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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this research was to investigate the nature of literacy learning for 5 successful 

adult learners in a community-based program as well as to identify factors which supported their 

learning. The program was based in all inner-city community, and a qualitative, case study 

approach was employed.  

Results of the study are consisent with social constructs presented by Fingeret (1983), Gee 

(1989), Giroux (1983), and Simon (1987). The adults demonstrated both acceptance of and 

resistance to the dominant discourse on literacy. They were members of social networks both 

within and outside the literacy program. Consistent with expectations for community- based 

programs, empowerment was a predominant theme but tended to he more at all individual than a 

public, social level. 

Literacy Learning in a Community-Based Program 

Most adult literacy programs in North America have been either fundamental or functional in 

nature. The focus in fundamental programs tends to be on development of conventional reading 

and writing whereas the focus in functional programs is on ability to handle specific literacy 

tasks or improved employment opportunities Research has documented high drop-out rates from 

many of these literacy programs and limited improvement in employment or other aspects of 

participants' lives (Kavale & Lindsey, 1977; Malicky & Norman, 1994a, 1994b, 1996). 

Community-based literacy programs offer one alternative to fundamental and functional 

programs. Rather than focusing on individual achievement, community-based literacy programs 

are more concerned with "issues of empowerment, social mobility, and equality for program 

participants" (Davis, 1994, p.20). 
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Gaber-Katz and Watson (1991) have identified three principles that underlie community-based 

literacy programs - learner centeredness, critical literacy and community-building. Learner-

centered programs are ones which foster equality among learners, volunteers and staff and ensure 

that learners' interests and needs guide the curriculum (Gaber-Katz & Watson, 1991; Jurmo, 

1989). Rather than a prescribed set of activities or subject matter, curriculum tends to reflect 

learners' real-life problems and experiences. Methodology is also learner-centered with rejection 

of didactic and authoritative approaches (Ilsley, 1985). 

From a critical perspective, Gaber-Katz and Watson (199 1) view illiteracy as reflecting a social, 

economic and political system that does not equally benefit all people within society. Literacy 

learning involves understanding oneself within the sociopolitical context and engaging in action 

to promote change. The critical perspective reflects the work of Freire (1970) who believes that 

the goal of literacy is not adapting people to fit into society but rather helping people become 

aware of inequities and contradictions in economic and social structures to bring about change. 

Ilsley (1985) refers to this goal of community-based programs as student empowerment. 

Programs promote economic independence and self-sufficiency for both students and their 

communities, 

Community-building has to do with relationships, with building a community in which 

relationships are equitable, just and tolerant (Gaber-Katz & Watson, 199 1). This generally 

means that programs are situated in the communities that they serve (Ilsley, 1985; Jurmo, 1989), 

that they work with other neighborhood services, and that literacy is understood and practiced as 

a social process. Community-based literacy programs are also autonomous and do not rely on a 

larger organization such as a college or school system. In addition, they generally serve 

educationally, economically and socially disadvantaged people who do not tend to join more 

traditional programs (Ilsley, 1985; Jurmo, 1989). 

One theme running through writings on community-based programs is human agency. Adults at 

low levels of literacy are not viewed as passive, dependent individuals but as active agents in 

their own lives and within society (Fingeret, 1983). The notion of participation is often used to 

describe this aspect of community-based programs. However, participation involves more than 

attendance in classes as depicted in much of the literature on participation and persistence in 

literacy programs (Boshier & Collins, 1985; Cross, 1981; Darkenwald & Valentine, 1985; 

Malicky & Norman, 1994b). Fingeret (1989) describes participatory programs as follows: "With 

their emphasis on sharing power with learners and their fundamental assumption that students 

are capable of participating as partners in programs, they challenge the prevailing conventional 

wisdom and practices (p.9)." As Norton (1992) points out, the essence of a community-based 

program has to do with its ownership, control and purpose. 

 

 

 



Although the effectiveness of community-based programs has been recognized by educators 

such as Davis (1994), Fingeret (1983), Kozol (1985) and Kazemek (1988), these types of 

programs are still relatively marginal and rare. There is little research on community-based 

organizations, partly because these "overburdened groups have had little time to devote to the 

documentation of their experience for others" (Jurmo, 1989, p.74). Hence, limited information is 

available on what makes these programs effective. 

The purpose of the research reported in this paper was to investigate the nature of literacy 

learning for 5 successful learners in a community-based program as well as to identify aspects of 

their past and present home, school and community lives which supported their learning. 

The Community-Based Literacy Program 

An Anglican sister established the literacy program involved in this study to provide one-to-one 

tutoring to women in the inner city in the early 1980's. By the time of the study, the program had 

evolved into an open access, community-based literacy program serving the inner city and 

adjacent neighborhoods. It involved learners, volunteer tutors, a part-time paid coordinator, and 

other part-time paid staff. 

The goals of the program, reflecting the principles of community-based literacy programs 

outlined by Gaber-Katz and Watson (199 1), included cognitive development (reading, writing), 

personal development (self-esteem, self-direction, risk taking), and social collaboration 

(interdependence, participation). The daily operation of the program also reflected Gaber-Katz 

and Watson's (199 1) discussion of community-based literacy programs. Learner-centeredness 

was reflected as learner's set their own learning goals and evaluated their own learning. Although 

learners had the opportunity to work independently or one-to-one with volunteers, community-

building was fostered through establishment of a women's group as well as groups working on 

writing, art, reading, math, and a center newsletter. 

Critical literacy was reflected in opportunities for learners to verbalize and reflect upon the 

realities of their lives (Darville, 1989). It was also reflected in a peer tutoring project that was in 

operation at the time of the study. The coordinator viewed this project as symbolic of the 

political stance of the program; it was one way they were attempting to model and implement 

power relations that are different from those in the larger society, Learners also engaged in 

activities involving the public domain when they wrote letters to the editor, invited politicians to 

visit the center, attended public meetings on issues related to the program and served on Boards 

of Directors.  

 

 

 

 



Methodology 

The Participants 

The coordinator of the community-based literacy program identified 7 individuals she perceived 

to be successful learners. The major criterion for success was participation and persistence in the 

program. Individuals who had been attending the program regularly for at least I year were 

identified, and 5 of these individuals consented to participate in the study ---- 3 men and 2 

women. All were receiving social assistance, 

Louise was born in New Brunswick and raised in a poor, urban family. She indicated that her 

father was an alcoholic and that her mother and father separated when she was still living at 

home. She had considerable difficulty at school and repeated several grades. She was in her early 

30's and lived alone although she had lived with roommates in the past and also with an abusive 

boyfriend. She indicated that her family had supported her when she ended that relationship and 

was also supportive of her attendance at the community-based literacy program. Louise had 

health problems including pain in her back and legs for which she sought medical care. 

Ruth was born to a blind Cree woman who lived in northern Canada. She was separated from her 

mother when she was very young and placed in foster care. She spent time in several foster 

homes as well as a group home. She is very positive about her last foster home and considers this 

to be her family. Ruth was unclear about how much formal schooling she had before junior high 

school but indicated that she left school in grade 9. She reported being sexually abused by a 

teacher when she was in junior high school and indicated that she pressed charges against the 

teacher involved. Ruth was in her mid-30's at the time of the study and was living alone. 

Jeffrey was born and raised in a rural Alberta community. He reported that he had little formal 

schooling and that he began to work on a farm when he was 12 years old to help support the 

family. As an adult, he worked for many years in the oil fields until he was injured in 1984 and 

placed on Worker's Compensation. Jeffrey had been married and divorced twice, and his children 

were adults. In his mid-40's, Jeffrey reported health problems as well as difficulty with alcohol 

and drug abuse and with gambling. 

Bill was born in Holland and immigrated to Winnipeg with his family when he was a child. He 

spoke only Dutch when he entered school and experienced academic difficulty. He was placed in 

ungraded classes and quit school at about age 12 or 13. He indicated that he had family problems 

and began to run away from home when he left school. Although the police brought him back 

many times, at age 14 or 15 Bill began living on the street. He reported eating out of garbage 

cans and sleeping in bus shelters when it was cold. He hitchhiked across Canada, lived in 

Toronto, and reported spending some time in jail. He was in his early forties at the time of the 

study. 

 

 



Thomas was born in Newfoundland to a poor family that moved to Alberta when he was 6 or 7 

years old. Initially, his father worked as a farm laborer and the family moved several times, 

necessitating numerous school changes for Thomas and his 5 siblings. The family moved to the 

city when Thomas was 11 years old and shortly thereafter his parents divorced. Thomas reported 

that he had difficulty at school from the beginning and eventually began to skip school, leaving 

when he was 14 years old. Thomas had many temporary jobs such as pumping gas, washing 

dishes, and doing seasonal work on the pipelines. He got married when he was 26 years old, and 

he and his wife have two children. He was in his mid-30's at the time of the study. 

Design of the Study 

A qualitative, case study approach was used to gather and analyze data. This approach was 

considered to be the most appropriate to understand students' experiences from their own 

perspective. Fingeret (1987) has pointed out that a major advantage of ethnographic techniques 

in research on adult literacy is that it affords one the opportunity to "investigate issues such as 

the relationship between program factors, cultural background factors, and learning" (p.1). 

The major technique used to collect data was conversational interviews, with work of Kvale 

(1983), Spradley (1979), and Van Manen (1992) informing the interview process. The field-

based researcher interviewed each participant two or three times across a 6-month time frame. 

One of the main aims was to understand the meaning of the process of literacy learning through 

the eyes of the learners. Although interviews were open-ended, topics ranged across functions of 

literacy in their lives, goals for attending the program, expectations for literacy instruction, 

strategies accessed in the past and present to facilitate literacy learning, and aspects of past and 

present home and community lives which facilitated or detracted from literacy learning. 

During the 6-month time frame of the study, the field-based researcher was at the community-

based literacy program for approximately 200 hours. This provided him with the opportunity to 

get to know the informants prior to beginning interviews and to confirm information obtained in 

interviews with field notes. He also used field notes to make decisions on the structure and focus 

of interviews. 

All interviews were tape-recorded and subsequently transcribed for analysis by one of the other 

researchers. Identification of themes in the transcripts was guided by literature on qualitative 

research (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Transcripts were divided into 

meaning units which generally consisted of a main clause plus supporting clauses. If two units 

were very similar in meaning, they were combined into one unit. Each meaning unit related to 

the topic of the research was assigned an identification number. These were read and notes made 

to include each new idea in the transcripts. These notes were then used to generate the initial set 

of themes or categories.  

 

 



Matrices were developed and used to systematically analyze data in the transcripts and to refine 

the categories. Four general categories were identified, each with several subcategories. These 

were written across the tops of the matrices and the students' names were written down the side. 

Each unit in the transcripts was placed into a subcategory with new subcategories being added 

when an appropriate one was not available. After all units had been categorized, some 

subcategories containing a small number of items were combined into broader subcategories. 

When this was completed, subcategories were renamed, using representative examples from the 

transcripts. 

Instead of constructs from the quantitative research paradigm such as validity and reliability, 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) maintain that three appropriate criteria for establishing trustworthiness 

in qualitative research include credibility, confirmability and transferability. The major technique 

used to establish credibility in this study was member checking. The field-based researcher 

presented themes and subcategories to participants in individual interviews to ensure that the 

interpretation of the data corresponded to what they intended to communicate. Three of the 

participants - Louise, Ruth and Thomas - were available to provide feedback on the themes. This 

provided further data and resulted in one theme being eliminated and some modification of how 

other subcategories were interpreted. To establish confirmability and guard against bias in 

interpretation of data, the field-based researcher and the center coordinator read an initial draft of 

the paper. On the basis of their feedback, the framework for the study was reworked as were 

interpretations of some themes and conclusions. The major technique used to achieve 

transferability was the collection and presentation of "thick" descriptive data to enable readers to 

determine the degree of fit with other contexts. 

Results and Discussion 

Three themes or social constructs are used to organize the findings in this section-reproduction 

and resistance, social networks and empowerment. For each construct, a brief review of relevant 

literature is followed by subcategories presented in the participants own words. Illustrative 

segments from the transcripts are included to provide thick description. 

Reproduction and Resistance 

A tension was evident in the data between acceptance and rejection of the dominant discourse on 

education and low-literate individuals. Gee's (1989) work on discourse and Giroux's (1983) and 

Quigley's (1990) work on resistance theory provided the basis for interpreting this tension. 

Gee (1989, p.7) writes about discourse as a kind of "identity kit" that includes how to act, talk 

and write. He distinguishes between dominant and nondominant discourses. Dominant 

discourses bring with them the potential acquisition of money, prestige and social status. 

Nondominant discourses bring solidarity with a social network but not wider status or goods. 

According to Gee (1989), "there is often conflict and tension between the values, beliefs, 

attitudes, interactional styles, uses of language and ways of being in the world which two or 

more Discourses represent (p.7)." When such tension or conflict exists, an individual might resist 

acquiring one or more conflicting discourses. 



Giroux (1983) elaborates the concept of resistance as an extension to reproduction theory. In 

reproduction theory, schools are viewed as institutions that reproduce the dominant ideology, its 

forms of knowledge and the distribution of skills necessary to reproduce the social division of 

labor. By legitimizing certain forms of knowledge, ways of speaking, and ways of relating to the 

world, schools sustain the status quo. However, mechanisms of reproduction are never complete 

and always meet with partially realized elements of opposition involving conflict, struggle and 

resistance. As Giroux (1983) notes, "Subordinate cultures, whether working-class or otherwise, 

partake of moments of self-production as well as reproduction; they are contradictory in nature 

and bear the marks of both resistance and reproduction (p.261)." 

Few students in adult literacy programs are members of the dominant social group. Their 

awareness of the mismatch between their values and the values reflected in programs has the 

potential to lead to resistance which, in turn, is reflected in nonparticipation (Quigley, 1990) and 

high drop-out rates (Davis, 1994). One would expect less mismatch between learner and program 

values in community-based than institutional literacy programs. 

"I couldn't read and write." All five participants in this study underestimated their ability to read 

and write, partly reflecting feedback obtained at school. Typical was Bill's comment: "[I] didn't 

know how to read or write at all." This was not consistent with reading and writing behaviors 

displayed in the program, and when pressed, all participants acknowledged that they did have 

some ability to read or write when they entered the program. It's not easy to change long held 

beliefs even in the face of clear evidence to the contrary. As Bill noted, "Well just my mind kept 

saying I couldn't read and write even though I was reading and writing at the same time, mostly 

reading." 

Underestimates of reading and writing were partly a reflection of the prevailing methodology in 

reading and writing at the time these adults were in school. For example, Thomas thought he 

couldn't read because he was unable to identify "big" words. Similarly, in writing, it was 

primarily spelling which gave him difficulty. "If I was able to go down and write it the way I 

figured it was written, then I could give them a whole essay." It wasn't that Thomas couldn't read 

and write; it was that he had difficulty with the mechanical aspects of both and hence, did very 

little reading and writing. As Gee (1989) points out, many middle-class mainstream discourses 

stress superficial features of language such as grammar and spelling. 

When schools define what counts as reading and writing as being able to identify and spell 

correctly, individuals who are not good spellers or who have not developed skills necessary to 

identify big words view themselves as nonreaders or nonwriters. A major function of schools is 

the control of knowledge, and they do this by determining what counts as knowledge, and more 

specifically, what counts as reading and writing (Smith, 1987). Presence or absence of these 

skills becomes a matter of group membership and personal identity. All the participants in this 

study appeared to accept the view that something was wrong with them. This is reflected in the 

next set of responses as well. 

 

 



"I felt embarrassed." All of the participants talked about being embarrassed or scared because of 

their perceived illiteracy.  

Bill: I didn't let them know that I couldn't read or write.... They'd probably say, "Oh you 

dummy...... 

Thomas: Like it was too embarrassing to let anybody else know.... Cause it made me feel like I 

was an idiot, you know. Here I am in my teens, I can't read, I can't write. 

Partly because they were embarrassed but also in some instances to avoid losing a job, they hid 

their illiteracy from others, sometimes using effective compensatory strategies. One of several 

examples cited by Thomas follows: 

I worked in a service station where we used to have to do up the bus tickets for the Greyhound and 

a lot of them I couldn't fill out. So what I would do is especially if the people had to have baggage 

tags, I'd take the ticket out and tell the customer, "Here you fill this out and I'll go get your 

baggage ticket." 

A major difficulty with the deficit view of illiteracy is that people come to believe that they 

cannot learn to read and write. As Thomas stated, "Five, 10 years ago, you'd never convince me 

that I could learn it." However, according to Giroux (1983), domination is never complete. All 

participants in this study resisted to some extent society's tendency to blame the victim. 

"It's not my fault." Louise's ambivalence in relation to the notion of fault was typical. On the one 

hand, she said "they (the school) couldn't really teach me when I was younger" while on the other 

hand, she indicated that she was not able to learn. In other words, she both accepted society's 

view that she was somehow to blame for her inability to read and write and, at the same time, 

rejected this idea. Thomas also blamed both himself and the school for his perceived illiteracy: 

It wasn't all my fault. I mean it wasn't all the school's fault too, I mean there's both ways cause if I 

felt they weren't interested in teaching me, then I got the attitude, well I don't want to learn. 

Ruth initially said that it was no body's fault that she had not learned to read and write but later 

asked, "Why didn't those teachers teach me how to read?" These results are consistent with 

Giroux's (1983) contention that the beliefs of many disenfranchised people are informed by and 

contain both dominant and oppositional ideologies. 

Although this was true for Jeffrey as well, he was more oppositional than the other informants. 

He indicated that the school gave him "everything else but what I needed" and then blamed him 

when he "couldn't get it." He verbalized resistance to many others in positions of power as well 

including doctors at workman's compensation, former employers, large companies, and authors. 

He also verbalized resistance to the deficit view in general, valuing what he knew from his 

experience and expressing the desire to share this knowledge with others. Low-literate adults in 

Ziegahn's (1992) study also distinguished between their competence as practical learners and 

their inadequate reading.  

 



It was somewhat surprising in light of the descriptions participants provided of their early lives 

that more did not at least partially blame their low level of literacy on family circumstances. One 

of the initial themes was disorganization and abuse in the lives of participants, particularly in the 

past. However, when Louise, Ruth and Thomas were interviewed to confirm themes, none 

interpreted their lives this way. Although Ruth was in several different foster homes across her 

childhood that she had described as "mostly bad," she did not accept that this was a factor in her 

difficulty learning to read and write. Louise talked about poverty and family difficulties, yet she 

did not view this as problematic. She said: 

My dad was an alcoholic but he didn't really bug us too much.... He'd live with us and then my 

mom and dad separated but I think it's with me. [What] affect[ed] me more is that I wasn't getting 

help in school and I wasn't learning. 

Although Bill and Jeffrey were not available for member-checking, both women and Thomas 

were very positive about their families and resisted the interpretation that family circumstances 

were part of their literacy problem, Perhaps what they were actually resisting was the use of 

middle-class values to judge the adequacy of their families and being defined as "the other within 

the discourse of cultural deprivation" (Giroux, 1989, p.149). Their response to the theme may 

have been different if it had been framed within a systemic perspective where the focus was on 

the effects of poverty on families, why some families are poor or the response of schools to poor 

people.  

"I'm not stuck." Three participants appeared to accept the dominant discourse on the power of 

literacy. For example, Jeffrey indicated if he bad learned to read and write, he "could have been 

anything that [he] wanted." Participants frequently used metaphors to express the power of 

literacy, perhaps reflecting the prevalence of metaphors in the dominant discourse on illiteracy 

(Ilsley & Stahl, 1994). 

Ruth described learning to read and write as "going up instead of down." The "light went out and 

came back after I came here [to the program]." Thomas employed a different metaphor: 

There's no wall, nobody's closing the door. I want him (his son) to go into the work force with 

both feet, go straight on in, nothing to hold him back. Same for my daughter. If they grow up to be 

doctors, lawyers, something, all the power to them. 

Bill and Jeffrey were the only two who articulated resistance to as well as acceptance of the myth 

regarding the power of literacy. Jeffrey talked about people with degrees not being able to do a 

job when they got it, and Bill talked about someone with a Ph.D. who was having difficulty 

finding a job. 

 

 

 

 



Social Networks 

Fingeret's (1983) work on social networks has done much to dispel the myth of illiterate adults as 

deficient and dependent. She spent 12 months engaged in field work with low-literate adults in 

their communities to understand how they perceived their social relationships. She found that 

low-literate adults were members of social networks that included both readers and nonreaders 

and that these networks could be characterized by mutuality. Low-literate adults contributed a 

range of skills and knowledge other than reading and writing to their networks and, in exchange, 

others in the network helped them with reading and writing tasks. Most adults characterized 

themselves as interdependent rather than dependent, although there were variations in whether 

networks included members from mainstream society or were restricted primarily to family and 

close friends. The adults in the study described in this paper varied both in terms of how 

extensive their networks of family and friends were outside the center where the community-

based program was situated and how important social networks were to them inside the center. 

Outside the Center 

"They're there for you." Louise and Thomas talked extensively about their networks of family 

and friends outside the center. Thomas, in particular, had a large network of friends and was 

pleased that one of his friends frequently asked him how he was doing at school. He also noted 

interest and support from his wife regarding his involvement in the program. Like the social 

networks described by Fingeret (1983), friends and family members frequently completed 

literacy tasks for Thomas (such as filling out application forms), and he reciprocated by doing 

things for them. Louise also talked about her family and about how supportive they were, 

particularly when she needed help with personal problems. However, she had fewer friends 

outside the center than did Thomas. 

The other 3 participants talked far less about their families and friends, although Ruth was very 

positive about her last foster mother who came to the center on special occasions. Bill and 

Jeffrey made few references to current contacts with their families or to friends outside the 

community-based program. Instead, they talked vaguely about problems in their personal lives 

and meeting with counselors to discuss these problems. 

Inside the Center 

"Somebody there to help you." All 5 informants in this study indicated that one of the greatest 

strengths of the community-based program was the availability of facilitators to help them. 

Louise: Then when I knew they're coming here for me, sit with me and help me, then I felt really 

good. Then I knew that somebody cared.. 

Bill: ...if you need help there's always somebody there to help you with your work. Nobody's 

going to say, "No, I can't help you today." 

 



These comments reflect the notion that teachers and teaching are crucial in the process of 

learning to read and write. This was even more evident in criticisms of past schooling. 

Thomas: And a lot of times the teacher'd be standing over there watching us read and I'd be 

sitting in the corner with a problem. She'd tell me to go onto something else. And I couldn't 

figure out why that student there can do it all, why's he getting all the attention and I've got the 

problem getting stuck in the corner. 

Ruth: They (teachers) didn't take time out to teach me how to read and write. 

The dominant view is that literacy skills, unlike speaking and listening, have to be taught (Smith, 

1987). Rather than fostering the kind of interdependence Fingeret (1983) described in her study, 

this view places individuals in the role of dependence. They are objects of other people's actions 

rather than agents or subjects of their own learning. 

It is interesting, in light of the extent to which the participants valued teachers and teaching, that 

three of them explicitly stated it was not the school but others who taught them the reading skills 

they had developed. Ruth maintained that it was her foster mother, not the school, who taught 

her to read. Thomas talked about a friend of his who taught him how to read using auto manuals 

and menus. Bill maintained that he had taught himself to read. Hence, although the participants 

in this study reflected many dominant views of literacy, it was through their membership in other 

social networks that Ruth and Thomas believed they had learned to read. 

"I have friends here." The two women, in particular, viewed their relationships with other people 

in the community-based program as very significant. Louise referred to the center as a big 

family. She talked about having lots of friends there and about the center being "the only place 

that I ever feet comfortable." Ruth, too, talked about having "tons" of friends and about the 

center as a safe place in contrast to "living out in the streets or stealing, getting into fights." 

The social network of the community-based literacy program appeared to be of less importance 

to the men. Bill did mention that he could "talk to every student here," but rather than safety and 

identity, he referred to the program as an entertainment center. Thomas interacted extensively 

with students at the center and was an active member of groups, but he explicitly stated that it 

was not relationships with other students that kept him coming to the program. Jeffrey did not 

talk about relationships with other students at the center, but on one occasion he did organize a 

group of people at the center to purchase a gift for the coordinator. 

Both Louise and Ruth reported that they had few friends outside the program and that 

community-building was important to their success and continued involvement. The women's 

group was likely a significant factor in this regard since the major focus of this group was on 

relationships and community. 

 

 



Empowerment 

A major goal of community-based literacy programs is empowerment to undertake social action. 

According to Simon (1987), 

To empower is to enable those who have been silenced to speak. It is to enable the self-affirming 

expression of experiences mediated by one's history, language, and traditions. It is to enable those 

who have been marginalized economically and culturally to claim in both respects a status as full 

participating members of a community. (p.374) 

Much of the empowerment evident in this study was at the individual rather than social level. 

"I can do something for myself." The most obvious increase in power and control came in 

increased ability to do things. They talked about such things as being able to write letters to 

family members, write poetry, fill out applications, read long words and work on the computer. 

Louise and Ruth talked about books they were reading to help solve personal problems. 

The following description illustrates how Thomas had learned to use literacy to do things. 

For years as long as I remember I wanted [a poster of the top breeds of dogs] but I couldn't get 

one. I tried just to go into some place and just buy one but you couldn't. You had to send away for 

them and I didn't have the knowledge to sit down and write a letter to one particular person and 

ask them for this poster and explain why [I] wanted it and what not. But after I got into the center 

and learned to read and write properly, I sat down and I wrote the letter and I went into the store 

and I took the address right off the back of the dog food in the store. 

Thomas was successful in obtaining the poster and also talked about his increasing facility with 

the computer. After working on the computers in the community-based literacy program, he 

purchased a second-hand machine that he used at home to send e-mail and faxes and to access 

information on the Internet. Another example of individual empowerment shared by Ruth 

follows: 

Before we had the MLAs (members of the provincial legislature) here, we were sitting around 

deciding if we should have them here and then I volunteered and I said, "I'll give them a call and 

see if they'll come by." And doing that on the phone the first time was like I'm saying, "I don't 

want to do it no more." And [the coordinator] said, "Take a deep breath and try it," and I took a 

deep breath and tried it and it felt good. 

"We are adults ourselves." Some of the participants talked about the importance of respect in the 

community-based literacy program. Thomas talked about how important it was that tutors read 

what he wrote for meaning prior to making any comments about spelling. When asked about his 

continued involvement in the community-based literacy program, he replied, "I wasn't criticized 

about what I knew and what I didn't know." Jeffrey, too, talked about the importance of respect 

for learners, "I can say what I want to say. I don't have to hide if I make a mistake with what I'm 

saying." 

 



One of the ways borders were reduced between students and staff that appears superficial but 

Thomas identified as significant involved students calling teachers by their first names. Even 

more important to creating equitable learning relationships among people in the center was the 

peer tutoring project. The participants were positive about the project and appeared to get a sense 

of empowerment through sharing what they knew and were learning. As Jeffrey indicated, "It's 

like you're giving too as well as receiving, makes you feel a lot better." 

"I like to learn what I want to learn." It was important to all adults interviewed that they have 

control over what they did and learned at the literacy center. An important aspect of control 

involved decisions about when and how much learners would come to the center. The 

participants had nearly all begun by attending on a part-time basis and then had increased their 

involvement. Thomas' attendance varied in relation to his literacy development. Initially, he 

came approximately 2 hours on 2 days each week. Then he increased his attendance so he would 

not "have to cram it all into 2 hours." Eventually, however, as he learned to use the computer to 

accomplish a wider range of literacy tasks, he worked increasingly at home. He still maintained 

involvement in the community-based literacy program but much of it was through e-mail and 

fax. 

Student control of learning goals and attendance is a basic characteristic of community-based 

learning programs. This contrasts sharply with the rigid requirements of many programs based in 

institutions funded by government agencies. Adult learners who do not meet attendance 

requirements are often terminated from institutional programs which, in turn, leads to 

termination of financial support when that support is tied to attendance in an educational 

program. 

"If you're not a smart talker you're nowhere's." In spite of the obvious focus on print in literacy 

programs, all 5 participants talked about speaking, either their frustration with expressing ideas 

or improvement in this area. 

Ruth had considerable difficulty expressing herself saying such things as, "My tongue hasn't 

been working all weekend" and "I'm not in the mood to talk today." Louise described herself as 

having a speech problem and difficulty with oral expression was evident throughout the 

transcripts of her interviews. She indicated that if it had not been for the program, "I wouldn't be 

sitting here talking to you." She described how scared she was when she first went on the Board 

of Directors of the literacy program and how she initially, "just kept [her) mouth closed at the 

time." The first time she had to read something aloud to the board, she "just froze," but with the 

coordinator's encouragement, she was finally able to do it. During the member checking, Louise 

stated, "Now they would have to put something over my mouth to shut me up sometimes." 

Campbell (1994) describes this change as moving from silence to speech. She found this to be a 

central theme, particularly for women, in her study of participatory practices in literacy programs 

in Alberta. She suggested that the movement from silence to speech mirrored the movement of 

adult learners from being the objects of other people's actions to the subject of their own actions. 

Similarly Simon (1987) indicates that, "Voice is related to the discursive means whereby 

teachers and students attempt to make themselves Present and to define themselves as active 

authors of their own world (p.377)." 



Although moving from silence to speech was less important to the men in the study, even 

Thomas, whose transcripts filled many pages, described how when he first came to the program, 

he sat in a comer and didn't say anything. Gradually, he felt comfortable to interact with other 

students and tutors. Thomas described empowerment in relation to increased facility with written 

rather than oral language, with the computer playing a significant role in this regard. Once he has 

typed a letter and completed a spell check, the reader doesn't "know if I've got grade 5 education 

or if I've got grade 12.... When I go down and have my name typed at the bottom and sign it as 

well, for all they know I could be an executive somewhere." Thomas appears to be aware that he 

has not acquired the dominant mainstream discourse but is able to combine partial acquisition 

with what Gee (1989) calls "meta-knowledge and strategies to 'make do' (p.13)." 

"Strong enough to fight it." Although the participants in this study had not been defenseless in 

the past (e.g., Ruth had charges brought against the teacher who sexually abused her), most 

talked about their increased confidence and ability to take charge of situations. Louise provided 

the following example: 

One guy says, "Oh do you go to school or work?" And I said, I go to school I also tutor some 

students that they need help He goes, "All those dumb people." And I said, "Hey, watch your 

mouth." 

Later when telling her friend about it, she said that she had "fought back cause that guy was 

awful disgusting." 

"I'm on the board." A potential sign of political awareness and social action was the involvement 

of 4 participants on the program's Board of Directors. Two also became involved with the board 

of a provincial literacy organization. It is unlikely, however, that this type of involvement 

significantly increased either their sense of power or their actual power. After the meeting with a 

Cabinet Minister from the government regarding cuts in funding, Ruth indicated that neither she 

nor Bill had asked any questions. When asked what the minister had to say, she responded, "I 

don't know.... But it was nice meeting with him." Similarly, Bill was uncritical of the minister, 

stating, "He answered the questions quite well from what he could." 

Another type of social action involved writing letters in reaction to what was happening in the 

community. For example, Louise described how one teacher "gets the people that argue and she 

wants us to respond to them and I did one about literacy in kindergarten." It appeared that Louise 

did it for the facilitator rather than from a need to bring about change. Over time these types of 

activities might lead to the kind of consciousness-raising and political action described by Freire 

(1970), but at the time of the study, most of the participants appeared to feel like Ruth. When 

asked about her increased sense of power in the member checking, she responded, "I don't have 

power on anything." When pressed about increased political awareness, she said, "Oh you mean 

all the cutbacks and stuff or whatever?" Perhaps this exchange reflects a problem of 

communication, of Ruth not understanding what power meant in the question. However, while 

one goal of community-based literacy programs involves addressing social issues of inequity and 

injustice, Ruth expressed more concern with learning to write and do math. As Gaber-Katz and 

Watson (1991) point out, putting critical literacy into practice is a very complex and difficult 

undertaking. 



Conclusions and Implications 

Overall, when adults in a community-based literacy program were asked about their literacy 

learning, three major themes were evident in the information they provided. The first involved 

evidence of both acceptance and rejection of the dominant discourse on literacy and on illiterate 

adults. The second involved the existence of social networks both within and outside the literacy 

program, although participants varied in terms of how extensive and significant these networks 

were in the two contexts. Finally, many of the participants described their literacy learning in 

terms of empowerment, with much of this empowerment at the individual rather than social 

level. 

Findings related to the first theme support the contention that the oppressor lives inside people 

who are oppressed. All 5 low-literate adults in this study were participants in their own 

oppression through accommodation to the dominant discourse on literacy. Ziegahn (1992) 

describes this as control by consent rather than by force. However, as expected from resistance 

theory (Giroux, 1983), neither reproduction nor oppression was complete. The comments and 

actions of the participants in the study reflected both dominant and oppositional ideologies. 

Sometimes reproduction was evident. All the adults accepted society's definition of them as "the 

other" by identifying themselves as illiterate, even with clear evidence to the contrary. At other 

times they resisted the dominant ideology. One example was their unwillingness to accept the 

discourse of cultural deprivation to describe their family contexts. On most issues, however, they 

demonstrated both acceptance and resistance. 

Acceptance of a deficit perspective, pervasive in dominant views of illiteracy, was reflected 

when adult learners reported that it was their own fault they had not learned to read and write. 

Resistance was evident in comments that the school had been at fault and that learners had 

valuable knowledge to share. While participants appeared to accept dominant discourse about the 

necessity of teachers and teaching in learning to read and write, 3 insisted that the role of the 

school had been negligible in their learning to read. Although all the adults talked about the 

power of literacy to change people's lives, two also expressed some resistance to this dominant 

belief. 

As in Fingeret's work (1983), all the adults in this study were members of social networks both 

within and outside the community-based literacy program. However, there were differences 

related to gender in the importance of networks within the program. The two women not only 

viewed social networks as more significant than did the men, but they also perceived different 

functions for these networks. For the women, social networks inside the program had to do with 

safety and identity. They had few friends outside the program, and these networks appeared to 

provide the opportunity for social interaction. This is consistent with findings described by 

Horsman (1990) in her study of women in literacy programs in rural Nova Scotia and may reflect 

a basic difference between men and women in their ways of knowing. Women tend to perceive 

themselves in terms of connections and relationships to others whereas men tend to see 

themselves more in terms of separation and autonomy (Kazemek, 1988). 



Another area in which there was some difference between men and women involved movement 

from silence to speech. All participants talked about either problems or improvement in this area, 

but this was a more dominant theme for the women, paralleling results in a study of participatory 

practices in adult literacy programs by Campbell (1994). The movement from silence to speech 

is an important aspect of increased empowerment (Simon, 1987), a major goal of community-

based literacy programs. 

Other aspects of empowerment evident in this study involved decreasing borders between staff 

and learners, learners taking control of their own learning and other aspects of their lives, and 

learners engaging in political activities. Although community-based programs stress social action 

(Gaber-Katz & Watson, 1991), instances of increased individual empowerment were more 

prevalent in this study. Even when individuals engaged in public activities, such as being a 

member of the board, writing letters to the newspaper and meeting with elected government 

members, they appeared to do these things more to meet the expectations of others than to bring 

about social change. 

The individual nature of empowerment reflects a need for individuals to move from being 

objects of the actions of other people to subjects creating their own lives before they can assist in 

the larger process of change. It would appear that community-based literacy programs need to 

help individuals place themselves within the context of their own histories prior to expecting 

them to engage in action to change social and economic structures. This suggests that critical 

literacy needs to begin with people's stories. 

One way to achieve this is through providing program participants with opportunities to write 

about themselves and their lives. The nature of this writing can range from language experience 

stories to collaboration with community publishers (Mace, 1995). Another way is through 

dialogue to develop critical consciousness of contradictions in the lives of low-literate adults and 

in the larger society. Through talking, reading and writing, people come to understand that their 

issues are not unique, that they can get support from each other in addressing these issues, and 

possibly, that they can start to seek solutions and take action. 

Although working with people's stories is critical, it also important that low-literate adults have 

the opportunity within community-based programs to experience alternate power relations that 

are different from those in the larger society. While not changing the larger system, this does 

provide one context in which individuals experience equality, ownership and empowerment. By 

living out what might be within the literacy program, they become aware of the possibilities for a 

more equitable and democratic society. 
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