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This paper examines views about the nature of knowledge and its acquisition which tend to be 
conceived differently by the teachers and the learners in a writing-based literacy program. 
Understanding these different ideas about the processes of knowing and learning will help 
teachers to make decisions about how best to connect with learners whose frameworks and 
educational experiences differ from theirs.  

Cet écrit examine diverses conceptions de la nature de la connaissance et de l'apprentissage, 
lesquels semblent être perçus differement de la part des enseignants et des apprenants, dans le 
contexte d'un programme de formation litteraire centré sur l'ecriture. La comprehension des 
differentes manières d'apprendre et de savoir aidera les enseigments à prendre des décisions 
concernant la meilleure façon de communiquer avec les apprenants dont l'éxperience diffère au 
point de vue méthode de travail et éducation.  

In 1992, a collaborative ethnographic project was carried out in an exemplary Canadian adult 
literacy program. Several field workers studied the program over the course of one year. Data 
was collected through participant observation, interviews, and documents such as student 
writing, journals and published materials. The author was a field worker, data analyst and writer 
for the project. 

Much data was collected which allows a comparison of the philosophy of instruction with 
observations of actual practice at the site. Riverside has a philosophy which emphasizes learner- 
centeredness and a meaning-based, Whole Language-like approach to learning. Personal writing 
is considered a primary means of encouraging learners to think, to discover meaning and to learn 
language, in tandem with speaking, listening and reading. This paper will focus on the one-to-
one interactions between teachers and learners around writing. 

Learners come from many populations in terms of ethnicity, first language, socioeconomic 
status, age, education and occupation. Native English speakers and ESOL learners work side by 
side in the large classroom used for the one-to-one work which has formed the backbone of the 
Riverside instructional approach. Teachers and volunteers move among the learners, spending 
about twenty minutes at one time with each person. There is no set curriculum nor textbook, and 
no formal testing for acceptance into the program. 

At Riverside, new students are often surprised by what they are asked to do as they first arrive. 
Odette, a bilingual native born Canadian, came to Riverside because her difficulties with reading 
and writing in English kept her from getting a good job. She expected that there would be a class 
with about ten students and she would be taught by a teacher using worksheets and phonics to 
learn to read and write. Instead, she was asked to write something herself. She was angry and 
confused: "How could I write anything when I didn't know how?" After a few hours, all she had 
on her page was a few words and many of them were in her first language. She had committed 



herself for six months, the length of a term, and she decided that she would try for that long. 
"After about a week, things started getting better." But she still, after about seven months in 
Literacy, didn't understand why "they won't give me worksheets. I think I need them. I think 
they'd help me practice. Finally, my teacher did give me some."  

What we see here is a classical gap between the thinking of teachers and of this particular learner 
in terms of ideas about knowledge and ways of knowing. She is operating under a traditional 
schooling model of seeing the skills of reading and writing as something external to herself that 
she must acquire step by step before she will be able to read or write. She sees the teacher or the 
worksheet as the way in which she will come to know. The teacher sees reading and writing as 
happening naturally along with listening and speaking and wishes to start with what the learner 
knows, then build writing mechanics as specific issues arise in the learners' writing, rather than 
teach them as a separate entity.  

Mark, a teacher at Riverside, states that learners are always telling him that they know nothing. 
When he talks with them, he discovers that they know a great deal, but are focused on what they 
don't know. He is interested in finding out what they do know and building on that. He finds 
dialogue central to the learning process and always tries to let the learner know something about 
himself as well as finding out about the learner to help build a trust relationship. 

Connections are central to this kind of a learning relationship. The teacher is trying to be a 
person who is willing to share in a learning experience, rather than an expert who will impart 
knowledge to a person who is not a knower. The teacher has a strong idea - that people come to 
know through building on their experience - which often clashes with the learner's idea - that 
teachers must teach them specific skills and rules about the language. 

Lytle and Wolfe (1989) have collapsed multiple definitions of literacy into broad categories "... 
in order to highlight some of the important debates and questions related to literacy acquisition, 
development, and use" (p. 7). In the category, "literacy as skills," "literacy is generally equated 
with decontextualized skills regarded as stable across texts and contexts" (p. 7). Educators 
working within this framework "describe progress hierarchically and refer to learners as being at 
particular levels." Lytle and Wolfe describe the hegemony of this basic schooling model of 
learning as having many consequences,  

among them that literacy educators who subscribe to a whole language approach, for example, 
are faced with an inherent contradiction between their own view of literacy learning and learners' 
more traditional expectations. In such a situation. meeting learners' expectations may conflict with 
exercising professional judgment. (p. 8) 

This very situation occurs often at Riverside. It is manifested in many ways, among them the 
"grammar wars", in which learners push hard for grammar lessons and teachers wish to teach 
grammar only in the context in which specific questions arise. It is also manifested in the one-to-
one instructional relationship. 

If the teachers and the learners were asked three basic questions to help them to examine their 
ideas, their answers might be quite different from each other. Fitzgerald (1992) has asked these 



questions in her attempts to understand different approaches to teaching writing, guiding 
revision, and doing research. She asks: 

"What constitutes knowledge?" 
"Where is knowledge located?" 
"How does one 'get' knowledge?" (xii) 

She explores these questions through looking at two fairly well-developed paradigms and one 
paradigm which is developing/emerging. For purposes of this paper, I will focus on the views 
about knowledge contained in the two more developed paradigms that Fitzgerald describes: 

The two world views, exogenicism and endogenecism. and the associated methodologies, 
positivism and interpretivism. serve as anchors along continuums addressing the three questions 
(p. 5). 

Both paradigms conceive of knowledge as content or a product which can be "about something" 
or "about how to do something" (p. 5) and can be of several kinds, such as practical, academic, 
scientific, or social. The first paradigm. exogenicism, is the more traditional one. It conceives of 
knowledge as something which is unchanging and outside oneself, to be obtained through 
transmission from expert sources or from careful, objective study. Knowledge is seen to be facts, 
universal truths in the world to be discovered (pp. 5-9). "Knowing must occur objectively, with 
the knower distanced from what is sought" (p.8) 

Endogenicism, on the other hand, envisions knowledge as changeable, factual, cognitive and 
affective (p.7). Fitzgerald states that 

[p]reeminence is given to the mind when location of knowledge is considered. So ... knowledge 
doesn't exist independently from the "knower." (p. 7) ... [B]ecause knowledge does not have to 
have an antecedent in the world, knowledge may be created or "made" There must be multiple 
acceptable ways of knowing. ... the knower does not need to be "distanced" from the knowledge 
sought, does not have to be "objective; in fact, at times, the knower cannot be objective. (p. 9) 

The literacy as skills concept fits into the exogenous paradigm of knowledge, because it views 
knowledge as stable and factual, conforming to a set system and acquired through transmission 
in a predetermined order. The learner's task is to receive facts and be able to reproduce them in a 
correct manner. The success or failure of the student in receiving the knowledge can be tested by 
the accuracy of reproduction. Students who follow this paradigm often want their work checked 
for its correctness, rather than seeing the process of writing as a source of meaning and 
communication between adults. The text is seen as a presentation of spelling and grammar, a test 
of one's ability to perform a skill. The teacher is seen as the expert knower. 

In contrast, the Whole Language 

...'professional theory in practice' is based in part on the belief that knowledge is socially 
constructed, rather than received or discovered. ... [If ]knowledge is constructed, there is no 
single right answer, either in the text or the teacher. More, the teacher, rather than transmitting 
knowledge to the students, collaborates with them to create knowledge. This is the foundation for 
the whole language emphasis on student choice and on collaboration. (Rigg, 1991, p. 523) 



For the Riverside teachers, the process of writing is a means of learning language, 
communicating, of gaining an understanding of the writer's experience, and of the writer coming 
to value his or her own knowledge and experience. The focus is primarily on helping the writer 
to write rather than on the accuracy of reproduction of set skills in the text. 

In the light of the thesis above, that teachers and learners at times think about knowledge from 
different world views, Tom's thinking about writing is interesting to explore. Tom is a retired 
craftsman who wants to learn to read and write because not being able to do it properly has been 
a problem all his life. He focuses on writing as a text which should be correct: 

Tom enjoys writing now. He looks for correction of any errors; he wants to do it right. He wants to 
be told what is wrong, especially in the spelling. ... To him, writing is something he was asked to 
do by teachers; a way his spelling and vocabulary can be corrected. Teachers know what is right 
and they should tell you all the wrong things so you can learn how to make them right. Tom thinks 
that his ideas might not be worth that much. In the large classroom, he wrote about his childhood 
but felt concerned about his writing being boring and being "whining" about a hard life. He 
decided to write about stories he had read in a book about the Depression. He was asked by a 
teacher to write about his life instead of about what he read. but he didn't know why. (Fieldnotes) 

In my view, what we have here in what Tom thinks he is doing as he writes and what the 
teachers think he is doing, is a drastic difference in perception and intention. Tom seems to have 
an interest in correctness rather than in communication. For him, the meaning of the writing lies 
primarily in learning how to spell correctly. He does not talk about creating or sharing 
knowledge. Writing an accurate text is his concern. 

Tom is getting a lot out of being a learner at Riverside, but perhaps not in the way that teachers 
expect. He enjoys the relationships he develops with everyone at Riverside. He is a very pleasant 
man who enjoys helping others. Tom provides a resource for people of other cultures to practice 
English and to learn about Canadian culture in conversation. Tom has expressed and worked 
toward a goal of being able to write correctly so he can write postcards on a holiday without 
needing to take a dictionary. For him so far, although writing is for his own real purposes, it is 
not really for the communicative "real purposes" delineated by Kazemak (1989): "(e.g. to 
entertain, to convince, to explore, to express oneself, and so on)" (p.1). 

Tom's story points to an issue which arises at Riverside around the instructional approaches 
connected with one of the principles which underpin the philosophy of Whole Language; i.e.: 
"Oral and written language experiences must be purposeful. functional, and real" (Kazemak). 
This means that: 

Reading and writing activities in the adult literacy classroom must be for real purposes "Dummy 
runs" and "practice exercises" (for example, various workbook activities) which are not authentic 
uses of language must be avoided. ... (Kazemak, p.1) 

This is very directive language about what is not acceptable in doing Whole Language 
instruction, but it seems to create a situation where it is difficult to respect different points of 
view often held by learners about processes of learning which they see as useful and effective. 



It is my view that the kind of program of which Riverside is an example, works better for some 
students than for others. There is a tension between the philosophy of learner centeredness, 
which seems to be about learners making their own decisions, and a specific approach to 
instruction, here a writing-based approach to Whole Language instruction, which is used to 
structure the program. The following learners' stories are interesting in how they demonstrate 
differing views of learners about the effectiveness of the program in responding to their learning 
needs as they see them.  

Many learners have thrived in the program; they reported that their lives were changed 
significantly by their learning experience. In an interview with a fieldworker, Aiko, a student 
who is now on staff, expressed her ideas about writing: 

Speaking and writing are both necessary to have a language. Something I didn't want to tell in 
words, if I have a blank pen and pencil, I could express my feelings on paper. And I have done it 
for a long time, since I was a child. Even when I couldn't say my personal feelings, I could write 
on paper almost 100% of my feelings. When you write you can keep 100% of your words, not just 
30-40% if you just say it. I have done it in [my two previous languages]; as I live here in Canada, I 
think until I die, my life will be here in Canada. If I speak English, I want to write as much as I can 
speak. I was crazy about that when I began - "I'll stop, I can't do this." The encouragement of my 
teachers kept me trying, trying. trying. 

When she was asked what she was looking for from her teacher besides encouragement, she 
replied: 

Grammatically my writing was all confused, more mistakes than right, and I remember that my 
teacher didn't correct all my mistakes even though I expected 100% correction. He was right 
because if he corrected everything I would have stopped I'm sure. He corrected only spelling at 
first. When he started to correct grammar mistakes I felt comfortable because I felt that my writing 
was getting better. 

Aiko described her interpretation of the teacher-learner relationship: 

Over the years, I felt that my teacher was walking with me, step by step, so this is very important I 
think it is very unique in Literacy class. Teachers who walked with me, walked step by step - it 
depends on the student - very delicately, depending on each person's capacity. 

Aiko's description of her learning experience emphasizes the delicate and unique relationship 
most learners develop with a teacher in the one-to-one work at Riverside. 

Some learners don't seem to feel the need for traditional styles of education. They like being 
responsible for their own learning, rather than expecting a teacher to structure their study for 
them: 

Liliana doesn't like the kind of classes where the teacher is in the centre. She gesture-mimed a 
teacher standing in the middle of the room. waving their arms. She said that here, she can do 
what she wants. She really likes Riverside, because there is no teacher in the centre She said it 
was easy here, you take more responsibility for yourself, and ask when you need help. I asked 
her if she had found it easy to ask for help when she first came here, and she said no. When she 
was first in Canada, she had very little English. (Fieldnotes) 



Others are unsure of how to cope with the lack of imposed structure. When Mara was asked if 
she gets what she wants from Riverside, she replied. "Sometimes yes, sometimes no." She 
reported to a fieldworker: 

She is used to having a teacher, in front of the class. But she likes it here, she knows what to do, 
but sometimes it is hard.... She told me that she used to study at home with a friend. She brought 
him here, and he said 'What do I do now?' He didn't know what to do. He wondered what to write, 
and when she suggested he get a book, he asked what book? He didn't come again. 

Like Mara's friend, other learners also disappear after the first few sessions. 

Mara described having trouble with knowing how to learn independently: 

She said that she can find books, but she can't always concentrate…. I asked her what she 
meant, and she picked up a book on the table, and said that as she was reading, she finds words 
that she doesn't know, and she has to ask for help. But sometimes she can't find someone, they 
are all busy. She looked around, and waved her arm at the area, indicating that everyone was 
busy now. She also finds it hard to know what to write about. Now, she just writes about the 
weather, the children. She said that at Riverside it is "more free" [than other programs], but 
sometimes she wants someone to tell her what to do. She doesn't write very much now, but she 
would write more if she knew someone was sure to look at it. Since she doesn't know, maybe 
someone will look and maybe someone won't, then she doesn't. She said some days when she 
comes in the time goes quickly, and other times she keeps looking at the clock. (Fieldnotes) 

Mara does not seem to have found a purpose of her own for writing other than as a means of 
having her work corrected. She appears to have no reliable connection with a specific mentor to 
help her make the learning process meaningful. 

Some learners appeared confused and a bit dissatisfied but continued to be involved in the 
program. Odette continues to attend the program regularly, but she says that her friend Margot 
left because "she didn't get enough help." Odette feels that the program is working better now, 
but she didn't think she was getting enough help before, either. Now she feels that the situation is 
more structured and she feels more comfortable. (Fieldnotes) 

Jadwiga, a student of Literacy who became a volunteer, reacted to the lack of structure at first:  

When she first came here she was shocked, like most people who come. Nobody was correcting 
her, she didn't know what kind of stupid errors she was making, though she knew she was 
making them. She knew that they were trying to change her attitudes about how to be taught. 
When she saw that it was working, she accepted their approach. She did have her own ideas, 
and got a grammar book for herself. Though people don't like it (using grammar books), she is 
strict, and she found it helpful for her. 

Jadwiga seems to be very good at structuring her own learning:  

Jadwiga said she knows how she learns, and has her own ideas, and her own plan. Sometimes 
she does need help, like when she is stuck, and needs corrections. She said she learned fast, 
and that she is really learning all the time. She thinks this is harder for some people, particularly 
people who come from other school systems with less freedom. 



At Riverside, learners did not consistently understand what was being offered in the program. 
Some learners felt that they needed to study somewhere else first so they could learn at this 
centre. Stanislawa's story illustrates the above points. Stanislawa was interviewed after she 
stopped coming to the evening program. She explained that she "had too little knowledge to 
come to Riverside." 

So I think I must go to another school. ... I don't have basic. I don't have bottom of English, and 
it's too difficult for me to go to Riverside.  

When asked if she has a way that she prefers to learn, Stanislawa replied: 

[T]here will be some lesson of grammar. In [my country] the lesson was like this. And I didn't find 
[it] in Riverside. I like this. This way, it's step by step, and I have... and I [will] have a general 
knowledge.  

Stanislawa felt that Riverside was too slow a way to learn for her. She didn't recognize that the 
large classroom had one-to-one work. She thought that the people there were just friends talking 
and she was too shy to join them. Instead, Stanislawa planned to work on her own, using 
techniques that she had found effective in her previous language-learning experiences: 

I go to library ...and ..I borrow tapes, and I.. I sometimes, I listen to the tapes, I have book, and I 
write, read, and listen... I think it's a good idea, too. (Interview)  

If a teacher or volunteer could have connected with Stanislawa and been willing to work with her 
knowledge of how she learns, Stanislawa might well have benefitted from the one-to-one work. 

Although Riverside's philosophy talks about learner-centeredness, the instructional approach 
seems to be more accurately portrayed as "negotiated" - the teacher and learner both have a say 
in how the learning progresses, with the teacher building on the knowledge, interests and 
learning goals of the learner, and the learner gaining in trust and understanding about the Whole 
Language approach to structuring their own learning process. 

Mark talked about negotiated learning: 

Well, if somebody doesn't want to do this [writing] but they want to work on something else, if they 
want to work on grammar sheets, I'm willing to say, 'OK, I'll spend some time talking about 
grammar sheets, I'm not guaranteeing I'm going to be talking positively about it, but I will spend 
some time with that, if this person will... if you will agree to do some writing.' (Interview)  

Teachers think of writing daily as a natural and necessary step to learning how to write, but it 
may not be a "real" activity to a learner whose life has not included a print-rich environment. It is 
probably an equally artificial activity to write about one's own life than it would be to use a 
concrete, structured worksheet to learn about the logic behind the language and gain some 
control over one's own learning. It seems to boil down to: Who makes the decisions about what 
activities are meaningful? This is an issue of power as much as it is an issue of pedagogy. 



Fingeret et al (1994) has written about the inherent contradiction in imposing a learner-centered 
approach to instruction on learners. Her study found that the impact of learner-centered literacy 
programs lies, at least in part, on learners learning to navigate through the program: 

The impacts that we see in skills, tasks, practices, confidence and attitudes are partly due to 
dealing with the tensions of working in a learner centred program. Learner centered instruction 
usually pushes everyone to re-examine many of their assumptions and beliefs about learning, 
and to create new ways of working together. This is because learner centered instruction requires 
that teachers and learners negotiate new power relationships, bringing together different domains 
of experience and knowledge. At the same time, the fundamental decision to provide learner 
centered instruction has been made by the teachers, unilaterally. (Executive Summary, p.13) 
[This] decision ... has an inherent contradiction because it imposes an approach on learners in 
the spirit of helping learners take more control over their learning (Technical Report, p. 121) 

When teachers recognize that their philosophy carries inherent contradictions and demonstrate 
willingness to cooperate with learners' oppositional ideas, connections can be made. This 
appeared to be starting in a situation between Sean and Romeo: 

Sean was working with Romeo on some exercises Romeo had found in a workbook he had 
brought with him. The workbook was misleading and confusing in some respects so Sean and 
Romeo spent quite a bit of time trying to figure out its logic. Sean had to move on to another 
learner and Romeo ended up talking more to me to explain why he was using the book as he 
wanted to learn rules to help him learn to spell and how the book was chosen by the librarian as it 
is oriented to Latin-based languages. Sean said that he hoped that Romeo was also doing some 
writing because it would help him learn just as well. Romeo did write a small piece which he 
brought to me for feedback. (Fieldnotes) 

This is the way in which the gulf between learners' and teachers' epistemologies may be crossed, 
by the efforts of learners and teachers to build connections with one another. Learners need to be 
made sufficiently comfortable to be able to trust that the program eventually will yield results. 
They need processes or relationships that help them make sense of the approach they are offered. 

Conclusion 

Learners and teachers at Riverside differ in the ways in which they think about learning. This 
divergence reflects the contrasting paradigms about knowledge evident in education and research 
today. Two fairly well developed paradigms, the exogenous and the endogenous, have been 
explored in the light of the Riverside data. A third paradigm which is currently emerging, the 
interactive, will be explored in a later paper. Understanding these different ideas about the nature 
of knowledge and learning will help teachers to make decisions about how best to connect with 
learners whose frameworks and educational experiences differ from theirs. 

Note 

The research on which this article is based was funded by the National Literacy Secretariat, 
Human Resources and Labour Development, Canada. 
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