attracts people who are 
not facing having to raise a family on a part- time income. But the fact that most people 
are married also indicates the stability of literacy workers. Working in literacy can be a 
roller coaster. Each day presents new challenges, joys and frustrations. Working with 
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people from all different walks of life with many different needs can be emotionally 
exhausting (see Reflections 2). If a person's own life is in flux, it is very difficult to cope 
with the day-to- day demands of the job. 

The fact that most literacy workers are strong community members also indicates the 
stability of the group. They make time in their lives to volunteer their energies and 
talents. They are committed to their families and friends and actively involved in their 
church communities. Literacy workers are enthusiastic, fun-loving and often pillars in the 
community; the people who can be counted on to lend an extra pair of hands or help get a 
special event off the ground. They are real and valuable, not just because they are giving 
and compassionate and perhaps privileged but because they take risks and aren't afraid to 
go the extra mile. 

Literacy workers tend to be well-educated. They have pursued higher education, 
however, not because of the status of the degree but because they love learning. They 
believe in life-long learning and see learning as stimulating and fun. 

People working in literacy in Alberta are professionals. They demonstrate 
professionalism in their attitude, their approach and their conduct. Literacy workers are 
not "do-gooders"; they are good at what they do. They approach their work with their 
hearts and their heads - interchangeably. They use all the skills and knowledge they have 
to get the job done, always ready for and welcoming opportunities to increase their 
knowledge or to learn new skills. 

When I asked SHARON FITZSIMONDS what her greatest strengths were, she wrote: 

"I am a thinker and a good listener. 

I am a lover of learning and growing and becoming. 

I am a mother - therefore, an accommodator, a teacher, a supervisor, a psychologist and a 
negotiator." 

After my year of travel and all the opportunities I have had to spend time with literacy 
workers, I believe more than ever that literacy workers are truly remarkable people. 
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Pat Fahy preparing the airplane for take off 
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Chapter Three 

Ups and Downs 

"I'm just going to do a 'walkaround' before we get going," Pat called to me from the other 
side of the mustard yellow single prop airplane. 

PAT FAHY is the Director of Research and Development at the Alberta Vocational 
College in Edmonton and is also under contract with the LCA to act as the evaluator of 
the Regional Resource People Project. He is an avid flyer and was planning a flight to 
Whitecourt, Barrhead and Westlock to conduct interviews with volunteer tutors for his 
evaluation. He had agreed to let me tag along to interview the coordinators of each of the 
programs he'd be visiting. 

Standing on the open tarmac, I crossed my arms against the early morning chill and 
watched with anticipation as Pat checked the fuel, the landing gear and the propeller. 
When everything was ready, I climbed into one of the two sears in the plane and buckled 
myself In. 

Pat gave me a set of headphones and right away I could hear chatter from the Edmonton 
Municipal Airport Control Tower. We taxied out to the runway and Pat said, "This is 
Gulf-Julliet-Bravo-Foxtrot, ready for take off." It was a busy time at the airport; I could 
see a number of other aircraft, most much bigger than ours, positioning themselves on the 
runways. 

A faceless voice responded. "Julliet-Bravo-Foxtrot, in the right turn contact Advisory 1-
18 decimal eight. Winds 2-6-0 at 12. Cleared take off, runway 3-0." 

It was clear and calm at 8:00 am as we flew over Namao, gaining altitude and setting our 
course northwest to Whitecourt. Pat relaxed then, and looked over at me. "Nice take-off," 
I said into the mouthpiece of my headphones. He smiled, raising his eyebrows in a 
question of "What did you expect?" He told me our flying time would be about 45 
minutes. 

The early October countryside beneath us was brown and barren, except for the 
occasional patch of unmelted snow. As we flew northward, the flat, squared-off sections 
of agricultural land became hillier and more tree-covered. When we turned in our final 
approach into Whitecourt, a flight serviceman let us know our party was waiting for us at 
the terminal office. When we were on the ground, Pat locked up the airplane while I went 
to say hello to KAREN MANWEILLER, the coordinator of the Write Soon Literacy 
Project. 

Karen took us on a quick tour of Whitecourt, a forest industry and oil-patch town of 6700 
people, built at the confluence of the Athabasca and McLeod Rivers. Whitecourt was 
originally called "Sagitawah", an Indian word meaning "place where the two rivers 
meet." 
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The Write Soon Literacy Project is housed in a spacious and comfortable office on the 
second floor of the Whitecourt Provincial Building. There is a reception area, a coffee 
room and library, Karen's office and an office used by a fellow who works with Alberta 
Environment. When we came in the door, we were greeted by the bright faces of the two 
tutors waiting to talk to Pat. 

Karen and I made some tea and settled into a couple of chairs in her tidy office. "I used to 
sell real estate," Karen told me when I asked her how she was enjoying her job, "so I'm 
used to being my own boss. I liked (and needed) the flexibility of the hours when I was 
raising my family. This job is the same that way. If my husband is going to the city one 
day and I don't have anything pressing, I can go and make that time up another day. I like 
that." Karen smiled, then added, "I think about going back to selling real estate once in a 
while (I certainly made more money in real estate!) but I like this job better." 

Karen talked about the pleasures of working with the cheerful and committed volunteers 
in her program. "I've never had a problem finding volunteers," she said. "One tutor told 
me that volunteering with the Write Soon Project is considered around town to be the 'in' 
thing to do!" 

"Some people see volunteering in the education field as a valuable experience they can 
use on a resume or as a stepping stone to other things. But in general, people in this town 
really seem to view education as important." 

The local Trade Fair, where Karen sets up a display to promote her program, is where she 
recruits most of her volunteers. Another important resource is the Welcome Wagon. 
Karen provides the Welcome Wagon Hostess with brochures about the Write Soon 
Project which are included in the newcomers' packet of information. The brochure 
describes the project and includes a volunteer tutor job description, offering suggestions 
for getting involved, either asa student or a tutor. 

I asked Karen what had enticed her to apply for the position of literacy coordinator a year 
ago. "Barb Kallay was the first coordinator of this program," she explained, "and when 
Barb and her husband moved to town, I sold them their house! That was in 1985. Barb 
did a lot of public relations work to get things started and I remember reading a lot about 
the program in the paper and seeing Barb setting up displays at the mall. So I became 
interested because I knew Barb but also because I have always been interested in 
education. I almost went to Teacher's College in Moose Jaw many years ago." 

Even without a teaching background, Karen's qualifications for the job were substantial: 
administrative and interpersonal skills gained from previous employment, extensive 
volunteer experience and a broad knowledge of the community. I wondered if Karen had 
felt many inadequacies when she first started her job. "I was pretty overwhelmed at first," 
she said, "and yes, I did feel inadequate at times. But I don't sit around and stew over 
things for long. If! don't know something and think I need to know about it, I 
immediately go about finding ways to help myself. I either read what I can or phone 
someone. Being able to ask questions is just something I've developed over the years." 
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Karen had only been coordinating the Write Soon Project for a year. I was impressed to 
see how well-established she was and to hear how well things were going. I asked her if 
there were any areas of her job that were not going well. I struck a nerve. 

"Funding!" she said immediately. "We need more money to effectively administer our 
program. Whitecourt covers a large area and I don't feel the outlying areas are being very 
well-served. If someone from Onoway or Sangudo hears about the program and calls me, 
I go out there. But to serve the town and the County means we don't always live within 
our budget and then we have to start fund raising elsewhere. " 

The main source of funding for the Write Soon Project comes from the Department of 
Advanced Education. Karen suggests that "funding should be looked at using the criteria 
of the length of time a program has been in operation, the size of the area the program 
serves, the number of students the program supports and the overall growth of the 
program." 

"You can't continue to operate on a base grant of say $10,000 7 years after the start of a 
program. If you've done all the right things and if there is a natural progression, you're 
just naturally going to have more students and therefore should have enough funding to 
provide a good service for those students." 

I was disappointed when Pat came to tell me that we needed to get going if we wanted to 
arrive at our next destination on time. Karen's suggestions for funding criteria were good 
ones; Karen and I agreed to talk more by telephone. 

Another smooth take off and we were on our way east to Barrhead, an agricultural 
community which is home to about 4000 people. The sky was still clear and I could see 
for miles. No other air traffic was near us as we approached the Barrhead Airport. 
Coming in for our landing, I noticed a car kicking up a trail of dust on its way to the 
airport building. The runway was long and smooth and we sailed in with a steady head 
wind. 

Perfect timing. CHERYL SANDERMAN-GERGATZ parked her car and came out to 
the plane to offer us a hand with our belongings. It was just after noon so Cheryl drove us 
into town to have lunch at Baba's Kitchen. Over a feast of perogies, cabbage rolls and 
kubassa, Cheryl talked excitedly about her new position as coordinator of the Barrhead 
and District Reading and Writing Program. 

Cheryl had been hired 2 months earlier and was still feeling somewhat shell-shocked 
from having to dive into the job head first. "I was hired and then all of a sudden it was 
World Literacy Week. Jenny Kitz (the coordinator before me) had already done some 
work to organize the Read-In but I had to meet with all the school boards and different 
businesses to ask if they would participate. And we had a Tutor Gathering for all the 
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tutors that week and I had to talk to the Chamber of Commerce, too. My first month here 
was a complete blur." 

Relieved that she is feeling a little more in control of the situation now, Cheryl expanded 
on some of her immediate difficulties. "I still feel like there's just so much to learn. For 
example, we have a small resource library, but I haven't had time to really look and see 
what's in it. And I'm not sure I'd even know how to tell if the material is any good. I had 
no idea where to begin but then I just decided that what I have to do first is concentrate 
on the learners and tutors. That has seemed to help and now I'm just trying to take some 
time to get used to my job." 

After lunch, Cheryl drove us to her office in the County of Barrhead Building. Pat went 
to meet with a group of tutors, while Cheryl and I relaxed in her office for an hour. 

What a high-intensity introduction Cheryl has had to literacy work! Thankfully Cheryl is 
starting her work in a whole new era of support. When Jan and Velen and Sharon first 
started their programs, the LCA was just getting on its feet as was the AAAL. The need 
for literacy workers to work together and offer support to each other has now been 
recognized. What a difference that has made. 

I talked to Cheryl about the pace and the expectations of the job and asked her if she was 
worried about her own ability to cope. She described the personal and professional 
strengths she feels she has that will help her deal with whatever lies ahead. "I have a 
B.Ed. and a background in teaching and I've worked in a number of jobs that involved 
planning training programs. I know this community really well and I have a lot of 
contacts. I've already met people from my region with the LCA so I have people to call 
on if I have a question and my Advisory Committee is really active and helpful." 

Cheryl was meeting that afternoon with her Advisory Committee and had the agenda and 
all the material she needed for the meeting in a pile on the corner of her desk. "If you 
knew who was on my Advisory Committee," she said, "you'd understand a lot about this 
community and about the kind of support I have. There's a school board member, a 
learner, two tutors who are currently working with learners, the past coordinator of the 
program and another tutor who is the Chairman of the Further Education Council. 
Whenever I ask for help, they always do whatever they can." 

Our hour passed quickly. Before I left, I double-checked with Cheryl that she was feeling 
well-connected to the network of literacy support outside of her own community. She 
assured me that she was fine; the other coordinators in her area had been really helpful 
and she was looking forward to meeting more people at the upcoming Literacy 
Conference in Edmonton. We would see each other again there. 
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Our last stop was Westlock. The flight from Barrhead to Westlock was 20 minutes or so 
and it seemed like we were barely in the air before we began our descent. This time we 
were met by CAROLYN STOCKDALE. 

I had met Carolyn, an intelligent and articulate woman in her early 30's about a year 
earlier at an LCA meeting in Edmonton. We didn't have much of a chance to talk then so 
I was very much looking forward to the opportunity to talk one-to-one with her now. The 
office of the Each One Teach One Program, of which Carolyn is the coordinator, is in a 
new elementary school being built in Westlock. We walked through some of the areas 
still under construction to a sunny corner of the building where Carolyn shares office 
space with the Further Education Coordinator. She turned her office over to Pat and two 
tutors while we made some space for ourselves in the Further Ed. office. 

"What would you like to talk about?" Carolyn asked me directly. 

"Everything and anything!" I said, "But let's start with how you got started in this field." 

Carolyn sat quietly for a minute. "I grew up on a farm and didn't want to ever live in a 
small place again," she began. "So when we moved to Westlock from Edmonton I 
thought, 'This is a make or break situation for me.' For the first 6 months, I was 
wondering which way I was going to go and then I decided I was going to make it. At 
about that time, I put my name in to be a volunteer tutor. Nine months later I was 
matched with a student." 

"The student was quite difficult. Ted Snow, the Further Education Coordinator, was 
impressed with my creative approaches to working with the student and after 4 weeks of 
tutoring, offered me the job of literacy coordinator!" 

"I was really flummoxed by Ted's offer. To me, the scariest part of the job was the idea of 
going off to conferences and being away from home. And the fact that I wasn't a teacher. 
I have two degrees, a general B.A. and a Bachelor of Religious Education so I am 
educated but neither of my degrees have anything to do with this field. And I'm awful at 
grammar myself so I thought, 'How am I supposed to help tutors?' Finally, I decided to 
take the job." 

With Cheryl's account of being new to the job still on my mind, I asked Carolyn to tell 
me what starting out had been like for her. "After about 4 months of feeling swamped and 
thinking, 'I was insane to take this job', I came to the surface again and realized I was 
going to be alright. And then at about 6 months, I burned out." 

"I can see now, a year later, that this job is set up for burnout. It just is. Once I had a 
handle on the job, instead of saying, 'That's great Carolyn, now just rake your time doing 
the job', I just kept trying to do more." 

"My job description has a wide variety of responsibilities and that's great. But on the 
other hand, there aren't enough paid hours in which to get the job done. It really is a 
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massive job. The area this program is supposed to serve is huge. We have a $12,000 
budget to 12,000 people. I am paid for 70 hours a handle a population of over month and 
right now I have over 30 hours of unpaid overtime, just for August and September, 
because of the Read-In, the Agricultural Fair and World Literacy Week." 

Still, thinking about the conversations I had earlier in the day, I asked Carolyn how she 
finally recognized that she was in trouble. "We were driving home from the AAAL 
Conference in Grande Prairie. There was a bunch of us in a van that Jan Thiessen was 
driving. The roads were awful and it was snowing and really cold and all of a sudden we 
went into the ditch, and I said, 'This is it; I can't take any more.'" 

"I became physically ill, very anxious and unable to sleep and was very down. I decided 
that no job is worth this. I really didn't know if I would be able to bounce back." 

Carolyn looked up at me and said, "It took me a long time to come back, to feel OK. It 
didn't help me. It didn't help the program. It didn't help anyone to get burned out. " 

I was grateful to Carolyn for being so forth coming and told her how much I admired her 
strength and tenacity. She admitted that her job has taught her a lot, "I have changed so 
much since I took on this job. For one thing, this job has helped me overcome my terrible 
anxieties of being at a conference out on my own. I've never been able to do something 
like that before. One day it just clicked inside of me and I realized I was OK, that it was 
going to be OK to be with a group of people - even if I didn't know them all." 

Carolyn went on. "Many years ago, I was very ill. I had a nervous breakdown and I was 
ill for about 4 years. When you're coming back from something like that, it's scary. When 
I came into this position and began to realize that I could manage on my own, that I could 
be away from my home and my husband at meetings and conferences, I started to feel 
really good." 

"And nothing was ever a disaster! My greatest fear was that I was going to fail. I was 
afraid about public speaking and tutor training. But I didn't fail. And all the other people I 
met who were doing the same job as me, really helped to build me up. I'd pick up the 
phone and call other coordinators (who were basically strangers) and they would jabber 
away to me and I thought, 'My God, these are wonderful people!'" 

"I had something of my own again. I knew when I took this job that I was going to be in 
touch with some 'down and outers' and I didn't know if I could cope with that - and yet, 
when I talked to them, I realized that I had been at the bottom too. But I was OK now so I 
was going to be part of their being OK and that felt really good." 

"This job has made circumstances become very good for me," Carolyn said with genuine 
gratitude. "I am a lot happier now. This job has given me so much. I did burn out but I 
didn't sink back into depression, which certainly could have happened." 
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"Through this job I've discovered that I can find solutions to things, I can work things 
out. I can even be really hard-nosed when I need to be!And now I know that I can survive 
the past." 

"This summer I am going to my 20 year class reunion. (In the small community where I 
grew up, 32 of us graduated together in 1971). And now I think, 'Well, I might not be 
wealthy, and I might not be living at the top of the scale, but boy, am I good!'" 

Carolyn called a taxi to take Pat and me back to the airport. It was dusk by the time we 
took off and I could see the glow of lights from the farmhouses and small communities 
below us. Over St. Albert, Pat called the Municipal Tower. We were "cleared straight in" 
but asked to keep up our speed to fit the spot we were being given among the airline and 
business jet traffic at that hour of the day. Shortly after the wheels hit the ground, Pat 
notified the Tower: "Julliet-Bravo-Foxtrot is down and clear." 
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Marnie Schaetti in her Project Read office in Claresholm 

The 1990 Literacy Conference Medieveal Feast 
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Chapter Four 

Drop by Drop 

Conferences serve many purposes for literacy workers. They provide important 
connections to others working in the field, specific professional development and a time 
for reflection. Perhaps best of all, Conferences provide the opportunity for people to join 
together in celebration of their literacy efforts. 

In recognition of International Literacy Year and to launch the Literacy Decade, The 
1990 Literacy Conference was held in Edmonton in mid-October. It was a celebration 
that will long be remembered. 

The first person I ran into when I arrived in Edmonton for The Literacy Conference was 
Pat Fahy, my pilot of a few weeks ago. Pat was the Conference Chairperson and was 
finding his year of hard work beginning to payoff. 

"Eight hundred and one delegates registered?" As a member of the Conference 
Committee, I was delighted with Pat's news. "That's 200 (and one!) more people than we 
expected. This is going to be great." 

And it was great. For three days, the Edmonton Convention Centre and nearby hotels 
overflowed with literacy educators, researchers, volunteer tutors, students, concerned 
business people and government representatives, all gathered roger her to talk about 
literacy. At the same time that the delegates were presented with new ideas and 
challenges, they shared their experiences, celebrated their achievements, lamented their 
set-backs and made plans for the future. 

I talked to CHERYL SANDERMAN-GERGATZ just after the Conference Opening 
Ceremonies. Watching a video of Paulo Freire speaking with a strong Portuguese accent 
about his vision of literacy and political empowerment in third world countries had been 
a difficult first session for her. "I didn't have a clue what he was talking about. I turned to 
the lady beside me and said, 'I think I should just resign now.' It wasn't a good feeling." 

I understood Cheryl's frustration. When the Freire video was introduced, Carlos Torres, a 
student of Freire's work, described Paulo Freire as "a ball of fire." I felt I learned more 
from watching Freire's fiery spirit on the big screen than I did listening to what he was 
saying. MARNIE SCHAETTI, a literacy coordinator from southern Alberta, joined in 
our conversation and said, "For me, Freire's words created a kind of net - like the safety 
net that circus people walking a tight rope have underneath them. He provided a context 
or grounding for me. I often feel alone in the work I am doing in literacy but he made me 
realize it's happening everywhere and that there are people who have devoted their whole 
lives to the same work I am doing. He has thought about literacy a lot more than I have 
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and his strong ideas and strong convictions reinformed me about why I'm doing the work 
I do." 

Cheryl agreed that sometimes it's hard to see the bigger picture. "I was surprised when I 
came to the Conference to learn how many people are involved in the field of literacy - 
just in Alberta. Being new to the field and somewhat isolated in Barrhead, I didn't realize 
that I had joined such a large group of people who feel as strongly about the issue as I 
do!" Ready to call it a night, Cheryl went back to her hotel room to go over the choice of 
sessions for the next day. 

As chair of the Hosting Committee, it was my responsibility to make travel, 
accommodation and speaking arrangements for the keynote speakers. The next morning, 
I walked with Jonathan Kozol, the American author and scholar, from the hotel to the 
Convention Centre. I did my best to answer his many questions about literacy work in 
Alberta, which he carefully related to his experiences in the United States. I left Jonathan 
alone at the breakfast table; he wanted to make last minute changes to his notes before his 
morning address. Outside in the foyer, I ran into ALICE BOWIE. She was beaming. 

"What are you so happy about?" I asked her. 

"I can hardly wait to hear Jonathan Kozol's talk," Alice said. "He is one of my favourite 
people. I took a course in Adult Education in Victoria where I read some of his work and 
did a paper on his book Illiterate America. I guess you could say he's one of my heroes." 

When Jonathan Kozol stood at the podium and began to speak, I couldn't move; he was 
intense, passionate and mesmerizing. He talked about illiteracy being the result not of 
"error" or a system where children "slipped though the cracks" but of "poverty, 
oppression and injustice." I heard and felt Jonathan's words with every part of me. I felt 
all at once exhausted and exhilarated; full of despair and full of hope, and more 
determined than ever to keep on with the struggle. 

I looked for Alice after Jonathan's address. His presentation had moved her too. "He 
calked about all the things I've been working so hard towards," she said looking pleased. 
"I try to make people aware of the lack of opportunities my students have had (and may 
never have) and deal with the questionable attitudes of the privileged people towards the 
whole issue of illiteracy. He really understands; he was everything I expected. He really 
is a wonderful man." 

Nice is the coordinator of a "drop-in" literacy program in the downtown core of 
Edmonton and meets students every day who are the victims of the poverty and injustice 
about which Jonathan spoke. I was pleased when she extended an invitation to me to 
come in a couple of weeks to see her program and meet some of her students. 
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Later in the afternoon I found KAREN MANWEILLER taking a break by the windows 
of the Convention Centre overlooking the river valley. Karen had brought two students 
and a tutor with her to the Conference and was pleased with how much they were 
enjoying themselves. 

"Yesterday, when I was driving and picking everybody up, I suddenly realized that one of 
the students had not been in a city very much. I had to drive on a country road to pick 
him up and as I was driving down the back road, I came to a sign that said, 'detour'. They 
were fixing a certain section of the road and there was just an arrow pointing in the other 
direction. I was thinking to myself, 'When this fellow gets to the city, he will probably 
feel what I'm feeling right now.' I couldn't remember how grid roads were laid out - Are 
they a mile long? Will there be signs to tell me where to go next? Will I remember which 
direction to keep heading? I thought, 'He's going to feel out of place in the city and I have 
to remember that.'" 

"Well," Karen laughed, "he's doing just fine! Sometimes I don't think we give the 
students enough credit for what they can do. He's spending lots of time with his tutor and 
the other students and they're both having a great time." 

By the second day of the Conference, people were starting to relax. The amount of 
information the Conference delegates were being exposed to was overwhelming and 
sometimes difficult to understand but most of the people I talked to were enjoying the 
stimulation and comradery and the break from their normal routines. 

I spent part of the afternoon enjoying the company of Gordon Selman, a dear and 
eloquent man, who had arrived from the University of British Columbia to act as the 
Conference Synthesizer. He had sat in on a number of sessions, chatted with people over 
meals and was impressed with the fellowship of the various groups and with the teaching 
and learning that was happening freely and generously between the delegates themselves. 
"I don't remember having been to a Conference (and I have been to many)," he said, 
"where, to my mind, there was more success in the appropriate sharing of information 
and ideas than at this one. It is just exceptional. " 

I asked Gordon if he regarded the field of literacy as unique, if other fields of study are as 
generous and open to the sharing of personal knowledge and experiences. Gordon 
identified the fact that our resources in literacy are limited so we therefore rely fairly 
extensively on one another. "It may also have something to do with the present stage of 
development of practice and knowledge in the field," he added. "Literacy is still at an 
infancy or verbal stage. This is a stage in the development of the field where not too 
much of our practices and ideas are written down and we are sharing things at a very 
great rate." 

As we talked more about this Conference in particular, Gordon made one other very 
important observation. "I suspect that the coming together of ideas and methodology also 
has something to do with the high degree of participation of people who are volunteers - 
people who are amateurs (and I don't mean that in a derogatory way), people who are so 
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conscious of learning themselves or learning by sharing with others that they are ready to 
make sure that happens for other people too." 

I spent the rest of the afternoon watching the delegates interacting with one another and 
thought how perceptive Gordon was. Over and over I saw examples of people 'swapping 
ideas', making notes on scraps of paper and 'lighting up' when someone mentioned a new 
way to deal with a problem. There was an obvious feeling of warmth and comradeship 
among the delegates as they greeted and talked to each other, which carried through into 
the evening's activities. 

Many hours of planning had gone into the preparation of a "Medieval Feast". Carol 
Humphries and her steering committee from EACER (Edmonton Association for 
Continuing Education and Recreation) with the help of the Society for Creative 
Anachronism, outdid themselves with costumes, wandering minstrels, jousting 
demonstrations and Medieval dance lessons. 

It was marvellous to watch roles change and pretenses disappear in the festive 
atmosphere of the evening. Administrators became students and students instructors as 
hands were joined in circles of dance. Frustrations were forgotten and new hopes 
rekindled as people laughed and relaxed together over dinner and on the dance floor. As 
it had been promoted, the Medieval Feast was indeed an evening of "Food, Fun and 
Frolic". 

The next morning, tired but rejuvenated, the delegates were ready to explore more new 
ideas and challenges. 

John Gogo, the Minister of Alberta Advanced Education, started the morning session 
with an introduction to the new Foundations for Adult Learning and Development Policy, 
"an Alberta policy which assures that adult learners who most need training will be able 
to gain access both to the learning environment and the learning opportunities they need 
to change and improve their lives. The policy recognizes that literacy is no longer just an 
educational issue but an economic one." The announcement of an Alberta Literacy Policy 
was welcome news for many; it had been a long time coming. 

But minutes after Mr. Gogo finished his address and had taken his seat, Peter Calamai 
stood at the podium quoting statistics that, in his mind, "are deeply embarrassing to 
governments because they prove that the second most expensive educational system in 
the world has failed the nation." 

Peter Calamai is a Canadian journalist who directed a 6 month study of illiteracy in 
Canada for Southam Newspapers in 1987. This study was the first comprehensive survey 
of illiteracy among Canadian adults. 
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He punctuated his address with statistics and information that were both sobering and 
disturbing. Most of the delegates were familiar with the Southam Study which reported 
that there are between four and five million Canadians who have trouble with reading, 
writing and numeracy skills, but Peter added some hard hitting up-to-date information. 
Feelings of anger and frustration rose in the huge ballroom when Peter said, "In January 
1991, when the 7% GST is applied to every magazine and every newspaper and every 
book and every piece of written material sold in this country, the $125 million (that huge 
government fund which is being donated to help people become literate) will be wiped 
out in about 3 months by this tax on literacy." 

Calamai was critical of the government, the media and the educational system. Referring 
to the issue of illiteracy in Canada he said, "The educational establishment so far is 
defensive, the mass media are only marginally involved and the government has been 
reactive rather than leading." 

He was also hard on the general public. "Canadians are very concerned about literacy but 
it is not what policy makers call a 'top- of-the-mind issue'." And the reason it's not, is 
because "illiteracy is not seen as personally threatening or personally affecting", unlike 
issues such as alcohol and drug abuse, or the environment. Concern isn't enough; people 
still need to be made more aware. And as Calamai painfully pointed out, "There cannot 
be accountability or action, without awareness." 

CAROLYN STOCKDALE had been sitting at a table behind me. She looked terribly 
discouraged as we left the hall together. "This is International Literacy Year," she said. "I 
thought we were making a difference; I thought we were raising awareness. The problem 
of illiteracy is so huge and so serious, there's just not a hope in hell that we can touch it." 

Talking to Carolyn, I remembered something Marnie had said to me the day before about 
the small steps we have to take in a field like literacy. "I already accept the fact that what 
I'm doing may not make any difference if you look at the whole ocean," Marnie had said, 
"but I believe that drop by drop, my work does make a difference. Paulo Freire is 
working with drops way down in Brazil; I have a friend who's working with them in 
Sierra Leone in West Mrica and I'm working drop by drop in Claresholm, Alberta, so 
altogether, I know that we can make a difference." 

I went to the Conference Office to sit for a moment. Carolyn was not the only person who 
was feeling discouraged; I heard a number of other comments about the futility of our 
efforts and the lack of real commitment on the part of government. One woman said, 
"How am I supposed to find time to raise the public's awareness and lobby the 
government for continued support when there's never enough time just to help the 
students I am trying to teach in my ABE classroom?" 

Gordon Selman found me head in hands, needing some cheering up. He talked about the 
sense of community that literacy workers share. He agreed with Marnies "drop by drop" 
philosophy and pointed out that even when we are discouraged we need to "go on in 
hope", remembering the importance of our work. Often referred to as a "pioneer of adult 
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education", Gordon said, with experience, "I, too, have found some delegates to be 
profoundly discouraged by what we have so far managed to achieve, when the scale of 
the challenge is so huge. But this Literacy Conference is a deeply impressive 
manifestation of what is going on in this under financed, under supported, largely 
unheralded but vibrant field of educational activity." 

Pat Fahy, who has also been involved in adult education for many years, had come into 
the room earlier and now joined in our conversation. He agreed with Gordon. "It's still a 
new field, Deborah; we have miles to go before we sleep." 

"I guess I have a lot to learn from you old guys, eh?" Pat threw a book at me and I 
realized I was feeling better. 

I left Pat and Gordon and was about to go up the escalator to return to the hotel, when I 
heard someone call my name. I turned around and saw MARNEE KARL from 
Sherwood Park waving at me to wait a minute. When she caught up to me, she smiled 
and handed me an envelope with my name on it. I asked what was in it but she told me 
just to open it. Right away I saw the CBC logo on the stationary. It was a copy of the 
letter Peter Gzowski had written in response to Howard's letter. "Howard wanted you to 
see this," she said with anticipation. 

I read the words out loud. "Dear Howard: Your letter did reach me through a long and 
complicated route, and I was thrilled to get it." I smiled at Marnee and read on. 
"Sometimes some of the things I do - even the golf, which is mostly fun - seems like a lot 
of trouble, but when I hear a story like yours, I realize how lucky I am. If my work has 
had any effect on your life, it's all worth it." Peter went on to congratulate Howard on his 
hard work and to wish him the best in all his continued efforts. 

Drop by drop ... 

Vickii Williams, a member of the Conference Committee, edited a daily Conference 
Newsletter that was circulated to the delegates each morning of the Conference. Friday 
morning, I read with interest a piece that Cordon Selman must have worked on the night 
before. He had obviously thought more about our earlier conversation. He talked about 
thc anger that people were feeling about "the relative lack of response from governments 
- and beyond that, from society as a whole." He pointed out that anger can be a good 
place from which to start. 

"Anger can be a two-edged sword," he wrote. "It can be negative and corrosive or it can 
stir us to constructive action. For most of us, it is somewhere in the background, perhaps 
deliberately kept there as we build a more positive approach to our field of activity. Most 
of us find it easier to live that way." 



OPENING DOORS 41

He concluded his article by talking about how even as we deal with our own anger and 
the anger of the people we work with, the privilege and pleasure of working with others 
provides us with a balance that makes our work worthwhile. "More positive values, built 
on mutual respect and the sharing of mutual journeys, are mercifully also our constant 
companions." 

The Literacy Conference was honoured that morning with a visit from the Governor-
General of Canada, the Honourable Ramon J. Hnatyshyn. The Governor-General 
congratulated the delegates for their commitment to literacy and for recognizing that 
without continued attention, "literacy can slip from the public agenda." He reinforced the 
need to keep working towards greater awareness and "to keep communicating the 
concern about literacy to the media, to all levels of government, and to your fellow 
citizens." 

The last speaker of the Conference, was Canadian futurist, Frank Ogden, also known as 
"Dr. Tomorrow". Ogden, a 70-year-old lover of technology and change, stood up and 
said, "Welcome to the future. It's going to be a time of chaos, uncertainty and golden 
opportunity." He shook up his audience as he outlined what the electronic and 
information revolutions will mean to us over the next few decades. 

"With the world's knowledge base doubling approximately every 20 months, the future is 
coming quickly. Change may well be the only constant in the Information Age and 
maintaining flexibility will be essential for survival. Educational institutions, teachers and 
their pupils must become masters of change." 

"It's all in the way you look at the world," Ogden announced with the enthusiasm of a 
child holding a new toy. "If you see a crumbling world that's all you're going to be able to 
achieve, that's all that will be possible in that world. But if you see a much brighter 
world, you are going to have unlimited horizons." 

Unlimited horizons. As much as some people expressed frustrations at this Conference 
about the magnitude of the task ahead of them, they are also people who believe that 
anything is possible. To teach people to read, to be someone learning to read for the first 
time, requires belief in "unlimited horizons". Our world is not going to crumble. We can 
go on in hope and in fellowship and in the belief that drop by drop, we can and will, 
make a difference. 

And then it was over. The Conference Herald stood on the stage in full costume, blew her 
bugle and wished us all "God Speed." Each of the 801 delegates headed home, back to 
their families and to their work, with new ideas to try, new friends to call and special 
memories to hold on to. For me, The Literacy Conference 1990 lives on in the strength of 
Jonathan Kozol's words: 

"I know that your jobs in literacy are terribly hard and I know that the day-to-day 
demands oblige us all sometimes to compromise our ideals. I know the mere routine of 
work is often overwhelming and leaves little time to think of larger goals. I also know 
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that many people working as you do in the vineyards do not like to hear about a larger 
struggle. It offends them. Sometimes it even threatens them a bit because it seems to 
dwarf their efforts. I don't want to do this." 

"Every decent Struggle is made up of tiny details, day-to-day routines, many 
inconspicuous and frequently unheralded endeavours. The ordinary teachers who work 
hard from day-to-day; who stick it out without much praise; who find their best reward 
within the eyes and growing strength of those they teach; who do not speak of politics as 
I do but are political by the very look in their eyes, by every intonation of their voice; 
who cherish freedom and regard the literacy task in much the same way Frederick 
Douglas viewed the end of slavery; who want the rain and welcome the thunder; who 
want the ocean and do not fear the roaring of its waves - these are the people I admire 
most. These are the people who redeem a nation's soul." 

"There are hundreds and hundreds of such people here in Edmonton and in Alberta and I 
salute you. I wish you strength and nerve, and courage and irreverence, and persistence ... 
and survival." 
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Marnee Karl with her World Literacy Week display at 
the Strathcona Library in Sherwood Park. 

Carolyn Stockdale enjoying some quiet time at her office in Westlock 
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Reflection Two 
Burnout and Balance 

The kind of burnout which is most often talked about in literacy circles is "emotional 
burnout" - emotional exhaustion which comes from caring too much for too long. One 
person described burnout as "being all fired up, then having the flame go out". Carolyn 
Stockdale's painful story of burnout (Chapter 3) prompted me to ask others about the 
reality of burnout in their literacy work. I learned that it is a reality but not for the reasons 
one might think. 

There is no question that literacy work is demanding. I have listened to people describe 
all that they do in their literacy work and am amazed by the resourcefulness required to 
be able to meet all the expectations of the job. Classroom instructors are expected to 
teach literacy to students whose personal problems continually overwhelm their ability 
and desire to learn; volunteer tutors with little or no teaching backgrounds are expected to 
work with students after only nine hours of training; and coordinators are expected to be 
able to speak to the Rotary Club, balance a financial statement for their Advisory 
Committee, interview a new student, find information on spelling for a tutor and write a 
press release - all on the same day, sometimes all at the same time 

At a meeting of the LEARN monitors in Cold Lake, MEREDITH OTTOSON described 
her interview for the literacy coordinator position she now holds in Vermilion: 

"During my interview, I was shown the job description for the position. It 
was pretty lengthy, 17 points in all. I recall looking up at the interview 
panel and thinking 'Get real - surely you can't possibly want all these skills 
in one body and only expect to pay them $9.00 an hour!' Well, I guess my 
interest in literacy was greater than my concern about the job description 
because I accepted the position." 

"Now, after being in the job for 6 months, there are days when I have to 
shake my head and remind myself that I agreed to work for $9.00 an hour 
knowing that I had 17 points on my job description and only 17 hours a 
week in which to accomplish everything. The people in management who 
hired me seemed to think the expectations were reasonable but they just 
aren't." 

One of the reasons Meredith decided to accept the position was because she enjoys 
working with people. Working with people, however, especially those who are 
experiencing difficulties or changes in their lives, can be more physically taxing and 
emotionally draining than it is rewarding. It isn't easy to be compassionate when faced 
with someone else's fears or pain, calm in the midst of crises or optimistic when 
everything seems hopeless. 

COLLEEN SAUNDERS from Bonnyville described her concerns about "people work": 
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"Working in a job that involves people is a very emotional job, all the 
time. I used to nurse and I know what it's like. You're always supposed to 
be happy and friendly and that takes a lot of energy. You don't realize it 
but you're burning emotional and physical energy all the time. If you get 
too involved, it ends up affecting every part of your life." 

Most people who work in literacy are drawn to the field for the same humanitarian 
reasons as Meredith. Dedication and commitment to "people work" gives one a sense of 
purpose and well-being. What doesn't feel good is over-commitment. Giving too much 
of oneself in a setting of unrealistic expectations very quickly leads to frustration, fatigue 
and feelings of failure. 

Unrealistic expectations (personal and professional) and over dedication to the "people 
part" of the job are the two most obvious and most acknowledged causes for burnout in 
literacy work. But there are other causes which are more insidious and in the long run, 
even more damaging. 

Many people talk openly about the frustrations of lack of funding for their programs but 
perhaps don't recognize how closely connected burnout is to money-related issues. If 
Sharon Firzsimonds (Chapter 2) had had more paid hours, would she have felt better able 
to get the job done? Is it reasonable that Karen Manweiller (Chapter 3) is expected to 
serve an area of 10,000 square kilometers, while only working 112 paid hours a month? 
Is it reasonable to expect Carolyn Stockdale (Chapter 3) to serve a population of 12,000 
people with a budget of $12,000? Literacy workers recognize that more money for 
literacy programs would mean better service for students and tutors but attention should 
also be paid to the fact that appropriate funding for programs would help prevent 
unnecessary overwork and potential loss of good and capable individuals. 

Lack of resources is also an exhausting reality. Coordinators whose limited program 
budgets won't allow for the purchase of a VCR haul their own from home so that they can 
show training videos at tutor in-services. I talked to one coordinator who proudly showed 
me how she has mastered typing on a antiquated manual typewriter (scrounged from the 
local school board) after having been trained on an electric model. Limited available 
resource and course materials requires additional photocopying, borrowing and creativity 
on the pare of the coordinator or classroom instructor. Very few literacy programs have 
all the resources they need to function smoothly or with time efficiency. 

The minimal recognition literacy workers receive (personally and professionally) is 
another cause for burnout. Colleen Saunders had some thoughts on this subject: 

"People in my community think that because I work a 40 hour week, I'm 
paid at least $40,000 dollars. When I tell them my hourly wage and how 
many hours of that 40 hour week are actually volunteer hours, they say. 
'Oooh - then why do you do this job?' and right away you can see that your 
value in that person's eyes has dropped. And then I start to think, 'Why do 
I do this job?'" 
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Many people calked about being "the low man on the ladder", not being respected by the 
academic institutions or agencies supporting them. Literacy workers are the lowest paid 
of all adult educators and yet the skills required to work in literacy are perhaps more 
specialized and varied than other teaching settings. It is frustrating and unacceptable not 
to be granted financial recognition for work well done but for many, the humiliation of 
not being properly recognized by other members of the adult education community bears 
a heavier weight. 

Recognition, it should be noted, is different from gratitude. Literacy workers do not feel a 
need to be "thanked" for what they do. Most say that the rewards of seeing students 
progress in their learning more than compensates for the missing compliment or pat on 
the back. They do, however, feel very strongly that their ability and desire to "stick with 
the job" would be greater if their literacy work was more fully understood and respected 
by members of their communities, their peers and especially by others working in the 
education field. 

Another stress factor to consider is being pioneers in a new field. Breaking new ground 
means taking risks, going where not many have travelled before. There is little past 
experience to draw from and limited training opportunities to further one's education in 
literacy work. TERESA ZIOBROWSKY from Cold Lake said: 

"Working in literacy will be considered a really good job someday - after 
we've paid the price as the guinea pigs!" 

I looked at issues of unrealistic expectations, over dedication to the job, limited funding 
and resources and lack of recognition and wondered why I hadn't heard more serious, 
debilitating stories of burnout. 

I have heard estimates that the literacy community in Alberta loses one third of its 
members each year - with tutors highest on the turnover list and full-time workers more 
apt to stay with their jobs longer. People speculate that the "average life span" of a 
literacy coordinator is 2½ years. And yet, in my years of working in the literacy field, I 
have heard of very few situations where a literacy worker resigned from her position 
because of burnout. 

Out of curiosity, I took a closer look at the 30 people I interviewed for the first six 
chapters of Opening Doors. In the 18 months since their interviews, 13 people (43%) no 
longer held the positions they did at the time of our interview. However, further 
investigation revealed that 8 of the 13 had found new literacy work in higher paying, full-
time or different literacy positions. Only five people (I7%) actually left literacy work 
altogether - two due to spouses being transferred, two because their family situations had 
changed and they were needed at home and one because she "needed a change". Only one 
person said she didn't plan to return to literacy work at some point in the future. 
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Why is it that literacy workers don't burn out in more alarming numbers? I believe it is 
because of the important personal strengths which are characteristic of the people 
working in this field. 

Humour is a good example. On many occasions I saw people use their sense of humour 
to take the sting out of a difficult situation. Literacy workers enjoy laughing with the 
people around them and better still, are able to laugh at themselves. Their sense of fun 
and genuine enthusiasm is infectious and spills over into all the work they do. 

Community literacy workers are also very "self-aware". They know themselves well. 
Admittedly, the self-awareness they possess has often been gained through hard lessons. 

I know of many people (and admit that I was one) who dove into their new literacy jobs 
with their whole hearts and souls, perhaps from the overwhelming pleasure of finding 
something real and important to sink themselves into. Their dedication to their work 
ended up taking priority over their own personal needs, which lead to physical and 
emotional exhaustion. 

But I have also watched those same people, like Carolyn, find the inner strength to "come 
back" and when they do, they are often stronger and wiser and in many cases, even more 
dedicated. They are aware that they give a great deal in their work but they are also aware 
that they thrive on the positive life force of giving. After the initial "diving in", they find 
ways to offset the emotional investments they make in their work and the danger of 
putting their work ahead of themselves. 

When I was in Medicine Hat, LEANA KOCH talked about the "female water table": 

"As you're being emptied, you're being filled. I think the ebb and flow of 
emotions is healthy, as long as you are careful of extremes." 

When I asked Leana if that "ebb and flow" had always come naturally to her, she said: 

"No, not always. I find the emotional wear and tear of my job easier now 
because I've learned that I have to see and feel and accept my work with a 
sense of balance," 

For many, a sense of balance is learned from and sustained through interaction with the 
literacy network. Recognizing their realities and affinities, literacy workers are not afraid 
to reach out and ask for help or to share and exchange concerns and ideas. They are also 
quick to offer support to their colleagues when called upon. They share a love of learning 
and excitement in finding and working through new challenges. Even though most 
literacy workers work individually in isolated areas, their experiences have taught them 
the importance of working together. They are strong team players who actively contribute 
to and encourage the collective success of all the literacy work being undertaken 
throughout the province. 
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Jonathan Kowl ended his keynote address at The Literacy Conference by saying, "I wish 
you strength and nerve, and courage and irreverence and persistence ... and survival," 
Over and over again, literacy workers in Alberta demonstrate their strength and courage, 
and their ability to survive. 
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Pat Campbell beside her 1990 International Literacy Year 
bulletin board at her office in Edmonton 

Alice Bowie and Mary Norton setting up a World Literacy Day 
display for the Learning Centre in Edmonton 
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Chapter Five 

Welcome, Friends 
No two literacy programs in Alberta are exactly alike. Some are rural; some are urban. 
Some are just getting off the ground; others are well-established. Some serve a specific 
clientele; others work with students of all levels, age and experiences. I also found that 
the programs can be as diverse as the backgrounds of the people who run them. 
Edmonton is a good example of the variety of programs offered in one given area. 

After The Literacy Conference, I called ALICE BOWIE to make arrangements to visit 
The Learning Centre, which is housed in the Boyle Street Co-op in downtown Edmonton. 
On a cold October morning I walked up 97th Street to l02nd Avenue, the wind tossing 
leaves and dirty papers around my ankles. The Boyle Street Co-op looked lonely and out 
of place, dwarfed by the newer and larger city buildings. This area is referred to as the 
"Inner City", or simply, the "rough part of town". 

The Learning Centre is in the basement of the Boyle Street Co-op. I passed two men half-
sitting, half-lying on the floor by the front door of the building. They asked for change. I 
had a loonie in my coat pocket and gave it to them. I felt awkward and sad as I walked 
down the stairs to the basement; it was such a token gesture. 

A colourful hand-made sign saying "Welcome Friends" greeted me as I entered the 
Learning Centre. Alice was sitting at a table with one of her volunteer tutors. She stood 
up and smiled, welcoming me with warmth and kindness as she does everyone who 
walks through the door. 

Alice has been the coordinator of the Learning Centre for the past 5 years. Literacy 
students "drop in" at the Learning Centre and work individually with volunteer tutors 
who staff the Centre. Most of the students have actual appointments but others just drop 
in when they are feeling able to work at a lesson or two. Some students are "regulars" 
while others Alice will meet once or twice then never hear from again. "The people in 
this part of town are often transient," Alice explained, "moving from place to place, 
looking for work or somewhere to live. But they are always welcome here, for however 
long they choose to come." 

Carolyn Stockdale had talked about not being sure if she could cope with students who 
were "down and out". After her years of experience, Alice no longer finds that part of the 
job difficult. "Some of our students are recovering alcoholics. Some live in poor housing 
and are sometimes in trouble with the law," Alice said. "Ninety percent of the students 
who come here were abused as children and most are unemployed. They are dealing with 
some terrible and heartbreaking situations but they are still people and they still deserve a 
chance to learn, just like everyone else. It actually surprises people when I tell them that 
we have a lot of fun at the Learning Centre; the tutors and I really enjoy working with the 
people here." 
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A fellow with long black hair came through the door and waved a shy hello to Alice. He 
took off his red lumber jacket and found a chair at a table in the corner of the room. 
ALINE ROULSTON, the tutor who had been sitting with Alice earlier said, "Good 
morning, Henry", and went to pull Henry's file from the cabinet. Within minutes they 
were laughing and talking together like old friends. I was surprised when Alice told me 
that this was the first time she had seen Henry in about 3 months. 

I listened to Henry laughing with his tutor and thought about all the stumbling blocks and 
negative influences the students who come to Alice's program have to get past before 
they can even begin to work at improving their literacy skills. "Students come here to 
learn," Alice explained to me, "but we have a mandate that says that we don't work with 
students until they understand that they are worthy people and that they can do it. That's 
really the first step." 

"We take time to get to know the students. We may spend the first week or so just talking 
before we do any formal teaching. It's chance for them to get to know the tutors, too. We 
try to understand the students' situations; their reasons for wanting to learn and what 
learning was like for them when they were children. Most of the students grew up in 
poverty and abusive homes and have been told all their lives that they couldn't do it, that 
they couldn't learn. We try to show them that they can learn to read, that they're not 
stupid and that they do have the ability." 

The front office was starring to fill up. There were three students working with tutors 
now and the room was full of conversation and a feeling of good will. Alice introduced 
me to each of the students and tutors and I appreciated that I wasn't made to feel like an 
"outsider" by the group; they were curious but non-judgmental as they said hello, 
welcoming me in the same way they would any new person who dropped in that day. 

Listening to the wind blowing hard outside, I wondered if sometimes the students come 
to the Learning Centre as a place to get out of the cold. "Some do for sure," Alice 
admitted, "but here they are learning to read while they're getting warm! Literacy to me is 
much more than just learning to read. Students here are building their confidence, 
learning how to 'get on better in the world'. The student's world is so narrow at this point. 
As they begin to learn, their world begins to widen. And when that world beings to 
widen, they become frightened and aren't always sure how to cope with the changes. We 
aren't counsellors here, but we are good listeners." 

Alice surveyed the room, checking to see that everyone had what they needed. She talked 
to Aline, leaving her temporarily in charge, then motioned to me to follow her into an 
empty board room next door. "It's a little quieter in here," Alice said, "but unfortunately, 
we can't use this space for tutoring because it is used by other people who work in the 
Co-op." 

"We need more space for tutoring and we desperately need some parking space. Many of 
the volunteers have to pay to park when they come to tutor and it's expensive downtown. 
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I wish we had enough money to pay them some sort of honorarium even just for bus 
fare." 

Alice talked more about the lack of resources, the need for new equipment - a typewriter 
and computers and general supplies for students' needs. "We try to celebrate occasions to 
help promote an understanding of traditions and the different seasons," Alice said, "bur 
that can really cut into our budget. We had a birthday party last week for one fellow. It 
was the first birthday celebration he had ever had. Doing extra little things like that helps 
bring hope and something to look forward to for the students. It's not exactly literacy 
work but in the long run, it's worth whatever it costs us to do." 

When we went back into the tutoring area, all was quiet; it was lunch time. As I was 
putting on my coat, Alice told a wonderful story that seemed to sum up all that we had 
talked about throughout the morning. 

"I was told that this particular gentleman got amorous when he drank so I had been 
forewarned! Our rule here is that if you have been drinking, you have to come back when 
you are sober. Max stood at the door the other day motioning me to come into the 
corridor with him. I could smell the alcohol on his breath as I got closer. All he said was 
that he couldn't come for a lesson today but could he please have a hug? We hugged and 
he went on his way. It was all at once sad, funny and painful, as all his life had been." 

"The people here may not have money or material things," Alice said earnestly, "but they 
still have a capacity to care and to love and to hurt and feel bad. Sometimes that gets 
forgotten." 

One of the tutors who helps out on a regular basis at the Learning Centre is MARY 
NORTON. Almost everyone who works in literacy in Alberta knows Mary and the 
invaluable contributions she has made to the field but few know that she also volunteers 
her time as a tutor at the Learning Centre. 

Mary is a trained librarian who, through her library work in the early 70's, started seeing 
that there were people in the community who didn't read well. She later joined the 
Movement for Canadian Literacy and became part of a group of concerned people in 
Edmonton who started talking about the need for a literacy program in Edmonton. "We 
wrote a proposal and submitted it to what is now Community Programs and eventually 
got the funding to start up the Prospects Literacy Program." 

I was surprised to learn that Mary's initial involvement in literacy was as someone who 
applied to the government for money to start a program. The first time I heard Mary's 
name was in connection with her role as a consultant with the Department of Advanced 
Education. the Department through which most literacy programs in the province are 
funded. 
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"At the time that we applied for the funds for Prospects." Mary explained. "I was actually 
thinking about going back to university to do an education degree because I was getting 
more and more interested in reading. Then Advanced Education decided to create a 
position for an ESL/Literacy Consultant. I applied for the job and was hired in 1980." 

"I think my job description had to do with developing policy for literacy projects. What I 
actually did was help Further Education Councils set up literacy programs in their 
communities. The literacy project in Ft. Vermilion and Prospects in Edmonton had 
already been funded as special projects when I was hired. I then helped Lakeland and Red 
Deer College get started - then Grande Prairie. Ft. McMurray and Medicine Hat." 

In the spring of 1986. Mary left her consulting position with the government to go back 
to school to do her Ph.D. in literacy. There was a government freeze on hiring so no one 
was hired to fill Mary's position. This prompted the people who were coordinating 
volunteer literacy programs at the time to band together for support - thus the first formal 
meeting of the Alberta Literacy Coordinators Group (Chapter 1). 

Many of us who started our literacy programs after Mary left Community Programs never 
knew her as a government employee but rather as a generous resource of information and 
innovative ideas. 

While continuing work on her Ph.D. at the University of Alberta. Mary teamed up with 
Access Network to write Journey workers, the first comprehensive package of tutor 
training material available in Alberta. She did a great deal of study and program design 
for workplace literacy with Keyano College and Syncrude Canada in Ft. McMurray and 
worked in conjunction with Lakeland College to write Preparing Literacy Tutors, another 
resource for training tutors. Mary has remained deeply involved in the Movement for 
Canadian Literacy, travelling nationally and internationally while doing research, sharing 
ideas and teaching workshops. Given her outstanding reputation and high profile in the 
literacy field, it isn't surprising that not many people know that Mary also volunteers her 
time as a tutor at the Learning Centre which, as she says, "is where the real literacy work 
is." 

Sitting quietly in the living room of Mary's quaint home near the University, I asked 
Mary if after her years of hard work, she feels frustrated that sometimes it seems that 
we're not making much headway. "Literacy workers make differences on a small scale," 
she responded initially, "and that's OK. Literacy would need a much larger public 
movement to be able to made a difference on a larger scale." She paused to think more 
about my question, then continued: "I don't really get frustrated, but it doesn't excite me 
to hear, for example, throne speeches that say, 'We're going to eradicate illiteracy by the 
year 2000' or reduce it by 50% or increase high school completion by a certain 
percentage. That just denies or ignores all the other kinds of issues that are facing us. 
Those statements ignore the fact that people are going to need opportunities to learn and 
develop all the rime - when it is appropriate for them, not when someone else says it's 
rime." 
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"And it doesn't excite me to hear other sorts of statements made by people in leadership 
positions, government or otherwise, mat really oversimplify the issue, and/or romanticize 
it. A lot of media reports in the last year have focused on individuals and their success 
stories. I really applaud the changes for the individuals but those stories tend to 
romanticize the accomplishments and really play down the fact that learning something 
that hasn't been easy to learn in the past, while dealing with everything else that's going 
on in a person's life, isn't always an easy haul." 

Mary's latest interest and involvement in literacy has been with the learners of literacy 
programs. She has been working closely with the Learner's Group, a group that started to 
form at The Literacy Conference. Mary helped to organize workshops and activities for 
the students who attended the Conference and was pleased to see how much the students 
enjoyed getting together and sharing ideas and experiences.  

Working with learners has also raised some questions for Mary. "There is definitely a 
move to involve learners and students more in literacy programming but there's a lot we 
need to do yet. It's really related to some larger questions like - 'What role do people who 
are educated and privileged play in the literacy movement t?' I used to think we have a 
role because we have certain skills and we have been able to benefit from the system (and 
there is some responsibility to make those skills available to others) but what's the role of 
a white middle-class person in working with Native people? At some point we have to 
realize and trust that people can do things themselves. We can act as a support but maybe 
it's time for us to step back and rethink what our role as literacy workers really is." 

SYLVIA OBRIGEWITSCH is truly a "people person"; gentle, yet energetic, she is 
easily able to establish a rapport with everyone she meets. She first became involved in 
literacy when she volunteered as a tutor for Alice at the Learning Centre in 1986. Sylvia 
is now the coordinator of the John Howard Society Plus Program on Jasper Avenue in 
downtown Edmonton. 

"Through their programs and services, the John Howard Society works to prevent crime 
and to help people affected by crime," Sylvia began our interview. "The students in the 
literacy program here are offenders, ex-offenders and members of their immediate 
families. The program was set up almost a year ago and we now have an average of 15 - 
20 (mostly male but some female) students registered with the program at any given 
time." 

I asked Sylvia what parr of the job she finds most difficult. "I'd have to say it's the high 
turnover rate of the students," she said after some thought. "It's a revolving door around 
here - they come and go so quickly. I match a student with a tutor, they have a few 
lessons together then the student just silently fades away and we lose track of him." 

"But there are always new students. I have new students being referred all the time 
through Client Services, Social Services organizations and through Grierson which is the 
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Native Corrections Service. I go there and talk to the guys once a month or so and to our 
Halfway Houses, too." 

Sylvia rarely sees a student after he chooses to leave the program. "I do have one student 
who has come back but he's not quite ready to really stay committed to it yet. He's seeing 
a counsellor down the hall. I told him, 'When you're ready, come and see me, but take 
your time and get your life organized first.' The fact that he's still coming in here is pretty 
positive." 

"Most of these guys have had a pretty rough time. When people are in conflict with the 
law, they don't usually have stable jobs or family relationships or even housing in place. 
If they do have one or two of those things in order, the third is always in flux. They're not 
always reliable and they have trouble sticking with commitments - even though they say 
it and they want it, they can't quite do it. There's more motivation if they're on parole or 
probation but even then it's hard." 

"If the student's home or family situation is rocky, it's especially hard for the student to 
stick with the decision to improve his literacy. The family members don't know how to 
affirm the person's efforts to learn. And the student's friends are often heading in other 
directions, often the criminal direction. When the person is at a point of making some 
good clear choices to leave his old buddies or his old location behind and stay with some 
newly set up priorities and relationships, that's when the tutoring seems to fit." 

I wondered if it is hard to find tutors to work with students who have had trouble with the 
law and who may not stick with the tutoring situation for long. "The tutors come from all 
over," Sylvia told me. "Some are from the Volunteer Action Centre or the University and 
some are students studying corrections or social work at Grant McEwan Community 
College. In fairness to the tutors, I talk a lot during their training about the characteristics 
of people who have been in conflict with the law so by the time they've completed the 
training, they know what to expect." 

"I also talk about self-esteem and what an important underlying issue it is for all these 
students. I tell them that when they're tutoring, they need to be aware that they're helping 
to build self-esteem through each simple lesson they work on. It's a major factor. 
Sometimes the fellows just need somebody to pay attention to them; a regular lesson 
provides that." 

"Most of the tutors here are great. I have some tutors who have had some experience in 
their own personal lives with drugs and alcohol or brushes with the law. They're actually 
giving me some real insights into how long and hard it is to rehabilitate yourself. Now 
they're willing to express that kind of understanding and encouragement to their 
students." 

I asked Sylvia if funding a "revolving door" literacy program is worth all the effort. 
"Yes,"she said without hesitation. "The John Howard Society believes that if you can be a 
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positive role model and be a positive influence in even one persons life, no matter how 
short a time it is, it's worth it." 

"Some of the offenders have come back and said, 'Because you stuck with me and helped 
me at that point in my life, it really made a difference.' These people have built a real 
layer of protection around themselves but they are still vulnerable human beings. They 
respond to someone who is honest and open and who respects them as a person (which is 
very different from how they are used to being treated). That's how the John Howard 
Society relates to their clients." 

Even though Sylvia works with students who are often angry or negative or in crises, she 
never once complained or criticized. If she expressed some job frustrations during our 
interview, it was only because I asked. 

When I told Sylvia how impressed I was that she manages to maintain such a positive 
attitude towards her work, she said, "The John Howard Society here in Edmonton really 
puts a lot of care and development into each of their staff members. I feel very lucky to 
be part of the larger agency here. The people who work here like their jobs. There are 
staff retreats and in-services and lots of encouragement to keep going. It's a non-profit 
organization, so salaries aren't great but people are here because they like the work; 
there's a cause, a reason to be here." 

Like Alice, Sylvia has to work with all the barriers and road blocks her students face 
before they are able to concentrate on improving their literacy skills. It requires 
tremendous emotional energy to be positive when many of those around you are angry, 
negative or in crisis. How much can one person give before the price becomes too high? 
Sylvia herself said (quite cheerfully), "I'm paid to work 3 days a week but I'm so involved 
in my work, I usually lose track of the hours I actually work each week!" But like other 
dedicated literacy workers I've met, she didn't seem very concerned about it. 

"This is really a healthy organization. I have a supervisor who makes me take time off 
when I've been working too hard. There is even a staff counsellor to talk to when things 
get tough at home or at work. I never feel alone; the staff is always a valuable resource." 

The John Howard Society is one of the few organizations I have encountered that 
recognizes the value of their employees. It would be wonderful if other literacy workers 
could have such a strong support. A literacy worker in a rural community may not have 
to work with such a challenging student group but she is often the only person in her 
community doing similar work and doesn't often have the resources available to her that a 
larger centre could provide. The literacy network then becomes vital (see Reflections 2). 

Sylvia has some other healthy ways to deal with the stress of her job. "It's important for 
me to have another life besides literacy. When I start to feel stressed or tired, I try to 
focus more on my inner life - reading, meditating or appreciating nature. I make sure I 
take time for me - to paint or bike or just to play. I also rely on the LCA and the other 
literacy coordinators for support and ideas. We get together here in Edmonton about once 
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a month; we go out for dinner and it's always lots of fun. Everyone's always so generous 
about sharing their thoughts and ideas about literacy. They are a great bunch of women; I 
love discussing all kinds of issues with them." 

After listening to her enthusiasm and total dedication to the students she works with, I 
asked Sylvia if she had "found her niche" with the John Howard Society. "Oh, yes 
absolutely!" she said, "I'll stay here as long as this program needs and can use my skills 
and talents. No matter what the pay is, basic literacy and working in the grassroots of 
education is where I want to be." 

The Prospects Literacy Program in Edmonton is 11 years old. PAT CAMPBELL has 
been the coordinator of the program for 6 of those years. 

Prospects has been housed in various locations around the city, but when Pat became the 
coordinator, "the program was across the street in a washroom!" Pat explained. "We were 
in Victoria Composite High School. You went up the stairs and there was a lounge area 
full of students who were smoking. You had to cut through the smoke to get to our door 
in the corner. Our room was a narrow, dingy little space with six toilets and six sinks. 
There was one desk and one table, a typewriter with keys missing and no books." I shook 
my head in disbelief and Pat said, "I was interviewed for the job in that room so I 
basically knew what I was getting into. I took the job because I wanted a change from the 
"clinical factory" I had been working in and it wasn't very long before I could see the 
potential of this program." 

Pat brought a wealth of education and experience to her position. "I've been in three jobs. 
The last job I had was at the Child Development Centre. I did play therapy with children 
who were sexually or emotionally abused. And I was also a reading specialist there, 
doing the reading assessments. I travelled to Athabasca every second week. I was the 
specialist for the six schools there. I would go second week. I was the specialist for the 
six schools there. I would go to Boyle, Smith, all of those little communities, test then 
come home, write reports and in my spare time, do play therapy. Before that I worked in 
Nigeria for two years. And before that, I worked in Winnipeg as a teacher's aide in a 
classroom of learning disabled children." Pat was 26 years old and had a Masters degree 
in Reading when she was hired as the coordinator of Prospects. 

Even with her background, Pat was intimidated by the expectations of her new job. "I 
was scared. I was a reading specialist but I was still scared because I had to run 
workshops, know the resources (what to 'pick and pull' and how they could be used) and 
deal continually with boards and the media. The only area I was really comfortable with 
was assessments; the rest I had to learn on the job." 

Not too long after she started with Prospects, the program moved out of the Victoria 
Composite washroom and across the street to the Adult Learning Annex, a building 
owned and used by the Edmonton Public School Board. By that time, Pat was fully 
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involved in the program. "The best part of my job was being my own boss. I was finally 
in a position where I was in control. There was no bureaucracy, nothing to be filled out in 
triplicate. I still appreciate that. I really enjoy the scope of the job; it gives you such a 
sense of identity." 

Prospects is one of the largest programs in Alberta. Pat has a full- sized map of 
Edmonton up on her wall with coloured pins marking where the students and tutors live. 
She works with an average of 90 - 100 student/tutor pairs and tries to match the students 
with tutors who live in the same area of the city. Keeping tabs on all the matched pairs is 
too big a job for one person. "Three weeks after I was hired, I hired ANN PARRY (who 
has become my 'right-hand woman') as a tutor monitor. She phones the tutors once a 
month and the students once every second month. It's really important to keep in touch 
with everyone." 

"Even with the phone calls, we have a turnover of about two students or tutors a week, so 
I have to keep matching and rematching people. I don't know what I'd do without Ann. 
I'm sure her contact with the students and tutors helps to prevent matches from ending. 
She catches situations that aren't working out or gives ideas to a tutor who is discouraged. 
And she encourages the students and tutors to come by the office. Everyday there are 
students and tutors dropping by. I'd like it even better if it was more alive, if there could 
be people here all the time." 

"What I'd really like is to have a real learning centre so that the students and tutors could 
work in one place. We're already looking for a bigger space but rents in the city are so 
high. It's going to happen though, I'm convinced of it." 

One of the areas of literacy Pat is most known for is her knowledge of the resources 
available in literacy. Her resource library is the envy of many coordinators but Pat is 
quick to point out that she had to start from scratch with her library. 

"I remember trying to get a handle on the resources. Six years ago there weren't a lot of 
books to choose from. The books we had in here we eventually threw out or gave away. 
They were mostly discards from the high school. I remember wondering why anyone 
would assume that if the books weren't suitable for high school students, why they would 
be suitable for literacy students." 

"There are a lot more resources available now but you still have to be careful as to what 
you buy. A lot of publishers are capitalizing on the recognized need for literacy materials. 
They're in it for a profit; what they're producing isn't necessarily good quality. And the 
prices of books has doubled (or more than doubled) in the past 6 years. That's 
discouraging when our grants certainly aren't increasing as substantially." 

With her experience and interest in resources and quality training for literacy 
coordinators, Pat has been in constant demand for her expertise. She gives training 
workshops and seminars on a regular basis and is the first person people call when they 
have a question about resources. To further her interest in literacy, Pat is planning to do 
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her Ph.D. in literacy at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education in Toronto in the 
fall. 

When I asked Pat if it will be hard to leave, she said, "Yes and no because I'm ready for a 
change. It's going to be good to step back for a couple of years to look more objectively 
at what we're doing in literacy and if we're doing things right. I want to do my research 
on student involvement in literacy programs. I want to look at why students should be 
involved (on boards and in the planning of programs) and whether anything will change 
as they become more involved and have more of a voice. It's going to be an interesting 
couple of years!" 

"There are an estimated 700 mentally handicapped adults in Edmonton who could benefit 
from literacy education," MAUREEN SANDERS told me as we sat in her office on 
106th Street and 99th Avenue. "Here in the Challenges Program, we are only working 
with 20." 

The Challenges Literacy Project is a special 2 year literacy project initiated by Pat 
Campbell and the Prospects Adult Literacy Program with support from Grant McEwan 
Community College. Challenges is jointly funded by the national and provincial 
governments under the National Literacy Partnership Strategy. Maureen is the 
coordinator of Challenges. 

"This is a demonstration project which will hopefully show people working in literacy 
that it is possible to teach basic literacy skills to developmentally disabled or mentally 
handicapped adults," Maureen explained. "Many of the programs which use volunteer 
tutors are apprehensive about trying to work with students who have special needs 
because they don't know how to approach teaching the students and are afraid they won't 
be able to find suitable tutors. I am writing a manual about the project with the hope that 
through our experiences and our support, other people working in literacy will come to 
recognize the importance of including this student group in their programs and will feel 
more comfortable in giving it a try." 

Before we talked more about Challenges, I wanted to know more about Maureen's 
background. "I actually think it's quite fascinating how I ended up in this field," Maureen 
laughed. "I've been thinking lately about all the different stepping stones and different 
paths which have lead me to this point. I have a mentally handicapped sister who taught 
me a lot as we were growing up, as did raising my own children. I taught elementary 
school, did my Masters degree specializing in reading and later became a reading 
specialist for a school board. I was a research assistant for a year with Bill Fagan (a 
prominent researcher of literacy education at the University of Alberta) then worked as a 
sessional lecturer in the English Department at the University. As soon as I started doing 
this job, it just felt right. Everything I've ever done is here - the reading, the research, 
working with adult students at the University and my experience with my sister," 
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"So it was all there but I think most importantly, I came into this job with the strong 
belief that developmentally disabled adults are able to learn and deserve an opportunity to 
learn. When I told my friends (very excitedly) about my new job and what I would be 
doing, some of them looked at my going from teaching University level courses to doing 
this kind of work as a really puzzling thing to do. Some thought it was a complete waste 
of time. But I was determined. I believed that this program was necessary and worthwhile 
and possible." 

The past 18 months have been long and exhausting for Maureen as she continues to 
oversee the project while writing the manual. "I am wary about being too gung-ho in 
writing the manual," Maureen said compassionately, "because I'm very aware of how 
overworked literacy coordinators are and how reluctant they are to take on anything 
more. Supporting 20 student/tutor pairs has been more than a full-time job for me and I 
have an assistant to help me. When I think about anyone out there who is involved in a 
fairly big project already and who doesn't have a learning centre environment to work in, 
I know that it's asking a lot to encourage people to take on something like this that is new 
and challenging." 

"But I'm going ahead because now I have proof, I can show results. I have seen 
wonderful improvements in most of our students. Now I can prove that developmentally 
disabled adults can learn. Even without measures of reading growth and writing 
development, I have seen improvements in areas of self-esteem and self-confidence 
which is also important." 

"At the beginning of the program, some of the students were very quiet, very reserved. 
(Sometimes it's hard to know if a student really is reserved, or if what you are seeing is 
simply all there is.) But after working one-to-one with a tutor, some of the students have 
opened up so much now that you really wonder what has happened to them over the years 
that has somehow repressed all of that." 

I commented chat the tutors in the program must be very special themselves. "Oh, they 
are," Maureen said warmly. "They're the best part of my job. They're really remarkable 
people. Tutoring is difficult enough, but it's especially difficult doing something like this 
when you've never done it before. It's a big step to take on the responsibility of tutoring 
somebody who has been labelled as 'not able to learn'. But the tutors have done a super 
job and have been such a big part of the successes we've seen." 

"I'll give you an example. At first the students didn't know what a story was or even how 
to tell one but when the tutors started working with them, many of them really enjoyed 
talking about and telling stories about their childhoods. When they realize that someone 
else thinks their stories are important, the students really start to grow and try. For 
students who have been told chat they're the 'dregs of society', being acknowledged and 
valued for who they are is especially important. The tutors believe in the students, just as 
I do." 
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"Many people in literacy are stigmatized but this group is even more so. Many of the 
students are made to be dependent on other people, so you've got that to work through too 
- letting them throw off some of those shackles so chat they can feel comfortable and 
confident about going out and doing things for themselves." 

I asked Maureen what we need to do to help get rid of the stigma attached to 
developmentally disabled learners. Maureen thought for a moment then said, "To begin 
with, we have to rethink our definition of literacy. When I first started with the program, I 
was still teaching part-time at the University. The students at the University and the 
students here at Challenges really made me re- evaluate my concepts of literacy." 

"We tend to think of people at University as being highly literate and people in literacy 
programs, such as this, as not being literate. I was interviewing prospective students for 
Challenges and I remember asking one student, 'Why do you want to learn to read and 
write better?' He said, 'Oh, so I can read stories and poems and everything.' Most of the 
students say - "to get jobs or to read the newspaper" - very specific things, but this 
student had a very grand and joyful concept of reading." 

"The next day I would go back to the University. My classes there were always good, 
fairly lively, but it was always really hard work motivating the students because this was 
a required course, the last English course most of them would take. And one fellow said 
to me one day, 'Ah, do we have to read another short story?' and I said, 'Yes, we have to 
read about six in this course.' And he groaned and said, 'That last one was seven pages 
long!' (I don't know what he'll do when he has to read a novel!) The University students 
were so task oriented and focused on marks, not really caring about the literature. Some 
of them did I suppose but not many. 

"And then I had another student in this program who is a fairly good reader already, 
reading at about a Grade 5 or 6 level. She was very shy and not social at all but had held a 
job for 15 years in a kitchen in a nursing home. When I asked her why she wanted to 
come to these lessons she said, 'Oh, I just love learning. Before I started coming here, I 
never noticed what was going on in the world. And now I like to read the newspaper and 
I find out what's happening and I know what the government is doing. I really like 
learning.'" 

"I know the University students are under tremendous pressure, having to jump though 
hoops all the rime but is being in university really 'higher education'? We need to think 
more about the whole issue of literacy - what it means to be literate, how people use their 
literacy and about people's potential to learn. The students in the Challenges Literacy 
Project are full of potential and are able to learn and do much more than most people give 
them credit for. They want to learn and are excited about their learning. They shouldn't be 
denied the opportunity to pursue their own idea of 'higher education'." 
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Leana Koch taking a reading break in a hotel room after a AAAL Board meeting 

Home of the "Trailer Ladies" at Medicine Hat College 
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Chapter Six 

Our Best Efforts 

I stood in the waiting area of the Medicine Hat Airport looking around for a familiar face. 
And there it was. Leana had just come in the door and was smiling and waving at me. 

LEANA KOCH acted as my hostess for the next 3 days, chauffeuring me about, helping 
me set up interviews and welcoming me into her home. I worked closely with Leana 
when she was the LCA Administrative Assistant a couple of years ago and came to 
appreciate her ability to get a tremendous amount of work done in a short period of time 
with almost no fanfare or fuss. Medicine Hat College is lucky to have her on staff now as 
the coordinator of the Adult Basic Literacy Education (ABLE) Program. 

We discussed the plans for my visit on the drive into the city from the airport. We 
decided that the first stop on the Medicine Hat tour should be "the trailer", a mobile 
trailer unit set up in a field on the north side of the Medicine Hat College campus. We 
parked the car, walked through a long building then back outside into an open area where 
the turquoise coloured trailer is parked. 

The trailer is the home of the ABLE Program, the Medicine Hat Further Education 
Council, the One Voice Literacy Program for Seniors, Public Legal Education and the 
Adult Basic Education (ABE) Department. (The office of the Administrative Assistant 
for the LCA was also housed in the trailer before the new LCA office opened in Calgary.) 
The trailer itself is long and narrow with five small offices in a line on one side and a 
coffee area, books, papers and boxes of "whatever" on the other. There is a "lived in" 
feeling about the trailer and I noticed that the people who came into the trailer in search 
of a book, an answer to a question, or a cup of coffee were quite relaxed and comfortable 
in the trailer setting. 

I was also made to feel at home in the trailer. Leana introduced me to some of the women 
who coordinate and work in the programs run out of the trailer. These woman (10 at the 
time I was there) are affectionately referred to as the "trailer ladies". It was obvious as 
everyone gathered around to say hello that they are very fond of one another. After 
chatting for awhile, I mentioned that I wanted to freshen up before I got started on my 
interviews. Leana looked sideways at the person next to her and everyone started to 
laugh. Then I remembered; there is no bathroom in the trailer! 

Leana explained that when you need to use the ladies' room, you are obliged to go outside 
and walk to the nearest building that does have washroom facilities. No one complains 
much in the summer, but in the winter one has to don coat, boots and mitts before going 
outside. I asked the trailer ladies how they cope with such an inconvenience and one 
woman good naturedly replied that they've perfected the art of "holding it"! 

Everyone laughed again but the reality of working in the trailer obviously presents some 
very real challenges. It's hot in the summer, cold in the winter, the roof leaks when it 
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rains and the janitorial service is marginal. The trailer is isolated and inconvenient. But 
instead of letting the inconveniences get the better of them, the trailer ladies have created 
a family atmosphere of acceptance and support. Their means of survival is a community 
spirit which they have been careful to nurture over the years. I know many people who 
would find this work environment impossible but as I got to know the women who work 
in the trailer, I wasn't surprised at all that they've been able to make it work. 

I interviewed TONI GARLOCK the afternoon I arrived in Medicine Hat. She is an ABE 
instructor with a reputation of being able to "get through to students" when nobody else 
could. 

Toni was a Grade 2 teacher who eventually left the public school system, discouraged 
and disillusioned with teaching and school politics. And yet she openly admitted she is 
content with her position as an ABE instructor. I asked Toni about her experience as an 
elementary teacher. "Some of the teachers probably recall the little girls who sit at the 
front with their hands up all the time," Toni started slowly. "I can remember some of 
those. But the ones who really come to mind, I don't know why, are those grubby little 
boys with dirt on their faces. They were the ones who were struggling so hard and were 
often a real pain. They were in conflicts constantly; just getting through each day was a 
struggle for them." 

Toni spent most of her time trying to reach those "grubby little boys" at the back of the 
class. She described herself as being "naive" when she started teaching. She wanted to 
reach everyone, to somehow make a difference. She felt she had to work especially hard 
with the "difficult" kids, always trying to find new and creative ways to teach them. But it 
wasn't easy. They were always doing something they shouldn't or were shy and 
withdrawn. It was frustrating and heartbreaking for Toni to encourage and promote the 
children in the classroom then watch them be put down by peers and supervisors on the 
playground. 

Toni's own experience as a student in elementary school had been a difficult one. "I had 
an awful time," Toni said softly. "I was shy and quiet and very meticulous about 
everything. It would rake me longer than the other kids to do things and I fell behind the 
others." 

Even though Toni could read before she entered Grade 1, she was considered by her 
Grade 1 teacher to be a "non-achiever" and the following year was put into the low Grade 
2 level. The Grade 2 teacher recognized that Toni was quite capable but not wanting to 
buck the system (or upset the Grade 1 teacher) decided to give Toni extra work to keep 
her busy until it was time to enter the regular Grade 3 class. 

The memories of feeling misunderstood and mistreated in the school system were painful 
for Toni. She reached across the table for a Kleenex. "I think teaching ABE is really 
important to me because it's the same kids from Grade 2 (kids like me who were 
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struggling, so hard to find their way) who are now walking through the door of my ABE 
classroom as adults. Some of the kids got their lives straightened out but for some, the 
problems they had as children just followed along with them as they grew up." 

I turned the tape recorder off. Toni and I sat and talked a little while longer until it was 
time for her to pick up her little boy from his babysitter. I was alone in the trailer. I sat 
quietly for a long time, lost in thought. I jumped when I heard a bang at the far end of the 
building. MARENA TSCHRITTER came around the corner, rosy- cheeked from the 
cold. 

Marena is Toni's academic assistant in the ABE program. She had joined Toni and me for 
15 minutes at the beginning of our interview before going to meet a student at the main 
campus. I could see that she and Toni enjoy working together as they described the 
students in their program and some of the antics that go on in the classroom. 

Marena pulled up a chair beside me as she talked about the frustrations she was feeling 
about the painful situations some of her students were dealing with. She was non-
judgmental as she spoke, expressing genuine concern and consideration for their 
circumstances. She was hoping Toni was still in the trailer; she wanted her advice. She 
and Toni always discuss how a problem should be handled. 

"We really try to have a team approach," Marena explained. "We want to give the 
students the best support possible, academically and personally. That's really hard to do 
sometimes. We know we're not counsellors but we find that the personal problems the 
students have, can really affect the work they do in the classroom. When a student drops 
out, it's usually because of a personal problem that has become too overwhelming. We try 
to help them stick with it." 

Leana came back from picking up the mail in the main campus building, tossed the mail 
on her desk in the back office then joined us in the coffee area. Marena and Leana are 
such good friends that I was surprised when I learned that they are actually sisters. They 
have worked together in the trailer for a number of years, adding a reality to the family 
feeling the trailer ladies bring to their work. We talked together about the day's events, 
made plans for the morning, then decided to call it a day. 

We stopped in at the trailer at 8:30 the next morning. I was immediately drawn into the 
energy of the trailer ladies as they prepared themselves for a new day. A student came in 
looking for a book he had lost and right away someone gave him a hand, teasing him 
about being absent-minded. Marena was going to pick up some photocopying at the main 
building and asked if she could pick up anything for anyone else while she was there. The 
activity was wonderfully chaotic but still productive. 

My first interview that morning was with HELEN APPLETON, a beautiful, silver-
haired woman who is coordinating the One Voice Literacy Program, an one-to-one 
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tutoring program for seniors. Helen is a recently widowed, retired teacher who had been a 
tutor with the ABLE Program at Medicine Hat College. She had become interested in a 
needs assessment focusing on illiteracy and the older learner that was being conducted 
through the College. Later, she accepted the challenge of piloting this innovative new 
project. 

Helen and I sat at the back of the trailer for an hour, talking about seniors and the 
challenges of teaching older adults to read. Helen explained why the seniors population is 
being ignored. "The attitude of the public indicates that there is no point in educating 
these people now. They say, They only have a few years to live, why invest all this 
money on them?'" 

It is Helen's very firm belief that "it is a right for everyone to be able to learn to read and 
write. It doesn't matter if there are only 2 years left in one's life span, or 5 years, or 10 
years. Those 2, 5 or 10 years spent in the companionship with a tutor trying to help them 
read are going to be more productive and pleasant. People are going to feel better about 
themselves and it's going to improve their quality of life." 

Helen has discovered that not only is it difficult to convince younger people of the need 
for literacy training for seniors, it is sometimes difficult to convince the seniors 
themselves. There are a number of stumbling blocks. 'The students have no self-esteem 
whatsoever. They think 'Oh, I know I'm dumb' and I have to say, 'No, you're not dumb.' 
Some of the students are pretty discouraged with life." 

Working with seniors often entails working with someone who has just recently lost a 
spouse. Coping with the loss is a huge adjustment as is having to take over the family 
finances. Often too, the health of the students is unstable or failing. Sometimes students 
are hard of hearing or visually impaired. Helen has also been disturbed by the poverty 
and loneliness some of her students deal with on a day-to-day basis. For some, alcohol 
abuse is a serious problem. 

"We can work around most of these problems," Helen said with determination. "It's not 
easy but we do what we can to convince the students that learning is possible. It can be 
harder to learn as you get older but we tell them, 'We're not getting you ready for 
university. We are just going to teach you enough, so that you can become a little more 
independent, so that you can enjoy a book once in a while or keep up to date with the 
newspaper.'" 

I never realized how many similarities there are between young adults and seniors 
enrolled in literacy programs. Losing a spouse is similar to separating from or being 
deserted by a spouse. Failing health isn't just a condition of age. Often, a health problem 
or a job injury is the reason a younger student enrolls in a program as he is no longer able 
to do the physical work he once was. Seniors aren't always able to drive to a lesson 
because they no longer have a licence while a younger person may not be able to drive to 
the lesson because he is unable to afford the insurance for a vehicle. 
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Low self-esteem, loneliness, substance abuse: Toni talked about the problems following 
the little ones from Grade 2 to young adulthood. How many of the students in Toni's 
ABE classroom will eventually become lonely, undereducated seniors? 

I wondered what resources Helen was using for her program. She explained that she is 
encouraging the tutors to recognize the knowledge that seniors bring to their tutoring 
sessions. "The seniors have wonderful stories to tell and the tutors are going to write 
down those stories. Then we can use the stories as reading and teaching materials." 

We talked about the fact that a 10-year-old person who isn't able to read well has had to 
cope and survive twice as long as the average literacy student in most of the volunteer 
literacy programs and/or adult upgrading classes. Helen feels for that reason alone seniors 
deserve special attention. "The seniors of our communities have lived longer and have 
experienced more. They deserve our interest and our respect. I have pounded a lot of 
pavement and talked to a lot of people and I hope by this that the attitude our there will 
change. It makes me angry and sad when I talk to some people and hear the negative 
things they have to say about seniors. Sometimes I almost feel like I could cry because I 
can't understand how people can be so blind to the situation." 

Helen is a capable, confident woman whose determination lends great strength to the One 
Voice Program. "I believe in what I am doing," she said. "I believe in it so much that I 
just can't see it not succeeding." 

Leana poked her head into the back room to remind me of the time. We were planning to 
drive to Brooks for the afternoon. I thanked Helen for taking time to speak with me and 
left her banging away on a typewriter, getting a press release ready for the local paper. 

The prairies stretched for miles around us on the hour long drive west on Highway One to 
Brooks. It was cold and clear and the night had left a skiff of snow on the ground. 

When we got to Brooks, Leana dropped me off at BONNIE ANNICCHIARICO's 
house, promising to return in an hour after she finished her errands in town. Bonnie was 
on the front porch to greet me. 

I loved Bonnie's house. It was full of the clutter and smells of family and children. 
Bonnie is a part-time coordinator for the ABLE Program at the Brooks Campus of 
Medicine Hat College. While she put the kettle on for tea, I looked around her large and 
comfortable kitchen, admiring the finger paintings and crayoned pictures taped on the 
kitchen wall and refrigerator door, created by Bonnie's three children. 

Sitting at the kitchen table Bonnie talked about her interest in family literacy, an interest 
which started very early in her literacy work. She told me about a student she came to 
know through the ABLE program who was afraid to ask her husband for help with her 
reading and writing. "She would call her sister to ask how to spell a word," Bonnie told 
me. "When she was a child her family ran her down constantly. She told me that school 
was her 'heaven'; it was a place to get away from the unhappiness of home. But then she 
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had trouble keeping up in school and lost all her confidence. Life is still really difficult 
for her but I've always noticed that despite her present hardships she's a really good and 
caring mother." 

Also being a mom, Bonnie finds she identifies easily with the students in her program 
who are women with children. "I've seen so many situations where husbands don't 
support their wives' efforts to learn new skills and become more independent," Bonnie 
explained. An edge of frustration entered her voice as she continued. "No one is available 
to baby sit and there is no time or encouragement for the women to study at home." 

With her own teaching background and now having a child of her own in Grade 1, 
Bonnie is very much aware of how many notes are sent home with the children for 
parents to read. "I worry for the moms who are intimidated and overwhelmed by the 
printed paper," she said. "They miss important information about upcoming classroom 
events. They must feel so isolated and I feel really sad for the children whose parents are 
then unable to participate in school activities with them." 

Recognizing the need for more support for these students, Bonnie recently submitted a 
proposal to the Department of Advanced Education and the Secretary of State for funding 
for the "Homespun Family Literacy Project". Her excitement was contagious as she 
outlined her ideas for Homespun. She plans to have a class a couple of afternoons a week 
just for moms. Babysitting will be provided and the study materials will be children's 
books that focus on child development issues. 

Bonnie hopes to work especially with women who have young children in the school 
system who themselves are showing learning difficulties. Many women have said to 
Bonnie that they don't want their children to have the same problems in school that they 
did. Understanding her students' fears, Bonnie's greatest hope is that this program will 
help to break the cycle of non-reading adults raising non-reading children. 

I heard a baby's cry and Bonnie smiled. Krista, who had just woken up from her nap, 
came trundling down the hall with her blanket to find a warm spot on her mother's lap. 

With her baby snuggled close, Bonnie said how grateful she is that the flexibility of her 
job in literacy has allowed her to carry on with her role as a mother. "I'm grateful too," 
she said, "that this job has given me the opportunity to help and work with other women. 
I think the experiences I've had with my students has in many ways strengthened my 
commitment to my own family." 

The doorbell rang; Leana let herself in and came back to the kitchen to join us. Bonnie 
made a fresh pot of tea as we caught Leana up on our conversation. "lets just really 
frustrating to meet women with such damaged self-esteem, trying so hard to do a good 
job of raising their families with so many odds against them," Bonnie said, putting a plate 
of fresh cake on the table. We talked about the difficulties all women face in the 1990's - 
wanting to give our best to our jobs and needing at the same time to be emotionally and 
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physically available to our own families. We looked at our own situations; our roles as 
women in the literacy field and our need for support from our families. 

"I identify with the women who are working in the field," Bonnie said, "and the women 
who are the victims of illiteracy. I think," Bonnie said, choosing her words carefully, 
"that working in literacy has made me more of a feminist." 

Leana and I didn't talk for the first little while on the drive back to Medicine Hat. I closed 
my eyes and laid my head back on the headrest in an effort to let go of the day. But I 
couldn't. I asked Leana, "Why is it that literacy workers do so much and care so much? Is 
it because it's mostly women who work in the field? Why don't we have a better idea of 
when to stop, when to care more about ourselves?" 

Leana seemed to be thinking about the same thing. We talked about how full we fill our 
plates and how when we finally say "no" and have an empty spot on our plates we panic 
and think we have to take on something new to fill that spot. Leana pointed out that we 
seem to need the emotional involvement of our jobs because the enthusiasm and passion 
for our work couldn't exist without it. 

"I used to work for a newspaper," Leana told me. "Very cut and dried and union. You 
started by the buzzer and you quit by the buzzer and there was nothing else to it. It was 
way more money and the job has opened up twice since I've been a coordinator (and I 
was offered the job both times) but I couldn't even imagine myself going back to a job 
like that. I think it's because there's absolutely no thought, there's no emotion. There's no 
contact with people in that job." 

It was getting dark. I saw the glow of Medicine Hat long before we neared the city limits 
- the prairie is so flat it is hard to judge distance. To help pass the time, I turned on my 
tape recorder and asked Leana if she could recall some early memories of working in the 
trailer. She told me this story: 

"I remember just after I was hired as the coordinator, I interviewed a new student at 
night. Back then, there was just an open field beside the trailer. It was a really spooky 
place at night." 

"I didn't know much about the student. He worked for a furniture store and his boss had 
encouraged him to come. He was a big guy, really tall with masses of hair. Something 
about him was really scary, almost mean looking. It seemed like there was something 
wrong with his mouth, so that when he spoke he sort of grunted. He wanted to read better 
to be able to work with order and delivery forms at the furniture store." 

"We worked together for a while and I could see that he had limited skills but I told him I 
would find him a tutor and would try to get him started in lessons right away." 
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"I locked the door of the trailer after he left. Then all of a sudden I heard all this noise 
outside like someone hooting and hollering. I looked out the window and saw the student 
running across the field beside the trailer jumping up in the air like the 'oh, what a feeling' 
Toyota commercials. He kept jumping up and down and yelling really loud! I could 
hardly believe it; he hadn't said more than five words during our interview. At first I 
thought he was upset and then I realized that he was... happy. He was happy that he was 
going to learn to read." 

I switched off my tape recorder and was glad for the darkness around us. I asked Leana 
how she felt when she realized what the man was doing. She said she cried as she 
watched him then moved away from the window so that he wouldn't see her. She knew 
that this moment of joy belonged to him but she never forgot it and can 'see' him running 
across that field even today. 

The next morning, Leana was up and dressed before I had even begun to stir. Breakfast 
was on the table; I was due back at the trailer by 9:00 for another interview. 

I was very much looking forward to talking with ASTRID SHANKHLA, another one of 
the trailer ladies. Amid is a gentle- natured, strong-spirited woman who speaks warmly of 
her students and of her role as an ABE instructor for Medicine Hat College. 

Astrid came to Canada from Sri Lanka 20 years ago, settling first in Guelph, Ontario. She 
graduated from the University of Guelph with a teaching degree then taught Grade 13 
social studies and home economics. She wasn't happy with the teaching atmosphere in 
public high schools, finding the inflexibility of the supervisors and curriculum and the 
behavioural problems of the students very difficult. 

Not long after moving to Medicine Hat, Astrid attended an inter-agency meeting as a 
representative from the Unemployment Action Centre. "I was sitting beside Kathy Chang 
who was the coordinator of the ABLE Program at the time. She nudged me and said, 'Do 
you want to volunteer a bit to teach some reading, writing and math?' And I asked, 'To 
whom?' And Kachy said, 'To an adult student.' And I said 'OK, I'll give it a cry...' That 
was my beginning. Afcer chat, I became completely absorbed in this program." 

Astrid thoroughly enjoys the work she is doing now because, "This is the first time that I 
felt that I could help somebody." It pleases her that, in most cases, the students come on 
their own to study. In her 6 years as a tutor and an ABE instructor, Astrid has seen many 
students do well. Some go on to higher education she told me and some reach a plateau. 
She has great confidence in her students and feels that "even if we have achieved a little 
bit we have achieved a lot. " 

It was a quarter past the hour and I knew that Ascrid had a class at 10:30. She was talking 
about the hopes and goals she has for her students. I listened while I quietly gathered up 
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my notes but I stopped and looked up when she said, "I really feel that every student is 
worth our best effort." 

I was aware that Astrid wasn't only talking about herself. It was obvious that she gives 
each of her students her best effort. But she said, "our best effort." We talked about 
teamwork and the way all the women who work in the programs run out of the trailer 
work together to provide students with the best possible support in any way they are able. 
I realized then that this is the common ground the trailer ladies share. They simply 
believe chat all of the students they work with are worth their best effort. 

When I came out of Astrid's office, I found JEAN DIRK waiting for me. Jean was the 
coordinator of the Oyen ABLE Program a number of years ago and has recently been 
serving as the Resource Person for the LCA in the south-east area of the province. We sat 
down in the coffee area of the trailer and were joined shortly by RITA KOWDY. Rira 
was the administrative assistant for the LCA (following Leana) and is now an instructor 
at the College for ESL students who are participating in a job placement program. 

I put my tape recorder on the coffee table and asked Jean and Rita what had triggered 
their interest in literacy. Both Jean and Rita have a close family member who has a 
learning disability and has had difficulties learning to read. They agreed that this 
firsthand experience deepened their commitment to their work in literacy. 

Jean explained. "This is not just a job for me; it's more like a vocation. I also work in a 
hotel (my 'other' job) and it's not a glamorous position. My employer expects me to be 
dedicated to my job there, to think only of that work, to want to do everything for the 
benefit of that job and I can't. I can't bring the dedication to it the way I can to my job in 
literacy." 

Rita had been quiet for awhile. When I asked her what she was thinking, she said, "When 
I was teaching business, I was working with just one factor of the student's life. When I 
teach in literacy, I am working with the whole person because literacy involves 
everything about the person. They give everything to you and you give everything to 
them." 

Jean and Rica explored the idea that literacy requires those working in the field to be 
"giving and nurturing" people. They talked about trust, how the students have to trust 
their teachers and how the teachers have to trust themselves. They pointed out that when 
you give of yourself, whether you are a student or a teacher, you become vulnerable. 
Literacy workers, they thought, appear to be prepared to take that risk. Rita said in fact 
that "the biggest mistake I make with my students is when I hold back." Jean added, "We 
aren't diminished by the amount that we give, we are replenished and rejuvenated by 
giving. Sometimes saying 'I want to help people' sounds so self-righteous, when we are 
not self-righteous people." Jean and Rica agreed that they just want (and need) to be good 
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to their fellow humans and are often saddened and frustrated when they feel they have to 
qualify their actions and intentions. 

It was Friday afternoon and the trailer was suddenly full of activity. Marena and Toni 
were getting ready to attend a Learning Disabilities Conference in Calgary, Jean said she 
was due back at the hotel for the evening shift and Rita had some work to finish in her 
classroom before the weekend. Leana came to say goodbye and wish me a safe trip home; 
she would be leaving shortly for Calgary as well. 

One more interview, then I would also be on my way. It was 2:00 on Friday afternoon. 
My plane wasn't leaving until 4:30 and I could feel myself starting to fade. And then 
FERN DERIE came into the trailer, full of smiles and her wonderfully infectious energy. 

Fern had driven in from Oyen, a small community of about 1000 people, 200 km north of 
Medicine Hat. I knew I wouldn't get out her way so Fern graciously agreed to meet me at 
the trailer for our interview. 

The trailer wasn't unfamiliar to Fern. The literacy program she coordinates in Oyen is 
also part of the Medicine Hat College ABLE Program, similar to the programs in Brooks 
and Bassano. 

I thanked Fern for taking the time to come and see me but she assured me that she is 
always happy to find a reason to come to the city. We talked about the isolation of a 
community like Oyen and I wondered if Fern felt the isolation in her literacy work as 
well. "I do feel the isolation," she said, "but it's not the kind that's bothersome. I don't feel 
that it interferes with my work. In literacy, there is a very suong undercurrent of 'call me', 
Two weeks ago I called Pat Campbell in Edmonton to ask her for some techniques to 
help someone increase their reading speed. It didn't phase her in the least that someone 
from 700 miles away was calling her for this information. It's just pact of the network." 

Then Fern added with a laugh, "Besides, you're so darn busy doing your own little thing 
there with your own tutors and your own students that you almost don't have time to 
worry about being isolated!" 

In some ways, Fern likes the isolation of her job. She likes the independence, being able 
to establish her own priorities and expectations. She also has a part-time job as a speech 
pathologist, which she eXplained is also fairly independent in terms of supervision and 
direction. "I guess I'm just used to my own success or failure being dependent on my own 
success or failure," Fern said matter of factly. 

We talked about the characteristics of women who successfully take on jobs in literacy. 
Fern feels that women in literacy are strong, intelligent individuals who enjoy a challenge 
and don't mind hard work. I laughed out loud when she sat back and said, "You couldn't 
just put some old dish rag in a program and hope that she could survive because she 
couldn't!" 
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As much as Fern likes to be independent, she feels very strongly that literacy workers 
should have proper training. Coming from a background in speech pathology, which has 
very strict guidelines, Fern was aware when she started her work in literacy that practices 
in literacy are dangerously unstructured. She was amazed at how little training the 
government expected her to have to be able to teach adults to read. 

"You could never practice in other fields the way we practice in this field," Fern 
commented. "And they let us do it and they encourage us to do it. When I came into 
literacy, I looked around and I thought, 'This is against the law, isn't it?' No? You mean 
we can do this?' I felt so unqualified and unknowledgeable to be doing what I was doing. 
And then gradually I learned. I'm learning everything a little bit at a time. I still don't 
know very much about reading theory and how to teach really disabled people to read. 
And I'm still thinking - being in this job is like a little girl who's gotten dressed up in her 
mother's clothes and is going out and trying to fool everybody!" 

I mentioned the concerns that others had expressed about inadequacies and even feeling 
like a fraud. Fern said she understood those feelings perfectly. "I have to work at not 
letting it bother me," she admitted. "I try to be honest and I try to keep in sight what I 
know and what I don't know. I tell the learners, 'This is my background, this is what I 
know about, I'm not an expert.' If! worried too much about what I don't know, I'd never 
be able to survive in this job." 

Working around her family commitments and her other part-time job, Fern does her best 
to keep up to date with the latest literacy research and information. She accesses all the 
professional development she can and looks forward to any new learning she can work 
into her schedule. Being in a remote, rural community, Fern has learned to tap into all 
possible resources. She enjoys that part of her job and has especially enjoyed recruiting 
and training the tutors for her program. 

"I love my tutors!" Fern said generously. "They're so gutsy. When I train the tutors, I 
know it's like somebody saying 'OK, I want you to go out and counsel this person on 
Alzheimer's and I'll teach you everything you have to know in 8 hour!' They are so brave. 
Some of them come from a related background but the majority don't. They are just well 
meaning people trying to do something good for someone else. They have a love of 
people and a love of books. There is nothing in it for them; there's no glory, no 
recognition and no pay for sure." 

When I asked Fern if she found it humbling working with her tutors, she said 
thoughtfully, "No, not humbling, but definitely enriching. I just feel like a better person 
for knowing these people." 

Fern told wonderful stories about her tutors, their different backgrounds and 
achievements. "What I find surprising is that my tutors are not the people who don't do 
anything; my tutors are the people in the community who volunteer for everything and 
who are running with their own kids and who have families and active businesses. 
They're totally unselfish." 
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Even with the frustrations of limited training and resources, Fern loves her job. She 
enjoys the challenge and appreciates that "it's never boring." And she knows that her 
work doesn't go unrewarded. "I'm not getting the rewards externally like a higher salary 
or a fancier building; the rewards I get are intrinsic. They are within the job and me. I 
guess if you were real 'pie in the sky', you'd say they were the best kind," 

Sitting on the plane, heading back to Camrose. I've been thinking about the past 3 days - 
the trailer ladies and how well they have made the best of a difficult situation. And I've 
been thinking about Rica's comment about teaching the whole person. And Astrid's belief 
that students are worth our best effort. These women take huge risks as they give of 
themselves. Toni draws on her experiences from her own childhood as well as her 
teaching background to better connect with her students. Bonnie brings her love of 
motherhood to her work. They are whole people teaching the whole person. They use all 
that they know to help their students and each other. 

I've been thinking about the fact that all the people working in the trailer are women and 
(from what I heard) all the administrators of the programs are men. These women really 
are special. Do the administrators and government decision makers know just how 
special? I wonder if they appreciate that the field of literacy in Alberta, as we know it 
today, wouldn't even exist without the unselfish dedication of people like the women who 
work in the trailer at Medicine Hat College. 
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Bonnie Annicchiarico and her daughters at their home in Brooks. 

Barbara Walman and Janet MacMillan who work together at the Camrose Adult 
Read and Write Program 
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Reflections Three 

Gaining Respect 

I wanted to write a chapter about women and literacy, mostly to acknowledge the reality 
and reasons why more women than men are drawn to literacy work but after talking to a 
number of people about this subject, I found myself on some uncertain but interesting 
new ground. 

The first difficult question that was raised when I started to talk about the involvement of 
women in the literacy field was whether or not literacy is a "feminist issue". KATHY 
CHANG had this to say: 

"In my mind I can relate literacy to absolutely every social issue, feminism 
just being one of them. More and more I lean to the idea of literacy being 
a feminist issue but I fight it because I am a proudly professed humanist 
and I think men have just as many problems as women do. I really dislike 
confrontation; I think collaboration is the answer. If we say that this is just 
a women's issue then we set ourselves up against all the men and anti-
feminists. So the issue of feminism is there but let's not make a big deal 
out of it." 

BONNIE ANNICCHARICIO said, "I think literacy has made me more of a feminist" 
(Chapter 6), because she has been frustrated and angered by the difficulties women face 
(lack of child care, low self-esteem and unsupportive spouses) as they make efforts to 
further their education or make changes in their lives. Many of the people with whom I 
spoke share Bonnie's frustrations and are beginning to talk more now about "woman-
positive" learning environments. 

I have become increasingly aware of my own frustrations as I continually hear about or 
witness situations where the generosity, dedication and professionalism of women 
working in the field of adult literacy is blatantly undervalued. However saddened and 
indignant I feel about the fact that too often the work of literacy workers is taken for 
granted, there are other issues regarding women and literacy that require honest 
consideration. For the moment I would like to put the idea of feminism aside and talk 
about what draws more women than men to the field of literacy. At this time I would also 
like to respectfully acknowledge the men who have contributed their expertise to the field 
over the years, knowing that they will understand the need for this discussion. 

COLLEEN HANLEY who administrates the LEARN Program through Lakeland 
College in Cold Lake describes why she thinks literacy work is more suited to women 
than men: 

"When you look at literacy and the skills and the abilities and the 'head 
spaces' that are needed to work in the literacy field and when you look at 
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who's filling those positions and at where women are comfortable, it's just 
a natural. You wouldn't expect to find a lot of men in this field." 

"Women think holistically - literacy is holistic. Women aren't comfortable 
with numbers and linear work - literacy is not specific, it's fairly vague. 
Women have strong communication skills - this is clearly a 
communications environment. Women have a community base, getting 
things done for nothing - if literacy is anything it's getting things done for 
nothing! So without wanting to sound too stereotypical it makes total 
sense for women to be more involved in literacy than men." 

Eighty-five percent of the interviews I conducted for Opening Doors (75 out of 88) were 
with women. I met women in their late 20's to their early 70's, some with young children 
and some whose children had long since left home. Most of the women were married and 
living relatively comfortably within their communities (see Reflections 1) yet no two 
women brought the same combination of education or skills to the job. Even though they 
were all at different stages and different seasons in their lives, all the women I talked to 
admitted to experiencing growth as they continue to enjoy and learn from the challenges 
and diversity of their literacy work. 

Many women talked about the discovery of a side to themselves they never knew they 
had, of inherent skills and abilities they were unfamiliar with until they began their work 
in literacy. They talked about a hunger for further self-discovery and expressed gratitude 
coward their literacy work for providing them with so many new experiences. 

When I look at the scope of literacy work I often wonder what keeps people from turning 
around and running out the door. What happens to people when they find themselves in a 
literacy position where they are not supported very much, trained very much, paid very 
much and not given much guidance? To their credit, literacy workers (who again are 
mostly women) have been able to develop the necessary skills to do the job by their 
intuition and their trust in what works, what feels good and what produces results. They 
learn by doing, by respecting each other's experiences and by interacting and working 
together. 

As literacy workers continue to gather and talk and learn from their experiences they are 
inadvertently defining and shaping the work they do, as well as their approach to that 
work. Their discussions lead to ideas and efforts which in turn influence the growth and 
shape of the field. That is an exciting discovery for literacy workers but even more 
exciting is the personal development they are experiencing as they begin to see the 
benefits and results of their energies and commitment. 

Even in my relatively short involvement in literacy I have witnessed and been excited by 
the ground-breaking progress in the development of personal and professional support for 
literacy workers, most of which they initiated on their own. What continues to intrigue 
me is how women are being shaped by the literacy field at the same time that the field is 
being shaped by them. 
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Women enjoy a collaborative approach to their work. They develop strong relationships. 
mentor each other, are sensitive to each other and respect each other's experiences as 
valuable teaching tools. Their interaction over the years has promoted the development of 
an impressive literacy network.in Alberta and beyond. 

Literacy workers have formed and strengthened this network with deliberate patience and 
care. For many people in the field the network is synonymous with survival. Just as "the 
trailer ladies" at Medicine Hat College (see Chapter 6) have strived to establish a sense of 
community in the trailer, literacy workers in the province work hard to maintain the 
foundation and network that is their grounding and their lifeline. They have come to 
appreciate the fact that so much of their own strength and effectiveness in the job 
depends on the strength and effectiveness of the network. 

Even with the establishment of the literacy network the literacy field is often still referred 
to as a "female ghetto". Certainly in terms of monetary recognition, literacy could be 
considered a "female ghetto" because most people who work in the field are grossly 
underpaid. Others would add that the field is a "female ghetto" because there are more 
women then men in the field and because for many, the attitudes they face regarding their 
work is often patronizing and undermining. Literacy workers often feel "second best", 
"the lowest on the totem pole" and "left behind" (see Reflections 4). Some feel mistreated 
and unrecognized by their local hosting authorities, institutions, politicians and even the 
general public. CAROL ULMER from Drayton Valley describes her interaction with a 
school in her area: 

"Whenever I call the school unit for anything I get the feeling that they're 
putting me off and we're presumably all in the same business. I think my 
literacy program is looked at as some fledgling operation that just started 
up whereas they've been in business for years. They act like, 'Who are you 
to want any information or to makes suggestions to us?' They sure don't 
make it easy for me." 

Attitudes such as this continue to "ghettoize" literacy work. On the other side of the coin, 
I learned that even with frustrations such as Carol described women are choosing to stay 
in their literacy jobs because they love the work they are doing and are generally satisfied 
with the rewards. BARBARA WALMAN from Camrose commented: 

"I don't like the expression 'female ghetto' because I certainly don't see 
myself as a women who is stuck in this job because she can't find anything 
better. I could go back to work as a social worker or take a job that pays 
more than I make an hour now but I get the summers off to be.with my 
family, it's flexible and I'm my own boss and I like that. For me it's a 
choice; I am choosing to be in this position because I like it." 

Now working in literacy as a woman becomes a question of, "How can we raise the 
profile of what we do and how well we do it?" NANCY STEEL feels that women 
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working in literacy will not be taken seriously until they begin to see themselves as 
professionals: 

"Our intellectual approach to the issue has to be ahead of our emotional 
approach if we are to be seen as professionals in this field. We must view 
ourselves as professionals with a passion instead of soft-hearted women 
with an humanitarian cause." 

As literacy workers begin to approach themselves and their work with a stronger sense of 
professionalism, their personal and professional value will be more fully recognized (by 
others as well as themselves). Attitudes are beginning to change but the road ahead is 
long and much of it unpaved. The federal and provincial governments have provided 
funding for initiatives which have promoted the provincial literacy network but there are 
politicians who continue to make placating comments about grassroots literacy efforts 
and the "fine women who run those volunteer programs". Sometimes it is the greatest 
strength of literacy workers, their ethic of care and justice, which is incorrectly perceived 
as their greatest weakness. 

Most of the literacy workers are women and ironically most of the decision makers and 
funders of literacy programs in the province are men. Respect for each other's approach 
to program management and problem solving needs to be more fully developed. The 
male model is patriarchal, competitive, hierarchical and organized. The female model is 
collaborative, flexible, cooperative and personal. One model is not better than the other; 
they are just different. It should be noted, however, that experience has proven the female 
model to be very effective in literacy programming. 

Some of my female colleagues have asked, "Why don't the women complain? Why don't 
they get angry and demand the recognition and resources they deserve? Why don't they 
spend more time defending their realities?" I have thought and talked a great deal about 
this and have determined that there are three main reasons holding women back: 1) they 
lack confidence in the strength of their voices, 2) they are afraid of the consequences and 
3) there is not enough time. 

Literacy workers are not "political" by nature. Not one of the literacy workers I spoke to 
described "assertiveness" as one of their greatest strengths (see Reflections 1). They 
spoke rather of being compassionate, knowledgeable and resourceful. Often working in 
isolation of one another, individual literacy workers do not see themselves as effective 
spokespeople. They do not feel that they are "politically experienced" in lobbying, 
expressing their concerns or demanding attention beyond their own communities. Even 
then many are reluctant. 

They fear that if they speak too loudly they might jeopardize their program funding. They 
are concerned about the economic times and admit that it is difficult to trust 
bureaucracies that seem distanced from the forefront of literacy work. They hesitate with 
the fear that doing the wrong thing could be worse than doing nothing at all. 
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Even though they lack confidence individually I have heard the voices of literacy workers 
within the network strengthen with each meeting I attend and each newsletter I read. 
They are beginning to recognize that collectively (and with some organization) their 
opinions and expertise can affect change. Carol Ulmer encourages people not to be 
afraid: 

"This job has a positive feel to it and yeah, we are digging in. But we 
aren't addressing the problems of somebody working 60 hours a week and 
getting paid for 30. That's a perfect burnout situation. And look at all the 
hours the government is getting for free." 

"I wasn't an LCA meeting and suggested that we ask the government to 
fund the resources of a reading specialist so that we can assess learning 
disabled students and all I heard was this huge gasp of 'don't rock the boat, 
don't shake things up'." 

"And I wondered, 'What is this thinking?' If we don't say anything then the 
government automatically assumes that we don't need anything, that 
everything is fine. If your children don't tell you anything about the 
problems they're having at school, do you know that they exist?" 

"I don't know what people are afraid of. I can't see that the government 
will revoke our funding if we tell them what we need. What we're asking 
for is a possible solution to a problem that they have too. They have a 
vested interest. Surely we can meet each other half-way. There shouldn't 
be any barriers." 

And then there is the reality of time constraints. Women openly admit that they don't 
spend much time thinking about the bigger political issues, not because they are 
disinterested but because they simply don't have time. They give so much to their 
students and to the day-to-day workings of their literacy classrooms and programs there 
is little time and little energy left over for anything else. Literacy workers often have a 
greater vision for their students and their programs than they do for themselves. Perhaps 
it is partly their commendable selflessness which stops them from having a stronger voice 
or seeing themselves as "political". 

I regret that this chapter can only serve as an introduction to women's involvement in 
literacy and the subtle but substantial impact they have had on the field, but it is a 
beginning. I still have many questions about the idea of "literacy as a feminist issue" but 
if it means that the women working in the field deserve more respect and recognition for 
the work they do then I would agree. And if it means that the dignity and respect of the 
literacy profession (and the women working within the profession) is dependent upon 
their willingness to stand up and speak out then I say, "The time has never been better; 
let's go for it!" 
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Wenda Housego at a dinner party at Janet Longmate's home in Grande Praire 

A hotel room interview with Linda Hall 
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Chapter Seven 

People Helping People 

"What was that?" I asked, peering through the windshield at the blinding snow. 

"A chip truck," DAVE SAUNDERS answered, steadying his vehicle on the icy highway 
then relaxing again behind the wheel. "They carry wood chips from the saw mills to the 
pulp and paper mills. They're characteristic vehicles of Northern Alberta. You have to 
watch out for them though, they can be really dangerous on winter roads." 

I was on my way to Fairview to attend the Fairview College Professional Development 
Days, an annual event which draws together all the members of the Fairview College 
staff who work in Fairview and at regional centres and campuses in High Level, Ft. 
Vermilion, La Crete, Buffalo Head Prairie, Assumption, Manning, Peace River and 
Grande Prairie. 

Dave is the Director of Academic Upgrading at Fairview College. He picked me up at the 
airport in Peace River and during the cold and snowy hour and a half drive to Fairview, 
talked warmly of his work at the College and his life in the North. Originally from 
Ontario, Dave came to the Peace Country after doing some graduate work at the 
University of Alberta. He accepted a position as an adult upgrading instructor at Fairview 
College in Peace River 14 years ago. His classroom was the Masonic Hall and his 
students were local townspeople. Dave and his wife came to love the area and decided to 
stay. My introduction to the North had so far been a bleak one; I quietly hoped that the 
next few days would help to explain why people often talk about being "drawn in" by the 
North. 

When I got up the next morning it was very dark and very cold. At 9:00 a.m., a huge 
moon was still working its way to the west providing a gentle light for me as I walked 
from the hotel to the College. 

I attended a morning workshop then joined GRACE LUCK for lunch in the College 
cafeteria. We carried our lunch trays across the room and found a quiet table by the 
windows. Grace is the coordinator of the Read/Write Tutor Project at the Peace River 
Campus of Fairview College and has been involved with the project for the past 5 years. 
She is a petite and unassuming woman who is, I discovered, a pillar of strength. 

When Grace first started her job she had to use whatever space she could find at the local 
high school for tutoring and/or working with students."I had to take senior adults and 
English as a Second Language adults through the hallways with all the teenagers sitting 
on the floor with their legs stretched out. We literally had to step and jump over legs all 
the way down the hallway to our room. It was terribly awkward for all of us." 
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Grace's office space is in one of the portable trailers that make up the North Peace Adult 
Education Consortium. Unlike the trailer in Medicine Hat, adult upgrading classes are 
actually held in the trailer buildings bur similar to Medicine Hat, the trailers are in 
desperate need of repair. "When it started to thaw last spring," Grace remembered, "I had 
19 buckets in my room to catch the water from the leaks in the ceiling. The upgrading 
students picketed the Provincial Building downtown to try and get some local attention 
because it was so bad. They carried signs that said, 'B.Y.O.B.- BRING YOUR OWN 
BUCKETS'!" 

There are other difficulties with her present set-up as well. "I have almost no privacy. 
When I interview a student we have to talk in an open office area. Sometimes I am able 
to find an empty space somewhere when I need to do an assessment but not always, so 
now I do a lot of assessments in the evening in people's homes." Grace's frustrations are 
very real. "We are considered the bottom of the totem pole. When it comes to budgets 
and physical space we are the first ones to get cut back. It makes me feel second best 
sometimes and I think it makes the students feel bad too." 

The cafeteria was filling up and the noise level had increased considerably but being a 
good sport, Grace agreed to carry on with our interview. She told me of the plans 
underway to build a new College facility in the spring of 1991 and is very much looking 
forward to better conditions. She also hopes that she will be able to raise the profile of the 
literacy program once they are in a more appropriate setting. 

Concerned about her difficult working conditions, I asked Grace if she felt she is being 
acknowledged for the work she is doing. "In the beginning, money wasn't important to 
me. My job was part-time and still is. I'm paid three-quarter time but I work full-time. I 
don't even bother to keep track of the hours anymore. That didn't bother me at first 
because it was a new field for me (I didn't have any training in the education field) and I 
was learning a lot. That was enough payment for me. I'm still learning but even though I 
wouldn't ever consider myself an expert, I do have a handle on things now so it's starting 
to bother me that my efforts aren't being properly recognized. " 

"I am appreciated by the students and tutors (which is important to me) but I would also 
like monetary recognition and the kind of credit that comes from being appreciated for 
my knowledge and my years of experience in the field. I know that without a teaching 
degree, I can't be paid as much as the instructors and that's fine, but what I'd really like is 
to be included in policy making and in the decisions that affect my program." Grace's 
voice was full of determination. "I want to be asked for my input and ideas because I 
know this program better than anyone else. I've had to learn a lot and learn it fast. I think 
my experience in the job should count for more than it does." 

We talked more about the pros and cons of education and/or experience. Through our 
discussion, I discovered that Grace's background and "experience" went well beyond the 
past 5 years of her work in literacy. "Even though I get frustrated sometimes, I stick with 
this job because I believe that I can give my students what I didn't get when I was in their 
shoes. I wasn't an illiterate adult but I had polio when I was young and had trouble all 
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through school. I know now that I had trouble not because I was slow but because I 
missed so much school. I was in hospital for 2 months at a time (and never touched my 
schoolwork) but I never failed. They just shoved me along and shoved me along. I got my 
diploma but not matriculation so I had to repeat classes later and take extra courses to 
bring up my marks." 

"I've gone through a lot of what our students have gone through. I thought because I had 
physical problems that mentally I was defective too. And a lot of people still think that. 
When people know that you have a disability they think your brain doesn't work either. I 
grew up with that attitude all my life and I still feel that I have to work twice as hard as 
anybody else to get what I want." 

How can we ever begin to recognize the experience that someone like Grace brings to her 
work? She is not a quitter. Only a true survivor could go from feeling "slow" all through 
her growing up years to working in a field of education that helps adults learn what they 
often didn't think they could learn. Grace has first-hand lived- experiences that can't help 
but give her a degree of understanding and empathy that no university education could 
provide. 

Grace laughed at what she called her "stubborn streak". She told me that she comes from 
a family of six children where she is the only one who completed high school. Setting 
goals and taking it one seep at a time has been her approach to her own life as well as to 
the work she does in literacy. She said, "It took me half my life to begin to fight for the 
right to know. And now I can offer this specialized help to students so that they can start 
to find out that they too can learn, that they can also fight for the right to know. That's the 
best part of my job." 

After lunch, Dave took me for a tour of the College and the town. Fairview College, 
which sparkled from the sun shining on the hoarfrost left over from the cold night air, 
was built in 1951 and was originally an Agricultural College. Still referred to as the "Ag 
School" the College now offers a variety of programs such as Turf Grass Management, 
Animal Health Technology, Bee Keeping and Motorcycle Mechanics. 

The town of Fairview is a farm service community serving a population of about 5000 
people. There are no traffic lights in Fairview and Dave commented that "even the stop 
signs in town aren't really meant for the people who live here!" I waited in the truck while 
Dave went into the post office to collect his mail. He stopped and chatted to a number of 
people in the post office then stood on the outside steps in the cold and talked to a few 
more people before climbing back into the truck. "Getting the mail is a very social 
occasion in Fairview," he laughed, his beard icy from the cold. The pleasure in his voice 
cold me that he wasn't kidding. 

Later that day I had dinner with ABE JANZEN, the Director of the Northern Region for 
Fairview College. He had driven 4 hours south from his home in High Level to take part 
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in the College's PD Days. I had never met Abe but had enjoyed our numerous telephone 
conversations. We sat by the window, keeping an eye on the drifting snow outside as Abe 
drew an intriguing and colourful picture of the North, a picture which always seemed to 
revolve around people. 

Abe believes in people - their ability to learn and their ability to teach. "So much of what 
we do in adult education in the North is just people helping people. 'Doing unto others', 
reaching out, showing that we care. In a world that is troubled, we tend to forget about 
the inherent goodness of people, about basic human kindness. I believe it's still there; we 
have to draw on that and build on that." 

Crossing the road to attend an evening workshop at the College, Abe told me that he 
would soon be leaving the North. He and his wife and two children would be moving to 
Bolivia next May to work with the Mennonite Central Committee. Having just met Abe, I 
could well imagine how much he will be missed by the people in Alberta's northern 
communities. 

Part of the attraction of the Fairview College Professional Development Days is the 
Board of Governor's Ball. It snowed heavily all day Saturday. At the evening Reception 
people were swapping stories about the difficulties they'd had getting to Fairview and 
checking with each other to make sure that all their colleagues had arrived safely. 

During dinner, awards were given out to Fairview College staff for long service and 
special recognition. Fred Trotter, President of the College, read half-way through his 
well-prepared speech then put the pages aside and said, "Oh, to hell with it. I just want 
you all to know that I'm damn proud of you." The resounding applause and the smiles on 
the faces of the 400 people in the room indicated deep appreciation for the President's 
simple honesty. 

Human kindness: I kept thinking about what Abe had said. Over and over again while I 
was in Fairview, I saw people reaching out to one another, offering help without thought, 
always with a smile. I marvelled at that. And they laughed together about everything, 
especially themselves. 

On Sunday afternoon, Dave picked me up at the hotel to take me to Grande Prairie, an 
hour's drive south of Fairview. The snowplows had been through, the highways were 
fairly dear and there were fewer chip trucks on the road at this time of day. I asked Dave 
to tell me more about why he has chosen to stay in the North. 

"I really like the job I'm doing but I really like the people, too. Fairview is a friendly and 
comfortable place to be. I'm sure it's like most small towns. The people who choose to 
stay in the Peace Country seem to share a sense of 'pride of town' and that makes the 
communities friendly and productive. And then again, because you have to be just a little 
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bit crazy to live in the North, there's always the possibility that we're still here because no 
one else will have us!" 

On Monday morning I drove to downtown Grande Prairie and found an older building 
just off the main street where The Reading Network is housed. The building is ordinary 
and unassuming; I was surprised to discover all the activity going on inside. 

WENDA HOUSEGO started with The Reading Network 4 years ago. There were 16 
students then; there are now 275. Wenda is a quiet-spoken but very capable woman who 
is a dear thinker with strong vision for the future. When I commented on how much her 
program had grown Wenda laughed and said, "People rarely leave! We try really hard to 
meet the individual needs of the students. Once they're settled into a program that's suited 
to them they usually stay." 

I had noticed a wonderful mixture of people coming and going when I came into the 
building - handicapped students, instructors, ESL students and tutors. Everyone said hello 
to each other and it was hard to tell which people belonged to which programs. "All the 
programs we offer are housed under one roof," Wenda explained. "Everyone shares the 
library and whatever resources we have and the staff all work together to keep things 
running smoothly." 

Wenda described the different programs to me and how they had come about. "I did a 
needs assessment when I first started and I could see pretty quickly that there were a lot 
of people who weren't being served by the present set-up. People like home-bound moms, 
seniors, special needs students, young men, Native students, ESL students who couldn't 
attend classrooms and people from the County. Everybody kept telling me, 'You can't 
have programs for all those people' but I did my best to find funding for some specific 
programs. 50 now we have a program for special needs students, an outreach program for 
ESL students, the volunteer tutor program and small classroom settings for E5L and ABE 
students. We're also working on funding for a program just for seniors and we've been 
working with the Native Friendship Centre to do a joint project with them for Native 
students." 

"I don't believe in turning people away. We try to rake the needs of every student into 
consideration. If someone doesn't fit into an existing program we still try to find a place 
for them. I never say no to anybody and somehow the students have all managed to fit 
in." 

Wenda has always had great plans for The Reading Network. In the process of trying to 
accomplish what others thought was impossible Wenda "made herself an expert". "I did a 
tremendous amount of reading," she told me. "I still read a lot. I talked to a lot of 
different people (Wenda is currently the Vice-President of the AAAL), I listened to what 
was happening in the field and I kept trying to find the resources to make think happen. 
But I also had a lot of really good people working with me." 
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Wenda is very dedicated to her staff. Most of the people she has on staff now were 
previously tutors with the program. She recognized their strengths then found innovative 
ways to bring them on staff, mostly through specially funded government programs. To 
help with staff budgets Wenda has recently begun to charge students a minimal tuition 
fee which works out to a cost of no more than $1.00 per instructional hour for the 
students. The fee is waived however if the student is clearly unable to afford the expense. 

Just before lunch Wenda drove me over to the main campus of Grande Prairie Regional 
College. The College, designed by world famous Alberta architect Douglas Cardinal, is 
an unique circular maze of classrooms and offices. After a tour of the impressive facility 
we went to the Muskoseepi Park Pavilion where students from JANET LONGMATE'S 
ABE class were participating in a workshop with LINDA HALL. 

Linda is working on a AAAL writing project about "famous Albertans". She is travelling 
around Alberta encouraging literacy students to participate in the project by agreeing to 
interview and write stories about well known people in Alberta. Some of the famous 
people to be interviewed are Lorna Bell (adult educator), Lanny McDonald (hockey 
player), Monica Hughes (writer) and Lee Phillips (calf-roper and steer-rider). When 
Wenda and I came into the room, the students were having a great time practicing their 
newly learned interview techniques. 

One of the fellows in the class posed as Lanny McDonald and Janet volunteered to be the 
first interviewer. She saddled up to the table where "Lanny" was sitting and asked in a 
sultry voice, "So Lanny, what are you doing next Saturday night?" Linda rolled her eyes 
and the class broke into infectious laughter. The students were still laughing as Wenda 
and I excused ourselves and went down the hallway, back out to the car. 

Wenda had arranged a time for me to meet individually that afternoon with three of the 
paid tutors currently working in her programs. They were each delightful women, full of 
stories and enthusiasm and a great sense of fun. 

AILSA JOHNSON volunteered as a tutor when she read an ad in the paper about the 
literacy program just after she moved to Grande Prairie 5 years ago. She has a Masters 
Degree in Biology and misses the scientific field but thoroughly enjoys working with 
ESL students. She is currently managing the Language Settlement Training Program 
under Wenda's supervision. 

"This is an outreach program," Ailsa explained. "I go out to people's homes and help 
them get settled into the community. It is unrealistic to expect people who have just 
arrived from another country to just walk into a classroom to learn to speak English. They 
have to be ready for that." 

ARLENE LOEWEN, a mother of three children, farms with her husband a half-hour 
southeast of Grande Prairie. She also worked with newcomers to Canada when she first 
started her work with The Reading Network a year ago. Wenda asked if she would work 
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with 2 brothers who had just came from Vietnam who were having to wait 2 months to be 
able to attend the next ESL class. 

"I worked with these fellows from 10:00 am to 3:00 pm everyday," Arlene remembered 
fondly. "A third fellow from Vietnam joined us after awhile. He was really outgoing and 
really encouraged the others to be more spontaneous and to try new things. (At that point 
the brothers were so shy they wouldn't even eat in front of me!) But oh boy, you should 
see them now. Their shyness and reserve is gone. I never would have predicted that they 
would do so well when I first started working with them; I'm really proud of them." 

I asked Arlene why she volunteered in the first place. She smiled and explained, "Well, I 
am a teacher. After substituting in the school system for awhile I started to look for 
something else but I didn't really know what else I wanted to do. My world at that point 
didn't include people from other countries so it appealed to me to work with ESL students 
and I was also interested to see if I could work with adults. 

"I knew that I would need at least a Master's Degree to work in a college setting with 
adult students so this was an opportunity for me to explore a new area. I didn't know if it 
would lead to anything but I found very quickly that I just loved the friendships that 
developed with the students and the staff here. My students still come back, everyone of 
them, just to say hello now and again." 

Another paid tutor with The Reading Network is a wonderfully gentle and patient woman 
from the Philippines. AIDA GREIG received her training as a teacher in the Philippines 
but took her first teaching job in Canada. It wasn't anything like she had expected. 

"I thought I was coming to heaven when I came to Canada. All the pictures and travel 
brochures I had seen were so beautiful. And when I got to Vancouver I thought for sure I 
was in heaven. Then I went to Fort St. John." 

"I was hired by the Fort St. John School Division to teach in a two-room schoolhouse in 
Montney, a tiny farming community 30 km north of Fort St. John. The school was on the 
top of a hill. A half-mile down the road was a little store and post office, and there was a 
community hall but that was all. I had 38 students in Grades 1 to 4. I lived alone in a 
teacherage and was very lonesome there. The only light at night was far away in the 
distance and the coyotes howled and really scared me at first." 

"The only running water available was in the school so I had to carry buckets of water 
from the school to fill an old barrel on the front porch of the teacherage. This was in 
1968. That winter it went down to -60 degrees Celsius and by the beginning of October, I 
had to chip away at the ice in the barrel just to be able to get enough water to wash my 
face. The bathtub was one of those old fashioned metal ones that I had to fill myself with 
water from the stove and the toilet was a little pot in a room as big as a cupboard. Oh, I 
hated having to dump that pot outside!" 
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"The heater for the teacherage was a big unit in the middle of the floor, but it didn't keep 
the old house warm. I would wake up in the morning and my comforter would be frozen 
to the wall. I never got any sleep because I was so cold. I really started to be afraid for my 
life." 

Aida had been told by the school board in Fort Sr. John that there would be a house for 
her in Montney with all the amenities. She eventually demanded to see the superintendent 
("I literally forced my way into his office!") to let him know that if her living conditions 
did not improve she would have to resign. "I told him, 'I want to be a successful teacher, I 
wane to do the best for the children but I will not stay here and freeze to death!' He had 
never seen the teacherage so when he finally came to see where I lived, he was appalled. 
But still nothing happened. Finally I threatened to take the school board to court if they 
did not uphold their end of the bargain. Two weeks later construction started for a new 
teacherage." 

Aida stayed in Monrney for 2 years. She married a Canadian man who is also a teacher 
and settled in Fort St. John where she taught school for 15 years. She and her husband 
and two children moved to Grande Prairie 5 years ago. Aida volunteered with The 
Reading . Network almost right away, and was hired shortly afterward as a paid tutor to 
work one-to-one with 18 different special needs students. When I asked Aida if she ever 
gets discouraged she shook her head and said, "Oh no, because I really love to teach. 
Other than being a mother to my two children, it's all I really know how to do." 

LINDA HALL and I had arranged to share a hotel room that night. Tall and redheaded, 
Linda told me once that if she could "do it all again" she would like to have been a 
country and western singer. Now whenever I see Linda, I always imagine her on stage 
with a backup band and a microphone in her hand. 

After I had unpacked my things we sat cross-legged on the two double beds and talked 
about how Linda's interest in literacy had evolved. "I used to be a reporter for a small 
newspaper in B.C.," Linda began. "Because I was thinking of going back to school 
myself I decided to do a series of features on adult education. I got a lead to talk to 
somebody who was working with adults who were in basic literacy. At the time I didn't 
know what that was. So for my last interview I went up to the Nelson Campus of Selkirk 
College and had a long chat with a fellow who told me all about adult literacy and took 
me to a classroom where adults were learning how to read and write. I was absolutely 
floored. I just didn't know that there were adults who couldn't read and write. That was in 
1984." 

"In 1986 we moved to Fairview. I was asked by the College if I would teach an evening 
course in communication. One night on my way out of the building, I saw a brochure 
about the literacy program. I decided then to volunteer as a tutor." 
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Linda was hired as the coordinator of the Second Chance Adult Tutoring Service at 
Fairview College 7 months after she began tutoring. Three years later Linda's family 
moved to Barrhead where she now volunteers both as a tutor and an advisory committee 
member for the literacy program coordinated by Cheryl Sanderman- Gergatz. 

As well as working on the Famous Albertan Project, Linda was contracted by the AAAL 
earlier in the year to act as coordinator for provincial International· Literacy Year events. 
Since January I had been receiving Linda's upbeat and informative ILY Newsletters, 
always enjoying the news of literacy celebrations going on around the province. I asked 
Linda if she felt the ILY celebrations have had a positive effect on general public 
awareness. "Well, it was definitely a lot of work for everyone," Linda said with a bit of a 
sigh, "but I think it's too soon to really see any results. The repercussions will be more 
evident in the next couple of years. I do know though, that when I talk to the media now 
they know what the word 'literacy' means. That wasn't necessarily true a year ago." 

Linda was feeling tired from her day but it had gone well and she was pleased with the 
progress of the Famous Albertans Project. She commented on being surprised by the 
confidence the students demonstrated as they approached the new ideas she presented to 
them today. "I have to admit," she said, "that my confidence really builds as I help others 
learn. It's really been good for me to be a tutor. I never thought I could teach - I was 
always a writer or a reporter - and now I'm doing seminars at conferences and teaching 
workshops like the one I did today. I really enjoy meeting new people and trying out new 
ideas. It really feels good when it all comes together and it works." 

Linda and I are both travelling a lot with our jobs so we also talked about how involved 
our families have been in our work. Linda told me about her 10-year-old son's response 
to the Read-In in September. "He came home from school one day and told me that the 
Read-In brochures had been handed out at school that afternoon. Apparently he told the 
teacher that she didn't need to bother giving one to him because 'my mother has hundreds 
of them at home!'" 

The next morning I went back to The Reading Network to talk to CAROL PARSONS 
who is usually the first person people meet when they come up the stairs to the program 
offices. She has a busy job at The Reading Network performing the combined roles of 
tutor monitor and assistant to the program coordinator. Carol had been working hard 
preparing for a Tutor Appreciation Night that was held the night before. When we sat 
down I asked Carol how the evening had gone. 

"This is when I get most frustrated," Carol sighed. "Even after all this time there are still 
people at the College who don't understand what we're doing here. Last night when I 
introduced one of the members of the Board of Governors to Gerry, one of our students, 
he right away asked Gerry, 'So how long have you been in this country?' Gerry was born 
and raised in Western Canada and has no outward signs of being from another country 
and yet it was assumed that if he is in a literacy program, then he must be a 'foreigner' ." 
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But Carol was also positive about the things that have changed. "When I started here 
there was nothing. We had to scrounge for supplies because we had no budget. I had to 
bring paper and pencils in from home because there was nothing. There was only one 
office and not enough room for everything. We have worked hard to find more funding 
and now we are running a number of good programs all under one roof. There is a lot of 
good work being done here." 

Carol talked about teamwork and I was reminded again of the "trailer ladies" in Medicine 
Hat. "Wenda and all the tutors and instructors are involved in all the programs. I never 
feel alone with a problem. We have students here of all different levels - some need help 
with social skills, some with their confidence in speaking English and others with their 
ability to write a letter. We recognize that each student is an individual but we also try to 
treat everyone as an equal, whether they are handicapped, from another country or a 
single parent on social assistance. We try to make people feel welcome when they come 
to The Reading Network. We're all just people working together for something we all 
believe in." 

As the tutor monitor it is Carol's responsibility to keep in touch with the tutors who are 
matched with students. One incident that happened a while ago taught Carol that in all 
our efforts to provide support to the students, we sometimes forget about the needs of our 
volunteer tutors. "One day, one of the tutors came to my office and closed the door. He 
sat down and started to cry. I was shocked and surprised; I didn't know what to do. He 
told me that he had been to Edmonton for tests and that his doctor had just told him that 
he had a serious debilitating disease. He calmed down after a while and we talked for a 
long time. He really just needed someone to listen to him. He was from Ontario and 
didn't have many friends in Grande Prairie." 

"I encouraged him to try and get more information about his illness. And because he had 
told me he was quite involved in his church, I suggested that he make an appointment to 
talk to his minister. That was of some help but he found he was no longer able to carry on 
with the forestry work he had been doing so he eventually returned to Ontario. He told 
me he was thinking of going back to school there but I didn't hear from him after he left 
Grande Prairie." 

"We are not trained counsellors. Yet when we work so closely with people we are often 
the first ones the students or tutors turn to. We should have more training in this area or it 
at least should be recognized how important the role of being a good listener can be." 

During my few days in Grande Prairie, I had seen many contented faces come and go at 
The Reading Network. I kept trying to put my finger on what was special about the 
environment. I was thinking about that when I asked Carol how she defines success. "I 
think success is a feeling that you have," she said, sitting back in her chair to think about 
it. "It's the feeling that 'you can do it', that you can do anything! Success is not the 
product (like something written on a piece of paper), it's the feeling you get when you 
accomplish what you set out to do." 
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The Reading Network has a strong feeling of success about it. Maybe it's human 
kindness, people helping people, as Abe said, but maybe it's also that this is truly an 
accepting environment. Whether you're handicapped or from another country or shy 
because you never finished school, you are welcome and accepted here. Any "outside 
stigmas" disappear once you walk in the front door. You are one of a group, part of the 
team and you are safe. 

I calked with ANGlE DIXON, a trained second language teacher in French and German, 
in a little office at the back of The Reading Network. With a young son at home, and 
another baby due in a couple of months, Angie decided to take a break from teaching but 
has continued to volunteer at The Reading Network as she has for the past 2 years. 

Along with her tutoring commitment, Angie accepted a part-time contract to manage the 
College's International Literacy Year Activities, a job which has made her more aware of 
the attitudes society still has about illiteracy. "I've had a lot of contacts with people in the 
community this past year and I might be wrong but I sense that people are reluctant to get 
involved." 

"When we had the Read-In display up at the mall, I spent a fair bit of time talking to 
people. There was one guy who was kind of walking by and kind of looking at the 
brochures so I eventually told him what the display was all about. Right away he said, 
'Oh I can read, I know how to read', as if he didn't want to be associated with people who 
couldn't." 

"And I found that sometimes business people didn't want to talk about illiteracy because 
they didn't want to admit that maybe they had staff members who couldn't read very well. 
Somehow it seems OK for people to give their time or money for something like a sports 
event because that's healthy. Unfortunately, there's still a stigma about illiteracy that 'it's 
not my problem - those people should have worked harder when they had the 
opportunity'. I ran into that attitude a lot." 

Angie balances her frustration with the knowledge that awareness about literacy is greater 
now than it was. "People are using the word 'literacy' a lot more now," she said, 
reinforcing what Linda had said the night before. "I recently heard a commercial on TV 
where Shell was giving away books. They have one line in their ad that says, 'Help 
promote literacy in Canada'. They would never have used those words a few years ago. 
And I laugh sometimes because even when I just want to sit down after work and relax 
with a magazine, I turn to some article on education and all of a sudden theres the word 
literacy again!'" 

The greatest challenge for Angie has been working with the media. "With all the 
information they are exposed to in the work they do," she said, "they really should know 
more than they do." 



OPENING DOORS 93

"We had our Read-In on September the 14th. On September the 18th, some government 
representatives from Ottawa were coming to Grande Prairie to inspect the site for the 
Winter Games. Even though the government visit was 4 days later, I was told by various 
media groups that it wouldn't be a good idea to write about literacy at the same time, as if 
their good standing would be judged unfavourably by the government people if they were 
to talk about literacy. It was a real jolt to me to be put off like that when we are all 
working so hard and when we believe so much in what we are doing." 

Angie and I talked awhile about finding ways to bridge the gap of misunderstanding that 
exists between the general public and the real issues of literacy. Her approach is simple. 

"I can understand that working with literacy students is a little scary. For many people it's 
unfamiliar just because they themselves have never been illiterate. And it's frightening 
too because working in literacy forces us to admit that there are lots of things we don't 
know and that we have limitations too. 

"But when we reach out and take risks we can learn so much from other people. It's just 
time and exposure. The more time you spend with literacy students the more you come to 
realize that they are normal people just like you and me." 
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Klaus Gabriel during a break in the storm 
at his Thompkins Landing homestead 
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Chapter Eight 

Northern Hospitality 

I arrived in High Level, 500 km north of Edmonton, just in time to see Santa Claus being 
pulled down main street in a red wooden box by a snowmobile. It was a Friday night in 
mid- December and incredibly cold. Main street was lined with cars filled with children, 
their faces pressed close to glass, hoping to see Santa as he passed. 

I spent Saturday with Abe Janzen and his family then checked into the local motel on 
Sunday morning to try and get some writing done and prepare for the interviews I would 
be doing the upcoming week. Daylight didn't last long; by mid-afternoon it was dark 
again. The "T" on the neon sign outside my window was burned out leaving the word 
"MO-EL" to blink on and off like a Christmas wish. 

When KLAUS GABRIEL, the literacy coordinator for the Ft. Vermilion/La Crete area, 
knocked on my door at 9:00 on Monday morning, I was ready to go. Klaus is a quiet and 
gentle man with a quick sense of humour whom I had met at The Literacy Conference 2 
months earlier. He and Abe had worked out an itinerary for the day for me starting with 
an interview in La Crete. 

It was still unbelievably cold but the cab of Klaus's beat up old College truck was warm 
when I climbed inside. During the 140 km drive to La Crete Klaus described the history 
of the area to me. I learned that La Crete is the centre of a Mennonite community of 
about 5000 residents. The Mennonites are private people who are opposed to secular 
authority. They enjoy being able to live by their own rules in remote agricultural areas 
where they can farm the land and live in peace. Northern Alberta has served their chosen 
lifestyle well. 

It was still dark when we left High Level. I had a sense only of snow and cold as we 
drove to La Crete. Once in the town itself I could see buildings and houses, but little 
activity. We stopped at the Basic Education Centre where Klaus showed me his office 
and introduced me to EVA KRAHN, one of the paid tutors in his program. 

I recognized Eva right away. We had ridden together on a school bus to a literacy 
conference in Medicine Hat in the spring of 1987. She and her group from the North had 
driven 400 km south to Slave Lake to board a bus there with delegates from AVC. Two 
hours further south the bus stopped in Leduc where I and a number of others climbed on 
for the last 6 hour leg of the trip. 

The weather in Medicine Hat had been warm and spring-like and after a 2 day whirlwind 
conference we were back on the bus together heading home. Eva told me at one of our 
stops that it was hard to go home because there was still a lot of snow in the North and it 
would be some time yet before spring would arrive. I remember thinking how serene Eva 
looked with the traditional Mennonite head shawl tied around her hair, like a woman 
from a Rembrandt painting. 
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Eva, now 38, has lived in Northern Alberta all her life. She and her husband and teen-age 
daughter live on a farm outside of La Crete. In the summer Eva tends her big garden and 
helps her husband farm three sections of land. In the winter Eva works as a tutor with the 
literacy program. 

"There were quite a few in my family who were unable to read and write," Eva told me. 
"My brothers quit school because they had to work on the farm and they were horrible 
spellers. I was a good speller so anytime they wanted to write something they would ask 
me how to write the words. I got interested in trying to teach them and some of my 
brothers actually became quite good spellers after I worked with them." 

"Well, one day, I read about this tutoring job in the paper. I had been looking for a job - 
cleaning, or in the stores - but I wasn't getting anywhere. When I read about this I 
remembered back to working with my brothers and thought, 'Maybe I can do this: I had 
an interview (it was my very first interview ever) and I was hired. I thought it was a 
miracle." 

That was 7 years ago. "Tutoring is the highlight of my life," Eva said warmly. "It's what I 
enjoy; I wouldn't want to do anything else." 

Klaus had told me that very few people in the Mennonite community have the 
opportunity or desire to venture outside of the community. I asked Eva what it had been 
like for her to travel away from home. "Through my literacy work I've had the chance to 
get out and see how other people live. I've been to a number of Conferences in Medicine 
Hat, Montreal and Edmonton. They were great but it is hard for me when there are 
hundreds of people; I just clam up. I'm getting more used to big groups of people now; 
I've been working hard to overcome being shy. I've learned that by opening myself up 
more others will open up more to me." 

Eva has also discovered how much she enjoys learning. "I wasn't very literate myself 
when I started this job but I learned so much from tutoring that I decided to do some 
upgrading on my own. Two years after I started tutoring, I got my high school diploma 
through correspondence. I was learning right along with the students; I still learn new 
things everyday." 

We talked about the Mennonite community and how young girls in Mennonite families 
are not often encouraged to go to school. Eva herself had left school after Grade 8 to help 
her family on the farm. I commented to Eva that is must be difficult to be a woman in La 
Crete who views education as an important part of life. "In many ways, I am fortunate," 
Eva explained. "I do not have a lot of children so it was not as hard for me to work 
outside of my home. My husband supports what I do and is not threatened by it. Many 
women have to stay at home with their children. For some that's OK. But for some 
women, when they start to question their way of life and the way they were brought up, it 
becomes hard for them. I started questioning what I was going to do with my life when 
my daughter got older. It would have been very hard for me too if I had not found work 
in literacy." 
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In such a small community I wondered if it is ever awkward to work with students in the 
classroom then sit beside them in church or see them everyday at the store or the post 
office. Eva seemed to think my question was on odd one. 

"We have always lived and worked together in our community," she said patiently. "It is 
only right that we should all help each other; people are not uncomfortable with that. 
Most of the people here speak German so the only thing I try to do is to always speak 
English with my students. I have a dose feeling with my students because we are learning 
together but we don't get too personal and that seems to work fine." 

When Eva and I first sat down together in Klaus's office she was shy and a little hesitant 
with me but also warm and sincere. Curious about and interested in the world around her, 
Eva has developed a strong confidence about her work. "I know that I have helped every 
one of my students", she said with conviction. "Sometimes they graduate from our class 
then go on to upgrading and sometimes they drop out once they've learned all that they 
wanted to but they always learn something. I had one student who had a learning 
disability, who couldn't seem to get past a certain level. But I know I helped him in other 
ways just by giving him attention. That helped him see life in a different way, different 
than just being put down by his friends." 

"Sometimes the tutors get frustrated. There's no room here where we can do some one-to-
one work and have it be quiet. And the two tiny washrooms we have are not adequate for 
all the people who use this building but I still feel good about the work I am doing. The 
students make us feel that way. They help us put up with all the other stuff because they 
are why we are here." 

Klaus came to tell me he was warming up the truck; the next stop on the itinerary was 
Buffalo Head Prairie, about 25 km south of La Crete. Before we headed south Klaus took 
a minute to pick up his mail at the La Crete Post Office. I thought of Dave Saunders and 
the Fairview Post Office as Klaus hurried into the tiny building. There was no stopping to 
chat with neighbours on the front steps today; it was too cold for conversation. 

On the way to Buffalo Head Prairie Klaus told me more about his life in the North. He 
and his wife Susan and their five children moved up north from Calgary 4 years ago to 
homestead 640 acres of land at Thompkin's Landing, another 40 km south of Buffalo 
Head Prairie. The family spent their first summer living in tents (and are often still 
referred to as "the tent people"). A local farmer offered them an older house he wanted 
removed from his property which had been built in 1941 by one of the first settlers in the 
area. The house is heated with wood and there is no running water but it has electricity 
and is now very much home to Klaus and his family. 

To help make ends meet Klaus had taken a job as a paid tutor with the literacy program in 
La Crete, working with Eva and two other tutors for a year. "Being a tutor really put me 
in touch with some wonderful people. I made some pretty good friends, especially with 
some of the men I tutored. They knew that I was the 'new kid on the block', a rookie 
learning the ropes about farming. They seemed to enjoy giving me a helping hand. I 
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doubt they would agree with me but they taught me more about homesteading than I 
think I ever taught them about literacy. It was really a wonderful trade-off." Klaus 
chuckled and added, "People still laugh at my mistakes. At least I gave them something 
to talk about for a while." 

It was snowing hard now and the visibility deteriorating. Even though I knew there were 
trees and hills in the area all I could see was thick white blowing snow. Klaus was 
surprisingly calm; he told me driving and weather conditions like this were pretty typical 
in the North for this time of the year. "Living up here is an adventure and I like that," he 
said. "There is always an element of the unknown and that makes it challenging and fun." 

The Basic Education Centre at Buffalo Head Prairie, a little trailer parked by the local 
elementary school, is more often referred to as "The Chicken Coop". The trailer, now 
nicely sided, had at one time been a tar-paper shack used as a church for an oil camp. In 
the blowing snow it really didn't look much bigger than a chicken coop. 

We left the truck running and went inside, staying long enough only to say hello to the 
two tutors and eight students working together in the trailer. Klaus called Susan and I 
overhead him tell her that the weather was "taking a turn" and that we would be home for 
supper shortly. The students agreed that it might be a good idea to quit a bit early and to 
try and get home ahead of the worst of the storm. 

When we were back in the truck and heading south I thought about the Chicken Coop and 
asked Klaus what he would do if he was able to convince the government to put more 
money towards the literacy programs in the North. "I know the facilities for our programs 
aren't great but still they are cost effective programs and we are seeing good results. If we 
started putting money into fancier buildings and facilities I don't think we'd get any better 
results. I think we'd fail farther behind. 

"To start with, the people involved in our programs (the tutors and students and 
coordinators like myself) tend to be basic and simple people. People here are working 
together for a common goal so there is real community ownership of the programs. If the 
government built a fancy new building, the people would say, 'that building isn't ours', 
because they didn't help to build it." 

"We do, however, need more money to pay more tutors, to buy good resources but 
mostly to expand. We desperately need programs in places like Jean D'or Prairie, Garden 
River, Fox Lake and Tall Cree. There are still a lot of people in the North who don't have 
access to programs." 

It was getting dark and the snow seemed to be letting up. Even though it was only mid 
afternoon we had put in a full day and I was glad when we arrived at the Gabriel 
homestead. 

Susan came to the door and introduced herself while Klaus went to get some firewood 
and feed the sheep. I made myself comfortable in the big and homey kitchen, hanging up 
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my coat on a hook on the wall behind the table. Susan filled a kettle from the pump by 
the sink then moved a pile of books over to the middle of the kitchen table to make room 
for the teapot. I noticed that the books were Laubach literacy workbooks. 

During the day Susan holds a literacy classroom in her kitchen. From 9:00 am to 3:00 pm 
each weekday, 5 students from a 25 km radius come to work on their reading and writing 
skills. I asked Susan how the classroom had gotten started and she explained, "LORNA 
BELL held the first kitchen classroom in her home in Ft. Vermilion sometime back in the 
late 1970's. There have been several kitchen schools here and there in the North. 
Whenever there appeared to be a group of people who wanted tutoring, a classroom 
would be organized locally to save people having to drive long distances to a centre like 
La Crete. When an interest developed in the Thompkins area Lorna asked me if I would 
be interested in giving tutoring a try. That was a couple of years ago now." 

"This term I have five students, two women working at the upgrading level and two men 
and one woman working at a more basic level. One man is just learning his ABC's." 

I remember everyone at an LCA meeting in Calgary endearingly calling Lorna Bell "the 
Grandmother of Literacy". Much of the literacy movement in Alberta began years ago 
around Lorna's kitchen table in Ft. Vermilion. 

Loma was the literacy coordinator for the area for many years. When she decided to take 
a leave of absence to tend to a family matter Klaus was asked to act as the literacy 
coordinator on her behalf. Whenever people speak of literacy in the North Lorna's name 
enters into the conversation in one way or another. I had hoped to interview her on this 
trip but the timing didn't work for Lorna. She joked with me on the telephone and said, 
"Besides, you'll just have to come back in the summer to see the Peace River when it's 
not all frozen over!" 

Klaus came in with an armload of wood. "The school bus will be dropping the kids off 
pretty soon," Susan said, glancing at her watch. "They leave here at 7:00 am each 
morning and don't get home until about 5:00. They spend over 3 hours on the bus 
everyday. I figured out that in June, when my daughter graduates from Grade 12, she will 
in 4 years have spent the equivalent of 75 twenty-four hour days on the bus, just to get 
her education! You don't get any marks for that but it's still quite an accomplishment." 

Klaus had told me earlier in the day that he used to be a policeman. I asked him more 
about that as he stoked the wood stove. "During my sixteen years in law enforcement and 
administration I saw many of the problems in the world first-hand. It was frustrating 
because there was so little I could do. Then when I began tutoring I found that instead of 
dragging people down, I was giving them skills they needed to build themselves up. And 
best of all I was learning as much as I was teaching." 

Susan described some of her own frustrations. "When I was working in social work I was 
working everyday with people who's problems were basically caused by illiteracy. There 
were piles of government brochures on parenting information but if the people couldn't 
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read them, what good were they? Instead of producing fancy brochures I wish the 
government would stick more money into literacy and teaching people to read and write." 

Klaus added, "One fellow I know, actually quite a prominent businessman, was using 2-
4-D, a very potent herbicide, around his dug-out to keep the weeds down. The same dug-
out is used for his family's water supply." 

"A lot of the farmers here are very traditional farmers," Klaus continued. "They farm the 
way their daddies farmed and the way their daddies farmed before them. It's very hard for 
people to change; it's all they know. Alberta Agriculture puts out beautiful publications. I 
have piles of them but I know how to access them. No one else knows (or cares) that they 
exist. People in the North don't need more pamphlets. " 

Susan talked about the local women and her own place in the community. "I had a hard 
time when I first came here," she said, "because I was in social development and had 
been educated to believe that women are nor just supposed to be in the kitchen and 
raising children. We're not supposed to be happy if we're doing that; we're supposed to be 
out working, developing our minds, finding ourselves. When I got to this community I 
found that some of the women here were truly happy living like that. And then I found 
myself being pulled at both ends. I started to feel like a lousy mother because I was 
putting too much into my work." 

"Sometimes I find it frustrating to be part of the community of women here. I watch some 
of the women get some education then see that they don't really have choices. They learn 
about different ways of life but they are stuck here, unable to make changes. Their 
learning has to stop at some point or they become unhappy. History tells us that cultures 
can die with change. I don't want the women to be unhappy and I don't want them to lose 
their culture but if they want to learn, for whatever reasons, I want to be able to teach 
them what I can." 

"It a fine line though. I believe in literacy but who are we to tell people they need a 
certain reading level to be happy in life? In a lot of cases I think we are complicating their 
lives. Some of my students are so wonderfully naive. They didn't have any idea about 
what was going on in the Persian Gulf. I teach them about it but they were happier before 
I told them. Most are content not knowing." 

"We talked about self-esteem a lot today," Klaus said, thinking back to some of our 
earlier conversations in the truck. "Real self- esteem problems come when you remove 
people from their home culture and try to change them. If you take someone who has 
family and is well-respected in the Mennonite community and put him in downtown 
Calgary, he will probably develop problems with self- esteem. And if you take a Native 
girl off a reserve and put her in an all white school that doesn't respect her culture, she 
will have a really hard time. We see that here over and over again." 

"But in our case it was a little different," Klaus explained, "because it was our choice to 
come here. We are choosing to be part of this community, to live this way. I'm sure it 
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would be quite different if we just ended up here with no preparation or idea of what we 
were getting into." 

I asked Klaus and Susan since they are both involved in literacy work, if they ever talk 
about anything else? Susan laughed and said, "Are you kidding? With homesteading and 
trying to raise five kids, having literacy to talk about helps to keep us sane!" 

Just then the children came in the door. School books, winter clothes and stories of the 
day filled the kitchen. Without being asked, everyone pitched in and within minutes the 
table was set and the evening meal served. 

Over dinner Susan told Klaus she learned that morning that the student who had been 
studying for his truck driver's licence had passed the test. (Klaus apparently had taken the 
time to orally tape the driver's manual for the man so that he could study more at home.) 
"We all clapped for him," Susan said proudly. "I kind of wished he wasn't a Mennonite 
man though because I really wanted to give him a hug." 

I asked Klaus how long it had taken him to tape the manual. "I stayed up half the night 
one night," he said casually. "But that was OK with me. Getting this licence will 
hopefully help him to get a better job; he has a big family to feed. We do it for them and 
I'm sure they would do it for us. I enjoy helping like that because it means I can do 
something for someone that doesn't cost anybody anything." 

Susan added, "There are a lot of people in this community who just freely give. When we 
first came out here we were cutting down bush and a fellow came along for most of the 
summer, just to help." 

After supper Klaus warmed up the truck in preparation to drive me back to High Level. 
In the summer Klaus is able to drive to High Level by crossing the Peace River by ferry 
then heading north. In the winter the place where the ferry crosses the river becomes an 
"ice bridge". The river is flooded and plowed by the Department of Transportation to 
make a roadway across the river. To drive straight north and west to High Level (the way 
we had come down to Thompkins Landing) is almost twice the distance. Klaus 
considered taking the shorter route across the river but Susan warned him that one of her 
students had said the ice wasn't safe yet. 

Klaus looked over at me and asked what I'd like to do. I asked him how risky it would be. 
He winked at one of the children and said, "How well can you swim?" I opted for the 
longer route. 

It was 7:00 pm It would be after midnight before Klaus would be home again. "You get 
used to it," Klaus said, noting my concern. "Spending a lot of time on the road is just part 
of the challenge and reality of living up here. Distances up here aren't measured the same 
way here as they are in the South. Just being able to get to where you want to go is what's 
most important." 



102                                                                                                   OPENING DOORS 

So we said goodbye and headed out. The weather had changed again. The snow had 
stopped but the roads were icier than before and it was very dark. Then it started to snow 
but the snow was like falling ice. The windshield wipers weren't strong or fast enough to 
keep the ice from building up. Trying to look through the windshield was literally like 
trying to see through frosted glass. Klaus turned to me and smiled weakly. "I think you 
better plan on spending the night," 

It looked like there were no lights on in the house when we turned into the driveway. I 
thought everyone had gone to bed. Then, through the snow, Klaus and I saw flickers of 
light in the window. "Candles," Klaus thought out loud. "The ice storm must have 
knocked out the power". Klaus went ahead of me to see what had happened. I took a 
moment to enjoy the still and quiet, interrupted only by the sound of the icy snowflakes 
landing on my jacket. 

Inside, the children were sitting at the kitchen table doing their homework by candlelight. 
The kitchen table - an old piece of furniture that is the heart of so much activity in this 
home. Everyday people gather around the table to share meals and family time and to 
study and learn. Someone had set up a battery operated tape recorder; they were listening 
to the musical score of Phantom of the Opera. They knew all the words and sang along as 
they worked, once in a while breaking into gentle harmony. 

By the rime I got up the next morning, the children had already left for school. The power 
was back on and Susan had a pot of tea ready. The kitchen would soon be transformed 
into a classroom so after a quick breakfast, I packed up my things and said goodbye to 
Susan for the second time. 

It was still dark but the roads were much better. Klaus and I were quiet for a long time, 
enjoying the light as it slowly spread over the countryside. After awhile Klaus said, "You 
know, I have really found a place for myself here. The land is beautiful and there is a 
simple pleasure in working and being with the people here." 

"Susan and I joined the Mennonite church, at first because so much of the community 
activities revolved around the church and we wanted to get more involved in the 
community. But now I am grateful for the spiritual fulfillment I have found. When you 
have to be so self-reliant it's easier to recognize that there's a greater power at work. You 
see God's hand in everything. You can see the sky here. You don't just see man made 
creations like tall buildings that block out the sky. The big sky gives you a greater sense 
of being close to God, and I like that. I have found great peace here." 

An hour later Klaus parked in front of room #149 at the motel in High Level. He asked if 
I would be all right. I told him I was fine and that I was planning to get together that 
afternoon with some people from the College. But it was hard to say goodbye to Klaus. 
When he picked me up on Monday morning we barely knew each other. And now, after 
the adventures of the past 2 days, we were no longer strangers; we had become friends. 
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A winter picture of Meander River 

Alex Cortoreille and Roger Yatsallies in the Fairview 
College Basic Education Centre in Meander River 
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Chapter Nine 

Education is Our Future 

"You got snowed in Thompkins Landing? Well, welcome to the North!" JOANNE 
SNYDER said over the telephone brightly. "I'll be over to the motel in a minute. I've got 
a couple of interviews lined up for you at the Basic Education Centre." 

I had worked with Joanne on a number of projects in the past and had come to appreciate 
her insights and marvellous laugh. I thought it would seem odd to visit Joanne in High 
Level after our meetings together always having been in Calgary or Edmonton but it 
wasn't odd at all. When Joanne came to pick me up she looked wonderful; life in the 
North obviously suited her. 

Joanne has been involved in literacy for 9 years, longer than most. She started out as a 
tutor and program coordinator in Red Deer then worked as the coordinator of literacy 
programs for offenders and ex-offenders with the John Howard Society in Calgary. Three 
months ago she accepted a position as the Literacy Program Supervisor for Fairview 
College Northern Region. Joanne works out of the Adult Basic Education Centre, a trailer 
which houses the tutoring program, upgrading and ESL classes. She also supervises four 
paid tutors. 

The first person Joanne introduced me to was RITA CAVANAUGH. Originally from 
Ontario Rita has spent many years in the North, first in the Northwest Territories then in 
High Level. When I asked Rita how long she has been in High Level she thought for a 
minute then answered, "This is my 7th winter". 

A strong and independent woman, Rita was one of the first tutors hired when the 
classroom program was established in 1986. "The first year the program was held in a 
school. The second year we were upstairs in the Legion. The third year we were in this 
building in classroom 4, last year in classroom I, and this year we're in the same place. 
This is the first year we didn't have to pack up and move." 

"It's the age old story of literacy; we have to 'go to the back of the bus' to make room for 
other programs. Last year I had this room with four students and now there are two tutors 
and eight students using this space. But we're managing. There aren't many people in 
literacy who carry their hang-ups around with them so we all get along well." 

I enjoyed Rica's memories of starting out. She had been out of the workforce for 13 years 
when she applied for the tutor position and although she had extensive experience as a 
volunteer she had never had formal training as a teacher. She and another paid tutor went 
through a week of orientation together before meeting their students for the first time. 

"On the Monday morning the class began we were really walking a tight rope; we were 
pretty nervous. On Friday we had a movie and popcorn with the students and when we 
cooked the popcorn, it flew all over the room. The students all starred to laugh and then 
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we starred to laugh and I said, 'Well, we're learning too'. From then on we were able to 
build something together." 

With her volunteer experience and leadership training through her church, Rita feels she 
has learned to "bring out the best in each person". Carrying that through to her tutoring 
role, Rica said, "I'm not as concerned about the academics as much as I am that the 
students learn to become more independent. I really enjoy basic students. I love to see 
them be able to read and be able to write but even more, I love when they get to a point 
where they are able to say 'I don't want to do this, I want to do something else'." 

"I have a student now who is just starting to look things up for himself in the 
encyclopedia when he doesn't know the answer to a question. I think that is a very 
powerful step. " 

I asked Rita about self-esteem and the role she thinks it plays in a student's progress. "It's 
kind of a cliche to talk about 'low self- esteem' in the literacy world. A student can have 
low self-esteem and be in Grade 13 and still get good marks. Or a student can have great 
self-esteem and never get past Grade 5." 

"Five years ago I would have agreed that a person can learn better when their self-esteem 
improves but I can't say that now. It's bigger than that. Many of the students who come 
here have never really been taught how to learn. They have never been given the tools so 
they really don't know how to learn." 

"I have one student, who after being here for a few months, is still trying to grasp the idea 
that you can learn about something by reading about it, not just by experiencing it." 

Rita sees tutoring as a shared learning experience. "No one cakes full responsibility. You 
can both make mistakes and talk about that." She believes that the sharing she is able to 
do with the College administration is equally important to her own learning as a tutor. 

"People are people here - there's no differentiation between who is who. The tutors are 
important to the College. The administrators see themselves as part of what we're doing. 
And we can be part of the decision making. It works. I enjoy being part of my own 
learning. It's just common sense. And we in turn involve the students in their learning 
process and that works too." 

Just before I came to talk to AGNES JUNEAU, another tutor with the literacy program, I 
heard people talking in the reception area about a fire that had destroyed the family home 
of one of the students in the program. I asked Agnes how the news had affected her 
students. "We have a lot of sadness here; each student has had his share. But the students 
really support each other. That's one of the nice things about a classroom. The students 
don't work together a lot but they at least are in the same room together." 
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Agnes is a 62-year-old grandmother who was openly warm and caring as she spoke about 
the students. She has been a tutor in the classroom for 3 years, volunteering as a tutor 
with ESL students before that. "Sometimes I think it helps that I'm older because I've 
dealt with a lot of crisis in my own life. Maybe that helps the students cope; I don't fall 
apart easily and try to keep things in balance. Basically, my life experience is what I rely 
on most because I don't have a professional background." 

I asked Agnes if she ever gets discouraged and she smiled and said, "I guess that's 
another good part of being older - I don't get discouraged an awful lot. The hardest thing 
for me is when I see a student getting frustrated." 

"I have one student right now who is having a hard time. I don't know whether she chinks 
she should be learning faster or if I should be teaching faster but it's hard because she is 
very conscious of the fact that she is Indian. She feels somehow that if she were white it 
would be easier. She is very clever but I know she still has quite a way to go." 

"A lot of times the students can do it, they're just afraid of making mistakes. I had one 
student in particular like that. I told her once that 'nothing will happen to you if you make 
a mistake'; she's been different ever since." Agnes was quiet for a minute then said, "I've 
never really thought about it but I guess that's something I've learned in my life too." 

When I asked Agnes what being a literacy tutor has taught her she said, "I've learned that 
I have something to contribute to the outside world. I feel good about being able to help 
these students. And I've discovered that I'll never be finished learning, no matter how 
long I live. I never thought much about learning - I was always too busy - but now I know 
that the older I get, the more I can learn." 

While I was waiting for HELENA PETERS to finish some work she was doing with a 
student I had a minute to talk to PAULINE FEHR. 

Pauline works part-time as a tutor and part-time as the secretary/receptionist for the Basic 
Education Centre. In between answering telephone calls Pauline described the changes 
she sees in the students with gentle insight. 

"The students are shy at first. They come in here and have coffee and talk. After awhile I 
can tell if they are learning things. It's physical as much as mental. They seem to look like 
they care, like they have a place in the community, like they are happier. They find better 
houses to live in; they groom themselves better and they stand a little taller." 

When she is not in the reception area Pauline works with a student who is just beginning 
to learn to read. When I commented to Pauline that it must be difficult to work with 
someone who is at such a low level she said with enthusiasm, "Yes, it's hard, but I'm 
starting to see some progress. It's thrilling to watch someone learn how to read." 
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Helena came to tell me she was free now. Reserved and soft- spoken, Helena is another 
woman who is beginning to discover her own strengths through her literacy work. She 
has been a volunteer tutor for the past 9 years, beginning work as a paid tutor 3 months 
ago. She and Rita share the classroom where they are each working with four students. 

Helena didn't finish high school until her children were older so appreciates some of what 
her students are going through. "I've taken some positive steps in my own personal life. I 
started by doing some oil painting. I found that I could do that then I went back to school 
and found that I could do that too. And now I am doing a lot of writing. I always felt 
'unfinished' but I don't so much any more." 

"Sometimes I feel unqualified to teach because I don't have much training as a tutor," 
Helena told me, "but I am learning new things everyday and I can really see the students 
making progress." 

"I couldn't say that every one of the students I've worked with has made a big leap 
forward but I can say that each one of them has improved some. I don't think there's one 
who didn't gain something." 

I noticed a bright yellow copy of The Northern Storytellers- A Collection of Student 
Writings on Helena's desk. It is an anthology of stories written by students in the North. I 
had been given a copy of the book by Abe Janzen when I was in Fairview and had read it 
from cover to cover. Helena was the facilitator of the government funded project. 

"We are really pleased with how the book turned out," Helena said proudly. "It was a lot 
of work. I worked with a selection committee and an editing committee for 6 months 
deciding on which stories would go in the book and then I had to put it all on the 
computer. But I really loved the process and would love to do it all again. This book is 
Volume I; we're hoping there will be others." 

"The book is especially important to me because I saw so many people really start to get 
excited about their learning when they saw their own words in print. That happened for 
me too when I first started to write; a whole new world opened up for me." 

Helena shared one of her poems with me. It's about going back to school. At first I 
thought she was writing about her students but I realized it is also about her own 
experience of returning to school. 

Oh, the yearning to learn and to know 
How sharp the desire is honed! 
But there are so many things handicapping: 
        Labels that were undeserved, 
        Other first languages learned, 
        Cultures that did not fit in, 
        Unasked for influence from others, 
        Indifference and distance. 
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And then coming back gives a new hope 
By taking one more big chance. 
When it is begun these joys are discovered: 
        Printed words that are understood, 
        Books that enlighten and delight, 
        Knowing which words can mean what, 
        Seeing that math can be fun. 

New ideas, new ways, new worlds are unfolding 
And new stars are rising, just watch! 

Later that evening Joanne and I went out for dinner. I had many questions for her and was 
pleased to have some time for just the two of us to talk. 

Joanne told me about her beginnings in literacy. "I started out as a tutor monitor in Red 
Deer in a kind of apprenticeship under the supervision of Lynn Surgeoner, who was the 
first coordinator. After a year Lynn moved back to Ontario and I was asked to be the 
coordinator. I was working out of a broom closet at the Red Deer Public Library but it 
was one of the most exciting times of my life." 

"Soon after I became the coordinator, the program moved to the Provincial Building in 
Red Deer where we had more space. One day a group of students came to me and asked 
if we could set up a classroom where they could spend more time learning. I was very 
excited by this because the students were speaking out for themselves and had recognized 
the benefits of working together in a group. They owned the program enough to come 
and ask if a class could be set up. I was very complimented by that and I knew then how 
much I wanted to stay involved in literacy." 

"I managed to get additional funding to set up a classroom and the program grew 
marvellously. The dedication of the students and tutors and instructors and the 
community of Red Deer was incredible. The next year there was enough interest for the 
volunteer tutor program and three literacy classrooms. I hired three full-time teachers to 
work with students who were at all different levels. The students stayed involved and I 
think that was the key to the success of the program." 

I remembered Joanne talking once about her work in literacy as being "a powerful 
instrument of change." I asked her if it was change that made her literacy work exciting. I 
was intrigued as I listened to her story. 

"I was going through a real transition in my own life and I had a lot of energy that I 
needed to put somewhere. Literacy gave me a place but when I think about it, literacy 
gave me so much more than that." 
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"I was a young person and I realized for the first time that I had a lot of skills, a lot of 
talent. I discovered that through my literacy work I had a place to put that talent, a place 
that was 'higher than myself', or 'beyond myself'. I felt it was my responsibility to do 
something constructive with my talents. Literacy brought that out in me. It was the 
catalyst." 

It was a natural response for Joanne to take the constructive use of her talents seriously. 
"I was raised by women who were educated, assertive, independent and above all, 
generous spirits. In a low-key way (in the 1950's and 60's) they were involved in social 
justice and community building. Their legacy of social justice really influenced me. I 
thought, 'that's my power as a woman'. I realized I may never be a scientist or have a 
doctorate in education - but with literacy there was something I could do, so I went for 
it." 

"Literacy is more than just teaching; it's public relations and it's social activism. Literacy 
gave me so many growing opportunities and it gave me a purpose. I had tremendous 
freedom while I was working with and helping students. I wasn't closely supervised so I 
could take my ideas and go with them. I learned a lot from experience. Best of all, I 
learned to respect my own way of learning and my own way of being in the world." 

Even though Joanne is still young (in her early 30's) she has been involved in literacy 
work for a long time. I asked Joanne what the field of literacy was like when the literacy 
movement was just beginning in Alberta. "I certainly have seen a lot of changes", Joanne 
said, "mostly in the growth of the number of programs. At the time that I first got 
involved there were I think 6 literacy programs - one at Lakeland College in Cold Lake, 
one at Olds College, the Prospects Program in Edmonton, one in Lethbridge, Lorna Bell's 
kitchen classroom in the North and the one at Red Deer College. Mary Norron was the 
Literacy Consultant with Community Programs Branch of Advanced Education (which 
used to be called Further Education Services) and once or twice a year we would get 
together and talk about our programs." 

"We would talk about training, hands-on ideas for working with tutors, how to evaluate 
our programs and funding - the same kinds of the things we talk about today, only today 
we are more sure of ourselves and have a fresher vision." 

"And there is a good beginning of learner involvement now with learner conferences and 
committees. Sometimes we forget that there has always been learner involvement; it just 
wasn't organized on such a large scale before." 

"People who work in literacy are more organized now. There is a really active network 
with a lot of information sharing. We now have legitimate forums for people to share 
their concerns and their knowledge. Our voices are getting stronger. Now we are more 
involved in what is happening to us and to our programs. Literacy work is becoming 
more of a profession." 
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We took a break to enjoy our dinner. Over coffee Joanne told me how much she has 
enjoyed her first 3 months in the North. She has fallen in love with the beauty of the 
North and the warmth of the people. And at this stage in her own development her job is 
suiting her well. Abe Janzen is Joanne's supervisor; she described him as a strong leader 
who is "kind, creative, and honest." 

"It has taken me 9 years in literacy to find a director who is such a terrific adult educator. 
Abe believes in the value of intuition and that has given me the freedom to try new things 
in the North. He lets me be me; it's just wonderful to be spontaneous again." 

The clock radio by my motel room bed woke me up with the news that the cold spell 
would continue for at least another week. The radio announcer's pleasant voice casually 
announced that the temperature in High Level was currently -45 degrees Celsius. I got 
out of bed and scratched a peephole in the frost on the inside of my window. In the 
darkness I could only make out a couple of cars parked but still running, encircled in 
white clouds of exhaust. 

Joanne picked me up later that morning to drive 75 km north of High Level to Meander 
River. It was bright and still and crystal dear with cold. Tall white-capped pine trees lined 
each side of the road. The highway looked like a bob-sled run with the snow banked up 
high on each shoulder. 

I mentioned to Joanne how much Klaus and Susan seem to enjoy the adventure of living 
in the North. I asked her if she shares their feeling and she said, "Yes I do. I like to live 
my life with a sense of adventure. That's why I love the North. I have a real feeling of joy 
and hope about my life here. It gives me freedom and adventure, and solitude too - all the 
things that I need." 

It is Joanne's responsibility to travel out and provide support and training to literacy 
programs in Meander River and Assumption as well as High Level. She drives over 400 
km a week in all kinds of weather. 

"I'm sure glad that Peter Gzowski and CBC Radio are available in the North," Joanne 
laughed. "If I didn't have Peter and Morningside to make me feel I'm part of the whole 
picture as a Canadian I don't know what I'd do. I always plan my trips on the road so that 
I can listen to Peter. He keeps me aware of the international, social and political 
communities and the artistic community which is very dear to my heart. I have an 
outstanding bookstore in Calgary that lets me have a running account so that I can get all 
the books I want. Morningside and Sandpiper Books - that's all I need." 

We arrived ahead of schedule so decided to tour around a bit. Meander River is a Dene 
Tha' Indian Reserve. Joanne told me that Dene Tha' means 'The People'. There are about 
400 Native people living on the reserve. We drove down a hill past a little white Catholic 
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Church to a picturesque bridge that crosses the Meander River. Joanne stopped the car; 
we were both quieted by the peacefulness and the sun sparkling on the ice on the river. 

We drove back to the Meander River Basic Education Centre, a trailer that houses the 
literacy and adult upgrading program. Joanne introduced me to ALEX 
COURTOREILLE and ROGER YATSALLIES, two paid tutors with the literacy 
program. Roger made Joanne a cup of coffee while Alex and I found a quiet room at the 
back of the trailer where we could talk more privately. 

Alex is a Native man in his late 40's who was born in Meander River. He attended the 
residential school for 4 years then moved to southern Alberta where he received the rest 
of his education. He came back to Meander River as a young man in his 20's. He worked 
for the Hudson's Bay Company ("but I didn't like it because of what they did to my 
people"). He did odd jobs with Forestry whenever he could get the work but soon he 
started having problems with alcohol. Alex told me of his struggle to "put his life straight 
again" and is grateful to the people at Fairview College for believing in him and giving 
him a chance. 

"I took a life skills course in 1988-89 and that's where I got to know Rick Cookson-Hills 
(the coordinator of the literacy program before Joanne). He said they were going to start 
an adult literacy program here in Meander River and I said jokingly, 'Hire me.' And he 
said, 'Keep it up and we will think about it.' I took a chance and put in my application and 
they said they would let me know. I never thought I would get in because of my history 
of alcoholism. And the next thing I knew I was in the front hallway and Abe Janzen said, 
'Welcome to the Fairview College staff,'" 

"So I started here with very beginner students. Maybe they reminded me too much of 
myself, I don't know but I hit the bottle so hard I got fired in February 1990. Abe said I 
should go for treatment. And I did and when I got out I worked almost the whole summer 
with Forestry. I didn't expect to get my job back. I was in the hospital for 2 weeks with 
appendicitis and Abe visited me and said, 'Be there on Monday.' I've been sober for 9 
months now; I'm learning to take it one day at a time." 

I asked Alex about some of the hopes and goals he has for the students and the literacy 
program in Meander River. "Many of the students are terrific storytellers. That is how 
they were raised. They listened to stories and that is also how they learned. I am trying to 
encourage the students to learn to read and write so they can write down the stories. That 
way the stories will not be lost. It is not always easy for them to understand that we can 
make changes that will not change our culture. There are better ways for our people but if 
they do not get an education, the young ones will not understand that." 

Earlier, when Joanne and I came into the trailer, there were about six students working on 
their lessons. I noticed that the walls of the trailer were covered with local artwork and as 
Alex and I had been talking I heard voices and laughter coming from the front room. I 
commented to Alex that it seemed like there was good work going on in the trailer. "It is 
good. Many of the people are on social assistance; school gives them something to look 
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forward to. Our attendance rate is about 60%. I would like it to be higher. And I would 
like the Band Councils to give some money to support the students and the literacy 
program. Then more students would come." 

I first met Alex in Fairview at the PD Days a month ago. I saw him sitting alone at a 
dinner table and went over to sit with him. I knew he was a tutor in Meander River so to 
start a conversation, I asked him where Meander River was. 

He looked at me almost with disgust and asked, "Have you ever been to Europe?" I said 
that I had. And then he asked, "Have you ever been to Quebec?" and again I said that I 
had. "How long have you lived in Alberta?" he asked next. I told him that I had moved to 
Alberta from Ontario 15 years ago. 

Alex shook his head and said, "You have lived in Alberta for 15 years. How can you not 
know your own province? You have travelled, and you have an education, but you really 
don't know anything." I was quiet for the rest of our lunch and made a promise to myself 
to make sure I took the time to see and learn about Meander River. 

I asked Alex if he remembered our conversation in Fairview. A light of recognition came 
over his face and he asked shyly, "Was that you? I was having a very bad day that day; 
I'm sorry I got angry and spoke unkindly to you. I was uncomfortable in Fairview away 
from here. I was not myself." 

We smiled at each other and shook hands. "Well," I said, "now I know where Meander 
River is and you're right, it really is beautiful here and peaceful." 

Alex looked out the window a little sadly and said, "Yes, it is beautiful, but don't let it 
fool you. There is a lot of trouble and sadness here. We have a lot of work to do here to 
make it better for our young people." 

Back in the front room of the trailer, Joanne was looking over Roger's shoulder as he 
spread some drawings out on the table in front of him. Roger went to Grade 9 on the 
reserve and is working on his Grade 10 while he helps other students his age learn to read 
and write. The pencil drawings were of eagles and drums and Native people. They were 
exceptionally well done. 

Some of the students were leaving and wanted Roger to come along. They were dressed 
in mukluks and snowmobile suits. Roger told us he was going to practice with his band. 
He plays guitar with a band that has helped to raise money through local dances for 
organizations such as the Basic Education Student Union. Even with all his talents in art 
and music Roger told me earlier that his goal is to become a teacher. 

School was over for the day. Joanne drove Alex across the highway to his house so that 
he could pick up what he needed to play bingo in High Level that night. Back on the 
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highway Joanne stopped the car to offer a ride to a lady she and Alex knew who was 
hitch-hiking to High Level. Sadie was going to bingo too. She and Alex would hitch a 
ride back to Meander sometime after midnight as they have done many times before. 

About half-way back to High Level I saw a large animal cross the road ahead of us. I 
looked over at Joanne to see if she had spotted it. "I think that was a bear!" I said 
excitedly. Joanne thought it was most likely a moose. Alex and Sadie had stopped talking 
in the backseat. "No," I said, "it wasn't like a moose; it was lower to the ground. I'm sure 
it was a bear." 

Joanne slowed down as we neared the place where the animal had crossed. We looked 
over the bank of snow and saw a cow moose chewing on some small twigs sticking out of 
the snow. I sat back in my seat a little disappointed. Alex leaned forward from the back 
seat and tapped me on the shoulder. "Deborah," he said gently, "the bears are sleeping 
now." 

We were surrounded by snow. It was -40 degrees. Of course bears would be hibernating! 
I turned around and felt even more embarrassed when I saw Sadie and Alex grinning at 
me. Even when I told them I knew that bears hibernate I had the feeling they didn't 
believe me. 

Wednesday was my last day in High Level. Abe had offered to take me to the Boyer 
River Reserve, a half-hour drive east of High Level, to see the Basic Education Centre 
there and to talk to DYLAN THOMAS, the program instructor. I attended an impressive 
workshop Oylan had given on Native Spirituality when I was in Fairview a month earlier. 
When I spoke to Oylan at the reception afterward he agreed to an interview during my 
stay in High Level. 

On the drive to Boyer River Abe chatted about the weather then turned to me and said, "I 
heard there was a lot of activity at the bingo hall last night." 

When I asked why, Abe, trying to keep a straight face, said, "Well, I guess there was this 
story about a young educated white women up at Meander yesterday who didn't know 
that bears hibernate!" 

I winced. "Does good news always travel so fast around here?" 

"Always," Abe laughed "always." 

Dylan was waiting for us at the trailer and welcomed us in out of the cold. The very first 
thing I noticed when I came in the door was a poster on the wall of a woman's silhouette. 
Beside the picture were the words, "Educate a woman, and you educate a Nation". 
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I turned around and noticed two teenage girls watching me carefully. "I really like this 
poster," I said to them. They smiled then went back to their work. 

Dylan came and stood beside me and said, "I believe that statement. I've had over 150 
students in the last 10 years and I'd say 120 were women. Women see education as a 
viable way of changing things. They spend more time with the children and influence 
them in positive ways. It is the women who will save the Native culture." As he spoke the 
two girls looked up and listened to Dylan with obvious respect. 

Dylan and I went to his office to talk and as we made ourselves comfortable Dylan told 
me a little bit about the Boyer River Reserve. "There are actually two reserves here: 
Boyer River and Child's Lake. There are 500 people on each Reserve and we have about 
10,000 acres of land. The people here are Beaver and because we are only 25 miles from 
High Level and maybe 15 miles from Fort Vermilion, they have a lot of contact with non-
Native people. That keeps them from being too backward but it also means they loose a 
lot of their language and culture." 

I remembered from his talk in Fairview that Dylan was not originally from this area. "I 
was born in Manitoba," he told me. "I would like to go back and teach on my reserve but 
I am glad to be working here for now. The way I look at it, Indians are Indians. While the 
language and some of the customs may differ, certain commonalities between Indians are 
recognizable. Like the Indian humour is the same here as in South Dakota. It is nice to 
have that. No matter where I have gone I have sought out places where I will find Indian 
people. I strongly identify with my heritage and I feel comfortable around Natives. When 
I am in a situation with mostly non-Native peoples, I never feel totally comfortable; I can 
handle it but I'd rather be around my own people." 

I described my trip to Meander River to Dylan and commented on how right it seemed to 
me to hire Native people to teach Native students. "Having an instructor from their own 
culture gives students something they can identify with. Lots of Native people have a 
problem with a non-Native person coming in and asking them to do things - no matter 
how altruistic that person's intentions are. Sometimes the Native attitude is, 'Well, that's 
just another white person talking bull to me: But I can come in here and say things to 
these guys that they probably wouldn't take from someone else just because they have 
that mutual trust and respect." 

I was becoming more and more aware of how much the Native people respect the 
insights and experience of the elders and the leadership of the Band members. I asked 
Dylan if he had had a strong role model in his life. "I was fortunate to have had a lot of 
good people throughout my life," he said. "Most of my role models were non-Native 
people, mostly teachers. I remember one teacher I had in Grade 11 - Mr. Sinclair, my 
history teacher. He saw something in me and gave me a brand new copy of The Unjust 
Society by Harold Cardinal. He gave me a special assignment to read it. The book made 
me angry and made me want to do something about the plight of Native people. He knew 
how it had affected me and we talked a lot about it. Mr. Sinclair was the one who 
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influenced me the most about doing something with my own life so that I could help 
other Native people." 

I could imagine how young Native people would see Dylan as a role model. I asked him 
if he is aware of the influence he has on his students. "It's frustrating, because I want the 
students to do well but I never set out to be a role model. I wanted to help Native people 
but not necessarily to use myself as an example. (When I was 16, I would not have been a 
good example.)" 

"I used to go out drinking and partying with the students when I first started teaching in 
1982 but it didn't work. The students felt because they were partying with me it was okay 
to miss school the next day. So I had to make some changes. Now I let them know I don't 
parry and drink anymore. When they know that, it's okay." 

"In 1988, my first group of students graduated with B.Ed's and two of them came to me 
and said, 'You are the best teacher I ever had.' The thing is, what I learned didn't come 
from theories of education. I've learned because I've lived it. I know what my people have 
experienced. If you understand that you can understand how to work with those students 
in order to bring out the best in them. You have to bring out that desire to succeed, that 
will to say 'I can do it.' I just try to influence them in positive ways." 

All the while we had been talking I had been drawn to a poster behind Dylan's chair of a 
beautiful, bright-faced Native child. The words on the poster read "Native Destiny 
Through Education". When I asked Dylan about his own beliefs in the need for the 
education of Native people he said, "I knew a long time ago - well, actually a year or two 
after I got out of university - that I wanted to change the world for Native people. I had 
high-falutin' ideas. Then very quickly I realized, 'This isn't realistic'. Then I began to 
accept the fact that the only people I'm going to have any influence on are the people I 
work with and the students. To me that is the most satisfying work. If I were rich I would 
do this job for nothing." 

"I often quote Sitting Bull. He was a spiritual leader. He said, 'Education is our future. 
With it, we are the white man's equal. Without it, we are his slave.' He recognized things 
were changing. He fought the battle of Little Big Horn. He saw the buffalo disappear. I 
believe what he said with all my heart." 

"I'm not a radical; I don't believe in blockading roads or threatening people. If I blow up 
the bridge in Peace River, I won't be able to get my mail. It isn't useful. We haven't 
exhausted all peaceful avenues to solve conflict. I believe that education is the way we 
are going to do it. There is no other way. I'm realistic about it; I don't think we've given 
education a chance. I'm betting my reputation and my life on it." 

It was really hard to say goodbye to Abe at the airport. He would be leaving for Bolivia 
in a few months; I wondered at the likelihood of our paths ever crossing again. 
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It was snowing again as I walked across the tarmac to board the little plane. A woman 
walking beside me reminded me to do up my coat; I was pleased that I was finally more 
accustomed to the cold. I found a window seat where I could see the airport terminal. 
There is a big window on the side of the terminal building and through it I could see Abe 
talking and visiting with people in the waiting area - some who had just arrived, others 
seeing off family and friends. 

A strand of Christmas lights hung above the "Arrivals" doorway. Half of the bulbs were 
burned out but it still looked festive in the snow and waning light. 

I closed my eyes as the plane taxied down the runway, taking off smoothly into the dusk. 
I was overwhelmed by a feeling of humble gratitude. I didn't know for what exactly, I 
just knew that I had been moved the North - the kindness of the people and the challenge 
of the land and that sometime I would be back. 
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Marsha Scribner in her office at Lakeland College in Wainwright 

Karen Manweiller (C) with Junne Thwaites and Suand Lord, 
two volunteer tutors with the Write Soon Literacy Project in Whitecourt 
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Reflections Four 

Acceptance 

The number one issue raised in all the interviews I did over the course of a year was that 
of self-esteem. Eighty two people in 88 interviews raised the topic without any prompting 
from me. 

In Chapter 5, Sylvia Obrigewitsch tells us how she teaches the tutors at the John Howard 
Society to be attentive to the damaged self-esteem of their students. In Chapter 6, Helen 
Appleton openly admits that the low self-esteem of the seniors in the One Voice Program 
is the greatest barrier to their ability to learn at this point in their lives. And in Chapter 7, 
Grace Luck talks about feeling "second best" in relation to other adult education activities 
in Peace River. Opening Doors is full of such examples. 

Self-esteem has become an accepted "buzz word" for all that is lacking in literacy 
students' attitudes towards learning. Most people share the belief that when literacy 
students begin to feel better about themselves, their motivation increases, learning 
becomes more pleasurable and they are better able to retain what they are learning. There 
has been much discussion as to whether increased self-esteem is the prerequisite for 
effective learning or whether beginning to learn is what encourages increased self-esteem 
and motivation. Some say the two happen simultaneously. Regardless of how the issue is 
approached, no one will dispute the fact that self-esteem plays a major role in the delivery 
and success of all literacy programs. 

For some literacy workers the issue of self-esteem is an overwhelming one. Difficult 
questions are being raised. "Would the government continue to fund my program if they 
realized that much of what we're doing here is helping people feel better about 
themselves, that we're not just teaching literacy skills?" And, "How am I supposed to 
teach my students when some of them can barely afford to eat and others are being beaten 
up at home every night? I was hired because I have a teaching degree but what I really 
need is a degree in counselling. " 

These are serious questions. Literacy workers (and more promising) those in 
administrative, government and policy making positions are more and more aware that 
they cannot ignore the personal needs of people as they enter into learning settings. The 
new Foundations for Adult Learning and Development Policy presented to the public by 
the Alberta Government in the fall of 1991 states as one of its Principles: 'The value and 
integrity of individual learners in the context of their cultural, social and economic 
environments must be understood and respected." 

I have thought a lot about the idea of self-esteem, trying to put myself in the shoes of 
someone walking through the door of a literacy program for the first time. I know that 
when I am in a comfortable, non-threatening environment I will try just about anything. 
When I went back to school to learn how to use a computer I discovered how terrifying a 
new learning situation can be. I almost got up and left the classroom the first night until 
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the instructor came over to me, turned on the computer and helped me get started. Only 
then did I allow myself to relax. 

I began then to look at the learning settings literacy workers provide for their students. 
After much observation and discussion I strongly believe that when someone walks 
through the door of a literacy program or classroom, the coordinator or instructor doesn't 
attempt to build the student's self-esteem; but rather, offers genuine support, 
understanding and compassion to the student. First impressions, especially positive ones, 
can generate the initial successes which motivate students to clarify their intentions and 
continue on what may be a difficult road ahead. The approach MEREDITH OTTOSON 
from Vermilion uses is a good example: 

"When a student comes to see me I try to understand where they're coming 
from without having any pre- conceived ideas about who they are or what 
they should be accomplishing. I try to understand that they are just 
individuals at this particular time and place who have a need. I am there to 
offer my help to try and address that need in whatever way I can." 

The word "self-esteem" implies that esteem is something we give to or feel about 
ourselves, similar to how we understand the concept of "self-respect". If a tutor is proud 
of a student's efforts it doesn't necessarily follow that the student will share her tutor's 
feelings. Conversely, a student may be quite satisfied with her progress while the tutor 
feels some disappointment in the success of a lesson. We can encourage someone to give 
themselves credit for their successes but the ownership of that credit has to come from 
within. 

It must be understood also that a person's self-esteem can fluctuate and change with a 
given situation. A student can spend a satisfying afternoon baking perfect loaves of bread 
then come to class in the evening and feel frightened and insecure. THERESA 
ZIOBROWSKY from Cold Lake is convinced that to feel comfortable in any given 
situation people need to know that they are welcome and accepted for who they are: 

"A person's self-esteem increases when that person is validated, which 
includes being honoured, accepted and acknowledged as a person with 
unique strengths and weaknesses. A student is more likely to accept their 
strengths and weaknesses when they believe they are valued as a person. 
As human beings we all need that. People don't need labels they need 
acceptance." 

Literacy workers understand that they cannot build someone else's self-esteem for them 
but that they can provide a safe and positive learning environment in which students and 
tutors can relax and enjoy their learning and begin to experience success. JAN 
THIFSSEN from Athabasca describes the changes she sees in her students as they began 
to feel more comfortable in the classroom and with themselves: 
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"I look for the soft things - whether someone comes to school more often 
or if they come on time. I look for changes in attitude and how they talk 
about others and about themselves. Sometimes I am able to see that 
someone has become more tolerant of others or is beginning to feel more 
at ease in different settings." 

Taking her thoughts a step further, Jan added: 

"And I wonder sometimes if it's just a coincidence that my own self-
esteem has been increasing as I see the changes in my students and realize 
that there are some things that I am doing right as a teacher in the 
classroom." 

Self-esteem is not just an issue for students. Literacy workers have talked openly about 
not being recognized for what they do. being underpaid and treated poorly because they 
are at the bottom of the adult education ladder (see Reflections 2 and 3). They admit that 
their own self-esteem has been bruised and weakened by the stresses of the job. They are 
quick to recognize the needs of their students but the question started to emerge, "Who is 
there to validate and accept them for all their strengths and weaknesses?" 

I discovered that the same self-awareness literacy workers draw on to ward off burnout 
also aids in maintaining their self-respect and in guarding their self-esteem. I admire 
literacy workers for their ability to accept and credit themselves and each other for their 
ongoing efforts. Their humour, honesty and lack of pretension keeps them grounded. 
Their own life experiences have taught them that the more accepting they are of 
themselves, the more accepting they can be of others. 

In her home in Brooks, BONNIE ANNICCHIARICO said to me with unwavering 
conviction: 

"Positive self-esteem is the basis for all learning. Success is very much 
related to self-esteem. Success is knowing that being a part-time literacy 
worker is valuable and important. " 
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Joanne Synder at her desk in her office in High Level 

South School, where the Red Deer College Volunteer Tutor Bank is now housed 
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Chapter Ten 

The Best and Worst of Times 

There are only a handful of literacy programs in Alberta that are 10 years old. And only a 
handful of literacy workers who have been working in the field for as long. We depend 
now on those people to recall and recount what "the early days" were like. 

Joanne Synder is one of the province's literacy pioneers. Her description of the formative 
years of the literacy program in Red Deer (Chapter 9) really intrigued me. The growth of 
this Program is a colourful (and typical) story of the evolution and development of 
literacy programming in Alberta. 

I promised Joanne that SYLVIA BROWN would be high on my list of people to talk to 
when I went to Red Deer as she was one of the first volunteer tutors and a "cornerstone" 
of the literacy project. 

Sylvia is a tiny woman in her late 50's who remembers the early days of working in 
literacy with warmth and affection. "Oh, we had quite a time," she reminisced. "Joanne 
was full of ideas when the program was getting off the ground. We were in the basement 
of the library. It was a tiny little room. Joanne had a table for her desk and there was a 
table for a volunteer and a student to sit and work together. There was a bathroom just off 
to the side. Heaven help you if you had to go to the toilet because that was our storage 
area; we had all the books and boxes stacked in there. It was a major event using the 
toilet because you had to climb over all the books first. At least you were never short of 
reading material!" 

"Outside the little room was the basement staircase. We managed to squeeze a table in 
the tiny space under the stairs for another student and tutor. And that's all the room we 
had." 

"The 5 years I worked with the program was really quite a wonderful time. The 
humorous little incidents made the atmosphere more relaxed which was beneficial to both 
the students and the tutors. Joanne organized the program so that it was like a drop-in 
centre, too. We would have people come in and look around. It was comfortable; it wasn't 
threatening. The laughter and enthusiasm were infectious and reflected on all the people 
working there. Laughing together is really important; it really helped get us through some 
of the more difficult days." 

"I remember one girl who came in to be assessed. She read beautifully. I told her I felt we 
couldn't do anything more for her because she read so well. But the girl said, 'Yes but I 
don't understand a word of what I've just read!' I was shocked. She didn't have any 
comprehension skills. I understood that students may not be able to read or write or add 
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numbers but it never occurred to me that someone wouldn't be able to understand what 
they could read. That was a real eye-opener for me." 

"And another eye-opener was that students weren't always able to work on a lesson when 
they came to be tutored. Sometimes you had to give them awhile because something 
traumatic had just happened to them and they needed time to talk about it. There was no 
way they could concentrate on a lesson until they got it out of their system first. And 
sometimes 'getting it out of their system' would take up the whole lesson time." 

Sylvia is no longer tutoring but is now volunteering 24 hours a week at the Community 
Information and Volunteer Centre where she has been working to establish a Victims 
Services Program with the support of the local RCMP. She and her husband also 
volunteer at the Kerry Wood Nature Centre. I asked her why she has chosen to do 
volunteer work. "Volunteering has kept me from becoming bored stiff - and maybe from 
becoming a boring person," Sylvia said. "It got me out of the house and involved in the 
community and it has lead to so many new interests for me. It seems that when you 
volunteer for one thing it leads to another." 

I asked Sylvia if it ever bothers her that she isn't paid for the work she does. I think I 
offended her. "Oh no!" she said a little indignantly. "I don't want to be paid. I am 
choosing to volunteer." 

"When Red Deer College asked me to fill in as the tutor monitor I was paid $10.00 an 
hour. That was fine. Then when Joanne left and they asked me to fill in as the coordinator 
and expected me to keep working for $10.00 an hour I said, 'NO!' and told them to find 
someone else. I told them that I am happy to give my time but I will not be paid an 
insulting wage." 

What a remarkable stand to take. Most volunteers would jump at the chance to earn 
$10.00 an hour. But Sylvia told me that as a volunteer she is treated with respect and her 
efforts are always appreciated. As an underpaid employee of Red Deer College, however, 
she felt her dignity would be subject to college politics and 'the system' and she didn't 
want any part of that. 

She also said that as a volunteer she is able to speak her mind because she 'has nothing to 
lose'. Our programs couldn't function without the volunteers. Perhaps the volunteers have 
more political clout than the paid staff of literacy programs simply because their jobs 
would not be in jeopardy if they chose to speak their minds. 

Sylvia had described herself to me earlier as "rather forthright". I thought "forthright" 
was a marvellous word. She is honest and straightforward in her interactions and true to 
herself, her family and her commitments. I asked Sylvia if she is worried at all about 
continued support for the idea of volunteerism. "Not at all," she said cheerfully. "We 
have young people and seniors and everyone in every age group and every walk of life 
coming to volunteer. People still believe that volunteering is import am and they still get 
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a lot out of it. Don't worry Deborah, volunteerism is alive and well and only getting better 
with age." 

BARB MARTENS is another dedicated person who became involved in the Red Deer 
Program when it was just getting started 10 years ago. Barb and I met in the staff room of 
South School. To get to the staff room Barb lead me up a small set of stairs to what used 
to be the school stage. The stage-cum-staffroom is set up quite comfortably with tables 
and chairs, a couch and a refrigerator. On the other side of the stage curtains the 
gymnasium has been divided into an ESL classroom and the Volunteer Tutor Bank. We 
could hear the ESL instructor talking and working with her group of students as we sat 
and talked. 

Barb's first involvement with the program was as a volunteer tutor. She was later hired as 
a tutor monitor. She helped Joanne book times in the limited space of the library 
basement for tutoring pairs and provided ongoing encouragement to both the students and 
tutors. When Joanne started the small group classes Barb became a part- time evening 
class instructor. Sylvia then took Barb's place as the tutor monitor. 

"The College didn't have any room for the classes," Barb told me, "so they found some 
space in the basement of Gaetz United Church. It was even worse than working in the 
library but it was also quite comical." 

"We shared the space with the 'Ladies Time Out' group which met during the day on 
Tuesdays and with the Sunday School classes on the weekend. That meant every Monday 
and Friday we had to stack tables to make room for the other groups." 

"The students didn't like that. Some of them weren't well. Some were on compensation 
from job injuries and weren't very strong. It was hard for them and we would come back 
the next day and find diapers in with our books. At first we didn't have blackboards or a 
xerox machine. The lighting was bad and it was depressing being in a basement. We had 
nothing; we didn't even have a telephone. We were completely isolated from the tutoring 
program (which eventually moved from the library to the Provincial Building a few 
blocks away)." 

"There has really been a lot of growth and change since then. It has taken us 10 years to 
get to where we are now. We fought hard for funding and for recognition from the 
College. Joanne really set the stage for all the growing we've done. She was the one who 
got the groups going then got the classes going. She wasn't content to sit and wait for 
things to happen she just went out and made things happen. She was always reading and 
passing new information on to us. It was hard work but it was exciting too." 

Barb is now a full-time ABE instructor for Red Deer College. I told Barb that Sylvia had 
said she 'has a real way' with the students. She graciously accepted Sylvia's compliment 
but said that it took her a long time to learn how to work effectively with the students. "I 
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used to get too involved," Barb explained. "I had one young student who was pregnant. 
She was living with a guy who was a real jerk. He got thrown in jail and one day she 
called me and told me she had no groceries and absolutely no money. I knew that she 
didn't have any family in Red Deer so of course I went out and bought some groceries for 
her and delivered them to her house." 

"I don't think I would do the same thing now. I've learned that those little band-aid 
solutions don't work. That sounds kind of hard- hearted but I was too soft before. I would 
take to heart every sad story the students told me and that didn't make me a very good 
teacher." 

"Now I've learned not to take it home with me or at least r try not to. Even with 10 years 
of experience behind me the weight of the day can still be quite overwhelming. It's hard 
not to feel close to all the problems the students bring to class with them." 

I asked Barb why she thought the students have so many difficulties. "It's just been part 
of the way they've lived ever since they were young," Barb explained. "That's why they 
ended up being r would venture to guess that up to 75% of the students that illiterate. we 
have in one given term have had social problems that have caused their illiteracy. Many 
of the students have been beaten, abused or have had to live off the streets. There are 
some who had good home lives but those students in my literacy classes are very few." 

Barb and I talked about self-esteem and how difficult it is to give proper credit to the 
importance of self-esteem in a learning situation. "You can measure how many students 
in your program complete a literacy level but how can you measure the number of 
students who have made lifetime friends in the program and who have gone on to better 
things? How can you measure that someone no longer feels like an outcast? How do we 
tell the government about our field trips and our hot dog sales and the fun we have 
together? I've seen so many students who have gotten out of a rut and out of a negative 
way of thinking. That comes from better self-esteem. There are just so many things that 
go on in the classroom that can't be measured." 

"I had one student who had a terrible temper. He had been continually beaten as a child 
and he was an alcoholic. After 2 years in our program he stopped drinking and joined AA 
and found a good job as a security guard which he loves. He never reached a full literacy 
level but he has made some really positive changes in his life and he feels good about 
who he is. And he has his temper under control; he's not angry with the world anymore." 

"The other students in the class were a little afraid of him at first but then he started to 
make some friends and they helped him too. The students really support each other. They 
work hard but they also have fun. We've even had two marriages result from friendships 
in the classroom!" 

When I first met Barb a number of years ago she told me that she had been working on 
her Bachelor of Education Degree. She had a teaching certificate and had taught for a 
number of years in the public school system but she was determined to gain the 
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appropriate recognition and job security from Red Deer College by having a degree. She 
completed her coursework over the last four summers, working around the summer plans 
and holidays of her husband and three children. It was a long haul but Barb is pleased to 
finally have the degree and is now working on an Adult Education Certificate. 

"Someone said to me, 'Now that you have your degree, are you going to go out and get a 
real job?' The funny thing is, I can't think of any job that is more real than the job I 
already have. I'm really proud of what I do. I'm more proud of telling people about this 
job than if I were to say I'm an elementary school teacher. Being a literacy instructor is a 
good job." 

"There are still lots of days where I go home exhausted. But I try to imagine what it 
would be like to have 30 little Grade one-ers in a class and then I decide it's not so bad. 
Heck, I don't even have to do recess or lunch duty!" 

Mary Norton, then the literacy consultant with the Department of Advanced Education, 
gave initial direction to Lynn Surgeoner who was the first coordinator of the Red Deer 
College Literacy Program. Joanne Snyder, first a tutor monitor, was hired as the 
coordinator when Lynn left to move back to Ontario. Joanne worked for 5 years with the 
program before taking a position with the John Howard Society in Calgary. Sylvia Brown 
filled in until a new coordinator, David Thompson, was hired. David later decided to go 
back to University to further his education and for the past 3 years, the program has been 
run by Donna Grutter. 

Now called the Red Deer College ESL and Literacy Tutor Bank, the program is currently 
housed at South School, an old elementary school located in the heart of Red Deer and no 
longer needed by the public school system. The ESL and ABE classes are also located at 
South School. 

I found DONNA GRUTTER's office just inside the front doors of South School in what 
used to be the school gymnasium. The old gym floor has been recovered with carpet but 
one wall of the gym is still lined with a series of climbing bars and ladders. Donna 
facetiously told me that the "monkey bars" provide great exercise for when the going gets 
tough. 

Donna described for me what she calls a "typical day", "I never know when I walk in this 
door in the morning what the day's going to bring. Some people have jobs that are 
predictable; they know exactly what they're going to be doing at 9:00 and at 10 past 
11:00, whereas I have no idea." 

"I don't know who's going to walk through the door. I've got a student registered in the 
program who murdered his wife and I have a man in a three-piece suit who makes 
$120,000 a year who carries his literacy workbooks to his tutoring sessions in an 
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expensive leather brief-case. You can go from the sublime to the ridiculous, all in one 
day." 

"But I really love it just for those reasons. This job really has it all - the contact with 
people of ALL sorts, public relations, teaching, counselling, administration, entertaining, 
appearing before TV cameras, marketing, publicity, fundraising and promotion of the 
program. I never dreamed when I came to this job that I'd be doing all these things. I 
thought that my teaching skills would be the most useful but they're probably the skills I 
use the least." 

Donna was an ESL classroom instructor for 8 years before she became the literacy 
coordinator and was an elementary school teacher before that. She was working in South 
School teaching ESL when David Thompson was the coordinator of the literacy program 
and "just fell comfortably into the job when David left." 

The corner of the gym is a walled-in room which serves as Donna's office. The rest of the 
gym is set up as a resource library and a learning centre. Diane Jackson, the program 
secretary who has worked with the program for 5 years, also has her desk close to the 
resources so that she can help tutors and students with their questions. There is a window 
cut into one of the walls of Donna's office which allows her to see what is going on in the 
open area. When I met with Donna in her office there were four student/tutor pairs sitting 
together at work tables. 

"The College requires that all the students and tutors meet on site," Donna explained to 
me as I looked through the window. "It's mostly for liability reasons. If you're registered 
with the program you have to meet here. We have made some exceptions where pairs can 
meet in a public building like the library but most work here." 

"I like it because I know exactly who's been here. If at the end of the month I've noticed 
that a pair hasn't been here much I can call and find out what's happening. I never go very 
long without hearing from a pair. I have a list of pairs at the beginning of each month and 
I know that everyone of those pairs is actively working together." 

"The only frustration is that planning and keeping records of who is coming when takes a 
lot of time. And often the tutors want to talk and visit. They depend more on you when 
you're here like this. Some will take 15 minutes to say hello and another 15 minutes to 
say goodbye at the end of the tutoring session. But that's OK with me because I like 
feeling closer to the students and tutors; it just takes extra time." 

Now that the program is well-established (Donna works with an average of 125-140 
tutor/student pairs each year), I wondered what Donna would do if she had some 
additional funding. Her answer surprised me. "I would take a week off and just give this 
place some thought," she said pensively. "I'm sure this program could run more smoothly 
if a person just had time to think about changes and ideas and new approaches. When I 
get home at the end of the day, there's no time left to start any new thinking." 
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"I'm sure that there could be some sort of tiered responsibility. Tutors could be 
responsible to other tutors. There could be head tutors for example who might interview 
new tutors. They might even train new tutors and give support to other tutors. I just know 
there's a place for volunteers to be involved in other ways in this program - they could do 
the newsletter or help with month-end statistics. But all this takes time to sit down and 
think through and right now I just don't have that kind of time." 

Donna recently completed the Volunteer Management Program through weekend courses 
and home study at Grant McEwan College in Edmonton. I asked her, with her experience 
and educational background, if she views herself as a professional. "How do you define 
professionalism?" Donna asked me. "I have had to appear in front of a TV camera and 
talk about literacy, deal with inner-city people telling them, 'Hey, when you're ready for 
help, we've got it', then meet with the President of the College - all on the same day! You 
have to be able to change hats and switch roles very quickly. There is no training for that 
kind of adaptability." 

"I do know though that I am good at what I do. I'm intuitive; I read people well. I can tell 
when a tutor is getting bored or when a student isn't making progress. I can tell when I 
interview a tutor what kind of student will be appropriate for him/her. My matches have 
all been pretty successful because I have a good sense of people." 

Diane motioned through the window in the office door that it was time to go; we had 
made plans to join Barb and Sylvia for lunch and they were already waiting for us. I 
packed up my tape recorder and thanked Donna for out interview. She suggested that I try 
and contact David Thompson to fill in the gaps of the history of the program after Joanne 
left and before she starred. 

As we came out of Donna's office I heard Barb congratulating Sylvia on a newspaper 
article that had recently been published in the Red Deer Advocate. Barb handed me the 
paper and I read the headline - "Volunteer goes beyond call of duty". There was a big 
picture of Sylvia and a well-written article about her involvement with the Community 
Information and Volunteer Centre. Sylvia tried to dismiss the article pointing out that it 
could have been written about anyone of the volunteers at the Cencre but the others 
wouldn't have it. Sylvia managed to change the subject, asking about the health of a 
former student. Barb brought her up-ta-date about a number of the students they both 
used to work with as we all left South School together. 

Shortly after visiting Red Deer, I met with DAVID THOMPSON in Edmonton at his 
home near the University of Alberta. David is working on his Masters Degree in 
Educational Psychology, attending school with both his teenage daughters. 

David was coordinating the program in Red Deer when I was getting the literacy program 
off the ground in Camrose. My phone bill was full of calls to David; he was another 
terrific resource for me and never seemed to tire of my questions. When I visited David's 
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program a number of years ago it was housed in the Provincial Building in Red Deer. I 
asked him when chat move came about. "Joanne had moved the literacy program from 
the basement of the public library to the old Provincial Building shortly before I was 
hired," David explained, helping to put the last of the puzzle pieces together. "The 
building had been the Treasury Branch then the Liquor Store and at one time, the old 
Social Services office. The provincial government owned the building but they let us use 
the space." 

"When I came along, the Tutor Bank (volunteer tutors) was on the main floor and the 
ESL classes were held upstairs. We had three full-time literacy (ABE) classes chat were 
still being held in the basement of Gaetz United Church. The washrooms were downstairs 
and the photocopier was upstairs. A secretary hadn't been hired yet so there was a lot of 
'answer your own phone, make your own photocopies, do your own typing.'" 

"There had been a lapse of time between when Joanne left and I was hired so volunteers 
like Sylvia Brown kept the ball rolling. Sylvia was really invaluable to me bringing 
forward all the history and helping me to understand how the program worked." 

"We were in the old Provincial Building for a year and a half then moved to South 
School. Don Snow became our administrator at that time. He was the first ray of light that 
we'd seen from Red Deer College administration. He took time to understand what we 
were doing in the program and what some of our difficulties were. He used whatever 
resources he could lay his hands on to build some firm foundations for the program." 

"He helped to bring us all together at South School so we no longer had teachers upstairs 
and the secretary downstairs and three classes over in some church basement. That was a 
tremendous feeling for everyone. Even though the renovation process was messy and 
noisy it felt like a big celebration of 'Gee, we finally have a home: Part of Don's good 
administration was leading people in a way that made them feel good about themselves. 
He really strengthened the program by expressing his belief in the people in the 
program." 

I pointed out to David that I had witnessed a similar leadership style in his own work 
with the literacy program. He disagreed with me somewhat but did admit that he had 
been deeply committed to the program. "I really believed that the program was important 
and worthwhile. Maybe that rubbed off. I had a profound respect for the volunteers; they 
were so damn dedicated. A lot of the tutoring situations were a really tough grind. It 
wasn't easy for tutors to keep coming back when they saw fairly limited progress. Even 
though they weren't so sure sometimes they really made a difference." 

"They taught me how important the affective component of learning is. If somebody feels 
listened to and cared about and if genuine attention is being paid to them, they will 
engage in learning things. That's what brought the students back when they had 
previously written school or any kind of academic learning off as a lost cause or 
something they didn't think they could do. They felt like a person in their relationship 
with the volunteer tutor and that hooked them in in a big way." 
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There it is again. Human kindness, decency, treating people with respect and dignity. 
After a long period of barely being acknowledged by the College Administration, Don 
Snow came along and treated the people involved in the literacy program with interest 
and respect. They responded by putting their best into their work. And that rubbed off on 
the tutors and they in turn treated their students with interest and respect. The tutors were 
encouraged to feel part of the program and the students were encouraged to feel part of 
their own learning. 

We often talk about "empowerment", that students become empowered when they 
become more literate. But empowerment also comes from kindness. When we're treated 
kindly and feel included in the work we are doing, we begin to feel that anything is 
possible. It is as simple as that but it is also as profound as that. 

I asked David if in his literacy work in Red Deer he had felt acknowledged as a literacy 
coordinator. "I remember the first meeting of the Resource People Project," he said, 
smiling a little. "It was at St. Stephen's College at the University and it was in the middle 
of a great snow storm. There were about 10 literacy coordinators there from all over the 
province and we started talking about the ideas for this Project and how we were going to 
pull it all off." 

"That was a wonderful experience for me - getting together and finding out that the 
struggles that I was going through in my job and all the things that I felt I needed were 
shared with those other people. There was a real feeling of solidarity there and a feeling 
of being empowered, taking on the responsibility for helping ourselves to help the tutors 
to help the students." 

I had also been at that meeting and remembered the energy of the group and the 
wonderful ideas that came out of those 2 days together. It was my job at that time to take 
those ideas and begin to develop a plan for establishing a network of literacy resource 
people throughout the province. I remember too the excitement we all felt about the 
financial support the federal and provincial governments were committing to the Project. 

"The money was great," David agreed, "but there was another currency that we were 
exchanging at that meeting - the currency of concrete caring for each other. The money 
was important but it was the human contact and sharing of ideas that was really 
important." 

David asked if it would be alright to take a break to make a pot of tea. As he filled the 
kettle with water I asked him if he had ever minded being one of the very few men 
working in literacy at that time. He looked a little taken aback then said, "To tell you the 
truth, I never really thought much about it. I suppose I felt more reserved at times. It's 
quite natural for me to put my hand on someone's arm or shoulder and I felt conscious 
sometimes about not doing that." 

"I did think sometimes that it was helpful being a man when it came to interviewing the 
guys that had worked in the oil patch or who were truck drivers. I loved listening to their 
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stories. I felt I had a real understanding (at least in part) of what their lives and their 
rough and tumble world of work had been like. But that's really no different than you 
identifying more easily with a mother with young children." 

When we were both seated again at the table in David's sun- streaked dining room I asked 
him if there were things about working in literacy that had been difficult for him. "The 
time when I felt 'God, this is gravely serious business' was when it was tutor training 
time. What I bumped into then was asking myself - 'How can I tell people in three 
evenings of 2 hours each what they should do (and people definitely came looking for 
guidance) to teach adult students how to read and write?' I had 6 hours to teach them and 
that just stopped me dead in my tracks." 

"I had a teaching background but I found that it was working with literacy students that 
really taught me how to teach. Teaching junior high school was like 'crowd control' - 
teaching came second to discipline. And I always felt like it was 'them and us'. There 
weren't those kinds of problems with the adult students. It was asking - 'What does this 
person know and what can we do to start building on the technical reading skills that they 
have?' and 'How can we identify some starting points for them and develop a program 
that will meet their needs and keep them interested?' - all this to be accomplished tutoring 
two nights a week for an hour and a half." 

"That sums up what the tutor training came down to. I would have this group of people 
and say to them, 'Ok, let's be imaginative and try and develop and deliver a program for 
each student as best we can.' It always impressed me to see the tutors' genuine efforts to 
carry out my ideas as well as develop their own." 

David left the Red Deer program 3 years ago. I asked him if looking back there was 
anything he would have done differently. "Dealing with the College Administration," he 
answered without hesitation. "I had to be assertive in negotiating things with the College; 
I feel much stronger as a person now so I would definitely do things differently." 

"I never had any solid sense from the College Administration about how well based our 
program was. That wasn't a good feeling. I always struggled with being a 'legitimate' 
program. I worked hard at earning the support of the College - it always seemed that the 
life of the program rested on a pretty flimsy thread." 

"When I look back at it there was a world of difference in attitudes between Red Deer 
College Administration and John Fisher and Keith Anderson in the provincial 
government." 

"I didn't know John and Keith very well but I always felt that it was heartfelt when they 
said, 'We know it's tough out there, we're doing what we can'. They were really pretty 
successful in coming up with a lot of money and a lot of good ideas and putting energy 
into making things happen." 
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"When Don Snow came along he was a big shift from the frustrating interactions I had 
had with Administration. Unfortunately, it took me awhile to lose the almost paranoid 
and negative feeling I had about working with an Administration that didn't really seem 
to care about the literacy program." 

I had one last question for David. I wanted to know what values or learning he had 
brought with him from his literacy work to the counselling work he hopes to do when he 
completes his studies at the University. "Somewhere along the line", he said thinking a 
moment, "I lost the connection between working for satisfaction and working to make 
money. I think (given my present circumstances as a starving student) I need to recover 
the desire to go out there and earn money! I entered that mode of 'work for satisfaction' 
during my literacy work and I haven't quite gotten out of it." 

"But I don't regret it. The richness is what we experience everyday in our lives; it's not 
the balance in your chequebook at the end of the month or at the end of your life. A lot of 
my values were deepened in my experience with literacy. I know now more than ever that 
people's life experiences are a tremendously valuable asset and deserve to be valued and 
validated. Working in literacy was real enjoyment; it wasn't frivolous. I learned that I like 
being deeply connected with other human beings." 
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Pat BuckLand and myself quilting the LCA International Literacy Year Quilt 
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Chapter Eleven 

Adult Learners 

Just after Christmas I was recounting my experiences in the North to a friend who has a 
literacy program in Southern Alberta. At one point she interrupted me and said, "I 
certainly hope you plan on including us in your book!" So as soon as the last of the spring 
storms had passed I headed south to sample some "Southern Alberta hospitality". 
Lethbridge was my first stop. 

The Read On Literacy Program, coordinated by MARGOT POLLARD, is located on 
the lower floor of the Lethbridge Public Library. I found Margot in her little corner office 
in the basement of the library. She was on the phone when I arrived so I contentedly 
occupied myself by browsing through books on shelves just outside her office. 

"Welcome," Margot called to me when she hung up the phone. 

"It certainly seems fitting to be surrounded by books when you work in literacy," I said to 
Margot as I walked over to say hello. 

"It's a great place," Margot agreed. "Some of the students are a little intimidated at first 
but they get used to it. The library has been so good to us all; this program couldn't exist 
without the library's help." 

Margot is a trained elementary and kindergarten teacher. In 1984 she volunteered as a 
tutor with the literacy program at the library and a year later was asked to coordinate the 
program. Margot started out working part-time with 18 student/tutor pairs. She is now 
working full-time with over 60 pairs. 

The Read On Program is funded through the Department of Advanced Education but the 
library donates office space, clerical help, shelf space for literacy resources and generous 
ongoing support to Margot and the work she is doing. Known for her straightforwardness 
Margot lobbied steadily (even threatening to get down on her knees - in public) to get an 
increase in her grant from the provincial government so that the program could become 
full-time. 

"I know I am very lucky," Margot said. "I am paid a decent salary with full benefits and a 
pension. I don't know of many other coordinators who get benefits, who aren't just on a 
10 month contract from year to year. The kind of support I get from the library is 
invaluable." 

I wondered now that Margot is full-time and has worked with the program for 6 years, if 
the challenge of the job is wearing off. "Oh heavens no," Margot said, scoffing at my 
question, "There's so much challenge. It's Just like raising kids - the challenges grow with 
the child. The ones I'm recognizing and accepting now were always there back then I 
suppose, I just didn't quite notice they were there." 
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"The LCA is helping to plan a 2 week Summer Institute for literacy coordinators this 
summer through the University of Regina. If you had told me there was a summer 
program that I could take in literacy when I came on as a new coordinator in 1985 
(during my much needed break from it all!) I would have gone screaming in the other 
direction. And now I can hardly wait to go." 

Margot is also enjoying the challenges found in her work as a board member of the LCA 
and as a Resource Person for the Southwestern region of the province. "I never thought 
I'd do this much travelling. When I was with my babies it seemed that my husband was 
always going somewhere - off to a conference or a meeting - and I'd think, 'Someday I 
hope it's me who'll get to go.' And now when I'm asked to attend some meeting in 
Edmonton I say, 'Oh God, not again! Hotel food? Do we have to eat out again?' In what 
was such a poorly paid job, I never dreamed it would provide the opportunities it has." 

In late 1988 John Fisher and Keith Anderson called Mary Norton (who was previously 
the Provincial Literacy Consultant- Chapter 5) to the Community Programs Branch of the 
Department of Advanced Education. They wanted Mary's advice. The number of 
programs being established in the province was growing and Community Programs was 
beginning to realize that more support needed to be given to the program coordinators. 

Mary had been working on Journeyworkers, a tutor training program for coordinators to 
use to teach volunteers how to tutor adults learning to read and write. The LCA had been 
operating for a year so it was agreed that Mary would work with the LCA to establish a 
network of resource people who would introduce literacy coordinators to Journeyworkers 
and offer support especially in the area of tutor training. 

The meeting David Thompson talked about attending in Edmonton at St. Stephen's 
College in early 1989 (Chapter 10) was the first of many to plan and implement what has 
become known as the Regional Resource People Project or R2P2. The province was 
divided into 8 regions with an experienced coordinator assigned to each region as the 
Resource Person or "RP". The RP's received extensive training as a group then went back 
to their own regions, holding regional workshops to bring coordinators together for 
personal and professional support. 

The Secretary of State and the Department of Advanced Education have been pleased 
with the value and success of the R2P2 and are continuing to provide the necessary grant 
money to sustain the Project. R2P2 could not exist without the financial framework 
generously provided by the government or the care and concern the coordinators continue 
to express for each other. 

I asked Margot to tell me more about her role as the RP for the Southwestern region. "I 
was asked to be an RP after I had been on the job for 4 years so I had a pretty good 
handle on the job. After the RP training I came back here and called all the coordinators 
in my region together. We'd meet about three times a year in Lethbridge (because it was 
most central) and we'd have a topic planned like spelling strategies or working with 
learning disabilities." 
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"Usually, we'd never get all the subject covered because the group really needed time to 
talk about all aspects of the job - the frustrations and the good things. They really needed 
to know that they weren't alone out there. They know that more now but when the 
Resource Project first starred, they were feeling very alone." 

"This is one of the few professions where the majority of people who are hired have 
absolutely no qualifications. They have many talents but not necessarily specific 
qualifications. And some of the women in this region have come straight from the kitchen 
into literacy." 

"But I have been amazed at the growth I've seen in the coordinators in this region. We are 
living in very interesting times for women - a lot of changes and challenges. The people 
in this region have formed a very caring group. When one coordinator thought she 
couldn't come because she was nursing her baby, we told her to bring the baby along and 
we'd help look after it. If someone has a problem we get in there with our elbows going 
and try to help that person find a solution to the problem that will work for her. Without 
the sharing of what we have learned from our own experiences, we'd never survive." 

I was interested to know what future plans Margot has for her work in literacy. "I'm 
aware that the program isn't working for certain people. It doesn't work for the 'just out of 
teenager' crowd - there are too many other distractions. And it doesn't work for the guy 
who's just joined AA and wants to really make some changes in his life. Working with a 
tutor once a week for an hour and a half just isn't enough. I would really like to have a 
learning centre set up and maybe a "store front" drop in centre downtown for the kids." 

"And I'm finding that family literacy interests me more and more. I'm also sitting on the 
Advisory Committee for the Native Friendship Literacy Program which is going to be 
quite a learning experience for me. So I'm certainly not bored!" 

Later that afternoon I drove to Coaldale, a farming community half an hour northeast of 
Lethbridge. VAL MILLIONS runs the Lethbridge County Adult Literacy Project out of 
the County of Lethbridge Building which is just off the main street of Coaldale. Next 
door to Val's office is the office of the County of Lethbridge Further Education Council. 
When I arrived Val and Mary, the Further Education Coordinator, were busy stuffing 
registration packages for the first annual Lethbridge Woman's Conference. Val had been 
helping Mary with the Conference plans for months and they were both excited about the 
event which was being held the next day. 

Val told Mary she'd be back later then took me across the hall to her office. I didn't want 
to take too much of her time so I got my tape recorder out and right away asked Val to 
tell me what it had been like for her 2 years ago when she started her literacy program. 

"Well," Val said, settling into her chair and switching gears, "I did a lot of 'street-
walking'. I went from town to town trying to spread the word about the program. I made 
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up posters and bookmarks and put them around all the busy places in the different towns. 
I went and spoke to various groups - church groups, business groups, anyone who would 
listen! One day I knocked on the door of the Legion Hall in Barrens. I had seen someone 
go in the door and I thought, 'Hmm, there's a good place to put up a poster'. So I went in 
and the fellow said, 'Sure, a poster's no problem, and you know, we need a speaker for 
Wednesday night - would you like to come?' I always got a good reception and a warm 
welcome wherever I went." 

"I knew it was important to get the word out but it was frustrating because I knew that the 
people who needed the help most were the people who were the hardest ones to let know 
that this program is available for them. Most of the students would have to learn about 
the program through word of mouth and that takes time. I didn't expect the phone to be 
ringing off the wall at first but sitting and waiting was hard. After awhile the phone did 
ring and I now have five student/tutor pairs working together." 

Val described some of the students to me then asked, "Do you remember how every class 
you were in in school always had one or two 'class clowns' - the kids who acted up and 
were always being disciplined by the teacher? I'm sure that a couple of my students were 
once class clowns." 

"I do remember," I said to Val, thinking back to my own school days. "Those kids really 
used to intrigue me because they always seemed to have the most fun even though they 
got yelled at a lot." Val and I laughed at the image of all the literacy programs being full 
of class clowns. 

Married with two teenage daughters, Val taught high school for 6 years and served on the 
Provincial Day Care Advisory Committee. She is presently the coordinator of the 
Coaldale Meals on Wheels Program and the treasurer of the Progressive Conservative 
Women's Association for Southern Alberta. Even with all her past experience and 
involvement in various organizations Val is very grateful for the encouragement and 
training she receives through R2P2. "As much as we are nurturing the students and tutors 
in our programs," Val said compassionately, "we need to be nurtured, too. We can only 
do that by caring for each other as literacy workers. We need support, too. Getting 
together with the other coordinators in the region really kept me going when I was first 
getting started. I figured, 'If they could do it, I could do it.' And I recognized that their 
support was just as important (sometimes more important) than the training I received at 
the regional workshops." 

I noticed that many of Val's interests have been politically oriented. I asked her if she had 
any thoughts about why literacy workers seem reluctant to get politically active about the 
issue of illiteracy. "I'm sure the main reason is because people are afraid that if they 
become too vocal about their concerns they might lose their jobs. I understand that fear; 
you don't want to bite the hand that feeds you but I don't think we have the right to 
complain if we haven't taken part in working for change. But getting involved and 
working for change takes time, time that many feel is better spent working with students 
and tutors." 
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"Sometimes I find myself walking on eggshells when I talk about my program in the 
community. Many people don't want to hear that there are students who have come out of 
the school system who are poor readers. They want to blame someone. I don't think we 
should be concerned about who we should blame. Rather than doing that we should be 
working together towards solving the problem. That's the only way we'll be able to make 
any changes. We shouldn't have to fed we have to do it all ourselves just because we're 
the ones working in adult literacy." 

I wanted to let Val get back to work on the Conference so we decided to call it a day. 
With all her community involvements I (tongue in cheek) asked Val what she does in her 
"spare" time. "I'm ashamed to tell you this," she said, almost unable to get the words out, 
"but working as a literacy coordinator I don't have any spare time and even worse, I find I 
have less and less time to read!" 

The next morning I left Lethbridge and headed west on Highway #3. As the sun rose it 
gently touched the tops of the grain elevators in each of the small towns I passed. After 
about an hour I could see the snow-capped tips of the Rocky Mountains on the horizon. 

I passed a sign indicating a left turn to Pincher Creek, a community which serves a 
population of about 7000 people. I turned off Highway #3 and drove south down a 
sloping hill, over a little bridge that crosses the town's namesake to the main intersection 
of Pincher Creek. I followed the directions KATHY DAY had given me and found 
Mathew Halton Community School without difficulty. 

Margot had given me some posters to return to Kathy. As I carried them to the school 
door the wind caught them and blew them out of my hands. Kathy saw me struggling 
with the posters from her office window and was by my side in seconds. We have known 
each other for 5 years and once inside the school doors, laughed at yet another time we've 
appreciated each other's help. 

Kathy is an energetic and optimistic single parent of three children who's optimism spills 
over into whatever she does. I was particularly looking forward to catching up with 
Kathy on her recent activities because she has been doing some very exciting work in the 
area of prevention and family literacy, incorporating the theory and understanding of 
individual reading styles. 

At an International Reading Association Conference she attended in Atlanta, Georgia two 
summers ago Kathy discovered Marie Carbo and her Reading Styles Inventory. "Carbo 
encourages teachers to reinforce the strengths the children have, who they are as people 
and how they tend to learn as individuals. Some children learn quietly and independently; 
others need to act out an idea, physically try it on for size. Some children learn in a highly 
individual or organized setting; others like background music and lively discussion. 
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"I was intrigued by this simple theory," Kathy said with enthusiasm, "because I've just 
always had this strong sense that everyone who walks through my door, everyone who 
asks for my help, has the same ability to learn as I do, if they could only find the right 
door to open so that they could learn." 

"I've watched my own kids in school and I've found that the school system seems to go 
more in the direction of pointing out and trying to work with the weaknesses children 
have as opposed to their strengths. It is very hard to strengthen weaknesses." 

As Kathy was speaking I thought again about the "class clowns" Val and I had talked 
about the day before. I asked her if it was possible that their learning styles weren't 
recognized as children. "Oh they were recognized," Kathy explained, "but not validated. 
Those kids, mostly boys, need to physically move about the classroom to be able to take 
in their lessons. They are highly kinesthetic learners, the first ones to be chosen for a 
school play or role playing. Unfortunately their need to be active is often seen as 
interruptive to the even-keeled classroom setting so they are sent out into the hall or told 
to sit on a chair in the corner. They aren't bad kids {they're often very likeable} just 
disruptive, not the norm. Humour is also important to kids like that. Having to sit still is 
terribly frustrating and degrading for them; when they have to sit still they don't learn and 
their self-esteem can be badly damaged." 

"So we do have a lot of 'class clowns' who are now in adult literacy programs. They've 
certainly matured and are not active in the same way were as children but their learning 
still needs to be useful and relevant to them so that they can apply it right away. They 
want to 'get their hands dirty', try it out, work with it. And they have to do it themselves. " 

"Marie Carbo's theory is that most adult students (who are poor readers) are poor 
auditory, poor visual, but moderate to strong tactile and moderate to strong kinesthetic 
learners. And they are global not analytical thinkers. Teachers in the school system tend 
to teach with visual, auditory and analytical methods, a more passive kind of instruction. 
Carbo believes that nine tenths of 'poor readers' have 'learning difficulties' not 'learning 
disabilities'." 

Always looking for positive approaches for helping students, Kathy was really excited 
about this new theory and began talking about it with the teachers in the school where she 
works. She found that many teachers admitted that they could see different students 
having problems but didn't know how to help them. 

At the same time, Kathy started to apply some of the Reading Styles ideas in tutoring 
adult students in her literacy program. "I remember one fellow who told me he couldn't 
remember anything unless he wrote it down first. He couldn't just hear an instruction, he 
had to write it and see it. So he told me that when he is out on the road and thinks of 
something he has to do, he pulls down the sunvisor in his truck and writes the words in 
the dust. He is a visual and tactile learner." 
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Kathy piloted the Read/Write Project in Pinch er Creek in 1985. In 1989 she was 
successful in securing joint funding from Secretary of State and the Department of 
Alberta Advanced Education for the 2 year Partnership Approach to Literacy (PAL) 
Project. The Project is entering its second year and to date Kathy is very pleased with the 
results. 

Volunteer tutors from the community are trained to understand the different reading 
styles strengths and preferences that people have both as children and adults. After 12 
hours of training the volunteers choose whether they would like to work with children or 
adults. 

Those who choose to work with children are assigned a student who has been identified 
as having difficulties with reading. The tutor works closely with the teacher and the 
child's parents to find more appropriate ways to teach and help the child learn. MURIAL 
MACPHERSON, a trained reading specialist, assesses the students and is the project 
link between the teachers, parents, tutors and students. Kathy sits on the PAL Advisory 
Committee and oversees the workings of the Project and soon hopes to have PAL active 
in four schools in Pincher Creek from kindergarten to Grade 12. 

"Right now," Kathy told me, "we have 30 elementary student/tutor pairs and about 20 
pairs in the adult literacy program. I'm really pleased with the response we've had 
especially from the parents. I held a Parent's Night to encourage parents to read at home 
with their kids. They really got a lot out of it. The PAL Project is a real community, 
family Project." 

"It costs about $36,000 a year to properly run PAL in the Pincher Creek area. That's the 
cost of one teacher. It is a good investment because the teachers have more productive 
time with their students at a more communal level and the resource room teachers and 
specialists have more reasonable workloads and can work more exclusively with children 
who have more difficult learning disabilities." 

Having some lunch in the kitchen of Kathy's home nestled in the coolees of Pincher 
Creek a few miles west of town I commended Kathy for her reading styles advocacy. 
"Thanks," she said genuinely, "but it's hard you know. In some places I'm still regarded 
as a 'kook' because of my simplistic approach. But I really feel that what we need in 
literacy is a simplistic approach. I would like to do my Masters just to make my 
credentials more legitimate but raising a family doesn't allow for that right now." 

It was early afternoon. I left Kathy wrapping up small gifts for some of her ESL students 
from the Read/Write Project who had invited us to join them for a Chinese New Year's 
celebration that evening at the Chinese restaurant they owned in town. Kathy suggested 
that I practice saying "Kung Fat Choy" (Happy New Year) in preparation for the dinner. 
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I drove out to the main highway and turned west to Crowsnest Pass where I had agreed to 
meet PAT BUCKLAND at the Frank Slide Interpretive Centre. The highway wound 
through foothills then began to cut into the sides of the mountains. Before long I felt 
surrounded by the huge rock formations; the view around each turn in the road more 
breathtaking than the last. 

The Frank Slide Interpretive Centre is an information centre built on the remains of a 
huge rock slide that happened in 1903. Travellers stop here to get a closer look at the 
crumpled face of the mountain. Local artists are encouraged to display their work in the 
beautiful gallery in the centre of the building which is surrounded by floor to ceiling 
windows and a spectacular view of the mountains. 

I came in the front door of the Centre and stopped short. The Gallery was almost 
completely blanketed by a wooden quilt rack framing the beautiful LCA International 
Literacy Year Quilt. The sun shining through the windows highlighted the spectrum of 
colours in the quilt. Pat was sitting in a chair by the quilt stitching quietly, lost in thought. 

Pat is the coordinator of the Crows nest Pass Read It/Write It Program. I didn't like to 
interrupt her but I was anxious to add a few of my own stitches to the quilt. As soon as 
she heard footsteps behind her she tucked her needle into the quilt and turned to greet me. 

Not one to sit idle Pat said hello, told me where to put my coat, found me a chair then 
gave me an already threaded quilting needle. She had worked hard to get enough quilting 
done, rolling the quilt forward on the frame so that when I arrived I would be able to quilt 
the square I had made on behalf of the Camrose Adult Read and Write Program. I turned 
my tape recorder on and set it on the quilt in front of us so that we could stitch and talk at 
the same time. 

Pat was the driving force behind the making of the Literacy Quilt. "Back in the fall of 
1988, at one of our Regional meetings here in the southwest corner of the province, we 
started talking about what we could do to celebrate 1990, International Year of Literacy. 
We came up with the idea of making a large quilt with quilt squares representing all the 
literacy programs in Alberta. I'm a quitter so I volunteered to follow up on the idea." 

"It took 2 years to gather all the squares we needed to make the quilt. We displayed the 
top of the quilt at The Literacy Conference in Edmonton where it was viewed by about 
1200 delegates and speakers. Now the top, batting and backing need to be quilted 
together. The quilt will be set up here at the Centre for the month of February. Another 
1000 people travelling through this area have also viewed the quilt and various people 
and quilting groups have helped with the stitching. By the way, do you have the scissors 
there?" 

"Here they are," I said, laughing as I passed them to PaL "Please, goon ..." 

"There are 56 literacy programs represented in the quilt 'The squares were designed and 
put together by literacy coordinators, tutors, advisory committee members or quilters 
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from the community. All of the squares are so unique and special and they all depict in 
someway an aspect of literacy within the community where the square was made. It has 
been a wonderful group effort." 

"The quilt should be completely finished by next month so that it can be displayed at the 
LCA Conference where everyone who contributed to it can see it. After that people will 
be able book the quilt so that they can display it at agricultural and trade fairs, the local 
library or any special community literacy event." 

I listened to Pat as I pushed and pulled my needle through the fabric, stopping now and 
then to look more closely at some of the quilt squares. They were each so different, each 
so intricately done. The literacy symbol was interwoven with scenes of mountains, 
prairies, books and people. It is a work of art and a labour of love. 

Pat didn't quite know what she was getting into when she volunteered to get the quilt idea 
off the ground, but she has stuck with it giving the literacy coordinators the gentle 
nudging they needed to finish their squares. We owe Pat tremendously gratitude for her 
cheerful tenacity: the literacy quilt is a treasure. 

I asked Pat, who has been the coordinator of the literacy program in her area for over 3 
years, when she first become interested in literacy. "It was back when I was living in 
Kingston, Ontario," Pat said rethreading her needle. "I saw an ad to volunteer for literacy 
work with Frontier College at about the same time that I was spending a lot of time in my 
daughter Katy's Grade 2 classroom. I saw so many young children who were 
experiencing difficulties with reading and writing. I was looking for something to do in 
the community so I decided to volunteer as a tutor. 

"I went through 6 weeks of training with Frontier College and tutored an inmate at the 
Kingston Penitentiary for 9 months. Then we moved here and I was really delighted 
when this job came up. I'm still volunteering in my kids' classrooms and I'm tutoring a 
Native child with fetal alcohol syndrome. It still bothers me how many kids in the 
classroom need extra help." 

Kathy and Pat have become good friends with their programs and communities being 
relatively close together. Kathy took Pat under her wing when she was first getting 
started and introduced her to the other coordinators in the Southern Region. 

"My third day on the job I went to the LCA Conference in Edmonton. I drove up with 
Kathy and we had a hoot together but I remember having to go around the room telling 
everyone our names and how long we'd been on the job. I stood up and said 'Hi, my name 
is Pat Buckland and I've been a literacy coordinator for 2 days!" 

"To be thrown into the job and be expected to work without the support from other 
coordinators would have been awful. My Further Education Council and my Advisory 
Committee were there to report to but they couldn't really give me the kind of help I 
needed. I really feel that people who are hired in literacy positions these days have a 
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really good support system to rely on. In the days when I was hired, if you weren't a 
swimmer before a sinker you would never have survived. I really love the Southwestern 
Region. We learn a lot from each other and we have a blast together. They're a great 
bunch." 

The room had darkened considerably; the sun was beginning to set behind the mountains. 
It was hard to tear ourselves away, but we decided to pack up and drive to Pat's house so 
that she could be there when her 8-year-old son got home from school. It had been a 
perfect afternoon; I couldn't remember that last time I had spent such a relaxing, peaceful 
time in such good company. 

The Chinese dinner Kathy and I went to that evening was unlike anything I had ever seen 
or ever eaten. All the members of the Lau family were there, some who spoke English, 
others who were new to the community and just learning. NORMA and HENRY 
KOOP, two dedicated tutors who had worked over the years with the Lau family were 
also guests of honour. It was a wonderful evening. 

Driving back to Kathy's home I thought how well-loved she is in her community. 
Everywhere we went people stopped to talk to Kathy - not just to say hello but to talk. 
She grew up in this area and knows many of the families in the community but somehow 
I knew that her relationship with the community stemmed from something more. 

When I asked her about it she said with her usual optimism, "I just have a tremendous 
faith in the strength of love and caring. I really believe that love and caring are the 
greatest change agents in the world." 

First thing the next morning I called BEY KNUTSON-SHAW in Vulcan. I had hoped to 
visit Bev and her brand new 2-week-old baby on my way back to Camrose but I was 
running behind schedule so we decided to talk on the phone instead. 

Bev has been the coordinator of the Write Break Adult Literacy Program in Vulcan since 
the spring of 1988. She took on the job right after the birth of her second baby and has 
just given birth to her third. When I asked how she was coping with having a new baby 
she laughed and said she's gotten quite used to taking babies with her when she works. 
Bev described the first few months of her literacy work 3 years ago. "I really wanted this 
job," she said, "but I was nursing my baby and I didn't want to stop. So the people who 
hired me decided that I could work the month of June, take the summer off then come 
back in September working from my home if I needed to." 

"During that first month there was a Regional workshop down in Lethbridge (about an 
hour and a half from Vulcan) so I called Margot Pollard and asked, 'Can I bring my 
baby?' She kindly said yes so I came storming into this meeting room, late, lost, with my 
baby, blankets, bottles and briefcase all tucked under my arm. I was a wreck but everyone 
was really helpful." 
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The first time I met Bev was at a conference in Calgary. Her husband stayed in the hotel 
with their two young children while Bev attended the meetings (slipping out whenever 
the baby needed to be fed). The whole Knutson-Shaw family enjoyed a swim at the hotel 
pool at the end of the day and I remember thinking how unrecognized the spouses and 
family members are who look after our children when we are away from home at 
meetings and conferences. 

Bev and I talked about being literacy workers and moms and she said, "Sometimes 
having a family interferes with the work I want to do. There's always a feeling of guilt 
when I want to go to a meeting or do some extra work. But I'm lucky because we farm so 
my husband is always at home with the kids - except of course during seeding and 
harvest. It's a lot more difficult then." 

"I have to admit that I get tired sometimes with trying to manage the kids, the farm, our 
greenhouse business, tutoring and my job which is 15 hours a week. Sometimes the 
students just can't keep going because their lives are so complicated and I know what 
that's like. When they don't stick with it I wonder if I'm the only one who doesn't see a lot 
of growth in their programs. Then I talk to one of the other literacy coordinators in our 
region and find that they get discouraged too. So it's hard sometimes but I'm still learning 
a lot and I still really like the work." 

As we hung up the phone I was sorry that I wouldn't be able to see Bev's new baby (who 
had been cooing at Bev's shoulder all through our telephone conversation). I said 
goodbye to Kathy and the mountains and started on my journey back home with a quick 
stop in Claresholm, 150 km Northeast of Pincher Creek to visit with MARNIE 
SCHAETTI. 

Marnie, the coordinator of Project Read, is a bright and intelligent woman who always 
manages to bring a new and thoughtful perspective to whatever subject is being 
discussed. Over the 4 years we've known each other I have especially enjoyed my 
conversations with Marnie about literacy. 

I told her about my visits with Margot, Val, Pat and Kathy and she smiled and said, "You 
know, I only see the other coordinators in this region maybe two or three times a year and 
yet every time I do it's like seeing my best friends. They're all fascinating and we really 
care about each other; it's marvellous." 

Marnie asked if I had learned anything new and I told her how interested I was in Kathy's 
discoveries about reading styles. Marnie agreed with me that the whole theory makes 
good sense. 

I talked about my discussion with Kathy and Val about "class clowns" and Marnie started 
to smile. "I'm sorry for laughing but I suddenly got this picture in my head of a circus and 
all the clowns and well, I saw myself as the juggler - juggling a sick kid with pneumonia, 
doing my job, trying to get here for a student who can't come in for an assessment until 
7:00 in the evening. Right now I feel very fit to join a circus!" 
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"On a good day, that analogy is cheerful; then I'm more like the Ring Leader who keeps 
things running smoothly. But on the bad days trying to be a juggler of work and family is 
really overwhelming." 

I told Marnie that many of the other literacy workers with whom I had spoken had 
expressed the same frustrations. 

"I thought the other day," Marnie said smiling again, "about going out and getting a 'real' 
job. You know, one with regular hours and reasonable expectations. The pay would 
probably be better but after a month I'd know the job. Whereas here, after 4 years, I'm 
still learning. I now enough now to realize how much I don't know. I still have as much to 
learn as I have learned so far and that's wonderful." 

"The first month on the job was scary but now I've handled the basics and it's more 
reasonable and I love it. That's the real attraction of the job for me; I love learning." 

"You know, we talk all the time about our students being 'adult learners' but I'm the first 
person I think of when I think of an adult learner. Anyone who comes into this job as an 
'adult knower' simply couldn't do this job." 

Marnie's greatest frustration is feeling that there isn't enough time in which to do the 
work she would like to do within her program. She is paid for 16 hours a week but many 
weeks works up to 30 hours. "Pat Buckland has taught me the value of just working the 
hours that I'm paid for," Marnie said. "She works overtime but she doesn't try to do it all. 
I have such a tendency to want to do it all and I'm beginning to realize that I can't do it all 
and that I'm never going to be able to do it all. I'm afraid that if I had 30 paid hours a 
week, I'd end up working 60! It's hard but I have to set limits. Otherwise I would have no 
time for my son and he is why I am choosing to work part-time right now." 

Over lunch Marnie talked about her experience as a tutor. "I started tutoring because it 
seemed dangerous not to, just in case someone called me on it. It's hypocritical to tell 
tutors, 'ah, you won't have a problem' and then discover that what they're dealing with is a 
problem. I sure am learning a lot. I don't feel that I'm a very good tutor. My student thinks 
we're doing great but I'm not so sure." Marnie laughed and added, "Like other tutors I 
wish I had a coordinator myself to call on for help and support when I need it." 

"I remember one time at a literacy conference I met Lorna Bell from up north. She said to 
me that if she is ever unsure about something in tutoring she just asks the student because 
they inherently have all the necessary answers." 

"Maybe because I have a young child I like to think about the students 'standing on their 
own two feet'. We can be what they use to hold onto while they pull themselves up and 
steady themselves and find their balance. But we can only be that effectively if we're 
actually not doing it, if they just think that we're doing it. It's really great when the 
students realize that they don't really need us to help them stand, that they can manage 
just fine on their own." 
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Marnie and I talked about our children, married life, our dreams and our hopes for world 
peace but somehow, literacy was never far from whatever topic we were discussing. At 
one point Marnie said that she had become "more whole" since she started working in 
literacy. "I have a greater appreciation for me now," Marnie said gently. "I have seen that 
I can be good at many things in this job but I am also aware of my own weaknesses and 
the places where I feel inadequate. I have found that there is great strength in being 
inadequate because I feel more on par with all the people who walk into my office." 

"I'm learning so much about the job and about me. It seems that I learn and then I notice 
I've learned - several hours, months, years down the road. Sometimes the learning is very 
blatant, sometimes not. What I know for sure though is that I'm a good learner and I like 
that." 
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Collen Hanley and her daughter out for a bike ride 
near their home in Cold Lake 
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Reflections Five 

Life And Literacy 

Many people have come and gone in the literacy field over the years. There are even a 
surprising number of people who were interviewed for Opening Doors who are no longer 
in the same position they were at the time of our interview. What happens to people when 
they leave the literacy field? Why did they choose to leave?Where do they go from here? 

To compile the information for this Reflection I went through some old mailing lists and 
sent letters out to a number of people I knew had left the field within the past few years. 
Their responses confirmed my suspicion that we do not "lose" people once they leave 
literacy, we as a society continue to benefit from (hem. The knowledge they gained in 
their literacy work stays with them, continuing to enrich their lives and the lives of 
others. I was going to title this chapter "Life After Literacy" but changed it to "Life And 
Literacy" after listening to the stories of the people who responded to my letter. 

While KATHY PICKETT was working part-time as the literacy coordinator in 
Athabasca she was also working part-time for the Town Office as the accounting clerk. 
When Administration offered her a full-time accounting job she made the difficult 
decision to give up her literacy job. She has however managed to stay closely involved 
with the literacy program by serving on the program advisory board and by tutoring a 
student. 

While KATHY PICKETT was working part-time as the literacy coordinator in 
Athabasca she was also working part-time for the Town Office as the accounting clerk. 
When Administration offered her a full-time accounting job she made the difficult 
decision to give up her literacy job. She has however managed to stay closely involved 
with the literacy program by serving on the program advisory board and by tutoring a 
student. 

"I never really left literacy. I'm still involved in lots of areas and I still 
have a lot of knowledge that I continue to share with the new coordinator. 
Most of my training goes back to R2P2 and I'm still using that training. It's 
important to me to help the new coordinator and give her support with her 
efforts in whatever way I can. I'm still hooked on the whole thing and I 
don't think that will ever change." 

I worked with LORNA ALLEN when she was hired as a Resource Person for the LCA 
R2P2 Project 3 years ago. She decided to go back to school to complete a certificate at 
the University of Alberta to teach English as a Second Language. "I don't really feel that I 
have left literacy," she told me on the telephone, "but I'm certainly finding that the job 
opportunities in the area are minimal. It's hard to stay in the field even if you are wanting 
to." Loma is now teaching ESL classes for English Language Professionals. 
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It was a great disappointment to JOANNE ROWLAND when she was told that the 
position she held in Cold Lake as coordinator of the LEARN Program was to be part of 
an administrative shuffle which would result in her position being moved to the 
Lloydminster Campus of Lakeland College. Relocation was not an option for her at that 
time. 

Joanne is now working with Social Services in Bonnyville. She had been involved in 
social work before but "now I'm very aware of the forms that need to be filled out and 
how difficult they are to read for most people. I offer to help people instead of just giving 
them the forms to fill out on their own. I have a lot more understanding and awareness 
now." 

SHARON STREDWICK was the coordinator of the LEARN Program in Vermilion. 
She resigned from her position to take a full- time and higher paying job as a District 
Home Economist, a job she had held once before. 

"As much as I enjoyed working in literacy this is where I most want to be. 
I left the job of District Home Economist years ago when I was raising my 
children. I did other part-time jobs, like working in literacy, until this 
position became available again." 

"I've certainly brought back to this job a greater knowledge of literacy 
skills and needs. I have a lot of contact with people through public 
speaking and workshops and I use those opportunities to continue to make 
people aware of the whole idea of literacy." 

HELEN MAH was the coordinator for the literacy program in Ponoka for approximately 
a year and a half. She was also (and still is) the Further Education coordinator. She left 
her position for personal reasons and admits that the decision to leave was a difficult one. 

"I would really like to work in literacy somewhere again. I really miss it. I 
thought the people were great, just great. They are flexible in their 
approach to everything and really ingenious in finding solutions to things. 
They're mellow (not uptight) and not overly concerned with paperwork. 
They're people who love their work. I miss the people. I really felt apart of 
a community in literacy and I miss that." 

The Further Education Council hosts the grant for the literacy program so Helen 
continues to keep in touch with the literacy program through her current position. 
Concerned that there is nowhere for a student to go after tutoring in Ponoka, Helen 
helped to develop a high school upgrading course and would like to have a General 
Educational Development (GED) diploma course offered in coordination with the literacy 
program as well. 

After a number of years as the coordinator/supervisor of the LEARN Program, CONNIE 
MACLEOD decided to go back to the elementary school system to work in the area of 
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prevention. She now works one-on-one with individual students who are experiencing 
learning difficulties. She also misses her literacy colleagues. 

"I miss the people. The people in literacy are special in that they are so 
dedicated. They are not in it for the money or the power. They're really 
nice people to know, partly because they're so ordinary. You get to know 
them on a level different than a professional level. And that stays with you 
for a long time." 

"You know, we used to worry about the turnover rate all the time. We 
hoped that we could keep people for a longer time in their literacy 
positions. But maybe we need the turnover, maybe it's not a negative 
thing. Maybe there's a lot of 'ordinary' people out there to do the job. It 
simply becomes someone else's turn." 

When I asked Connie if what she learned in her literacy work carried over to her new job 
she said, "I am a significantly better teacher than I was before because of my literacy 
work. I learned twice as much about reading by working with the literacy programs than I 
ever did in teacher training. I think that's because I used the skills more in literacy and 
because it was more intense. And it was all relevant and useful." 

I had the pleasure of job-sharing my literacy coordinator position in Camrose with 
MARGARET HOLUSTON for a year. She left her position to prepare for the birth of 
her first child. Margaret has since worked as a researcher/writer for a consulting firm 
(which conducted an extensive study of the literacy needs of adults in Northern Alberta) 
and as a sessional lecturer for Augustana University College. Perhaps the strongest 
literacy connection Margaret maintains is through the raising of her children. 

"The approach to teaching adults and preschoolers to read and write is 
surprisingly similar; there are a lot of parallels. My 4½ -year-old son 
prefers to work with everyday things and what interests him. We are 
offering him direction but he is doing all the learning himself, as he is 
ready. And we can see how much he is starting to use his learning as a tool 
to express himself. I don't think I'm parenting him any differently because 
of my understanding of literacy (books are already a big part of our lives), 
it just makes watching him learn that much more interesting." 

I received a letter from FLO BROKOP from Sherwood Park to tell me what she 
has been doing since she left her position as the coordinator of the Prospects 
Literacy Program in Edmonton. 

"To tell you the truth I had to look at my resume because I have done such 
a variety of 'mini-projects' (I'm sure you're familiar with this way of life in 
literacy)." 
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"After leaving Prospects in 1985 I began a part-time career in adult 
literacy and part-time studies at the University of Alberta. My intention 
was to earn a graduate diploma in Adult Education so that when I returned 
to a full-time career, I would have something to offer. I planned on 
working part-time so that I could spend lots of time with my kids and still 
keep some of those valuable contacts. Looking back over the last 7 years I 
am happy to say that I was able to do both and more. Because of some 
fancy talking by my mentors in Adult Education I was persuaded to enter 
the Master's program and complete a degree. My thesis was on the 
triumphs and challenges faced by single mothers in adult basic upgrading 
classes. It was a long, painful journey; but one that I will never regret." 

"While attending classes I continued to work part-time, facilitating a 
number of workshops dealing with literacy, teaching night classes at AVC 
and assessing the reading and math levels of students entering upgrading 
classes at Edmonton Public Schools Continuing Education." 

"Presently I am working for AVC doing what I love the most - teaching! I 
team-teach in a class of readers who are at beginning reading levels. It's 
exciting to work with this student population and also to work with a 'real 
staff' - an experience I haven't had since I left the public school system." 

TERI ELHERT, formerly a monitor with the LEARN Program in the Ft. Kent area, 
openly admitted, "If the hours and the pay had been better in literacy, I wouldn't have 
been looking for other employment." She is now employed as the Director of Community 
Services in Elk Point, a community of 1400 people close to Bonnyville. The job is 
permanent, full-time and pays a reasonable salary which includes benefits. 

"I found working in literacy to be very humbling. It really led me to put a different focus 
and interpretation on different things. And I'm sure that the work I did in literacy really 
helped me to get the job I have now - and I'm grateful for that. Working in literacy is not 
something you can ever forget or leave behind - it's with you for life." 
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Wayne Letourneau and Robin Houston-Knopff at APC in Calgary 

"Wordsword" — the papier mache literacy dinosaur who participates 
in the Camrose Fair Parade each year. 
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Chapter Twelve 

Attitudes to Action 

There were 19 people in the room, all women. Well, actually, there were 22, including 
Mary Norton, JILL STANLEY and myself. 

Jill is the Professional Development Coordinator for the LCA and had contracted Mary 
and me to team-teach a 3 day training program for new literacy coordinators. The three of 
us spent hours trying to decide what a newly hired coordinator would need to know first. 
In a meeting room at Garneau United Church in Edmonton we gathered together to learn 
about the literacy network in Alberta, learning styles, the theory of reading, interviewing 
and assessing students, tutor training and fundamental program management, and, even 
more importantly, about each other. 

Literacy work has so many components that Mary and I decided there was no easy way to 
introduce even the most basic information. At one point, BONNIE WALTER from Ft. 
Assiniboine was feeling so overwhelmed she said, "Boy, right now a job waitressing at 
the ESSO looks pretty good!" 

At the end of the second day I checked in with JOCELYN DOUCET. I wanted to know 
if she was feeling confident that she had the information she needed before she headed 
back to her home in Fahler, a bilingual community 100 km northeast of Grande Prairie. 
"It's not the content of the workshop that is most important, it is the humanity present in 
this room. The coordinators here are really concerned about helping the students and 
doing the best job they can. They really care about doing things right - for the students. 
That's the common ground. Everyone comes from such different backgrounds but there is 
still a feeling of comraderie and caring. No one tries to judge the qualifications of the 
others; nobody assumes that because you have a certain background that you will make a 
better coordinator. It just feels good to be here." 

A lot of changes have come about in the 5 years since I attended my first literacy meeting 
in 1986. The coordinators who came together for this meeting were much more aware of 
literacy issues and "the bigger picture". What wasn't different ,however, was the 
enthusiasm each of the participants expressed about their new literacy jobs. Jocelyn put it 
well when she said, "What also really impresses me is that even though literacy is not 
something that people (the students or the public) want to talk about or deal with, these 
new coordinators are prepared to do the job. They know it's going to be tough talking 
about a subject nobody wants to hear about, but they are prepared to try it anyway. 
They're really brave." 

After the New Coordinator Training I headed down to Calgary to participate in the 2nd 
Annual Peter Gzowski Invitational (PGI), this year as a volunteer. 
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After waiting for the sun to come out and warm the frost from the greens, the tournament 
was in full swing and I had a great time. I was supposed to sell tame tickets for an 
expensive set of golf clubs with Senator Joyce Fairbairn from Lethbridge but I was so 
bad at it she eventually suggested that my skills might be better used giving out hotdogs 
for lunch. A keen supporter of literacy Joyce talked to and cajoled the golfers, selling 
over 100 tickets to the participants in the Tournament (including Gzowski). The $1000 
she helped to raise for the Calgary Learning Centre was added to another impressive 
fund- raising profit of over $60,000. 

One of the people I spent the day with at the hot dog tent was Charles Bostock. We talked 
for hours about our children and families and hobbies in between golf teams stopping for 
a drink and something to eat. It wasn't until much later in the day that I discovered 
Charles was attending the Tournament as a guest speaker. As a student he had been asked 
on behalf of the Learning Centre to thank Peter Gzowski and to accept the cheque for the 
money raised. The over 150 people who had donated their time and money to the PGI 
listened to Charles' heartfelt words, gaining an even greater understanding of the need for 
people to have access to opportunities to learn to read. 

As a volunteer I also had the opportunity to experience first- hand the dedication and 
organization that goes on behind the scenes of such a successful event. Hours and hours 
of hard work and constant attention to detail. For the second year Sally Hlavay and her 
extraordinary committee members are to be commended for the contribution they 
themselves have made to adult literacy programming in Alberta. 

"Awareness does not necessarily lead to action. That's the common (but incorrect) 
assumption that people make when they're calling for more awareness." Sitting with him 
in his office in the United Way Building in Calgary, I was listening to JIM BELL 
discuss his role as the Director of the Calgary Adult Literacy Awareness Project. He 
continued. "I look at myself and see that I'm very aware of environmental issues. I read a 
lot about it and I belong to several environmental organizations. But I probably do about 
20% of what I know I should and would like to be doing. I'm aware but I consciously tell 
myself that I don't have the time or the energy to do more. It's not as high a priority as 
other things." 

"Many people approach literacy the same way. They think about it but it's not a high 
enough priority for them to act on it. Public awareness is far ahead of action. It's a catch 
word like 'empowerment' or 'whole language'. We haven't tried awareness enough to 
really know how it works." 

I argued with Jim that perhaps awareness is simply the first step to action. I asked him if 
5 years ago he cared or knew as much about environmental issues as he does now. "No, 
perhaps not," Jim said thinking carefully, "although I'm not much closer to action than I 
was before. I do, however, feel really gratefull to the people who are acting, who are out 
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there trying to make things better. Maybe that's an important role that awareness can 
play." 

"I did a study recently on rural and urban literacy programs and found that the main 
concern of people working in rural areas is confidentiality. Students don't want to be 
identified or assigned to tutors in their communities. In a town of 400 people someone is 
going to notice when Harry's truck is parked in front of someone else's house. But if 
people had a better understanding of literacy they would be proud of Harry's truck being 
parked there and they'd say 'Way to go Harry!'. It would be great if we could get more 
people thinking that way." 

The Calgary Adult Literacy Awareness Project is a 2-year project funded by the federal 
and provincial governments. For the past year and a half Jim has been working to 
increase awareness of the problems of illiteracy (particularly among social agencies and 
businesses) and to increase communication among literacy providers and social agencies. 
He has also established a telephone hotline service to provide information to low literate 
adults and help them with referrals. 

"The hotline has been extremely successful," Jim was pleased to tell me "We have, as far 
as I know, the second most calls of any hotline in Canada. (There's a provincial hotline in 
Vancouver and several in Ontario.) We average about 100 calls per month (although I am 
more concerned about the quality of the calls and not the numbers) mostly from local 
people interested in tutoring or finding out more about programs in their area." 

"So now we have the calls coming in, but having a hotline raises a real ethical question 
for me. Should we be recruiting people and encouraging them to phone hotlines when all 
the literacy programs are full?" 

"Most of the programs Calgary have waiting lists. At certain times of the year I can say to 
the person on the phone, 'If you go to this program you should have no trouble getting in 
because there are five spaces left. That's sure a positive and encouraging way to end the 
conversation. The person usually says, 'Thanks Jim, I'll phone right away.'" 

"Other times I have to tell the person that they will have to wait (when they've been 
waiting all their lives). When you say that to them you can hear in their voices, 'Oh great, 
another bureaucracy' and I hate that." 

The phone rang suddenly, almost as if on cue. With a wry smile Jim excused himself to 
take the call. It was someone from the media with questions about literacy. Jim was full 
of facts and information, articulate and pleasant in his manner. 

When he hung up the phone I asked Jim what he did before he took on this job. "I was a 
successful junior high teacher," Jim told me, "but I decided I needed to find more 
meaningful work. At age 21 I found I could still identify with the crises that beset 
adolescents (like - 'Everyone else has pink shoelaces and I don't' - disaster) but by age 25, 
I found I related more to adults." 
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After returning to University to enroll in a Masters Program in English, Jim taught ABE 
at Keyano College in Ft. McMurray and Lakeland College in Cold Lake. Now, at age 41, 
Jim has his Ph.D. in Adult Education and teaches a distance education course in literacy 
for the University of Calgary. He has also just begun to tutor a fellow from the BEAD 
Program at AVC because "tutoring is the area of literacy I know the least about." 

Very few of my interviews have been with men. I have become increasingly interested 
about why there aren't more men in the literacy field so I asked for Jim's opinion, He 
paused a long time before he spoke. "I don't know but I have to admit it's been coming to 
my attention the last couple of months." 

"To answer your question depends on whether you're talking about professionals or 
volunteers. As far as the professionals go there are very few men in education to begin 
with. The statistics vary but it's usually about two-thirds women and one third men. And 
most of those men are in administrative positions (which pay an awful lot more than any 
literacy positions would). So the education field has traditionally been of greater interest 
to women." 

"But you know, we get people calling to volunteer who think that they will be 'helping' in 
great big capital letters, They think that they will have a major influence on 'saving this 
person', or 'helping this person grow', The women I talk to seem to have that attitude 
more than the men. They think their mothering and love of reading will magically 
transform the student into a better person. Men don't have that illusion so they don't 
volunteer as readily. In many cases tutoring is better suited to men. They can be caring 
but they are more matter of fact and have a more business like attitude towards teaching." 

"It's funny, though, when I talk to a man who is interested in volunteering, I tell him that 
he is extra special simply because he is in the minority. They really seem to like that. 
Male egos maybe. Whatever the appeal is, they like it." 

While I was in Calgary I had the pleasure of a quick visit with WAYNE 
LETOURNEAU, a former literacy colleague. Born and raised in Red Deer, Wayne is a 
man of many talents. He went from being the chief technician for the department of 
nuclear medicine at a large hospital in Edmonton to setting up a literacy program for the 
deaf and hard of hearing at AVC in Calgary. From there he became a full-time literacy 
coordinator with the Basic Education Alternate Delivery (BEAD) Program at AVC, 
helping to institute a literacy drop-in classroom with flexible hours for full and part-time 
students. After a 2-year secondment to manage the Alberta Literacy Inventory Project for 
Advanced Education Wayne is now back at AVC as the Special Needs Student Advisor 
working with mobility and sensory impaired students. 

I have missed Wayne's involvement in literacy - his dedication and sense of fun. Sitting 
together in his office I asked Wayne if he misses being involved in literacy work. "I miss 
some pares of it for sure," he said. "Mostly the people. I have never seen a more 
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supportive and benevolent group, ever. I really rank them number one. Their collective 
willingness to share ideas, information and shoulders is unsurpassed. Even though I am 
rather singular in my approach to many things I enjoyed the group 'feel' as well as the 
encouragement and endorsement for my work from other coordinators. I always felt 
supported in whatever I did related to literacy." 

"There are so many people in literacy that I've gotten to know that I really admire - their 
skills and their professionalism. They are professionals who don't come across as 
professionals because they are such real people. Literacy is not a movement that is just 
made up of do-gooders who are after quick time in the spot light. These people are 
professionals who are in there for the long haul." 

There were very few men working in literacy at the time that Wayne was a coordinator. 
"There were times when I missed having some other male company around," he admitted, 
"but I guess because I've been working in an adult education institution for so long with 
many female staff members it really was never an issue for me. I just thought of my 
colleagues as professionals. We had to get the job done, whatever it was, and we did." 

I told Wayne about the discussion I had had with other literacy workers about the 
"characteristics" of literacy workers and how more women than men seem to be drawn to 
the field. Wayne admitted that he was fortunate to have been working with an institution 
like AVC in that he was able to be hired full-time with a decent salary and benefits. "It 
would have been difficult for me to stay with it otherwise," he said honestly. 

But Wayne doesn't agree that women are more prepared to take emotional risks than men. 
"I certainly got emotionally involved," he insisted, "especially with matching 
student/tutor pairs. I remember certain students, especially those whose stories moved me 
greatly. I remember them for just that reason. Success stories come and go - someone 
gets a driver's licence or goes on into adult upgrading and I think, 'That's great!' - but I 
don't remember those people the way I do the others." 

"I was really affected by one man who came to see me. He was a true Harley Davidson 
biker. He came to my door dressed in full leather with a deluxe beard - a tough looking 
hombre. And I thought, 'Ok, fine, we open the doors to all', so he came in and closed the 
door and we began our interview. After half an hour of talking to him and establishing a 
rapport he started to cry. He told me that he had been on a bike run into the States with a 
buddy who was also on a bike. His buddy was in an accident and was still in the States, 
hospitalized. So the man in my office had to return to Canada on his own but couldn't 
read the map or the road signs. He had been absolutely terrified. Telling me the story 
overwhelmed him. I was overwhelmed too just listening to the fear that this tough guy 
had because he couldn't read." 

"I had similar emotional experiences with a number of students. You can't help but be 
affected by them. When you give so much and when you see what they are enduring and 
the steps they are taking, it's enriching." 
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"I know that we offer a good service through our literacy program at AVC. I've always 
been proud of the program and am very proud to say I had a part getting it started." 

After my visit to Calgary I flew to Ft. McMurray. I'm not sure what I expected but Ft. 
McMurray surprised me. It is certainly much more than the oil sands industry it is famous 
for. A close-knit community has grown up around the industries of Syncrude and Suncor. 
Like many other people who came to "work for a while" in this remote community 
NANCY STEEL and her family have made FL McMurray their home. 

Nancy is the coordinator of the Keyano College Write Break Literacy Program. While 
earning an M.A. in English Nancy worked as a Tutor Assistant and suspected that the 
undergraduates she was helping with writing strategies were also poor readers. Nancy has 
been fascinated by what she has learned through her involvement in literacy and although 
she admits that she still has a lot to learn, her work over the years has provided her with 
some answers to the questions she had initially raised about how reading, writing and 
speaking interrelate. 

Nancy's substantial background and understanding of literacy developed through a long 
and steady learning process which has required both faith and patience. "I just had faith 
that the base I needed would come," she explained. "I had an understanding that this 
would take time. So I went into this job with a commitment that I was going to do it for a 
long time. I knew that it might take a while for me to find out - never mind everything I 
needed to know about teaching people to read and training tutors but everything I needed 
to know for tomorrow at least! 'Winging it' was all right because I was willing to give 
myself that space of time. I had in my mind, made a commitment to do this for at least 5 
years. That was almost 9 years ago." 

Having just come from the New Coordinator Training I asked Nancy what information 
she would give to people entering into the literacy field for the first time. "One of the first 
things they need to know about is the availability of the literacy network. Each person 
will bring their own background and experiences to the job but if and when they want 
more information, they need to know that through the network they can choose their 
learning. almost like a self-paced program. When I need to know something about family 
literacy I can call down to Brooks and talk to Bonnie Anniccharicio. I can pick my 
learning as I need it by drawing on the people in the network who have the experiences I 
don't." 

"This job isn't fatal. You almost can't mess up. We all go through times when we get tired 
and run out of ideas but new ideas will come along. You just have to watch for them. You 
have to let the fatigue pass and you have to give yourself time to learn those other things 
that are out there. The biggest gift coordinators can give themselves these days is time. 
Even when they're feeling really rushed off their feet, somehow they have to give 
themselves the time to get through it all, not be so demanding of themselves and not to 
try and learn everything all at once." 
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I was interested in Nancy's concept of time. "Coordinators need time to learn," she 
explained to me, "but people also need to understand that the field of literacy and how we 
work in it requires time to evolve and develop and mature as well. That's the best thing 
about literacy. It's so "frontier" - that's the absolute best thing. Literacy is still a frontier 
issue and that means that it really allows for so much exploration. That's where I get the 
sense of time and space that I have. There are always emerging issues in literacy that are 
beginning to establish themselves. I don't feel pressured to understand those issues right 
away. They will evolve. Because this is a frontier issue, there's all that time and space. 
That's really exciting because it means a future of some kind." 

One of the frontiers Nancy has been pioneering is literacy in the workplace. "The Write 
Break Program moved into workplace literacy because during the early years of working 
in the community project, almost all of my learners worked at the plants, at either 
Syncrude or Suncor. If they didn't work for the plants directly they worked for a company 
contracted by the plants. The logical step was - 'Why don't we just move this project a 
little closer to where our learners are. Perhaps not physically, but let's partner up and 
work together'." 

"Well that was a hasty assumption on my part. It made so much sense to me but it didn't 
make a whole lot of sense to the plants. They weren't entranced with the idea that I might 
suggest they should help me mount a literacy program through their company." 

"So I sort of again stepped back and gave myself that sense of time and space and said 
well, 'It'll just happen with some more thinking and talking about it.' So I formed some 
contacts with people at the various plants and talked to trainers wherever and whenever I 
could. I always tried to sound enthusiastic. Instead of getting people excited because 
literacy is such a terrible problem I tried to get them excited by showing them that it was 
really no problem at all. The soft peddle approach really worked much better. People 
said, 'Well, if it's something that's manageable and if there's something I can do to help ... 
'" 

"Literacy is often trotted out as a really scary, insurmountable kind of problem. If you 
scare someone they won't want to touch it. So you want to make it touchable, you want to 
make it manageable. I wouldn't have worked as a literacy coordinator for this long if I 
didn't think it was a manageable problem. That's where my faith lies. I have to believe it's 
manageable. I have to believe it can change." 

"The plants really liked that nonthreatening, action-oriented approach. And then a stroke 
of luck. Lloyd Campbell from Syncrude discovered that one of the supervisors going 
through the supervisor development centre where they enhance manager's skills had a 
reading comprehension problem. Because I had talked to a lot of people he knew to come 
to me." 

"He said, 'I think that reading comprehension is a problem for our people. I have about 
300 people and about two-thirds are having difficulties, so I need 170 tutors.' At first I 
was overwhelmed but then I started to think, this is manageable too." 



160                                                                                                   OPENING DOORS 

With substantial funding from Syncrude, Nancy set to work (with help and support from 
Mary Norton, Keyano College and a number of Syncrude employees who agreed to be 
pilot-participants for the program) to develop and implement a workplace literacy 
program called ERIC - Effective Reading in Context. 

Nancy is very proud of the program. "The joy for me is that we have a really 
comprehensive workplace literacy program that reflects my belief about what literacy is 
and how literacy works. Just reading isn't enough and just writing isn't enough. Reading, 
writing, speaking, numeracy and listening is really a comprehensive approach. All of it 
wraps around the day-co-day work that the Syncrude guys are doing. There are no 
commercial materials involved in the program; it's all onsite material. Syncrude has 
probably invested a couple hundred thousand dollars to develop the program and pay for 
instruction but they are pleased with the program. That's partly because they had realistic 
expectations. In the 3 years since the program started, they have looked at spin-off 
benefits like attitude and interest. They didn't expect productivity to hike overnight. 
Syncrude believes in an 'empowered team approach'. Better reading, writing and speaking 
helps employees function better in team positions. Part of the empowerment is in 
providing those real basic literacy skills." 

The next morning Nancy agreed to pick me up at the hotel to take me to Keyano College. 
Waiting for Nancy at the front door I had a minute to browse through the newsstand and 
was suddenly struck by the front page headline of The Globe and Mail. "Workplace study 
gives low marks to reading, writing". The article continued, "More than half of the 
workers at B.C. sawmills can't understand complex written instructions." Nancy came 
through the front door and found me reading. 

"Did you see this?" I asked Nancy showing her the front section of the newspaper. 

"Yes I did," Nancy said smiling. "On the front page yet! Reading and writing on the job 
is now an important issue and it's making front page news. And the coverage is good. It 
doesn't say, 'One man killed because he couldn't read' ... they are writing about facts that 
are not sensational news but it is still there on the front page." 

Nancy took me to the classroom at Keyano College where the ERIC program is held. We 
had a chance to talk for an hour before the pace of Nancy's day picked up. 

After seeing The Globe and Mail article I asked Nancy how she feels about public 
awareness efforts in literacy. "To me, public awareness means recognition then 
acceptance. People are coming to my literacy program now who view it as a broad-based 
program in that it doesn't just 'help those illiterate guys' - it provides reading and writing 
polishing, any kinds of development in that area that they might need. That's a big 
change." 
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Nancy knew Jim Bell from his days of teaching ABE at Keyano College. I described his 
concerns to her about awareness not necessarily leading to action. "My response to that 
is... time," Nancy said readily. "Recognition, acceptance and then action. Action only 
comes after the other two. Recognition and acceptance are what I would call the infant 
stages of action." 

"Last September, after a lot of PR work for World Literacy Day, I had 20 tutors come to 
volunteer within one and a half weeks. And all of them said, 'You know, I've been 
meaning to do this for some time: What that tells me is that public awareness is working 
its wonders and now being translated into action." 

"I am actually on the receiving end of Jim's public awareness campaign. So I say to Jim, 
'Thank you very much', because the guy who was living in Calgary who moves to Ft. 
McMurray to work on the oil sands will have heard about literacy and he's going to call 
me - to be a student or maybe to tutor. Jim doesn't see the final results of his efforts, we 
do." 

Nancy told me that her innate curiosity is what has kept her interested in literacy work. 
She is confident in her ability to learn and seeks every opportunity to continue her 
learning. She also prides herself in being a professional. 

"Being professional has everything to do with our approach and our way of thinking. My 
office is in the coffee and storage room in Keyano College. People come into my office 
to put books on shelves and take paper from cardboard boxes. I do not feel less of a 
professional because I have to be in a coffee room. I started out as a mom with a half-
time job and I grew into a literacy professional. I've worked very hard to acquire that 
status. I think that we have enough hotshot coordinators in the and in the literacy field 
who really are professionals because they know what they're talking about." 

"It's important to recognize that yes, coordinators are humanitarians who have caring 
hearts and souls but we are also professionals. We have a whole lot of knowledge about 
the process of learning to read and write and how people can learn to read and write and 
improve their lot in life, that other people don't have. And that sets us apart and makes us 
very special. I don't think we're special because we all have soft hearts, I think we're 
special because we're professionals in a field. Even the new coordinators are on their way 
to being professionals. They have brought skills with them that will contribute to that 
professionalism." 

"If I was to start teaching tomorrow would I feel like a professional on the first day I 
walk into the classroom? No, I wouldn't. Everyone goes through the stage of feeling like 
a rookie. Thinking professionally will come with time." 

Back again in Camrose I dropped in at the Camrose Adult Read and Write Program to 
talk to BARB WALMAN. Almost a year had passed since Barb and I golfed together in 
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the fall of 1990 at the first PGI; I promised I would drop by to tell her all about this year's 
Tournament. 

The Camrose literacy program is on the second floor of a building on main street; a hair 
salon and fabric store are on the street level. We sat down in the comfortable "front 
room" of the Program office, which at one time was part of the offices of CFCW; a well-
known country and western radio station which has since moved to a new and larger 
location. There are two offices, a library and meeting room, and a sound-proofed 
recording studio (for classes and board meetings) which Barb shares with the Further 
Education Coordinator who also has her office on the second floor. 

I told Barb all about my trip to Calgary and Ft. McMurray. My head was still full of the 
thoughts and ideas that had been raised by Jim and Wayne and Nancy. I asked Barb for 
her thoughts on some of the ideas they had raised. 

"Do you see yourself as a literacy professional?" 

"I think that being good at whatever you do makes you a professional," Barb responded, 
"but I guess I'm not even sure what the word 'professional' really means. Maybe we 
should look it up in the dictionary." 

Barb went into her office and came back thumbing through the pages of the Houghton 
Mifflin Canadian Dictionary. When she found what she was looking for she read out loud 
"Professional: a person following a profession; one who earns his livelihood as an athlete 
(I guess that's not us!); one who has an assured competence in a particular field or 
occupation." 

I asked Barb if she feels that she is "a person following a profession". "First I have to ask 
myself if literacy work is a profession. I'm not sure it is seen as a profession by others but 
I think as the issue of literacy becomes bigger and more in the forefront it will become 
more of a profession. I certainly don't see myself putting in time here for pin money. The 
literacy coordinator position holds respect in the community; it definitely has a presence." 

"What I really think the literacy field needs though is to be more standardized. If we were 
all doing a similar job in a similar way, it would feel more professional." 

"We need to standardize coordinating functions so that if I left the Camrose Adult Read 
and Write Program I could go to the Wetaskiwin Pal Program and run that without 
having to reinvent the wheel. We need to have standardized forms for records and 
reporting. Every year we get the same government form from Community Programs 
Branch of Advanced Education to fill out but the 70-odd coordinators who receive that 
form have 100 different ways of recording the information that is needed to fill out that 
form." 

"And there are no written down guidelines about how the grant money we receive (which 
we get after we fill out the government form) is to be spent. I have some real questions 
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about accountability. The money is to be spent on the literacy program. Period. But one 
program spends 90% of the grant on salary and the next one pays the coordinator $8.00 
an hour. I'm not even sure that our basic philosophies are the same." 

Concerned about these questions, Barb has been meeting with other coordinators in the 
Edmonton area who have begun to put a proposal together to promote the idea of literacy 
coordinator certification. "Certification would be good because it would give people the 
opportunity to further their skills. Most of the people who come to this job don't have a 
lot of teaching experience. They learn a lot on the job but if there was a certification 
program or a standardized program that they could have access to, they could become 
more knowledgeable when and if they chose to." 

"If I was certified right now and decided to leave the Camrose Adult Read and Write 
Program I could say that I'm a certified literacy coordinator, just as I am certified as a life 
skills coach. I'm certified in that area and that can't be taken away. I've reached that level 
so that if I apply for a job in Calgary I can say I'm certified to be a literacy coordinator, 
not, 'Well, I've got 3 or 4 years of experience as the coordinator of a literacy project.' For 
resumes and credibility it's a good idea." 

"But I still have some concerns about the idea of certification because it puts literacy 
work into an academic plane. Some of the coordinators (who are really good 
coordinators) aren't academics. And it's a time problem. For me to take any course is 
really difficult because of kids and family. It's 'above and beyond' again; it's that many 
more hours that I would have to spend away from my home and my work here. And I 
would also feel really pressured to do it. If a certification program does come about, I 
would feel that I would have to do it and it's really not something that I have time to do." 

I asked Barb how we can certify the qualities that make people good at what they do - 
being compassionate, flexible and resourceful. "It's more than that though," Barb argued. 
"If you want to be a nurse you have to take nursing training and yet there are lots of 
things you need to do on the job that require compassion. I think we're being a little naive 
in saying that we deserve credit for those kinds of skills. To be seen as professionals we 
have to have more training than our own life experiences." 

Barb heard JANET MACMlLLAN come up the stairs and called to her to come and join 
us. In 1990, International Year of Literacy, Barb hired Janet as the Community 
Awareness Coordinator for the Camrose Adult Read and Write Program. Janet works 2 
days a week and even though her role is community awareness she has also become a 
strong supporter of the program and good company for Barb. 

"Janet brings skills to the job that I don't have," Barb said as Janet got a cup of coffee. 
"She's willing to do things that I'm not. She made a papier mache dinosaur reading a 
newspaper for the Camrose Parade last summer which was wonderful; that would never 
have happened with just me here. She has a whole creative side that's been a real bonus to 
the program." 
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The Community Awareness Coordinator's position involves writing press releases and 
talking to community groups and generally promoting the program. "Barb knew that she 
just didn't have time to get out to all the different community groups", Janet explained. 
"The students get to know about the program mostly through word of mouth. In order for 
that to happen a lot of people have to know about the program so somebody has to get out 
there and spread the word." 

When I asked Janet if she found her job difficult, she said, "I was pretty nervous about 
talking to groups at first but it's easier for me now because now I have the commitment 
behind me as well. When I first got started I was more involved in the concrete things 
that had to be done like putting up posters around town. And then I started to internalize 
just what illiteracy was. I started to come up with my own understanding of what it was, 
why people didn't learn to read and how easily I could have been one of those people. I'm 
finding that the stronger I feel about literacy, the more it becomes a part of me and the 
easier it is to get up and talk about it." 

"In general the community has been very welcoming in a polite sort of way. They keep 
their distance, not quite wanting to get too involved or too close. The Chamber of 
Commerce was the hardest group I had to speak to because the Chamber is made up of 
businessmen who are very proud of their independence. They've worked hard and have 
gotten to where they are in life because they've worked hard. They can't understand why 
someone would miss out when the opportunity was right there in front of them. They 
have a hard time coming to grips with all the reasons why a person might not have 
learned to read. They have a lot of false assumptions. But I'm going to keep working on 
them!" 

Knowing that Janet has a teaching background I wondered if she has any desire to go 
back to the school system. "My job here is similar to teaching because I'm my own 
person and am in control of my day. But I don't really have a desire to go back to the 
school system. Now that I've been out of the system for a while and knowing what I do 
about literacy, I think it would be harder to watch the kids who are struggling. I'd sure 
work a heck of a lot harder to help those kids." 

Thinking about Jim and Nancy's ideas about awareness and action. I asked Barb if the 
program has felt the results of Janet's efforts. "On the radio the other day." Barb told me. 
"on an Edmonton station phone-in talk show. the announcer was asking people what their 
plans were for the fall. A lady phoned in from Camrose and said that her children had just 
gone back to University and that she was planning to get involved in volunteer work. 
When he asked her what kind of work she said, ·Well. there's a really good adult literacy 
program in Camrose and I'm going to get down there and see if I can volunteer as a tutor.' 
I don't think that would have happened a year ago, so we must be doing something right!" 
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Lorna Bell, the Katherine Hepburn of Northern Alberta, panning for gold. 
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Chapter Thirteen 

A Safe Haven 

I had one last journey to make. I knew that I couldn't consider my travels or my 
interviews complete without a trip back to the North to calk to LORNA BELL, a 
wonderful woman who's involvement in literacy has spanned more than a decade. 

Ten months had passed since my last venture north. As the plane began its decent into 
High Level I thought how much I was looking forward to being able to "see the sky" and 
talk again to the good people I had previously met. Joanne Snyder was at the airport to 
greet me. The airport looked quite different without the snow and icy windows but 
Joanne's smile was warm and familiar. We drove to Fairview College to find Lorna who 
was attending the Chinchagua Further Education Council Anniversary celebration there. 

There were lots of familiar faces. Someone offered me a chair as I talked to a number of 
the tutors I had interviewed months before. Lorna smiled at me from across the room. It 
had been 3 years since I saw her last but Lorna is someone you don't easily forget. 

An hour later Lorna and I were in her car travelling east to Ft. Vermilion. It was mid-
October; the night was dear with cold and I watched as the Northern Lights began to 
ripple across the sky. When Joanne first moved to the North she said to me once that the 
Northern Lights had seemed to her like a "Navahoe blanket cloaking the sky". Leaning 
forward to get a better look I asked Larna what had first triggered her interest in literacy. 

"The fact that a grown person couldn't read was as big a shock to me as it was to 
everyone else," Lorna said, hardly seeming to notice the activity in the sky. "When we 
moved into our house in Ft. Vermilion 2 years after we came up north (which is now 31 
years ago) my husband hired a really wonderful older Native man whose name was 
Isadore to come and build a fence around the property. The chap would come in for tea or 
lunch and he'd sit with my pre-school son and look at comic books with him. One day my 
son leaned up against Isadore's knee and asked, 'Will you read to me?' Isadore just looked 
at him and said simply, 'I can't read'. It was like someone hit me over the head with a 2 X 
4." 

"I made a promise that I would find a way to help Isadore learn to read but he died before 
I had the chance. I guess that was kind of the beginning to all the work I've done in 
literacy." 

When I mentioned to Loma that she is often referred to as "the founder of literacy in the 
North" she immediately said, "That's not true Deborah and I want to dispel that notion 
right now." 

"There was a remarkable woman who worked in this community for years," Lorna 
reminisced. "Her name is RACHEL CLARK. She was married to a Native fellow and 
was the secretary of The Voice of Native Women. She and I were part of a larger group 
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which helped to establish the first Adult Education Centre in Ft. Vermilion. It was a 
satellite campus of the Alberta Vocational Centre in Slave Lake." 

"Unfortunately the mandate of adult upgrading didn't include basic literacy. Then about a 
year later, the provincial government started to encourage the idea of Further Education 
Councils. We thought, 'Now this might be a way we can get something going for 
literacy', so roughly the same group of people helped to form the first Further Education 
Council with a clear priority for adult literacy." 

"Some people were very critical of the idea especially representatives from Indian 
Affairs. They wanted to know if any of 'those people who sign their names with an X at 
the hospital' really wanted to learn to read." 

"Rachel Clark and The Voice of Native Women group went out and did a survey. I wasn't 
part of that. They came back with lists and lists of names of largely Native people who 
said, 'I would give my right arm for a chance to go to school and learn to read.' There was 
one elderly gentleman down at Tall Cree who told them, 'You know, if you teach me how 
to sign my name then I'll be able to throwaway my X!' That became our motto. All the 
first posters that went up inviting people to get involved said, 'Help your friends and 
neighbours throwaway their X.' There was a tremendous community response, both from 
La Crete and Ft. Vermilion." 

"I did some ground work for John Waters, who was the Director of the Adult Education 
Centres in the North, to find out about the availability of literacy resources. I eventually 
got a hold of Laubach in Syracruse. They introduced me to Thelma Blinn who was 
pioneering the Each One Teach One Programs in the eastern United States. She was so 
excited about getting a phone call from Northern Canada she said if we could pay her 
way out, there would be no fee for her services." 

"So we flew her up here and billeted her in our homes and she held a workshop for us all 
on the Laubach approach to teaching reading and writing. For the first time someone 
talked to us about an equal sharing between students and tutors. She left a huge imprint 
on everyone who was there." 

"Thelma had been working in jails and told us that the best people to tutor students in jail 
were people in jail who were literate. Right off the top we got this picture of the value of 
peer tutoring which really enforced our faith in the idea of community tutors." 

"That was in 1977. By 1980 there were line-ups of people to be tutored, so the Further 
Education Council applied to the Department of Advanced Education for special project 
funding. Because I had been involved I was asked if I would be interested in coordinating 
the program. So I wasn't the initiator; I was just the extremely lucky person who got the 
job." 

"We turned off the highway into the community of Ft. Vermilion and in just a few 
minutes were parked in front of Lorna's log house. It was late, so Lorna took me upstairs 



168                                                                                                   OPENING DOORS 

to get settled in for the night. Barbara, Lorna's 10-year-old granddaughter, had pulled out 
and made up the bed in the sitting room for me complete with a teddy bear by my 
pillow." 

The warmth of the bed and the quiet of the night contributed to the best sleep I had had in 
ages. Lorna told me in the morning that she actually has friends who come to visit her 
overnight just to get a good night's sleep. My own experience told me that they also came 
to spend time with Lorna herself, to benefit from her wise and gentle approach to life. 

Drinking tea and eating bannock we sat all morning in our flannelette nightgowns and 
wooly socks and talked about Lorna's literacy experiences. 

Loma has worked with many students over the years and is currently working with a 37-
year-old Native man who has cerebral palsy. Thomas is in a wheelchair and has limited 
ability in his speech but Loma works with him each morning and is excited about the 
progress they are making together. 

"In the darkest, deepest most awful circumstances, the human spirit longs to heal itself," 
Loma said. "Nobody can give that to a person from outside of themselves. But the one 
thing you can do to make a difference is to provide that person with what I call a storm 
haven - a secure, safe, comfortable place where they feel OK enough to work at their self-
healing." 

"And the other thing you can do, although this is more political by nature, is give them 
some tools to use as they take charge of their own life. That is what really got me 
involved in literacy - searching for a way to assist some of my neighbours with a realistic 
tool they could use as they worked toward having full charge of their own destiny." 

I thought of all the different settings I had seen where people come to learn to read -
libraries, church basements, a kitchen and classrooms - but I realized as Lorna spoke that 
a "storm haven" doesn't necessarily mean a physical space. 

"Every tutor who ever works with a literacy student," Lema continued, "has to be able to 
provide a storm haven. If they don't provide the student with that positive reinforcement, 
that loving care that says to the student that no matter how bloody scared they are or how 
defensive they are or how convinced they are that they can't learn, it won't work. The 
tutor has to, one way or another, convince the student that, 'When you're with me, you're 
OK and you can learn'." 

Initially all the tutors in the literacy program were volunteers. Lorna fought hard for the 
volunteers to become paid tutors. "Most literacy volunteers, especially in urban 
programs, are from upper middle class families. When you think about it," Lorna 
explained, "volunteerism is the privilege of the middle class. Poor people can't volunteer. 
They're too desperately busy seeking out a sufficient living to meet their daily needs. We 
realized that if we wanted people from the same community as the students to act as 
tutors we would have to find a way to reimburse them for their expenses at least." 
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"Now I laugh and tell people that our paid tutors are 'subsidized volunteers' because they 
really don't get paid very much for all that they do. To me, a tutor gets paid $8.00 an 
hour, does $80.00 an hour worth of work and gets $800.00 an hour worth of satisfaction 
for their work!" 

In Ft. Vermilion, as in High Level and LaCrete, most of the tutors work in a classroom 
setting with small groups of students. Lorna found that with the group approach the 
students often created the necessary "sense of safety" for their learning faster than the 
tutors themselves could. 

When I asked Lorna if she felt that the classroom setting is the best way to work with 
literacy students she said, "I would guess that 80% of literacy students would benefit 
most from a classroom setting. Some will still need the one to one learning but for most, 
learning really begins to happen when the students own the program, when they know 
that there's an equality between the tutors and the students and where the students know 
that they are in charge. In that kind of environment the students really help each other. It's 
amazing to watch them. You still have to have the tutors to guide them through what 
they're learning but in the end, the work that's done in the classroom, has to be done by 
the students themselves." 

We talked more about the pros and cons of in-home tutoring, verses the classroom. "The 
difficulty with in-home, one-ta-one tutoring," Lorna said, "is that it takes so long to get 
the job done. Just as an example, we had a student who came into the classroom recently 
who was 'school phobic'. She dropped out of school at age 14, was really defensive and 
very upset and angry. On the second day of class she went storming our saying, 'What a 
stupid, boring day this has been.' 

"A couple of days later I went into the classroom and spent a whole morning with her 
trying to help her find a topic to write about. We did an extensive mapping exercise and 
afterward I handed her all the material and asked her if she felt focused and comfortable 
enough to write a story. She nodded and went off and ended up writing this amazing 
piece called, 'Me, My Kids and School'. She was frustrated though because she couldn't 
quite finish it. I told her to put it away for awhile, that it would finish itself." 

A week later (less than 10 days in the classroom) she finished the story. The last line 
read, 'I'm so glad I have come back to school and it's wonderful here because there is help 
whenever I need it: 

"She went through some difficult adjustments and all that 'dust settling' in a matter of 10 
days. Ten 5-hour days works out to about 25 weeks in a once a week in-home tutoring 
situation. When students are in the classroom it's more like 'literacy immersion'. The dust 
settling and the learning happens much more quickly and when students start to see 
success, they're more likely to stick with it." 

The Saturday morning cartoons on TV were over and Barbara came bounding up the 
wooden steps to tell Lorna it was time for her to get ready to go to work. Larna, retired 



170                                                                                                   OPENING DOORS 

from the literacy coordinator's position, is now the Ft. Vermilion librarian, opening the 
little building on the Peace River four afternoons a week. 

After Lorna left I propped myself up with some pillows on the bed and settled in to do 
some writing. Barbara's big tabby cat kept my lap warm and I thought how, without any 
fanfare, Lorna had managed to create a safe haven for me in her log home in Ft. 
Vermilion. 

After a while I joined her down at the library. She was sorting through some boxes of 
pamphlets she had found. I picked up one entitled, "Books for Gifted Children". Lorna 
scoffed at the tide. "Aren't all children gifted?" she asked as she threw the whole bunch in 
the garbage. 

Later in the afternoon we sat quietly in the living room chatting about literacy and 
politics and life in general. I noticed that Lorna uses the word 'student' instead of the 
word 'learner' when she refers to the adults in literacy programs. 

"I really prefer to call the students in literacy- 'students'," Lorna explained, "just as you 
would students in university. When you stop calling your adult literacy student a student 
you're saying that he's different from someone at a university or high school or college 
level and he's not. There is a difference between the role of students and teachers and 
administrators but in literacy we are all learners." 

I told Lorna how often I had heard literacy workers refer to themselves as adult and/or 
life-long learners. 

"I like the whole concept of life-long learning," Loma agreed. "A catch phrase that has 
been a favourite of mine all my life is 'every man is my teacher in that I learn from him.' I 
really believe that you can't live in the North if you aren't prepared to learn from others." 

"Who has taught you the most in your literacy work?" I asked. 

"Oh, the students, of course. They're wonderful teachers," Lorna smiled. Then she added, 
"To have any credibility to train tutors you have to have been a tutor yourself. I took that 
seriously even when it was very difficult to find the time. I didn't have any university 
credits but I received some very good training through the Laubach people. After that I 
learned almost everything I know from the students I've tutored." 

"Nothing takes the place of actually watching a student as they start to move towards 
literacy. It gives you the absolute certainty that something you can do is making a 
positive difference in someone else's life and to me that's all of it. I don't want to earn 
credits for life after this one; I just want to feel good as I move through this life - that 
maybe I'm making some small difference in the world while I'm here." 

The next afternoon, after church, Klaus and Susan Gabriel drove over from LaCrete to 
join us for dinner. It was wonderful to see them again. Since my snowy overnight visit at 
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their homestead much had changed for Klaus and Susan. Fairview College decided to 
incorporate Klaus's job as the literacy coordinator in the LaCrete/Ft. Vermilion area into 
Joanne Snyder's position in High Level so he had been unemployed for awhile. But 
before too long the College hired him as an ABE classroom instructor at the Basic 
Education Centre in High Level. After getting over the initial adjustment of the new job 
he is really enjoying his work. On the home front their oldest son was married to a 
Mennonite girl and Klaus and Susan are soon to become grandparents. "Lots of changes," 
Klaus said in his good- natured way, "but life in the North is still good." 

Before dinner we all went down to the Peace River to try our hand at panning for gold. 
Larna and her friend Martin waded into the river with their rubber boots, scooped up 
some river gravel in their pans then carefully sifted through the sludge watching carefully 
for specs of gold. 

After a few tries on my own I was excited to see a wee spec of gold sparkling in the sand. 
Martin added the spec to the ones he had already collected in a little glass vial. "It takes 
40,000 specs to make an ounce of gold," he told me. My face must have shown my 
surprise because he added, "It takes a lot of patience and a lot of time.but it's worth it." 

My hands were numb from dipping them into the late October waters of the Peace River 
but I was so intrigued I barely noticed. With r heads bent intently over one screen Lorna 
and I worked together r a while. "This is sort of like learning to read," I thought out loud. 
Shifting through all the dirt and sand to find a single spec of gold must be like trying to 
make sense out of a jumble of words." 

Lorna laughed at the analogy but said, "I think that's true. Every spec of gold needed to 
make an ounce is like the tiny bits of understanding we need to collect to make the 
reading process make sense. Like Martin said, it takes a lot of time and patience but it's 
worth it." 

Later that evening. after a delicious moose stew shared with a group of Lorna's 
neighbours and friends, I told her how enjoyable it had been for me to talk about literacy 
with so many different people in such a relaxed setting. Her response was very like 
Lorna. "You have to remember that the literacy program here is not just community 
based, it's community owned. The College honours the community ownership of the 
program and the tutors honour the student's ownership of the program. Except for the 
shortfall of funds the literacy program is like an unsinkable ship." 

Intelligent, warm and caring, Loma is a mentor to many and a mother to all. Her 
approach to life is simple. "The world is my neighbour", she said to me. "I couldn't go on 
if! didn't believe that." 

Lorna had told me once how much she enjoys old movies. One of her favourite actresses 
is Katherine Hepburn. Like Katherine Hepburn, Lorna is a bit of a legend (even though 
that idea makes her uncomfortable) and a bit of a renegade. So the day after I got back to 
Camrose I went to Poplar Books and bought Lorna a copy of Me, Katherine Hepburn's 
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new autobiography. Inside the cover I wrote 'To Lorna, the Kare Hepbum of Northern 
Alberta'. I wrapped it in brown and mailed it to her with my deepest gratitude for 
providing me with such a safe haven of acceptance and thought. 

When I went up north I was feeling a little lost. My interview with Loma was the last one 
for my book project and I was perhaps more afraid of the next step of the project (writing 
up a year's worth of travels and experiences) than I realized. Somehow the time I spent 
with Loma helped me to do my own 'dust settling'. Talking to Lorna brought me full 
circle in my thinking and back to the basics, back to the fundamental reasons why we 
have chosen to work in this field. 

Literacy workers in Alberta believe in literacy - in helping to create and provide positive 
opportunities for people to learn to read and write. They value the uniqueness and 
goodness of the people in their communities. They believe in and celebrate learning, and 
know that through the collective strength of their convictions, anything is possible. 
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Epilogue 
In the Fall of 1992 

I learned how to put a book together in much the same way I learned how to be a literacy 
coordinator - a little bit at a time, with trust in my intuition and in the support and 
experience of people who knew more about the subject that I did. And as so many people 
discover in their literacy work, the process was longer and sometimes more difficult than 
I thought it would be, but infinitely more rewarding. 

Receiving funding and the "go ahead" to work on Opening Doors allowed me a rare 
privilege. My travel budget provided me with the opportunity to get to know people 
working in the field on many different levels. I visited with them in their homes and 
communities, met their families, learned about their interests and spent many hours 
talking one-to-one about their literacy work. After a year of travel, I settled into my office 
to begin the process of transcribing tapes, chronicling stories and organizing thoughts and 
ideas. When I got to the stage of actually writing individual chapters the true story began 
to emerge; the bigger picture of literacy became more and more clear. 

Literacy workers in Alberta are exceptionally good at what they do. As they share their 
own love of learning, they give credit to and accept the need for students to feel ready to 
learn, able to learn and comfortable with their learning. They focus on education as a 
whole, recognizing that "learning readiness" is a prerequisite for successful literacy 
programming. Even with minimal training and resources, they are able to create positive 
learning opportunities for adult literacy students with very positive results. 

Impressive also is how literacy workers have used a similar approach to offer support and 
training to each other. They "buddy- up" with and mentor each other, recognizing and 
accepting the need for newer members to the field to learn and take on more as they are 
ready. This encouraging and evolutionary approach forms the basis of the network which 
binds together the literacy field. The strength of this network pervades every aspect of 
grassroots literacy in Alberta. 

Even though I worked most directly on this book project with people "in the trenches" of 
the literacy field, I also had the opportunity to work and talk informally with people in 
administrative and government positions. In my earlier years of literacy work, I wasn't 
aware of (or perhaps even interested in) the workings of government departments which 
affect literacy funding and programming. Preparing budgets, bargaining for funding. 
troubleshooting problems, writing policies and chairing interdepartmental meetings is 
time consuming and often frustrating work. I have gained much respect for the 
administrative and political skills and temperament needed to do this work and for the 
people whose personal and professional skills are in this area. 

Some people talk about the lack of understanding and appreciation between grassroots 
and government work in Alberta. They feel that grassroots people are wrapped up and 
involved in what they are doing and the government representatives are overwhelmed by 
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their own responsibilities, and are discouraged by the lack of connection or interaction 
between the two groups. 

I have seen a volunteer tutor work all evening with a literacy student in a church 
basement in Northern Alberta and have listened to government representatives hold an all 
day round table discussion about the future of literacy in the province in a board room at 
the Devonian Building in downtown Edmonton. Physically these two memories are miles 
apart, but philosophically the situations are not dissimilar. There are those who feel the 
gap between the grassroots and government is widening but I am optimistic that the 
strength of the people and the level of commitment to literacy of both groups will provide 
the incentive for people to work together. 

Keith Anderson who is the literacy consultant with the Community Programs Branch 
recently decided to tutor a literacy student because he thought it would give him a clearer 
sense of what people are doing in the jobs his department funds. Even though he has a 
teaching background, he found that tutoring can be a difficult job but also that 
volunteering can be a highly satisfying experience. This is just one example of the many 
initiatives people are taking to bridge the gaps of understanding between different literacy 
stakeholder groups. 

As we enter into the Decade of Literacy there is still much work to be done. And there is 
still much to look forward to and feel good about. Students are serving on advisory 
committees, literacy workers are being consulted by government departments and 
government representatives are being invited to attend and participate in community 
literacy events. These new directions are the beginning of fresh growth and development 
of the field. Continued interaction and communication between all literacy groups is 
extremely important. We have so much to offer to each other. 

Opening Doors is another beginning. Many people took a personal risk in telling their 
stories in this book so that others might better understand the "human side" of community 
literacy work. The original purpose of Opening Doors was to document some of the 
history of the literacy movement in Alberta while focusing on the importance of the 
literacy workers themselves. In the writing of Opening Doors, history quickly took 
second place to my desire to celebrate and give credit to the courageous people working 
in the field. They are the history, they are the reason the field is as strong and as vibrant 
as it is. 

My hope at the close of Opening Doors is that you will have come to respect, appreciate 
and take seriously the strengths and dedication of Alberta's literacy workers as much 
through reading about them as I have in writing about them. 
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A Letter to the Author 

I tried many different ways to use this wonderful letter in the text of Opening Doors but 
decided it was best left to stand on its own as an example of the joys and frustrations 
literacy workers feel about their work. Thank you Flo, for putting into words so many of 
my own thoughts. 

June 15, 1992 

Dear Deborah, 

When you asked me what I have learned personally and professionally in the past ten 
years in the literacy field, I needed to take some time to think about it. 

On a positive note, I have learned that through literacy you can change the world but the 
world you change is usually only one very small world for a small number of people. But 
I feel alright about that. I remember the words of one student J worked with years ago 
who revealed his joy and fear upon learning to read with me. "I have no more excuses," 
he told me. Although I heard great joy in his voice, it was tainted with a hint of fear. As 
the world opened up for him, he would have to take on more responsibility for his life. 

I still feel thrilled when I see that spark that a learner has when something that seemed so 
hard or so impossible is now possible. The "simple" things in life that we "literate" 
people take for granted - like writing your own cheque, reading a letter from your 
daughter or writing a Christmas card to your father - these are the joys I've shared with 
learners that make my life in literacy the best! 

The harder lessons in literacy that I've learned over the past ten years frustrate me to no 
end. I have always believed that the strength of the literacy movement in Alberta has 
come from the grassroots movements who may not have been terrifically organized but 
who had a unity of purpose. Together, we muddled through and learned from each other. 
We shared everything and anything we knew. As the years passed, we became more 
organized, more bureaucratic and more isolated. 

I am also frustrated with the governments position on literacy and the interpretation of 
the governments policies. After 10 years of lobbying for literacy, is it any easier for a 
student to gain access to funding if he wants togo back to school full-time to learn to 
read?Is it any easier for a single mother to find child care so that she can attend 
classes?Is it any easier to offer reading instruction to disadvantaged groups like the 
mentally challenged, slower learners, Natives, humans who lift in poverty? I don't think 
so. We continue to serve a very small percentage of the population who need and want to 
learn to read while we spend precious resources on organizing and managing and 
writing position papers. The political will to really do something about literacy in Alberta 
and Canada is not there. When cuts to educational funding are threatened, the least vocal 
group is always the first to feel the cut. Our students are this least vocal group. 
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I have stayed involved in literacy because I love to teach. (I am currently working asa 
literacy classroom instrUctor at AVC in Edmonton). I am not optimistic that fundamental 
change with regard to implementation of government policy will happen until our society 
is forced to take a close hard look at the whole education system. At present we seem to 
be moving away from the idea of offering education so that each individual can achieve 
his potential to reserving education for those who can demonstrate productivity. Those 
who cannot "measure-up" will continue to be teased with a taste of education through 
part-time programs which live under the threat of reduced budgets. 

I'm sorry to end on such a sour note Deb, but I guess it must be time for another MAL 
conference where I can be told what a good job we are all doing. In the meantime, I plan 
on continuing to do a good job with the few students I have the pleasure to work with. 

Good luck in finishing your work ... or should I say good luck in finishing this first edition 
of your work. 

Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Flo Brokop 
Sherwood Park, Alberta 
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Glossary 

AAAL: see Alberta Association for Adult Literacy

ABE: an acronym for Adult Basic Education, usually referring to classroom instruction 
below the Grade 9 level.

 ABLE: an acronym for Adult Basic Literacy Education, the name used by Medicine Hat 
College for their on site and satellite literacy programs. 

ADULT UPGRADING: classroom instruction for adults, usually at a Grade 9 to Grade 
12 level. 

ALBERTA ASSOCIATION FOR ADULT UTERACY: an association whose goal is 
to promote the increase and development of appropriate literacy and basic education 
opportunities for all adults in Alberta. 

ALCG: an acronym for Alberta Literacy Coordinators Group, the original name of the 
literacy workers' support group which later became known as the Literacy Coordinators 
of Alberta. 

AVC: an acronym for Alberta Vocational College, formerly called Alberta Vocational 
Centre. 

COMMUNIY PROGRAMS: a branch of the Department of Alberta Advanced 
Education which provides funding for Further Education Councils and Literacy 
Programs, as well as the Community Consortium Program, Adult Development Program 
and Inmate Education Program. John Fisher is currently the Director of Community 
Programs, administering a $30 million dollar budget. 

ESL: an acronym for English as a Second Language, sometimes referred to as EFL, 
English as a Foreign Language. 

FURTHER EDUCATION COUNCIL: a voluntary association comprising of two or 
more people in communities throughout the province who individually or as 
representatives of institutions or organizations, hold responsibilities for the development, 
coordination and delivery of adult further education. Further Education Councils often act 
as a Designated Hosting Authority to receive and administer funds at the direction of the 
Council. 

ILY: an acronym for International Literacy Year as declared by UNESCO, celebrated in 
the year 1990. 

LCA: see Literacy Coordinators of Alberta 

LEARN: an acronym for Literacy Education and Reading Network, the name of 
Lakeland College's on site and satellite literacy programs. 
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LITERACY COORDINATORS OF ALBERTA: an organization which enhances the 
effectiveness of literacy coordinators by delivering the support and professional 
development essential to the provision of quality community based volunteer literacy 
programs for adults. 

PGI: an acronym for the Peter Gzowski Invitational Golf Tournaments held throughout 
Canada by Peter Gzowski, host of CBC Radio's Morningside program, in support of adult 
literacy. 

R2P2: see Regional Resource People Project 

READ-IN: an awareness campaign originating in Lethbridge as an International Literacy 
Year activity which encourages people to call a hotline to register that they have read at 
least 15 minutes on the designated Read-In day (usually in September). As part of their 
literacy awareness campaign, many communities now challenge neighbouring 
communities to see which one has the greater population of readers. 

REGIONAL RESOURCE PEOPLE PROJECT: a special professional development 
program of the LCA which began in early 1988. The purpose of the project was to further 
the goals of the LCA by providing the best possible support and professional 
development to Literacy Coordinators. 

UNESCO: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. 

WORLD LITERACY DAY: the International Literacy day of awareness and 
celebration proclaimed by UNESCO observed on September 8 of each year. 

WORLD LITERACY WEEK: the week of literacy awareness and celebration activities 
held around World Literacy Day. 
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Community Literacy Workers 
Whose thoughts and experiences are part of Opening Doors 

ALLEN, Lorna    St. Albert  Reflections 5 
ANNICCHIARICO, Bonnie  Brooks   Chapter 6 

Reflections 3, 4 
APPLETON, Helen  Medicine Hat  Chapter 6 
BELL, Jim  Calgary   Chapter 12 
BELL, Lorna  Ft. Vermilion  Chapter 8, 13 
BOWIE, Alice  Edmonton  Chapter 4, 5 
BROKOP, Flo  Sherwood Park  Reflections 5 
BROWN, Sylvia  Red Deer  Chapter 10 
BROWNIE, Bob  Calgary   Chapter 2 
BUCKLAND, Pat  Blairmore  Chapter 11 
CAMPBELL, Pat  Edmonton  Chapter 5 
CAVANAUGH, Rita  High Level  Chapter 9 
CHANG, Kathy    Edmonton  Chapter 1 

Reflections 3 
CHASE, Bev  St. Albert  Chapter 1 
COURTOREILLE, Alex  Meander River  Chapter 9 
DAY, Kathy  Pincher Creek  Chapter 11 
DERIE, Fern  Oyen   Chapter 6 
DIRK, Jean  Medicine Hat  Chapter 6 
DIXON, Angie  Grande Praire  Chapter 7 
DOUCET, Jocelyn  Fahler   Chapter 12 
EHLERT, Teri  Ft. Kent   Reflections 5 
FAHY, Pat  Edmonton  Chapter 3, 4 
FEHR, Pauline  High Level  Chapter 9 
FITZSIMONDS, Sharon  Sundre   Chapter 2 

Reflections 1 
GABRIEL, Klaus  Thompkins Landing Chapter 8, 13 
GABRIEL, Susan  Thompkins Landing Chapter 8, 13 
GARLOCK, Toni  Medicine Hat  Chapter 6 
GREIG, Aida  Grande Praire  Chapter 7 
GRUTTER, Donna  Red Deer  Chapter 10 
HALL, Linda  Barrhead  Chapter 7 
HANLEY, Colleen  Cold Lake  Reflections 3 
HOLLISTON, Margaret  Camrose  Reflections 5 
HOUSEGO, Wenda  Grande Praire  Chapter 7 
HOUSTON-KNOPFF, Robin  Calgary   Chapter 2 
HUNT, Marilyn  Rocky Mtn. House Chapter 2 
JANZEN, Abe  High Level  Chapter 7, 8, 9 
JOHNSON, Ailsa  Grande Praire  Chapter 7 
JUNEAU, Agnes  High Level  Chapter 9 
KARL, Marnee  Sherwood Park  Chapter 1, 4 
KNUTSON-SHAW, Bev  Vulcan   Chapter 11 
KOCH, Leana  Medicine Hat  Reflections 2 

Chapter 6 
KOLODY, Rita    Medicine Hat  Chapter 6 
KOOP, Henry    Pincher Creek  Chapter 12 
KOOP, Norma    Pincher Creek  Chapter 12 
KRAHN, Eva    La Crete   Chapter 8 
LETOURNEAU, Wayne   Calgary   Chapter 12 
LOEWEN, Arlene   Grande Praire  Chapter 7 
LONGNMATE, Janet   Grande Praire  Chapter 7 
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LUCK, Grace    Peace River  Chapter 7 
MACLEOD, Connie   Cold Lake  Reflections 5 
MACMILLAN, Janet   Camrose  Chapter 12 
MACPHERSON, Murial   Pincher Creek  Chapter 11 
MAH, Helen    Ponoka   Reflections 5 
MANWEILLER, Karen   Whitecourt  Chapter 3, 4 
MARTENS, Barb   Red Deer  Chapter 10 
MELIN, Velen    Edmonton  Chapter 1 
MILLIONS, Val    Coaldale  Chapter 11 
NORTON, Mary    Edmonton  Chapter 5 
OBRIGEWITSCH, Sylivia  Edmonton  Chapter 5 
OTTOSON, Meredith   Vermilion  Reflections 2, 4 
PARRY, Ann    Edmonton  Chapter 5 
PARSONS, Carol   Grande Praire  Chapter 7 
PETERS, Helena    High Level  Chapter 9 
PETERSON, Audrey   Calgary   Chapter 2 
PICKETT, Kathy    Athabasca  Reflections 5 
POLLARD, Margo   Lethbridge  Chapter 11 
ROULSTON, Aline   Edmonton  Chapter 5 
ROWLAND, Joanne   Medley   Reflections 5 
SANDERMAN-GERGATZ, Cheryl Barrhead  Chapter 3, 4 
SANDERS, Maureen   Edmonton  Chapter 5 
SAUNDERS, Colleen   Bonnyville  Reflections 2 
SAUNDERS, Dave   Fairview  Chapter 7 
SCHAETTI, Marnie   Claresholm  Chapter 4, 10, 11 
SCRIBNER, Marsha   Wainwright  Chapter 1 
SHANKHLA, Astrid   Medicine Hat  Chapter 6 
SYNDER, Joanne   High Level  Chapter 9 
STANLEY, Jill    Calgary   Chapter 12 
STANLEY-TOBER, Ida   Olds   Chapter 2 
STEEL, Nancy   Ft. McMurray  Reflections 3 

Chapter 12 
STOCKDALE, Carolyn   Westlock  Chapter 3, 4 
STREDWICK, Sharon   Vermilion  Reflections 5 
THIESSEN, Jan   Athabasca  Chapter 1 

Reflections 4 
THOMAS, Dylan   Boyer River  Chapter 9 
THOMPSON, David   Edmonton  Chapter 10 
TSCHRITTER, Marena   Medicine Hat  Chapter 6 
ULMER, Carol   Drayton Valley  Reflections 3 
WALMAN, Barbara   Camrose  Chapter 2, 12 

Reflections 3 
WALTER, Bonnie   Ft. Assiniboine  Chapter 12 
YATSALLIERS, Roger   Cold Lake  Reflections 2, 4 
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Deborah Morgan is a 38-year-old mother of 2 boys. She has been married for 16 years 
to a man she knew from her childhood days in Thornhill, Ontario. Deborah has made 
Alberta her home since 1977, the past 9 years in Camrose. 

As a volunteer tutor, literacy program coordinator, professional development project 
manager and board member of the Literacy Coordinators of Alberta and the Alberta 
Association for Adult Literacy, Deborah became fascinated by literacy workers and the 
oral tradition through which good practice and the underpinnings of the field are passed 
on. Combining her desire to write, love of people and interest in literacy, Deborah wrote 
Opening Doors as a celebration of the people working in the field of literacy in Alberta. 

Deborah is currently serving as vice-president of the AAAL and is co-coordinating and 
instructing a federally and provincially funded Job Readiness Program for adults. 
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