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ABSTRACT 

An ethnographic study of the Pima County Adult Education 

Family Literacy Program in Tucson, Arizona, reveals ideological and 

pedagogical tensions and contradictions within it. Some elements of 

the Program are "accommodationist," aimed at helping students fit 

into an unjust status quo as they find it. Other elements are 

"liberatory," aimed at empowering students to transform the status 

quo. Recommendations are made aimed at steering the Program in 

more liberatory directions without sacrificing its crucial role in 

preparing students for further education and work. 

The Program during 1994-95 was a collaboration among Pima 

County Adult Education, Head Start, Sunnyside and Tucson Unified 

School Districts, and the National Center for Family Literacy. It 

involved nearly a hundred families, mostly young mothers with 

preschool children, at five elementary school sites. Students were 

predominantly Hispanic, many recent immigrants from Mexico, with 

low income and minima1leve1s of education. Adult students received 

ESL and/or GED education while their children were enrolled in Head 

Start at the same sites. Other features of the Program included 

parenting skills education, vocational education, and volunteer work 

by the adult students at school sites. 

A review of literature places the Program in the complex 

environment of adult literacy education generally and, more 

specifically, the national family literacy movement in the United 
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States. Competing definitions of literacy (nominal, functional, 

cultural, critical) are examined, as well as two prevailing philosophies 

in family literacy programs: a "deficit model" of language use by 

disadvantaged people, and a "transmission model" of school literacy 

from parent to child. All theoretical principles are related to the 

PCAE Family Literacy Program. 

The research methodology is reflexive ethnography, in which 

the researcher tries to account for his personal interaction with the 

phenomena studied and incorporates it into every aspect of the 

ethnography, from collection to presentation to interpretation of 

data. The last chapter is a personal essay in the form of a literacy 

narrative that attempts to relate the autobiography of the 

ethnographer to the lives of the ethnographic subjects. 
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1. INTRODUCTION: THEORETICAL AND 

METHODOLOGICAL PREMISES 

11 

Most of this book takes the form of an ethnographic study of a 

county-run family literacy program in Tucson, Arizona. It is also, 

inevitably for me, a deeply personal book. I wrote it at a particular 

time in my development as an academic. I started the project just 

after I completed my PhD preliminary examinations at the 

University of Arizona, an effort that precipitated something of a 

crisis of conscience. The reading and writing I did for the exams, 

much of it in left-leaning ,educational theory, led me to question the 

purpose of education in the United States, especially higher 

education, and to reevaluate my commitment to university teaching 

as a means of social transformation. Especially through reading 

Richard Hoggart's autobiographical The Uses of Literacy, Antonio 

Gramsci's views of education in his Prison Notebooks, and the work 

of sociolinguist Basil Bernstein, I became more militant about class 

issues in education, especially my own. My misgivings about the 

career path I had chosen were articulated more sharply as I became 

involved in community literacy and learned to criticize formal higher 

education from the perspective of a completely different educational 

community, a community where I began to feel more at home and 

more useful than on the university campus. I became more aware 

than ever of the influence of my working-class background on my 

life as a scholar and a teacher, and I doubted whether a university 
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was the place where I could best serve my community. As I 

continued to write, I went to my first tenure-track job at a 

predominantly Hispanic university in northern New Mexico and then 

found another job at a predominantly working-class university in 

eastern Ohio. I finished the book teaching in such settings, discussing 

early drafts with many readers who wondered about the seemingly 

contradictory conclusions my mixed feelings led me to. In an effort 

to answer them, I came to certain accommodations that enabled me 

to envision a role for myself in higher education. 

In the end, the process of researching and writing the book 

turned into a process of reevaluating my purpose as an academic, 

and this process is reflected in the book itself. There are elements of 

formal ethnography, but also passages of personal narrative that 

document my involvement in the lives of the students and teachers I 

studied and the effects that involvement had on me. As I worked on 

the project, I continued to mull over the purpose of education in our 

country and my role in it. Specifically, I found myself at odds with 

what I see as the core ideology of American education, an ideology 

that operates at levels from kindergarten through high school, in 

higher education, and in public literacy programs such as the one I 

studied. It is an ideology that has profound effects on the lives of 

my university students as well as the lives of the community literacy 

students I was studying. For some time I had been aware of its 

effects on my work as a teacher, but I also began to examine its 

effects on my life as a student, from my earliest literacy experiences 
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right up to the writing of my dissertation. In short, the disparate 

elemen ts of my life as a whole, both personal and professional, 

seemed to collapse in upon one another, become inseparable from 

one another, and give meaning to one another. 

1.1 Ideologies of Education 

To complete the ethnography that forms the core of this book, I 

spent the school year 1994-95 observing classes of the Pima County 

Adult Education Family literacy Program in five elementary schools 

in Tucson, Arizona. Thumbtacked to a bulletin board in the teachers' 

lounge I found the following inspirational message: 

A Superior Attitude 

"The longer I live, the more I realize the impact of 

attitude on life. Attitude, to me, is more important than 

facts. It is more important than the past, than education, 

than money, than Circumstances, than failures, than 

successes, than what other people think, say or do. It is 

more important than appearance, giftedness, or skill. It 

will make or break a company ... a school ... a home. 

The remarkable thing is we have a choice every day 

regarding the attitude we will embrace for that day. We 

cannot change our past ... we cannot c~ange the fact that 

people will act in a certain way ... we cannot change the 

inevitable. The only thing we can do is plan on the one 

thing we have, and that is our superior attitude. I am 
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convinced that life is 10% what happens to me and 90% 

how I react to it. A superior attitude will produce 

superior results." 

Down the hallway from the teachers' lounge, between a tiny, 

undereq uipped and unders taffed Ii brary and an 

auditorium/cafeteria/gymnasium "multipurpose room" smelling of 

stale cooking grease and industrial cleanser, a sign was painted in 

large letters on the wall: 

With Desire You Can Succeed 

Con Ganas Si Se Puede 

Between them, these two texts embody a basic American 

attitude toward life, achievement, success, failure, and the cause

and-effect relations among these things. These are thoroughly 

ideological texts, in the sense developed by Goran Therborn, which 

embody much about the educational environment in which the 

literacy program I studied operated. Such texts seek to define: 

1. what exists and its corollary, what does not exist: that 

is, who we are, what the world is, what nature, society, 

men and women are like ... 

2. what is good, right, just, beautiful, attractive, enjoyable, 

and its opposites. In this way our desires become 

structured and norm-alized. 

3. what is possible and impossible; our sense of the 

mutability of our being-in-the-world and the 
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consequences of change are thereby patterned, and our 

hopes, ambitions, and fears given shape. (Therborn 18) 

According to these two texts, what does and does not exist? 

What is good and bad? What possible and impossible? What, 

ultimately, is wrong with the world and to blame for problems, and 

what can and should be done about it? 

What exists is defined as a world of infinite possibility for the 

individual with enough "ganas" or "desire." What exists is the 

"choice" to succeed, if an individual can only "react" with a "superior 

attitude." Such a world will reward individual effort more than it 

will reward, for example, prior wealth, white skin, or an Ivy League 

education. What is good is a shadowy idea of "success," which any 

child at the school where I found these texts could define as passing 

grades, graduation from high school and maybe college, a well

paying job, and plenty of material comforts: in a word, acquiescence 

to the norms of the status quo. More than anything else, these texts 

claim that what is wrong with the world is located in the individual: 

lack of a "superior attitude," lack of "ganas." The solution is clearly a 

matter of individual initiative, which is enough to overcome any 

number of shortcomings in "education," "money," "circumstances," 

"appearance," or "giftedness." Since success is possible for anyone 

with enough" ganas," those who fail have only themselves to blame. 

What is not possible in the world defined by these two texts is 

any change in the status quo. The past, no matter its injustices or 

their role in creating the world we inhabit, is irrelevant to the 
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eternal present of "choice" and "attitude." In the present, we cannot 

influence the way "people will act." As for the future, "we cannot 

change the inevitable." What this ideology does in effect is deny the 

possibility and the desirability of making fundamental structural 

changes to an unjust world. Since "the only thing we can plan on is 

the one thing we have," that is, individual initiative, this ideology at 

once points the finger of blame at the victims of injustice for their 

own victimization and denies them the possibility of grievance or 

redress of wrongs. 

In classic Marxist thought, those who control the material 

world also control the ideological world: "The class which has the 

means of material production at its disposal has control at the same 

time over the means of mental prodUction, so that ... the ideas of 

those who lack the means of mental production are subject to it" 

(Marx, The German Ideology 134). Extending this basic inSight, 

Althusser claims that the principal "means of mental production" in 

the modern age is education. He wonders how many well

intentioned educators "do not even suspect the 'work' the system ... 

forces them to do," so that "their own devotion contributes to the 

maintenance and nourishment" of the reigning ideology ("Ideology" 

157). I trust that the people who posted the two texts above have 

the best intentions for their students, hope that they would 

overcome the disadvantages of their material circumstances and 

flourish in society. However, they may also be said to have 

contributed the mystification of systematic oppression; by claiming 
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that success is a matter of personal initiative, they have also placed 

personal blame on people for their individual "failure" to "succeed" 

because of an "inferior attitude." This is the American ideology at its 

most basic, and it permeates our country's cultural life, political life, 

economic life, and, most relevant to my purposes, our educational 

life. It is an ideology that helped create the conditions for my own 

education and that of my university students, as well as the literacy 

program I studied in this book, even as the program (like other kinds 

of education in the United States) came into fruitful conflict with that 

ideology in certain ways. 

Martin Carnoy weighs the validity of two perspectives on 

education implied in my deconstruction of the hegemontc American 

educational ideology. One model, the capitalist model, asserts that 

"capitalist development is not marked by inherent class divisions," 

and that education is a force for eliminating the coincidental class 

divisions that do exist (Carnoy 161). The ideological foundation here 

is what Karabel and Halsey identify as "human capital" theory. In 

this theory, "laborers can be considered capitalists, for their 

investment in the acquisition of knowledge and skill has given them 

ownership of economically valuable capacities" (Karabel and Halsey 

307). Education functions to help individuals enhance their "human 

capital" and make themselves more marketable as commodities. 

Moreover, according to human capital theory, this opportunity is 

available to all equally, and the failure to prosper on the job market 

is an individual and not a systematic failure: "Low earnings, 
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especially those of members of minority groups, reflect ... 

inadequate investment in their health and education" (Karabel and 

Halsey 307). Karabel and Halsey thoroughly discredit this theory by 

pointing to abundant evidence of a weak correlation between 

education and achieved economic status and a strong correlation 

between class and achieved economic status. Human capital theory 

serves, then, to direct" attention toward the characteristics of 

individuals" and their failures and away from "the structure of the 

economy" and its failures (Karabel and Halsey 308). 

Carnoy finds the other model of education that he examines a 

much "more plausible" analysis than the first. It is a model critical of 

capitalism, in that it "starts from the premise that capitalist society 

itself is marked by inherent class divisions and that the capitalist ... 

is fundamentally a class state, attempting to reproduce those class 

divisions within a contest of class struggle" (Carnoy 162). In this 

view, rather than overcoming class divisions, education is in fact a 

principal means of reproducing them. In the capitalist model, any 

problems in education are minor issues of adequate funding and 

efficient management, not fundamental issues of the complicity of 

education in creating and maintaining class divisions. It follows in 

the alternate model that tinkering with education "will not solve 

social and economic inequality or unemployment," since these are 

features of the economic system that education serves only to 

buttress (Carnoy 162). Carnoy poses a difficult question for 

educators, a question that he does not himself answer: "[I]f capitalist 
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development is inherently inequitable and the bureaucracy of the 

capitalist state (including the educational bureaucracy) tends to 

reproduce the relations which are the basis for inequity--how can 

and should education be changed to make it more efficient and 

equitable, and how do such changes fit into a more general strategy 

for social change (if at all)?" (Carnoy 170). This question is the core 

dilemma of this book, as it is the core dilemma of the literacy 

program I studied, of my own education, and of my life as an 

educator. 

1.2 Methodology 

The ethnographic study I undertook grew out of conversations 

I had with Director of Pima County Adult Education Greg Hart 

beginning in spring, 1994. At the time I was a community literacy 

intern working out of the graduate program in Rhetoric and 

Composition at the University of Arizona, and offered my services to 

PCAE as not just a volunteer literacy worker but also a trained 

educational researcher. Before summer, 1994, Hart and I had 

finalized a plan for me to do a study of PCAE's Family Literacy 

Program. This program was only a small part of the much larger 

community literacy establishment in Tucson, and it involved about 

100 families, mostly Hispanic, all living below federal poverty levels. 

The program's three-year history at that point was complicated, but 

the salient fact for my purpose was that a Toyota Motor Corporation 

grant administered through the National Center for Family Literacy 
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in Louisville, Kentucky, which had provided major funding for the 

program, was ending. The Arizona State Legislature was considering 

including new funding for the program in a Family Stability Act, 

which in fact passed on June 17, 1994, allocating $9.15 million for 

child-abuse prevention, prenatal and children's health care, and 

family literacy (Noyes, "State lawmakers" 1A). 1994 House Bill 2369 

called for improvement in "the basic academiC and literacy skills of 

eligible parents and their preschool children" in areas where "there is 

a high incidence of economic and educational disadvantage." Hart 

explained that the legislation required evaluation of the program so 

that the legislators would know what they were getting for the 

taxpayers' money. 

In previous years, following National Center for Family literacy 

guidelines, PCAE Family Literacy Program teachers and 

administrators had amassed data on student improvement using a 

variety of instruments. NCFL provided its own forms for collecting 

demographic information from participating families and also 

required administering standardized tests that go by acronyms such 

as CASAS (Comprehensive Adult Student Assessment System), TABE 

(Tests of Adult Basic Education), PPVT (Peabody Picture Vocabulary 

Test for preliterate children), and COR (Child Observation Record). 

Results of these tests recorded improvement among adult students in 

areas such as reading levels and among the preschool students in 

general cognitive abilities. Greg Hart was now interested in aspects 

of student "improvement" impossible to measure with such tests, 
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such as student attitudes and self-image. The House Bill itself calls 

for not only "statistical information" but also information about 

"attitudes and concerns of the program participants," including 

assessments of "the effects on program participants of promoting 

family unity and strengthening family relationships." 

Before I began the study proper in fall, 1994, I reviewed as 

much data as I could concerning the specifics of the program. I was 

given copies of the grant that had founded the program three years 

earlier, along with many other materials. From the National Center 

for Family Literacy I received materials on the history and status of 

its family literacy programs around the nation. Then, in the course 

of school year 1994-95, I spent hundreds of hours observing 

classrooms and attending organizational and training meetings. I 

used a number of short written surVeys to guide the questions I 

asked during many hours of conversations and interviews with staff 

and students. I also fell into the role of directing a number of 

research projects conducted by AmeriCorps workers attached to the 

program, all of whom have graciously allowed me to refer to their 

work in this book. 

As the project progressed, I began to look for a methodology 

that would allow me to document my personal involvement with 

community literacy as both a teacher and a researcher along with the 

formal presentation of ethnographic data, and I found a promising 

source in what Bennetta Jules-Rosette calls "reflexive ethnography." 

There is by now a well-established trend in ethnography to account 
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for the ethnographer's involvement with the phenomena under 

study, a trend that Jules-Rosette calls the "reflexive" element. A 

work of "reflexive ethnography" can "provide a description of the 

processes of recording and ethnographic discovery that mirror and 

can modify the ethnographer's procedures" (Jules-Rosette, "Toward a 

Theory" 81). Reflexive ethnography reveals, in other words, a 

process usually hidden from the reader in more conventional social 

scientific studies. "During this process, the ethnographer starts from 

a point of encounter with the world and gradually defines the subject 

matter" (Jules-Rosette, "Toward a Theory" 81). The reflexive 

ethnographer will reflect upon this process in the reporting of data, 

showing how his or her "encounter with the world" shapes the focus 

of the research questions, the collection of data, the selection of data 

to present, and the interpretation of data. Jules-Rosette criticizes 

ethnographers who try to maintain an objective scientific stance, 

disguising whatever "personal interaction with subjects" they may 

have: "This radical separation of problems of rapport from data 

collection reduces the importance of ethnographic materials in the 

communication of findings" (Jules-Rosette, "Toward a Theory" 81). 

Ultimately, "A model that systematically excludes the observer's 

presence and devises categories that distance the observer from 

what is described makes no effort to correct the distortion of 

material. Although it is not universally the case, a paradigm has 

blinding power over the analysts who use it when it is not submitted 
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to an analysis of its own premises" (Jules-Rosette, "Toward a Theory" 

88). 

Such an approach does not, according to Jules-Rosette, relieve 

the ethnographer from the duty to provide objectively verifiable 

data in support of theses; in a synthesis of objective and subjective 

stances toward research phenomena, it offers an explanation of the 

evolution of a scientific process within the study by adding "a critical 

analysis of the ethnographer's preconceptions to the domain of 

study" (Jules-Rosette, "Toward a Theory" 91). Though I have tried to 

account for my own personal involvement with the phenomena I 

observed and have pointed toward ways in which my interpretation 

of data was influenced by it, I have also tried to preserve the 

integrity of the data through a strict fidelity to the truth as I saw it. 

Though ethnography appears to have taken the postmodem tum into 

subjective "positionality," I cannot help but feel that we must remain 

faithful to the idea that there is a social reality beyond our solipsistic 

perception of it. I think in fact that in the wrong hands, postmodern 

positionality can become just another retreat into bourgeois 

individualism that romanticizes the importance of highly personal 

relations between the individual consciousness and external reality. 

As Clifford Geertz puts it, "I have never been impressed by the 

argument that, as complete objectivity is impossible in these matters 

(as, of course, it is), one might as well let one's sentiments run loose" 

(Geertz 30). 
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In order to balance the ethnographer's obligation to provide 

verifiable data with the obligation to account for possible distortions 

of social reality through the ethnographer's selection and 

interpretation of data, Jules-Rosette proposes a "translucent model" 

in which the ethnographer presents many layers of data 

simultaneously, from the "experienced state" of data collection 

through the "descriptive apparatus" used to record the experienced 

state and finally through the "discursive statement" of the 

presentation of data (Jules-Rosette, "The Politics of Paradigms" 106). 

Though it is not clear precisely what form this "translucent model" 

might take, its elements would include the requirements "That the 

ethnographer's membership and participation in an event be 

regarded as part of the analysis," "That the process of translating 

observed events into findings be taken up as a topic that includes the 

researcher's presence to and process of merging with what is 

described," and "That the process of evaluating and communicating 

the flndings be assessed as an ongoing feature of the analysis" (Jules

Rosette, "The Politics of Paradigms" 107). Through the mixing of 

formal ethnography with personal narrative, I have tried to create 

my own version of Jules-Rosette's "translucent model," allowing my 

readers to see through simultaneous layers of data collection, data 

presentation, and data interpretation, and the essentially subjective 

and "autobiographical" decisions that influenced each step of the 

process. 
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In addition to determining to deploy a reflexive ethnographic 

methodology that would allow me to document my personal 

involvement with observed phenomena, I also looked for a way to 

include the frankly political perspectives that I related to the 

influence of my working-class background. I knew that my 

ethnography would employ a version of what Geertz calls "thick 

description." Without the "thick description" of information 

surrounding observed phenomena, those phenomena will have no 

significance beyond our mere recording of them, in that "most of 

what we need to comprehend a particular event, ritual, custom, idea 

or whatever is insinuated as background information before the 

thing itself is directly examined" (Geertz 9). It is the ethnographer's 

responsibility, therefore, to construct a merely insinuated 

"background" in which to place the data. 

The question, of course, is what a "relevant" context is, which 

set of "background information" is most appropriate to explain the 

significance of observed phenomena, and how the creation of this 

context is influenced by the subjective position of the ethnographer 

him- or herself. Geertz quotes Wittgenstein's observation that when 

trying to understand people "in a strange country, with entirely 

strange traditions," even when we speak the language and know 

"what they are saying to themselves," we cannot truly understand 

them, since "We cannot find our feet with them." Geertz goes on, 

"Finding our feet, an unnerving business which never more than 

distantly succeeds, is what ethnographic research consists of as a 
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personal experience; trying to formulate the basis on which one 

imagines, always excessively, one has found them is what 

anthropological writing consists of as a scientific endeavor" (Geertz 

13). There is no escaping this phenomenon: "Anthropologists don't 

study villages (tribes, towns, neighborhoods ... ); they study in 

villages" (Geertz 22), and what they study is determined in large part 

before they arrive at the village. Once engaged in the gathering, 

organizing, and interpreting of data, the ethnographer tries to be 

scientifically responsible toward the material, but in the end, "Small 

facts speak to large issues ... because they are made to" (Geertz 23). 

1.3 The Large Issues 

I "found my feet" with reference to political convictions that 

were a product of a lifetime of a very particular education in the 

United States, one that began in scruffy working-class public schools 

but proceeded by way of the Ivy League and graduate work at a 

major American university. I could not help taking these convictions 

with me into the field, where I found them tested and modified. The 

"large issues" I wanted my "small facts" to address, the questions I 

wanted to answer, had to do not simply with what effect the 

program had on students' literacy skills, but also with what social 

conditions led to their poor literacy skills, what social conditions 

created the parameters of their literacy education in PCAE's program, 

and what social conditions would continue to operate in their lives 

after completing the program and perhaps frustrate the goals of the 
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program. Much educational research reveals little understanding of 

this context. As Michael Apple and Lois Weis put it, 

[T]he dominant tradition of education research, 

unfortunately, has been overly psychological. It has 

tended to be individualistic and to ignore the political and 

economic reality of schools. .. [E]ducational research has 

neglected to inquire into the larger context in which 

schools exist, a context that may actually make it very 

difficult for them to succeed. (Apple and Weis 3) 

In such research, "Schools sit isolated from the structurally unequal 

society (and the conflicts this inequality engenders) of which they 

are a part" (Apple and Weis 3-4). Apple and Weis advocate "an 

approach that combines an investigation of the day-to-day 

curricular, pedagogic, and evaluative activities of schools with 

generative theories of the school's role in society," an approach that 

integrates "an analysis of the level of practice ... with a critical 

structural appraisal of how such practices illuminate the relationship 

of the school with the surrounding socioeconomic order" (Apple and 

Weis 4). 

As I studied the literacy program, I thought of my own 

schooling in terms of the social conditions that had created it. I saw 

that like my education, the literacy program I studied was embedded 

in a network of unequal and unjust social, political, and economic 

relations that are legitimized by the ideology of personal 

responsibility and achievement I sketched at the beginning of this 
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introduction. Like much of American education, parts of the program 

embraced the contradiction of educating for narrowly personal 

liberation in a world of systematic oppression. At the same time, 

administrators and teachers of the program embraced ideals of social 

transformation, ideals that were made explicit to me during 

conversations with the creators and directors of the program. Caught 

within the ideological web of American education, however, they 

strained to overcome the limits on what they could do in any 

systematic way to offer students a way to take control of and change 

not just their personal lives but their world. Like even the most 

liberatory of educations in America, literacy programs such as the 

one I studied may run the risk of duplicating the ideology that 

created a need for them in the first place: an ideology that preaches 

personal achievement rather than social transformation, and 

accommodation to existing unjust social, political, and economic 

structures rather than reconfiguring them into more a more 

equitable system. Gramsci noted, even in his own day, the tendency 

toward strictly utilitarian education for the masses, which would not 

prepare them to be active citizens: 

[D]emocracy, by definition, cannot mean merely that an 

unskilled worker can become skilled. It must mean that 

every "citizen" can "govern" and that society places him, 

even if only abstractly, in a general condition to achieve 

this. Political democracy tends towards a coincidence of 

the rulers and the ruled (in the sense of government with 
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the consent of the governed) ensuring for each non-ruler 

a free training in the skills and general technical 

preparation necessary to that end. But the type of school 

which is now developing as the school for the people does 

not tend even to keep up this illusion. For it is organised 

ever more fully in such a way as to restrict recruitment 

to the technically qualified governing stratum, in a social 

and political context which makes it increasingly difficult 

for "personal initiative" to acquire such skills and 

technical-political preparation. (Gramsci 40-41) 

Eventually, however, I came to believe that even an education 

trapped between seemingly diametrically opposed ideological forces 

has certain liberatory possibilities. Though American education 

cannot fulfill the exaggerated promise of democratic equality and 

capitalist riches, it can (even at its worst) impart important 

intellectual habits, literacy chief among them, if students are in a 

pOSition to accept them. In addition, mainstream American 

education can operate against its own individualistic ideology by 

providing students exposure to alternate views, as well as the chance 

to organize themselves in opposition to the dominant ideology. 

Students may discover these things on their own, or they may be 

introduced by teachers with more "liberatory" notions of education. 

Strictly speaking, the idea of "liberatory education" is a 

contradiction in terms, since education alone cannot liberate us from 

the limits of an economic system founded on maintaining the 
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dominance of the affluent and the exploitation of everyone else. 

However, through the experience of writing this book, I have come to 

grips, or am coming to grips, with a view of an education as 

liberatory enough, if teachers and students can make room for it in 

the midst of a system that seems calculated to prevent real social 

liberation. I have also come to view education as only a part, though 

an important part, of a larger campaign by citizens of conscience to 

create a freer, more equitable society. This is the lesson I have 

learned from the study of an exemplary community literacy program 

in the context of American education as a whole, as well as the 

examination of my own educational life that the formal ethnographer 

led me to: while no education in itself can "free" me from the limits 

of class, many kinds of education, whether they intend to or not, can 

help me become freer than I might have been of the ideological 

constraints within which we live in the United States today. Students 

may learn, almost against the will of the educational system in which 

they find themselves, to exercise some degree of control over the 

ideologies that influence their thinking. They may learn to defme for 

themselves what is, what is good, and what is possible, and this may 

contribute to their ability to transform their social reality. 

In short, I think I have learned more tolerance for the 

limitations within which American educators operate, and more 

respect for the work they do within those limitations. From an 

absolutist condemnation of "status quo" education, I think I have 

moved toward tolerance for the inevitable contradictions within 
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education in our social context. I have a healthy sense of the limits 

placed upon me by my class origins, but I also see the possibilities 

for life created by my education, sometimes in spite of itself. This in 

tum has restored some of my faith in my ability as an educator to 

contribute to the education, even the "liberatory" education, of my 

students both on and off the university campus. While never ceasing 

to criticize the essentially reactionary nature of most education, we 

can exploit its resources to do what good we can. 
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2. ENTERING THE FIELD 

I took a long time to get around to fInishing a PhD in Rhetoric 

and Composition at the University of Arizona. After graduating from 

Columbia University with a BA in Comparative Literature, I drifted 

for two years (working as a bellhop, a short-order cook, a bookstore 

clerk) before entering an MA program at Arizona State University. 

While studying American literature, I discovered creative writing 

workshop classes and minored in fIction writing. I intended to end 

my graduate education there until I learned about the MFA program 

at the University of Arizona, where I went to study fiction writing 

more intensively. As a graduate assistant I found that I loved 

teaching writing, both composition and fiction, and dabbled in 

courses in composition pedagogy and rhetorical theory. I fInished 

the MFA and entered the PhD program, but after a year drifted away 

again, this time to Japan for four years to teach ESL in a private two

year college. 

Reflecting on my checkered graduate school career, I see a 

pattern of alternative attraction and aversion to higher education, 

especially scholarly work. I had spent most of my adult life as a 

college student, but I could not envision a future for myself as a 

university professor. Though I did well enough there, I never saw 

the university as a home. Perhaps creative writing was a way to be 

in graduate school and yet not of it. In Japan, I formed a vague plan 

to come home long enough to earn a PhD and then find a job at a 
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Japanese university, which was perhaps another attraction/aversion 

scheme. Before going to Japan, I had become involved in the 

composition community through attending national conferences and 

publishing a few articles. After returning, I found myself drawn to 

programs in rhetoric and composition and reentered graduate school 

first at the University of Texas and then back at Arizona. 

The closer I came to completing the degree, however, the less 

faith I had in the future it promised me. I had misgivings about the 

nature of higher education in our country, which clearly seemed to 

be aimed more toward vocational technical training than education 

for critical citizenship. My university students seemed disaffected 

and apathetic, and I did not blame them for it. They had been sold 

the idea of college education as a necessity for the job market, not as 

a period of exploration, enlightenment, or personal growth, and they 

felt coerced into going and bored with their courses, both "vocational" 

and "liberal arts." In addition, they perceived better than most of 

their teachers that the job market might not reward them well for 

their college education as it had previous generations of graduates. 

A BA had become a necessary condition but not a guarantee of 

decent employment. There was a general feeling of despair, with an 

undercurrent of panic and anger. As their teacher, I could not help 

but empathize with their bleak outlook, and I wondered what sort of 

job I was preparing to do for the rest of my life. 

Just at that moment, I became involved in community literacy 

through a county agency in Tucson. As I became a teacher and then 
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a researcher in the field, I became increasingly disturbed about the 

prospects of spending my life on a university campus and, at the 

same time, increasingly hopeful about the prospects of finding a 

different sort of life for myself as a teacher. My life during this time 

alternated between work at various community literacy sites and 

participation in the university world of research, conferences, and 

papers. The contrasts between the two educational establishments 

were drawn sharply for me nearly every day, at first confusing my 

efforts to make sense of my dilemma and later making certain 

clarifications possible. 

2.1 Entering the Field 

My involvement with community literacy began with my first 

visit to the EI Rio Learning Center in Tucson in early February, 1994. 

The Learning Center consists of two trailers across the parking lot 

from the EI Rio Neighborhood Center, a familiar barrio establishment: 

cinderblock done up as faux adobe, bright murals painted on the 

walls--a muscled Aztlan warrior with a huge headdress, a Virgen de 

Guadalupe, a colorful frieze all around. The land it sits on was carved 

out of a corner of a previously all-Anglo golf course. It boasts the 

smallest branch of the Tucson Public Library system, one room full of 

paperbacks on revolving racks. Other services include free legal 

services, nutrition counseling and emergency food, and outreach to 

the elderly. 
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According to neighborhood resident and activist Frank de la 

Cruz, the Neighborhood Center was founded in the early 1970s after 

several years of Chicano activism in the EI Rio area. According to 

Frank de la Cruz, activities were coordinated by the Centro Chicano, 

which in the late 1960s had also organized demonstrations protesting 

the Vietnam war and supporting the United Farm Workers. In June, 

1970, activists began with a petition campaign, delivering to the 

mayor and city council signatures of thousands of Hispanic residents 

of Tucson's west side demanding a park and a neighborhood center 

in the area. When nothing happened, there was a series of marches 

with 2000 to 3000 participants designed to clog the streets and block 

the entrance to the golf course. When even this failed to move the 

city's administrators, activists organized picnics and touch football 

games on the golf course itself and once even occupied the 

clubhouse's coffeeshop. Other acts of civil disobedience, followed by 

arrests and trials, finally convinced the city to give in, and it donated 

the land and put up the buildings of the EI Rio Neighborhood Center 

in 1972, to be followed soon by EI Pueblo Neighborhood Center in the 

Southside and by several other neighborhood centers in 

predominantly African American or Native American areas. 

The trailers of the EI Rio Learning Center were added some 

years after the establishment of the Neighborhood Center. The 

Learning Center is part of Pima County Adult Education and offers 

classes in Adult Basic Education, GED, ESL and citizenship to a mostly 

Spanish-speaking clientele. One trailer has four classrooms. The 
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other houses a lobby with a secretary's desk, a site director's office, a 

teacher's resource room, a small computer lab, and a group meeting 

room. As I waited to meet my contact in the lobby on that first visit, 

I wandered down the hall to the soda machine. Above the coin slot 

there is a hand-lettered sign: "Please use American money." 

Between "use" and "American" another hand has inserted "North," 

and still another soda drinker has inserted "non-Canadian" after 

"American. " 

All around me in the place were more indications of its 

complicated political existence and of the understanding of its politics 

by the teachers and students who go there: a collection of student 

essays thumb tacked to the wall about their experiences with border 

police; a bulletin board with notices about free or low-cost 

community services, from daycare to health emergencies; a metal 

rack holding bus schedules for people without cars, pamphlets 

offering information about free AIDS screening, flyers advertising 

jobs requiring no English. 

I had learned about the Center while enrolled in a community 

literacy internship supervised by Tom Miller and Sandra Florence at 

the University of Arizona. At our first class meeting, all interns were 

given a syllabus describing the goals of the course: "to broaden our 

frame of reference beyond the classroom" by means of "practical 

experience in the community." There was a list of Pima County Adult 

Education programs requesting a variety of services from us: the 

Homeless Education Center needed to assess what homeless people 
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wanted to learn; the Eastside Learning Center needed a one-on-one 

tutor for an aphasic client; the Pima County Edge Program wanted to 

develop an individualized writing curriculum for its GED courses; 

PCAE wanted to produce a orientation video for students and staff. 

Some of the agencies on the list were wary of asking for "help" from 

the University, having been "helped" in the past in not very 

productive ways. When Tom and Sandy went to speak to the 

Director of PCAE, Greg Hart, and offered him the services of their 

graduate students, he asked, "Can they lift heavy boxes?" 

I chose to go to EI Rio because the teachers wanted something 

very simple: a fifteen-unit series of computerized reading and 

writing lessons for advanced ESL clients. I could draw on the several 

years of ESL teaching I had done in Japan and in the U.S., and the 

project sounded self-contained, something I could do at home by 

myself with a minimum of time-consuming collaboration and 

meetings. I had no intention of making a long-term commitment to 

community literacy. My focus was still on the university, on writing 

a dissertation that discussed issues relevant to that narrow academic 

life and finding a job teaching English to college students. I called 

the contact person listed on the syllabus, Weiqing Su, a curriculum 

coordinator for all five of PCAE's community literacy sites, and made 

an appointment to go meet the teachers involved in the project. 

I went to the meeting armed with a preCise plan for the 

computerized lessons, based on the latest in reading and writing 

pedagogy from the field of rhetoric and composition. Each lesson 
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would begin with a prereading exercise involving brainstorming 

about a topic, and this would be followed by a challenging reading on 

the same topic. Then there would be a set of comprehension 

questions and another set asking for inferences and judgments. 

Finally there would be a set of three short essay topics followed by 

revision questions to be used in working on a rough draft. 

I had made all these plans with no understanding whatever of 

the students, the teachers, the facility and its material limitations 

and opportunities, the goals of the facility's directors. In spite of the 

years of ESL experience, I knew little or nothing about adult 

education either in general or as practiced by Pima County Adult 

Education. 

I did not know, for example, that some of the most advanced 

students in this advanced class might take an hour to compose six 

sentences in English. One of the teachers offered me an exercise on 

paper of the kind she hoped I would transfer to computer for the 

lessons: 

Use the correct form of "do" or "make": 

1. Have you ever locked yourself out while 

the laundry? 

2. Have you ever __________ business with a Chinese 

person? 

3. Have you ever helped your mother _______ dinner? 
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And so on, with another exercise at the bottom of the page involving 

cartoons and matching "do" or "make" with other words in idiomatic 

expressions such as "do housework" and "make faces." 

My notes from the rest of the meeting reveal me trying to 

explain the ideas of ESL theorist Stephen Krashen to the teachers: 

the use of massive language input and minimal output, for example. 

At the end of the meeting, after the other teachers had left the room, 

Weiqing advised me to "keep an open mind" if I planned to carry 

through on my promise to EI Rio. Clearly my next step was to get to 

know the students and teachers and their situation on its own terms. 

I arranged to visit the first of many, many classes I would observe 

for the rest of that year and the next. 

In the course of those observations, I learned that, like most 

sites of education, community literacy is a highly contested field full 

of tensions and contradictions. It can be a place where teachers use 

what appear to be reactionary means (in the form of outmoded 

pedagogies) in the service of the most progressive liberatory goals. 

There is often a mishmash of teaching techniques, from abstract 

grammar exercises of questionable utility to "real world" activities 

such as resume writing and grocery store role playing. Reliance on 

funding from a patchwork of public and private sources leads most 

programs to serve many masters, abiding by stipulations that run 

counter to goals they would embrace otherwise. For example, most 

programs are forbidden to serve undocumented immigrants, and 
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others may not openly teach literacy in a language other than 

English. 

What is shared by most community literacy programs is a 

commitment to serving students without access to other forms of 

education. Many students are casualties of mainstream school 

systems, dropouts who have fallen through the cracks and been 

forgotten. A good number are immigrants or children of immigrants 

whose first language is not English and who may be only marginally 

literate in their flrst language. Many are unemployed and the rest 

underemployed, and they look to the education they receive in 

literacy programs primarily as a means of improving their chances of 

fmding and keeping a job.. Many of their teachers have higher hopes 

for literacy education, placing it in the context of wider struggles for 

social eqUality. Some teachers are involved in other forms of 

activism, such as local politics, neighborhood councils, and so on. 

Working within this context, I struggled to come to at least a 

provisional deflnition of community literacy, particularly in contrast 

to what I understood as academic literacy. What the two views of 

literacy shared, perhaps, was the idea of introducing students to a 

particular discourse community. University students had to learn 

the attitudes and language habits of university scholars, attitudes 

such as skepticism and habits such as intertextual references based 

on research in a fleld. The teaching of academic discourse seeks to 

familiarize what are usually conceived as "mainstream" students 

with a very specialized community. By contrast, community literacy 
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teachers seek to familiarize marginalized students with a wider, 

more "mainstream" discourse community. Whatever their methods, 

the target languages of instruction are the languages of the 

workplace, the bureaucracy they must negotiate, the educational 

establishment in which their children must survive, the media. 

Teachers of academic discourse assume a certain general literacy in 

their students and build upon it to teach specific academic literacies. 

Teachers of community literacy usually (and sometimes rightly) 

assume a degree of illiteracy in their students and seek to remediate 

it, and in this way change the lives of their students as well as the 

society in which they live 

If there is one thing, then, that distinguishes community 

literacy from "mainstream" educational practices, it is the tendency 

among many of its practitioners to see our society as in need of 

change and to see themselves in their teaching as agents of social 

change. The actual practice of community literacy does not always 

directly address this tendency, and much of what goes on in 

community literacy classrooms is in fact aimed at supporting rather 

than transforming the status quo. However, even among the most 

reactionary teachers I met, the ones with the lowest opinions of their 

students' home cultures, for example, I found the sense of social 

mission that seems to provide the ideological foundation for the 

practice as a whole. 

During the years that I was involved with the community 

literacy establishment in '"tucson, I became frustrated by the 
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appropriation of words like "community" and "literacy" by university 

scholars. I realize now that most of the uses of the words that 

irritated me were perfectly legitimate, but at the time, those uses 

seemed to rob the words of the political meanings I associated with 

them. To call a one-semester gathering of college students in a 

composition classroom a "community" seemed to trivialize the idea of 

a true community of like-minded neighbors with a shared class 

status, perhaps a shared ethnic heritage, shared social experiences. 

To speak of "computer literacy" or "gender literacy" seemed to erase 

the reality of not being able to read or write well enough to gather 

the minimum knowledge people need to participate as citizens in our 

society. Such uses of the words "community literacy" seemed to me 

to belong to a world dedicated to the maintenance of the status quo, 

not its transfonnation. 

2.2 In the Classroom 

It is a lesson on passive voice using past participles. Students 

are from 18 to 60 years old and have come to the u.S. from Mexico, 

Peru, Japan, China, Ethiopia. The teacher has wonderful energy and a 

sparkling sense of humor, knows every student by name and 

compels everyone's attention. The lesson, however, proceeds by way 

of individual exercise sentences, with no discussion of their content 

and long pauses while students puzzle over the correct verb fonn 

and the teacher pleads, cajoles, and comically threatens in order to 

get answers. 
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After an hour and a half there is a break. Teachers and 

students from the four classrooms in the trailer all go out to the 

parking lot of the Community Center, where there is a lunch wagon 

with deli sandwiches and chips and a Hispanic woman selling 

homemade burritos from a brown paper grocery sack. Some people 

pay her with food stamps. 

After the break there is another in a continuing series of oral 

reports. A Russian woman talks about life in Moscow in English too 

complex for most of her fellow students. She speaks in a monotone 

and is heard in silence. During the question-and-answer period a 

few students ask questions completely unrelated to her report: Is 

she married? Does she have any children? Will she ever go home? 

Why not? Interest is suddenly sparked by her description of Boris 

Yeltsin's military attack on his own parliament, by her stories about 

a neighbor being killed by a stray bullet and about crawling around 

below window level in her own apartment for days. Then the three

hour class is over. 

Another class I visit has a lesson in progress on the use of 

difficult vocabulary that has grown out of a class reading: "custody," 

"snatched," "abide," "festered," "refused." The students use silence to . 
derail the routine of going around the room and using the words in 

sentences. When they are forced, they make the shortest possible 

sentence. One woman, with a sudden smile, answers the question, 

"Can you use the word 'refuse' in a sentence?" by saying, "I refuse to 

answer that question!" There is a discussion of the several idiomatic 
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uses of the word "agreed" and a student named Elena produces the 

sentence, "Concha and I are agreed the President." The teacher 

explains the proper usage for this sentence, but never asks what 

Concha and Elena agree with the President about. 

After the break it has been arranged for me to take part of the 

class into the computer lab. I have agreed to help the primary 

teacher to get students started on basic computer skills. While class 

size at EI Rio can exceed thirty students, the computer lab has only 

ten stations. I ask the students what they would like to use their 

time in the computer lab for, and a student named Mario says, "To 

write something important to you." The teacher has provided me 

with a list of idioms and aphorisms concerning "time" (waste time, 

kill time, make time, Time is money, There's no time like the present, 

Time flies when you're having fun). Some of the students ignore the 

list when they get to the computer ("My name is Gabriel Rubio. I live 

in Tucson AZ with my family and we have two childrens. My mother 

is in Mexico she visit to me may be at the next two months"), while 

others make a game of stringing together as many of them as 

possible ("Yongmei Liu. Today I'd like to talk about time. People 

said the time is wait nobody. That is true. In the modern society 

time is the money. We can't waste time. Some people read a book to 

kill time."). 

A few manage to use the expressions in meaningful ways. 

Jaime, who wanted to "write something important," writes: 
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I'm Jaime Diaz and I'm 20 years old. Well first thing I 

want to make my dream come true. I want to go into the 

Marines or Navy one of them and I don't want to waste 

my time anymore because this is something important 

for me since 7 when I was a boy and not to kill my own 

people of this world no, I like it because it's a good 

training, I can get a career, job training, and others 

opportunities, but sometimes I think my time it's flying. 

Reading over the students' shoulders as they type, answering the 

occasional question about spelling, usage, or word processing 

techniques, I engage them in conversations about a mother-in-Iaw's 

hysterectomy, selecting a preschool, gambling in Las Vegas, 

Wednesday Bible lessons, the Arizona justice system's appeals 

process, and morning sickness (one woman's pregnancy is a month 

behind my wife's). The teacher has me tell the students to print out 

what they have written so that she can correct their errors 

overnight. 

Observing classes, helping out in the computer lab, I could not 

help but notice the focus on what I considered minor points of 

grammar, the lack of attention to the content of what students might 

have to say, the very small amount of English generated by each 

student relative to the amount of time spent in class, and most of all 

the various forms of student reluctance to do what the teachers 

asked and attempts to assert their own agenda ("refusing" to answer 
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a question using the word "refuse," wanting to "write something 

important") . 

I held my tongue. First, I knew little or nothing about the 

program, the students, the institutional pressures the teachers were 

under, the social problems that followed students into the classroom. 

Also, I was sensitive to Greg Hart's opinion that a graduate student 

was good for little but "lifting heavy boxes" around Pima County 

Adult Education. Even the little I had done probably struck some of 

the teachers as overbearing, as if I thought I were bringing 

pedagogical wisdom to the unwashed down from Mount University. 

As a first-year composition teacher, I had felt similar resentment 

listening to presentations from nationally-known scholars who had 

never taught composition in their lives. As I realized how much 

there was to learn from the EI Rio teachers, as my respect for their 

work and commitment grew, I think I began to change my idea 

about a strictly short-term involvement with community literacy. 

Each time I went to observe a class or help a teacher manage a 

class, I made a point of spending time in the teacher's resource room. 

For one thing, it made me nostalgic for the intensely communal 

atmosphere of the school where I had worked for four years in 

Nagoya, Japan. I even recognized many of the books and cassette 

tapes and videos on the shelves. The three-course ESL sequence 

designed by the staff was similar to the approach I had helped to 

develop at my school in Nagoya, with lessons shaped around topics of 

interest to the students (education, employment, housing), language 
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functions (apologizing, reassuring, complaining), and global aspects of 

grammar (tense, negative statements, prepositions of place, time, 

direction, manner). 

I often showed up in the morning with a box of doughnuts to 

share, took a brown-bag lunch with me like most of the other 

teachers, brought in articles from ESL journals that related to some 

conversation we had had, shared self-contained lessons and class 

handouts I had developed for the computer lab. I was pleased when 

some of the teachers began including me in the circle, passing me a 

neatly cut quarter of a pear, showing me baby pictures, telling me to 

bring a coffee cup from home to add to the collection by the 

coffeemaker. I loaned books to one teacher, borrowed books from 

another. One kind teacher, always ready with a joke, shared comical 

handouts that he prepared for his students: 

Arkansas 12th Grade Reading Test 

1. MRDUCKS 2. MRFARMERS 

MRKNOT 

SA R, C M WANGS 

LIB, M R DUCKS 

MRKNOT 

SAR, C MMTPOCKETS 

LIB, M R FARMERS 

Establishing personal relationships with the teachers made me 

even more reluctant to criticize their practices. I had begun to toy 

with the notion of doing some research at EI Rio or elsewhere in 

PCAE, but the objectivity I had been trained in my university 

"methods" courses to bring into a research situation was being 

jeopardized. I had the first glimmer of an idea that community 
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literacy was not just something to examine like a specimen and 

exploit for my own ends at the university, but a thing of value in 

itself, an educational establishment with no need of legitimizing from 

me, maybe even a place beyond the university for me to live and 

work. 

2.3 Another World 

About six weeks after I began to work at EI Rio, I went with 

my friend John Bormanis, who had begun doing other community 

work in the EI Rio barrio through the same internship as me, to speak 

at a conference at the University of Southern California called 

"Politics, Theory and the Place of the Academy." The call for papers 

announced that the conference was "a forum for considering the 

historical/ political/ social/ geographic pOSition of the academy and its 

'trappings,''' and suggested topics included "the city and the 

institution; theorizing boundaries," "bringing the outside in; working 

with local communities," and "academic/'real world' disciplines." In 

view of such language, we thought that we would find a receptive 

audience for our idea that "politics" and "the academy" had to do 

with "placing" the academy in its broadest possible social, economic, 

and political context. We read a short paper to provoke a discussion 

among our audience. It reflected my growing awareness of the 

educational limitations of the university and the possibilities for 

educational solutions beyond those that the university was prepared 

to offer: 
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Most solutions to the problem of the university's 

exclusion of many groups in society have been efforts to 

include those groups in various ways: through minority 

recruitment, minority and working-class scholarships, 

and special orientation and tutoring programs. The 

assumption has been that mere inclusion at the 

university empowers members of these groups, furthers 

the liberal goal of egalitarianism, and helps to 

redistribute wealth, power, and privilege. It should be 

clear by now that such assumptions are questionable. In 

addition, Gramsci (among others) points to the problems 

of "inclusionary" solutions even if they do "work": 

alienation from the community, dissolution of class ties, 

the exchange of broader social goals for the limited 

corporate interests of the university. 

We have been exploring the possibilities of an 

alternative relation between the university and the 

community. We want to expand the notion of what 

academic work is by offering the resources of the 

university to communities that have no interest in being 

"credentialed" in conventional ways through an extended 

stay on a university campus. By taking our work to the 

community, rather than gathering selected members of 

the community into the academy, we hope to alter the 

dynamic between school and non-school communities in 
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ways that benefit us both. We want simultaneously to 

delegitimize the academy as the most privileged site of 

knowledge production and to help valorize the production 

of knowledge in non-academic settings. 

One of our basic principles is that any research 

project should be conceived in collaboration with the 

people we work with. The focus of our project, then, is on 

the goals of the communities we work with, goals that not 

only differ but may be at odds with the goals of the 

university. As our director puts it, "Like Freire, we 

assume that we must begin this project with concerted 

collaboration with the communities that we want to 

become involved with, rather than simply assuming that 

our task is to persuade these communities of the virtues 

of academic literacy." We have no altruistic illusions of 

disinterested community service; we simply want to find 

a way to make academic work serve the community, 

particularly the non-school community, more directly 

than it has in the past. This will inevitably alter the 

nature of academic work itself. 

However, we found ourselves out of step with the rest of the 

conference, most of which focused exclusively on the politics of the 

academy as if it were the only "place" that mattered. Other 

presentations had titles like, "Doin' Daddy: Sex, Politics, and Power in 

the Academy," "The Commodification of Writing for the Uninitiated: 
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Textbooks as a Site of Capital Accumulation and Legitimation of 

Authority," and "Disciplines of Thought and Institutions of 

Knowledge: Decelerations of the Other." The only panel I found 

interesting billed itself as a "roundtable discussion with worker and 

intellectual" and featured several local leftist community organizers, 

including members of the "News and Letters" group. It was the only 

panel that had anything to do with a "place" other than the academy, 

the only one aimed at enabling "the community" to teach something 

to the academy. Attendance was sparse. 

After an excruciatingly long-winded closing panel with 

presentations from several prominent literary critics, I made rather 

a fool of myself by making a comment prompted by my feeling of 

alienation during the several days of the conference. One speaker 

had discussed using Gloria Anzaldua's Borderlands/La Frontera in a 

class in order to provoke discussion, and after one particularly 

heated session announced to them, "We have just made a visit to the 

borderlands." I begged to differ. I pointed out that the USC campus 

was anything but a borderland, and that the class at best had 

indulged in a thought experiment. I suggested that if we wanted to 

visit the borderlands, we might go home with the person who was 

going to sweep up after us when we left for the night. I refrained 

from suggesting that we all go spend some time with, for example, 

my family, though I was thinking it. I am not sure if anyone in the 

room understood what I was trying to say, or cared. 
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It was becoming clear to me that my brief experience with 

community literacy was sharpening the focus of my politics in 

unexpected ways. Views of education and the politics of education 

that focused exclusively on a university campus, views that had 

satisfied me before, now seemed parochial and inadequate. I felt 

that terms that had taken on so much reality for me--politics, 

community--were used by these people as metaphors, and that they 

mistook the comparison term for the thing itself. Most of all, it was 

clear to me that all their talk about the "transformation" of "the 

academy" would do nothing to alter the fundamental relationship 

between established institutions of education and the non-school 

community. This perception was strengthened by the reading I 

would later do in the literature of literacy, community literacy, and 

family literacy. 

2.4 Back in the Classroom 

By late spring I had settled into a routine of helping out 

teachers at EI Rio by taking small groups into the computer lab while 

they stayed behind and held conventional lessons with the rest of 

the class. 

One of the teachers and I decide to try the reverse: while she 

takes small groups into the computer lab I will stay behind with the 

rest. I need a lesson that will be flexible enough to accommodate the 

coming and going of various small groups. The teacher has been 

teaching sentence structures expressing "wishes and hopes." Drawing 
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on the kinds of weekly lessons I used in Japan, I come up with a 

handout of activities that I hope will communicate not only linguistic 

but also cultural content to these newcomers to the U.S.: 

STAR LIGHT ... 

You can make a wish on the first star you see on any 

given night. As soon as you see the star, say this rhyme 

quickly and then make your wish: 

"Star light, star bright, first star I see tonight, 

I wish I may, I wish I might, have this wish I wish 

tonight. I wish ... " 

What will you wish for tonight? 

HOPE CHEST 

An old custom not practiced much any more is keeping a 

"hope chest." In the old days, a young girl would be 

given a big wooden chest, usually made of cedar, and she 

would begin to collect the things she would need for a 

marriage: bed linens, napkins, a wedding dress, baby 

clothes, and so on. Why do you suppose it's called a hope 

chest? If you had a hope chest, what would you put into 

it? 

WISH LIST 

These days when people get married, they often make a 

"wish list." They write down all the things they would 

like to receive as wedding gifts, and they give the list to 

someone like the bride's mother or the maid of honor. 
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Then, people corning to the wedding can look at the list 

and buy things they know the couple want. What do you 

wish you had on your wish list? 

I hand out the lyrics to "If I Had a Hammer" and we sing it each time 

small groups come and go, the people who know it teaching it to the 

ones who do not. We discuss its antiwar content and discuss their 

knowledge of wars in the news at the moment (Bosnia, Rwanda, 

Chiapas). 

Toward the end of class there is a brief writing assignment: 

WRITING A POEM 

I wish you would write as many sentences as you can 

. "I ·sh " "I hope " and "If I I ld "I usmg Wl. ••• , •• , ••• , wou ... 

hope you will write interesting, funny, true sentences. If 

you put all the sentences together, you could make them 

into a poem. 

Most students are whimsical, like this one: 

I wish I were a hummingbird. 

If I were a hummingbird I could fly to everywhere and 

enjoy all kinds of flowers of the world. 

If I were a hummingbird I would like to be green, purple, 

red, blue and yellow. 

I hope someday I can be a hummingbird. 

Others demonstrate wit and playfulness, along with a good command 

of Western cultural knowledge, like this Japanese woman who had 



55 

accompanied her husband to the u.s. so he could study chemistry at 

the University of Arizona: 

I wish I had a time machine. 

I would go back to the past and I would see 

Beethoven and I would listen to his music which he 

conducted himself. And I would Sing 9th 

Symphony with him. 

I wish I had a time machine. 

I would go back to the past and I would see III 

Vinci and he would paint me on his canvas instead 

of Mona Lisa. 

I wish I had a time machine. 

I would go to the future and I would see my 

husband, me and 3 children and we would visit to 

Tucson again. 

And a few use the opportunity to "write some important": 

I wish I were a rich lady. 

I wish I had a powerful voice. 

I wish I had convincing power. 

I wish I could understand God's love. 

I wish I had education to do a good job. 

If I were a legislator I'd change some law. 

If I had a convincing power I'd convince the world to 

beleave in God. 

If I could understand God's love I'd be a different person. 



I hope to live someday in heaven's mansions. 

I hope to understand someday God's love. 

2.5 Back in the World 

56 

The term ended at EI Rio in late March. Soon after that I met 

with Sandra Florence, one of the teachers of the community literacy 

internship that had sent me to EI Rio in the first place, and two PCAE 

site directors, Joan Warfield of EI Rio and Peggy Erhardt-Gray of 

Eastside, to draft a proposal for the 1995 Conference on College 

Composition and Communication. The convention theme, "literacies, 

Technologies, Responsibilities," seemed inviting, though the PCAE 

people were skeptical. I pointed to language in the call for papers: 

We live and work in a time when the concept of literacy 

is becoming increasingly complex. Our new 

understanding of literacy as multiple sets of situated 

practices across several media enlarges how we 

understand ourselves as writing teachers, but at the same 

time brings into question how we theorize writing and 

composition, how we study practices of reading and 

writing, how we understand the history of literacy 

education, how we design and administer writing 

programs, and, finally, how we teach writing. 

I asked, what better way to demonstrate the "increasingly complex" 

nature of literacy and "bring into question how we understand the 

history of literacy education" than to tell what was happening in a 
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cutting-edge community literacy program? Our proposal, '''Getting It' 

Together: Literacies of the Community and the Academy," promised 

to complicate the usual definitions and understandings by examining 

literacy "in contexts beyond the gates of the university," and we said 

we would "describe new possibilities for cooperation between 

community adult education centers and the university." My own 

presentation proposal, "Not in Kansas Anymore: Adventures of a 

Literacy Volunteer," asked, "What happens "Yhen a university

trained PhD candidate in rhetoric and composition ventures forth in 

the world of publicly funded adult education?" and answered, 

The community literacy work I've done has challenged 

notions I had [about literacy] in productive ways. It has 

begun to change the nature of the academic research I do, 

to redirect the focus and purpose of my teaching both on 

and off the university campus, and to help me envision 

new ways that the university can serve non-university 

communities. 

As things turned out, the instincts of the PCAE people were 

better than mine. CCCC rejected the proposal. I leaped to the 

conclusion that they were not really interested in hearing from us 

about non-academic literacies or new relationships between the 

university and non-university communities. Sandy, Joan, and Peggy 

were not particularly surprised or upset. I was angry. Our proposal 

featured some extremely important community workers, was well-
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written, and fit the call to papers to a tee. I fired off an angry e-mail 

message to the program chair: 

Clearly, the CCCC call for papers was only paying lip 

service to the idea of interest in "multiple literacies" and 

"new understandings of literacy education." The 

community literacy workers who helped me write the 

proposal got the response from the academic 

establishment that they expected and tried to teach me to 

expect. 

And so on. I received no reply. 

After the conference, I borrowed a CCCC program to test my 

perception that there was only "lip service" being paid to what I had 

come to understand as literacy and especially community literacy. 

The topic index listed only six panels, from among the hundreds at 

the conference, focused on "Adult literacy." Of these, one was about 

university basic writing classes; two contained the words 

"community" and "literacy" in their titles, but turned out to be about 

topics like personal writing by academics, professional writing, and 

women's writing groups; two others ("Lived Literacies: Bridges to 

Change" and "The Ethics and Politics of Literacy") stretched the 

concept of the word "literacy" to the point of meaninglessness, with 

presentations such as "Body Talk: Literal Selves and Literacy," 

"Talking the Talk: Initiating Undergraduates into literary Discourse," 

"The Troubles with Voice: Power and AuthOrity in Institutional and 

Business Writing," and "Com-Posing the Ordinary Female Life: 
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Literacy in Action." There was a forum called simply "Redefining 

Literacy," a title that I thought summed up the conference's project 

well. Panelists on the only panel listed in the topic index under 

"Teaching outside Schools" discussed teaching in prisons. What a 

choice for teaching sites presented by the conference: either the 

university or the prison. This was evidence for me of the university 

community's ignorance of the many sites of education beyond their 

immediate view. 

At about this time I joined an Internet special interest group 

focusing on issues of social justice in writing instruction. Several of 

the members met at CCCC and posted follow-up messages, mainly 

saying how nice it was to meet. Based on my perusal of the program, 

I posted the following message: 

I'm appalled by the lack of attention to anything 

but a narrow range of university-related topics. The 

word "literacy," which has a lot of political and social 

importance in my work, was tossed around like oregano 

on a salad--robbed of all meaning or political edge. 

Panels that billed themselves as being about "adult 

literacy" were about how to teach academic discourse to 

undergrads, how to teach comp to basic writers, etc.--but 

not about the pressing social questions raised by poverty 

and illiteracy. 

I've been a real 4Cs creature since the early 80s, 

thought for a long time that the conference was the entire 
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world of college writing teaching. But for the past few 

years, the conference has become irrelevant to the work 

I've been doing and the work I hope to do. I see it as a 

corporate convention--focused on questions of efficiency 

("how to" stuff) and self-aggrandizement ("state of the 

profession" stuff). "Social issues" are discussed, if at all, 

within a narrow range of timid liberal options 

("multiculturalism" etc.), and discussion of the real roots 

of social problelns and their solutions is avoided. 

Even this group, however, has its focus mainly on university writing 

instruction, and there were no comments on my message, other than 

invitations to join proposed CCCC panels for next year on creating 

"community" among university students in order to raise their 

collective political consciousness. 

After this experience with CCCC, it seemed to me that 

everywhere around me was evidence of the gap between the 

university and non-university educational communities. Most of all, 

it seemed to me that when people in university settings discussed 

"literacy," they did not know what they were talking about. Once 

again, a term that had reality for me--literacy--was being 

appropriated for use almost as a metaphor by people with no 

knowledge of the reality of literacy as I saw it. I got catalogue after 

catalogue from university presses advertising some new line of 

books about "literacy" which were not about "literacy" at all. The 

University of Pittsburgh series in Composition, Literacy and Culture 
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is typical. The series features exactly one book about "real" literacy 

work as I was coming to know it, David Schaafsma's Eating on the 

Street. Other titles are The Emperor's New Clothes: Literature, 

Literacy, and the Ideology of Style, Word Perfect: Literacy in the 

Computer Age, and Writing Science: Literacy and Discursive Power. 

Later that spring the semester ended at the university and I 

arranged to hold the last class of the community literacy internship 

at EI Rio. Joan Warfield and several other PCAE staff members joined 

us to assess the semester's project, the first of its kind at the 

University of Arizona. I had brought along a brochure that 

demonstrated my growing awareness of the gap between 

understandings of literacy in the academy and beyond the academy. 

It advertised a conference called "Global Conversations on Language 

and Literacy," and promised the participation of famous scholars in 

education and composition such as Sheridan Blau, Art Young, and 

William and Carol Strong. Presentations had titles like, "Gender 

Issues in Teaching Reading and Writing," "Vygotsky Revisited: How 

Sentence Combining Works," and "Multicultural Literacy: Threat or 

Promise?" What did any of this have to do with the issues I had 

learned to associate with literacy in the community work I had 

done? The kicker was the location: Christ Church College, Oxford. 

Registration alone was $195, more than the weekly salary of most of 

the teachers I worked with, not to mention the cost of traveling to 

England and staying ($67 a night and up) and eating there. For 
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another $400 conference attendees could take a tour of Stratford-on

Avon that included a night in a 4-star hotel and theater tickets. 

The university establishment appeared to me to be colonizing 

literacy studies. Was I an unwitting part of that colonization, a kind 

of missionary accompanying the soldiers into the uncharted land? 

On the one hand, the hearty skepticism of community literacy 

veterans like Greg Hart and Joan Warfield seemed like good 

protection against the blundering intrusions, well-intentioned and 

otherwise, of university researchers like me. On the other hand, the 

high profile of flashy academic conferences with "literacy" in their 

titles seemed dangerous. First, I thought they threatened to rob 

meager resources away from real literacy work, especially grants for 

research, curriculum development, and teacher training. Second, 

academic activities might create the illusion that the university 

establishment is "doing something" about literacy, when the issues 

discussed there have little to do with the reality of literacy as I had 

come to know it. Third, such activities might muddy the already 

murky waters surrounding literacy--what it is, why it is what it is, 

what needs to be done to make literacy accessible to every member 

of society. Did my own research at EI Rio and possibly elsewhere in 

PCAE entail the same dangers? 

I was also becoming concerned about the acceptance of this 

research in the university community that, after all, provided my 

livelihood. I was counseled to do research that would make me 

"marketable" when the time came. A prospective employer would 
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want to know: What does community literacy have to do with the 

university? What indeed? I received an invitation from the National 

Association of Development Educators, a group I have been very 

active in, to submit a proposal for a research grant, $500 to support 

research in progress in the field of developmental education. Criteria 

for evaluation of the proposals, the brochure told me, would include 

"significance to the field of developmental education." Work I had 

done in the past would have qualified for the proposal: work on 

error, on rhetorical patterns in the writing of non-native speakers of 

English, on basic writing course curricula. But the off-campus 

community literacy work I was now doing was not recognized as part 

of the field of developmental education, which is primarily a junior 

college phenomenon. 

Would anything I was becoming interested in, even devoted to, 

have "significance" to the "field" of rhetoric and composition? If 

worse came to worst, why did I not just abandon the university, 

which was becoming increasingly irrelevant to my politics and the 

life's work I envisioned for myself? There was good and honorable 

work to be had in the community. 

2.6 Finding a Purpose 

Before the next Pima County Adult Education term began in 

early April I made my first visit to the offices of PCAE to become 

qualified as a substitute teacher at EI Rio. I had been told to bring 

my college diplomas as proof of my education, so I loaded them into 
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a canvas book bag, three pieces of paper laminated onto heavy pieces 

of wood, my older brother's trophy shop gift to me each time I 

passed another school milestone. As the first in my family to go to 

college at all, I would have had trouble explaining to my parents and 

my brothers how little symbolic value the diplomas had for me, and 

I never tried. Out of deference to the weight these things have for 

them, I have them hanging on my office wall right now, along with 

my high school diploma, something else neither of my parents ever 

had 

The PCAE offices are several rooms on the fifth floor of the 

county building in downtown Tucson, an improbably small space 

from which to direct the dozens of programs the agency runs. After 

completing several pages of paperwork, I was told to go to the police 

station several blocks away and be fingerprinted, so off I went, 

heavy diplomas still in hand. At the police fingerprint office, I had to 

wait outside while several people who had just been arrested were 

taken out a different door. A police officer with white hair and bad 

knees made small talk while he rolled each of my fmgertips onto the 

ink and then onto little squares on the fingerprint card. 

After that it was to the state building finally to show the 

diplomas to someone. A secretary took only my bachelor's degree 

from Columbia and disappeared. The diploma, in Latin, clearly 

became an object of curiosity, because several office workers came 

back out with the secretary. One of them mistook the Latin for 
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Spanish and assumed that it was from a university in Colombia, 

South America. 

I returned to the PCAE offices to sign more papers and receive 

an employee handbook. It told me how to fill out my time sheet, 

how to park for free in the county lot when I come downtown on 

PCAE business, how to locate teacher resources at each PCAE site. 

Some weeks later I received a form in the mail certifying me to teach 

Adult Basic Education, GED, ESL, and citizenship classes in the state of 

Arizona. I had an urge to mount it and hang it next to my BA and 

two MAs. It seemed to me to represent more of an accomplishment 

than those, standing as it did, and as they did not, for an important 

transformation in my identity as a scholar. When the April 27 "EI Rio 

Update," Joan Warfield's memo to the teachers, mentioned, ""Clyde 

Moneyhun is now on the Sub List--yeah Clyde!" with the days and 

times I was available, I was prouder than when I had been written 

up in my hometown newspaper for winning a teaching award at the 

University of Arizona. 

How to explain the difference? I can refer to Gramsci's 

distinctions among various kinds of intellectuals. "Organic" 

intellectuals are those who remain bound to the class that gives them 

birth: "Every social group ... creates together with itself, organically, 

one or more strata of intellectuals which give it homogeneity and an 

awareness of its own function not only in the economic but also in 

the social and political fields" (Gramsci 5). When one social class 

supplants another in social revolution, the organic intellectuals of the 
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supplanted class may linger as "traditional" intellectuals: "The most 

typical of these categories of intellectuals is that of the ecclesias

tics ... [who] can be considered the category of intellectuals 

organically bound to the [disempowered] landed aristocracy" 

(Gramsci 7). Poor people, or in Gramsci's terms "peasants," can never 

hope to be "organic" intellectuals of the ruling class, but they may 

make their way up the social ladder by becoming "traditional" 

intellectuals. As in the past poor folks could get an education and 

become priests and nuns, so today poor folks can get an education 

and become university scholars--still relatively powerless, still on 

the fringe of the ruling class, and alienated for their troubles from 

their original class origins, intellectuals who are not "organic" to their 

class. 

As I wrote at about this time in a Rhetoric Review essay about 

the prospects of joining the community of university scholars with a 

tenure-track job, 

Where all this leaves me is profoundly divided in my 

loyalties. Who am I here to serve? My education to this 

point has been in many ways a struggle against working

class beginnings. The university has recreated me as 

Gramsci's "traditional intellectual," a member of the 

modern priesthood in the age of religious decline, a 

profession where poor boys (and now, girls) can make 

good, if at the expense of family and community ties. But 

now I wonder: Is there a way to remake myself as an 
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"organic intellectual," a way to serve my original class 

interests from within the academy? (Moneyhun 410) 

Or, I would ask now, do I have to leave the academy in order to 

serve my original class interests? Possibly, I was beginning to think. 

At the same time, several decades of educational momentum carried 

me forward in the pursuit of a PhD that was becoming increasingly 

meaningless to me. 

2.7 Conceiving the Project 

Another thing I did the first day that I visited the PCAE offices 

besides get qualified as a substitute teacher was have my first 

conversation with PCAE director Greg Hart. He is a charismatic figure 

with intense eyes and a constant bemused expression. He has a 

knack for asking direct questions in a polite way. Before I left the 

office that day he knew more about me than I have learned about 

him in the many months since. He sent me home with a book, Myles 

Horton's autobiography The Long Haul, and a video, a two-part PBS 

interview of Horton by Bill Moyers. Later I loaned him Elspeth 

Stuckey's The Violence of Literacy. I found the book he loaned me a 

lot more useful than he found the one I loaned him. He did admire a 

few points in Stuckey's book, he said, but most of it was "stuffy 

academic bullshit." By contrast, I was delighted at the discovery of 

Myles Horton. Horton, who died in 1990, was a self-described 

"hillbilly" activist with a history of activity in union organizing, civil 

rights, and community education. He founded the Highlander 
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Research and Education Center in order to train other educators in 

his methods of what has come to be called "liberatory pedagogy." 

According to the Highlander mission statement, the Center "works 

with people struggling against oppression, supporting their effort to 

take collective action to shape their own destiny. It seeks to create 

educational experiences that empower people to take democratic 

leadership towards fundamental change." I learned how much 

Horton's theory and practice had in common with that of Paulo Freire 

by reading a book of conversations between them, We Make the 

Road by Walking. 

I told Hart about the work I had done so far at EI Rio, and 

wondered if there were any particular research that PCAE needed 

done. He described several projects within the agency that could use 

scrutinizing. For example, there was a program, administered in 

cooperation with the Pima County Interfaith Council, designed to 

foster leadership within the communities served by the various 

Learning Centers. How could it be made more effective? In later 

conversations he mentioned the difficulty of gathering data proving 

the effectiveness of programs that were aimed at rather intangible 

gains--gains not only in easily measurable areas like grade reading 

level, but also in self-esteem, confidence, a sense of control over 

one's life. We discussed the idea of my doing case studies to 

complement the "hard" data that PCAE was constantly gathering. 

By late spring we had settled on the idea of my studying the 

effectiveness of PCAE's Family Literacy Program. We talked about 



69 

my personal interest in family literacy, in view of my own family's 

spotty literacy background and my experiences as a first-generation 

college student. The program was three years old and the original 

grant that had launched it was running out. Greg gave me an early 

draft of state legislation that would mandate continued funding for 

the program and as I read it I began to formulate the first inklings of 

research questions that I might answer. He agreed that the project 

would make a suitable dissertation if my committee agreed. 

It was clear from the beginning, then, that the primary 

audience for the study would be the administrators of the program, 

and that its primary purpose would be to provide them with useful 

information. This was a mixed blessing. On the one hand, it gave a 

strong sense of mission; I knew I would not lose heart before the end 

of the dissertation, as so many PhD candidates do. When I talked 

about the decision to other graduate students, many expressed envy, 

saying that they wished they were writing about a "real world" topic. 

On the other hand, the intended audience was a kind of conscience, 

watching over my shoulder to judge the accuracy of my data and my 

characterizations of the program. Consciousness of this audience 

definitely influenced me to include or exclude certain information, to 

word criticisms of any aspect of the program carefully, to keep 

sometimes highly theoretical points grounded in the reality of the 

situation I hoped to clarify. 

Ethnographer Keith Allum struggled with the same situation 

when he made the same decision to share his research conclusions 
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with the subjects of his study, but came to grips with the problem: 

"Knowing that respondents are expecting to read the final report can 

negatively affect the selection of cited materials and their 

presentation. Fears of misinterpretation or possibly offending a 

respondent may contaminate the analysis and interfere with 

objectivity. However, I believed that an accurate account would be 

the best way to pay tribute to my subjects as a group. After all, this 

was their story and I felt a social as well as a scientific obligation to 

tell it as accurately as possible" (Allum 33). I think that in the end 

the decision to make the subjects of the study the primary audience 

for the study's conclusions was a good one that kept me honest and 

led me to think and rethink every major point I tried to make. 

After finally deciding with Greg Hart that my project would be 

a study of the Family Literacy Program, things moved swiftly. Sue 

Mincks, Assistant Director of PCAE, got enough details about the 

projected study to write it into a grant proposal to the National 

Center for Family Literacy in Louisville, Kentucky. I had met Jessica 

Dilworth, the Director of PCAE's Family Literacy Program, before, but 

now we made several appointments to discuss specifics in her office 

at the Liberty Learning Center of PCAE. The office is in a rickety 

trailer in the parking lot of the old, unused Liberty Elementary 

School, and it is piled with files, books, journals, teaching materials, 

office supplies, paper plates and cups, empty boxes. 

Jessica is a dynamo, a talker at the speed of light, her eyes 

darting, her mind leaping ahead and beyond the discussion at hand 
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to discover possibilities nobody else has thought of. She does 

everything for the Family Literacy Program: obtains the sites, makes 

liaisons with participating agencies, hires and trains the teaching 

staff, provides both the broad vision and the day-to-day problem

solving that are necessary to the program. She is a professional in 

community literacy, attending local and national conferences, giving 

presentations of her own, representing PCAE and its Family Literacy 

Program in public meetings and on radio and television talk shows. 

It was clear that she would give me all the direction I needed to 

make the study useful to the Family Literacy Program. 

In midsummer we met with several of the FLP instructors to 

discuss what I might be able to discover that they would consider 

worth knowing. Like Greg Hart, they talked about the limits of the 

standardized tests that had been used to measure student progress 

in the past, and were interested in the idea of my doing some other 

kind of research, such as ethnography or case study. Only with this 

kind of research might they learn answers to questions about: 

• students' expectations of the program; 

• students' reasons for enrolling in the program, for 

dropping out and for staying in; 

• students' attitudes toward education in general; 

o students' experiences beyond the program; 

• students' parenting practices and those of their parents; 

• students' goals for themselves and their children. 
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I proposed doing a combination of attitude surveys on paper, 

classroom visits to learn as much as I could about the operations and 

culture of the program, and interviews with individual students. 

A week later I went into my first school in the Sunnyside 

School District, where most of the students in the Family Literacy 

Program live. There was a parents' meeting at Sunnyside High 

School run by Jaime Huerta, an organizer with the Pima County 

Interfaith Council, a grass-roots organizing group that is concerned 

with employment, housing, education, daycare and other issues in 

the lives of poor residents of Tucson. To start the meeting, Huerta 

summed up the district's situation in flat statistics: "Of 14,000 

students in the Sunnyside district, 9,000 of them are on a free 

breakfast program, meaning that their families earn $14,000 a year 

or less, often much less. Of the 850 students who entered Sunnyside 

High School as freshmen, only 350 to 400 made it to graduation. 

Many of them see no point in staying in school when graduating does 

little to guarantee employment in the depressed Sunnyside district 

and when staying in school means not being able to earn some kind 

of money right now, either legally or illegally." Huerta estimated 

that one third of the 2000 Sunnyside High School students needed 

part-time jobs immediately to even consider staying in school. PCIC 

was trying to start a pilot program that would influence local 

businesses to hire SO to 70 students for the coming school year, but 

was running into resistance from the school board. 
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As I tried to familiarize myself with the broad social, political, 

and economic background of the students involved in the Family 

Literacy Program, I also began to lay the groundwork for the study 

at the university. My committee members were supportive of my 

decision to change dissertation topics, from a history of English-only 

movements in the U.S. to the study of PCAE's Family Literacy 

Program. Dealing with the Human Subjects Office was trickier. To 

begin there were forms to fill out and have signed by my committee 

chair and my department chair. There was a long Subject Consent 

Form with legal language that could not be modified and would tum 

out to be beyond the understanding of most of the Spanish speakers 

in the Family Literacy Program: "Signing this form will indicate that 

I have been informed of the nature of the project and that I give my 

consent for myself and my child to be part of the research project," 

and "Before giving my consent by signing this form, the methods, 

inconveniences, risks, and benefits have been explained to me and 

my questions have been answered." Eventually I had to provide the 

Human Subjects Committee with not only an elaborate project 

proposal written according to their guidelines, but also copies of the 

surveys I planned to use, the questions I planned to ask during 

interviews, descriptions of my observation techniques, and more. 

The day I rather triumphantly delivered the stack of papers to the 

office, I was told I would have to get one more item: a letter from 

PCAE Director Greg Hart giving me permission to have access to the 

students in the program. 
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Jessica Dilworth had told me that the teachers would have 

their students fill out the consent form, but I was leery of using up 

any more of their time and good will. I did not want them to have to 

explain the entire form in Spanish and answer questions on my 

behalf. I prepared a short cover letter and had it translated into 

Spanish (see Appendix A for translations of all Spanish): 

Estimadas familias: 

Soy estudiante en la Universidad de Arizona. Me gustaria 

observar sus c1ases y de vez en cuando hacerles algunas 

preguntas de tal manera que PCAE pueda aprender mas 

sobre los efectos de estas c1ases en las vidas de los 

estudiantes y sus familias. Espero poder ayudar a PCAE a 

entender mas sobre su proprio programa y mejorar el 

programa en el futuro. La Universidad de Arizona 

requiere que yo pregunte si pueden firmar una forma 

consentimiento que me permita observar sus c1ases. Por 

favor lean la forma y hagan cualquier c1ase de preguntas 

que tengan sobrea que me propongo hacer. Si estan de 

acuerdo en que observe la c1ases por favor firmen la 

forma al final. 

Gradas 

Clyde Moneyhun 

Months later, once the project was underway, I did manage to be 

present at several sites on the days when the consent forms were 

distributed. The students were more than willing to participate--as 
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PCAE-FLP students they were already used to supplying all kinds of 

information about themselves--and curious about the project. They 

asked nuts and bolts questions, sometimes in English and sometimes 

in Spanish, like how often I would come and larger theoretical 

questions like who the research was for. When it was time to give 

their consent to be research subjects, it was clear that many students 

were unfamiliar with the routine of signing and dating a form. 

In this and many other ways during the months that followed 

it was driven home to me what a distance there was, what a cultural 

and economic and political and linguistic distance there was, between 

the university that sent me forth to do this work and the place 

where I went to do it. 

2.8 In the Classroom Again 

I continued volunteering in the computer lab at EI Rio, but also 

began my career as a substitute teacher. 

My flrst job is going in for a teacher I have worked with when 

her baby becomes sick and she has to stay home. Over the telephone 

she tells me that the students have been working with sentence 

structures expressing possibility and probability, such as "might 

have," "must have," "could have" and "should have." I prepare a 

handout with a lot of examples and xerox the Beatles song "I Should 

Have Known Better." I go into the class and park my guitar in its 

case in the corner. Nobody asks what it is for, but it keeps their 

interest for the hour and a half before we get to the song. Everybody 
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but a woman from Ethiopia has at least heard of the Beatles, but 

nobody knows the song. It is a hit. They demand explanation of all 

the words ("I never realized what a kiss could be ... ") and we sing it 

again and again, then take it outside during the break and serenade 

the crowd lined up to buy burritos with food stamps. 

I sub for another teacher who wants a lesson on relative 

clauses. I prepare a handout with a few examples and some 

sentence-combining exercises. I ask them to write a poem about a 

friend or family member composed of one main clause and a long 

series of relative clauses. I provide an example: 

My great-grandfather, 

whose name was Jeff Bishop Kaiser, 

who was born in 1872 on a farm in Virginia, 

who got married when he was fifteen years old, 

who couldn't read or write, 

who married an eighteen-year-old woman, 

who could read and write, 

who learned how to read and write from his wife, 

who with his own hands built a farmhouse, 

which was on a small vegetable farm, 

who farmed vegetables with his wife, 

who became a tax collector because he knew how to 

read and write, 

who later became a sheriff of two counties in 

Virginia, 



who had a big handlebar mustache, 

who posed with two of his deputies in 1918, 

who gave the picture to his daughter, 

who was my grandmother, 

who gave the picture to me, 

never knew me. 

And then I show the picture of Jeff Bishop Kaiser and his deputies. 
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The evening teachers began to call, too. One evening class falls 

on the Wednesday before Mother's Day, and since the teacher is 

between units and has no particular plan in mind, I decide to have a 

"culture day." Some of the students are familiar with Mother's Day 

and I ask them to describe what happens in their home countries on 

that day. I bring pictures of my mother at age eighteen, my 

grandmother, my great-grandmother, my mother-in-law. I had a 

series of aphorisms about mothers gleaned from books like Bartlett's 

Familiar Quotations and H. 1. Mencken's Dictionary of Quotations: 

Men are what their mothers make them. 

Ralph Waldo Emerson 

The hand that rocks the cradle is the hand that rules the 

world. 

William Ross Wallace 

The mother's heart is the child's schoolroom. 

H. W. Beecher 

No one like one's mother ever lived. 

Robert Lowell 
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Mater artium necessitas. (Necessity is the mother of 

invention.) 

Latin proverb 

An ounce of mother is worth a ton of priest. 

Spanish proverb 

The husband's mother is the wife's devil. 

German proverb 

A mother-in-law and a daughter-in-law in one house are 

like two cats in a bag. 

Yiddish proverb 

I cut the sentences in half between the subject clause and the verb 

clause, give out the sentence halves, ask students to memorize their 

sentence half, and then go in search of their other half. We laugh at 

the nonsensical combinations ("Men are like two cats in a bag," "No 

one like one's mother is worth a ton of priest") and discuss the 

possible meanings of matches that are not technically correct ("Men 

are the wife's devil," "The husband's mother is the hand that rules 

the world," "Necessity is the child's schoolroom"). I give out a list of 

the aphorisms and we discuss their cultural content, pointing to 

differences in defInitions of "mother," "grandmother," and "mother

in-law" in various countries represented in the room. 

Finally, the students interview each other about their mothers, 

using questions I provide: 

What is your mother's name? 

When and where was your mother born? 



What do you call your mother? 

What does your mother look like? 
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Describe what kind of person your mother is: her 

personality, her habits, her good points and maybe-

though mothers have no bad points!--her not-so-good 

points. 

Maybe the person you interview is a mother. You can 

ask: 

How many children do you have? What are their names 

and ages? 

What is it like to be a mother? What are the best parts? 

What are the hard parts? 

What are your hopes for your children? 

The non-Spanish speakers are amused by the fact that 10 of the 11 

Spanish speakers have mothers named Maria. 

My first paycheck for sub work, $39.83, almost covered the 

cost of getting certified by the state. 

2.9 In the World Again 

I was invited by Theresa Enos of the University of Arizona to 

join a panel and the annual convention of the Modern Language 

Association in December, 1994, called, "The Impact of Community 

Literacy Work on Graduate Studies in English." In reality only two of 

us--Elenore Long of Carnegie Mellon and I--had anything to say 

about that topic. Long described the Masters degree in literacy it is 
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possible to earn at Carnegie Mellon. Course credit could be earned by 

working in the university's Community Literacy Center, she 

explained, which was administered by some of the most famous 

names in rhetoric and composition, including Wayne Peck and Linda 

Flower. Another panel member, Elspeth Stuckey, was supported by a 

grant that flows through Clemson University, where she studied with 

Dixie Goswami and received her PhD. She ran a program in "cross

age tutoring" in 60 rural South Carolina schools and had little to say 

about graduate programs that involve community literacy work. Lee 

Odell pronounced "writing across the curriculum" dead, saying that 

"academic literacy" trivialized real-world literacy and 

underestimated students' literacy abilities. He described his work 

with public school students in Texas. 

I used my time to narrate my growing disenchantment with 

the university and the kind of research and writing it required of me 

and my students, my lucky discovery of community literacy work, 

and the feeling of being "in between" the university and non

university communities. I referred to Concha Delgado-Gaitan's 

"Researching Change and Changing the Researcher," the only article I 

had located up to that time focusing on the transformation of the 

literacy researcher and her work: "the researcher provided the 

community with specific data to develop their organization, while the 

parents changed the researcher's perception of the meaning of their 

activities" (Delgado-Gaitan 407). 
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During the discussion period that followed our brief 

presentations, several issues were raised that disturbed me, though I 

hesitated to give voice to my feelings. There were questions about 

how universities could become more involved in community literacy, 

for example, and how students could become more socially aware. 

One audience member even characterized community literacy as a 

kind of growth industry for universities, mentioning the grant money 

available for such work. 

At last I felt I had to say something. I began by drawing a 

distinction between community literacy centers such as Carnegie 

Mellon's, which are essentially creatures of the university, and 

centers such as the kind I worked with, which have a life quite 

separate from the university, an arrangement that suits them very 

well. Then I defmed two problems that could arise in either kind of 

center, though in different ways. First, there was the possibility that 

universities might do more harm than good in their involvement 

with community literacy. Without the understanding of teachers and 

administrators who live and work in the communities they' serve, 

university scholars might take programs in directions that do not 

serve the community. Second, there was the problem of students 

using their experience with community literacy more for self

fulfillment and self-aggrandizement than for genuine community 

service. Community literacy and service learning are both "hot" 

these days, and involvement with either or both can help distinguish 

a candidate for a job. 
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Out of respect for Elenore Long I did not wonder out loud 

whether these problems were part and parcel of a program such as 

Carnegie Mellon's, where the Community Literacy Center is directed 

by academics and graduate students are earning degrees and lines on 

their vitas through their literacy work. I did say that both these 

problems were a concern with my own research in community 

literacy and ended by invoking Hippocrates' rule: First, do no harm. 

I hoped that universities would not become "more involved in 

community literacy" in the ways that had been mentioned. I hoped 

that university scholars would wait to be invited to participate in 

li teracy proj ects that had their origin in the communi ties they 

served, and once involved would follow the lead of local leaders 

rather than try to steer projects in unfruitful directions. There was 

little discussion of these ideas. 

When I came home from MLA I looked up several back issues 

of the newsletter of Carnegie Mellon's Center for Community 

Literacy, and had more cause for concern about the ways in which 

universities might be involved in community literacy. While the 

newsletter is valuable for publishing and legitimizing the writing of 

the poor urban black students who come to the Center, it can also be 

deconstructed in disturbing ways. In one issue, nearly all the 

photographs of the young black writers include their older white 

university student mentors. Of course the writers have produced 

what they have through a collaborative effort with their mentors, 

but in these pictures the emphasis is not on the development of the 
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writers themselves, but on the relationship between the writer and 

the mentor and on the work done by the mentor. Another issue 

invites readers to "underwrite a writer" at CLC: "Your tax-deductible 

donation of $20 will supply a teen with computer disks, paper, pens, 

and a Writers' Notebook for working in one of our projects. As a 

supporter you will receive the eLC newsletter and an update on the 

project in which your teen has worked." I could not help but think of 

those late-night television advertisements for money to support poor 

South American orphans. "Just $25 a month will provide food and 

clothing for a child like little Maria. You will receive a picture of 

your child and letters describing her development." How has the 

community literacy student been commodified in this transaction? 

Into what role has the reader of the newsletter been cast? Is this 

the kind of relationship we want between the university and non

university communities? 

2.10 Writing Toward a Solution 

The series of computerized reading and writing lessons I went 

to EI Rio to write was never fmished. My quick and easy internship 

turned into a commitment with no end in sight, a possible life's work 

that challenged everything I thought I was up to that point as a 

teacher and a researcher. I found myself more and more 

comfortable at the community literacy sites I visited, observed, and 

worked at. I found myself less and less comfortable on the 

university campus. Every conversation I overheard in the halls 
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seemed to be between people trapped on an island with no 

knowledge of any other place but assuming all the time that it was 

the only place on earth. I became impatient with the narrowness of 

vision exhibited by most of my colleagues, teachers, and fellow 

graduate students. When people discussed how to motivate our 

middle-class white students to write better essays, or at least to 

show up most of the time, I began to wonder why we tried. I had 

been in a family literacy classroom where a student showed up the 

day after a back operation and stood leaning on a chair the entire 

morning because she did not want to miss a single day. 

At the same time, I began to glimpse the possibility that my 

life as a scholar and a teacher could be made to serve the purposes I 

wanted to serve with my entire life. Perhaps education, my love of 

books and language and reading and writing, my love for teaching 

and my curiosity about how all things work would no longer have to 

be compartmentalized from what I thought of as the basis of my life: 

my family, my parents and their parents, my brothers and their 

wives and friends. I began to plan this book as a way to integrate 

the details of my personal history, the work I know and do best, and 

the social concerns that guide my life. 

As things turned out, I did not abandon the idea of working 

within the academy, or at least from within the academy, toward the 

goals of social equality that I value. The process of writing this book, 

and particularly the comments I received from readers of early 

drafts, led me to see the ideologies of education in less black-and-



8S 

white, either-or terms, and led me to understand the liberatory 

possibilities within even reactionary, status quo structures of 

education. In the three strands of my life that I try to weave 

together here--the ethnography of a community literacy program, 

the work I do at the university, and the details of my own literacy 

narrative--I learned from my readers to recognize the limits of my 

politics when applied to the messy "real" world of conflicts and 

contradictions. 

In the end I realized two facts: first, many marginal students 

(like myself) come to the university and seek to accomplish their 

goals there, and second, the university can be an excellent base of 

operations for community work. To succeed at either endeavor, we 

must often operate against the natural tendency of the university to 

exclude or defeat the efforts of marginal students and to concentrate 

its energies and resources on the greater glory of itself alone. But in 

my own life and in the community literacy programs I came to know, 

I saw the possibilities for just those kinds of success. 



3. LITERACY, COMMUNITY LITERACY, 

AND FAMILY LITERACY 
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The purpose of this chapter is to place literacy work, especially 

community literacy programs, and most especially the PCAE Family 

Literacy Program, into several contexts: first, the ways popular 

misconceptions about the nature of literacy complicate literacy work; 

second, the ways programs seem to negotiate a path among various 

competing definitions of "literacy"; third, the ways the PCAE program 

does its work within the institutional setting of a national family 

literacy establishment. 

The more I learned about how literacy is defined both in 

theory and in practice, the more I understood about conflicts among 

definitions used by the general public, adult literacy specialists, and 

the university community. Also, practitioners within a given literacy 

education setting may disagree fundamentally about definitions of 

literacy. To make things even more complicated, programs and even 

individual practitioners may embrace more than one definition, 

sometimes several definitions that appear to contradict each other. 

Since definitions of literacy help determine the goals and pedagogical 

methods of a given literacy program, problems settled (or left 

unsettled) at the level of defining literacy can have implications at 

many other levels. 

Furthermore, literacy programs operate not only in theoretical 

space, but also in extraordinarily complex material spaces. Most 
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programs draw on a variety of funding sources, each with its 

stipulations about the form and content of the program, and many 

draw on a variety of older programs for setting goals and 

determining pedagogical methods. Even if a program has internal 

theoretical cohesion, program administrators must train and 

supervise a large and sometimes heterogeneous staff, and program 

goals can be interpreted in a wide variety of ways. 

For all these reasons, sometimes the material practices of 

programs are roughly in line with stated theoretical goals; sometimes 

they are at odds; and more often, practices are a hodgepodge based 

on various theoretical approaches to literacy and responding to a 

wide range of material conditions. 

3.1 Popular Misconceptions 

At least one opinion held in common by many community 

literacy workers I have met is disdain for two popular films about 

so-called illiterates. One is Stanley and Iris from 1990, featuring 

Robert De Niro as a man who cannot take buses, cannot tell a bottle 

of Rolaids from a bottle of Tylenol, cannot even sign his name. When 

his illiteracy is made known, Stanley loses his job as a cook and sinks 

to scrubbing toilets, digging ditches, and picking apples. He knows 

the Latin names of trees, and in his spare time he invents ingenious 

contraptions, proving to the viewer that his illiteracy is a fluke, not a 

function of congenital stupidity. Jane Fonda as the film's love 

interest teaches De Niro to read; the "breakthrough" moment is when 



88 

he is able to read a love letter from her. Within a matter of months, 

Stanley finds a vaguely defined engineering job with an office of his 

own, buys a car, and proposes marriage. The last line of the film is, 

"Iris, anything is possible." 

Ironically, the second film, The Pride of Jesse Hallam, a low

budget made-for-television movie from 1981 and starring Johnny 

Cash, is considered less objectionable. Like most so-called 

"illiterates," for example, and unlike Stanley, Jesse is "functional" in 

many ways: knows the alphabet and can sound out the beginnings of 

words, drives a car, can sign his name. Other parts of the film, 

however, emphasize the absolute nature of his illiteracy. When a 

teacher asks him, "Are you totally illiterate?" he replies, "That's like 

asking, Are you totally pregnant?" Like Stanley, he displays 

uncommon intelligence, recognizing a Remington painting in a 

museum and admiring the painter's use of light. And he too is 

transformed in a matter of months from an "illiterate" into a 

"literate" person. His "breakthrough" moment is framed by parallel 

scenes from near the beginning and near the end of the film. In the 

first, he is ashamed of being unable to read to his daughter as she 

lies in her hospital bed suffering from scoliosis. Later, sitting by her 

bed as she recovers from an operation, he proudly stumbles through 

a page of The Wizard of Oz. 

The illiterate protagonists of both films represent the rarest 

kind of community literacy student: the profoundly illiterate man 

whose life is transformed through learning the skill of decoding the 
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alphabet and reading out loud. Unlike most literacy students, 

Stanley is illiterate because of a fluke: his father was a traveling 

salesman and Stanley was brought up in hotel rooms, never spending 

more than a few weeks in any school. His illiteracy is not a result of 

systemic oppression such as racism or poverty. From this point of 

view, Jesse Hallam is again somewhat truer to what we know about 

the sources of most illiteracy; Jesse was raised in poverty in rural 

Kentucky and dropped out of school to mine coal. But both films 

have the obligatory happy Hollywood ending, demonstrating the 

outward and visible benefits of being able to sound out words 

phonetically. 

To criticize these films is not to say that there are no 

profoundly illiterate people in the United States. The problem is that 

the films do not represent the broader reality of literacy and literacy 

education in the country. They perpetuate popular stereotypes 

about literacy and illiteracy that inhibit the ability of literacy 

workers to communicate accurate information to those outside their 

community, especially public policy makers. First, the films present 

the two states of "illiteracy" and "literacy" as polar opposites. The 

characters go from profound illiteracy (the inability to read at all) to 

"literacy" (the ability to read aloud) through a series of lessons in 

discrete decoding skills. In reality, most literacy clients are better 

described not as illiterate but as marginally literate. Their 

difficulties with reading and writing may include simple decoding 

skills, but usually embrace many more complex skills, such as 
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comprehension and inference. As a result, the benefits that clients 

derive from literacy education are usually much more subtle and 

difficult to measure than a clear passage from "illiteracy" to 

"literacy." 

Worse than portraying literacy and illiteracy in strictly 

individualistic terms, the problem of illiteracy is presented as an 

overwhelmingly personal one, with few implications for a need for 

social change to address the problem. While it is true that there is a 

payoff for both characters in obtaining a better job (not always a 

benefit of literacy education in the real world), the value of literacy 

is presented almost exclusively in terms of personal enrichment and 

a happier private life. Certainly we should not ignore the personal 

damage that may be done by poor literacy skills, or the personal 

enhancement that may accompany high literacy skills. But we 

cannot allow these issues of individual shame or pride to cloud the 

essentially social and political issues at the heart of literacy. Neither 

character is led to a deeper understanding of his social situation 

though his literacy education, and neither is connected through 

literacy education to activist community groups (sometimes benefits 

of literacy education in the real world). Even the demographics of 

the films are wrong. Most literacy clients in this country are people 

of color and recent immigrants with home languages other than 

English, not white native speakers, and the majority are women. 

These misrepresentations of the nature of literacy and literacy 

education are repeated again and again for public consumption. 
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They are evident in a 1990 public service commercial for Project 

Literacy U.S. (PLUS), as well as the same uncomplicated claims that 

"literacy" will open all the doors that are closed to "illiterates." In a 

series of four scenes with superimposed dates telling us that they 

span a year, an attractive young white man learns to read, 

surrounded by houseplants and a beautiful dog in a spacious, well-lit, 

lovely house. In the first scene, he sounds out, "The ... man ... sells 

... ap-, ap-, apples." In the next two scenes, he is able to read the 

sports page and then a postcard from a friend. In the last scene, he 

reads from the Bible: "If you will say to this mountain, move from 

here to there, and it will move, and nothing will be impossible to 

you." 

These misconceptions appear even in a well-meaning and 

otherwise sensible book for teenagers and young adults, Nancy Rue's 

Coping With an Illiterate Parent. Rue offers good advice to children 

of illiterate or marginally literate parents, complete with names and 

addresses of agencies that can help. Here and there she offers 

summaries of information hinting at possible sources of illiteracy, as 

in this list: 

• Forty-four percent of the adult black population and S6 

percent of the Hispanic are functional or marginal 

illiterates . 

• One half of the heads of households below the poverty 

line can't read an eighth-grade book. 
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• Of the eight million unemployed adults, four to six 

million lack the skills to be retrained for hi-tech jobs. 

• More than half the adults on welfare are functionally 

illiterate. 

• Eighty-five percent of the juveniles who come before 

the courts are functionally illiterate. 

• Twenty-five percent of the adults in our prisons are 

functional illiterates. (Rue 44-45) 

But elsewhere Rue perpetuates inaccurate Hollywood images. All her 

many homey hypothetical examples, offered to make the subject 

comprehensible to her young audience, involve whites, most of them 

men, all of them fine, upstanding American citizens. She takes pains 

in several spots to reinforce this image, as in this passage: "[T]he 

majority of the 35 million Americans who can't read well enough to 

manage in society are not bag ladies and boat people, but ordinary 

folks" (Rue 18). 

Why, according Rue, are people illiterate? The book is focused 

more on solutions than causes of the problem. When a son asks a 

father why he is illiterate, the father answers, "'I'll be damned if I 

know, son. .. Maybe if I'd had a mother who saw I had problems 

and sat down with me every night, I wouldn't have to be bothering 

you with this now'" (Rue 7-8). And the matter is dropped there. In 

the one extended passage where Rue offers her own explanation of 

the sources of illiteracy, she reveals more of her conservative politics 

than a genuine understanding of the problem. Her causes are, in this 
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order: learning disabilities (Rue 46); problems with the educational 

system, especially what she labels the "progressive education of the 

1960s" that resulted in lower academic standards (Rue 48-50); social 

"problems" during the 1960s such as "a great shift away from 

family," "rebellion against The Establishment," and increased drug 

use (Rue 51-52); "personal factors" such as illiterate or abusive 

parents, speaking a language other than English in the home, illness 

or transience, and (lastly) poverty (Rue 53-53). 

While these images of illiteracy and literacy education exist in 

a world quite apart from the literacy education establishment, they 

complicate literacy work by mystifying what literacy workers do, 

and by influencing the decisions of public policy makers who may 

vote on funding for literacy programs. They portray illiteracy 

primarily as an individual failing with a simple solution (learning to 

decode letters) rather than an essentially social problem which must 

find its solution in social transformation. 

3.2 Definitions of literacy 

While popular misconceptions from outside the literacy 

education establishment certainly cause problems, other problems 

spring from within the establishment, chief among them the 

difficulty in arriving at a clear idea of what literacy is in the first 

place. One of the most basic problematics in literacy studies is 

arriving at a workable definition of literacy. In any responsible 

definition, the word will be accompanied by an adjective. What most 
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non-professionals outside the field consider "literacy" is better 

conceived as what historians of literacy such as Carl Kaestle call 

"nominal" or "crude" literacy: the ability to decode writing, to read it 

aloud. This simplistic view of literacy is the one that informs popular 

representations such as Stanley and Iris and The Pride of Jesse 

Hallam, in the Project Literacy U.S. commercial, and in Coping With 

an illiterate Parent. 

The idea of "functional" literacy, a product of IQ and reading 

tests given to United States Army recruits beginning in the 1930s, 

was considered an advance in its time over notions of crude literacy. 

Functional literacy recognizes the situatedness of literacy skills and 

ties them to specific tasks, such as signing a name, using a telephone, 

reading a map, and so on. For their massive 1978 Ford Foundation 

study, Hunter and Harman used two markers of possible "functional 

illiteracy": "competency levels" measured by tests such as the ability 

to address an envelope, fill out a check, and so on; and grade 

completion levels, though "completion of high school is not a reliable 

indicator of functional literacy" (Hunter and Harman 381). Their 

study correlates "illiteracy" by these definitions with "other major 

social and economic disadvantages" (Hunger and Harman 388). In 

other words, poor people, people of color, and recent arrivals tend to 

have difficulties with reading and writing in English, but it is difficult 

to draw cause-and-effect relations among these demographics and 

literacy skills. One almost certain result of problems with functional 

literacy, however, is a poverty of information needed to get and keep 
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a job, take advantage of social programs, inform oneself about the 

issues of the day, make decisions about where to live and work, who 

to vote for and why. 

Clearly, not even all "functional" literacy abilities are purely 

utilitarian in specific ways. The very idea of functional literacy 

implies that there are other, more advanced, forms of literacy, such 

as the ability to reason about what one has read, and the ability to 

participate in and contribute to one's culture. Such abilities are 

highly culture-bound, which is an notion that gave rise to the idea of 

"cultural" literacy, or a kind of literacy that binds members of a 

culture to one another through shared knowledge and values that are 

communicated primarily through the medium of print. This idea was 

later trivialized and popularized by writers like E. D. Hirsch, with 

their lists of "cultural knowledge" that any "literate" person must 

know. 

Recently, first among Third World literacy workers and then 

among North American writing teachers, there has been interest in 

the "critical" literacy of theorists such as Paulo Freire, sometimes 

called "liberatory" literacy by practitioners such as Kyle Fiore and 

Nan Elsasser. This approach identifies the existence and the nature 

of "illiteracy" in a given socioeconomic structure. Literacy is 

systematically denied to disadvantaged groups in order to deny them 

access to the means of their liberation. Literacy is defined not 

simply as the ability to decode written language, but also the ability, 

through knowledge of the world gained with literacy, to identify and 
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alter the power relations that produced illiteracy in the first place. 

Powerful claims are made for a cause-and-effect relation among 

literacy, personal liberation, and social liberation. 

One other definition of literacy needs mention. Keith Walters 

uses c. A. Perfetti's term "hyperliteracy" to delimit a discourse 

community whose language habits are informed more by the printed 

word than by oral language (Walters 174). Hyperliteracy is 

characterized by specific language habits, such as extremely 

specialized jargon, rarefied standards of evidence, and a high degree 

of intertextuality and requiring knowledge of a narrow and specific 

canon of texts. A prime example of hyperliteracy is academic 

discourse in its various forms. In their writing on literacy, many 

academics tend to confuse the hyperliteracy of academic discourse 

with an adjectivally unmodified "literacy." Often, "literacy" of the 

academic sort is contrasted not with other forms of literacy, but only 

with "orality"--of which there certainly must be as many forms as 

there are of literacy. Kit Yuen Quan describes being "illiterate" when 

it comes to hyperliteracy, though she is perfectly literate in other 

ways: "After twenty years of living in this country, watching 

American television and going through its school system, I have 

acquired adequate English skills to function fairly well. I can pass as 

long as I don't have to write anything or say what I really think 

around those whom I see as being more educated and articulate than 

I am" (212). She feels "excluded" when "people in a room make all 

sorts of literary allusions. They make me feel like I should have 
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read those books. They throw around metaphors that leave me 

feeling lost and ~onfused" (215). 

Whatever their differences, literacy professionals today clear 

agree on the idea that literacy is a social fact, not an individual 

attribute--and in their agreement, they are at odds with the more 

common notions of literacy represented by the popular media. As 

Sylvia Scribner puts it, "Most efforts at definitional determination are 

based on a conception of literacy as an attribute of individuals; they 

aim to describe constituents of literacy in terms of individual 

abilities. But the single most compelling fact about literacy is that it 

is a social achievement" (Scribner 72). 

Historians of literacy trace movements in the conceptualizing 

and the use of definitions of literacy. For example, Resnick and 

Resnick note that criteria for defining literacy have undergone a 

general shift toward increaSingly complex reading and writing tasks 

as society itself demands increasingly complex literacy skills to 

gather and comprehend necessary information, to hold a job, to 

participate as a citizen. They rely on the work of reading specialist 

Jeanne Chall to propose that "social phylogeny seems to reflect 

ontogeny" (Resnick and Resnick 201). That is, the individual 

development of reading skills (from decoding to comprehension to 

critical literacy) seems to reflect the general increasing complexity of 

literacy skills required in world history. De Castell and Luke trace a 

different progression in definitions of literacy from relatively 

"progressive" or democratic policies in public literacy education from 



98 

about 1900 to 1950, which embraced Dewey-influenced goals of 

leading students to produce socially significant texts of their own, to 

"technocratic" approaches aimed at instilling literacy as a set of 

decontextualized subskills, as technical competence for individual, 

not social, progress. 

If de Castell and Luke are correct, then definitions that 

emphasize the highly social nature of literacy are operating against 

not only the overwhelming popular misconceptions but also against 

powerful interests within educational systems. Any definition of 

literacy is a negotiated definition reflecting the knowledge or 

ignorance, the biases and vested interests, the rhetorical and political 

priorities of the definer. What advantages might there be, for 

example, in defining literacy as a highly complex set of reading skills 

involving the use of jargon, arcane rules of evidence, and 

intertextuality? Such a literacy might, for example, create an elite 

stratum of the "keepers" of literacy who could deny entry into upper 

levels of culture to those who do not master it. What advantages 

might there be in defming literacy as a purely technical skill? Such a 

definition might strip literacy of its potential to enable critical 

thinking skills, which in turn might enable critical thinkers to 

question the status quo of a technocratic social order. 

Scribner categorizes and criticizes three definitions of literacy 

by grouping them under the labels of three metaphors: literacy as 

"adaptation," as "power," and as "state of grace." Literacy as 

adaptation is roughly functional literacy, and Scribner asks: 
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adaptation to what? What functions will we require literacy 

students to master? To answer such a question is to engineer the 

kinds of lives that the "minimally literate" will live. As for literacy 

as power, which Scribner associates with critical or liberatory 

literacy, there is a question about its cause-and-effect claims. Can 

literacy, in and of itself, confer power? Harvey Graff asks the same 

question, and answers it by quoting Johan Galtung: 

What would happen if the whole world became literate? 

Answer: not so very much, for the world is by and large 

structured in such a way that it is capable of absorbing 

the impact. But if the world consisted of literate, 

autonomous, critical, constructive people, capable of 

translating ideas into action, individually or collectively-

the world would change. (Graff 91) 

Literacy as a state of grace is dermed in terms of "the attribution of 

special powers to those who are literate" (Scribner 77). Walter Ong 

and others have posited the advanced powers of reasoning that 

accrue to those who move from oral to written language. Scribner 

herself, along with Michael Cole and many others, has thrown such 

assertions into doubt. 

While it is useful and important to criticize definitions of 

literacy for their shortcomings and possible misuses, we should also 

remember that almost any definition has some descriptive power, 

and also that several different definitions, even contradictory and 

competing definitions, may coexist in a single social or educational 
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setting. Nowhere is this clearer than in community literacy. Since 

community literacy clients tend to be poor people, people of color, 

and immigrants, any definition of literacy (along with the 

pedagogical practices that grow out of that definition) will be 

conceived with specific social goals in mind. "Functional" or 

"adaptive" definitions will seek to create "useful members of society" 

within the status quo. "Critical" or "liberatory" definitions will seek 

to use the literacy classroom as a site of the struggle for social 

equality. Both these social goals are admirable in their own ways, 

just as both definitions have their value. 

Family literacy programs, perhaps best understood as a 

subspecies of community literacy (and in fact often housed within 

community literacy agencies), are situated within the tensions among 

various competing definitions of literacy itself. Rather than serve 

individual literacy clients, as most community literacy programs do, 

family literacy programs target whole families (most often women 

with young children). The "functions" in family literacy education 

might include, for example, certain vocational literacy skills for adult 

students (such as writing a job application letter) and school-specific 

literacy skills for children (such as locating a book in the library). 

The wider "liberatory" goals migh.t be enlarging adult students' 

participation in the democratic process and improving younger 

students' access to the benefits of education beyond the minimum 

usually expected of their class or ethnicity. And of all the various 

incarnations of community literacy, family literacy programs in 
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particular tend to include the explicit "state of grace" goal of self

improvement, especially the enhancement of feelings of self-worth. 

As in community literacy generally, the existence of these 

various and seemingly contradictory goals in family literacy 

programs can be attributed to the essentially collaborative nature of 

the programs and to the requirements of a wide variety of funding 

sources. Like education as a whole, literacy education serves many 

masters. 

3.3 The Family Literacy Movement 

The phenomenon known as "family literacy" has indeed 

become a national movement. The last study to propose a 

responsible count of existing family literacy programs was done in 

1989, when there were over 300, and there has been an explosion of 

activity since then (Nickse). That same year, the National Center for 

Family Literacy was founded and has since helped create over 500 

new family literacy programs. 1991 brought the National Literacy 

Act, which functions partly to funnel money and other resources to a 

variety of literacy programs from workplace to prison programs, 

including family literacy programs. One of the initiatives of the NLA, 

for example, was the establishment of a "Family Literacy Public 

Broadcasting Program," essentially a partnership with the 

Corporation for Public Broadcasting to develop video materials for 

use at family literacy sites (Hume). Also in 1991, the Board of 

Directors of the International Reading Association created the 
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Commission of Family Literacy, formalizing the commitment of the 

grade school establishment to the goals of family literacy (Morrow 

and Paratore). 

Family literacy programs add several elements not common to 

most community literacy programs: inclusion of children, even 

preschool toddlers, and emphasis on the development of literacy as a 

habit of shared family life rather than a set of skills practiced by an 

invididual. Family literacy programs vary widely, from modest 

efforts such as informal afternoon library reading hours for parents 

and children to all-day, full school year programs including adult 

literacy classes, daycare or preschool classes for younger children, 

tutoring in school subject areas for older children, and special 

features such as vocational training, volunteer or paid work in the 

community, and even community activism. 

Even the most modest programs usually entail cooperation or 

collaboration among several service-providing agencies, as 

Schlessman-Frost notes, primarily "federal agencies, adult and 

elementary education institutions, teachers, and parents" 

(Schlessman-Frost). Morrow and Paratore provide a more 

comprehensive list of agencies involved in family literacy around the 

country: "adolescent, adult education, and alternative education 

centers; churches and clergy; corporations and industries; day care 

centers; elementary and secondary schools, both public and private; 

federal, state/provincial, and local governments; Head Start programs 

for preschool underprivileged children in the U.S.; hospitals and 
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health care centers; human resource agencies; immigrant and refugee 

agencies; libraries; migrant education programs; professional 

associations (e.g., International Reading Association and the National 

Association for the Education of Young Children); preschools, both 

public and private; prisons; private foundations; universities and 

colleges; and welfare agencies" (Morrow and Paratore 198). Most 

family literacy programs, especially the larger and more ambitious 

ones, are supported by a crazy quilt of public and private funding 

sources which may provide money, materials such as books, video 

equipment, and computers, classroom space, secretarial help, and 

office resources such as a mailing address, a telephone, and a copy 

machine. 

Family literacy programs around the country in very different 

communities and with very different structures share a surprisingly 

consistent philosophy. The fIrst basic tenet is the importance of the 

family in the cognitive and literacy development of children, so that 

studying and improving the literacy habits of families should be a 

major concern of educators who want children to succeed in school: 

"It is clear that if we do not attend to the'home when we discuss 

literacy development, whatever strategies we carry out in school will 

never be completely successful" (Morrow and Paratore 194). Some 

families do a better job than others at fostering literacy in the home, 

and those families who do not foster literacy are damaging their 

children's future success in school and beyond: "Children who grow 

up in an environment where books and reading are valued tend to 
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become good readers; those who grow up without family support for 

reading do not" (Monsour 33). President Clinton's Secretary of 

Education Richard Riley echoes such statements, showing how 

influential the idea has become: "[H]igh achievers tend to be children 

whose parents began reading to them at an early age, who have 

books in the home, and who demonstrate, by example, the 

importance and joy of learning" (Riley 20). In this view, then, 

families without well-developed shared literacy habits are, in a 

phrase repeated again and again in family literacy literature, 

perpetuating a cycle of undereducation and illiteracy. 

The second basic tenet is that parents themselves can be 

educated in school literacy and can then pass those skills and 

attitudes toward education on to their children, thus interrupting the 

cycle of undereducation and illiteracy: as three researchers claim 

about a Texas family literacy program, "Adult education classes 

increased the academic skills of parents, in turn enabling them to 

better help their children achieve in school" (de Avila, Lednicky, and 

Pruitt 15). In a cooperative effort between the schools involved in 

the family literacy programs and the parents who attend them, 

parents act as a conduit for school culture, bringing the literacy of 

school into the home and encouraging its development both through 

their own example and through explicit activities together with their 

children. Parents act in cooperation with teachers, almost as 

extensions of teachers, to help their children succeed in school. In 

this way, families who had been a hindrance to their children's 
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literacy development become an asset. Again, these ideas are so 

common among family literacy practitioners that we find them 

repeated even in descriptions of the goals of programs in Great 

Britain. In a comprehensive study of programs there, Wolfendale 

identifies the pervasive principles among them "that parental skills 

and expertise can be constructively utilised in parallel with teachers' 

knowledge and skills" and "that children benefit from home-school 

coalition" (Wolfendale 41). 

In summary, then, family literacy programs focus their efforts 

on raising the literacy levels of adult students, introducing children 

to preliterate school skills, and educating parents to foster school 

literacy in the home. 

Though these ideas exert powerful control over the theory and 

practice of family literacy, they are criticized by some scholars. Elsa 

Auerbach's influential 1989 article "Toward a Social-Contextual 

Approach to Family Literacy" has caused many family literacy 

educators to reconsider the assumptions underlying their practices. 

Auerbach deconstructs what she identifies as the "deficit model" of 

home lives deemed poor in literacy habits, and questions the 

"transmission model" of school literacy from parent to child. 

In the "deficit model" of family life, family literacy is "defined 

narrowly to mean performing school-like literacy activities within 

the family setting," especially in family settings considered "obstacles 

that must be overcome so that learning can take place" (Auerbach 

166). The language of the deficit model is common in stated 
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rationales for family literacy practices. The creators of the Bryan, 

Texas Family Involvement in Education Program state that it was 

"designed to facilitate the learning of at-risk families whose low 

educational or economical levels create a deficient learning 

environment for their children" (de Avila, Lednicky, and Pruitt 15). 

Another statement, this one from the illinois State Library Literacy 

Office, which is very active in the promotion of family literacy, states 

the problem in negative terms: "parents or caregivers who cannot 

read notes that teachers send home from school will not be able to 

offer the experience of reading out loud to the children in their care. 

Nor will they be able to emphasize the value of reading. These 

people lack the time, the ability and self confidence to encourage a 

child's education or to improve their own skills" (illinois State 

Library Literary Office 94). 

There is an unmistakable class bias inherent in the deficit 

model of family literacy. Marvin and Mirenda describe the "literacy 

rich environment" of children above a certain (but unspecified) 

"socioeconomic level": "availability of printed materials and writing 

utensils in the home," "adult-child interactions with literacy 

materials," "guided television watching," "interactive book reading," 

"sound-play activities such as nursery rhymes, finger plays, songs, 

poems, or stories that contain rhymes, alliterations, or nonsense

sound sequences" (Marvin and Mirenda 351-52). By contrast, 

"Children from economically disadvantaged homes" have families 

who are "unable to provide many of the emergent literacy 
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experiences noted above" (Marvin and Mirenda 352). The same 

study even compares Head Start children, who by definition come 

from "disadvantaged" homes, with developmentally disabled children 

in special education programs, and fmds that the two groups have 

much in common: for both groups, their lack of literacy skills are 

linked to "less adult-facilitated literacy activity at home" compared 

to a control group of "normal" children (Marvin and Mirenda 364). 

The "deficit model" of language use by people of lower classes 

is often traced to Basil Bernstein's theory of "elaborated and 

restricted codes," though it clearly has many sources. In Bernstein's 

classic formulation, speakers of an elaborated code "will select from a 

wide range of syntactic alternatives," while for speakers of a 

restricted code, "the range of alternatives.. is considerably reduced" 

(Bernstein 57). In other words, the language of an elaborated code is 

richer, more diverse, and more flexible than the language of a 

restricted code. While Bernstein associates restricted codes with a 

number of groups, such as prison communities, peer groups of 

children, and married couples, he is most famous (and criticized) for 

claiming that "the normative systems associated with the middle

class and associated strata are likely to give rise to the modes of an 

elaborated code while that associated with some sections of the 

working class is likely to create individuals limited to a restricted 

code" (Bernstein 66). The implications for education are clear. For a 

child of the working class, disadvantaged because of the limitations 

of a restricted linguistic code, "it becomes critical for him to possess, 
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or at least to be oriented toward, an elaborated code if he is to 

succeed" (Bernstein 67). 

According to Denny Taylor, a "deficit model" of family literacy 

is at the heart of family literacy ideology in the United States 

("Family Literacy" 550-51). The language and literacy habits of 

students are characterized in terms of lack, disadvantage, handicap. 

Taylor's work with poor "so-called undereducated parents" proved to 

her that, contrary to the deficit model of family literacy, many had 

"developed complex problem-solving skills that enable them to 

survive in circumstances that most of us cannot even imagine" 

("Family Literacy" SS 1). In Growing Up Literate, Taylor urges 

literacy educators to discover, appreciate, and encourage the existing 

literacy habits of their students: "Think about the ways in which 

they can use reading and writing in their everyday lives and in job

related situations" (208). Think, in other words, about the ways in 

which literacy is already connected to students' lives, has a reality in 

their lives that is often ignored in the literacy classroom, where 

school literacy may become "a series of disconnected skills or a set of 

comprehension exercises that some learn and others do not" (209). 

Shirley Brice Heath has documented the dozens of literacy practices 

quite separate from school practices. People who are by school 

standards marginally literate nevertheless use reading and writing in 

their everyday lives to decipher prices tags and bills, street signs and 

house numbers, headlines and recipes, calendars and telephone 

books, greetings cards, bumper stickers, and directions for using 
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appliances (Heath 128-29). For example, though I am not strictly 

speaking "literate" in Japanese, I learned to negotiate my way around 

all the items on Heath's list while I lived there. 

Auerbach also questions the validity of the second major tenet 

of family literacy programs around the country, the "transmission 

model" in which programs seek to "strengthen the ties between the 

home and the school by transmitting the culture of school literacy 

through the vehicle of the family" (Auerbach 169). Auerbach sees 

evidence to the contrary that points to the fact that parents need not 

be literate in the sense of school literacy or act as conduits of school 

literacy in order to encourage their children to succeed in school: 

"Study after study ... has refuted the notion that poor, minority, and 

immigrant families don't value or support literacy development" 

(Auerbach 170). Parents may not be "literate" in a school sense, but 

they may support the literacy development and school success of the 

their children in a number of other ways, by providing a stable, 

loving home, by valuing and praising good school performance, by 

establishing times and places for study, and so on. Hilary Holbrook 

concurs: "Parents who cannot read can still foster an interest in their 

child's reading by planning trips to. the library and asking the 

librarian to recommend suitable books, asking the teacher to provide 

interesting books, setting up a reading area in the home and a special 

place for children to keep their books, and listening while the child 

reads aloud" (Holbrook 899). 
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Furthermore, Auerbach cites research such as Chall and Snow's 

1982 study of the literacy performance of children from poor Boston 

families to show that factors outside the home also have a marked 

influence, especially (not surprisingly) the quality of the school 

experience, especially as children grow older. "While positive home 

factors were sufficient to carry a child in the lower grades, both 

positive home and school factors were necessary for literacy 

development in upper grades" (Auerbach 174-75). We can speculate 

about a number of other factors outside the home that might 

influence children'S ability to succeed in school: lack of support for 

literacy practices in the general culture, for example, or students' 

increasing alarm about the grim job market that school is 

presumably preparing them for. However, from the perspective of 

the deficit model of family literacy and the transmission model of 

school literacy, parents may still be held responsible for their 

children's failure to become acceptably literate by school standards. 

Auerbach concludes, "The danger is that, left unexamined, these 

assumptions will justify a model that blames the victim by 

attributing literacy problems largely to family inadequacies" 

(Auerbach 169). 

Auerbach's critique, drawing upon the familiar ideas of Shirley 

Brice Heath, Denny Taylor, Paulo Freire, and other literacy activists, 

has been read and widely discussed in family literacy circles, but 

most of those who acknowledge its points only pay lip service to 

them. Mulhern, Rodriguez-Brown, and Shanahan say that "Successful 
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programs ... share several characteristics," such as "valuing f~es' 

home languages, viewing families from a resource model rather than 

a deficit model" and "encouraging shared literacy experiences in 

homes rather than imposing a school-like transfer of skills from 

parent to child" (Mulhern, Rodriguez-Brown, and Shanahan 4). 

However, the same article echoes the deficit model as it points to 

"barriers" that prevent poor and minority parents from nurturing 

their children's education: "limited resources," "lack of information," 

"limited proficiency in English," "lack of formal educational 

experiences," "lack of familiarity with the United States' culture and 

educational system," and as it claims that "Family literacy programs 

have great potential for overcoming these barriers" (Mulhern, 

Rodriguez-Brown, and Shanahan 1). Similarly, Perkins and 

Strutchens avow that "there have been many false assumptions 

about what is 'lacking' in the lives of these individuals. Just the 

opposite is true, in fact" (Perkins and Strutchens 58). However, when 

they list the goals of the Birmingham, Alabama Family Literacy 

Project, it is clear that they are embracing a deficit model of families 

without literacy habits that support children's education and a 

transmission model of school literacy: "to involve parents in their 

children's education," "to empower parents by improving their 

literacy skills," "to provide parents with multiple strategies for 

working with their children," "to assist parents in creating a home 

environment that stimulates and sustains children's interest in 

reading" (Perkins and Strutchens 58). 
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Ultimately, in Auerbach's view, the most pervasive philosophy 

for family literacy programs, which rests on the deficit model of 

family life and the transmission model of literacy, directs our 

attention to individual rather than systematic failures, to "parents' 

inadequacies, which obscures scrutiny of the real conditions giving 

rise to literacy problems" (Auerbach 175). 

What "real conditions" might Auerbach mean are ignored by 

many family literacy theorists and practitioners? Two examples 

show how researchers' perspectives have widened only so far to 

create a broader context for the understanding of literacy that is still 

quite a narrow context. A position statement from the International 

Reading Association declares, "Three general types of experiences 

help a young child learn about reading and writing," including 

"interaction with adults in speaking, listening, reading and writing 

situations," "independent explorations of print" such as pretending to 

read and scribbling, and "adult modeling of language and literacy" 

("IRA Position Statement" 823). What other "experiences" besides 

these three, I wondered when I read the statement, might help 

account for a child's ability to "learn about reading and writing"? In 

a very ambitious project, Baydar, Brooks-Gunn and Furstenberg 

studied children of poor black teenage mothers for 20 years in 

Baltimore and were amazed to find how accurately early childhood 

assessments could predict later literacy levels, noting "the power of 

standardized cognitive and behavioral assessments in early 

childhood in predicting young adulthood literacy measured 15 years 
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later" (826). This prompted them to make policy recommendations 

to educators: "preschool developmental level may be a policy target 

even more significant than educational remediation once a school 

failure has occurred" (827). Again, however, the researchers isolated 

certain educational phenomena (preschool deve!opmentallevel, adult 

literacy level) from the context of the subjects' whole lives and 

confined their analysis to only those phenomena. They did not, for 

example, measure the literacy levels of their subjects against a 

"control group" of students who began with similar early childhood 

developmental levels but spent their lives in a situation other than 

poverty. This kind of research, well-intentioned as it is, is what 

Apple and Weis have in mind when they accuse too much research of 

studying education as if it were "isolated from the structurally 

unequal society (and the conflicts this inequality engenders) of which 

they are a part" (Apple and Weis 4). What did the researchers 

expect to find, except that people born into circumstances that inhibit 

their acquisition of school literacy and then remain in those 

circumstances for 20 years have the same problems later in life? 

Surely alleviating the poverty that contributed to the low levels of 

"preschool development" and "adult literacy" would be "a policy 

target even more significant" than any almost any goal proposed by 

most educational researchers. 
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3.4 The National Center for Family literacy 

I have sketched the general national discussion about family 

literacy, but the PCAE Family literacy Program grew out of a much 

more specific institutional context: the National Center for Family 

literacy in Louisville, Kentucky, founded in 1989 by Sharon Darling, 

former Director of Adult Education for the state of Kentucky. The 

Center functions as a clearinghouse for information on the theory and 

practice of family literacy, conducts training in the creation and 

maintenance of family literacy programs, and lobbies government 

and private sources for grant moneys that it funnels to family 

literacy programs around the country. As Director of Kentucky'S 

Adult Education office, Darling helped to develop the Parent and 

Child Education Program (PACE), which became a prototype for later 

family literacy programs. The program attracted the attention of 

trustees of the William R. Kenan, Jr. Charitable Trust of Chapel Hill, 

North Carolina, who awarded the first of many large grants to 

Darling's work with both PACE and NCFL. Later the Toyota Motor 

Corporation became a corporate sponsor, giving $3.6 million to help 

found the Toyota Families for Learning Program in ten cities (Tucson 

was one of the original five) and prompting those cities to 

appropriate matching funds. Other donors include Apple Computers, 

the Coca-Cola Foundation, Kellogg USA, the Minolta Corporation, and 

the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation (National Center 

2 -8). The first programs served poor families in Appalachia in 

Kentucky, a state that ranks 49th in high school graduation rates, but 
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there were soon programs in urban centers around the country. (The 

program in Tucson was the first to serve mostly speakers of 

languages other than English.) With over 500 family literacy 

programs around the country involving over 15,000 families, NCFL 

has grown from its humble beginnings to become a multi-million 

dollar establishment. 

NCFL publicity material says that the family literacy programs 

it supports are aimed at serving adults who have "limited literacy 

and bJ.sic skills," most of whom "lack a high school diploma" and 

"depend on public assistance to support their families." They "have a 

history of failure, and despite their best intentions, they are in 

danger of passing this legacy on to their children." The stated goal of 

programs supported by NCFL is to "break this cycle of 

undereducation and poverty" (National Center 2). NCFL founder 

Sharon Darling repeats this deficit model in essay after essay 

published in both educational journals and the popular press, as in a 

1992 journal for public school administrators: 

Undereducated parents, whose own lack of skills and 

confidence limit their ability to help their children, and 

who feel intimidated by everything that school 

represents, are unlikely to become active partners in 

their children'S learning. Although they want the best for 

their children, they may be unable to provide the vital 

support required to break the persistent 



116 

intergenerational cycle of undereducation. (Darling lO

ll) 

The influence of Darling and NCFL is such that we hear her very 

words echoed by education officials from local administrators right 

on up to Secretary of Education Richard Riley: "Family literacy aims 

to break the cycle of intergenerational illiteracy" (Riley 20) 

As is the case with the uses of the deficit model by other 

agencies and programs, in the case of NCFL there may be an 

undercurrent of class bias. NCFL Director of Adult Learning Services 

Meta Potts creates a romantic middle-class idyll of family literacy, 

asking us (as if all her readers are middle class) to imagine our own 

privileged literacy backgrounds; hers includes her "grandpa," a 

"writer, newspaper editor, and printer," and she guesses that ours 

might include "the family reading together, the collection of books 

and magazines, the Sunday newspaper scattered across the table," 

and "the family circled around games and puzzles," "trips to the 

library, belonging to the summer reading club, and winning the 

winter reading rally" (Potts 28). All these skills, habits, and attitudes 

are passed from generation to generation in "our" families. She goes 

on to lament, "Unfortunately, this transfer does not take place in 

every home," and it is our obligation to transform those 

underprivileged homes into models of ours (Potts 28). 

NCFL does declare much more fundamental goals than merely 

teaching parents and children to read and write or even "breaking 

the cycle of illiteracy." NCFL cites frightening statistics to emphasize 
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the need for its programs: over 30% of American adults lack a high 

school diploma; 15% have less than nine years of schooling; a quarter 

of children entering the first grade in 1988 were living in families 

with incomes below the federal poverty level (Place to Start 6). NCFL 

points to the tremendous costs of these problems to the rest of 

society. One welfare program alone, Aid to Families with Dependent 

Children (AFDC), serves 4.4 million families and spends $20.4 billion 

a year in assistance payments (Creating an Upward Spiral 3). NCFL 

estimates that if just half of the AFDC families currently enrolled in 

family literacy programs were able to find employment and give up 

public assistance, the savings would be $120 million a year (Creating 

an Upward Spiral 4). 

It is not clear much impact NCFL's family literacy programs 

actually have on these problems. NCFL itself conducted a study of 

the 500 families enrolled in 32 family literacy sites in 10 cities (the 

"Toyota families") which points primarily toward certain measures of 

educational improvement, not economic improvement. Family 

literacy students seem to show progress when compared to adults 

enrolled in other adult education programs and children enrolled in 

other child-focused programs. For example, according to the 

Comprehensive Adult Student Assessment System (CASAS) reading 

test, during the 1992-93 school year family literacy adults increased 

their scores by 4.5 points (from 225.1 to 229.6), while adults in adult 

education programs in California increased their scores by only 2.3 

points (from 220.4 to 222.7). The Test for Adult Basic Education 
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(TABE) yielded similar results. Family literacy adults read at a 

reading level 1.5 school years higher than when they began the 

program, while adult education students in New York City gained 

only 9 months. Family literacy adults even dropped out less than 

other adult education students. While only 55% of students 

remained in adult education programs in California at the end of the 

year, 71% of the family literacy program adults remained. Figures 

for the children in the programs reveal similar patterns. The Child 

Observation Record (COR) was used to compare gains in 

developmental levels between children enrolled in family literacy 

programs and those enrolled in child-focused programs but with 

similar demographics (from low-income, predominantly minority 

families). Across all test categories--such as social relations, 

language and literacy, logic and math--family literacy children 

gained more on the measuring scales than the other children (Power 

of literacy 13-18). 

NCFL has conducted no studies to date of the rates at which the 

graduates of family literacy programs end their dependence on 

welfare, continue their education, or improve their income. NCFL 

publicity brochures tend to gloss over this fact. They are products of 

a sophisticated public relations machine hired by NCFL to promote 

their cause, which has also stories in the New York Times, the 

Washington Post, the Atlantic, Woman's Day, and Parade magazine, 

the editor of which sits on the NCFL advisory board. The brochures 
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themselves recycle the same set of photographs of "poster families" 

who have success stories to tell. This one is typical: 

Benita lives in Louisville, Kentucky, has six children, 

and used to depend on the government to feed her 

family. She credits the National Center for Family 

Literacy (NCFL) and the family literacy program she 

participated in with turning her life around. She tells the 

story of how one day her children went to the mailbox 

and saw that the welfare check wasn't there. They 

couldn't believe it. But Benita told them they would 

never see a welfare check in that mailbox again. 

(Creating an Upward Spira14) 

But there are no data to support the implication that family literacy 

programs are making a dent in the welfare rolls. The pictures also 

distort the demographics of the programs on the national scene, 

featuring mostly white adults and children when the programs are 

predominantly black, and showing many male participants, when 

93% of participants nationally are women. The photographs have 

captions like "Mother and child discover their talents together," 

"Apple computers make family learning fun," and "Regina was a high 

school dropout who is now a junior in college." All these images 

seem calculated to appeal to the sensibilities of potential government 

and corporate sponsors, another echo of those late-night television 

advertisements for money to support poor South American orphans. 

One picture shows a major financial backer of NCFL, in suit and tie, 
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looking at something apparently written by the shy four-year-old 

also in the picture; the caption: "A family literacy student engages 

Thomas S. Kenan III." A picture in another brochure shows former 

First Lady Barbara Bush greeting Wally "Famous Amos" Amos at a 

meeting of the NCFL advisory board. 

NCFL makes claims, then, to helping bring about profound 

social changes, but substantiates improvement only in certain 

measures of educational achievement that are, if one accepts the 

American educational ideology, a prerequisite to those changes. 

Nowhere in the brochures is there any stated goal of helping 

students develop a broader sociopolitical awareness of their 

situation. At least according to the face it presents the public, NCFL 

seems to hope only to prepare people to enter the system and 

succeed in it, leaving behind their previous situation and ignoring the 

social forces that created it, ignoring the question of whether the 

system they are entering needs to be changed fundamentally. In 

fact, from one point of view, NCFL itself is a capitalist enterprise that 

contributes to the commodification of literacy. NCFL sponsors many 

"development seminars" around the country every year. A typical 

event was held at the Mountain Shadows resort in Scottsdale in 

August, 1994, where special seminar room rates run to $65 a night. 

Five days of "Basic Implementation Training" cost $450, while an 

"Advanced Professional Development Seminar" was $350. 

NCFL is not alone in attempting to turn a profit off the literacy 

business. Another indication of the commodification of family 
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literacy is in the text materials being developed and marketed 

specifically for programs such as the one I studied. A recent catalog 

from Literacy Volunteers of America, a private nonprofit group 

headquartered in Syracuse, New York, features a full page on family 

literacy. One book promises to teach community literacy 

administrators "how to add this popular component to your 

program." There is a complete set of materials called Reading With 

Children, with a video, a handbook, and an instructor's guide. Other 

books help parents understand "various ways of communicating with 

school personnel" and "simple activities and strategies that can help 

parents enhance their children's learning at home." (LVA has also 

cut a deal of some kind with the company that produces Tic Tac 

breath mints. For every quarter-off coupon you use to buy Tic Tacs, 

the company will donate a nickel to LVA, up to $50,000. "Join us," 

the ad copy reads, "in our continuing fight against illiteracy," and 

there is a photo of the blond actress in Tic Tacs' television ad 

campaign reading to a little blond boy on her lap.) A catalog from a 

commercial publisher catering to adult education programs, New 

Readers Press, offers a four-page spread with several of the same 

books as the LV A catalog, as well as elaborate sets of reading 

materials for parents and children to share. For $395, family literacy 

programs can buy a "Family Reading Classroom Set" with five copies 

of ten children's books, a teacher's guide, and a "Photocopy Master 

Set" of adult reading selections and writing exercises. Another 

children's book series comes with "read-along" cassette tapes. Let's 
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Work It Out, a set of pamphlets for parents, teaches parenting skills 

and features titles such as "Showing You Care," "Discipline," and 

"Talking about Sex." The market is apparently hot enough for New 

Readers Press to send a separate slick and expensive brochure 

focused on family literacy alone. 

The testing industry is also part of the picture. A complete set 

of materials for administering the CASAS (Comprehensive Adult 

Student Assessment System) test is $192 for each site, and Tucson 

had five sites in 1994-95. A complete set of TABE (Test of Adult 

Basic Education) materials can run $444 per site. The PPVT 

(Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test) kit is $113 per site, and COR 

(Child Observation Record) is $90 per site (Instructions for the 

Collection iv-v). NCFL requires that its family literacy programs 

administer these tests and send in test data three times a year. In 

addition, there are NCFL-generated intake demographics forms, child 

information forms, assessment of parent goals forms, parent attitude 

survey forms, exit information forms. Enrollment and attendance 

records must also be provided, and each program must provide a 

case study of at least two families per site. Information collected in 

all these ways finds its ways into NCFL'.s reports and public relations 

brochures. 

None of this is to say that NCFL does not do good work, or that 

seeking govermnent and corporate sponsorship of family literacy 

efforts is the wrong thing to do, or that the marketing of textbooks is 

evil, or that accurate assessments of the effects of the program 
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should not be attempted. The way things work in the world we live 

in, money must be raised, literacy workers must be trained, 

appropriate text and testing materials must be written, bought, and 

sold. It might be said that NCFL's many programs are part and 

parcel of the same corporate capitalist structure that produced 

literacy problems in the first place. Another view might be that 

literacy workers in programs such as those sponsored by NCFL are 

engaged in a kind of guerrilla warfare in which literacy workers live 

off the land, making use of whatever resources they can obtain to 

work toward goals that might not be embraced by some of their 

government and corporate donors. Whatever their motives and 

goals, NCFL has done noble work in publicizing the needs of a 

neglecxted population and in directing massive resources toward 

meeting those needs. 

I have learned through working with a real-world literacy 

program that some of the aspects of NCFL's activites I have criticized 

here are necessary evils that in fact enable literacy work to be done. 

Who are the audience for the publicity materials that do not present 

a representative portrait of family literacy student demographics, 

and may exaggerate the possible positive economic effects of literacy 

education? Corporate donors, as well as a general public that is 

concerned about how its hard-earned tax dollars are spent, need to 

understand the benefits of literacy education in particular ways. 

They need to perceive that the problem is solveable, and so the 

problem may be defmed in simplistic ways for them, while solutions 



124 

may be sold as easy to accomplish--given adequate funding. Success 

stories will be told, and told again. Donors also need to perceive 

literacy education as operating within mainstream American 

educational ideology: not as a threat to the status quo, but as support 

for it. Therefore, functional literacy will be emphasized over more 

liberatory forms, and claims will be made concerning literacy 

students' employability and industriousness. If these 

representations are criticized as rather cynical propaganda, some 

literacy activists might reply: They make it possible for us to do our 

good work. Has community literacy become an industry, with a staff 

of professional fundraisers and subcontractors in publishing and 

testing? Well, activists might say, how else would you have us 

function in this country? 

It is in the context of the national family literacy movement, 

centered around the activities of NCFL, that the Pima County program 

was born. In 1991 it used the three-year $225,000 start-up grant 

from the Toyota Corporation, supplemented with another $615,000 

in various matching funds and resources, to establish family literacy 

sites in three elementary schools, known collectively as Sunnyside 

UP, in the Sunnyside School District, one of the poorest areas of 

Tucson. Agencies promising support of various kinds included 

Sunnyside District itself, the Pima County School Superintendent's 

Office, Child-Parent Centers, Inc. (Head Start), Pima County Adult 

Education, the Tucson Community Foundation, the Metropolitan 

Education Commission, and the Pima County Economic Development 
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Council. The program developers and administrators, and later 

program instructors, attended NCFL training seminars and national 

conferences. Tests were purchased and administered, data were 

collected and forwarded to NCFL. The program's original grant 

proposal embraced the goals set forth in NCFL materials: breaking 

the cycle of undereducation in families, breaking the cycle of poverty 

at the same time, getting families off welfare rolls and into 

productive employment. 

PCAE's Family Literacy Program was therefore embedded in 

the same network of social problems, the same ways of defining 

those problems, and the same proposed solutions, that gave rise to 

NCFL and the national family literacy movement as a whole. This is 

to say that parts of the program's philosophy, such as the deficit 

model of family culture and the transmission model of school 

literacy, may be worth examining and rethinking. However, this is 

also to say that, like education generally and community literacy 

education specifically, the program also embraces a variety of goals 

'and pedagogical practices based on other philosophies. The everyday 

practice of the program reveals reliance on functional, liberatory, and 

"state of grace" definitions of literacy. All the trends that prevail in 

literacy studies generally, all the winds that flow through the 

community literacy establishment across the country, certainly pass 

across family literacy programs as well. Within this intricate and 

conflicted context, PCAE-FLP educators did their good work. 
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In the next two chapters I will present data gathered during 

the year I spent with the Pima County Adult Education Family 

Literacy Program. In this chapter I will outline the main features of 

the Pima County Adult Education Family Literacy Program, give a 

broad description of the neighborhoods in which the program 

operated, and describe each Family Literacy site in some detail. The 

bulk of the next chapter will present observations of actual 

classrooms and other program activities, including adult education 

and early child development classes, parenting skills development 

sessions, volunteer vocational work done by students in the schools 

that host the sites, and the activities of eight AmeriCorps workers 

attached to the program. 

4.1 The Pima County Adult Education Family Literacy Program 

As of fall, 1994, the Pima County Adult Education Family 

Literacy Program comprised five sites at elementary schools around 

Tucson. At each site there were an adult education classroom and a 

children's classroom, staffed by one adult education teacher, one 

children's teacher and her aide, and a variety of support staff, 

including parental involvement assistants, nurses, and AmeriCorps ... 
workers assigned to the program. (Six of the eight AmeriCorps 

workers involved at the various sites were graduates of the 
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program.) There was also a wide variety of guest speakers such as 

parenting skills specialists, job counselors, and health care workers. 

Conditions at the sites varied widely, particularly in the adult 

classrooms, depending upon the space and services allotted to the 

program by the individual schools. (Children's classrooms tended to 

be more uniform because of the involvement of Project Head Start in 

that aspect of the program.) The program ran the length of the 

public school year in Tucson, from late August to early May. Families 

were qualified to join when they met low income criteria drawn from 

federal poverty guidelines. The 1990 levels were, for example, 

below $12,700 for a family of four, below $19,120 for a family of 

seven. Each site aimed to serve twenty families, for a total of 200 

adults and children, though recruitment was often a problem and 

students could join many weeks or even months after the beginning 

of the year. There was some attrition during the year. The program 

is profoundly gendered; all but two of the hundred parents involved 

were women (a grandfather and an uncle), as well as all but one of 

the program staff (an adult education teacher). Four of the five sites 

were designated "ESL" sites and the fifth was a "GED" site, though 

many students at the ESL sites were studying to earn their GED 

degree and there were non-native speakers at the GED site. 

Activities at the sites combined features of Pima County Adult 

Education's adult basic education and ESL pedagogies, the child 

development strategies of Project Head Start, and distinctive features 

of family literacy programs developed by the National Center for 
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Family Literacy such as PACT ("Parents and Children Together") and 

PD ("Parent Discussion"). The coordination of the efforts of all these 

agencies, with their differing philosophies, funding, and operating 

procedures, was a major achievement of the administrators of PCAE's 

program. Amy Schlessman-Frost outlines three degrees of 

coordination in joint family literacy ventures: "cooperation," in which 

"each group retains its own authority and keeps its own resources," 

so that there is "little risk in this relationship and little gain, as there 

is no real sharing of goods, services, and expertise"; "coordination," in 

which groups also retain individual autonomy, but there is "mutual 

planning and open communication among groups as mission and 

goals begin to be shared," but since there is still autonomy, "power 

may become an issue among participating groups"; and true 

"collaboration," in which "separate groups with commitment to a 

common mission come together to form a new structure," and in 

which "partners no longer run parallel programs at a common site, 

but have created a new program that offers participants more than 

the individual agencies can offer separately" (Schlessman-Frost). The 

Director of PCAE-FLP has written of the program as an example of 

true "collaboration" (Dilworth), but in reality its components 

maintained a considerable degree of autonomy and "power issues" 

did crop up from time to time. 

The school week was Monday through Thursday, from about 

8:30 to about 1:30, or from about a half hour after the district's 

public schools began their day to about a half hour before their day 
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ended. This allowed parents with children in school (and so not 

participating in the program) time to drop them off before coming to 

class and to pick them up afterwards. Some of the school children 

attended the same school where their parents and younger siblings 

participated in the Family Literacy Program. At the beginning of a 

typical day, parents and children arrived together and went 

separately to their classroo~s for adult education and early 

childhood development classes. (On some days all the students and 

staff began the day with a joint activity, usually in the children's 

classroom, such as a story read out loud, a song, or a game.) At some 

sites, parents and children ate lunch separately, while at others they 

ate together. During PACT time, parents and children came together 

and performed an activity chosen by the children, such as reading a 

book, painting, or playing with specific toys. PD was a time set aside 

for parents to discuss parenting problems such as diSciplining, sibling 

rivalry, and helping with homework. Every parent received 

vocational training that might involve goals clarification, computer 

skills, and communication skills, and every parent volunteered 

service to the elementary school in which the site was located, most 

often working as teacher'S aides, library assistants, and bilingual 

translators. 

Morrow and Paratore classify "family literacy initiatives" into 

three groups, which they claim are quite distinct: "(1) home-school 

partnership programs, (2) intergenerationalliteracy programs, and 

(3) research that explores uses of literacy within families" (Morrow 
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and Paratore 196). They group NCFL's "Kenan Family Literacy 

Model" with the second category, intergenerational literacy 

programs. This certainly characterizes PCAE's Family Literacy 

Program, though it clearly has elements of the first category as well, 

through its presence at public school sites, its use of school resources, 

its close cooperation with teachers there, the work of its adult 

students as volunteers in the schools, and so on. 

The students served by PCAE's Family Literacy Program were 

markedly different from those served by most other programs in the 

country. At the time of its founding, the program was the only one 

of NCFL's affiliates designed for a predominantly Hispanic 

community, though others do exist outside of NCFL's circle, for 

example in Bensenville, illinois, where nearly a third of elementary 

school students come from households in which Spanish is the first 

language (Rodriguez and Tejeda 332), and in the Logan Square area 

of Chicago, where the neighborhood is 85% Hispanic (Illinois State 

Library Literary Office 96). Besides being predominantly Hispanic, 

the program's students were also older and poorer than the typical 

family literacy student, married rather than single, employed or 

married to someone employed rather than unemployed, and mostly 

not on public assistance. 

For example, demographics from NCFL's 15 "Toyota Cities" 

project are typical of the national scene: 

• Age range of parents 16-67, most early 20s to mid-30s 
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• 16% white, 63% African American, 14% Hispanic, 7% 

Other 

• 91% of parents unemployed 

• 70% single 

• 81% of families on public assistance 

• 88% have income under $10,000 a year 

• Average number of children in family: 3 

(Creating an Upward Spira110) 

By contrast, the average age of the 1994-95 PCAE Program's typical 

adult family literacy student was 29, with about half the students 

between the ages of 25 and 35. (The youngest adult students were 

17 and 18 years old; the oldest were 52 and 57 years old.) 25% had 

one child, 25% had two, 25% had three, and the rest had four, five, or 

six. 74% of the students were married; the rest were single, 

separated, or divorced. There were only two male students in the 

program, and there were only two non-Hispanics in the program, an 

Anglo and an immigrant from the People's Republic of China. 

Spanish was spoken as a first language in 84% of the homes, but in 

75% of these homes English was also spoken. English was spoken as 

a first language in 15% of the homes, but in only three of these 

homes was no Spanish spoken at all. The students tended not to stay 

put for long; over half had been at their current addresses for a year 

or less. This tendency complicated efforts to keep track of students 

when they were absent and to do follow-up studies of students from 

previous years. 
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Although they had small families themselves, the students 

tended to come from large families with roots below the border. 

Over 50% had five to ten siblings, some as many as thirteen to 

fifteen. In interviews, many referred to the importance of family in 

their lives, traveling long distances to visit relatives in the u.s. and 

Mexico, maintaining strong ties in extended families. The students 

(and their siblings) tended to have mor~ education beyond grade 

school than their parents, but the percentage of students with high 

school diplomas was actually smaller than the figure for their 

parents. Only 58% of their fathers and 60% of their mothers 

completed grade school, and only 35% of fathers and 44% of mothers 

had schooling beyond grade school that did not lead to a high school 

diploma. By contrast, 85% of the students themselves completed 

grade school and 68% had some education beyond grade school 

without graduating from high school. 22% of the fathers and 16% of 

their mothers had a high school diploma, but only 15% of the 

students had a high school diploma, mostly older students who 

graduated in Mexico. A handful of fathers and mothers received 

higher education in the form of trade school or other vocational 

training, but almost none of the students. 

We can only speculate about reasons for this drop in high 

school graduation rates between the generations. Most of the 

students were women, and their graduation rate (15%) was close 

enough to their mothers' (16%) not to be considered a drop at all if 

we factor in gender and the tendency for Mexican and Mexican 
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American men to receive more education than women. On the other 

hand, the majority of the students were immigrants from Mexico 

whose parents came to the United States to offer their children, girls 

included, better educational and employment opportunities. As is so 

often the case, their hopes were not fulfilled. The reasons that the 

students gave for dropping out before graduation reflect the social 

conditions in which they found themselves at age 16 or 17. A third 

pointed to "money problems" or the necessity to find work. Others 

got married and dropped out; some did not like school or found it 

useless; a few got pregnant and quit. One woman was suspended a 

month before graduation and prevented from receiving her diploma. 

Only 13% of the students had ever worked outside the home, 

most of them depending on income of their husbands, which was low. 

32% had a total annual family income of less than $5000. Another 

22% of the families earned from $5000 to $10,000; 32% earned from 

$10,000 to $15,000; 14% earned from $15,000 to $25,000; and only 

one family could claim an income over $25,000. Only 12% depended 

on public assistance alone for their income (mostly Aid to Families 

with Dependent Children, or AFDC), another 12% on a combination of 

public assistance and wages; thus 76% of the families in the program 

supported themselves on wages without public assistance. Many 

more were eligible for public assistance than took advantage of it. 

Some had trouble discovering what aid was available, even when 

informative pamphlets were available in Spanish; negotiating the 
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welfare bureaucracy required a functional literacy that some lacked. 

Others simply preferred to provide themselves without outside help. 

The demographics above, gleaned mostly from the Intake 

Questionnaire the students filled out at the beginning of the year (see 

Appendix B for a copy), cannot hint at the individual life stories that 

lead people to live lives below the poverty level without even a high 

school education. The students told me their stories during 

interviews I conducted in the middle of the school year, and they 

help humanize the people I studied: 

I dropped out of high school because my mom didn't 

have enough money to buy clothes and stuff. I went to 

the Job Corps. 

I loved school, but I didn't finish because there was a lot 

of personal problems. Bringing up so many children, my 

dad was working so hard, there was nine of us, you know 

how it was back then. 

I dropped out because I got married. I got pregnant and 

had kids, and I went to adult ed for a while, but I 

stopped and that was a while ago. My son is going to 

graduate from Sunnyside and now he wants to go to 

Pima. His dad is going to pay. He was going to go to the 
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Marines, but now he's going to Pima, and I'm real happy 

about that. 

I dropped out and ran away. I couldn't live with my 

parents any more. I've just been waiting for my little 

one to get old enough for Head Start. When I found out 

that I could go to school and my son could go too, shoot, I 

said, let's go. 

I was a straight F student and I finally gave up and 

dropped out. But now I think, with my kids, when they 

ask me something what am I going to say. I don't know, 

go ask somebody else. We're the main ones who are 

going to teach them. I used to hate math and now I love 

math. It feels good to be able to answer something and 

help somebody else. I think I hated school mainly 

because I was afraid to ask the teacher, afraid that other 

people would laugh at me when I asked something, so I 

never raised my hand, I never took notes, I never asked 

questions. I had no help from my parents, not at all. My 

mom was a single parent with five kids and she couldn't 

take time to help us all learn or sit down with us at the 

table and study and teach us. 
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I don't want to be on welfare any more, you know what I 

mean? I want something, I want to succeed in life. I 

want to show my children that I can go back to school 

and finish school. So that when they grow up and they 

want to quit they can think well my mom went back and 

got her degree. 

Clearly, it is difficult to generalize about how the students in the 

program came to be eligible for it and in need of it. 

Though I may hesitate to generalize about this population, 

others do not. These people are routinely misrepresented and 

maligned by politicians who seek blame them for their own poverty 

and reduce the meager public resources available to them. Arizona 

Senator John McCain says that "the welfare system" is to blame for 

the "dramatic rise in poverty and illegitimate births" and even the 

"breakdown in our communities across America." Specifically, he 

says that programs like AFDC, which in 1995 provided mothers with 

only $71 dollars a month per child, actually encourages women to 

have more children. "I've seen them in south Phoenix, in Nogales, in 

Yuma and Flagstaff," he says, naming areas with high populations of 

poor Hispanics. "I've seen them with my own eyes" (Pedersen IB). 

However, the reality is that less than 4% of mothers on AFDC have 

another child while receiving assistance; less than 1% are the teen 

mothers that McCain feels are bearing illegitimate children; and the 

average length of time that families receive assistance is only 21 
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months. Panfilo Contreras, program administrator for the DES Family 

Assistance Administration in Tucson, says, '''It galls the hell out of me 

that decision-makers ignore that fact and deal with the exception 

rather than the rule'" (Pedersen IB). 

The real meaning of raising a family on $5000 a year was 

brought home to me over and over. One morning a teacher 

announced that the principal of the host elementary school had 

suddenly decided not to provide free lunchroom lunches to the 

adults in the program, as he had agreed to do up until that time. The 

teacher explained the prices of items from the lunchroom: $1 for a 

hamburger, $.50 for a side dish, $2 for a complete meal. There was 

consternation in the room; many students had no money for lunch. 

Later in the day, money was pooled and lunches brought from home 

were shared so that everyone could eat. Other teachers told me 

stories about giving students $.75 so that they could catch a bus 

home after class. One teacher told me that she once bought a bag of 

groceries and took it to a student's home. Since most families had 

trouble affording the kinds of toys the children played with at the 

program sites, every site provided activity kits for parents and 

children to use over the weekends when the program held no classes, 

plastic buckets full of the books, paper, colored pencils, and other 

toys that the families could not afford themselves. 

One day a student told me about just getting over a bout of 

hepatitis. She had been to the hospital for a shot, but the cost of the 

$176.00 treatment was prohibitive; a doctor told her to "ride it out," 
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that she would be fine without treatment. She went home in distress 

and called a public health office and ended up getting a shot for 

$5.00, a possibility the first doctor had not mentioned. Another time 

a staff member, a former student, told me that her husband was in 

jail for the fourth time, was just sentenced to six years. At 31 he is 

been an off and on heroin addict since age 21 (when he started while 

in the u.S. Army stationed in Germany). He is 6'9" and in terrific 

shape from prison gyms. He goes in, dries out, gets in shape, earns 

respect, feels like a somebody, has studied and is qualified as a 

paralegal. Then he comes out, goes wild, gets in trouble, goes back in. 

This pattern has become normal for him, I was told, and the inside is 

just another place to live, sometimes and in some ways a better 

place, he thinks. 

In the midst of such lives, the students displayed astonishing 

tenacity and dedication. Class attendance and drop-out rates were 

certainly a problem, but the majority of students showed up most of 

the time and remained alert and interested the entire time. One 

student came to class one day, then went after school and had 

exploratory surgery, then showed up the next day because she does 

not want to miss a single day after missing a week with illness 

earlier. She was clearly uncomfortable and stood to relieve the pain 

for most of the day, but stayed for the entire class. Another day a 

woman came late and explained that she had been up all night in the 

hospital with her father-in-law, who had had a heart attack; as soon 

as class was over, she would go back to the hospital. Still another 
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woman came to class after learning that her brother had been shot 

six times but was still alive in a Mexican hospital; she was leaving to 

see him at the end of class on Thursday and would be back in class 

Monday morning. 

4.2 Sunnyside 

In north Tucson, there are the foothills of the Catalinas, with 

lavish million dollar homes and views of the mountains; in the east 

there are expensive subdivisions with stables on many of the lots; in 

the west there are older homes on several acres of desert. The south 

has decaying trailer parks, gang graffiti, and alcohol billboards in 

Spanish. Four of the five 1994-95 program sites were in the 

Sunnyside School District in south Tucson, where the population is 

roughly 70% HispaniC. The fifth site was in a low-income area of the 

more affluent Tucson Unified School District, a neighborhood of small 

square cinderblock houses, convenience markets, pawnshops and 

bars. 

In Savage Inequalities, Jonathan Kozol describes the yawning 

gap in educational quality by documenting the discrepancies in 

funding for schools. While the affluent New York suburbs of 

Manhasset, Jericho and Great Neck spend $11,000 a year on each 

pupil, the Bronx and Harlem spend only $5,590, or about half (Kozol 

122-23). In Tucson as in Kozol's New York, funding per pupil is 

based on locally raised property taxes which vary according to 

property values, and since there is a corresponding gap between rich 



140 

and poor in the general population, the same discrepancies in 

funding for education exist in Tucson as in New York. In the Tucson 

Unified School District, for example, the assessed value per student is 

$27,131, while in Sunnyside the figure drops to $15,752, again about 

half. Statewide the discrepancies are even more dramatic. In the 

Ruth Fisher School District near Phoenix, the assessed value per 

student is nearly $6,000,000, while in the San Carlos School District 

near the Mexican border the figure is $645 or about .0001 what is 

assessed in Ruth Fisher (Fischer 2A). Even within school districts, 

such as the huge TUSD, funds are distributed inequitably, more going 

to schools in affluent neighborhoods than to schools in poorer areas. 

It should come as no surprise that such discrepancies in 

funding for different school districts are reflected in the graduation 

rates and the educational achievement levels of students in those 

districts. 

According to an Arizona Department of Education study of 

graduation rates for the high school class of 1993, the state average 

was 68%. (For the purposes of the study, a "high school graduate" 

was defined as a student who was a ninth grader in 1989-90 and 

graduated with a diploma in 1993.) The racial breakdown of the 

graduation rates followed national trends: 78% of Asian students 

graduated, 74% of whites, 59% of blacks, 56% of Hispanics, 61% of 

Native Americans (Shoemaker, Class of 1993 2). (Girls did better 

than boys, again a reflection of national trends: 71% of females 

graduated, compared to 65% of males.) In affluent districts such as 
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the Scottsdale Unified School District near Phoenix, the graduation 

rate was 80% (Shoemaker, Class of 1993 25). Sunnyside School 

district, by contrast, had a graduation rate of only 52% (Shoemaker, 

Class of 1993 27). Within school districts, graduation rates at 

individual schools also bore out the correspondence between 

affluence and educational success. At Tucson Unified School District's 

Sabino High School, in a relatively wealthy section of Tucson, the 

graduation rate was 80% (Shoemaker, Class of 1993 166), but at 

Catalina High School, in a depressed area within the same school 

district, the figure is only 40% (Shoemaker, Class of 199323). 

Annual high school dropout rates tell a similar story. (The 

study defmed a "dropout" as a student enrolled in school year 1991-

92 who was no longer enrolled at the end of school year 1993 and 

had not simply transferred to another school.) The dropout rate for 

Arizona high school students (grades 9 through 12) for school year 

1992-93 was 12.4% (Shoemaker, Dropout Rate 1), again with the 

lowest rate (7%) for Asians and the highest (13%) for Native 

Americans with whites, blacks, and Hispanics ranged between them 

(Shoemaker, DropoutRate 11). (Again, boys tended to drop out at a 

higher rate than girls.) Between school 1991-92 and 1992-93, 

dropout rates increased overall in the state, but increased about 50% 

more for blacks and Hispanics than for whites, while the dropout rate 

for Asians actually dropped by 15% (Shoemaker, Dropout Rate 21). 

In a wealthy Tucson area of the Catalina Foothills Unified School 

District, the dropout rate was only 1.2%, a fraction of the state 

-
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average (Shoemaker, Dropout Rate 23), while in Sunnyside it was 

17.2%, well above the state average (Shoemaker, Dropout Rate 29). 

At wealthy Sabino High School the dropout rate was 2.6% 

(Shoemaker, Dropout Rate 27) and at relatively affluent Canyon del 

Oro High School it was 6.5% (Shoemaker, Dropout Rate 28), while at 

Sunnyside's Desert View High and Sunnyside High the rate was 15% 

and 18.5% (Shoemaker, DropoutRate 29). 

Lee Gustus, a counselor at Desert View High School, taught me 

not to take figures such as "graduation rate" and "dropout rate" at 

face value. For example, just because a student fails to graduate in 

four years does not mean that he or she will not ever graduate. At 

schools like Desert View, many students repeat grades or drop out 

for a semester or a year and then return, and so may graduate in 

five or six years. Gustus even questions the meaning of high school 

graduation as a measure of success in life among the student 

population at Desert View. Some students drop out but pursue 

education in the form of GED classes or trade school. However, even 

Gustus had to admit that the figures did point to real differences 

between the schools, most of all the funding available and the 

resources it could buy, and the levels of wealth and poverty in the 

lives of the students attending the schools. We discussed the rate at 

which the graduates of various area high schools entered college. At 

Sahuaro High School, in an upscale neighborhood in east Tucson, the 

rate is above 60%, and when students start graduating from the new 

Catalina Foothills High School the figure for them will be close to 
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100%. At Desert View, by contrast, the figure is about 10%, and 

Gustus calculated that only about a third of those at best managed to 

graduate. She pointed to still another difference between rich and 

poor schools: the relative stability of the student population. Unlike 

rich schools, where parents of students tend to be homeowners with 

long-term employment, poor schools are plagued by a transient 

student population with dropouts and expulsions, transfers in and 

out, and an influx of students from below the border is a feature of 

everyday life. At Los Nmos Elementary School, the poorest of the 

five schools used as sites by the Family Literacy Program, the 

turnover is about a classroom a week, so that by the end of the 

school, the equivalent of an entire school of children has come and 

gone (Gustus). 

As skeptical as we may be about the fairness and meaning of 

standardized test scores, they also give an indication of students' 

relative mastery of the skills they need to enter the worlds of work 

and higher education. The Arizona state legislature mandates annual 

testing of fourth, seventh, and tenth graders, using the Iowa Tests of 

Basic Skills (for elementary and junior high students) and the Tests 

of Achievement and Proficiency (for senior high students), both 

marketed by the Riverside Publishing Company. (The Arizona 

Student Assessment Program, or ASAP, a set of locally written exams 

meant to complement the Iowa exams, is not yet in place. The 

program is aimed at testing more global skills than standardized 

tests, such as the ability to interpret literature and explain the 
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reasoning used to solve a math problem.) The figures below (Cook 

6A), reported in percentile levels (achievement level of students 

compared to all other students who took the exam), compare scores 

from Tucson's two wealthiest school districts, Catalina Foothills and 

Tanque Verde, with scores from Sunnyside and from an even poorer 

district in the Tucson area, Indian Oasis on the Tohono O'Oodham 

reservation, which has the highest dropout rate (29.5%) in the state 

(Shoemaker, DropoutRate 30). 

, . 

4th grade 7th grade 10th grade 

Reading 

Catalina Foothills 

Tanque Verde 

Sunnyside 

Indian Oasis 

Language 

Catalina Foothills 

Tanque Verde 

Sunnyside 

Indian Oasis 

Mathematics 

Catalina Foothills 

Tanque Verde 

Sunnyside 

Indian Oasis 

76 

80 

37 

13 

72 

74 

40 

15 

74 

77 

38 

19 

78 

75 

39 

30 

78 

69 

35 

36 

69 

75 

33 

23 

*Tanque Verde District has no high schools. 

75 

NA* 

36 

23 

NA** 

NA** 

NA** 

NA** 

61 

NA* 

26 

15 
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**The language exam is not given in high school. 

Kozol's conclusion about inequitable school funding based on 

local property taxes, and the gaps in resources and educational 

achievement inherent in such a system, would easily fit the situation 

in Arizona: "In an ethical society, where money was apportioned in 

accord with need, these scalings would run almost in precise reverse" 

(KozolI23). And in fact, following the lead of state and federal 

judges in other states, notably Texas, the Arizona Supreme Court 

recently declared school funding by means of local property taxes 

unconstitutional, in that it creates inherent inequities, and ordered 

the state legislature to find new and more equitable ways to finance 

public schools in the state. A preliminary report on the situation 

produced predictable results: poor schools in the state provide an 

average of 43% less space per student than relatively affluent 

schools; 72% of portable classrooms (glorified trailers) are used at 

overcrowded poor schools; while 20% of school buildings in affluent 

districts have been renovated in the last 20 years, the figure drops to 

11 % for poor schools; more affluent schools have 70% more 

equipment, particularly computers, than poor schools ("Report 

elucidates" 6B). In his majority opinion declaring the system that 

produced these inequities unconstitutional, Arizona Supreme Court 

Justice Frederick Martone uses additional details that would be 

familiar to Kozol: 

Some districts have schoolhouses that are unsafe, 

unhealthy and in violation of building, fire and safety 
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codes. .. There are schools without libraries, science 

laboratories, computer rooms, art programs, gymnasiums 

and auditoriums ... There are [other] schools with in

door swimming pools, a domed stadium, science 

laboratories, television studios, well-stocked libraries, 

satellite dishes and extensive computer systems. (Fischer 

1A) 

The public schools in the Sunnyside School District would fall into the 

first category. According to the original grant for the "Sunnyside UP" 

version of the Family Literacy Program, 70% of the student 

population of the district is Hispanic, and the percentage is above 

80% at the four Sunnyside schools that serve as Family Literacy sites. 

Unfortunately, the ethnic make-up of the district is an accurate 

indicator of the low income of the population. 70 to 75% of the 

families at the schools qualify for federally subsidized free lunches. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, when the overwhelmingly 

conservative Arizona state legislature convened for the first time 

after the 1994 Republican landslide, their legislative program for the 

session sidestepped the issue of how to comply with the Supreme 

Court order (Noyes, "Outnumbered Demos" 1B-2B). Revision of the 

school fi~ance system does not appear on the Republican agenda. 

When the session ended in April, 1995, exactly one bill had been 

introduced to address the Supreme Court order to create more equity 

in the public system, a proposed $30 million fund to help poor 

districts build facilities, and even that was killed in committee. The 
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Senate majority leader, Republican Tom Patterson of Phoenix, 

declared, "It's not the state's obligation to come in and take care of 

every school's capital needs" ("Report elucidates" 6B). The real 

measure of Symington's and Republican state legislators' 

commitment to education is the budget they passed in March, 1995. 

Half of a $200 million state income tax cut will benefit the four 

percent of Arizonans who earn more than $100,000 a year, while 

minimal increases in the state education budget will fail to keep pace 

with inflation, amounting to a cut in the money spent on Arizona 

schools (Noyes, "Arizona budget" 11A). 

What does all this signify in the lives of the parents and 

children of Sunnyside? With little political or economic clout, they 

must make do with an inferior and crumbling public school system 

while public tax dollars flow to more affluent districts. They must do 

the best they can in a world circumscribed by low income levels, low 

educational achievement records and low personal aspirations, and 

high drop-out rates, high unemployment and high violent crime 

statistics. And when they fail, they must, in the eyes of those who 

created their failure, bear the responsibility for it. 

4.3 El Southside 

From the vicinity of the University of Arizona where I lived 

during the time I conducted the study, a number of routes may be 

taken into Sunnyside, also known by many of its inhabitants as El 

Southside. The route I took when I first began going, Campbell 
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Avenue, runs south out of the affluent northern foothills of the 

Catalina Mountains; past a neighborhood of large, expensive homes 

on desert landscaped lots; through an area (where I lived) of well

kept apartment buildings and restaurants catering to college 

students and their teachers; past the University with its hospital 

complex, tennis courts, and stadium; across Interstate 10 into a 

district of strip malls and fast food restaurants; and finally, crossing 

Irvington Avenue, into Sunnyside. Signs and billboards change to 

Spanish, cars are older and noisier, and there are tacqueria lunch 

wagons in vacant lots serving customers on folding tables under 

tarpaulins. Bumper stickers are as likely to refer to Mexican 

elections as American ones; "Creemos en Colosio," expressing support 

for the party of a recently assassinated presidential candidate, is 

popular. During the 1994 gubernatorial race in Arizona, the placards 

for the losing Democratic candidate, who also ran radio spots in 

which he spoke passably good Spanish, read: "EI Southside con Eddie 

Basha." Jet airliners fly low over the neighborhood, coming in for a 

landing at the nearby Tucson International Airport. 

After a few trips down Campbell Avenue, I started taking a 

different route, one that got me into the Hispanic neighborhoods 

north of Sunnyside faster. Stone Street west of the University is a 

district of old motels, gas stations, and diners that predate the 

interstate with its Super Eights and Kentucky Fried Chickens. It runs 

through the heart of old downtown, past prewar bank buildings, 

municipal office buildings, the new city library, and St. Augustine 
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Cathedral with its alternating English and Spanish masses. Past 

downtown, Stone merges into Sixth Street and enters South Tucson, a 

separate square-mile city within the city limits of Tucson, where the 

population is predominantly Mexican-American. On Sixth there are 

several miles of open-air markets, churches, Mexican food 

restaurants, bars, boot stores, used furniture outlets, rent-to-own 

appliance shops, a Chinese merchants' association headquarters, 

check-cashing and peso-exchanging offices, record shops with posters 

of norteiio bands in the windows. There is a bakery where I often 

stopped to buy pan dulce to take with me to the sites, where the 

same woman always came out from the kitchen wiping her hands on 

her apron and greeted me with a brilliant smile. Traffic is much 

slower on Sixth than on boulevards like Campbell, and pedestrians 

crisscross it constantly, not always at the crosswalks. There are 

groups of boys in absurdly baggy pants, older men in boots and 

white straw cowboy hats, women with babies in strollers and older 

children in tow. At the permanent rodeo grounds at the corner of 

Sixth and Irvington, EI Southside officially begins. 

4.3.1 Mission Manor and liberty Elementary Schools 

Both of these schools are in the southwestern corner of the 

Sunnyside District. They can both be reached by turning off 

Irvington on Liberty Street, where the landmark is the Liberty 

Market, a battered red brick convenience store with liquor signs and 

men loitering outside drinking from bottles and cans in paper bags. I 
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usually reached the neighborhood just before school started; black

haired children streamed down the shoulder of the road. Every time 

I slowed for the school zone I waved at the crossing guard, a serious 

young Hispanic man, who waved back. The neighborhood around 

Mission Manor is made mostly of little square houses on neatly-kept 

little square lots, many with low cinderblock fences topped by 

decorative wrought iron, most with wrought iron grates on all the 

windows. Around Liberty the neighborhood is scruffier. I 

sometimes reached it by a different route: Campbell all the way to 

Sunnyside High School, where a police car always sat at the only 

entrance into the parking lot surrounded by a ten-foot fence, then 

right into Emery Park, past the evangelical Iglesia de San Juan 

Bautista, the boarded-up Circle K, several trailer parks full of old, no

longer-mobile mobile homes where you can pay by the week, shabby 

little houses with yard grottos containing plaster-of-Paris santos, 

duplexes, one-story strip apartments. 

The family literacy classrooms at both sites were housed in 

prefab buildings separate from the main school buildings. Each 

contained two children's classrooms, a small office, a kitchen, 

children's bathrooms in each room and an adult bathroom in the 

hallway between them. Each used one of the two classrooms as a 

children's classroom and the other as an adult classroom. These 

locations were a mixed blessing. On the one hand, they were clean, 

new buildings with spacious, well-lit rooms. Parents and children 

were literally within earshot of each other. On the other hand, it was 
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possible to feel alienated from the life of the main school. Close 

relations and good communications with the parent school are 

crucial, and part of the goal of the program is to help participating 

parents feel at home in what might be their children'S future school. 

One day I saw evidence of the kinds of strains that might be created 

by the feeling that the family literacy students were an alien 

presence in the school. I was eating lunch with an instructor in the 

library when a teacher came up to her to wonder whether "your 

ladies" could eat lunch some other time, as they were slowing down 

the progress of the cafeteria lunch line for the regular classes, which 

were on a tight schedule. 

The site building at Mission Manor faced the same residential 

street as the school. The parents' classroom was well-equipped with 

four large round conference tables for students to use as desks, two 

long tables against one wall with four new Macintosh computers and 

a printer, a blackboard and a whiteboard, a couch in a corner behind 

a bookshelf partition, a teacher's desk in the corner with file cabinets 

and shelves for class materials. The windows gave out onto the 

playground, and there were plants on every table and many of the 

shelves. There were elaborate color-coded pronunciation charts on 

the walls that I would see teachers use with "Silent Way" ESL lessons, 

a tattered topographical map of the world, various tables with 

students' and children's names and information about them, a 

whiteboard and a blackboard. 
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The Mission Manor children's room revealed its prior use as a 

Head Start classroom and the debt of the Family Literacy Program to 

Head Start methods. It was divided into various play areas labeled 

with bilingual signs (Mission Manor is a bilingual site): "Area de 

juegos/Toy area," "Area de musica & movimiento/Musical and 

movement area," "Area de escritura/Writing area," "Area de 

computadoras/Computer area," "Area de silencio/Quiet area." Objects 

in the room also had bilingual labels: "espejo/mirror," 

"ropero/closet," "mesa/table." There were toddler-sized tables and 

chairs, a long, low table with two Macintoshes, a big colorful playrug 

scattered with blocks, a battered old-fashioned box record player, 

many shelves with toys and a few children's books (most in Spanish), 

cubbyholes for the children's bookbags, which were all stamped with 

the "Project WREN" logo (Head Start's "We Read Every Night" 

program). As in most of the children's classrooms, the rules for 

proper classroom behavior were on a sign taped low on a wall (see 

Appendix A for translations of all Spanish): 

Reglas del Salon 

1. No pelear, no patadas 

2. Caminar en el salon 

3. Voces bajo 

4. No tentar a los niftos 

I learned that the internalization of these rules is a major thrust of 

the program's preparation of children to enter an ordinary public 

school classroom in a year or two. 
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By contrast to Mission Manor, Liberty Elementary does not 

seem part of a neighborhood. The school compound itself is located 

at the edge of a residential neighborhood, and beyond it is open 

desert. The feel of the place is open, exposed to the sun, planted in 

the middle of a scraped-clean flat tract. The site building was across 

the parking lot from the main school, on one corner of the 

playground, next to what used to be the caretaker's trailer, blown 

down in heavy winds some months ago and now nearly cleared 

away. 

The adult classroom at Liberty seemed somewhat less well 

equipped, less lived in, than the one at Mission Manor. It had the 

same large round conference tables, long tables with four 

Macintoshes, blackboard and white board, Silent Way pronunciation 

charts. On the wall near the charts were some hand-lettered posters: 

Pardon me? 

Excuse me? 

I don't understand. 

Could you speak more slowly, please? 

Could you repeat that please? 

VVhatdoes mean? 

How do you say ___ in English? 

How do you spell ? 

The adult students appeared to have generated their own set of rules 

for classroom behavior; there was a sign on the wall with uneven 

lettering: 



Reglas 

--Oportunidad de participar 

--No burlarse 
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--Esperar que se termine de hablar para 

opinar 

--Levantar la mano para opinar 

--"Ayudar" a nuestras compafieros 

--Saber escuchar 

But on the whole the large room seemed rather bare; there were few 

plants, no files, few materials on shelves. There was a refrigerator 

but no lounge area as at Mission Manor. 

As at Mission Manor, in the children's room there were various 

play areas and lots of bilingual signs identifying areas and objects in 

the room. In the "science area/area de ciencia" there were a couple 

of gerbils in a glass cage with two hand-lettered paper signs taped to 

it: "gerbils" and "Raton Fernando." This classroom's rules were on an 

orange hand-lettered sign on the wall: 

3 Reglas 

1. Eschuchar 

2. Manos en sus piemas 

3. Voz baja 

Here as at other sites, other signs on the wall were used by the 

teachers as part of songs and games: 

MiCarita 

Una boquita para comer 



Una naricita para oler 

Dos ojitos para ver 

Dos oidos para oir 

Y la cabecita para donnir 

ISS 

Unlike Mission Manor, this site had its own playground for the 

exclusive use of the children in the program. A door in the back wall 

led outside to a sandbox and a big jungle gym. There were tricycles, 

wagons, soccer balls, and tee-ball. But the landscape around was flat 

and treeless, exposed, open. The Catalinas were in the distance, on 

the other side of Tucson, where the foothills sheltered wealth 

unimaginable from this side. It was difficult to play tee-ball because 

the wind blew the ball off the tee. The children were young, 

however, and in the playground there was much laughter and joy. 

One day when the wind blew a column of paper cups flying, kids 

chased after them squealing in delight. 

4.3.2 Craycroft Elementary School 

Craycroft is located just off Valencia, on the southern edge of 

the city, near the airport. This is not a residential neighborhood. 

Valencia is a wide six-lane avenue with speeding cars and is 

bordered by open tracts of undeveloped dessert. The route from 

central Tucson runs past a nearby high school where there was a 

shooting death in the parking lot in 1993 and which is now 

surrounded by an eight-foot security fence. From the parking lot 

there are the usual signs that the school is in Sunnyside: military 
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jets flying low, a train track and a freeway just a few hundred years 

away. 

At the same time, Craycroft is the kind of school that school 

districts are proud of. The buildings are new and the architecture is 

attractive. There are three large permanent signs over the entrance 

to the front door of the school: 

America's Best Elementary School 

Best Redbook Schools 

Awarded: April 1, 1993 

A+ 1992 Arizona Elementary School Recognition Program Winner 

u.S. Department of Education Blue Ribbon Schools Program 

1991-1992 National School of Excellence 

The year I visited, Craycroft Elementary t-shirts were for sale 

in the school office, and also bumper stickers that said, "Everybody's 

A+ at Craycroft Schoo!!" The hallways of the school were wide, the 

ceilings high, attractive signs everywhere. In one hallway was the 

"brag wall": framed newspaper and magazine articles about the 

school, including one from Redbook. There was a special hall where 

all the rooms had been decorated to look like store fronts in an old 

West town, with gingham curtains on windows and institutional 

metal doors painted to look like wood. One room was a "bank" where 
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students had accounts with school "dollars" which they earned with 

various services to the school and spent on real things like books and 

school supplies. (For sponsoring this operation, First Interstate Bank 

got to put its logo on the school sign out front.) Part of this hall was 

taken up by a "desert environment"; the entrance to the science room 

was a "cave" with a pool of water and some antique mining 

equipment; outside the parents' room was a stuffed javelina. 

All this, I was told by one of the children's teachers, was the 

work of the former principal, Frank Narducci. She later showed me a 

large garden, a carp pond, a weather study station, and even a desert 

walk (across the street from the school), all constructed by parents. 

Both classrooms at this site were inside the school itself. Since 

this was a GED and not an ESL site, the adult classroom lacked the 

ubiquitous Silent Way pronunciation charts. On the wall instead 

were multiplication tables, a chart of fractions, decimals, and 

percentages. A typical day's agenda on the board looked like 

something from any other high school classroom: 

Monday, Oct. 3 

* Adult Ed: Capitalization review, geography quiz, 

math/ computer groups, region presentations, reading 

*P.D.: Diana Iglesias will be back to finish our discussion 

Announcements 

Group pictures $5 by Thursday 

Hike sign-up by Thursday 

We need a person to clean up the coffee area for October 
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Keeping up with goals? 

The room was much smaller than the rooms at Mission Manor and 

Uberty, perhaps 18 by 18 feet, and chock full of equipment: four 

large round tables, about 20 chairs, a cabinet with a sink and a 

coffeepot, a bookshelf with GED texts and workbooks, a TV on a 

stand, a file cabinet, a stereo, a brick-and-board bookshelf with 

in/out paper trays, newspapers, and magazines. There was a 

blackboard, a bulletin board, some art posters, some bar graphs 

generated by students detailing "class leisure activities," "favorite 

foods in the class," "who was responsible for disciplining you as a 

child." Butcher paper taped above the blackboard had results of 

"clustering" sessions on skills taught in each "area" in the children's 

room. There was a sign on the door, hand-lettered on yellow 

construction paper, "Welcome to Craycroft Family Literacy," with 

everybody's names in different colored markers. 

Though the children's classroom was also within the school 

itself, it looked very much like the classrooms at Mission Manor and 

Uberty, with the same "areas," toys, books, and bilingual signs. 

4.3.3 Los Nmos Elementary School 

Los Nmos, by contrast to Craycroft, is not the kind of school the 

district is proud of, nor should it be. It is located on busy Alvernon 

Way, just past a huge Tucson Electric plant, where the tall stacks 

pour out white smoke night and day. From the school parking lot, 

the plant, just a few hundred yards the other side of I-10, dominates 
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the horizon to the north. Getting out of my truck on my first visit, I 

heard the morning announcements over the school intercom in 

English and Spanish. Next to the school and across Alvemon were 

shabby cinderblock houses on dirt lots cluttered with broken toys, 

car tires, discarded clothing. I remember checking to see if the 

camper on my truck was locked before I went into the school the 

first time I visited it. Another time I locked my keys in the truck 

and picked the door lock with a coathanger furtively, keeping an eye 

out for the police cars that patrol Alvemon night and day. 

That first time, I had to wait for a while to check in at the 

office. A bus was late (again) and kids were lined up to receive 

excuses to show their teachers. I was ignored and after a while 

stepped in to introduce myself and was given directions to the adult 

ed class and a laminated visitor's pass to pin to my shirt. Walking 

down the hall I stuck my head into a "multipurpose room" 

(combination lunchroom, auditorium, gym) uncannily similar to the 

one in my old elementary school in Jacksonville, Florida, thirty years 

ago: a large open room, a stage with a heavy curtain at one end, lines 

of basketball court painted on the linoleum floor, a basket and 

backboard at one end. Cafeteria workers were wiping off portable 

folding table/bench assemblies on wheels. On one wall was a counter 

opening into a kitchen and there were the banging and clanging of 

pots and pans and the unmistakable odor of cafeteria food. 

The ad uIt teacher greeted me in the hall and to my 

astonishment we crossed the multipurpose room to a kind of utility 
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closet on one wall: her classroom. This room was perhaps 8 by 18 

feet, windowless and airless, with cinderblock walls, ceiling so Iowa 

small adult could reach up and touch it, and fluorescent lights. To 

cope with the situation the teacher sent half her students to the 

library to work with the AmeriCorps workers assigned to the site on 

reading and computer skills. The tiny room was stuffed with three 

long tables and a dozen chairs (too few for the entire class), a 

teacher's desk, a large storage cabinet, a small bookshelf with 

magazines, a coffeepot, an electric fan. There were no house plants 

as at the other sites--no room for them, and no sunlight in any case. 

There were no books in sight. The walls were covered with a 

blackboard, Silent Way charts, several bulletin boards, maps of 

Tucson and Mexico, many hand-lettered signs (a definition of "PD" in 

Spanish, student projects on construction paper, a table listing every 

student's classroom "chores"). Small signs in English identified 

objects in the room: "cabinet," "plant," "wall," "map," "coffeemaker," 

"ceiling," "chart." The two doors into the room had to be closed most 

of the time, since the multipurpose room was used not only for lunch 

but also for physical education activities. One day when I visited, a 

rock n' roll version of "The Hokey Pokey" blared and there was 

yelling, clapping and stomping. Another day as we left the room at 

the end of the day, kids and some adults were gathered in front of a 

video player in the darkened mUlti-purpose room watching a Disney 

cartoon movie. 
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The children's room was in one of the two classrooms in the 

Head Start prefab across the parking lot from the rest of the school. 

It looked much like the others, except for the electric plant looming 

on the horizon outside the windows. 

4.3.4 Corbett Elementary School 

Corbett was the only site outside the Sunnyside School District. 

It is located in the more affluent Tucson Unified School District, 

though the neighborhood is not the best. Just down the street from 

the school, the comer of Craycroft and 29th is home to two bars (the 

Driftwood and the Outpost), a QuikMart, a pawnshop, a used car lot, a 

Super 8 Motel, and an empty lot with a couple of parked wreckers. 

The houses near the school are cinderblock boxes, some with iron 

grates on the windows, some with cars parked in the yard, some 

well-kept and freshly painted, others with ratty yards and in need of 

repair. 

Nonetheless the school reveals its history of better financial 

support than most of the Sunnyside schools. It is red brick and built 

around a grassy courtyard with trees. The playground is large and 

grassy and has a good view of the Catalinas. Both Family Literacy 

classrooms were within the school. The adult classroom was 

pleasant, very large, maybe 20 by 40 feet, with a windowed door to 

the courtyard. On the other wall there was a bank of windows 

overlooking the playground. There were long tables in a horseshoe 

faCing two long blackboards and a partition at one end of the room, 
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behind which was a round table and a long table with two 

Macintoshes. There were a teacher's desk, a refrigerator, 

bookshelves and cabinets, cubbyholes, bulletin boards. On a counter 

under the windows were a coffeemaker and a toaster oven, three 

potted plants. There was a sink for washing up and a small 

bathroom in the comer of the room, very convenient. The ubiquitous 

Silent Way charts covered a blackboard on another wall. Large 

banners generated on the Macintoshes had inspirational messages: 

If only the fmest birds in the forest dared sing 

How quiet the forest would be 

My teacher thought I was smarter than I was; 

so I was. 

Quoted from a 6 yr. old. 

To try is to risk failure. 

But risks must be taken, because the 

greatest hazard in life is to risk nothing. 

A small American flag hung on a flagpole near the door. 

The children's classroom was part of a two-room complex 

where the other is used for a Head Start class. It was a pleasant 

room, though a bit smaller than the others I had seen. There were 

no computers. Its windowed door also looked out onto the courtyard 
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outside and its large windows onto the playground. There were lots 

of signs and student art work on the wall. One sign stated the rules: 

Reglas del salon 

1. Caminamos in el salon. 

2. Usamos voz baja. 

3. No se permita lastimar a otros. 

There were no bilingual signs identifying objects as in other 

children's classrooms, though this was an ESL site, evidence of our 

presence in predominantly Anglo TUSD rather than the 

predominantly Hispanic Sunnyside. 
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The bulk of this chapter will present observations of actual 

classrooms and other program activities, including adult education 

and early child development classes, parenting skills development 

sessions, volunteer vocational work done by students in the schools 

that host the sites, and the activities of eight AmeriCorps workers 

attached to the program. I will begin, however, with a meditation on 

how my personal presence at the sites might have influenced the 

collection, selection, organization, presentation, and interpretation of 

data. 

5.1 Presenting Myself 

Keith Allum, in an analysis of the purely personal but crucial 

elements of a two-year ethnographic study he did in a public school 

district in New Jersey, emphasizes the importance of a graceful 

entrance into the research site and of attention to "impression 

management" from the beginning: "Prior communications with 

administrators, interdepartmental memos concerning the project, and 

of course rumors create impressions which precede the arrival of the 

investigator. Ignoring preconceived notions or apprehensions held 

by subjects could prove detrimental to one's research effort. 

Impression management, often a consideration in the field, should be 

practiced from the outset of the project" (Allum 5). I have sketched 
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in previous chapters how I tried to lay the groundwork for the 

research project by developing a relationship with PCAE Director 

Greg Hart, with Family Literacy Program Director Jessica Dilworth, 

and with the program's teachers. I asked for help in determining the 

direction of the project, from research questions to data collection, 

and received many useful suggestions. I tried to emphasize that I 

wanted the project in its final written form to be a useful resource to 

the program. 

Allum also emphasizes the surprisingly important role that an 

ethnographic researcher's personality can make. Quoting sociologist 

W. G. West, Allum lists as helpful traits "'some boldness and a rough 

skinned attitude toward occasional personal rejection'" as well as 

"'skills in repartee, sports, empathy and sensitivity'" (Allum 35). It 

was my experience that all these attributes, with the fortunate 

exception of sports skills, were crucial in my own ethnographic 

experience. While I believe I was diplomatic and sensitive to the 

sometimes reluctant attitudes of my subjects, and while many of my 

efforts to gather information met with disappointment, I was 

persistent and determined in my pursuit of useful data. In addition, 

I am possessed of a generally sunny disposition that enabled me to 

ignore or at least minimize the occasional hints of mistrust or 

suspicion I encountered. 

I did feel awkward from the beginning, however, and never 

completely lost the feeling, about intruding upon the work of the 

program. People were sometimes acutely aware of my presence in 
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the classroom, and often I literally interrupted class to distribute 

questionnaires or have interviews with students. In spite of this, for 

the most part, I was welcomed graciously by the students, teachers, 

and staff in their classrooms, offices, and meeting rooms. The FLP 

office at the liberty Learning Center even established a section in 

one of their fue cabinets labeled "Clyde Files" where I could pick up 

hundreds of pages of xeroxed copies of program materials and 

student records. 

Teachers made an effort to introduce me to students and to 

explain the nature of the project. On first visits, I answered many 

questions: "What's your name again? Why are you here? Do you 

teach at the University? For how long?" I often answered as briefly 

as possible to make them more curious and to elicit more questions. 

Nearly every class asked if I could speak Spanish. I developed a 

standard reply that never failed to elicit smiles: "No puedo hablar 

bien, pero puedo escuchar muy bien. Las orejas son muy grandes." 

(See Appendix A for translations of all Spanish.) In one classroom 

the students insisted to the teacher that I come sit in front of the 

class to answer questions. I did, making a joke about how scared I 

was, and they laughed in devilish delight. Questions often came in 

Spanish, but when an instructor remarked to me after one class how 

much the students enjoyed having another native English speaker in 

the room, I decided to stick mostly to English in my explanations of 

the project and my purpose. Students often translated for each 

other. I always made a point of praising the program and its goals 
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and successes, which usually met with the approval of the students. 

I said that I wanted to help make the program even more successful. 

In one classroom I got personal in trying to explain my stake in the 

project. I talked about my parents and their lack of education. I 

said that they gave me support and encouragement in spite of their 

educational background, and that my home was the most important 

thing about my success in school. I ended by saying that I was a lot 

like their own children: I was breaking the cycle of undereducation 

in my family by being the first to go to college. There was much 

serious agreement, and I continued to use the same explanation with 

other groups. 

The Human Subjects Committee at the University of Arizona 

required me to have Subject Consent Forms signed by all the 

participants in the study. I hated the idea of sticking the instructors 

with the responsibility for doing this, so I tried to get them all done 

during site visits. At first I found the idea odious. Doing it would 

highlight the strangeness of my presence, create even more distance 

between me and the people I was trying to get close to. But in the 

end I decided that having to go through the rigmarole of the Subject 

Consent Form was good in two ways. First, it asked for a conscious 

decision from people who were used to not being asked for their 

permission to have access to private life details; they had all been 

"object-ified" in this way in immigration offices, in public health 

offices, in food stamp offices. Second, getting answers to their 

questions (How many days will you come? Why are you doing this? 



168 

Who will read what you write?) and being able to reject becoming a 

subject in the study gave them a small degree of power over the 

person studying them, when they were used to knowing nothing 

about the researcher and having no power at all. Most held off 

signing until they had heard answers to their questions, which told 

me that they were making an active decision. Some even turned the 

decision into a joke, using humor to play with the idea of control over 

their role in the study. I was explaining the items on the form when 

I got to the part about there being no money benefits for participants 

in the study. A woman joked in English, "Okay, no, I don't sign." I 

pointed to the next item and joked back, "But you don't have to pay 

anything, either." She gave up, laughing: "Okay, I Sign." 

In addition to introducing me and helping explain the study, 

teachers often found ways to include me in class activities. I 

participated in name-remembering games, get-acquainted activities, 

information-guessing games, conversation pairs. One day the 

students turned the question of who would deliver the PACT 

messages to the children's room into a funny game. They created a 

"raffle," wrote names on paper, and then demanded that I draw the 

two names. "Congratulations," I said with great ceremony and much 

to their satisfaction, "to Yvonne and Diana." One teacher used me to 

help explain the concept of Venn diagrams by eliciting similarities 

and differences between her and me. They were witty in the details 

they used: 



glasses 

hair 
tie 

Clyde 

teachers 

longhair 

Gloria 

no beard 

hair 
band 
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Another teacher had a practice of having students draw each other's 

names in secret at the beginning of the day and of paying that 

person a compliment at the end of the day for something they had 

done. I drew a name and later complimented the mother on how 

sweetly she played with her child during PACT time. A different 

student had drawn my name and wrote: 

Clyde, 

Gracias por interesarse por los programas educativos de 

los niiios y adultos y interese que pone por los maestros 

de las escuelas. 

Simas, 

Roberta Fernandez 

At other times I had unplanned opportunities to make myself 

more familiar to the students. On one visit, I left my apartment in 

haste without a lunch. Students contributed items from their own 



170 

lunches and would not take no for an answer: a chicken salad 

sandwich from one, chips from another, a canned soda from another. 

On other occasions I returned the favor, passing around slices of fruit 

bread that my wife made. Usually a student with better English than 

the others took me under her wing, fmding me a place at the table, 

breaking the ice for me with more timid students. Conversation was 

generally in Spanish, but I always spoke English in reply. My wife's 

pregnancy became general knowledge in the program and so there 

were always questions about the due date, about her health, about 

possible names. One day a pregnant student shared an ultrasound 

image of her unborn child; the baby sucking its thumb was clearly 

visible. After my son was born, I made a point of taking the latest 

photographs of him to the sites I visited to avoid being chided for not 

showing up with them. One day there was a picture of jesse sitting 

on my lap while I read (a xerox of a New Yorker review by Stephen 

jay Gould of The Bell Curve). This drew everyone's attention. 

"Family literacy!" one woman proclaimed. There were always many 

questions about my studies, and I always had trouble explaining that 

I studied English. I had the same trouble explaining the same thing 

to people in japan. As in japan, people would ask me what my first 

language was. In the Spanish-speaking foreign land of Sunnyside, it 

made no sense that a native speaker of English would major in 

English. As in japan, I learned to make myself understood by 

explaining that I studied how to teach English. 
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In the children's classroom I was also included in many 

activities and approached fearlessly by many of the children. Some 

came to stand in front of me and stare solemnly; some asked the 

teacher my name and then came to introduce themselves; some 

arranged to play in my general area and cut glances at me from time 

to time; some showed off what they were doing. Two boys wanted 

me to admire the puzzle they had just finished assembling. A girl 

showed me a hand puppet and announced in Spanish, "It's a spider." 

Another girl asked me to tie her apron in the back "please" (in 

English) and after I did said "thank you" and went off to speak 

Spanish with two other girls. One day when I was outside with the 

children, I sat on a bench making notes but was interrupted by kids 

wanting to play. Several peddled over on tricycles to visit, three 

arrived with a soccer ball and we played catch. I showed them how 

to take turns as I had seen their teachers do. 

The children were very interested in writing, especially in 

what I was writing. They often showed me things they had written. 

One day a girl came near to scribble on a little free-standing 

blackboard. I asked her name in Spanish but her voice was too tiny 

for me to hear above the din. I told her, "Oh, you can write! That's 

very good!" She "wrote" looking over her shoulder at me, erased, 

wrote more, erased, wrote. Another day a boy asked me what I was 

doing and I told him I was writing down the words of the song so I 

could remember it when I got home. He demanded that I write his 

name and I did: "Billy." Then he wanted me to write my name, 
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which I did, and then he brought two friends and wanted me to 

write their names too: "Jorge" and "April." He asked what my little 

boy's name is, assuming that all adults have little boys at home. 

Though my first baby was not due for another month, I did not want 

to cloud the issue and told him the name my wife and I had chosen if 

it was a boy, and he demanded that I write it: "Jesse." Then he 

wanted to write himself, took my pen and drew a nice scribble. I 

asked what it said and he said it was a picture of a hand. This 

reminded him to ask me to trace his hand on my paper, and I did. 

Then he wanted me to draw in the bracelet and ring he was wearing. 

Then he wanted me to trace my own hand and draw in my wedding 

ring. His friend Jessica wanted to know who my wife was. I told her 

that her name was Nancy. She wanted to know where she was, 

whether she would be there when I went home "after schoo1." Billy 

wanted me to draw in my watch on the picture of my hand, and 

Jessica told me not to forget the numbers and the hands (though she 

had to point and did not know what they were called). Then it was 

Jessica's tum to have her hand traced, and she took the pen from me 

to "write her name." She drew a legible capital "B" and asked me to 

finish, telling me the letters to write. Then Billy wanted to write and 

drew some abstract shapes typical of kids just learning to write. 

I also had many opportunities to chat informally with the 

program staff, and they were generous with their time and 

understanding of my ignorance. During my site visits if I did not eat 

lunch with students I did with the teachers. We got to know each 
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other as we told each other the stories of how we had become 

involved in PCAE and as we shared our commitment to community 

literacy. One told me that after earning a Masters in Anthropology 

and participating in a six-year longitudinal study of the Tucson 

Unified School District, she felt lucky and grateful to have found a job 

in adult education, where she felt a strong sense of purpose and 

satisfaction. Another shared views about how the program got by on 

a shoestring, about the importance of the commitment of site schools 

to the project, about how to get parents involved in their children's 

education. I was able to share with the teachers my disenchantment 

with teaching in a university setting and the possibilities for 

combining university and community literacy work. I was very 

happy one time to be able to help a program administrator solve a 

teacher's scheduling problems, showing her an efficient way to use 

the hours she had with her students for English lessons, vocational 

time, PACT time, PD time, computer practice, and so on. 

In view of the interactions I often had while conducting on-site 

observations, I worried sometimes whether the information I was 

gathering would be tainted by what Labov calls the "Observer's 

Paradox." The ethnographer, particularly the language researcher, is 

concerned to observe phenomena in their "natural" state, but the 

ethnographer's very presence may create such an "unnatural" 

situation that observed phenomena are far from natural. Labov 

discovered, for example, that under formal research conditions, 

subjects might "elevate" their speech out of the vernacular, painfully 
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conscious of the researcher's attention to their language (Labov). 

Ethnographer Keith Allum had the same concern about his study of a 

public school district: "While fieldwork allows the researcher to gain 

first-hand knowledge of the group he is trying to understand, his 

sheer presence increases the risk of disturbing the social order" 

(Allum 6). At the same time, Allum found that his worries were for 

the most part unfounded, particularly during the kind of passive 

observation that I practiced. Like Allum, I became a familiar face in 

classrooms and at meetings and was generally ignored after the 

opening minutes of any event. 

Very occasionally I detected a feeling of mistrust and suspicion. 

I had to make a special effort with several of the children's teachers. 

The first time I met one of them, she wanted to know what kind of 

notes I would take and whether I would share what I wrote with 

her. I said that I would be happy to, but she still did not seem 

reassured. Another day I brought a camera and asked a children's 

teacher permission to take pictures when I visited the class. She 

wanted to know what they were for. I explained that I wanted to 

show people at the university what the sites looked like. We agreed 

that I would take pictures of the room while the kids were outside 

playing. I did in fact eventually share my writing with the students 

and teachers as I finished bits and pieces, showing my field notes of 

PACT sessions to a staff member doing research on the effectiveness 

of that feature of the program, giving copies of a preliminary 

analysis of some survey results to the whole staff. I also had double 
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prints made of all the pictures I took and gave one set to the sites 

where I took them so that the parents and children in the pictures 

could take copies for themselves. 

In my knowledge of the program and in my admittedly 

unobjective concern for its further success, I began to feel protective 

and a little proprietary. When a year had gone by from the time I 

first made contact with PCAE through the university internship in 

community literacy, I met a new crop of interns, some of them 

interested in working with Family Literacy. I made an effort to 

recruit people who I thought had the same commitment I did, and 

actually discouraged people I thought were more interested in easy 

course credit than in serving the community. Among the people I 

liked, the most used words were "real world," as when one intern 

was excited about the possibility that her "ideas for research could 

be formed into a real life worthwhile life situation to be used for real 

purposes." Among those I did not like there was a kind of self

serving missionary zeal. One intern spoke, apparently without irony, 

of the "quest to take literacy to the community" (as if the community 

lacked literacy entirely) and was interested in the fact that a literacy 

worker she met with would not use the word "illiterate" to describe 

her students. I immediately approved of one of the new interns 

after we had a discussion about the "culture shock" she felt in 

returning to a university campus from three years of teaching public 

school in Los Angeles. The university, in her view, thought it knew 

everything and unfortunately it had the power to make other people 
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believe it too. I disapproved of another who told me she needed a 

"captive population" of Hispanic women to complete a research 

project she had already begun, and another who said that her goal in 

doing community literacy research was to "write the body a la 

Cixous." It seemed to me that such projects would use the subjects to 

further the narrow ends of the researcher without giving anything 

back to the research subjects. By contrast, I was developing a sense 

of guilt about whether I was in fact doing just that. Keith Allum had 

a similar feeling: "I feel a certain sense of debt to the subjects who 

opened up their world and lives to me. Their stories serve as the 

raw material on which much of my work, and hence, my career as a 

sociologist is based" (Allum 32). 

Later in the semester, the interns wrote proposals for the 

papers they were required to complete and again I thought that 

some seemed focused on serving the community while others were 

more interested in serving themselves. The writer of one proposal 

took pains to get to know the literacy students and teachers she was 

studying before she conceived of a project, and also tailored her 

research to fit the needs and desires of the people involved. She 

proposed to find out why the teachers had gotten rid of an 

assessment instrument they were using and why they regretted 

doing it, and said that while she had gotten to know the program "as 

an observer and meeting-attender" she still wanted to find "more 

real ways to interact with students." Though she (like me in this 

dissertation) was writing for an academic audience, she also hoped 
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(like me) that her work would be useful to those she studied. By 

contrast, other proposals were drafted with little or no contact 

between the interns and the agencies they were studying, and there 

was no discussion with community literacy students, teachers, or 

administrators about what questions they wanted answered or what 

kind of research would serve them best. 

I was always nervous when there was a meeting between my 

university community and the PCAE community. I was afraid that 

people from the university, however well-meaning, would end up 

taking advantage of the "cultural capital" they controlled to exercise 

power over community people whose knowledge and abilities I had 

learned to respect. I believe I saw an example of this during a 

meeting I arranged for AmeriCorps workers on the University of 

Arizona campus. They were curious to visit the place and I had 

reserved a meeting room in the English Department suite for the 

morning and scheduled some computer training for the afternoon. 

An administrator who had helped us arrange the day attended the 

meeting. During a discussion of the sometimes difficult relations 

between the FLP and the principals at each school site, the 

administrator began to give advice. He told the PCAE people, some of 

whom went through the program as students and then joined it as 

staff, some of whom helped write the original grant for the program 

and had been teaching in it for four years, how to present the 

program to the principals as a "conservative family values" effort, 

how to do an end run around an uncooperative principal, going either 



178 

under him (to a vice principal or even a secretary) or over him (to 

some boss of his in the district), and so on. In the end he offered to 

come and help them iron out their problems in any way he could. 

This was a well-meaning member of the university community who 

had gone out of his way to make the community people feel 

comfortable on the campus, but even he could not help feeling that 

his "help" was what they needed. 

After a year or so of involvement in various PCAE classrooms 

and especially the Family Literacy Program, I had developed what I 

considered the best relationship I could under the circumstances. I 

was known by most, trusted by many, familiar enough a fixture to 

come and go without too much intrusion. I felt that I had made some 

small contributions toward the health of the program, especially in 

the work I had done with the AmeriCorps people. I looked forward 

to making a more substantial contribution by giving PCAE a copy of 

this book, to use as they pleased in reports to funding agencies and 

grant proposals. I still felt that I had only scratched the surface of 

knowledge I needed to have to reach a responsible understanding of 

the program, how it worked, and how it might be improved, but I did 

not feel as utterly ignorant as I did when I started. One day after a 

staff meeting where I had been part of the agenda, a program 

administrator not usually lavish with praise told me how much she 

appreciated the contributions I had been making for some months. I 

was overwhelmed by the compliment. The acceptance of the people 

in FLP was obviously important to the success of my work, and their 
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approval came to mean more to me than that of the university 

community I was still tied to by the need to finish my dissertation. 

Though I had become convinced that my effect on the events I 

witnessed was minimal, I worried much more about what effect my 

increasingly personal involvement with the program was having on 

my ability to gather and interpret data. How would my feelings, as 

well as my political biases, interfere with the degree of objectivity I 

was supposed to have to produce a responsible ethnography? As 

Keith Allum puts it, "One soon realizes that only a small fraction of 

what is occurring can possibly be recorded. Armed only with a pair 

of eyes, a pair of ears, a notebook and a pencil, the solo researcher 

struggles to observe, interpret, select, and record significant events, 

quotes, and intuitions. The result is a highly selective and altered 

version of what has just occurred" (Allum 10). Jules-Rosette draws 

on Weber's basic insight that we construct a world view by selecting 

a limited number of events from the chaotic stream of possibilities 

and then build a theory around them, a theory that in turn 

influences our selection of events to consider significant. In addition 

to the relatively simple problem of recording as much as possible of 

what an ethnographer observes, "Field researchers often state that 

the ethnographer uses only a quarter of the data he collects," so that 

the "interpretive framework" the ethnographer creates is designed to 

"construct a pattern from diverse pieces of evidence and assemble 

them inductively" (Jules-Rosette, "The Politics of Paradigms" 104). 

Other social scientists (see for example Martin) have applied the 
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Heisenberg Principle to sociological and anthropological studies, 

finding that the questions ethnographers ask determine the answers 

they eventually formulate, and that their selection and interpretation 

of the unorganized flow of potential data determines its status as 

"reality. " 

The idea that the inability of the human observer to be purely 

objective in the direction of research and the interpretation of data is 

not new. Jules-Rosette observes that ethnographers such as 

Malinowsky from the 1920s and Laura Bohannan from the 1950s, 

though they were "careful to maintain an explicit divorce between 

the two domains" of scientific objectivity and autobiographical 

subjectivity in their scientific works, did account for the role of 

personal involvement with subjects in the form of diaries and novels 

(Jules-Rosette, "Toward a Theory" 82). As I have noted earlier, I 

have preferred in this study, like many other current ethnographers, 

to deal with the effects of the Heisenberg Principle by explicitly 

acknowledging its possible influences on my presentation of data. I 

am also comforted by opinions of Kantor, Kirby and Goetz, who find 

that ethnographic methodology, with all its problems, is especially 

well-suited to educational research. They contrast two models of 

social scientific study in education, an "experimental inquiry" that 

"emphasizes hypothesis testing, control of variables, 'stripping' of 

contexts, educational outcomes, generalizability, redUctiOnism, and 

research detachment from objects of study" and a "naturalistic 

inquiry" that "is concerned with hypothesis generating, grounded 
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theory, educational processes, unique and multidimensional features 

of contexts, and the involvement of researcher with subjects 

required by participant-observation" (Kantor, Kirby and Goetz 294). 

Clearly the second model bears a close resemblance to contemporary 

ethnography. Kantor, Kirby and Goetz acknowledge problems with 

ethnographic methodology: it may be less "reliable" and "valid" than 

other forms of research; it may take greater liberties than other 

forms of research with the interpretation of data; it may collect data 

in a hodgepodge of ways (observation by either participants or non

participants, surveys, interviews, archival and demographic 

collection); it may employ a less than rigorous research project 

design; and it may entail huge expenditures of time and energy to 

collect, select, organize, and interpret data. However, the suitability 

of ethnography to educational research outweighs the possible 

problems it presents, as it "follows the contours of English teaching 

more closely than other approaches. In being flexible, discovery

oriented, and concerned with the particulars of context, the dynamics 

of social interactions, and the construction of meanings, ethnography 

is appropriate to the study of the multidimensional aspects of 

language instruction. It places researchers directly in classrooms and 

other learning contexts, and allows them to develop a grounded 

theory" (Kantor, Kirby and Goetz 305). 

With all these reservations in mind, then, and still feeling my 

way toward a methodology that would synthesize the objectivity of 

my data collection and the subjectivity of my attitude toward that 
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data, I began to construct what I hoped was a coherent, accurate, and 

useful portrait of PCAE's Family Literacy Program. 

5.2 Classroom Observations 

In the following observations of adult and children's 

classrooms, vocational training, Parent Discussion (PD) sessions and 

Parents and Children Together (PACT) sessions, I will sketch a 

portrait of the everyday operation of the program. In a given week, 

parents and children at each site participated in all these aspects of 

the program, though the actual scheduling of activities varied from 

site to site and even from week to week at each site. Between the 

various activities in the program, the scheduling requirements of 

each site's host school, and the accommodation of students at 

different levels of development, scheduling was quite a juggling act. 

Here is a typical schedule from one adult teacher: 

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday 

8:40 GROUP I: GROUP I: GROUP II: GROUP II: 

English English English English 

GROUP II: GROUP II: GROUP I: GROUP I: 

reading & reading & reading & reading & 

computers computers computers computers 
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10:05 GROUP II: Vocational GROUP I: Vocational 

English time for English time for 

GROUP I: all GROUP II: all 

reading & reading & 

computers computers 

11:30 PACT PACT PACT PACT 

12:00 Lunch Lunch Lunch Lunch 

12:30 PD English for Early PD 

all release day 

in school 

district 

5.2.1 Adult Education Classrooms 

Just as the classrooms in which the Family Literacy Program 

operated bore little resemblance to university classrooms, so the 

students bore little resemblance to the college students I was used to 

teaching. Their very physical appearance was evidence of their 

outsider status: they were outside mainstream American culture, 

outside the educational establishment that many of them aspired to 

after a year in the program. I often visited the sites after a morning 

on the University of Arizona campus and sometimes experienced a 

kind of culture shock upon entering the classroom. A few might 

have "passed" on the campus in their long hair pulled straight back, 

little makeup, jeans, t-shirts, and jogging shoes. Most of the others 

would not, with their high-teased and red- and blond-frosted hair, 
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Cleopatra eye makeup, and scarlet lipstick. Here was a woman with 

a leopard print top and black toreador pants; there was another with 

a purple and black tie-dyed top with gold glitter trim and big 

multicolored rhinestone studs over green stretch pants. There was a 

denim shirt with homemade bright print appliques in many colors 

and silver thread trim; a frilly purple blouse matched with shiny 

gold shoes; a faded, washed-many-times t-shirt with red and blue 

stars and the legend, "Land of the Free Home of the Brave." 

The spotty formal education experienced by most of the 

students showed up in surprising ways. In one class, a discussion of 

hometowns digressed into an impromptu lesson on map reading and 

addition, using the map legend to estimate mileages. One student 

could not locate the city in which she was born, although it was 

clearly marked. Another had trouble adding in a column the 

numbers 100, 160, and 130, at fIrst adding 6 and 3 to equal 8 and 

getting confused about decimal places. In another class, students 

were signing forms for the FLP office, and one man who did not 

know cursive writing printed his name laboriously. His printing was 

better, however, than some of that which I observed in other 

classrooms, with erratic capitalization, letters of various sizes, and 

wavering lines. 

Adult classes at four of the five sites were designated ESL 

classes, and the teaching methods employed borrowed a lot from ESL 

methods in PCAE Learning Center classrooms. Three of the four ESL 

instructors were fluent in Spanish, but two of them avoided using 
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Spanish during English lessons while the other regularly explained 

English grammar, usage, and vocabulary in Spanish. I understood 

the teaching I observed through the filter of my own teaching 

experience, particularly ESL teaching experience in Japan and the 

United States. I was struck by what I considered the inordinate 

amount of time spent on small units of language (phonemes, words, 

sentences) and the relatively little attention given to larger language 

structures and deeper principles of communication. 

For example, one of the basic methods shared at all the ESL 

sites was the Silent Way technique of Caleb Gattegno. In its day (late 

1960s to early 1970s), the Silent Way was a reaction against second 

language teaching commonly grouped under the rubric Audiolingual 

Approach. I became familiar with it and practiced it while teaching 

in Japan, where a teacher at my school had devised an ingenious 

combination of Silent Way techniques and Georgi Lozanov's 

Suggestology approach. In Silent Way teaching, students learn 

through mimicry and memorization and the teacher's language 

dominates the classroom, as the teacher explains target language 

concepts in the students' native language or as the teacher produces 

nearly all the original target language sentences that are spoken in 

the classroom. By contrast, in a Silent Way classroom, there is no 

mimicry or memorization, and students produce all or nearly all of 

the words, expressions, and sentences of the target language that are 

spoken in the classroom. The techniques are patented and depend 

on elaborate props that may be ordered as kits. There is, for 
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example, a set of color-coded pronunciation charts, and a set of small 

wooden rods of various lengths and colors. By means of such props, 

students are prompted to internalize language concepts through 

direct experience rather than through indirect explanation. In Celce

Murcia and McIntosh's explanation of the method, "A cardinal 

principle of the Silent Way is respect for the students' capacity to 

work out language problems and recall information on their own 

with no verbalization and minimal help from the teacher. .. Related 

to this self-reliance principle is the decision ... to let students err. 

Only in this way, it is felt, can they develop criteria of correctness" 

(Celce-Murcia 32). A remarkable feature of the method is said to be 

"the keen attention with which the student watches the actions and 

listens to the utterances of the teacher and his or her fellow 

students" (Celce-Murcia 22), and I certainly observed this behavior 

in the classrooms I visited. 

"Chart work" was a staple of the Family Literacy Program ESL 

classrooms. The first demonstration of it I saw occurred during my 

first classroom visit. As the teacher pointed with a special wand at 

the lists of phonetic syllables off the color-coded charts, students 

repeated the sounds. I had trouble following, but the students did 

better than me, repeating the sounds singly and in groups as they 

were called on by the teacher. Some sounds were recognizable 

words (am, of), some were phonetic words (giv, difrent), and some 

were just syllables (dif). From another chart made of whole words, 

the instructor built sentences: "None of us are the same." She had 
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students repeat the sentence and asked one to write it on the board, 

but it came out: "Not of us are the same." With gestures and not 

words, the teacher invited students to check the sentence for 

correctness; they discussed it with each other in Spanish, then asked 

the student at the board for a correction: "None of us are the same." 

In another teacher's classroom, I learned how the colored rods 

are used. Building on routines the students already knew, she began 

by holding up an orange rod, prompting students to say, "Take an 

orange rod," and then took an orange rod from the box. By pointing 

instead of holding them up, the teacher elicited, "Give me two green 

rods," and she handed the student two green rods. With a comical 

pleading gesture she got students to say, "Please give me two green 

rods." The tray of colored rods was passed around. Each new 

sentence was repeated one by one by each member of the class, each 

one taking or giving the rods in question. Students asked the 

questions now: "Please give me two pink rods." After a while the 

teacher placed a rod on the table and stood away from it, pointing. 

"What's that?" the students knew to say, and other students 

answered, "That is a green rod." One student was asked to write on 

the whiteboard and she produced: "thAt is a grEEn Road" There was 

discussion among the students of the spelling of "rod," the need for a 

capital T and a period at the end of the sentence. The instructor 

elicited all the correct answers without supplying them. Students 

went on to correct all the erratic capitalization. 
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spontaneous lesson in contractions: "you're," "they're," "I'm," "she's." 

The students spelled words and the instructor wrote them on the 

board, keeping at it (without supplying answers) until they were all 

spelled correctly. 

When techniques other than the Silent Way were used, there 

was still a focus on minutiae of language, on small grammatical units, 

spelling, and punctuation, and little discussion of what the language 

might mean in the lives of the students. 

For example, in one classroom I watched students work with a 

page from an ESL conversation workbook such as the kind that I 

came to know in Japan, a product for a huge overseas ESL market. 

At the top of the page was a chart of patterns: 

(I am) I'm 

(He is) He's 

(She is) 

(It is) 

She's 

It's 

(We are) We're 

(You are) You're 

(They are) They're 

------> tall 

Below were boxes with contrasting pairs of cartoon figures and 

corresponding questions: Is Alice young or old? Is Herman heavy or 
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thin? Is Betty beautiful or ugly? Is Albert rich or poor? During the 

lesson a student asked if she could say, "She's beautifulest," and the 

instructor answered, "No, she's more beautifu1." The student tried 

out another sentence on her own: "She's most beautiful" instead of 

"She's the most beautifu1." In these two "errors" (adding the 

superlative ending -est to a word with too many syllables to accept 

it, using no article for the superlative of an adjective) the student 

actually displayed knowledge of other grammar rules. However, 

lessons on linguistic minutiae are usually focused on error in student 

language, not evidence of knowledge of grammatical principles, 

however misapplied, in student language. 

In another classroom, an instructor gave a lesson that was 

aimed at teaching the difference between the simple past and the 

past continuous. An example was written on the blackboard: 

When he saw the baby's head, 

--he cried. 

--he was crying. 

At 10:00 I ate dinner. 

At 10:00 I was eating dinner. 

Working from a book I had used in Japan, American Kernel Lessons: 

Intermediate, the instructor peppered the explanations of 

grammatical principles with Spanish, even though the students are 

an "advanced" ESL group. Then the instructor pantomimed actions 

and had students write sentences with past and past progressive to 

describe what he was doing: "He was reading when he dropped the 
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marker." It was a tricky exercise and I had to think twice before 

deciding how I would describe each pantomime. The students 

labored to find vocabulary to describe the actions, then labored to 

give a grammatically correct answer. The instructor repeated the 

actions until one student got the correct answer and then moved on 

to a new pantomime. 

Anotherlesson was a review of the structures "There is/there 

are," "Some of them/all of them," and "How many/how much." The 

instructor held up a page from a children's illustrated version of 

"Jack and the Beanstalk" and asked students to generate sentences in 

the required patterns. The instructor wrote them on the board 

without periods, correcting as he went: 

There is a woman 

There is a pie on the table 

There are two cups in the picture 

They are yellow 

There are two people in the picture 

One of them is a woman 

She is Hispanic 

Her name is Maria 

Her hair is brown 

She is 32 years old 

She is from Chihuahua 

Another instructor asked students to generate sentences in a 

similar way, showing them a large color picture of a woman in a 
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well-equipped kitchen: a microwave oven, a dishwasher, a huge 

variety of pots pans and appliances (a blender, a coffeemaker, a food 

processor). She wrote them on the board: 

She will make a milkshake. 

She has a green blouse. 

She feels hungry. 

She feels tired. 

She will make tortillas. 

She has a lot of work. 

She needs to hurry. 

She will make enchiladas. 

The instructor added sentences that were too complicated for the 

students to create themselves, such as, "She will put the dishes in the 

dishwasher." When the list was complete, she had the students read 

sentences out loud, going around the room. Then she put asterisks 

next to statements that were easily convertible into questions (most 

yes/no questions that can be created with inverted word order, not 

with interrogative adverbs). Progress was slow; it took whole 

minutes to convert just one sentence. As usual, there was a heavy 

emphasis on correctness, not on meaning: "What time does she get 

up?" but no discussion of why she got up early. There was a brief 

discussion of the use of "do" and "does" to form questions ("Does she 

have a green blouse?" and "Do you have a green blouse?"), but it did 

not appear to clear up the confusion of this difficult concept in 

English grammar. 
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Sometimes reading material was introduced into the ESL 

classrooms, but its meaning was rarely discussed, nor the possible 

relation of that meaning to the students' lives. One instructor 

brought in a one-page story to read aloud to the students. She 

stopped after each paragraph to check comprehension. The content 

was exceedingly dull: "Tomiko is an accountant and she works for a 

large company in Boston. She's the youngest of three children. Her 

parents live in southern California far from Boston. This is Tomiko's 

first job and she calls her parents every Sunday." Tomiko took the 

bus to work because she did not like to drive; she took only 20 

minutes for lunch; she came home and relaxed by listening to music. 

The students with more English skills than the others did well at 

responding to the instructor's comprehension questions and helped 

explain their answers to the others in Spanish. After the story was 

done, the instructor praised the students: "You did so well. Give 

yourself a hand." Then she passed out copies of the story and 

worked with the picture accompanying it, asking questions like, 

"What's on her desk?" One student answered most of the questions 

with apparent pride in her knowledge of the English words for 

telephone, book, flowers, clock, pens. Then students took turns 

reading the story out loud, one sentence at a time. Much work was 

done on pronunciation, where there were many problems. Clearly, as 

Krashen and other ESL theorists assert, receptive skills were much in 

advance of productive skills. At the end of this activity, and after 

another round of applause for themselves, the instructor asked the 
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students to identify verbs in the passage, passing out highlighters to 

use. It was tough going. Students wondered whether the word "far" 

was a verb, wondered if the phrase "This is Tomiko's first job" had a 

verb in it or not. 

In one ESL classroom, the class was occasionally divided into a 

"beginners" group and an "advanced" group. The instructor and a 

teacher's aide, Jessica, took turns leading lessons with the two 

groups. In this way the instructor could design appropriate lessons 

for each group and he and Jessica could give more attention to each 

member of the small groups. On the other hand, Jessica frequently 

did not know what lesson she would lead until moments before she 

was to begin. In spite of this, one day she led one of the more 

interesting and useful lessons I observed in the adult education 

classrooms. Working with three of the advanced students, she led 

their work on a skit that was designed to answer the questions they 

had about the language needed for a visit to the doctor. When I 

joined the lesson, she had written phrases on a whiteboard and 

asked the students to fill in the blanks, and she wrote in their 

answers in parentheses: 

___ morning ___ . (Good,Sandra) 

What time is your ___ ? (appointment) 

OK! Please sign in. 

___ are you today? (What, here, for) 

I need ________ your ___ p ____ . (to, take, 

blood, pressure) 
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110/89. That's very good. Now your _____ . (weight) 

125 lbs. I write it _____ your ______ . (will, in, 

chart or fIle) 

Responding to a request from one of the students ("How do I check 

on a prescription?"), she next wrote on the whiteboard: 

Lauras calling Fry's pharmacy. 

Pharmacista: Good morning Fry's pharmacy. Can I help 

you? 

Laura: Yes I need to check on a prescription refill. My 

name is ... 

Responding to a request from another student, she wrote: 

Yessica: Hello, my name is Yessica, & I'm here to discuss 

my brother Tommy's education. 

Then she asked the third student, "What do you need to know how to 

say?" and wrote on the whiteboard phrases needed to meet her 

daughter's elementary school teacher: 

It's a pleasure/nice to meet you. 

I am Victoria's mother. 

I need another student handbook for Victoria. I didn't 

get one the day they were passed out. 

Returning to the doctor's office skit, Jessica asked the students to 

work together on continuing the dialogue, which they did for some 

time. At one point, a student pulled out her insurance card and there 

was a discussion of the idea of copayments until all the students 

understood the concept. Jessica told a story about getting allergy 
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shots for her child, how much the deductible cost, how long she had 

to wait to go to the doctor until she had enough money saved for the 

deductible. jessica paused to praise the work the students had done 

on the skit so far, telling them that the content of the story and the 

grammar it used were not easy. She said that it "wasn't easy" like (in 

a singsong voice), "He is tall. He has brown hair." When it was time 

for the group to take a coffee break, jessica told them that they 

would finish the skit later and that she would like for them to 

perform it for the rest of the class the following week. She thought 

she could even borrow a stethoscope from the school nurse for a 

prop. 

In such a lesson, students learn immediately useful language in 

the context of an everyday life situation, a fact that jessica seemed to 

recognize with her comment to the students about the lesson not 

being as "easy" as some of their other work in the class. In addition, 

there was room for students to have their questions answered, such 

as how to greet a child's teacher. 

I did see other examples in every classroom of activities that 

were aimed at using language in larger, more meaningful pieces, and 

at placing language into broader, more meaningful contexts. 

Sometimes it was spontaneous. One teacher started the day by 

referring to the morning newspaper's headlines: "Does anybody 

know what happened in yesterday's election?" There had been a 

primary with a hotly contested race for the Democratic gubernatorial 

candidacy, and there was enough knowledge among the students to 
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discuss the surprising victory of Eddie Basha, popular among 

Hispanics. Sometimes there were lessons planned to make language 

refer to the world inhabited by the students. I arrived one morning 

to find an instructor typing up a dialogue on computer. She asked if 

I would help her read the dialogue into a tape recorder. It was about 

neighborhood violence and safety, an issue that had come up in the 

previous day's "Parent Discussion" session. The parents had 

expressed a lot of fear, the instructor said, and told of making plans 

with the children in case of violent attack in their home, the way 

other people make plans with kids in case of a fire in the home. In 

the dialogue two parents discussed the issue, expressing many of the 

thoughts and feelings that had come up. Later in the day, the 

instructor worked with the recording, playing it for the students 

several times, checking for comprehension, asking for comments. A 

student asked for a defInition of "nowadays," a word that appeared 

in the dialogue, and the instructor replied, "Ten years ago, gangs 

were only in LA, but nowadays gangs are in Tucson and allover." 

Students wrote other difficult words on the board: neighborhood, 

community, violence, stolen. As the tape was played a final time, I 

heard students repeating phrases from the tape quietly among 

themselves: "Hey, what's the matter?" and "This violence scares me." 

But such lessons as these were not common. The emphasis on 

small units of language--grammar, punctuation, vocabulary--was not 

confined to the ESL sites. At the GED site, I observed an extended 

lesson on capitalization. The instructor wrote on the board: 
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Capitalization Review 

Fill in the blanks with east, northern New Mexico, the 

Southwest: 

I want to visit ___ which is in _____ so I will drive 

Fill in the blanks: 

Arizona is a state in the _____ United States, bordered 

by Utah to the , New Mexico to the __ 

to the south, and California and Nevada to the __ _ 

The Grand Canyon is in Arizona. 

The students' attempts to fill in the blanks and the instructor's 

explanation of the correct answer took quite some time. I wondered 

at the time whether capitalization was important enough to spend 

that much time on it. I also wondered whether I would have known 

the answers. The instructor explained, "Regions [i.e. the Midwest, the 

South] are capitalized, areas [northern New Mexico] are not, 

directions [north, east] are not." After the class had worked its way 

through a second capitalization review, the instructor asked, "Is there 

still confusion?" and the students said there was. She promised 

another worksheet for the next day. 

5.2.2 Vocational Training 

The vocational education component of the program comprised 

at least three kinds of activities: general self-knowledge exercises, 

general job skills, and specific job skills. Some of the instruction was 
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carried out by specialists hired for the purpose, but not every site 

had a vocational specialist, and adult education instructors did much 

of the teaching as well. In addition, the adult students in the 

program did volunteer work in the host schools at each site, gaining 

valuable on-the-job experience that they could refer to when looking 

for employment in the future. 

S.2.2.1 General Self Knowledge 

As a general self-knowledge exercise, many instructors 

included a workshop on learning styles. In one such workshop I 

observed, the instructor asked the students to begin by writing 

answers to two questions: 1) "I feel threatened in class when ... " 2) 

"I feel comfortable in class when ... " There was a brief discussion of 

the answers, which revealed a lot of classroom anxiety: "I feel 

threatened when I don't know the answer," "I feel threatened when 

the teacher calls on me," "I feel comfortable in class when the teacher 

says we don't have a test today." Then the instructor asked students 

to write in their journals on the follOwing question: "What skills 

have you learned in your life and how did you learn them?" Rather 

than specific skills, most people wrote general statements such as, 

"To be a better parent." When the instructor asked for specifics, the 

class was able to narrow their answers down to increasingly specific 

statements: first, "to be more patient as a parent," and then, "to 

count to ten when I'm angry." 
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The workshop continued with an exercise in which students 

made matches between two sets of cards, one of which spelled out a 

set of behaviors, while the other had labels such as "linguistic 

learner" and "spatial learner." Each table got a set of cards and 

students worked together. I joined a table briefly, but my presence 

seemed to inhibit two quiet women in the group and I drifted away 

again. Nearly everyone had difficulty making the matches at first, 

provoking discussion and negotiation at each table. Finally, the 

instructor provided an answer key with five categories of learning 

styles (linguistic learner, logical/mathematical learner, spatial 

learner, musical learner, bodily/kinesthetic learner) and two broad 

divisions of personal styles (interpersonal learner, intrapersonal 

learner). The handout went on to match learning styles with 

behaviors and preferences: 

Type 

Logical/ 

Mathe-

matical 

Learner 

Likes to: Is good at: 

do experi- math, 

ments, reasoning, 

figure logic, 

things out, problem-

work with solving 

numbers, 

ask ques-

tions 

Learns best by: 

categorizing, 

classifying, 

working with 

abstract patterns 

and relationships 
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Interestingly, when students were asked to examine their own 

behaviors and preferences, most of them categorized themselves as 

"kinesthetic" learners: 

TYDe Likes to: Is good at: Learns best b~: 

Bodily/ move physical touching,moving 

Kines- around, activities interacting with 

the tic touch and (sports, dance, space,processing 

Learner talk, use acting), crafts knowledge 

body through bodily 

language sensations 

By the contrast, the instructor and I thought of ourselves as 

"linguistic learners": 

Type Likes to: Is good at: Learns best by: 

Linguistic read, memorizing saying, hearing 

Learner write, names, places, and seeing words 

tell dates and trivia 

stories 

Another type of general self-knowledge workshop was the 

self-esteem workshop. At one I observed, one of the children's 

teachers came into the adult classroom and began by leading a 

discussion on the whole idea of "self-esteem," particularly its 

relevance to academic achievement. She pointed to studies showing 

that self-esteem begins at home. Happy, confident, optimistic 

parents tend to raise children with good self-esteem through role 

modeling. She mentioned other studies showing how children with 
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self-esteem learned more in school and had better general success. 

Then she introduced an activity in which the students cut pictures 

and words from magazines and glued them to a brown paper lunch 

sack. The pictures were to represent who they felt they were, their 

abilities and interests. On the outside of the sack they were to create 

a portrait of themselves the way they thought the world saw them, 

and on the inside of the sack they were to put "secret" things about 

themselves, things that people might not generally know or even 

guess. In this way, the students could deal both with their low self

image in the world they inhabited as well as the hopes and dreams 

that their outward appearance might hide. This activity provoked a 

lot of joy and laughter; one woman clipped a muscle man to put into 

her bag, and a Victoria's Secret catalogue provided delight. But the 

serious intent of the activity was also clear. 

A third kind of general self-knowledge activity was the goal

setting workshop. One instructor handed out a goal-setting exercise 

sheet and asked for answers to the questions it asked, such as: 

1. CuaIes son algunas de las cosas que ttl has logrado en 

tu vida? Menciona tantas como puedas. Incluye metas 

familiares, metas de trabajo, metas personales, etc. 

2. Que cualidades personales tienes que ayudaron a 

lograrlas? 

3. Escoge una meta en la que ttl quieras trabajar en el 

presentee Porque quieres lograr esta meta? Q)mo 

cambiara esto tu vida se 10 logras? Es esta una meta que 
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ttl quieres lograr por ti misma? Te esta alguien mas 

pidiendo que 10 logres? C6mo va a afectar este cambio en 

ti a los demas? 

On the board, using one student's answers as an example of how to 

answer the questions, the instructor wrote: 

Gloria's goals: Aprender ingles este ano 

What: Learn English 

Why: Because I have been lazy for 5 years; so I can 

work and talk to gringos 

When: This year 

How: Trying hard, review at home, practice at 

every opportunity 

Personal qualities--entusiasmo, consistent, you're outgoing 

With other students' help, the instructor narrowed Gloria's vague 

goal of "learning English" to specific certain tasks: "Make myself 

understood at work, at the doctor, in a store," so that the goal was not 

so huge that she would give up on it, so that she would have "una 

meta realista." The instructor illustrated with an example from his 

own life, the struggle to learn Spanish. 

5.2.2.2 General Job Skills 

One kind of general job skills activity was aimed at getting the 

students to make an accurate appraisal of their marketability as 

workers. An instructor started class one morning by asking students 

to make a list of 24 statements all beginning with the phrase "Yo 
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puedo ... " She illustrated on the board with examples of things she 

could do: 

1. Yo puedo tejer "sweaters." 

2. Yo puedo leer ingles y un poco de espaiio!. 

3. Yo puedo usar la computadora para jugar con e1 nifio. 

After people listened and began to write, they made soft 

conversation and compared lists. After a few minutes the instructor 

told the students to finish the list for homework. In the mean time, 

she asked for examples from what they had written so far: do 

"stenograph," "send a fax," "sing," "make clothes for the whole 

family." Then the instructor asked them to separate the list into two 

columns: "cosas que me gustan hacer" and "cosas que tengo que 

hacer." While the students worked, she circulated, looking over 

shoulders, nodding, smiling. When most of the students were 

finished, she asked, "When you look for a job, which list is most 

important?" All the students instantly agreed: "cosas que me 

gustan." Then she asked them to think about "abilidades que son 

utiles en la escuela primaria," presumably for their volunteer work 

in the elementary school, which was supposed to begin soon. A 

student corrected the spelling of "abilidades" on the blackboard to 

"habilidades," which the instructor accepted with very good humor. 

Some of the "habilidades" that the students came up with were 

"teaching how to read," "helping teachers who are not bilingual," 

"painting," "playing with the children." The instructor ended the 

activity by asking, "Why did we do this activity?" The discussion 
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among the students clarified the purpose of taking stock of your 

skills and preferences when looking for a job. 

Another kind of general job skills activity was calculated to 

teach students what to expect when they actually applied for a job. 

One workshop began when the instructor asked the question: "What 

do you need to do and have to get a job?" She kept track of student 

responses on the board: 

Necesito hacer 

Buscar en e1 peri6dico 

Poner aplicaciones 

Capacitaci6n 

Ser responsable 

Hacer una entrevista 

Necesito tener 

Ganas de trabajar 

Vocaci6n 0 necesidad 

Experiencia 

Seguro social 0 

permiso/trabajar 

Buenas recomendaciones 

Buena presentaci6n 

Buen re10j 0 punctualidad 

Comprobantes de estudios 

Curriculum 

When the list was complete, the instructor promised, "We'll discuss 

many of these points: How to look in the paper for a job, how to fill 

out applications, how to have an interview, how to write a resume, 

present yourself, get recommendations, and so on." 

The rest of that day's lesson was given over to how write a 

brief resume and how to fill out a job application. The instructor 
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handed out a short version of her own resume as an example and 

wrote on the board what a resume has on it and in what format: 

nombre 

direcci6n 

numero de telefono 

Educati6n 

Experiencia 

1) primero, el Ultimo 0 mas reciente 

2) nombre de escuela, ciudad, estudios, 

fecha(s) 

1) primero, el mas reciente 

(organizacion de 10 mas recienta hasta 

donde empezaste) 

2) toda la informaci6n debe caber en 

unahoja 

3) fechas, nombre del tbjo. que 

desempefias, nombre de la cia. en la que 

trabajas, ciudad, explicaci6n de 10 que tu 

haces en tu tbjo. 

Habilidades--dependen del tbjo. 

The students' homework for the following day was to write their 

resume. 

The workshop continued with a lesson in filling out official 

forms. The instructor in fact had a stack of forms that needed to be 

filled out, a "Student Data Collection Form" from PCAE. She wrote a 

blank form outline on the blackboard, just a lot of lines, and asked 

students to predict (rather like a Silent Way lesson) what might 
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appear on each line. A student stood at the blackboard and wrote 

what other students told her to write under each line: 

PLEASE PRINT 

last name first name middle initial 

street address 

city, state, zip code 

telephone number 

Long-time U.S. residents had no trouble, but for some others there 

was confusion about what "last name" meant. In Mexico, as in most 

Spanish cultures, family names are created quite differently than in ~ 

English-speaking countries. Before marriage, for example, a woman's 

given name (nombre de pila), or in most cases a number of given 

names, is followed by a compound family name (apellido) made up of 

her father's surname and then her mother's maiden surname (i.e., 

her mother's father's name); after marriage, a woman's apellido 

changes and is first her father'S surname and then her husband's 

father's surname preceded by de. In addition, use of a middle initial 

is not common. There was also confusion about how to write a street 

address, with much discussion about what to capitalize. 

The instructor asked the students to practice for the future by 

asking each other the questions necessary for filling out the PCAE 
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form and writing in the information for each other. First a pair of 

students demonstrated at the board, and then half the class got a 

form to fill out for the other half. There was an odd number of 

students in the room, so the instructor paired me with a student. We 

got past the name and address lines easily enough but slowed down 

for a discussion of the racial categories we had to choose from. The 

box I was to check was clearly "White/not Latino(a)," and for the 

student it was clearly "Latino(a)," but she problematized both 

categories. "Latino" is not comparable in meaning to Hispanic (which 

could mean any person with roots in a Spanish-speaking country, 

possibly excepting Spain itself), Chicano (which the student took to 

mean "born in the U.S."), Mexican-American, or Mexican. She also 

wondered why Latinos were the only "whites" with their own special 

category; why "whites" were not further divided into various 

nationalities, for example? There was also a list of boxes to check 

under the heading "Status of Participant Upon Entry." The student 

had trouble understanding "Person with disability," "Limited English 

Proficiency," "Live in city with high unemployment." She had no 

trouble, however, with the phrase "On probation." 

5.2.2.3 Specific Job Skills 

One specific job skill that was emphasized was familiarity with 

a computer. The students, most of whom have never touched a 

computer, learned to do word processing, learned to use a database, 

and learned their way around a spreadsheet, in addition to playing 
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many educational children's computer games with their children. At 

all five sites, computer instruction fell to the AmeriCorps workers, 

most of whom had just learned what they knew about computers 

within the last year. On a wall near the computers in the adult 

classroom at each site was a chart mapping each student's progress 

through a set of skills: booting the computer, launching a program, 

opening a file, and so on. Instructors made an effort to include 

computer work as part of other lessons, for example asking students 

to compose paragraphs in English on the computer, to generate 

posters with graphics and fancy typefaces, and to keep track of their 

volunteer work in the host schools on a spreadsheet. Much of the 

instruction was in Spanish, though there was an effort to make 

students familiar with technical language in English, and AmeriCorps 

workers from several sites cooperated to create a small bilingual 

dictionary of computer tenns. 

5.2.2.4 Volunteer Work 

All the job-related education and training is put to the test 

when the program's adult students are sent into the host elementary 

schools to volunteer as teacher's aides, office workers, and librarians. 

At one site alone, adult students performed the following specific 

tasks: 

• taught math and spelling in English, read to groups of 

children in English; 

• tutored individual children in reading and math; 
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• graded math exams, checked over children's homework; 

• taught children how to read a clock, taught children 

how to paint with watercolors and how to make cut-out 

pictures with construction paper, played games outside 

with children; 

• in the school library checked in books using a 

computer, cleaned old books, and bar-coded new ones; 

• helped the school nurse measure the height and weight 

of the school's children, helped with vision tests and 

hearing tests; 

• ferried groups of small children around the school, 

going from classroom to library to lunchroom, chaperoned 

children on field trips to the Desert Museum; 

• did office work such as organizing files, answering 

telephones, making copies, and tabulating receipts from a 

grocery store (which the school can use as credits toward 

purchasing computer equipment); 

• provided bilingual translation for parents who spoke no 

English and teachers who spoke no Spanish, translated 

the school newsletter into Spanish. 

At some sites, relations between the Family Literacy Program 

and the host school is strained and support from the school's 

administrators and teachers is minimal. At these sites, the volunteer 

work of the program's adult students has helped improve relations 

and forge amicable bonds between the program and the schools. 
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Lucy Dominguez, an AmeriCorps worker attached to the 

program, was instrumental in turning sour relations sweet at one site 

by acting as a liaison between an indifferent principal and ignored, 

offended adult students. At the beginning of the school year, many 

teachers, with no encouragement from their principal, simply refused 

to cooperate with the vocational program and did not allow volunteer 

workers into their classrooms. Many adult students, for their part, 

had no interest in participating or showed little initiative in the 

volunteer jobs they were assigned. A breakthrough occurred when 

the AmeriCorps worker arranged to have several adult students help 

the school nurse do rudimentary health screenings of all the school's 

children. The screenings, which normally took a year of the nurse's 

overcommitted schedule, took only a month. After the nurse sang 

the praises of the adult students and the program in general, so 

many teachers requested volunteers that the AmeriCorps worker 

collected their requests and created a "want ad" sheet so that the 

students could select the jobs they wanted. Students "applied" for 

the jobs by presenting their resumes to the teacher "employers." A 

month after the initial placements were made, and periodically 

throughout the school year, both volunteers and teachers had the 

chance to fill out forms evaluating one another's performance 

(Dominguez). 

Volunteer work in the school is a favorite activity with the 

students, second only to the work they do in the adult classroom. It 

is an extension of the learning that begins there, especially the 
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English lessons, but also a way of meeting teachers as well as parents 

not involved in the Family Literacy Program. The pride that 

students take in the work they do in the host schools was evident 

when the subject came up during interviews I did with them: 

I'm going to third grade room, and I help with the math. 

I have trouble with my English, but children they tell me, 

they patient, when I no speak English very well, they tell 

me, they help with the word. Before I not feel very good, 

but Lucy [the site's AmeriCorps worker] say, try, try. 

Now is better, because the children tell me. 

I help to teacher, I read, listen. Is bilingue. The children 

speak the Spanish. But I not speak the Spanish in the 

classroom, just the English. 

One student summed up her feelings toward her volunteer work in a 

way that would speak for many others: "We learn about trusting in 

ourselves. " 

5.2.3 Parent Discussion (PO) Sessions 

Parent Discussion time, or PO, was set aside for discussion of 

parenting issues, for informational presentations by a variety of 

speakers, for improving parenting skills. A lot of emphasis is placed 

on effective ways to discipline children. As I made these 
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observations, it occurred to me that the ideal parent-child 

relationship in PD could be seen as quite culture- and class-specific. 

I wondered, in other words, whether middle-class Anglo patterns 

were being held up as an ideal to these working-class Hispanic 

families. One day as an instructor and I were eating our lunch 

sandwiches together I wondered out loud if the purpose of PD was to 

change the family culture, and he agreed, with qualifications, refining 

my statement to say, "The purpose is to offer options." Later, as I 

reflected on my reservations and his perspective, I decided that he 

was probably right. Whenever we wonder whether we are doing 

harm as teachers, we should remember that in the first place, our 

"teaching" might not be all that effective. What we imagine we are 

getting across and what the students actually take home can be two 

entirely different things. In the second place, students, and 

particularly these adult students, are not sheep, but often resist the 

ways in which we try to mold them. More than once, I heard these 

Hispanic mothers criticize what they saw as the permissive American 

way of mothering, with children wearing anything they wanted to, 

not coming straight home after school, watching television instead of 

doing their homework. But the instructor conceded that offering 

"options" in family styles can cause conflict for some students. The 

previous year, he said, when one student came home with new ideas 

about disciplining the children, her husband made her quit the 

program. 
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Many PDs focused on substitutes for yelling, spanking, and 

other punitive measures. One PD I observed was conducted by a 

counselor at the host elementary school. She passed around a comic 

strip that showed how to get kids to cooperate without coercion. In 

it a mother was saying to her little girl, "Which sweater do you want 

to wear today, April--the red one or the blue one?" "The BOO one!!" 

the little girl said. Mother: "And which hat--the one with the stars 

or the one with the bunnies?" "BUNNY HAT!!" "Now, what would you 

like to put on first--your boots or your raincoat?" "Boots first!" In 

the last frame, the child clothed in sweater, raincoat, boots and hat 

was thinking, "I've been tricked!!!" "Kids are people too," the 

counselor said. "They have personal likes and dislikes, and like you, 

sometimes they don't want to be told what to do. like you, they get 

tired, bored, frustrated, mad." But instead of acknowledging these 

things as we would with an adult, we do nothing but give them 

orders and expect instant obedience. 

A mother asked a question that led to a fruitful digression: 

"What's my kid learning at school? He wants rules, written rules-

when to watch TV, when to take a shower--and he wants to make 

rules for me." The counselor replied, "Rules are good in their place-

they help children order their world--but for your nine-year-old it 

sounds like a control issue. He wants to be the boss." "He wants to 

be my husband!" the student said. "It also sounds like he wants 

more order, especially in the morning," the counselor went on. 
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At the insistence of the students, the counselor took 15 minutes 

more than had been set aside. The adult education teacher asked, 

"Should we continue on Wednesday?" The students, like many after 

PDs I observed, were very enthusiastic and asked the counselor to 

comeback. 

Another PD conducted by a school counselor was complicated 

by the fact that she spoke no Spanish, and it was an ESL site. 

However, with the instructor helping to translate, and students 

translating for each other, it was productive. Her perspective was 

much like the other counselors I had observed: "You tend to correct 

the child the same way each time whether it works or not," she 

began. "They learn that misbehaving gets attention from you. They 

train you to react the way they want you to. They learn to 

manipulate you. Break the cycle: when they spill milk, do not jump 

up and clean it. Instead, hand them a rag to clean it up themselves. 

When you change your behavior, things may get worse before they 

get better, but stick with it." She invited parents to examine their 

own emotional reactions to their children's behavior, especially 

anger: "When you feel anger, think: I've allowed my child to 

manipulate me into being mad. When children can't get positive 

attention from you (like love) they can learn to get some kind of 

attention, even if it's negative (like anger)." At this point a student 

asked her, "Is this true of older children too?" The adult education 

instructor in the room joked, "It's true of everybody, even your 

husbands," and there was rueful laughter all around. 
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Though the counselor spoke no Spanish, she thoughtfully 

passed out a sheet of parenting advice in Spanish. The first item 

echoed what she had been saying: "Sus niiios 10 conocen a Ud. igual 

que Ud. los conoce a ellos. Sabiendo como Ud. va a responder a sus 

acciones, 10 pueden empezar a manipular. Asegurese que su forma 

de proceder refleje sus deseos y que no sean solamente las 

reacci6nes que sus niiios quieren." Other items emphasized the ideas 

of giving children a say in the creation of the rules of the house, of 

being consistent in the application of the rules once established, of 

giving love without being asked for it. The last item: "Es 

recomendable unir toda la familia para participar en una actividad 

comun. Esto forta lecera los lasos familiares. La idea es que hablen y 

se conozcan mas a fondo. Esto no se logra viendo Ie tele." 

Some of the mothers at the PDs I observed pointed to the 

problems created when they changed their parenting styles but 

other adults in the house did not. One student said, "My husband 

solves all their problems with a belt. He thinks he's teaching them 

something, but I say, Look Freddie they're doing it again, they didn't 

learn anything." A male student agreed with her that violence was 

no way to discipline a child: "You have to teach respect. You beat 

them and they obey, but you tum away and they don't respect you. 

If they respect you, they will listen to you without beating." As the 

counselor put it, "You want to teach not fear of authority, but 

responsibility for their own actions." Another student had problems 

with her own father, who shared the home with her husband, her 



217 

kids, and herself. Just that morning, her four-year-old had dressed 

himself, but his grandfather made fun of his choice of clothes. The 

boy became upset and demanded to be changed, but the mother 

(following advice she had heard in other PDs) said, "Change yourself." 

The boy became frustrated and began to cry, could not take of 

himself, and so she resorted to yelling in frustration, "Come on, 

hurry, let's go!" Earlier in the day, I had observed in the children's 

classroom that this boy seemed unusually shy and withdrawn and 

wondered why. 

One of the instructors once involved me in a PD. Parents had 

been making observations of their own kids' behavior and since the 

instructor knew that I had been making observations in the 

children's classroom myself, she asked me to get things started by 

talking about what I had seen. I talked about my perceptions, such 

as what appeared to me to be a longer attention span in most of the 

children, cooperation among students on play projects and cleaning 

up the room, and most of all the internalization of the rules of the 

classroom such as not running, not yelling, not fighting over toys. I 

stopped by asking whether parents had seen any similar changes in 

children's behavior at home. There was a general discussion of how 

to transfer classroom behavior to the home. One of the children's 

teachers talked about ways to enforce rules similar to those in the 

classroom, and also talked about reading together with lots of 

questions for the child as you read ("What's happening in the story? 

What's going to happen next?"). This particular PD continued with a 
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handout in Spanish about developmental behavioral expectations of 

children at different ages (2-3 years, 3-4 years, 4-5 years) and 

information was arranged in three columns: what you might observe 

in your child's behavior, activities you could do with the child at that 

stage, and things to watch out for. For example: 

De 2 a3 alios 

Lo que observa 

Puede comenzar a interesarse en sentarse en el balio. 

Puede que sus siestas disminuyan. Sin embargo, puede 

que, por periodos, todavia se presente inquieta 0 cansada. 

Quehacer 

No la castigue si tiene accidentes al orinar. Raga 

comentarios positivos cuando este seca y alabe sus 

intentos de sentarse en e1 balio; fomente su deseo de usar 

"pantalones de nifias 0 niiios grandes." 

Si su niila deja de tomar Siestas, puede establecer una 

rutina de descanso leyendole un libro cuando ella este 

cansada 0 de mal genio. 

Lo que debe observar 

Frecuentes infecciones al oido pueden crearle un efecto 

negativo en su equilibrio. Ponga atenci6n a la salud de su 

nifia y consulte con su medico cuando se presenten signos 

tempranos de enfermedades que se repiten y de 

infecciones. 
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The parents discussed the content of the handout in small groups and 

then located their own children's behavior on the chart. 

S.2.4 Early Childhood Development 

The children's component of the program is administered in 

cooperation with Head Start, which has sites in elementary schools all 

over Tucson. My purpose in observing the children's classrooms was 

not so much to draw conclusions about the activities there, but to 

gather information that would help me understand parents' 

interactions with their children and possible changes in their 

behaviors toward each other, which was a major goal of the program 

as a whole. The children's teachers focused on three main goals: 

1) to teach children specific school behaviors, such 

as obeying a teacher's instructions, remaining still and 

quiet when required to, sharing toys rather than fighting 

over them, putting toys away after using them, walking 

rather than running, raising a hand to speak; 

2) to teach certain specific school-related skills such 

as recognizing written numbers and letters of the 

alphabet, memorizing songs and poems, playing computer 

games, using supplies such as crayons and paper, scissors 

and construction paper, watercolor paint and glue; 

3) to encourage parents to foster all these behaviors 

and skills at home. (To this end, the children's teachers 
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at all the sites were often involved in PD sessions about 

parenti child relations.) 

As at all Head Start sites, parents delivered their children at 

the start of the school day, but instead of leaving the school, PCAE 

parents went next door or into a neighboring building for their own 

class. Few of the parents and children had ever used any kind of 

daycare outside the home, and for some parting at the beginning of 

the day was difficult, especially early in the school year. "Separation 

anxiety" was a subject of early PD sessions at all the sites, and one 

adult instructor provided articles about it in both English and 

Spanish. Sometimes there were tears from both children and 

mothers, but the mothers seemed determined to make it work. 

"Where are you going?" I heard one little boy wail in Spanish. "Right 

over there," his mother replied, pointing to the adult classroom door 

across the hall, and then handed him to a children's teacher and left 

him, dabbing at her eyes. After the parting, children were often 

reassured that their mothers were nearby. I saw one little girl 

wonder where her mother was, and the children's teacher lifted her 

so she could see out the door's window and into the door window of 

the room across the hall where the adult students were plainly 

visible. By Christmas there were few problems with separation 

anxiety. 

There is no doubt that as the school year progressed, the 

children's behavior changed markedly. They absorbed the lessons of 

acceptable school behavior and internalized the rules of order that 
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govern the classrooms they would enter in a year or two. There was 

constant reinforcement from the teachers: "What do we do when 

we're done with a puzzle?" "Guardarlo." "That's right! Put it away. 

What good helpers!" It was not unusual to hear children reminding 

each other of the rules about sharing toys, putting toys away, and so 

on. One day I was watching two boys playing together. One had his 

name called to go and wash his hands before lunch and as he raced 

toward the bathroom, the other called out in imitation of his teachers 

for him to walk, not run: "Caminando!" The children's attention span 

lengthened, and their ability to concentrate on one activity rather 

than flitting from toy to toy improved. 

Especially impressive were successful efforts to get the 

children to clean up after themselves, something few were able or 

willing to do at the beginning of the school year. In one classroom I 

observed, the instant a teacher announced, "Cinco minutos para 

terminar, vamos a limpiar," several students began to clean up. 

Others lined up at the bathroom, where there was great interest in 

handwashing. A girl announced to four boys on the rug with Legos, 

"Cinco minutos para terminar." The teacher got two boys to 

cooperate with each other in carrying a big box of blocks to put it 

away and two more ran up wanting to help, getting in the way more 

than helping but drawing the teacher's praise anyway. As the 

students settled into groups on the floor to listen to a story, one girl 

commanded the others in English, "Q).liet!" 
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S.2.S Parents and Children Together (PACT) Sessions 

Parents and Children Together time, or PACT, is an activity 

borrowed from the National Center for Family Literacy. One piece of 

NCFL literature states that PACT might be "the most important part 

of the program day" (Creating an Upward Spiral 8). Before a PACT 

session, the children choose the activity that they will share with 

their parents: playing with a certain toy, reading a particular book, 

working on the computer. Parents are given a chance to practice 

some of the parenting strategies they have learned in Parent 

Discussion sessions, such as listening and teaching skills, one on one. 

The children generally showed great interest in sending 

messages to the adult classroom telling their parents how they would 

like to spend PACT. These messages took various forms. Some 

children drew sometimes fairly abstract representations of the 

activities they wanted to share, while others dictated their choices 

("bloques," "computadora") to their teachers. Some children "signed" 

their messages with geometrical shapes assigned to them by their 

teachers and drawn on all their belongings (bookbags, cubbyholes), 

while others wrote their initials and, by the end of the school year, 

their names. 

During PACT, parents and children might end up in either 

classroom. No matter where they were, there was great joy when 

they saw each other. Children cried out, "Mami, Mami!" and mothers 

throw open their arms for hugs and kisses. One girl greeted her 

uncle by jumping on his back and yelling in English, "Horsey!" At the 
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beginning of the school year, the children's excitement at seeing their 

parents and their enthusiasm about showing their parents every 

comer of the interesting classroom and its contents kept the pairs 

moving from place to place during the entire time. As the year 

progressed, however, it was more common to see a parent and child 

pair engaged, sometimes intensely, in one activity for the whole 

session. 

The lessons of PD time, as well as the luxury of time spent one

on-one, uninterrupted by the television, housework, other children, 

or another parent, were evident during PACT. Scenes from a number 

of PACTs I observed: 

• A mother is playing with the "Crystal Climbers" 

building block toys and asks her daughter in English, 

"What color is this?" The girl replies in English and 

Spanish indiscriminately: "purple," "azul," "white," "rojo." 

• A girl painting with her mother uses a pencil to write 

an approximation of some letters on it her version of her 

name (Rebecca): 

Her mother encourages her to paint them, too, pointing to 

the letters. 

• Two mothers play babydolls and tea party in the area 

de casa, showing daughters how to do the exaggerated 

pretend motions of rocking the baby and drinking the 

tea. 
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• Two girls dress up their mothers in the area de cas a, 

one as a mother (with apron), one as a father (with white 

shirt, necktie, and hat). The children are serious, 

adjusting and readjusting the clothes. The mothers, 

understanding the children's hard work, strain to keep 

from giggling . 

• One little girl has dressed her mother up in a big dress 

(worn over Mom's jeans and t-shirt) with handbag and 

silver pumps. With Mom on her knees, they dance cheek 

to cheek. 

• A mother explains to me that her son wants to write 

her name, so she writes it on a piece of paper and he 

copies it pretty well. He is very pleased with himself. I 

notice that she writes it on a sheet of first-grade writing 

paper, the kind with the dotted lines, but rather than 

write on those lines, she writes between the lines: 

---------------------------- <---- not here, 

<---- but here 
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• A mother has filled an empty 3Smm film canister with 

various objects (sand, rice, pebbles, coins). She shakes it 

in her daughter's ear, asking her to describe the sound 

and guess what is inside . 

• A mother and daughter sit together on two tiny chairs, 

staring intently at a computer screen. The mother's 

finger is poised over a key. The girl takes her mother's 

finger in her little hand and guides it to another key, 

saying, "No, not that one. This one." 

Some of the parents were clearly conscious of my presence, looking 

over their shoulders and smiling shyly, especially on the several 

days at various sites that 1 took pictures. 1 worried about my effect 

on the activity until the day 1 heard one of the parents read a piece 

of homework out loud, in which she declared, "1 felt so proud 

playing with my children." 

Not all parents and children were able to take advantage of 

PACT time in the way intended. Clearly, in attempting to reconfigure 

the dynamic of parent-child relations, program instructors could 

expect to encounter powerful and deep-seated patterns. One day, 1 

noticed that when PACT began, one mother spent a lot of time in the 

adult classroom making coffee and cleaning up before joining her son 

at a computer in the children's room. Another day I noticed three 

pairs of mothers and kids playing with clay at a table, but the 

mothers chatted with each other while the kids listened in on the 

adult talk. Rather than readjusting the previous home relationship, 
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in which children were seen but not heard, these parents and 

children were reproducing it. One of the AmeriCorps workers 

noticed the same kinds of behavior early in the school year and 

made it her project to investigate the reasons why some parents did 

not seem to understand or value PACT, and ways to improve the 

quality of the experience for these people and have more of an 

impact on transforming the structure of their interactions with their 

children. 

At most sites, adult education teachers played an active role in 

PACT. Often they circulated, talking to parents and children, helping 

the children's teachers to reinforce the lessons of PD. Sometimes 

they were called on to play the role of a parent, when parents had 

two children enrolled in the program or when they had to leave the 

school for emergencies. One little boy was quite taken by the only 

male teacher in the program and played very solemnly, looking up 

often for approval and praise. 

At the end of each PACT session there was a goodbye ritual. 

There was a clean-up time and then a few minutes in a big circle on 

the floor for telling stories and singing songs. Sometimes a parent 

volunteered to read an oversized children'S book, showing the 

pictures as she went. A favorite song is a Spanish version of "The 

Itsy Bitsy Spider," always accompanied by a big spider hand puppet: 

La arafta pequeruta subi6 por la pared 

Bajo la lluvia y se la llev6 

Sallo el sol y todo 10 sec6 
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Y la aralia pequeftita subi6 subi6 y subi6 

Sometimes the children were called upon to explain how they spent 

their time with their parents. One boy who had spent the entire time 

with his mother in the area de casa explained how to fry eggs. 

Children often showed off art work they had made. As children 

spoke, teachers modeled approving noises and praise for the parents. 

One day a girl sang an entire song solo, with accompanying hand 

motions; we all applauded, and she curtsied. One teacher told me 

how proud she was that the children could behave so confidently in a 

roomful of relative strangers. It reminded me of the moment in 

Richard Rodriguez's Hunger of Memory, where he described speaking 

in class for the first time at the age of seven, becoming a "public 

person" in the dominant culture: "That day, I moved very far from 

the disadvantaged child I had been only days earlier. The belief, the 

calming assurance that I belonged in public, had at last taken hold" 

(Rodriguez 22). It occurred to me that this moment summed up a lot 

about the goals of the children's teachers. 

5.3 AmeriCorps Activities 

I developed a close relationship with the eight AmeriCorps 

workers attached to the Family Literacy Program: Rebecca 

Ankenbauer, Marta Cervantes, Gerie Cruz, Lucy Dominguez, Laura 

Farias, Alma Garcia, Jessica Hernandez, and MaryAnn Phininzy. Six 

of the eight (Ankenbauer, Cervantes, Cruz, Dominguez, Farias, and 

Garcia) had been Family Literacy students in previous years. At 
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least one worker was assigned to each site, and three of the sites had 

two. Their duties in the program included acting as assistant 

instructors in the adult classrooms; teaching computer skills; keeping 

attendance and other student records; coordinating vocational 

education, PD, and PACT activities; maintaining small libraries of 

resources materials at each site; acting as liaisons between the adult 

and children's teachers and between the different sites; and at 

several sites, acting as liaisons between the program and the host 

school. Each was also required to complete a modest research project 

about the program, and, at the request of program director Jessica 

Dilworth, I acted as their advisor for these projects. Some 50 

AmeriCorps workers are involved in family literacy programs in six 

cities around the United States: Atlanta, Louisville, Los Angeles, 

Philadelphia, Rochester, and Tucson. The NCFL helps edit a 

newsletter, Site Bites, that enables AmeriCorps members involved in 

family literacy programs to share information and ideas. At each 

site, one of the workers is a "stringer" for the newsletter, writing 

items and soliciting items from other workers and even students. 

The AmeriCorps members I worked with were among the first 

15,000 sworn in by President Clinton in September, 1994. Clinton's 

vision of a domestic Peace Corps had overtones of John Kennedy's 

VISTA and elements of Lyndon Johnson's War on Poverty. 

AmeriCorps workers would build roads in remote areas, teach school, 

construct low-cost housing, clean up wilderness areas, provide 

daycare for working mothers. Each would receive minimum wage 
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for a forty-hour work week for a year with a maximum cash award 

of $7,500, and upon completing the contract each would also receive 

a $4,725 educational grant (Shapiro). Perhaps to the surprise of the 

designers of AmeriCorps, participants are commonly older, poorer, 

and less white than members of similar programs in the 1960s, and 

tend to be residents of the communities in which they work; rather 

than bringing idealistic urban college students to blighted rural areas 

(though some AmeriCorps projects certainly do that), the effect is to 

enable people from poor communities to help themselves. 

Jessica Dilworth chose well when she hired the eight workers, 

interviewing many candidates and selecting those with strong 

motivation to participate in public service and to continue their 

education after their year in the program. Most had the same 

complicated private lives and checkered educational past as the 

students in the program, but all had the spark and energy of the best 

students. Passages from personal narratives written by two of the 

workers are representative of the rest: 

I fInished 10th grade in high school. During the summer 

I decided not to return to school because I was pregnant. 

At age 16 I had my first child. My job was staying home 

and raising my family. I did not return to school until 

my second child and I enrolled in the Family Literacy 

Program 11 years later. I studied for my G ED and 

received it by the end of the year. My future plans are to 
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receive a degree in teaching ESOL. I know that there are 

a lot of years to study ahead of me but I know I can do it. 

I graduated from Salpointe Catholic High School in May of 

1984. From there I attended Pima College for 1 year. It 

was at this time that I became bored with school and 

decided to work for a living. I had a lot of odd jobs 

ranging from selling fast food, selling shoes, stocking 

clothes to working as a receptionist for an electronics 

store. After staying home for 2 years raising my 

children, I decided to return to school in 1991. I 

attended the Adult Vocational Program and fInished the 

program in 6 months and became certified in Data 

Processing, Lotus Spreadsheeting, WordPerfect 5.1. 

Unfortunately, I ended up right back at home with my 

children and started a small daycare for my extended 

family. Once my children started school I decided not to 

continue with the daycare. I became more involved with 

my community. It was through this that I met Jessica 

Dilworth and started working as an AmeriCorps. Once I 

have completed my contract I would like to get a degree 

as a Social Worker or Counselor. 

I had the chance to observe the AmeriCorps workers doing 

their jobs at various sites. One day at Los Niftos, for example, I 
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watched Marta Cervantes teaching reading and Laura Farias teaching 

computers. The adult classroom was too small to hold all the 

students at once and the school principal and librarians had agreed 

to set aside time and space in the library for Family Literacy 

activities. The Los Nmos library is round, with shelves and tables 

arranged around a tile map of Arizona on the floor, where the state 

floats free of the bordering states, and Mexico does not appear at all. 

Against the wall are special use areas like small chapels behind a 

cathedral altar. In one of them Laura worked with three students at 

four Macintosh computers and a printer. Privacy was created by a 

low wall of battered olive green file cabinets. The students were 

learning the rudiments of inserting a floppy, launching a program, 

opening a document. At a round table in the middle of the room, 

Marta worked with three other students. They were reading a short 

article from the popular press in English and discussing it in Spanish. 

Spanish/English dictionaries were open, pens and pencils in hand. 

Students proceeded through the article sentence by sentence, asking 

questions and getting clarification. Both AmeriCorps teachers were 

capable and self-assured, playing their roles comfortably, taking 

authority, answering questions in Spanish and English. 

Most of my interaction with the AmeriCorps workers concerned 

their research projects. Jessica Dilworth consulted Terri Cononelos, a 

professional ESL instructor with experience at helping students 

pursue their own research, to clarify the concept of "action research." 

For Cononelos and her partner Sharon Deckert, having students 
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conduct "research action projects" (or RAPs) was an important part of 

the Freirean "liberatory education" they hoped to practice (Cononelos 

and Deckert). For each student, the purpose of their project is to 

"define a problem within the community, identify conditions causing 

the problem, and propose actions designed to implement change." 

"Identifying the conditions" meant doing appropriate research, from 

reading expert sources to conducting site visits and interviews. 

My involvement started when Jessica asked me to attend an 

AmeriCorps staff meeting to give a few tips on the purely research 

aspects of the projects, which seemed to be intimidating the workers. 

We outlined an agenda for the meeting. First, I would sketch how to 

set up a proposal (with sections explaining goals, research methods, 

data gathering, results), and then I would ask them to help me set up 

a proposal for my own mini-project (at that time, surveying the PCAE 

teachers and administrators about their concept of the program). I 

would ask for the research goals they had brainstormed so far, and 

then ask everyone to brainstorm some methods for each project, 

including some solutions to problems that might arise along the way. 

At the meeting, I began by writing on the blackboard: 

1) Research question 

2) Method for finding answers 

3) Results (at first, discuss possibilities; later, real data) 

4) Conclusions (at first, what different results might 

mean; later, what real data seems to add up to-

how it answers your research question) 
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Using my own project as an example, I told them that I had reached 

a point in my observations where I was confused about the overall 

goals of FLP and needed to find out what they were somehow. They 

helped me clarify a research question, decide upon a way to find out 

answers, and speculate about possible results. Eventually we had on 

the board: 

1) What are the goals of the PCAE-FLP? 

2) Method: a brief (one page, four question) survey; 

subjects who will complete survey: all staff of 

PCAE-FLP 

3) Possible results: agreement among staff, disagreement 

among different parts of the staff (different types 

of teachers, different sites, teachers and 

administrators) 

4) Possible conclusions: goals are clear to everybody; 

goals need clarifying 

At this point I asked each to write a research question for her 

own project and write it on the board. We brainstormed ways to 

clarify each question, ways to collect data needed to answer each 

question, and so on. I asked them to write out their rewritten 

questions and we came up with a list of questions worth knOwing the 

answers to: 

At Los Niftos find out if the school needs to translate 

parents' meetings they have here into Spanish. 
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What percent of LNS parents is their first language 

Spanish? 

How many parents continue furthering their education 

after leaving the Family Literacy Program? 

Which methods of studying at home are you willing and 

able to do to improve your English skills? 

What I can do to encourage parents to be volunteers at 

Mission Manor School? 

Is the goal of Parent and Child Together time (PACT) 

really coming across to parents? 

Not everyone had a question by the end of the meeting, and as time 

passed the questions changed, but this was a start. I closed by 

promising to keep on working with them, to act as their composition 

teacher, helping them share drafts, rewrite, and turn out a finished 

paper. Some weeks later, after I had conducted the survey the 

students had helped me think about, I passed out copies of a 

preliminary report of the results, partly as the most extensive 

feedback I had given to the program so far, partly as an example of 

how to deal with research as you gather it. 
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At another AmeriCorps staff meeting I asked the members if 

they were interested in coming to the University of Arizona campus 

for a visit, and if they were interested in my setting up an ICoSy 

conference for them, a kind of electronic list serve with restricted 

access that they could use to communicate with each other and with 

me. They were enthusiastic. I asked them to check at each site to 

see if there were operating modems to use for accessing the 

University's ICoSy system. I arranged through the English 

Department to provide free parking and a free lunch at the Student 

Union. I also secured a meeting room and arranged a computer 

training session from the University's Center for Computer 

Information and Technology (CCIT). 

The day they visited was in late January, and it doubled as the 

first AmeriCorps staff meeting of the new year. We squeezed into 

the same room where I had spent twelve hours writing my doctoral 

preliminary examinations. I had invited Thomas Miller, Director of 

Composition, who had flrst sent me to Pima County Adult Education 

as a community literacy intern, to drop by, and he did. One of the 

adult education teachers stood in for Jessica Dilworth, who was 

desperately trying to flnish writing a grant to obtain some state 

money to establish the Family Literacy Program as a "demonstration 

project" that would train people to work in other (new) sites around 

the state. 

After the teacher made a few announcements, the AmeriCorps 

workers gave progress reports on their "action research." Several 
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who had lacked research questions until that time stated them: 

"What are the differences between children who participate in the 

Family Literacy Program and those who don't?" and "When did the 

students decide to learn English and why?" Others had refined their 

research questions, for example changing from "Does PACT really 

help?" to "What's the goal of PACT anyway?" Still others described 

the research they were already doing, for example taking field notes 

during adult and children's classes, interviewing school officials, and 

distributing survey forms. 

After lunch and computer training I gave an informal tour of 

the campus. I was anxious to show them the Chicano/Hispano 

Student Affairs and Resource Center, where we were greeted warmly 

and picked up brochures. I wanted them to know that there was a 

place for them on this campus, should they ever find themselves 

here. 

At some point it was decided that the research projects were 

far enough along for the students to make a public presentation of 

their work in progress. I arranged for them to appear as a panel at 

the University's annual Spring Articulation Conference in late 

February. This caused serious worries for one of the AmeriCorps 

workers, Alma Garcia. At one AmeriCorps staff meeting, we staged a 

rehearsal run-through of the panel, arranging the tables and chairs 

as they would be at the actual conference, practicing reading papers 

and fielding questions, even discussing what to wear. Even at this 

event, with only the eight workers, Jessica Dilworth, and me in the 
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room, Alma became so nervous that she got a terrible stomachache, 

began to cry, and had to leave the room to compose herself, but 

insisting on speaking when she returned. After the rehearsal, she 

showed me rashy red spots on her arms that had appeared from 

pure fear. 

I knew that Alma was having trouble getting started on her 

project. She had joined the program late and told me that she 

sometimes felt lost at staff meetings. In fact, she later wrote that she 

was "afraid to have meetings because I knew that Clyde will be there 

and ask for any progress step about it." I had promised to visit her 

site to help her do some work on the project before the visit to the 

University, when she felt she might be embarrassed because she was 

behind the other members. Jessica Dilworth and I had spoken with 

her about the idea of doing a follow-up study on children who had 

been through the program in previous years and were now in 

elementary school. It would be an elaborate project. I had already 

looked into obtaining written permission from Sunnyside School 

District to do the study, and we would need to track down where the 

children were, we would have to write a "blind" survey form asking 

teachers to rate the performance of their students without letting 

them know which ones we were interested in, and so on. No wonder 

Alma felt intimidated. 

I arrived at the site to find Alma at work in the library 

translating a school newsletter into Spanish. She loved doing this 

work, she said, because she it made her feel so useful. She also 
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volunteered in the office as a translator and was able to help parents 

who, like herself a year or so ago, had trouble negotiating the 

obscurities of the American school system because they did not 

speak English. She explained a much better, more focused, more 

researchable idea than the one Jessica Dilworth and I had suggested 

to her. She wanted to study the differences between children who 

been through the program and children who had not by talking to 

parents who have both older children (who were never in the 

program) and younger children in the program. I told her that I 

thought this was infinitely easier to do and also better "controlled" 

for variables than the previous idea, since the kids studied come 

from the same family, so she would not be comparing apples and 

oranges so much as before. 

After discussing a few more details, we chatted. Her English 

face to face with me was better than I had heard it during staff 

meetings, where she was mostly silent and was very shy when she 

did speak. We talked about the difficulty of her joining late and she 

said she wanted to quit at first, but had persevered and was now 

quite happy. She had been a student the year before at Mission 

Manor and she felt that some of her fellow students were jealous 

that she had got this job. She said she felt she deserved it because 

she had stuck her neck out and worked very hard. We talked about 

the difficulties of "moving up," about friction with family and friends 

who were not doing what we were doing, did not move in the new 

worlds we now moved in. I talked about the distance that my 
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education had put between my older brothers and me, in spite of our 

love and closeness. 

At the end of the year I asked all AmeriCorps workers to fill 

out an questionnaire about themselves. Alma filled hers out in 

excellent English except for a note to me at the end in Spanish. I was 

pleased by her perception that although the "official document" of 

the questionnaire had to be in English, she felt she could write to me 

in a "unofficial" language we shared. After talking about how much 

being a student in the program the previous year had improved her 

self-confidence, she wrote: 

Clyde--Sinceramente algunas veces me eli cuenta que por 

ser tan simple 0 decir bobadas, muchas personas creian 

que yo no podia ser algo bueno 0 importante, y con esto 

me di cuenta que me auto-estima esta demasiado bajo. 

I had no way of knowing how much my visit that day meant to Alma 

and her self-esteem. Later she wrote: "One day I wasn't expecting to 

see Clyde at my site. He came to help me! Isn't that neat! At this 

time he gave me a lot of background how to start. Clyde asked me 

what kind of questions I was interested to know." The meeting was 

a turning point for her, and though she was still nervous, she was 

still enthusiastic about the research project and even about the idea 

of making a presentation at the Spring Conference. 

On the day of the Spring Conference, I arrived early to check 

the site, make sure the room we were to use was set up, and so on. 

As I thought I might, I found several of the AmeriCorps workers 
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pacing nervously in the lounge outside the panel rooms: Alma, 

Marta, and Lucy, the three with the least English and the biggest 

anxieties about speaking in public. With at least a half hour to kill, I 

suggested we find a place to sit and help each other go over what 

they had written. Again I had no idea what effect this simple 

maneuver had. Later Alma wrote: "The day came, and Clyde was 

there. He helped us to be more confident on what I was supposed to 

say." 

When it was time to start and we walked to the room together 

to find the others waiting outside the door. They were in dresses 

and fancy pantsuits, and I had worn a tie for the occasion. "We look 

wonderful," I joked and they all agreed. Several had gone to hear 

the conference keynote address by Thomas Miller, and I asked 

MaryAnn how she liked it. "It was okay," she said. "What's 

rhetoric?" 

Jessica Dilworth arrived and an audience trickled in. Terri 

Cononelos, the ESL teacher and researcher who had helped the 

students begin to define their notions of "action research," operated a 

video camera set up on a tripod in the back of the room. I had 

agreed to act as moderator and encourage questions from the 

audience. Jessica was the chair and introduced the panel with a brief 

description of the Family Literacy Program and the role of the 

AmeriCorps workers within it. 

To my surprise, Alma, so nervous during our rehearsal, had 

chosen to speak first. Her anxiety came across to the unsuspecting 
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English well before doing a wonderful job of explaining her project 

about differences between children participating in the Family 

literacy Program and children from the same families who were not. 

Later she wrote, "I was very, very nervous. I didn't realize what 

happened. I didn't even and I can't even remember what I said." 

Next were the other two workers with less English than the others. 

Marta did very well too, explaining how she would study how the 

"scribbling" of children in the program compared to ideal "levels" in 

the literature by collecting samples of it and by reading the relevant 

literature. Lucy had settled on the question of why "vocational time" 

was not working as well as it might at her site. Neither teachers nor 

program students seemed as interested as they should be. 

The rest of the presentations were as informative and 

professional as the first ones, and the question-and-answer period 

was even more impressive. Questions from the audience included: 

"For those using surveys, how did you design them?" and "Where did 

you get the ideas for your projects?" and "What was the personal 

impulse behind each project?" One question revealed a lot about the 

difference between the audience (mostly teachers from area high 

schools, Pima Community College, and the University) and the 

panelists: "How did 'the community' respond to your research?" The 

question arose from the concern in every kind of ethnography or 

case study that there is some element of difference, distance, 

possibly even mistrust between the researcher and the researched. I 

had struggled with the question myself in doing research on the 
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Family Literacy Program. With little hesitation, panelist after 

panelist gave some version of the following answer: "We are 'the 

community.' We are closer to our subjects than other researchers 

might be." 

All the panelists took their turns answering questions, with 

even anxious Alma and shy Marta volunteering comments. They all 

seemed capable and confident, and I was reminded of times when I 

was terribly nervous in some public performance but was told 

afterward that my distress was not evident. I observed the audience 

and their clear interest in what the panelists had to say. I was so 

proud for these eight people, most of them nonnative speakers of 

English, most of them recipients of GEDs, working mothers, some 

without any support but themselves, now holding the interest of a 

college-educated audience at an academic conference on a University 

campus. Perhaps they were feeling proud of themselves as well. 

Later Alma wrote: "We did it, eight of us! Everybody said that it 

was GREAT!" When the panel was over, there was applause, which 

surprised the panelists; I had forgotten to mention it during our 

rehearsal. A half dozen members of the audience gathered around 

the panelists to thank, shake hands, ask a last question or two. A 

few gave business cards, offered help of various kinds with the 

projects, asked for copies of the finished reports. 

I collected the five handwritten presentations out of the eight, 

typed them up, and at the next AmeriCorps gave them to the writers 

on paper and on disk. We spent the next month working on the 
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presentations, gathering more data and rewriting the reports, so that 

five of them could make a trip to Louisville, Kentucky, with Jessica 

Dilworth to present a version of their panel at the 1995 National 

Conference on Family literacy in Louisville. They wanted me to go 

along, but finances and other obligations got in the way. They 

acknowledged my contribution to their projects by including my 

advice to them across the months in a handout called "Steps for 

'Action Research.'" After returning, their feelings were much like 

those after the Spring Conference presentations: amazement at their 

ability to do the things they had done. 

From the point of view of the AmeriCorps members 

themselves, their year working in the Family Literacy Program was 

one of the most valuable experiences of their lives, surpassing even 

the year that six of them had spent as students in the program. I 

will let them speak for themselves, in passages from writing they did 

at the end of the year: 

I defInitely thought AmeriCorps would be more shallow. 

What I mean is that I never thought I would travel so 

much, be able to actually teach students, and make my 

own workshop for the students. Just really grow more as 

a person. I had another year to develop positive 

communication skills by working with a team that all 

thought differently. I can't believe that I had to speak 

publicly ... and can you believe it, I really learned to 
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enjoy it! Something about it had me hooked by the 

middle of the year! No matter what, I always felt 

important at my site. I thought that last year's growing 

experience was the limit but this year felt like icing on 

the cake! I don't think that someday I might go to college 

... I know that I will to go college ... probably as early 

as next year. I definitely know that I will be a career 

woman and a loving mother/wife all at the same time. 

Whatever I decide to do I will feel confident that I am a 

winner and I can do it. 

I heard about AmeriCorps because of my involvement 

with the program when I was a student. I said yes to 

this great opportunity because it sounded very good for 

me. I worked as a computer instructor, a job that really 

made me have fun and learn different ways of doing 

things. And the presentations that I gave, and the 

workshops that I attended, it really was a great 

accomplishment for my life finishing those 1700 hours. I 

knew I would be working hard, but it didn't matter to 

me, because I wanted to do something for my life. It 

surprised me that you really need to give 100% of your 

life or it won't work. You have to give your spirit and 

soul and love this job to make it. 
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Being an AmeriCorps worker, I've discovered that I can 

write! And write and write and write. I hope to one day 

maybe attempt to send something to a publisher! And 

secondly, I can publicly speak without much fear! I 

know I can write a speech, edit and then present it! And 

I found out that I can believe in myself. I didn't from the 

beginning and I'm not sure where I'm going now, but I do 

know that my future plans will ensure that whatever I 

do, I will do it to better my life as well as others. 

I am really happy to have made the decision to be an 

AmeriCorps worker. This has been one of the best 

experiences I have had the pleasure of being a part of. It 

gave my life direction where it was needed. I have had a 

lot of jobs but I wasn't sure what I wanted out of life. 

Now I know that I want to help others as much as 

possible. At the same time I want to educate others on 

the importance of being a part of their children's lives. 

The AmeriCorps program has helped me get closer to 

reaching my own personal goal of being a walking 

resource book for others. 

I came to admire these eight people more than I can say. With 

their limited resources in life, they maintained their spirit of 

optimism and public service. With all they had to do in their lives, 
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they went out of their way to ask about my research, read parts of 

this book in progress, offer to translate obscure passages in Spanish 

from the taped interviews with students I did. They have little way 

of knowing what lessons in life they taught me, but I did try to repay 

them by helping them in any ways I could. I had a conversation 

with Gerie one day about college admissions, what applications 

entailed, and so on. I explained ACT and SAT and GPA and several 

other arcane acronyms. The following AmeriCorps staff meeting I 

brought as gifts a University of Arizona course catalogue and a fat 

SAT study book. 

Another time Gerie and I visited Rebecca's house after a school 

day to load software onto her new Macintosh computer and get her 

modem working. It was a little square cinderblock house in a little 

square lot near the Liberty Learning Center, with a chainlink fence 

all around, a barking dog in the yard, and two huge American gas

guzzlers in the yard, one of which Rebecca was trying to sell for 

$800. Two small children in a similar chainlink compound across the 

street called out in English, "Hey Rebecca." Gerie turned to me and 

said, "She's the neighborhood saint--takes all the little kids to the 

park, the library. They love her." I worked at the computer, 

observed solemnly the entire time by Rebecca's daughters, nine and 

six. When I was done we turned on the modem and dialed up the 

university's mainframe computer to find an ICoSy message to 

Rebecca from me, her fIrst. 
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Driving back home from Rebecca's house, I took 6th St. through 

South Tucson, then through past St. Augustine in downtown Tucson, 

then through the historic district near the University. There are fine 

old houses, surrounded by thick lawns and well-tended flower 

gardens, all Spanish style houses, some even adobe, but few 

Hispanics live in them. In the all-Hispanic neighborhood where I had 

just been, where Rebecca and her neighbors lived, the houses were 

all new and ugly, cheap cinderblock boxes, with prefab window 

assemblies and doors, already falling apart, on empty brown little 

scraped-clean lots. I felt a sense of outrage on behalf of Rebecca and 

the other AmeriCorps workers and the students in the program, an 

outrage I would guess few of them feel themselves. 

I felt something similar at an AmeriCorps staff meeting where 

Jessica Dilworth had to explain that some of them had been duped by 

a slick textbook seller into buying items they did not need. There 

were several hundred dollars of Head Start money for each site to 

order anything the students thought might be helpful, not only adult 

education texts but also parenting books, children's books, math and 

science books that parents can check out and take home and use with 

their children. The workers were to look through catalogues such as 

those from New Readers Press and Literacy Volunteers of America 

Catalogue and decide which books to order. One bookseller they 

contacted put the hard sell on them, promising discounts and free 

materials for an immediate order. In Jessica's opinion, the seller had 

used flash and dazzle and lovely hair and makeup and clothes to 
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impress them, these (in the bookseller's eyes) dumpy ignorant 

Hispanic women. The workers were angry at being taken advantage 

of because of their inexperience, and I was too. 

The last AmeriCorps staff meeting in May, after the end of the 

school year, was somber. At first I did not understand the purpose 

of the meeting, though they all did. Jessica Dilworth opened by 

reminding them that the rules handed down by the National Service 

Corporation, which administered AmeriCorps, allowed only half the 

workers at a given site to return the following year. Who would it 

be? "Where are you all at in your lives?" Jessica asked, asking in 

effect, "Who needs the job the most?" 

Several of the workers had other prospects, though not without 

complications. Marta had found a full-time job at a collection agency 

at $6.50 an hour, but worried about babysitting, which she could not 

afford on that salary. And what about her hopes for an education in 

nursing? Laura wanted to apply for a position at Los Niiios as a 

parent involvement assistant, but she also wanted to go to school, 

which she could not really afford, and so did not know what to do. 

Alma had been offered the PIA position at Craycroft and wanted to 

stay there, but the job had too few hours and too little pay to be 

feasible. MaryAnn wanted to come back as an AmeriCorps worker 

but as a native-born American and a native speaker of English, she 

felt she could find other work easier than some of the others and was 

willing to step aside for them. No one was willing to say absolutely 

that she wanted the job again for fear of taking an opportunity from 
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one of her friends. There were long pauses and several workers 

could not talk at all as they fought back tears. I could think of 

nothing to say worth saying, no offer of help I could make that would 

mean anything at all. At one point Jessica expressed sympathy for 

their positions and fmished by saying, "I know how you feel." One of 

the workers, in uncharacteristic anger, replied, "How can you know 

how we feel? You've got a job." Complicating matters further was 

the fact that two of the workers had been notified for the fIrst time 

by the National Service Corporation that since they had nothing more 

than work permits (but not resident alien status) they were not 

qualified to be in AmeriCorps and would have to pay back all the 

money back and give up the educational stipend. 

Hanging over all their heads was the knowledge that 

AmeriCorps funding might not survive the congressional budget

cutting steamroller anyway. For a modest investment of taxpayers' 

money, the program encourages volunteerism, empowers members 

of poor communities to pull themselves up by their bootstraps, yields 

long-lasting dividends in the form of a better educated, better 

trained work force, and reinforces faith that the country's economic 

and political system can serve all the people (Klein). Though 

AmeriCorps is a model cost-effective social program with proven 

success in helping workers advance their education and find 

employment, it is a major target of conservatives in Congress seeking 

to disassemble the so-called welfare state. 
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Within weeks of beginning my observations I began to worry 

that my assessment of the effectiveness of the program might not be 

based on a clear grasp of its goals as understood by its own 

administrators and teachers. Part of the work I hoped to do to 

benefit the program was to measure its day-to-day operations 

against its own theoretical conception of itself. Program director 

Jessica Dilworth had given me a copy of the original 1991 grant and 

encouraged me to "go to the source" in my attempt to clarify the 

Program's goals, which I did. Specifically, I was curious to know how 

well the original grant's goals had been passed down for four years 

to staff who had never read the grant, and to measure the 

consistency of the philosophical vision of the program among the 

different sites and between various teachers, especially adult and 

children's teachers. In November I attended a staff meeting of all 

program personnel and asked them to flU out a brief survey of their 

own view of goals of the program. At the top of the form I 

emphasized, "This is a survey, not a test. There are no 'right' or 

'wrong' answers--just information that I hope will help me 

understand what I'm looking at when I come to visit the sites." The 

survey was completed by teachers from all five sites as well as 

AmeriCorps workers, parental involvement assistants, and 

curriculum specialists. Later, I also interviewed Director of PCAE 
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Greg Hart, asking him essentially the same four questions that I 

asked the rest of the staff: 

1. What influence do you think the PCAE Family Literacy 

Program hopes to have on the lives of the parents and 

children who participate in it? What specific changes do 

you think the Program looks for in students' behavior or 

attitudes? 

2. Do you have any additional person goals for your 

students that are not included in the stated goals of the 

Program? Is so, what are they? 

3. How do you try to achieve the goals of the Program? 

In your job, what do you do specifically to contribute to 

the fulfillment of the goals? 

4. How would you improve conditions in order to enable 

you to better fulfill the goals of the Program? If you 

could propose any changes at all, even those beyond the 

means of the Program at present, what would they be? 

As Jessica Dilworth said I would, I found preliminary answers 

to the first question above in the stated goals of the original PCAE

FLP "Sunnyside UP" grant. They are a mix of "functional" literacy 

goals (see especially the first and eighth), "liberatory" goals (see the 

fourth and seventh), and perhaps even "self-enhancement" goals (see 

the ninth), with undertones of both the deficit model of family life 

(the second and the sixth) and the transmission model of school 

culture (the fifth): 
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1. Raise the educational level of the parents of preschool 

children through instruction in basic skills. 

2. Improve parenting skills. 

3. Increase developmental skills of preschool children to 

better prepare them for academic and social success in 

school. 

4. Enable parents to become familiar with, and 

comfortable in, the school setting. 

5. Provide a role model for the child of parental interest 

in education. 

6. Improve the relationship of the parent and child 

through planned, structured interaction which increases 

the influence of literacy at home. 

7. Provide opportunities for families to make connections 

with community-based organizations and services. 

8. Provide a human resource development program 

which supports and assists parents to succeed as they go 

beyond their literacy foundation into the world of work. 

9. Provide opportunities for parents to meet together for 

mutual support as they work to define, explore, and 

evaluate their roles as parents. 

In the responses to the survey I gave to the program staff, I 

found astonishing fidelity to most of the grant's goals. Comments 

from answers to the first survey question pointed to nearly every 

one of the original goals stated above, with impressive consistency. 
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Compare the language below to the corresponding numbered goals 

above: 

1. "English skills," "grow in English grammar," "academic 

material/skills," "to grow educationally with their 

children" 

2. "understanding of your child," "positive discipline," 

"help parents better understand 'ages and stages' of their 

children's development," "parenting skills," "build up the 

child-parent relationship," "positive child-rearing 

practices" 

3. "teach children manners and citizenship, expressing 

themselves and their wants, English," "prepare for 

kindergarten," "the child better prepared for school" 

4. "involvement with schools," "involved in the schools," 

"school awareness and involvement" 

5. "commitment to education," "participation/interest in 

their children's education," "their children's primary 

teacher," "show model for their children," "great changes 

in attitude toward education for themselves and their 

children," "not to push your child to hate school but to 

love it," "a positive view on their child's education" 

6. "model reading in home setting" 

8. "capable of getting ahead," "job preparation," 

"opportunities in their future, to get a job," "job 

readiness," "job skills" 
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Only the seventh and the ninth goals from the original grant 

failed to find corresponding language in answers to the first survey 

question. Three people mentioned the seventh goal ("connections 

with community-based organizations and services") in answers to the 

second question, which asked for "additional personal goals for your 

students that are not included in the stated goals of the Program." 

One person stated, "I would like to see them not be so afraid to get 

involved with their children's schools or their community," and the 

other two mentioned "community action" and more involvement in 

"community and activities for themselves" as goals not included as 

official features of the program. In another answer to the second 

question, one person referred to the ninth goal ("opportunities for 

parents to meet together for mutual support") by calling for the 

development of "friendships" and "a support system," and even 

wondered, "Maybe that's in the stated goals--where are these stated 

goals?" Perhaps this respondent was thinking of PD (Parent 

Development) sessions, which are in fact aimed at nurturing just this 

kind of support system. At any rate, according to the survey, the 

goals of "connection to community" and "mutual support" networks 

were either missing from the staff's concept of the program or were 

present in their minds only as gaps in the goals of the program. 

Responses to the first question also included as goals items that 

were not stated explicitly in the original grant, but that clearly were 

shared by many members of the program staff. These goals were 

mostly intangible ones of self-enrichment, such as the development 
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of "self-esteem," "self-confidence," "empowerment," and 

"independence," phrases mentioned by many of the survey 

respondents. As one respondent put it eloquently, "I hope it [the 

program] informs, educates, and empowers parents to take an active 

role in their community and in their children's lives and educations." 

These goals certainly are implied in the original grant but are 

nowhere spelled out in so many words. How did these goals come to 

be such a consistent part of the program staff's concept of the 

program? Part of the answer might lie in the strong social vision of 

the administrators of the program. For example, in response to the 

second survey question ("personal goals ... not included in the stated 

goals of the Program,") Director of PCAE Greg Hart stated: "To 

awaken recognition of the potential in students to have more 

influence over the course of their own lives and the families' lives." 

Such goals were now a powerful part of the unwritten culture of the 

program, part of a complex of shared beliefs that would be difficult 

to state as clear, concrete, quantifiable goals for the purpose of a 

document such as a grant proposal. 

For my own long-term purposes, I was most interested in 

responses to the third question, which I hoped would give me some 

clues as to how well the means, the actual everyday practices of the 

program, fulfilled its goals. There were many close correspondences 

between the staff's concept of the goals of the program (both written 

and unwritten) and the ways in which they thought they aimed to 

fulfill those goals. Again compare the language of the numbered 
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items below to the goals as stated in the original grant (and again 

note the gap in the fulfillment of the ninth stated goal): 

1. "English," "study skills," "flash cards," and so on 

2. "PDs on discipline," "parenting skills," participate in PD 

and PACT time," "support them [parents] during PACT in 

their interaction with their children," "I have done role 

playing to open their awareness of PACT time and its 

importance" 

3. "[children] learning how to make choices," "conflict 

resolution," "talk to them [children] about what they're 

doing, what they've done, and what they plan to do," "I 

encourage them to try to do something for themselves" 

4. "orient them to the public school system," "get them 

involved in their children's education (don't feel 

intimidated with the school system)," "school 

involvement," "encourage talking to teachers/principal," 

"connection with school," "encourage them to get involved 

in their children's education" 

s. "Make parents understand it is important to attend 

school and whatever they are assigned to do has a 

purpose" 

6. "encourage them to help their children learn outside 

school" 

7. "advocate to health agencies or facilities," "referrals to 

specialty preschools," "direct them to useful community 
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resources," "I'm trying to get the Volunteer Program off 

and running" 

Also compare the language below to the unwritten but commonly 

understood self-enrichment goals of the development of "self

esteem," "self-confidence," "empowerment," and "independence": 

"self-esteem lessons in PD," "self awareness, 

responsibility, attitude," "create a safe, trusting 

atmosphere," "classroom jobs--Iet students take 

responsibility," "take responsibility and charge of their 

own education and classroom community" 

It is interesting to note that Director of PCAE Greg Hart, in his answer 

to the third survey question, applied the goal of self-enrichment not 

to the students but to the program staff: "Help them to realize their 

own potential." 

Responses to the fourth question (which asked for changes to 

improve conditions in the program) focused mostly on more money 

and the resources that it would buy: "better space and equipment, 

more sites, better pay and benefits for teachers," "day care available 

on site," "more computers," "better chairs and a bigger round table," 

"classroom library, CD ROM, head sets for tape players, a quieter 

printer," "a decent sized classroom," "more counselors." In addition, 

there were the follOwing recommendations: 

1. "Get each participant on a health program--private or 

AHCCCS--and get them to use these programs wisely for 

their medical and dental health." Such suggestions 
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clearly would achieve the seventh of the original grant 

goals ("connections with community-based organizations 

and services"). There were individual efforts at some 

sites to move in these directions, but they were not an 

institutionalized practice of the program. 

2. "Follow-ups--for a year I hear how I can change my 

life, I have total support, the year passes and I'm home 

alone without my child and the support isn't there." This 

is a matter that had been discussed by program teachers 

and administrators for at least a year before I joined the 

program. 

3. "Iron out differences between cooperating agencies and 

schools." The terms of cooperation among all the agencies 

and schools that made up the program were varied and 

complex, and the problems that cropped up were usually 

unexpected. As the previous chapter suggests, there 

could be tension between the program and the host 

schools, between PCAE adult teachers and Head Start 

children's teachers, and so on. 

4. "A clear split of ABE, GED, and ESOL students." There 

was an attempt to group students at the various sites by 

their proficiency in English and their educational goals, 

but there was still wide variety among students at each 

site. 
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As for consistency within and between sites, there were no 

remarkable trends; people at different sites tended to agree more 

than disagree in their vision of the goals of the program. However, 

there were differences between people with different roles in the 

program, most of them predictable. For example, most of the adult 

education teachers focused on the adult students. Only one explained 

the goals of the program for the children involved in any detail 

(which is not to say that other teachers could not if asked): "learn to 

make and follow plans; learn social skills (such as sharing, asking to 

borrow toys, etc.); develop fme and gross motor skills; learn about 

their environment (appreciation of animals/plants, etc.); learn some 

topics that will help in kindergarten (colors, shapes, numbers, etc.); 

enjoy reading." In general, the children's teachers demonstrated a 

more balanced view, describing goals for both adults and children in 

equal detail. This difference was evident in responses to the third 

survey question as well, where adult education teachers (again with 

the exception of the teacher mentioned above) tended to focus on 

activities that fulfilled goals for their adult students, while the 

children's teachers tended to mention activities aimed at both 

children and adults. 

One other difference between staff with different roles was the 

use of personal experience by several of the AmeriCorps workers in 

their descriptions of program goals. Relying on their own 

experiences as students in the program in previous years to describe 

the unstated and intangible goals of personal transformation, two 
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stated: "When I started to come to school, I just thought about 

learning English, but I didn't know what family literacy means. I see 

that as a parent I could get more than learn English. It was helpful 

for me in my life," and "My educational enrichment last year is a 

testimony in itself." Still another AmeriCorps worker, in response to 

the third survey question, said, "I act as an example of something 

they can be, of a place they can get to without having to totally 

change their current lifestyle (like ditch the husband and kids to 

start over) because you know sometimes it feels to us (low income 

and minimal education) that the 'success' mountain is too high to 

climb so I'll just give up." 

Clearly, from the point of view of the creators, administrators, 

and teachers of the program, it had a strong identity with clearly 

identified goals. In addition, there was a good match between the 

stated goals and the means the program used to achieve those goals, 

at least in the minds of the people in charge of it. The most obvious 

gap in this match between means and goals gives a clue about what 

might be missing from the original stated goals. There seems to be a 

perception that there might have been more institutionalized efforts 

to provide "opportunities for families to make connections with 

community-based organizations and services." The general feeling 

was that the program offered students few ways to connect what 

they were learning in the classroom with resources beyond the 

classroom, particularly resources that would truly empower them to 

exercise control over their world. 



261 

Another problem was that these stated goals and the means 

used to achieve them could become fuzzy and less clearly defined in 

the actual execution of the program, especially as the school year 

progressed and teachers introduced innovations to deal with real 

student needs. The survey I used to discover teachers' perceptions 

of the program was administered early in the program. By contrast, 

later in the year teachers' perceptions of the program's successes and 

weaknesses had become diffuse and not clearly related to the intent 

of the original grant. At a year-end staff meeting I attended in May, 

1995, site personnel reported on what they considered the major 

achievements of the year and the problems that still remained to be 

solved. Most of the achievements involved minor tinkering with 

various aspects of the program: having parents read aloud to the 

entire group during PACT, having adult students help teach Spanish 

as their volunteer work in the school, spending several PACT sessions 

planting a garden, inviting guest speakers for PD. Some other 

achievements included fmding ways to integrate the program into 

the life of the host schools: one class did a presentation on Peru at 

school multicultural night, while another made a dragon for Chinese 

New Year and paraded it through the halls of the school. Many of the 

problems teachers identified had to do with important 

administrative details: recruitment and retention had remained a 

problem throughout the year, and there were constant problems 

with attendance and tardiness. There were calls for other 

administrative changes, such as more training before the school year 
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began, better communication among the sites, a program handbook 

for everyone involved. 

At the same time, however, there was some mention of changes 

that might help achieve a fundamental "liberatory" goal: 

empowering the students to have as much real control over their 

lives as possible. For example, one site's report brought up the idea 

of "more community-based PD" sessions, though it was not clear just 

what this might entail. Personnel at another site mentioned the 

possibility of more parent involvement in the planning of the 

program. Suggestions such as these, like the earlier suggestion to get 

students involved in community services such as public health 

programs, show that there is some awareness of the many 

connections the program might have with the world beyond itself 

and the many ways it might empower the students to practice the 

lessons they learn in the real world. 
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7. STUDENT CONCEPTIONS OF THE PROGRAM 

The data in this chapter were gleaned primarily from three 

sources: an "Intake Questionnaire" that students completed upon 

entering the program; a series of interviews with adult students in 

the program; and an "Exit Survey" that students completed in the 

closing weeks of the program. (See Appendix B for copies of all 

forms used.) In this data we can discern a different set of goals from 

those of the teachers and administrators, though there were also 

remarkable similarities, especially by the time the program's year 

ended. From the point of view of the students themselves, how well 

did the program achieve its stated goals? And how did those stated 

goals relate to the students' own goals? That is, did the program 

achieve the students' own goals where they diverged from those of 

the teachers and administrators? As the data here indicate, students 

were more interested in the "functional" literacy they were learning 

than the "liberatory" goals, and they also responded to the explicit 

program goal of" self-improvement." 

For a variety of reasons, the information from the Intake 

Questionnaire has limited reliability. Though some students at some 

sites did complete the form in the opening weeks of the school year, 

others did not do so until many weeks or even months later, the last 

group not until October, 1994. One purpose of the questionnaire was 

to determine students' attitudes toward education, educational 

aspirations, child-rearing, and expectations of the program before 
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they began. Answers on forms completed well after the school year 

began reflect students' acceptance of the program's own stated goals, 

since their impressions of the program were already shaped by 

participation in it, and their attitudes toward education and child

rearing had already been influenced by the program's preconceived 

view of itself. Further complicating the reliability of the 

questionnaire data was the unstable population of the program in its 

opening weeks and months. Recruitment was always a problem, and 

many students joined the program late, while others dropped out 

and were replaced even as late as the second semester. By contrast, 

the information from the Exit Survey is more reliable. Nearly all the 

students completed the form across a ten-day period in mid-May, 

1995. While their attitudes toward the program and its goals had 

certainly been shaped by their partiCipation in it, most had also 

developed a critical attitude toward it and had, I believe, a more 

accurate view of its achievements and its limits than earlier in the 

school year. 

The interviews were conducted during January and February, 

1995. I chose 24 subjects (or about one third of adult partiCipants in 

the program at that point) at two sites (Mission Manor, an ESL site, 

and Craycroft, a GED site) who represented a demographic cross

section of program students: recent immigrants from Mexico and 

native born Anglos, those with very little English and those with 

native-speaker ability, those with ten or more years in American 

schools and those with none. I used the original Intake 
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Questionnaire as a starting point for the conversations, asking about 

students' perceptions of the program, how they thought it had 

changed their children, themselves, their families, their view of 

education, their chances on the job market, the future in general. 

The interviews took place at the program sites, some on a couch in 

the corner of a large classroom, some at a conference table in a 

computer lab, some at a study table in a library. A few students 

were shy about what they considered their poor English but anxious 

to use it nevertheless, so the interviews were conducted primarily in 

English, with occasional words, phrases, and sentences in Spanish, 

which I then translated into English for the students. Some students 

were tentative, others confident. Some answered questions 

passively, offering no more information than I asked for, while 

others were more active, narrating long stories, steering the 

conversation into areas I had not anticipated. Some students even 

asked the purpose of the interview and the use to which I would put 

the information. Many seemed appreciative of my goals of helping to 

improve instruction in the program and providing information to the 

administrators that might help them justify continued funding from 

the state and other agencies. One woman, at the end of the 

interview, shook my hand firmly, made extended eye contact for the 

first time, and said, "Keep up the good work." In another context, the 

absurdity of this stock phrase from some ESL workbook would have 

made me smile, but I chose to take it as the student intended it: a 

word of thanks and a vote of confidence. 
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A final note: Some students' responses in Spanish on the 

questionnaire and survey forms reveal limited proficiency in its 

written form. I have the left the language as I found it, since it 

provides important evidence of the students' educational and literacy 

levels in their native language. (See Appendix A for translations of 

all Spanish.) 

7.1 Students' Lives before Joining the Program 

Under 10% of the students were working before they enrolled 

as students in the program, and the rest were housewives: "Yo hacia 

mi rutina diaria de ama de cas a y madre de familia," and "Estaba en 

mi casa atendiendo a Mis hijas y mi esposo." Many of them had the 

feeling that they were wasting their lives, doing the same thing day 

in and day out, getting nowhere. In response to a question on the 

Exit Survey asking what they were doing before the program began, 

nearly 30% mentioned the monotony of their lives, the boredom, the 

vague anxiety, even depression. Some 20% mentioned watching too 

much television, and 10% talked about sleeping a lot. The following 

responses are typical: 

Dormia en la manana y miraba T.V., me enfadaba 

I was at home all bored, and when I knew this program, 

my life change 

Watching T.V., going crazy 

Estar en mi casa viendo television toda amargada 



267 

Ver television, limpiar la cas a y perder el tiempo 

vanamente 

Era un enfado que tenia todo el tiempo, 10 mismo hasta 

me enafaba con migo misma 

I stayed at home watching t.v., cleaning my home, 

sometimes I slept. I was bored also. The days 

passed slowly for me. 

I was having bad time I had a depression crisis and I 

didn't feel comfortable at home. I knew I wanted 

to study but I didn't want to let my son with 

babysitter. 

Todo 10 que asia estar mirando t.v. y andar en las tiendas 

Me quedaba en mi casa, limpiandola y nunca terminaba 

Desperdiciar el tiempo estando acostada en casa 

I was in home, doing nothing important, just the 

housework 

A few even mentioned weight problems, and I learned by getting to 

know several of the students that, they had lost unwanted weight at 

the same time they were participating in the program. 

During interviews with the students, some of them elaborated 

on the feelings they had before beginning the program: 
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Before, I am alone in my house. I watch TV every day, 

all day, in Spanish. The time passes, I don't do anything, 

I don't learn anything. 

My goal was to learn some English and get out of the 

house, just meet some people and be around people. You 

forget a lot of your problems when you're around other 

people. Being in the house all day, it was so boring. You 

feel like you're not getting anywhere, not doing anything, 

just the same routine all the time. You just eat and sleep 

and watch TV. TV, that's just like a drug. 

When you are at home, you got everything, maybe you're 

working, and the kids, cooking, cleaning, and your 

husband comes home and attacks you and you attack him 

back. And like I told him, when you are at home, you 

have more time to worry and you worry and worry. 

In all these descriptions, we see many of the classic symptoms of 

depression that would send middle-class people to a therapist, a 

resource not available to these women. 

One question I was interested in was whether the program had 

any effect on the students' concrete plans for the future. 16% said 

that before joining the program they had no plans at all to change 

what they were doing with their lives. Many more did have plans of 
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some kind. 49% said they wanted to learn English. 28% said that 

they planned to get more education, but could not say exactly where 

or why. Only 5% mentioned the specific goal of earning aGED. 27% 

said they wanted to find work, but most of their attitudes toward 

that prospect can be summed up in the bitter way one student 

described her work plans before joining the program: "To work at 

4.25 at Burger World." 

Many of the responses linked the idea of education, and 

specifically learning English, to the "functional" goal of finding work 

and "getting ahead" in the United States in some unspecified way, 

especially for the good of the children and the life of the family in 

general. One woman went so far as to say, "I had plans just for my 

children, never think in something for me." Other answers were 

more typical: 

Antes que nada yo siempre desee estudiar y prepararme 

para poder conseguir un mejor trabajo y salir 

adelante junto con mis hijos 

Mi plan era aprender ingles y poder progresar en el 

futuro con mi familia, y agarrar un trabajo bueno 

Ninguno en especial mas que aprender ingles para poder 

salir adelante 

Siempre he tratado de aprender ingles, para abrirme las 

puertas en e1 pais 
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Many students mentioned the various ways in which their 

plans for a better future, including education and a better job, were 

frustrated by problems such as not having childcare, not knowing 

about programs, not knowing English: 

Quiera estudiar ingles pero no sabia estos programas 

Estudiar ingles siempre queria estudiar pero por mi hijo 

no podia 

Queria trabajar en 10 que se podiera porque por la 

barrera del ingles no podia escoger 

Yo queria estudiar ingles solo que no sabia donde podia 

hacerlo. 

Queria aprender ingles para tener un mejor trabajo, pero 

no habia tenido la oportunidad 

As one respondent described her plans for the future before joining 

the program, "Pues muchas pero solo eran sueftos." 

Most students' reasons for joining the program were 

unambitious, as they stated them on the early Intake Questionnaire. 

While the majority simply hoped to learn more English than they 

knew, others were more focused on the possible benefits to their 

children: 

Porque quiero que me hija aprenda hablar ingles y yo 

tambien hablar ingles 
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Porque quiero aprender ingles y quiero que el nino 

tarnbien aprenda que se preparo para el kinder 

Por darle otra oportunidad al nino 

Por aprender el idioma ingles y para corresponderle a 

mis hijos en el futuro 

For many the idea of being able to study at the same time and in the 

same location as their children was attractive: 

Porque me gusto la idea de ir con mi hija, asi aprende ella 

10 q' es la escuela y yo ingles 

Because I saw the opportunity to learn English, while my 

son is learning a lot of good things 

Some were focused from the beginning on specific goals such as 

finishing their high school education and getting a job: 

I want to get my GED and go to Pima College to get a 

career 

Porque me parecio bastante importante y quiero 

superarme para tener un buen trabajo 

Many students' expectations of the form and content of the 

program were understandably vague, as were their ideas about what 

the program might give them. Before the program started, parents 
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said that they thought it would be worthwhile, that it would teach 

them many useful things, and that it would help them "get ahead" in 

some unspecified way: 

Pienso que el programa sera muy importante para los 

niiios y las mamas porque nos encenaron cosas a 

nosotros necesitamos saber. 

Muy bueno puesto que ensenar a los ninos muchas cosas 

nuevas y educativas 

Yo pienso que es bueno para me y mi hijo. 

Interesante porque vamos ir aprendiendo como educar 

mejor a nuestros hijos, y tambien cuando vamos de 

voluntiarias nos va a ayudar mucho 

Educacion y mejores oportunidades para mi y mi familia 

Yo pienso ganar todo 10 mejor que pueda 

Others, especially those who filled out the Intake Questionnaire a few 

weeks or months into the program, were able to be more specific 

about their expectations, mentioning enhanced job opportunities and 

better relations with their children and families: 

Salir mas preparada para obtenir un mejor trabajo 

Aprender ingles y tener buena comunicaci6n con la 

familia 

Aprender a conocer a los niiios 
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To be a better parent, and if in the future I need to go to 

work I can be prepared. 

Poder aprende y saber mas sobre nuestros hijos y hablar 

ingles 

What I wi11like to gain from the program is to have more 

patience with my son and understand him. 

Most of all, it is clear from the Intake Questionnaire that the 

students felt that learning English was the key to any other kind of 

success they hoped to have. The feeling of being handicapped by not 

speaking English permeated the students' lives. For example, one of 

the stated goals of the Family Literacy Program was to enable 

parents to take an active role in their children's education, helping 

them with homework, conferring with teachers, attending PTA 

meetings. Parent after parent said that the single greatest barrier 

toward becoming more involved in their children's education was not 

knowing English: "No puedo por no poder ablan bien en ingles." In 

an interview, one parent talked about the feeling of trying to do her 

job as a parent: "For me, you know, when they send me to have a 

parents' meeting and everything at the school, I go up there shaking, 

and you're supposed to go, but I don't know what they're gonna tell 

me and I'm not gonna understand because the teachers over there, 

they use English." AmeriCorps worker Laura Farias investigated the 

possibility of having PTA meetings translated into Spanish, and while 

most parents were enthusiastic in their support of this effort, it did 
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not override their feeling that learning English was the most 

important factor in their becoming fully involved in their children's 

school lives (Farias). 

7.2 Students' Lives in the Program 

Once in the program, students were generally happy to be out 

of their houses, happy to be learning something, happy to have the 

feeling that they were moving forward at last. At the same time, 

participating in the program was difficult for many if not most of the 

students. Most students predicted in answers to the Intake 

Questionnaire that they might have trouble remaining in the 

program for the entire year, and their predictions were for the most 

part accurate. Students pointed to economic problems, family 

problems, serious illnesses, fmding a job, and moving out of town as 

possible complications in their lives. Transportation was a serious 

problem for many of the students, as few had cars, and using public 

transportation was both time-consuming and prohibitively expensive 

for some families. Some parents even had to worry about having 

enough money to provide food for themselves and their children at 

the sites that did not provide free lunches; one mother wrote on the 

Exit Survey, "No nos dan comida y tenemos que compran, cuando no 

traemos. Me preocupa que no hay fondos para la comida." Finally, as 

wives and mothers, many students expressed the common worry 

that they simply would not have time to do everything the program 

asked them to do: "Tener suficientes tiempo para complir con mis 
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obligaciones." If these factors did not cause a student actually to 

drop out of the program, it certainly contributed to absenteeism and 

failure to do homework or to meet other obligations of the program. 

Understanding the strictures on the time and energy of 

program students, Jessica Hernandez conducted a study to determine 

which study methods students were most likely to use at home. Not 

suprisingly, she found that students were most likely to use methods 

that could fit into small bits of time, such as flashcards, fill-in-the

blank doze exercises, and so on. Students were least likely to use 

methods that required long blocks of uninterrupted time, such as 

reading and writing (Hernandez 1). 

In some families, participation in the program created strife, 

particularly between wives and their husbands who expected them 

to stay home and take care of the house all day, every day. By the 

time I conducted the interviews, in fact, a few students had dropped 

out under pressure from their husbands. Some students persisted in 

the face of continuing resistance from their husbands: 

Now I do a little thing, something here in school, and I 

take it to my house and show it to my sister-in-law and 

my niece and nephew, and to my husband, but my 

husband, "You should go and fmd a job." Every time that 

I show him something, he, "You shouldn't go to school. 

You should go and find a job." He have a lot of pressure 

because he have a daughter and two sons with his first 



276 

wife and they ask him for a lot child support and we not 

have enough money to keep going. He told me to go and 

find a job and I told him, well, I'm learning English and 

writing English and I'm gonna find a job, I need to learn 

first and then find a job. 

Many others told stories of husbands who resisted at first but then 

became supportive: 

At first, they feel jealous because we came to school, I 

don't know why. My husband, sometimes he feels 

jealous, but mostly he's happy because I'm happy and 

I'm learning a lot. All the time he encourage me to go, 

sometimes he say, I want to go to school too. I wanted to 

wait, but he said, No, you should go, he encouraged me. 

Now he doesn't say anything any more, but before, he 

keep saying, No, just stay home, stay and let the kids 

sleep until ten o'clock or eleven o'clock in the morning. 

He work long hours and he leaves about ten o'clock or 

nine-thirty, and the kids have to go to school and they 

have to go to bed early and when he comes home he 

doesn't see the children. So he say he'd rather me stay 

home with the kids and see him before he goes to work. 

But since the kids are getting better and behave better 
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and know more things, and I told him about the kids, 

how well they're doing, he don't say any more stay home 

and all that. 

My husband, he work afternoon and night. Every 

morning, I came here, and he is alone in my home. He 

come back from work and I tired, it is difficult. But he 

want me come here, he want me learning. Friday, no 

class here, I talk with him--everythingl I tell him about 

the week. It makes me with more, with mas ganas for 

me [laughing]. And he sees that. He tell me, I want to 

speak English more too. He is more happy, because he 

works for us. 

It seems that for some couples, working out differences about the 

wife attending the Family Literacy Program was a key to working 

out differences of all kinds. One student attributed her generally 

better relationship with her husband to the things she had learned in 

the program, the ways in which it had changed her, and the ways in 

which this in tum had changed their relationship: 

You not gonna believe it that before I started school I 

used to have a lot of fights with my husband, and now 

since I started school [two years before], one fight. 

Before I used to get mad for everything, but now I don't. 
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Before, his sons stay in the house for the weekend and I 

feel fine. Before I just wanna [making strangling 

gesture], but not now. 

Some husbands, of course, were supportive from the beginning: 

My husband, he went to sixth grade only, and he said, I 

didn't have the opportunity to get started, and he said to 

me, now that you have the opportunity, go out, go and 

learn. 

If students had one criticism to make of the program, it was 

the feeling while they were in it that too much time was wasted on 

what they perceived as non-educational, "non-functional" activities 

aimed at changing their behavior, especially toward their children: 

PD, PACT, and so on. Though the program fulfilled many of the 

students' expectations, in this way it did not, and many were 

disappointed: 

The thing I didn't expect here is that we would spend so 

much time with our kids. I thought he would be in his 

class and I would be in my class all the time learning to 

get our GED. I didn't think we would have all this PACT 

time and circle time and lunch time. We spend enough 
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time with them at home. You take yourself to school to 

learn yourself. 

Last year [at an ESL site] we did a graph on how much 

time we spent on adult education and parent discussion 

and PACT time and all that, we only did 54% of the time 

on adult education, only a little bit more than half. And I 

really would like to say that this is wrong. I like this 

year more because in this GED school we spend more time 

on adult education. 

Many had specific changes they would like to see in the program. 

Most focused on the idea of providing more English and GID 

instruction, including the practical application of that instruction 

during volunteer work, and less of nearly everything else: 

More time in the English class. There is computers, 

vocational time, PACT time. English time is very small. 

PACT time maybe once a week. We can play with them 

at home, and weekends. Maybe a lot when we start, at 

the beginning of the year, and then not much later. 

PACT could be once a week maybe, twice a week, and the 

other things too, like PD and all that. 
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More time every day. More hours a day, maybe coming 

on Fridays. Also, more vocational time. I like the job. 

And one student had a number of interesting suggestions: 

Maybe [the instructor] need another helper, to help the 

slower students, to make our level higher. Maybe 

separate the computer lab from the classroom. The 

computers are very noisy. I would like to have more 

practice from the sound charts. Maybe have a person 

like you talking with us, to be available to talk to us, to 

speak fluently, another person who is not our teacher, a 

person who is very patient with us. Come back! 

7.3 Students' Lives after Leaving the Program 

The students were almost unanimous in their estimation that 

the program was a major influence on their plans for the future. 

Most were certain that the program had made it possible for them to 

achieve their chosen life goals. The optimism of their answers to 

questions on this topic on the Exit Survey stands in sharp contrast to 

the grim descriptions of their lives and moods before joining the 

program: 
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Si, tuvo mucha influencia ahor me valoro a mi misma y 

tambien par educar a mis hijos y para siguir 

progresando 

Si, me a superado mucho en tenido mas exito 

Si, me dio mucho animo para seguir adelante 

Si, me motivo a que nunca debemos de parar de estudiar 

debemos siempre prepararnos para salir adelante 

Si, porque me di cuenta que uno puede logroir cualqier 

cos a que se proponga con perseverancia y paciencia 

y deseos de salir adelante 

Si, tuvo una influencia muy positiva porque hoy es mas 

fuerte aun mi deseo por seguir adelante con mis 

planes de estudio 

In more detailed answers about their plans, those who had 

claimed to have none now said they did: "No asia planes hasta que 

escuche de este programa y gracias a el aqui estoy planeando cada 

dia casas diferentes y sali de aquella monotomia." For others, as 

revealed in answers to three questions on the Exit Survey, their 

plans had become more specific, more ambitious, and more realistic. 

54% said they planned to pursue education in some form, compared 

to 28% before joining the program. (16% said they planned to study 

by continuing in the program if possible.) 23% mentioned the goal of 

earning a GED, as opposed to only 5% before joining the program: "EI 

programa me despento mas intenes para seguir adelante y terminos 
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mi GED" and "I would not have the decision of study for GED if I 

wouldn't come to school before." Before the program began, those 

with the goal of earning a GED were likely to think of that as a 

stopping point: "I think the GED is enough for me" and "My dream is 

get my GED and work like a teacher assistant." At the end of the 

program, 5% of the students, already confident of passing the 

upcoming GED examinations, said they wanted to enter Pima 

Community College. Some other students were even more ambitious 

about the amount of education they made their goal: "Enough to go 

into becoming a RN or social worker," "Universidad," and "A PH.D in 

psychology. " 

In a study of the long-term effects on educational aspirations 

of graduates of the Family Literacy Program, Gerie Cruz explains that 

she was at first disappointed that more of the adult students did not 

have higher educational goals for themselves. She compares their 

attitudes to her own plans for going to college, which she formed 

while first a student and then an AmeriCorps worker in the program. 

In the end, however, Cruz concludes that hope for higher education is 

only one measure of the success of the program in influencing 

students' attitudes: whether students "go on to be a full-time 

student or return to the domestic engineer position, we learned so 

much about ourselves and our families while we were students in 

this program. We know that we are all special and we have a lot to 

offer to ourselves and our children" (Cruz 3). 
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On the Exit Survey, 20% of the students said they intended to 

find work after graduating from the program, but again, many were 

more specific than before in their career goals. 25% of those 

intending to find jobs said they planned to enroll in a carrera corta, 

or a vocational "short course" in some specific skill such as word 

processing. Others had more ambitious plans: 

La carrera que quiero estudiar es de 3 aiios 

Get a college degree, work in a bank 

Mis planes son mejorar mi ingles, despues aprender un 

oficio 

Go to college, learn more about computers, and become a 

police officer 

Several planned to start their own businesses together with their 

husbands: 

Trabajar para poner un negecio propio junto con me 

esposo 

Aprender bien ingles, y tal establecer un negocio mi 

esposo yyo 

Mi esposo y yo comensamos un negocio de Distribucion 

Interaction (Network Marketing) y estamo 

poniendo tiempo y esfuerzo para lograr tener un 

mejor estilo de vida en 2 aiios 
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The program had given still others a clear vision of many 

related goals, including buying houses and cars, helping extended 

family members fmancially, even taking a family vacation (for most, 

an impossibility): 

Payoff the trailer and find land to put it on. Learn to 

drive. Have my own car. Work to help my 

husband. Maybe go to school when my other child 

grows up. 

Trabajar y asi ayudar a mi familia para encontrar una 

casa en buen lugar porque ahora vivimos en 

mobilehome. Y tenemos planes para un futuro 

mejor. 

Ser un buena mama y realizar mi suefio de hablar ingles, 

y comprarme una casa, tener un buen trabajo, ir de 

vacaciones a Guatemala, y ser una esposa fIliz 

Me gustaria no tener que preocuparme pos $, con la 

familia de poder viajar en vacacione, tener una casa 

grande, un buen carrera, y poder ayuder a mis 

padreseconomicamente 

All these positive effects on the students' plans for the future 

relate to two specific features of the program: the emphasis on 

defining realistic but ambitious personal goals that is an important 
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part of vocational training, and also the efforts to raise the students' 

self-esteem. There is no doubt about the program's effectiveness at 

the "literacy for self-enhancement" goal of improving students' self

esteem and self-confidence: 

Segura que se me hace sentir mas seguridad 

I feel more sure and have a lot of self-esteem 

Si, mucho, porque ahora me desenvuelvo mejor, yeste 

program me ayuda a tener mas confienza en mi 

misma. 

Si, porque me hizo sentir mas independiente ahora he 

aprendido a manejer cuando pensaba que aque 

nunc a 10 iba a hacer, yasi puedo hacer para mi y 

mifamilia 

Me motiva mas a seguir adelante y que puedo hacerlo 

Si, porque he aprendido que si tengo una meta en mi 

menta la puedo lograr 

I would never dream myself could so far 

Si, tanto que ahora se que mis sueftos se hacen realidad 

I know that I can make my goals come true 

Yo deceo poder seguir la escuela y seguir progresando 

con mis estudios para poder valerme en esta vida 

pormimisma 
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The program changed my life. I never thought I could be 

so good You are lifting people up, not stepping 

them down. 

This effect was even more pronounced during the interviews I 

conducted. Student after student commented on the program's 

positive effect on her self-esteem, self-confidence, and general 

energy level: 

This program is very help to the stress, the nervous. My 

husband is very happy me come back to school. Before I 

come back to school, I very nervous, the stress. Now I 

relax. Let's do something! Okay! 

Before, I sleeping all the time, watch too much TV. When 

we are the home, we think, Oh, I'm tired, I can't do that, 

but now, oh! [snaps fmgers, gestures to indicate energy]. 

Before the program, I was awake up to make the lunch 

for my husband and for to send my children to school, 

and then when my baby go to sleep I sleep too. But now 

I am up early to go to school. Now I don't like to stay in 

my home. 

I like to study now. I have years in my home, and I don't 

want to go out my home, you know, I like my home. And 
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last year when I'm going to start school, I feel like, Oh no, 

I don't want to go out, I don't want to study. And now I 

don't want to be at home. After this year is over, I'm not 

going to be at home, I'm going to study something. At 

home you do the same thing every day, every day, every 

day. You don't use your head for good things, you only 

use your head for bad things, for worries. We have time 

to clean the house still, when we come to school. 

To me when I first came here my confidence was a little 

low, and now I feel better. Sometimes we have people 

come here and talk to us, and that helps. Not exactly 

intelligent, but different. You can do things. 

For me, I feel like this program help me a lot. I never 

have a chance to be in school, and before, you know, the 

parents meetings . .. This lady she come and talk to us 

about self-esteem you know, I never heard like that. 

Before, I feel so heavy, and now I feel like the demonio 

[laughing], I feel more, I don't know, more comfortable. 

When I used to work somewhere, I felt like, so bad. Now 

I feel more happy, more confident, because I can try to 

speak and understand English. 
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Before, when I went to any place, and the people say, Do 

you speak English--No! I don't. Now, I try, somebody tell 

me to translate, I try. I don't speak very well but I try. 

And people say, You speak English very well, and I 

feel ... [gesturing proudly, sitting up straight and 

smiling]. 

Other students mentioned the self-esteem they felt from 

receiving the praise of their families, a clear source of pride: 

I have way more confidence than I did, and my self

esteem has gone way up. My self-esteem was, wow, way 

down there, I thought I was nobody, and now I know I'm 

somebody and an important person to my children and 

my husband and myself, because yourself comes first. 

Before the program my children are in a bilingual class 

and this year my daughter is in the English-only class 

and sometimes I can help with the homework, and she's 

feel good when I help. 

When we come here, mothers, we feel like we are being a 

very good example. We say to them, stay in school. My 

older daughter she know that before I didn't feel very 

good about myself, and I always told her when I have a 
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chance I want to go to school. When I hear about this 

program, I'm very excited about it. And she tell me she's 

proud of me. That feels very good. 

All these impressions are related to the students' feeling that 

they were better able to negotiate their way in the world of schools, 

shops, doctors' offices--places that were, before this time, places of 

fear and humiliation for them. Perhaps in this area, "functional" and 

"self-enhancement" forms of literacy overlap and complement one 

another: 

I never went to school in Mexico. My daddy he's the kind 

of person, the kids they have to stay in the house, so me 

and my youngest sister we went two years, the 

kindergarten and first year. I came to the United States 

when I'm 15 years old and I never had a chance to go to 

school. You feel more scared because you need 

something and you don't know how to ask and you have 

to just wait and you stay like that. I feel more 

comfortable in a school now. This program gave that to 

me. 

I more comfortable outside. I go to the restaurant, I 

understand your English. You know the doctor, is very 
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very important you understand everything. I need 

understand him 100 percent, not SO, and I do sometimes. 

When I used go to the doctor, I always need somebody to 

go with me. Now I like go by myself. He told me 

everything, but there are a few words I don't understand, 

and I keep it, and I am going straight to my house and 

ask my daughter. She say the doctor tell me this and 

that, Mami he want to say this and that. Now, okay, so I 

know all about it. 

The students' estimations of the program's effects on them 

seems to concur with effects observed among students in a very 

similar program in Ogden, Utah. The Weber State 

University/Standard Examiner Family Literacy Project was based on 

the National Center for Family Literacy model used by the PCAE 

program: separate classes for children and adults (in this case, GED 

classes), PACT time, and so on. The only significant difference was 

that instead of cooperating with local Head Start agencies, the 

children's classes used the High Scope curriculum developed by 

Hohmann, Banet and Weikart. The fmdings of Glover et al. were that 

their project fostered the same positive personal changes that PCAE 

Program students reported about themselves: 

In terms of their views, goals, and expectations, they 

tended to value themselves more as individuals by the 
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end of the program. Goals for the women had shifted 

from more traditional roles to those which reflected a 

desire to achieve success in areas of both school and 

career. They also viewed themselves as being able to 

work more effectively in their relationships with both 

their spouses and children . .. A newly found belief in 

their ability to achieve had led several of the women to 

expand their personal goals to include not only obtaining 

the GED, but also pursuing a college education. (Glover et 

al.325-26). 

7.4 Effects on Children 

According to the students, the program had clearly observable 

effects on their children, behavioral changes such as those I thought 

I observed across the school year in the children's classroom. 

Especially during the interviews, parents described many changes 

that they ascribed to their participation in Family Literacy, and 

changes that were specific targets of the early childhood 

development curriculum. Though many parents complained about 

the amount of time spent in PD and PACT sessions on teaching them 

to reinforce such new behaviors, they clearly also appreciated the 

changes they saw in their children and were willing to do their part. 

Many parents commented on general behavioral changes, such 

as more curiosity and a better ability to concentrate: 
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Before, he likes running, noisy. He don't learn nothing. 

Before coming here, he always watching TV, he was 

always hyper, always questioning me. 

I can see my son, he changed so much in the last six 

months. Before, at home, when the older one draw or do 

things, he seems not interested. But now, the other day, 

the teacher was sitting with him teaching him letters, and 

he knew so many. P! P! P! he said. I couldn't believe it. 

My daughter she was bad girl, she don't listen, she 

running all the time. Now she sit one place, she watching 

TV, she looking book. She like animal books. She take 

books from here to home, she like the books. My older 

daughter, we were in this program three years ago, now 

she's in second grade, now she's doing good, she study all 

the time. 

Other parents noted that their children were more outgoing and self

confident: 

My little boy gets more involved with other kids now. 

He's more open. He really enjoys it. 
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My daughter, she brings her friends over now, and she 

says, Come on I'll show you how to cut up paper and 

make pictures. You ought to see my house now, it's full 

of kids. 

Before, she not speak, even Spanish. But right now, she is 

speak more, Spanish and English. Before nobody 

understand what she say. Her speaking is bad. Right 

now, she speak words more clear. 

We go to the store and there's an old man. My son say, 

What's your name? just like that. Before he would never 

do that. 

Many parents used the words "more independent" to describe the 

most basic change in their children: 

They learn how to be more independent, that's very good. 

And also the time when we are at home, most of the 

mothers, they think that since they are children, we have 

to do everything. You know when we are having 

breakfast, I used to do that. I serve everything for her, I 

give her the spoon, I have to give her the plate. But now 

that we've been here in this program, she's more 



294 

independent, she say, I'm a big girl now. She put cereal 

on her plate, I tell her, You go get a spoon. 

Now she is independent from me. At first she cried for 

two weeks, and every morning now we go to school 

together. On Sunday she want to go and I have to say no, 

not today. 

And finally, some parents said that they thought their children were 

more mature and responsible: 

It's made my daughter more mature and more 

responsible. She used to be such a baby and now she's 

learned to look after herself. And she's more into doing 

things like studying, colOring, and she wants me to read 

to her all the time. 

Before, he say, I want you to feed me, and now I say, Oh, 

I'll tell your teacher you can't even feed yourself, and he 

say, No! Don't say that, and he feed himself. 

She more responsible. With her homework, she always 

does her homework. She know she has to do her 

homework. 
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Some of the changes parents noted were school-specific 

behaviors that they thought would help the children be ready for 

kindergarten and public school when the time came: 

When my older children go to the kindergarten, they 

don't know nothing. My daughter, she know her name, 

how to write her name, the letters, the numbers. She 

know English. 

My daugher, -she writes everything. She asks me, Mom, 

how do you write Kimberly and how do you write 

Carolina, and I spell out and she writes it down. 

My son, he's four years old and one day he make me a 

book with pictures, just like that, in his own writing, and 

he "read" it to me, and I write it down. My daughter 

she's nine years old, she didn't attend to a program like 

this, and my son when he is doing something, he is so 

concentrated, and my daughter she's the opposite. This 

program help a lot, the kids. There's a lot of difference. 

When he's doing things, I look at him and he's so serious, 

and my daughter when she's doing something, I have to 

be near, I have to help. He try to write his name, but not 

my daughter. I have a friend, she works helping a 

teacher, a teacher's aid, and she works in a kindergarten, 
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and she say she knows when one child went to a pre

school, because it's so different. When a child comes from 

a house, they don't do anything serious, and when a child 

comes from a pre-school, when the teacher say, we're 

going to read, that child come to read, but with another 

child you need to, Come and read, stay still, and all that. 

They get a start here, so when they go to kindergarten 

they feel like more mature because they know some 

things. I think they will be little afraid, but it's not the 

same. 

One of the most important school-specific behaviors children learned 

was a love of learning. Many parents told stories like the following: 

The kids they love coming here. When we have a long 

weekend, my son he says, Mommy let's go to school, I 

want to go to school. 

She loves all this. She says, Mommy, let's go to school, 

Mommy, I miss school, why can't we go to school. She 

loves her teachers, she loves everything that's going on in 

school, she says, Mommy look, I did this today, I learned 

this color, I learned this word. She's just amazing. It's 

really helped her a lot. And now she knows she's 
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entering kindergarten and she's really ready, she's 

looking fOlWard to it. 

It lets them know they have the ability to learn, and it 

just brings it out of them. 

Glover et ale observe that in the case of their own family 

literacy program, "it was difficult to determine how much of the 

observable changes [in children] resulted from developmental 

progression versus involvement in the program," though they guess 

that the children'S classroom experiences had a positive impact on 

their "increased interest in books, emerging pre-literacy skills in 

writing, and growth in social skills and ability to interact with others" 

(Glover et ale 326). This assertion, as well as the observations of the 

PCAE parents, are supported by data gathered by Alma Garcia. She 

concluded, based on surveys of adult students with both young 

children in the program and older children never in it, that compared 

to older siblings who had not participated in the program, "children 

who attended the Family Literacy Program" were "more able to 

follow rules, more at ease in expressing their feelings, more secure 

being left at school, more able to participate in class. Most knew 

their colors and their shapes, knew how to write their names, and 

some could even write their parents' names. Children who 

participated in the Family Literacy Program were more confident 
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and secure, more motivated and ready to start kindergarten. They 

will be more successful in school" (Garcia 2). 

Many of the parents linked changes in their children's behavior 

to changes in their own parenting behavior. For one thing, many of 

the children enjoyed learning and following the rules of the 

classroom so much that they demanded the same rules at home. 

When one woman said, "In the house she want to do everything what 

they do here," the other parents present laughed agreement. She 

went on, 

She want to serve herself, put the milk in her glass, and 

we put it this side of the plate and she put it other side of 

plate. Then she tell me, she give me empty glass, Marni, 

wash my glass, and sometimes she say, Mami, un 

pequeno accidentito, un pequeno accidentito. And my 

husband sometimes he say something, and she say to 

him, Daddy, you supposed to say please. 

Other mothers agreed: 

She say to me the rules of the school in the house. She 

want to help with the meal. She put the plate, the bowl. 

She want to make the salad, she make the sandwich. She 

learn to make the salad here. 



299 

At home, the children, they want the same rule. They 

want the knife and fork here, not here. 

Many of the parents said that they learned most of the new 

things they know about parenting from the program itself, from PD 

sessions and from observing the ways in which the children's 

teachers interacted with the children: 

I first came here to learn English but I didn't know about 

PACT time, PD, the computers. They teach you about deal 

with kids, that's very important. 

I used to spank my kids, and they were wild, and after I 

went to these classes and stuff, I started doing that 

timeout and stuff, and now I see a difference. 

When I yelled at the kids and spanked them, I feel so 

bad, but now I don't do that, I give them timeout or 

ignore them, and I don't have that gUilt afterward. 

You learn to be more patient with children, to be a better 

listener, to just take your time, because they really get on 

their nerves sometimes and you're stressed out. You find 

something to occupy them. I tell my kids, let's make 

cookies or go outside and play with the dogs. Their 
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feelings get hurt just like ours, after you raise your voice 

to them. When I send them to the corner, I say, You 

know why you're in the corner, I'm sorry, but you have 

to learn how to do that right. 

The teachers they say, Do you remember the rule? 

Inside we walk, outside we can run. They say no, but 

they don't use that word. That's how we as the parents 

learn from the teachers. If I want to do the best, if I'm 

talking to her [her daughter], I explain her, and I feel 

more comfortable. 

They correct the kids the way they should. They do it 

like they love the kids. Some people think if you love 

your kids you don't correct the kids. But that's not right. 

You need to correct the kids, but with love. 

One important change in the interaction between parents and 

children was in their mutual interest in school and education. 

Parents reported discussing school with their children more often, 

helping their children with homework more often, and so on. Most of 

the mothers came from homes where this was not a common 

practice. As one woman put it, her parents "never asked me how I'm 

doing in school, they just assume every time that everything is fine. 

If my report card is low, they just say, Do better." Now, however, 



301 

most parents said they discussed school issues regularly, including 

their own classes: "My daughter she ask me what I do in my class 

and I ask her what she do too." Some parents even reported that 

this change in behavior carried over to interactions with older 

children who were not involved in the program. One mother learned 

how to help a junior high school child with his homework and noted 

the change in his attitude: "He had a F last year in math, and now 

this year he has a C. He's so proud, and he says, Mommy look, look 

what I did because of you. And I say, We did it together honey." 

Clearly parents were pleased with these changes in their 

children's behaviors and in their relationships with them. However, 

many expressed anxiety about other changes they saw in their 

children that they attributed to the schooling they were receiving. 

Some expressed worry over a loosening of the bonds in the 

traditionally close-knit Hispanic family, especially under the 

influence of "success" as defmed in the United States: 

I see a big difference between American family and 

Spanish family. They are closer, the Spanish family. I 

want to have a big family. American families, I always 

see the kids, fourteen, fifteen, on the streets. One time I 

went out with a psychologist, and he told me, American 

family likes to have cars, house, jewelry, tables, and 

we're very different. We want to have family, closer, 

everything that we do. Sometimes when Mexican 
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families come to the United States, they change. But my 

family, I hope not. 

Others who had gone to school in Mexico thought that the standards 

of American schools were too lax and worried that their children 

would become like their stereotyped image of a spoiled, lazy Anglo 

student: 

Schools in Mexico are tough. A guy from fifth grade over 

there, he can compete in high schools over here. Over 

there, it only goes to sixth grade, and high school is like 

college. 90% of the people are poor over there, you have 

to learn fast, you have to make the thing short so you can 

go to work. I try to teach my kids the way I learned over 

there, but the teacher says, no don't do it that way, that's 

not right. A kid has a calculator here, and you say, hey 

what's five times eight, and he says, I don't know, 

where's my calculator? 

Most of the anxiety over the changes parents saw in their 

children focused on the loss of a Hispanic (or a specifically Mexican) 

identity, especially the loss of the ability to speak Spanish. As one 

mother put it, "I know we are in the United States and we have to 

speak English, but I don't want to forget Spanish." Another said 

about her children's continuing to speak Spanish, "For me is very 
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important, because we are from Mexico, and we should always 

remember that." The pressure on Spanish-speaking immigrants to 

give up their native language is strong, but so, apparently, is an urge 

to retain it. Many students told stories illustrating these points: a 

hospital worker refusing to speak Spanish though she knew how, a 

store clerk forgetting her Spanish until she needed to talk to a 

handsome man, and so on. One woman told a story about an uncle 

angry with a young man who wanted to give up his Spanish: 

I have a uncle, he's terrible [laughing]. There's a young 

guy, he went to my grandpa's house and he's supposed to 

not speak the Spanish and he a Mexican. And so my 

uncle he got him by his neck, and he said, "Man oh man 

you're choking me!" in Spanish. 

Other stories are not so amusing, like the ones illustrating the 

familiar generational gap between immigrants who speak one 

language and children who are learning another: 

My kids will speak Spanish when we go to Mexico, to my 

mom and my brothers, but not to me. My son-in-law, he 

doesn't speak Spanish and now I'm teach him talk a few 

words in Spanish. He's Mexican but he's really from here 

and his parents speak English. I have two grandsons, and 

the young one, he's gonna be three years old and he not 
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speak the Spanish. And I told my daughter that she need 

to talk to him in Spanish, because they need, because my 

mom and all, they not speak English. 

Rojo in English, tell me rojo in English. I say, rrred. He 

say, no mom, no rrred: red [exagerating the "r" in an 

American accent.] No Rrrichard, mommy: Richard. No 

yob--job. 

Parents spoke with pride of children who were retaining their 

ability to speak Spanish, shOwing clearly how important it was to 

them: 

We went, me and my daughter, she's five years old and 

we sent to Texas for Christmas and she talk Spanish to 

some of my friends, and they're surprised, because they 

never heard a little girl talk Spanish like her, and she talk 

Spanish and English too. And my friends say, "How in the 

world she's learn how to talk like that?" And they were 

happy about it. My brother, he said, "Gabi, Gabi, talk to 

him in Spanish," and she start talking and they're 

surprised. 

For me, I feel real proud of my daughter and my son. 

Over here, they not talking Spanish. When we go to 



305 

Mexico and they will see somebody that they not speak 

English, they speak Spanish to them right away, and real 

good. They not try to hide. And my daughter she write 

to my mom in Spanish because she know that she not 

speak English. 

During one interview I was persistent in demanding to know 

just why retaining Spanish should be so important. Playing devil's 

advocate, I pointed out that we were, after all, in the United States, 

that every generation of immigrants before had lost its native 

language, that in the opinion of some people retaining another 

language held children back in school, and so on. A student whose 

English was not good switched into English and pronounced the 

Spanish words she used very carefully so that I would miss nothing 

of her meaning: 

Is very important speaking Spanish. My friend is, only 

English is more important for your baby. No. I like more 

Spanish. I like my baby learn ... nuestra raizes, nuestra 

cultura. The first is nuestra raizes, nuestra cultura. The 

second, okay, English is very important. This is United 

States, that's okay. For me, first is Spanish, mi raizes. 

Such sentiments indicate that program planners need to be sensitive 

to the degree to which their goals seek to "acculturate" or, to use the 
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turn-of-the-century phrase associated with the education of 

immigrants, to "Americanize" program participants, especially 

children. 

7.s Conclusions 

If we again compare the perceptions of a group of program 

participants, in this case the adult students, to the program goals as 

stated in the original grant (see Chapter 6), we see remarkable 

correspondences between those goals and perceived achievement of 

the goals. On written surveys and in interviews, parents mentioned 

nearly every one of the goals: a higher level of education, improved 

parenting skills, better preparation of children for school, familiarity 

with the school setting, the practice of school literacy skills at home, 

better skills for success on the job. Clearly, the students perceived 

their experience in the program as one of the most important of their 

lives, and they had very specific reasons for believing so: improved 

self-esteem, improved chances of fmding a good job, better ability to 

playa positive role in their children's education, even an improved 

home life in the form of better relations with their children and their 

husbands. 

Absent from the students' perceptions of their achievements on 

the program, as it was from the teachers' perceptions, was a clear 

idea of the "liberatory" goals of the program: how it might help them 

not merely make their way in the world but also criticize and change 

the world of school and work. Students expressed anxiety about 
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what the program might be doing in their lives, especially in its 

capacity to Americanize their children and their families. They 

seemed to value the changes the program was making in their lives 

even as they feared some of them. One thing the program seemed 

not to provide was the ability to manage these changes. The 

students left the program with the idea that they might be able to 

change themselves, but not the idea that they might be able to 

change the world. 

Nevertheless, students were nearly unanimous in their praise 

of the program, and one of the most common replies to the last 

question on the Exit Survey, asking any comments they would like to 

make about the program, was a wish that more people might 

participate in it: 

Ojala dure mucho, y otras personas tengan conocimiento 

de el para progresar como 10 hemos hecho algunas. 

Pues me gustaria que posieran mas programacion para 

que otras personas sepan y puedan venir a 

desarrollarse nlaS 

Espero que se realize mas propaganda para que Ie 

conozca mas gente y Ie pueda beneficiar de las 

misma manera que 10 hizo conmigo. 
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Only that this program is wonderful, and it helped me a 

lot. Should to exist more programs of these for 

more people can study. 

EI programa tiene que seguir existiendo para que otras 

mujeres tambien tengan la oportunidad de 

beneficiarse. 

Perhaps the students best able to assess the program's long

term effects on their lives are those who graduated from it in past 

years. What follows are testimonials from four of the AmeriCorps 

workers attached to the program in 1994-95 and who were former 

students: 

I enrolled myself in the program because first my 

daughter needed a school at that time and second I 

wanted to do the GED test I got my GED certificate one 

year ago. It was a great accomplishment for me because 

I had it as a goal in my life since I new there was one 

more opportunity for me. It completely changed my life, 

now I can help my family economically, I know they are 

proud of me for all the things I have done. 

My experience isn't only one, I had a lot and one of them 

speaking more English, because since I had my diploma I 
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was very afraid to talk in English, now I feel more or 

maybe a little bit secure trying to speak. Another 

experience is that I have had the opportunity to be 

translating for Craycroft's newspaper every month. The 

effect the program had on me is that somebody believes 

in me. I entered because I wanted to have my child 

ready or almost ready to start kindergarden, and because 

I wasn't able to talk and write in English. My 

accomplishment is that I feel more secure giving 

sometimes correct answers to my girls and for myself. 

The Family Literacy Program has had a great impact on 

my life. In one year I learned important things about 

myself. My self-esteem grew tremendously. I entered 

the program in order to avoid a waiting list for my son to 

enter pre-school. I wasn't really interested in going to 

school to get my GED because I felt that a GED or high 

school diploma was not very important and to have a 

piece of paper couldn't really change your life that much. 

Since I have received my GED I have felt so proud of my 

accomplishment. My family looks to me as a positive role 

model now instead of a negative one (being a teen parent 

isn't what you want for your child's bright future). I 

think that I always noticed I was smarter than some 

people around me in high school, sometimes even friends 
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that I made after I dropped out of school. But I just 

didn't have the confidence to try testing for my GED or 

really achieve anything. I used to be afraid of my life 

changing. I wanted everything to stay the same. Setting 

goals consisted of taking summer clothes out of our 

closets for the season. Generally things like this was my 

idea of "goal setting" and for me this was good enough. 

Since I've been in Family Literacy I know that I can 

contribute so much to my community. I have a lot to 

offer. I've learned that when it comes to my future, "If I 

fail to plan then I am planning to fail." My life will never 

be the same again. 

I now think that enrolling in Family Literacy was the best 

decision that I have ever made and how now made my 

goal to keep this program available for all the other 

mothers out there who have become hostage in their own 

home only to wonder, "What's next? How many more 

years of this? I would be better off dead." 

Here we see in eloquent form the themes mentioned by many of the 

active students in the program: a sense that the program rescued 

them from despair, a sense of change, accomplishment, forward 

motion, confidence, and hope. Though the idea that literacy can 

confer a "state of grace" has been criticized, it is clear that at least 
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some kinds of literacy education, such as that represented by the 

PCAE Family Literacy Program, can contribute to important personal 

changes in the lives of students. The students' reponses to my 

questions show that their growing "functional" literacy, in their case 

the ability to negotiate their way in the world of school, work, and 

public services, contribute substantially to their self-esteem. It is 

possible that these two aspects of literacy education can lay the 

groundwork for the more "liberatory" effects I envision. 
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8. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

From the point of view of Elaine Gaber-Katz and Gladys Watson, 

Canadian community literacy researchers and activists, PCAE Family 

Literacy students' perceptions of the program would be classified 

"conservative": they perceive their lack of literate English skills as a 

severe handicap and believe that once they acquire them, "they can 

do anything. If they try hard enough they will 'make it'" (Gaber-Katz 

and Watson 30). While they value the "functional" aspects of the 

literacy they are learning, the major impact on their lives seems to 

be the "self-enhancement" aspect. On the other hand, the 

perceptions of the teachers and administrators are more what Gaber

Katz and Watson call "liberal": rather than a simple "skills" approach, 

"the teaching methods reflect a knowledge of the principles of adult 

learning and the whole language approach." In addition, "The 

curriculum is likely to include life skills and functional materials--all 

with the intention of better integrating adult literacy learners into 

society" (Gaber-Katz and Watson 30). While teachers and 

administrators certainly value and enable the "self-enhancement" 

aspects of literacy education, their teaching methods comprise more 

of a humanitarian version of the "functional" approach. 

By contrast with both the conservative and liberal views of 

literacy education, I am suggesting that the program capitalize on 

what Gaber-Katz and Watson might label its already existing "critical" 

tendencies in both theory and practice. From this point of view, "it is 
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understood that adult literacy learners have the right to participate 

in a democratic society, and that it is the community's responsibility 

to ensure that all its members can be active citizens" (Gaber-Katz and 

Watson 31). Poor literacy skills are seen not as a personal problem 

with personal solutions, but rather "as a reflection of a particular 

social, economic, and political system that does not equally benefit all 

groups with society," and the purpose of literacy education is "coming 

to understand oneself better within a social context and cOming to 

understand the importance of actively participating in society" 

(Gaber-Katz and Watson 30). Critical literacy education will not 

neglect the improvement of conservative goals of "basic skills in 

reading, writing, numeracy, communication, life skills," nor the 

liberal goals of "build[ing] self-confidence" and "participat[ing] more 

fully in society" (Gaber-Katz and Watson 30). 

Ultimately, however, say Gaber-Katz and Watson, the goal of 

critical literacy education is to move learners out of the private 

world of either success or failure on an individual level and into "the 

public realm" where they can become active participants in shaping 

the world they live in, working toward their own "empowerment" 

and becoming capable of bringing about "social change" (Gaber-Katz 

and Watson 35). Liberatory pedagogues such as Kyle Fiore and Nan 

Elsasser echo these ideas by calling for a literacy curriculum that will 

enable students to "advance their reading and writing skills, 

recognize links between their own lives and the larger society, and 

develop ways of using their newfound writing skills to intervene in 
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their own environment" (Fiore and Elsasser 299). Some of the critical 

or liberatory practices I will suggest expanding upon are clearly 

already important features of the program, while others are ad hoc 

improvisations on the part of instructors. 

A Family Literacy Program student praised the program in the 

following way: "It's the first step to help people and make strong 

people." Is that not enough of a goal? Maybe it is. The program is 

remarkable in its achievements, given its circumstances. Though 

there is much to know about the long-term effects on students' lives, 

both adults and children, it is clear from the data in this book that 

there are wonderful changes in students' lives as a result of their 

participation in the program. Most of all, it does a good job of 

preparing them to enter the world of school and work in America. 

During a conversation, PCAE Director Greg Hart told me that he 

considered these potential effects of literacy education inseparable 

from more "liberatory" effects. In some ways, he said, "personal" 

liberation is a precondition to wider social change, in the sense that 

for these students, self-improvement amounts to a political act. 

Would the changes I suggest here get in the way of what the 

program already does so well? Would more explicitly "liberatory" 

practices in fact limit the possibility of social liberation? 

There has been criticism of the idea of transferring a Freirean 

"liberatory pedagogy" to American classrooms. In "A Critique of 

Critical Pedagogy," Gerald Graff worries that some critical pedagogues 

assume the superiority of a particular (leftist) politics and in one way 
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or another proselytize instead of encouraging true dialogue; the 

student who resists is criticized as brainwashed by the 

establishment: "The teacher is not only authoritatively right about 

the issues, but is also justified in assuming the inauthenticity of the 

student's opinions" (Graff 205). This is certainly a criticism that 

could be leveled at the type of recommendations I am making here. 

In this book we have heard the voices of students who do not want 

to change the world, but instead want a bit more education, a decent 

job, a paid-for trailer to live in. I would not want to create a 

curriculum that encouraged teachers to assume that the students are 

somehow "wrong" in these desires, that they are victims of an 

inauthentic "false consciousness." At the same time, I am suggesting 

that the students' political consciousness can be raised and that they 

can be given a vision of not simply adapting to the world but 

changing the world. 

Ira Shor and Paulo Freire struggle with this dilemma in their 

conversations in A Pedagogy for liberation. Freire asserts that 

teachers are wrong to neglect their obligation to prepare students to 

fit into the existing world of work for some kind of political 

education: "Both the traditional and the liberating educator do not 

have the right to deny the students' goals for technical training or for 

job credentials" (Shor 68). At the same time, however, education, 

particularly the literacy education of the most oppressed in a sOciety, 

must not stop there: "The liberating educator will try to be efficient 

in training, in fOrming the educatees scientifically and technically, 
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but he or she will try to unveil the ideology enveloped in the very 

expectations of the students" (Shor 68). Shor agrees: "Job skills must 

be criticized at the same time they are learned because the current 

conditions of society require students to enter a predatory job 

market" (Shor 69). I would agree that it is possible, within the 

confines of the Family Literacy Program, to teach students at once to 

prepare for certain jobs and to criticize the fact that they are 

relegated to those jobs by virtue of their economic status, education, 

gender, and race. 

Victor Villanueva has a more fundamental criticism of the 

transfer of Freirean concepts to the American scene. He does not 

seem to oppose "the trend to convert the classroom into a political 

arena that aims at pointing injustices and instigating change," though 

it is clear from his tone that he does not entirely approve (Villanueva 

249). But he sees two problems. First, students may legitimately 

resist the idea of changing the world in fundamental ways; it may in 

fact serve them very well just as it is. A number of Family Literacy 

students, like other immigrants before them, do envision the United 

States as a land of opportunity, though this ideology is waning under 

the influence of a weak economy and high unemployment among the 

population of Family Literacy students, as well as the enduring 

xenophobia and racism of social forces like those that created 

California's Proposition 187. The fact remains, however, that many 

poor immigrants do prosper in the United States, which may still 

offer more opportunities than their home countries. 
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The second problem in applying Freirean concepts in America 

that Villanueva identifies is "the unlikelihood of dramatic 

revolutionary change in the most immediate future" (Villanueva 

249). It is possible, in fact likely, that Family Literacy students 

perceive this truth on some level and choose to work toward the 

more realistic goal of adapting to the oppressive system as best they 

can. Does this mean that changes in our country's social, political, 

and economic systems are impossible? Only if we believe in an 

ideology that, in Therborn's terms from the introduction to this book, 

determines that changes are "impossible." 

Certainly there will be no fundamental revolution in America 

in the foreseeable future. Ultimately, says Villanueva, the most we 

can do is exploit the way a dominant system "allows for change" and 

attempt to make "changes that go beyond those allowed by the 

current hegemony" (Villanueva 249). Clearly the Family Literacy 

Program is already engaged in this endeavor, using private corporate 

and public government funds to empower people who are 

disempowered by corporate America and government policy. The 

change the system "allows for" is change within the individual, from 

being unable to work within the system to being able to work within 

the system. I do not oppose this change, if it improves the material 

conditions of students' lives. The change I would also like to see, the 

change that goes "beyond those allowed by the current hegemony," 

the change the Family Literacy Program already fosters in some 

ways and might emphasize more, would be the empowering of 
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people to alter the social system that oppresses them and makes 

literacy programs necessary in the first place. A Family Literacy 

student replied to the question of whether the program had had an 

effect on her life, "Si, porque me di cuenta que uno puede logroir 

cualqier cosa que se proponga con perseverancia y paciencia y deseos 

de salir ade1ante." This kind of hope is not a bad attitude to foster in 

people who are frequently victims of despair; however, students 

might also learn what it will take, aside from perseverance, patience, 

and desire, to make the world a better place for people like them. 

What follows, then, is a series of recommendations for 

improving the program, based on my best assessment of the 

program's own goals as expressed by its staff, and on my impression 

of the students' wants and needs, and on my projection of how much 

can be accomplished by such a program to enrich and empower the 

lives of the staff and students in it. In making these 

recommendations, I tried to keep in mind that my principal audience 

was the program itself: the students, teachers, and administrators 

who had invited me to do the study in the first place and who gave 

their time and energy to help me conduct it. I also tried to 

remember that there are limits on the influence that program 

administrators can have over their own program. Stipulations of 

various funding agencies (such as the National Center for Family 

Literacy and the Arizona state legislature, for example) help 

determine the shape of the program, as well as the requirements of 

cooperating agencies, such as Head Start and local school districts. I 
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wanted most of all to give program administrators information that 

would help them achieve the vision they had for the program, or 

perhaps to help them negotiate a vision among themselves that all 

could agree to work toward. 

8.1 Rethink the commitment to Silent Way teaching methods 

I found myself admiring teachers' Silent Way teaching 

techniques. The teachers were very diSciplined, they encouraged 

good participation from the students, and their energy and sense of 

humor kept things alive. They generally achieved the goal of getting 

students engaged in trying to help each other produce correct 

English. In other words, I could not hope to ever see the method 

used better. However, I could not help but have reservations about 

the method itself for the purposes of these learners. 

During my observations, I often thought about how long it was 

taking to produce one four or five word sentence with the method, 

and how many times that sentence was repeated. I knew that one 

tenet of the Silent Way is that students spend those long silences in 

concentrated absorption of the language principles they are supposed 

to be learning. However, I knew how little English the students 

spoke in their everyday lives away from the classroom, and I 

wondered if there was a way to get them to produce more here. The 

slow pace of language production and the "toothpulling" 

encouragement between production of bits of language reminded me 

of a presentation a teacher gave the staff at the school where I 
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taught in Japan. He had videotaped a classroom and reproduced 

moments as still frame cartoons showing students painstakingly 

trying to form sentences in response to teacher questions, 

collaborating with each other for minutes on end to produce a 

minuscule bit of language. 

In addition, I wondered about the content of the language 

produced through the method. An essential part of the Silent Way is 

beginning with a very small vocabulary in the target language, 

restricted almost exclusively to the names of the props in the 

teaching kits, so that practice is limited almost to pure grammar, 

while the language actually produced is practically devoid of 

meaning or reference to anything in the concrete reality of the 

students' lives. Students concentrated, their faces serious, their 

speech slow and careful and correct, holding up two pink rods: 

"These ... are ... pink ... rods." This sort of language is the goal of 

the method, but is this a statement that is worth saying for anybody, 

much less these students, with their urgent need for language that is 

directly useful in their everyday lives? The theory is that this very 

absence of complicated social and cultural content, this lack of 

association between language and the real world and its difficult 

meanings, will lead students to make better progress. However, 

critics have pointed out that "the approach to language basics which 

begins with seemingly irrelevant discussions about rods, and which 

involves silence and concentration and 'games with teacher' about 

meaning" makes the method of questionable use with some 
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populations. One experienced inner-city teacher told Marianne Celce

Murcia that the method did not work for him since his adult 

students' "expectations and need for immediately relevant language 

learning" led him to abandon the method (Celce-Murcia 33). 

I think that Paulo Freire might criticize the Silent Way as I do 

here: as a method that produces words that are "emptied of their 

concreteness and become a hollow, alienated, and alienating 

verbosity" (Freire 57). Teaching language for the sake of language 

robs it of its power to help students transform the world by means of 

language that has a real relation to the world: 

"Four times four is sixteen; the capital of Para is Belem." 

The students records, memorizes, and repeats these 

phrases without realizing what four times four really 

means, or realizing the true significance of "capital" in the 

affrrmation "the capital of Para is Belem," that is, what 

Belem mans for Para and what Para means for Belem. 

(Freire 57-58) 

How much truer are his words when we think not about memOrizing 

times tables and district capitals, but about long discussions of green 

and pink rods? 

If it is desirable for the teachers at all the family literacy sites 

to share an established ESL teaching method, there are many to 

choose from that do a better job than the Silent Way of linking 

language to the real world, of providing students with immediately 

useful language, and of empowering the students in situations 
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beyond the classroom. Among older methods still in wide use, James 

J. Asher's Total Physical Response makes use of students' actual 

physical environments rather than abstract objects like colored rods. 

Students respond to language with actions and use language to create 

effects in the real world. Georgi Lozanov's Suggestology involves 

exposing students to massive language input in both spoken and 

written form. Understanding meaning and communication of ideas 

are more important than mastery of form and literal correctness. 

Charles A. Curran's Counseling-Learning method emphasizes the 

production of language by students that grows out of their desire to 

communicate specific messages and is meaningful to them. 

A recent important trend in ESL pedagogical theory and 

practice would help accomplish some of the pedagogical goals I am 

suggesting here: the functional-notional approach. As the name 

implies, a functional-notional approach "places major emphasis on 

the communicative purpose(s) of a speech act" by focusing on "what 

people want to do or what they want to accomplish through speech" 

(Finocchiaro and Brumfit 13). All other elements of language flow 

from the explicit teaching of functions such as greeting or 

leavetaking, asking for an object or expressing thanks. This approach 

has already exercised some influence over teaching within PCAE, 

especially a curriculum developed by instructors at the EI Rio 

Learning Center. 

One other recent approach, which would integrate well with 

some of the suggestions to follow, is content-based ESL. See, for 
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example, a curriculum developed by Elissa Anne Hassel not only to 

teach English to recent immigrants from Mexico but also to help solve 

the problem of inadequate pre-natal care through education in 

nutrition, pregnancy and birth, and use of public health care facilities 

(Hassel). Administrators of several cooperating New York City 

agencies specializing in the needs of recent immigrants have 

developed an ESL curriculum based on the knowledge and skills 

needed for taking the first steps toward applying for citizenship (A 

Guide to Teaching ESL). 

8.2 Create more structured interconnections among languages of 

various program components 

What I have in mind here is building ways into the language 

curriculum to use vocabulary and ideas from, say, PD and PACT 

sessions in the English classroom, ways to use the English classroom 

to prepare students for the language they will need during their 

volunteer work in the host schools, even ways to connect language 

lessons between adult and children's classrooms. While some 

teachers at some sites did this, it was mostly spontaneous and not 

programmatic. Doing it would require careful planning, close 

cooperation among the teachers at a given site, and a willingness to 

adapt the overall plan to situations as they arise. 

MaryAnn Phininzy offers a good example of how two different 

components of the program might be integrated to the mutual 

benefit of both. Phininzy was an AmeriCorps worker at a site where 
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PACT time seemed to be misunderstood and misused by the parents, 

and where there never seemed to be enough activities to fill PD time. 

Many of the parents had told Phininzy that they not only did not 

enjoy PACT time, but considered it a waste of time. She observed 

parents ignoring their children during the very time set aside for 

them to interact with the children, having conversations with each 

other while children played around them (especially in the area de 

casa/home area), or becoming absorbed in projects of their own 

while their children played alone (especially at the art table). 

Phininzy suggested using PD time to teach parents what PACT time 

was all about. The first PD devoted to this purpose presented a 

series of skits depicting parents doing the wrong thing during PACT 

in a humorous way; "The parents got a big kick out of our plays, but 

it was obvious that the point had gotten across. I know this because 

the very next day the parents were more responsive to their 

children in these areas" (Phininzy 4). At another PD, small groups of 

parents were given a single toy and asked to brainstorm as many 

things as possible that a child might learn from playing with the toy, 

and again there was success: "They even surprised themselves when 

they realized how many things there were to learn from a simple 

toy, game or puzzle" (Phininzy 4). During the last PD devoted to the 

topic of improving PACT time, a school counselor came to suggest to 

parents ways of fmding time to play with their children at home the 

way they were learning during PACT. 
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8.3 Make more connections between the language the students are 

learning and its meaning in the real world they inhabit 

I might phrase this recommendation differently, since, of 

course, any classroom already exists in "the real world" and is in fact 

shaped and directed by the world beyond the classroom door. I 

might therefore say instead: Do not create artificial barriers between 

the classroom and the rest of the world, nor between classroom 

language and the language of the rest of the world. 

Several instructors seemed instinctively to recognize the limits 

of the Silent Way, using it from time to time to lead to "real world" 

language or supplementing it with real world language activities. I 

think much more could be done. Watching some lessons in the 

classrooms, I thought of the ways I learned in my ESL teaching to 

connect the language the students were learning with a real world 

beyond the classroom. I heard one teacher trying to reinforce a 

lesson from earlier in the week about the days of the week, for 

example, by asking, "What day is tomorrow?" Many minutes were 

passed in confusion and false starts as the students attempted to 

answer questions like this through reliance on pure memorization. I 

wondered if it would help to talk about the days of the week among 

these mostly practicing Catholics with reference to Good Friday, 

Easter Sunday, Mardi Gras and Ash Wednesday. They could learn 

what TGIF means, and could remember that in the United States, 

holidays are often on Monday to create a long weekend, and election 

day is always Tuesday. And there are other ways to play with the 
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concept of the days of the week in English-speaking cultures, such as 

the poem, "Monday's child is fair of face ... "; the song, "I met him on 

a Monday ... "; the Dugan poem "On a Seven Day Work Week" (with 

its unforgettable line, "Then it was Saturday, Saturday, Saturday! 

Love must be the meaning of the week!"). 

But of course I am talking about pointing classroom language 

toward other realities in the students' lives. When I observed the 

vocational education lesson about writing a resume, I could not help 

but wonder what the students' homework resumes would look like, 

and how different they would be from mine: nombre, direecion, 

nlimero de te1efono, edueacion, experiencia, habilidades. I wanted to 

start a discussion of what difference there might be, in Tucson, 

Arizona, other things being equal, between a resume with a Spanish 

surname and one with an English, German, or even Italian surname. 

I wanted to ask about the conversation I had overheard during a 

coffeebreak in one classroom about the difficulty of getting a call 

back from a potential employer when you had no telephone of your 

own and not even a stable address. I wanted to talk about how 

many doors my education had opened for me, doors that would 

remain closed to people without such an education, and I wanted to 

ask why they thought I had that kind of education and they did not. 

I wanted to point to abilities that I had beyond items such as word 

processing skills that they did not, such as the ability to dress and 

present myself as employers might expect, and how I learned these 

things. I wanted to talk about ways of overcoming some of the items 
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on their resume to find meaningful work, even ways of capitalizing 

on certain items on their resume, such as bilingualism. Most of all I 

wanted to ask what jobs they might apply for using these resumes, 

and whether those jobs would be well-paid or fulfilling, and why 

they had set their sights on those and not other jobs. 

On another day in another classroom a general discussion of a 

homework assignment, mostly in English, veered off into a discussion 

in Spanish of the students' children. One woman said her nephew, 

only a fourth grader, was already having trouble with gangs. This 

led to a spontaneous gripe session about the deleterious effects of life 

in the United States on children: they watched too much TV, they 

never had homework to do, they had no respect for their elders. In 

Mexico, by contrast, the teachers were stricter, and there were school 

uniforms, which would eliminate the oversized clothing associated 

with gangs. There was talk about permissive American mothers who 

did not discipline their children and let their children wear anything 

they wanted to. The conversation petered out after a minute or two 

and the class turned its attention to a Silent Way lesson. I wanted to 

stop the lesson in its tracks and ask the students to search for 

reasons behind their feelings of frustration and lack of control over 

their children in the United States. I wanted to give them a chance 

to fmd ways to express in English the differences between their lives 

in Mexico and here, and I wanted to ask if they would like to read 

some material on just that topic, which I would gladly provide, for a 

follow-up discussion. 
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The kinds of connections I would like to see between the 

language students are learning and the world they live in could 

become an institutionalized part of the curriculum. For example, Elsa 

Auerbach documents the many ways that students in the Boston 

English Family Literacy Program use reading and writing; among 

them are: "To address community, workplace, and health care issues 

(for example, writing a class letter about police discrimination to a 

local newspaper, writing testimony for funding hearings on adult 

education and community services," "To practice advocacy in dealing 

with schools (for example, writing letters about concerns to children's 

teachers," and "To explore political issues (for example, writing 

language-experience stories about the elections in Haiti" (Auerbach 

179). Such activities would fit comfortably into any of the adult 

education classrooms I visited. 

8.4 During language lessons, take advantage of connections students 

make between classroom material and their lives beyond the 

classroom 

I saw one instructor turn the lateness and absence of several 

students into a spontaneous Silent Way exercise; "Who is absent 

today?" she asked and wrote on the board: _, ___ _ 

___ ___ . She expected the blanks to 

be filled in with four names followed by the phrase "are absent 

today," an operation that took some time. I wondered if it might be 

more productive to ask why the people were absent, what sorts of 
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life events keep people from coming to class when they want to, or 

perhaps make them not want to come to a class. On another day this 

same instructor used Silent Way techniques to ask, "Who's married?" 

"Who is single?" A student joked, "She's married [pointing to a 

neighbor] but she want to be single." I wanted to ask why. Another 

said, "I married and pregnant too," and another asked if there was 

another word for "pregnant." The instructor answered, "expecting." I 

wanted to give the students more expressions and some slang, too, 

with explanations of which words are polite and which are pejorative 

and in what situations each might be used and for what purpose: a 

mother-to-be, in the family way, preggers, got a bun in the oven, 

knocked up. I wanted to talk about what it meant to be pregnant, 

whether their families would be as large as their parents' and if not 

why not, what sort of prenatal care was available to them and how 

they paid for it. 

When one instructor held up an illustration from a children's 

version of "Jack and the Beanstalk," I was dying to know why the 

students identified the mother in it as one of themselves in sentences 

they generated about the picture: 

She is Hispanic 

Her name is Maria 

Her hair is brown 

She is 3 2 years old 

She is from Chihuahua 
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What did the students have in mind in giving Jack's mother a 

Hispanic identity? Did they believe what they were saying (that is, 

that anybody with brown hair is Hispanic)? Or were they using 

whatever English vocabulary they had to keep things going? Or were 

they trying to inject a bit of reality into this lesson based on a fairy 

tale? 

In another classroom on another day another instructor held 

up a picture of a woman standing in a kitchen that different students 

also identified as "Maria." Other things they said about her: 

She will make tortillas. 

She has a lot of work. 

She needs to hUrry. 

She will make enchiladas. 

She feels hungry. 

She feels tired. 

The kitchen was that of a wealthy family, large and well-appointed 

with many expensive appliances: a dishwasher, a food processor, 

and so on. There was little reason to assume that, if this was a 

kitchen in Tucson, Arizona, the woman in it was named Maria or that 

she was tired, hungry, and had a lot of work to do or that she would 

now make tortillas and enchiladas--unless she was a maid. The 

sentences the students generated were assessed for grammatical 

correctness, but not for their relation to the possible "reality" of the 

picture: the meaning of the well-equipped kitchen, the distance 

between this kitchen and the students' own kitchens. I wanted to 
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ask the students: Where is this kitchen, in what country? How do 

you know? Which neighborhood in Tucson might it be in? How do 

you know? Is she rich or poor? Do rich housewives make their own 

tortillas? Does this look like your kitchen? I wondered if these 

beginners had enough English to engage in the kind of lesson I am 

talking about, but I also wondered if there was any good reason to 

learn English other than to talk about these things. I thought about 

bringing in a copy of a pamphlet I saw at Bames and Noble not long 

before, an "English for Your Maid" phrasebook, and ask the students 

what they thought of it. 

8.S Resist "deficit models" of students' home lives and encourage 

native language literacy 

PCAE Director Greg Hart taught me to be more suspicious than I 

was of blanket dismissals of "deficit models" of students' lives and 

languages. Certainly no education should imply that students are 

unworthy people if they do not possess certain kinds of knowledge of 

language, and it is true that the deficit model can and does do 

damage to students in all sorts of educational settings. On the other 

hand, says Hart, "Some deficits are real." In his homey example, 

Say I want to play basketball but I don't know how to 

dribble. Now you might say, "Oh, well, if you can't 

dribble, you're a stupid, unworthy person, and you can't 

play with us." Or you might say, "Oh, you can't dribble, 

no problem, come on over and let me show you how and 
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then you can join the game." I'm not condemning you as 

a person because you can't dribble, but I'm not 

pretending that it doesn't matter than you can't dribble 

or that you can play the game without knowing how. 

(Hart) 

In my description of program students' lives, I have flirted with 

using a deficit model myself, speaking in particular of the material 

poverty in which the students live. There are certain deprivations 

and disadvantages in the students' lives, and I support the efforts of 

the program to address them. 

At the same time, we must be understanding of students' 

feelings about these matters, especially immigrants from supposedly 

"inferior" societies who speak a home language other than English. 

Hispanic immigrants especially are acutely aware of the hegemony of 

the North American culture and language and their displacement of 

Hispanic cultures and languages. Most PCAE Program instructors and 

staff, many of them Hispanic themselves, are sensitive to these issues 

and want to validate the students' home cultures while teaching 

them the culture and language habits of the United States. 

Concretely, for example, this may point toward the creative use of 

Spanish in the classroom. There are precedents for this practice in 

other family literacy programs. "Families Learning Together" in 

Bensenville (Chicago) includes education in "Spanish literacy" for 

"adults whose literacy skills are poor, even in their native language" 

(Rodriguez and Tejeda 334), and so does the Logan Square Branch of 
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the Chicago Public Library's family literacy program (Illinois State 

Library Literary Office 96). But I would suggest encouraging Spanish 

literacy among students with good Spanish skills in order to validate 

their lives beyond the classroom and perhaps to allay some of their 

fears that Spanish will be lost in their families in the next generation, 

and that education will be a force for that language death. 

The only systematic use of Spanish in the PCAE Program takes 

place in the children's classroom, where they are taught Spanish 

songs and poems, told stories in Spanish, and encouraged to produce 

their own texts in Spanish. In the adult classroom, Spanish is used 

primarily as a means to teach English--to give instructions, to explain 

grammatical concepts, to clarify fine points of meaning in an English 

text. Occasionally texts are produced by adults in Spanish, and 

conversations during PD and PACT times are often in Spanish, but 

there is no systematic valorization of literacy in Spanish, and there is 

no programmatic technique for bridging Spanish and English literacy. 

When and where did students learn their Spanish literacy? When 

and where do they continue to read and write Spanish in their 

everyday lives? How do their learning experiences and their uses of 

written Spanish compare to their experiences with English literacy? 

How can an education in English literacy be connected to the reality 

of students' literacy in Spanish? Research into such questions is 

becoming a focus of much community literacy research. John Szwed 

observes that, "The distribution of these [literacy] skills in bilingual 

and immigrant neighborhoods and communities is a complex and 
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unexplored area" (304), and calls for many more studies that might 

inform the teaching of English literacy to immigrant populations. 

It should be noted that some funding agencies, both private 

and public, specifically prohibit the teaching of languages other than 

English by programs they support. Others will tolerate "transition" 

bilingual education, which use native languages only as means of 

moving students into exclusive use of English as quickly as possible, 

but will not fund "maintenance" bilingual education programs aimed 

at preserving bilingualism. Clearly, community literacy 

administrators considering accepting funds under such stipulations 

must decide whether they can abide by them or whether they will 

work around them in creative ways. 

8.6 Heed students' voices in setting program goals and writing 

program curriculum 

A small but enthusiastic percentage of students in any given 

year of the program return for the following year. In addition, most 

of the AmeriCorps workers attached to the program are former 

students. Between them, these people form a pool of knowledgeable 

and often opinionated critics of the program. They might be asked to 

work together to write an evaluation of the program and a list of 

recommendations (such as the ones here) for the upcoming year's 

curriculum. Also, participating students might be formally surveyed 

at various times during the school year and their perspectives 

incorporated into curriculum planning. Specific questions to be 
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answered by such efforts might be: What should be the specific 

goals of the program for both adults and children? What specific 

skills should both adults and children gain from the program? What 

specific futures should the program prepare students for? What 

physical classroom resources are most needed by the students? How 

might various components of the program be better articulated? 

8.7 Acknowledge the gender realities of the program 

Of the 80 or so adults enrolled in the program for 1994-95, 

only two were men and neither was a father (one was a uncle, one a 

grandfather). Of 30 or so staff members involved in the program, 

only one was a man (an adult teacher). Whether by design or not, 

the program was administered by women for women. This suggests 

three areas for reconsideration: a) how better to serve the mothers 

in the program with services aimed specifically at women; b) how to 

involve more fathers from participating families; c) how to involve 

more men in the program's administration and instruction. 

a) Many of the services of the program are already aimed at 

women, though this is not generally acknowledged. For example, at 

PD sessions, when "parenting skills" are discussed, they are almost 

always understood as "mothering skills." Also, the building of self

esteem as a primary goal of the program is clearly aimed at women, 

as it seeks to address feelings of uselessness and depression that 

seem to be more common among women than men in this population, 

though this is a debatable point. I would suggest acknowledging the 
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already gendered content of the program and then expanding it. 

Topics rarely addressed in any systematic way include, for example, 

different challenges for mothers in raising boys and girls, gender 

discrimination in the workplace, and differences in the ways men 

and women behave and are treated in the different cultures the 

students begin to inhabit through the program. PD sessions, 

vocational education, and even preparation for PACT sessions might 

include explicit discussion of such issues. 

b) Research on the role that fathers play in the educational 

development of their children suggests that fathers are unexpectedly 

important. A recently released report from the International 

Association for the Evaluation of Education Achievement reports that 

men around the world spend pitifully small amounts of time 

interacting with their children. American children spend an average 

of only 42 minutes a day with their fathers. Sociologists Sara 

Mclanahan and Gary Sandefur have found that children who spend 

the least amount of time with their fathers are the most likely to fail 

in school ("'Ghost Dads'" 9). A review of literature by Sara 

Willoughby-Herb and Steven Herb on fathers' roles in their children's 

educational achievement supports this contention. Researchers have 

found that: 

1) "[T]he presence of a father in the home was a greater 

predictor of achievement than whether children were 

raised in one or two-parent homes" (Willoughby-Herb 

and Herb 46). In other words, children from homes with 
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a father, even those with only a father as a parent, had 

better general academic success and higher reading 

ability than those from homes with a mother alone. 

2) Gifted children tended to have fathers who 

"encouraged more independence in children, reported 

unconditional high regard for their children, were 

involved with them more frequently and for longer 

periods daily" (Willoughby-Herb and Herb 46). This 

conclusion was found to hold for a study of Hispanic 

families as well. 

One way to get more fathers involved might be to increase the 

number and variety of activities such as "Father Figure Night." I 

attended a Father Figure Night at one site and was impressed by the 

number of fathers who attended and participated willingly if not 

enthusiastically in the activities. All the site's teachers came, from 

the adult education to the early childhood development instructors, 

and also the AmeriCorps worker assigned to the site and the parent 

involvement assistant from the host school. The men came in 

cowboy boots and workboots, jeans and Western shirts, belts with 

names tooled in the leather: Luis, Ramiro, Jose. There were baseball 

caps, some battered, some new with names of sports teams on them. 

After brief introductions of the teachers, fathers and children could 

choose from four play activities: 1) rompecabezas, 2) revistas, 

tijeras, goma, papel, 3) area de bloques, 4) hacer plastillina. A 

handwritten sign on the wall announced an agenda that was followed 
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that there will be "reviso de actividades," then "canciones," then 

"regalos de papa," and finally "botanas y refrescos." During all these 

activities, the children's teachers in particular circulated among the 

fathers and children, modeling as they did for the mothers ways to 

interact with children. 

Finding ways to get more fathers involved in the program 

would benefit not only the children. There is sometimes tension 

between the wife and mother who is a student in the program and 

the husband and father who feels she is neglecting her role in the 

home. One instructor told the story of a woman whose husband 

changed his work schedule and wanted her at home in the morning, 

meaning she would have to quit the program. The student brought 

her husband to class one day to show him what she did, spent time 

in a kind of arbitration session with the instructor, and as a result he 

approved of her staying in the program. 

c) Until more fathers can become involved, the children in the 

program might be given more father figures to interact with. 

According to FLP Director Jessica Dilworth, efforts are made every 

year to recruit more men as instructors, but the low pay and benefits 

are not enough to attract most men, who can make more money in 

other jobs. As J. Elspeth Stuckey points out rather bitterly, low-paid 

literacy work is primarily female work (Stuckey 108). This problem 

might be insurmountable. Dilworth did have one concrete plan to 

recruit a man for the staff, preferably a Hispanic man with good 

Spanish and openly feminist sentiments, to do a series of PD sessions 
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with the students and another series of several evening PD-style 

sessions each semester at each site just for the husbands of program 

students. 

8.8 Give students help with access to social services and activist 

community organizations 

As I noted in my analysis of teachers' and administrators' 

perspectives on the program, in their opinion the most neglected goal 

stated in the original grant proposal was "connection to community

based organizations and services." Again, however, there were 

already efforts in the program to empower students to become active 

citizens in their communities, and these efforts might become more 

effective. 

a) To differing degrees at different sites, students were 

provided with information about social services such as subsidized or 

free daycare, public health care, and so on. Education in these areas 

might be incorporated as a formal and programmatic part of the 

curriculum. This effort could be complicated by the fact that 

different students may qualify for some services, other students for 

others: some are citizens, others permanent residents, and so on; 

some are employed, others unemployed; a few have incomes that 

might disqualify them. However, surely a notion of "empowering 

literacy education" should include ways to negotiate the difficult 

languages of public health offices, food stamp offices, public housing 

offices, and so on. 
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b) Again to varying degrees at different sites, students were 

given information about a range of activist community activities. For 

example, since Pima County Adult Education as a whole worked 

closely with the Pima County Interfaith Council, students were often 

involved in PCIC activities. PCIC is affiliated with a national 

organization, the Industrial Areas Foundation, and like other 

affiliates it promotes grass-roots activism on behalf of otherwise 

underrepresented populations. PCIC is a presence in the Tucson 

educational establishment, sometimes bringing hundreds of members 

to school board meetings to protect their interests. PCIC members 

also work with local businesses to create jobs in blighted areas, with 

local housing managers to ensure the existence of decent, affordable 

housing, and so on. One group of PCAE students, inspired by PCIC 

activism, founded a group called Friends and Students of Adult 

Education, which evolved into Adults for Community Transformation 

(ACT). Again, such activism within such groups might be organized 

as a regular feature of the curriculum, providing students with the 

vital language experiences of listening and speaking, reading and 

writing, in areas of direct interest and benefit to them. 

8.9 Give students more help with fmding a job 

A good number of students intend to work after graduating, 

and even those who would prefer to pursue further education will be 

obliged to work in some capacity. Though students learn the basic 

steps of job hunting in the vocational education of the program, 
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many are still incapable of breaking the barriers to employment such 

as marginal English skills, obligations to family, and possibly even 

racial prejudice. PCAE might use its influence to establish 

relationships with several area businesses and set up a kind of in

house employment agency to funnel students toward those 

companies. 

B.10 Give students more help with continuing their education beyond 

the program 

To help students who do want and are able to pursue further 

education after graduating from the program, PCAE might establish 

relationships with local trade schools, with Pima Community College, 

and even with the University of Arizona, so that entry into these 

schools becomes not an extraordinary accomplishment but a regular 

feature of the program. Students would need help reading 

application requirements and course catalogs, help completing 

applications, help getting oriented to the schools. Most of all, 

students would need help locating and applying for scholarships and 

student loans. A PCAE-FLP staff member might be designated as the 

liaison to area schools, or a Community Literacy Internship at the 

University of Arizona, which is how I became involved with PCAE, 

might be devoted each spring semester to working with PCAE 

students who want to pursue higher education. 
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8.11 Establish a follow-up effort, possibly a separate program, to 

offer continuing help after graduation 

This is an idea discussed a lot by program staff and is 

definitely a concern of FLP Director Jessica Dilworth. The good 

effects of the program are likely to be temporary without such a 

follow-up program. As one teacher paraphrased many students 

feelings, "[F]or a year I hear how I can change my life, I have total 

support, the year passes and I'm home alone without my child and 

the support isn't there." The biggest problem is keeping track of this 

highly mobile population and helping them find time in their busy 

lives to participate in follow-up activities. In a study of the long

term effects on educational aspirations of graduates of the Family 

Literacy Program, Gerie Cruz discusses the difficulty of even locating 

subjects to survey, given the high mobility of the population likely to 

be in the program. She suggests asking graduating students to fill 

out a form asking for a permanent address of someone likely to 

know their whereabouts in case they move, and asking if they are 

interested in "being contacted for situations such as filling out 

questionnaires or getting other news about Family Literacy in 

general" (Cruz 2). In this way the program could begin to create a 

database of graduates who are interested in continued involvement 

with Family Literacy. 

Follow-up activities should be aimed both at adult graduates 

and children. Adults may be working, may be in school, or may be 

full-time housewives again. Support for all three groups should be 
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aimed at reinforcing the progress they made in the program: for 

example, ongoing English lessons; exercises in goals clarification; 

workshops in self-esteem enhancement; sessions aimed at better 

parent-child communication, and so on. Activities for children might 

be calculated to improve their chances of success in elementary 

school: basic English and math brushups; study skills workshops; 

lessons in computer skills, and so on. 

8.12 Conduct follow-up studies to measure effects of the program on 

students' lives beyond the scope of this ethnography 

As I noted earlier, the National Center for Family Literacy has 

the stated goal of bringing about profound social changes, but 

substantiates only improvement in certain limited measures of 

educational achievement and has conducted no studies to date of the 

rates at which the graduates of family literacy programs end their 

dependence on welfare, continue their education, or improve their 

income. If program administrators could cultivate a relatively stable 

follow-up population, then they could also conduct responsible 

studies to track the material effects of participation in the program 

in the students' lives. Such data would be crucial to helping 

administrators continue to refme the goals and pedagogical means of 

the program and also to continue to qualify for public funding. 
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8.13 Conclusion 

The Pima County Adult Education Family Literacy Program is 

already constituted as an eclectic grab-bag of goals and pedagogical 

approaches. I would recommend maintaining this identity for the 

program, with the proviso that its various elements be articulated 

toward the focused goal of providing students with as much 

opportunity as possible to use their improved literacy skills to 

exercise control over their lives and the lives of their children. 

The program may be criticized for its internal contradictions, 

for embracing goals and pedagogies that appear to conflict with one 

another and thwart whatever good may come of them. In this book, 

for example, I have questioned the deflection from frankly 

"liberatory" ends that a focus on "functional" literacy and literacy for 

"self-enhancement" may entail. On the other hand, as I have also 

observed, "functional" and "self-enhancement" approaches may serve 

as complements to "liberatory" approaches, as long as the ultimate 

liberatory ends are clearly articulated. As Greg Hart once said to me, 

quoting Walt Whitman, "Am I not large enough to contradict 

myself?" 

Eclectic methods may, in fact, be the most effective approach. 

The needs of students are many and varied, and no single approach 

is likely to serve them all well. Though Sylvia Scribner has criticisms 

of each of the three approaches I have mentioned, she also asserts 

that "effective literacy programs are those that are responsive to 

perceived needs, whether for functional skills, social power, or self-
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improvement" (81). We must also be sensitive to the cultural 

learning patterns and individual learning styles of students, 

refraining from dogmatic adherence to cherished pedagogical 

approaches. 

While I was teaching at a two-year college in Japan, the 

composition faculty and I decided that it might be a good idea to 

introduce the rudiments of formal argumentation into the advanced 

composition classes, though we knew this would be a challenge in a 

culture that preferred to settle disputes with other patterns of 

communication. We did not have much luck encouraging students to 

write in the pattern we worked out: thesis, audience objections 

stated, audience objections met, evidence for thesis presented. 

Almost in desperation I created a fill-in-the-blank worksheet for 

brainstOrming ideas. It required students to fInish sentences such as, 

"I believe that ... ," "Some people might disagree with me, saying .. .," 

"However, what these people don't understand is ... " Instantly 

students began to construct thoughtful, complex Western-style 

arguments. A learning tool that was familiar to the students from 

their Japanese education, which would have been anathema to most 

American students and teachers of composition, unlocked the door to 

creativity for my Japanese students. 

And finally, in addition to tolerating a seemingly contradictory 

set of goals and accepting an eclectic collection of pedagogical 

practices, we must always ask: What can any community literacy 

program accomplish within its given limits? How "liberatory" can a 
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program be, with its patchwork of funding, its eternal shortage of 

resources, its transient student population, and its perilous position 

in a society that functions mainly to thwart its efforts? Our answer 

may be a program that is less than ideal, that is fraught with internal 

tensions and contradictions, and that falls short of making a major 

contribution to the kind of social transformation we would like to 

see. At the same time, it may be, like the PCAE Family Literacy 

Program, a program that performs small miracles in the lives of 

individual students and is an important part of broader efforts to 

foster expanded social equality. 
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9. EPILOGUE: A LITERACY NARRATIVE 

Clearly, in research studies that rely so heavily on the 

researcher's presentation of self in the field, some 

examination of the significant personal experiences which 

shaped her perceptions must be included in the research 

report. (Taylor, Family literacy 102) 

What would this education do to me? And what was I to 

do with it? (Cary 5) 

As I wrote this book, I thought a lot about my own literacy, my 

own education, my own language teaching. I made notes as I worked 

on the formal ethnography of themes that seemed to be repeated in 

my own life. 

According to theory of "reflexive ethnography," the entire 

ethnographic process, from the collection to the selection, 

presentation, and interpretation of data, is guided by forces we can 

understand as autobiographical. The entire trajectory of my life--my 

identity, my background, my education, my politics--will alter the 

phenomena I observe and determine the meaning I assign to them. 

Perhaps this chapter will clarify some of the sense of personal 

engagement I feel with the topic of this book, and also the 

vehemence of my criticism in certain places. 
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At the same time, I'd like to explain what the entire experience 

meant to me. I guess you could say I took it personally. As much as 

my autobiography determined the shape of the writing, the writing 

also helped me reflect upon my autobiography. I measured my life 

against the lives of the people I studied, against the ideas I learned, 

against the conclusions I drew about literacy, education, and the 

possibilities for social transformation through literacy education. 

Like the literacy students I studied, I strove for an education 

beyond the level of my parents or indeed of my entire family, and I 

did so from a base that might be judged" deficit" in the requisites of 

literacy. I was one of the children who appeared in a classroom and 

then disappeared in less than a school year as my family followed 

my father's work. Necessity controlled us more than we controlled 

our movements or our living conditions. What was "possible" for us 

occupied a narrow range, while what was "impossible" was vast. 

There was little reason to believe that my parents would be able to 

do much in the way of the "transmission" of school literacy habits, 

habits they never learned and did not possess, habits that were, 

according to some literacy education theorists, the key to my future. 

At the same time, we bought into the ideology of individual 

initiative and personal success that drives American education. My 

family invested heavily in the "human capital" of my education, 

making the most of the resources at our disposal. Education was 

valued, and there were always clean clothes and new school supplies, 

subscriptions to the Weekly Reader and the Scholastic Book Club, 
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instruments for playing in the school band. Later, there was moral 

support for a college education, expressions of pride, showing off 

anything my name appeared on--an article in the school newspaper 

here, a short story in the school literary review there. We did it all 

with an unspoken and unquestioned faith in the benefits of all this 

investment, without wondering whether folks like us-

"undereducated," working-class--would reap the same rewards as 

other folks from "education." 

It wasn't a question of "literacy" in the most basic sense. I was 

"crudely" literate by the time I started first grade, "functionally" 

literate by the time I finished the third. From early on, I drew much 

of my self-esteem from my ability to read and (later) to write, as I 

continue to do today. I was "the smart one," so smart that as early as 

junior high I began to learn the rudiments of scholarly 

"hyperliteracy" that would carry me as far as I've been able to come. 

And along with that would come a "cultural" literacy that would 

enable me to trade in the intellectual currency of communities closed 

to the rest of my family. 

Literacy has become my livelihood. I teach it to people in its 

many forms, in settings from graduate seminars in rhetorical theory 

to GED classes for immigrants. I theorize about what it is, how it 

might be and should be used, whether it really has the power people 

say it does. I agonize about my place in a social structure in which 

lack of literacy is a crippling disadvantage, but acquisition of literacy 

may be part of a process of accommodation to an oppressive status 
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quo. At the same time, my literacy enables me to dream of 

alternative realities. 

This is the story of a working-class boy who got more 

education than he was supposed to, maybe more than he should 

have. He is full of mixed emotions about the distance it's allowed 

him to travel: so far from home, but not so far that he can't 

remember home. He wouldn't trade his literacy for the world, but he 

wonders why it has left his soul divided and unfulfilled. 

************************ 

We moved around a lot, eight or nine times before I was ten 

years old. We lived in Jacksonville, Florida, where my mother and 

my two older brothers and I were born; in Columbus and Savannah 

and Atlanta, Georgia; Greenville and Charleston, South Carolina, 

where my younger brother was born; Greensboro, North Carolina. 

We eventually moved back to Jacksonville and stayed put long 

enough for me to go the same high school all three years. My father 

was working his way up the lower rungs of the corporate ladder of 

Singer Sewing Machines after having been a sailor, a laundry truck 

driver, an insurance salesman. Lack of education was no impediment 

to learning how to sell sewing machines, and he was a handsome, 

clever, hardworking man with a forceful personality. He taught 

himself to sew and to repair machines, and soon he was managing a 
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Singer store, and soon after that was a district manager, traveling 

from city to city around the South on a regular schedule. 

He wore suits in those days and had tieclips in the shape of 

sewing machines and vacuum cleaners, and won awards for his 

salesmanship that my mother lined up on a shelf in the living room. 

We must have had a few bucks, because we always had a living room 

filled with sofas and armchairs we weren't supposed to sit on, and 

fake colonial-style tables and hutches made of veneered pressboard. 

My parents took company sponsored trips to New York, Bermuda, 

Jamaica, Spain and brought back bongos and child-sized matador 

costumes for us. 

Later it was harder. My father fell a rung or two down the 

ladder and then quit Singer, and together with my mother started 

operating a sewing shop out of our house, first in the garage of one 

house, then in the living room of another. There was always a roof, 

even if there were several people sleeping in each room, and there 

was always food on the table, even if there were meatless nights and 

leftovers of leftovers, and there were always clean clothes, even if 

they were hand-me-downs or homemade. My father said my 

mother could squeeze a dollar until George Washington screamed for 

mercy. My mother still tells a joke. When our bath towels got old, 

she cut them up and made dish towels. When those got old, she cut 

them up and made wash cloths. When those got old, she sewed them 

back together and made bath towels. I never felt poor. We had one 
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of everything we needed, but two of nothing, and not much of what 

we didn't really need. 

People richer than us came to our house, people with enough 

money to have someone else do their sewing, even enough money to 

have my father embroider their initials on the lining of their fur 

coats. We could tell whether the person pulling up to our curb was a 

customer or a relative by looking at the car. Nobody we knew drove 

a Volvo, a BMW, or a Mercedes. My mother's "ladies" came with 

expensive department store dresses and they disappeared into my 

parents' bedroom so my mother could get on her knees and mark 

hems with straight pins sticking out of her mouth. My father hated 

taking care of the customers, so if my mother was busy one of us 

kids would do it. 

"The bag right by the monogramming machine," my mother 

would say, folding clothes on the dining table. "The ticket is right on 

it." 

And I would take the money. 

Sometimes people called before they came. "She says when 

will the towels be ready," I would call out to my mother, cooking in 

the kitchen. 

"Tell her Saturday." 

"She says how much is it?" 

"Tell her six dollars for the big ones and three dollars for the 

little ones." 

And I would tell her. 
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************************ 

There was no question that the old man was smart. He came 

out of the coalfields of western Virginia and went only as far as the 

eighth grade, but he loved reading, especially history. He won a 

contest to name the school team: the Blue Knights. Later he 

continued to educate himself by reading. To this day he does 

crossword puzzles in his head, solving whole corners before 

bothering to fill them in almost as an afterthought. My brothers and 

I used to try to stump him by asking him the definitions of words 

we'd just learned, but he knew them all. He is a word man, and he 

can elevate his language to his version of an uppercrusty dialect 

when he chooses to. I can hear him now as he chooses the words 

carefully, pronouncing them crisply, skipping the contractions. He 

does it on the telephone or with people he has just met. During the 

hours and hours and hours of driving as we moved from town to 

town, he would keep us quiet by reciting "The Raven," "Casey at the 

Bat," and long crazy sailor poems with alternate dirty versions: 

"Christopher Colombo, a dago from Eye-tal-ee, bummed around the 

streets of Rome and crapped in every alley." His voice soared and 

dipped, went up and down the scale like a Baptist preacher's: "Oh 

the northern lights have seen strange sights, but the strangest they 

every did see, was on that barge on Lake LeFarge, when I cremated 

Sam McGee." 
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We all caught his enthusiasm for words. At my parents' house, 

the living room and the dining table were public forums (they still 

are), where the best story, and the best-told story, gave the speaker 

the right to the floor. (My most basic instinct in language is still for 

the narrative.) As the television blared, the telephone rang, and 

visiting children ran screaming through the scene, jokes were told, 

adventures recounted, and arguments waged. One older brother told 

a story better than anybody; another could make puns better than 

anybody. My little brother hadn't come along yet. I was quieter in 

those days than I am now, more a reader than a talker. 

Books were everywhere. Both my parents read everything 

from trashy bestsellers to Hemingway and Faulkner. Scattered 

around the house were The Thin Red Line, As I Lay Dying, 

Butterfield 8, The Old Man and the Sea. There were also Reader's 

Digest Condensed Books, which my mother lined up all in a row on a 

shelf. They looked great, all the same size, with fake leather spines 

and titles spelled out in gold letters. Run Silent, Run Deep. Marjorie 

Morningstar. I read them without knowing the difference between 

one book and the next. The first novel I ever read was Maugham's 

Of Human Bondage. God knows how it found its way to our house, an 

old library copy with a thin cloth cover that stained your hands rust 

red if they were sweaty. I understood almost none of it, and I loved 

it. I don't remember not being a nut for books. 

In third grade we were taken to the library to be read to by 

the pretty librarian. Charlotte'S Web. I kept going back by myself 
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and she taught me how to find books on the shelves. In fourth 

grade, I joined the Scholastic Book Club and brought home catalogues 

where my mother and I would check the prices and decide which 

ones to order. I read about heroes of medicine (Hippocrates, Galen, 

Harvey) and villains of crime (Pretty Boy Floyd, John Dillinger, 

Bonnie and Clyde). My favorite was Encyclopedia Brown, the boy 

who solved mysteries. "The Case of the Scattered Cards," "The Case of 

th~ Happy Nephew," "The Case of the Knife in the Watermelon." 

"How did Encyclopedia know that?" the stories ended, and "What 

gave Billy away?" The answers were in the back of the book. My 

fifth grade teacher had a box of Newberry Award books that you 

could borrow, read, and talk to her about, and then get a gold star on 

a chart behind her desk. Smokey the Cowhorse. The Trumpeter of 

Cracow. From my seat in the back row, I watched my line of gold 

stars grow across the chart. 

One of the coolest books was my mother's Maryknoll Missal, 

which she would give me to play with to keep me quiet during Mass. 

It had wonderful color plates of the Crucifixion, the Pieta, the Sacred 

Heart, Jesus preaching to the children, Jesus consecrating the bread 

and wine, Jesus crowning Mary in Heaven. Those were the days 

when big parts of the Mass were still said in Latin, and I was 

enchanted by the magic words, following my mother's fingers across 

the page. Oremus, the priest would say, and we would bow our 

heads to pray; Mea culpa, he would say, and we would pat our chests 

three times; In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti, he would say, 
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and we would cross ourselves; Kyrie e1eison, he would say, and we 

would reply, Christe e1eison; Dominus vobiscum, he would say, and 

we would reply, Etcum spiritu tuo. Later I learned by watching my 

mother to use the black ribbons sewn into the spine to flip back and 

forth between the Ordinary of the Mass and the daily readings from 

the Old Testament, the Gospels, the Epistles. Back at home I could 

read Bible stories in a four-volume set we had bought from a door

to-door salesman, also with terrific illustrations: sinners drowning in 

the Flood, Goliath with a hole in his forehead and a very surprised 

look on his face. 

I was one of those kids that gets studied. When I was in first 

grade, a Miss Bardot was doing her student teaching in my class. She 

chose me as the subject of a paper, apparently, coming to my house 

to interview my parents one night. Later, at another school in 

another town, the daughter in the family across the street, who was 

also training to be an elementary school teacher, gave tests to some 

of the neighborhood kids as part of a class project. She told my 

parents that my scores were too high for my age group. I had a chip 

on my shoulder about her family. Their house was nicer than ours, 

and the whole place from the yard to the rooms was weirdly clean. I 

knew they had a set of encyclopedias and a couple of times I 

knocked on the door to ask to use them. The mother made me go 

down the hall to the bathroom and stood at the door while I washed 

my hands, then sat me down at a polished wood dining table and 
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gave me the volumes I wanted. One day I got carried away reading 

and my mother had to send my brother after me. 

We were living in Chamblee, Georgia, a suburb of Atlanta. I 

spent a few months of fourth grade there. Without friends, I 

languished. The neighborhood was new, with scraped-clean brown 

lots and a busy street in front of our house. One day I saw a 

bookmobile go by. My mother told me what it was and said to keep 

looking for it and it would go by again some time, maybe the 

following day. It did reappear, but always at odd times, never on a 

schedule. I suppose it never occurred to us to call the main library 

for a schedule or a map of stops. I had the luck to be sitting on my 

front stoop when I saw it coming for the fIfth or sixth time. I started 

running. It passed me. I kept running and caught up with it at a 

stop sign, where I pounded on the passenger's side door. I told the 

driver where I lived and he told me where he stopped and when. 

Black Beauty. The Adventures of Hercules. A history of the Civil 

War, a very popular subject in Atlanta. 

By the time I was using my junior high library it was science 

fIction. I had a best friend, the guy who sat next to me in the 

clarinet section of the band, and we discovered it together. One 

summer he fell off a rope swing and broke his leg so badly that he 

was in a cast from his hip to his ankle and had to stay in bed for 

weeks. We had already read everything we considered worth 

reading in the school library, so I started taking the bus downtown to 

the big public library. I would return one armload of books and 
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come away with another, get off at the stop near Jay's house, and sit 

reading with him in a chair by his bed. We would each read half the 

books and then trade so that we could talk about them. Andre 

Norton, Stargate. Ray Bradbury, The Martian Chronicles and The 

Golden Apples of the Sun. Robert Heinlein, Have Spacesuit Will 

Travel, The Door Into Swnmer, The Moon Is a Harsh Mistress. 

Making the trips downtown taught me about other things 

libraries had: newspapers, magazines, records to listen to at 

turntables with headphones, even framed art posters you could 

check out for a month. We played classical music in the band during 

concert season, and one of my high school literature classes included 

a kind of music appreciation unit. I sat in the library's big sunny 

listening room, closed my eyes, and turned the volume up loud on 

the 1812 Overture, on Beethoven symphonies, on Shostakovich 

concertos, on Charlie Parker and Theolonius Monk, on Woody Guthrie 

and Pete Seeger. I didn't know one thing from another and I'd listen 

to pretty much anything and try to like it because I knew I was 

supposed to. Over the sofa in our living room my parents had hung a 

cheap reproduction of a man and a boy in a wagon crossing a stream 

in a bucolic landscape. It was painted in a super-realistic style, the 

clouds and the wagon's wheels reflected with photographic 

perfection in the rippling water. "You can see every leaf on every 

tree," we marveled when we first got it. I came home from the 

public library with Dali, Miro, and Klee to hang on a nail above my 

bed. They were weird and cool. My mother would come in and 
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inspect the new one with mock solemnity, shake her head, and say 

something like, "What is that supposed to be?" or "That one scares 

me." 

My oldest brother and his wife and baby, who had been living 

with us, found their own place, so my older brother and I no longer 

had to share a room, and for the first time in my life I had a room to 

myself. A friend still working at Singer gave my father an old 

cabinet used to hold folded material and together we "antiqued" it 

with a kit and it became my chest of drawers. Probably there was 

room for a desk, but we never thought of it. I did my homework in 

the den watching television with everybody else, or on my bed if 

they would leave me alone. It had a headboard with a bookshelf and 

I lined up my books there, but before long there were too many. 

They started to pile up on the chest of drawers, on the chair, on the 

floor. My father had just bought a skill saw and his first project was 

a set of built-in bookshelves against one wall of my room. They 

were redwood, with fancy curly stuff cut into the upright supports 

top and bottom. I gathered together pretty much every book in the 

house and created a library in my room. I've never lived in a place 

since without bookshelves full of books. 

************************ 

My friends and I went through a spy phase. 007 was all the 

rage, and Secret Agent and The Man from U.N.C.L.E. were on 
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television every week. We sang the theme songs: "There's a man 

who lives a life of danger, to everyone he meets he stays a stranger." 

One Christmas I got a secret agent briefcase with a hidden camera 

lens and a machine gun inside. Near my house was a little strip mall 

with a Walgreen's on the comer. It had a lunch counter where we 

bought syrupy Cokes and shared a plate of french fries. It also had a 

newsstand and a couple of revolving racks of paperbacks. There I 

found a whole series detailing the adventures of Napoleon Solo and 

llya Kuryakin. After reading a half dozen or so, I started one of my 

own and got down about 30 handwritten pages of descriptions of cool 

cars and weapons. The plot hadn't started yet when I gave it up. 

In another town at another school, another friend and I were 

mad for Greek myths. Maybe a teacher told us a few or gave us 

some to read. We read all four or five books the library had. There 

were terrific pictures of Arachne turning into a spider and the 

Medusa with her snaky hair leaping out at you. The Golden Fleece, 

Pegasus, Orpheus and Eurydice (which for us rhymed with rice), 

Ceres and Persephone (which sounded like telephone). We wrote one 

issue of a newspaper called "Mythology News" in pencil on both sides 

of a sheet of typing paper. It had columns and headlines, but I have 

no memory of what we said in it. In another town with other 

friends, it was Marvel comic books: The Fantastic Four, Spidennan, 

The Daredevil. My friends learned to draw by tracing the pictures, 

and then they drew their own panels without word bubbles because 

they didn't have anything to say in them. I was lousy at drawing 
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and wrote story lines and insisted that they leave word bubbles for 

me to fill in. 

Later, in high school, I did the usual bad poetry writing, and I 

wrote the film script for a video project some friends were doing in a 

class, and I even wrote the constitution for the Student Union, a self

styled radical alternate student council that some friends created. 

Still later, in college, I played around with story writing and 

published a translation of Natalia Ginzburg's "Inverno in Abruzzo." 

And later still, burned out on academic work after four brutal years 

of being a comparative literature major, I took refuge in an MFA 

program. But that's another story. 

************************ 

julia Landon junior High School was a three-story red brick 

former high school built in the 1930s in what used to be a nice 

neighborhood in jacksonville. By the time I got there it was a low

rent district with shabby little houses on dirt lots, no sidewalks, in 

the shadow of the tall buildings of downtown. The school was 

overcrowded and falling apart. My first year there, the place was 

condemned, sort of. School officials struck a deal with city officials. 

We held classes in the hallways while workmen gutted and rebuilt 

the classrooms. We even ate there, bringing food from home and 

sending a delegate up to the lunchroom to come back with a tray full 

of milk cartons. 
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My first English teacher was Mr. McLeod, famous for being a 

Yankee, who taught us to diagram sentences and had a short temper. 

Back in our renovated third-floor classroom, I sat in the back and cut 

up. Mr. McLeod once threw his copy of our heavy hardback 

grammar book at my head, but I ducked and it sailed out the 

window behind me. The next year our English teacher made us 

memorize and recite before the class passages from "Evangeline." I 

got the opening lines: "This is the forest primeval, the murmuring 

pines and the hemlocks ... " I had a required civics class with one of 

the coaches. His idea of teaching was to turn out the lights and put 

transparencies on an overhead projector for us to copy. We were too 

scared of him to talk or pass notes, but in the warm, dark room we 

got sleepy. If anybody actually fell asleep, the coach would sneak up 

behind them with a stick and whack the desk beside their face as 

hard as he could. One English class I had was in "The Bungalow" 

across the street, a little old house used to alleviate the crowding in 

the main building. Mr. Munn, an ex-Air Force pilot, used the L

shaped living room. His desk was at the apex of the L so he could see 

us all, but half of us couldn't see the other half. The funnest thing we 

did was act out Romeo and Juliet, which was clearly the only way he 

could get us to read it. 

Landon was an awful place. I hated going into that dirty old 

neighborhood, more run-down even than the one I lived in, and days 

there were filled with endless, excruciating, tooth-grinding boredom. 

There were fights nearly every day and there was no avoiding them. 
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Careful as I was, I was constantly threatened by big, stupid, 

terrifying boys and managed to get beat up from time to time, 

especially in the locker room, where we ran wild and teachers stayed 

out of it. I spent a lot of time in "the shop," where the teacher taught 

me how to use the ancient printing press we used to print an 

occasional one-page school paper and also ribbons that students wore 

for getting good grades on their report cards every six weeks. I 

woke up feeling sick a lot of mornings. Maybe my mother knew 

what was up, but she let me stay home and gave me soft-boiled eggs 

and weak tea while I watched soap operas and read my books. 

************************ 

Her name was Miss McDowell and she was by reputation the 

toughest English teacher at Englewood High School, a low, sprawling 

suburban establishment from the 1960s. It was overcrowded too, 

with graduating classes over 500, but it was better than Landon. 

Miss McDowell's sophomore English class was where you learned to 

write a research paper. You had to go to the library, look up articles 

and books, make bibliography cards, read articles and books, make 

notecards, write an outline with a thesis and transitions and all that 

stuff, learn how to write footnotes and a bibliography. The library 

became a different place than it had been, no longer a place to 

wander around in for pleasure. Dewey and Library of Congress 

systems. The Reader's Guide to Periodical Literature. Bound 
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journals. One of the books lying around the house was Franny and 

Zooey and I had read it and thought it was very, very intellectual. 

Miss McDowell agreed. The five and a half page paper I wrote on it 

had 38 footnotes and an eight item bibliography that included a 

review by Granville Hicks, a biography of Salinger by Warren French, 

and a book called The Absurd Hero in American Fiction: Updike, 

Styron, Bellow, Salinger. I say in the introduction: 

While the theme of Franny and Zooey is forebodingly 

religious,S it is a " ... love story, pure and complicated.,,6 

Franny loves Lane, Lane loves himself,7 Zooey loves 

Franny, Bessie loves to worry, and Christ loves them all. 

And I say in the conclusion: 

Alfred Kazin has concluded that the Glasses " ... are too 

sensitive to live in society.,,36 The opposite is true: " ... 

they are too sensitive to ignore it, to look the other way, 

to withdraw ... "37 Franny's realization of her phoniness 

initiates her return to reality, hence her cure. 

My God, where did I learn to say these things? And why did I learn 

to say these things? Whose voice (it certainly wasn't any voice I'd 

ever heard) did I decide to imitate, and how did I come to imitate it 

so well? Where I get that witty juxtaposition ("Zooey loves Franny, 

Bessie loves to worry"), grammar like "the opposite is true" and 

"hence her cure"? Where did I get "hence" and "forebodingly"? 

Did I know what I was saying? I don't think I cared what I 

was saying. Clearly I was having fun with a language utterly foreign 



365 

to almost anything I ever heard spoken in my home. Without really 

knowing it, I was learning to speak another dialect, maybe my own 

version of that uppercrusty register I had heard my father 

codeswitch into. All the reading I had done on my own, 

indiscriminate as it was, must have played a role in sensitizing me to 

language and its styles. And I had the book habit. Already I 

couldn't eat breakfast at my parents' kitchen table without 

something to read in front of me. I was a book guy. I never left the 

house without something to read. Years later I had a job as a bellhop 

in a swank New York hotel. I always carried a paperback in the back 

pocket of my uniform to read at lunch, during breaks, if I was alone 

on the elevator. 

I got an A on the Salinger paper, and I got into advanced 

placement English, where I learned more about writing papers, 

especially literature papers. Classnotes I took there tell me not to 

use "you," not to use contractions, not to use passive verbs, not to 

misuse parallel construction. There are the minutiae of the academic 

discourse formats of the time: treat all poetry quotations as long 

prose quotations, setting them off from the text, and the first time 

you quote the work you're writing about, use a footnote that says, 

"This and all subsequent quotes are from blah blah blah." About 

Giradoux's Tiger at the Gates, I wrote: "The Trojan War represents 

the inevitable, that which will surely happen. The play tells the 

story of each character's revelations as they realize they are doomed 

to the ageless flaws of fate and chance, and of their awkward and 
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ridiculous attempts to escape their own humanness." My teacher 

corrected a misspelled word, took the quotation marks off an 

indented passage, and wrote, "One of the best papers I have ever 

read!" I got an A for saying more things I didn't understand in a 

paper on Arrabal's Picnic on the Battlefield: "The source of tragedy 

in the play is the characters' unawareness of their human situation." 

I got praise for a paper that said Treherne was Barrie's "dramatic 

mask" in The Admirable Crichton and for saying that "Shaw's concept 

of selfishness as a protection device and the symbolic level of the 

characters will be discussed" in a paper on Mrs. Warren's Profession. 

My big term paper was about Ben Jonson, a scattered report 

summarizing his life and works. It got two As, one for form and one 

for content. 

But I was slowing down, getting bored. Even the A papers 

were called "too short" by teachers who wished I would "expand" my 

ideas so they were "fully developed." I didn't understand these 

comments any better than they did. Something was missing, but 

what? I did the papers in a blur, sewing together a pile of quotations 

with threads of inappropriate polysyllabic words, and everything 

had worked just fine so far. I never gave a second thought to 

whether the things I was saying were true or even consistent, much 

less meaningful or important to me. It was a fun game, but it was 

getting to be monotonous. I had a vague idea about going to college, 

but I didn't know anybody else who was going and it didn't seem 

like a real possibility. Maybe I began to feel there was no purpose to 
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the game. I started to skip class, skip homework, skip papers. One 

teacher wrote on a paper, trying to use the looming shadow of college 

as a threat: "Too bad you did not see fit to do poetry papers--you 

could have used the experience. I certainly hope you don't run into 

trouble trying to settle down next year." 

I was more interested in the stuff I was acting in with the 

drama club, Saroyan's Hello Out There, MacLeish's J. B., and the 

senior class play, The Taming of the Shrew. I hadn't bothered to 

read Hamlet or Macbeth or King Lear in English that year. Did my 

teachers not know or just not care? Books I read on my own were 

Eldridge Cleaver's Soul on Ice, Abby Hoffman's Steal This Book, and 

Germaine Greer's The Female Eunuch. My best friend's mother was 

helping to start a local chapter of NOW and we sat at their dining 

table stuffing envelopes with flyers. I joined anti-war protests in the 

parking lot of the high school, handing up a speech I had written for 

a friend who had more chutzpah and better delivery than me. The 

musical Hair came to town and I went twice; the second time, I was 

roaming the aisles before it started and an usher asked if I was part 

of the cast. I was going to a lot of rock concerts. I liked best the 

Allman Brothers Band and Eric Clapton, for their revival of old blues 

tunes, which had the best words: Elmore James, T. Bone Walker, 

Willie Dixon, Sonny Boy Williamson. "They call it stormy Monday, 

but Tuesday's just as bad ... " 

I was more interested in band than in anything else school had 

to offer. We played Rimsky-Korsakov that year, and show tunes 
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from Fiorello, and Sousa marches, and in the stage band where I 

played baritone sax, jazz tunes like "I Love Paris" and "Mr. Anthony's 

Boogy." The saxophone section loved "Mr. Anthony" because there 

was a part where we got to stand up and swing it while we played. 

The director was a crusty, humorless old veteran who disliked 

us nearly as much as we disliked him. He conducted like he was 

cutting thick wood with a rusty saw, in fits and jerks, scowling at the 

score and yelling at us to speed up or slow down, come in on time or 

get in tune, for God's sake. A trumpet player, he was especially 

harsh on the brass section, and when the trombones couldn't get 

through a difficult couple of measures he would charge off the 

podium and into his office and come back with a battered cornet to 

blast out the passage at top volume. I got along with him somehow 

and he made me the student conductor. I was in the bandroom one 

day, helping him take inventory of the French horns and 

sousaphones, the saxophones and the bass clarinets, when he told me 

he'd heard about how I was skipping classes and not doing well 

when I was there. He also knew, though he didn't mention it, that I 

had run away from home--but that, too, is another story. He 

probably didn't know that I was thinking about dropping out. He 

told me that if I didn't start going to class and doing my homework 

that he would kick me out of the band. Whether he knew it or not, 

he saved my bacon by forcing me to stay in school long enough to 

graduate and move on. I hated him. I thank him. Thank you, Mr. 

Paugh. 
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************************ 

I went to the Ivy League through pure dumb luck. Lorene 

Cary describes in her autobiography Black Ice how she ended up 

transferring from a predominantly black public high school in 

Philadelphia to spend her junior and senior year of high school at a 

previously all-white, all-male, exclusive prep school in New 

Hampshire. A neighbor had heard from a friend that St. Paul's had 

gone coed and were recruiting minority students and passed the 

information along to Cary's mother. An alumnus, a white judge, was 

arranging for promising black students to visit the campus and 

apply. Cary almost threw away the judge's telephone number, but 

she eventually called, applied to the school, was accepted and given a 

scholarship. An epigraph for the book comes from Paul Tillich: 

"There is a grace in life. Otherwise we could not live." If the 

neighbor hadn't heard, if she hadn't thought of Cary, if Cary hadn't 

called, if she'd called but been too scared or bored to apply, if she 

hadn't made the cut during the competitive admissions process ... 

But there was a grace in her life, and the opportunity it gave her 

changed her life forever. 

Grace came into my life by way of an incompetent guidance 

counselor. At the beginning of my senior year, we all lined up to 

visit him and talk about the possibility of going to college. When it 

was my turn in his office, he asked me where I wanted to go. 
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I took the question literally, not understanding that he was 

asking for the name of a college, and said, "New York. Are there any 

colleges in New York?" 

The previous year, I had tagged along on a senior class trip to 

New York, since lots of my friends were seniors and I was chummy 

with the teacher who chaperoned the trip every year. For $300 

saved from my McDonald's salary, I got an Amtrak trip up the east 

coast, three nights in the Thomas Alva Edison hotel just off Times 

Square, a symphony concert and an opera, a Broadway show and a 

morning at the Metropolitan Museum, a French meal and a Chinese 

meal. The only Chinese food I'd ever seen was my mother's 

concoctions out of Chung King cans. I loved everything there was to 

love about New York: the gloom of the sidewalk canyons between 

the tall buildings, the people hurrying along with their hands 

jammed in their pockets, the smell of electricity and diesel, the din of 

car horns and metal clanging and shouting. I didn't really know 

what I wanted, but I thought whatever it was, it was in New York. 

"Well let's just see," the guidance counselor said, opening up his 

Barron's college guide. "My goodness, look at them all! We're going 

to have to narrow this down. What do you want to do?" 

And I understood this question to be about my future career, 

to which I'd never given a single thought until that moment. "A 

teacher," I said, "I want to be a teacher." 

The counselor skimmed his finger down page after page of the 

listings for New York, and said with satisfaction, "There it is. 
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Columbia Teachers College." And he gave me the address where I 

could write for application materials. 

A reply came informing me that the Teachers College was a 

graduate division of Columbia University. What I wanted was 

Columbia College, the undergraduate liberal arts division, and there 

was an address. 

I almost gave up then and there. I didn't know the meanings 

of the words "graduate," "undergraduate," or "liberal arts." Were 

they giving me the brushoff? I was going to be a high school 

graduate, so why was I being directed to the "undergraduate" 

division? Was it an art school? If it was a different school, was it 

still in New York? It was, so in the end I wrote for application 

materials. 

The following spring, the senior trip to New York rolled around 

again. By that time, I'd been accepted by the "safety school" I'd been 

told to apply to, Jacksonville University, but was turned down for a 

scholarship, which meant I couldn't go. If JU wouldn't give me a 

scholarship, then Columbia certainly wouldn't accept me. I'd begun 

to understand something about the place from the reactions I got 

whenever I told teachers where I'd applied. I would get 

congratulated just for applying, patted on the back, and told, "You'll 

probably get in, too," meaning, You'll never get in. So there'd be no 

college for me the next year. I thought I could keep working, save 

my money, and apply to Florida State, where my friends were going. 
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I went to New York to say goodbye to it, humbled by the 

understanding that my reach had exceeded my grasp. 

We were between activities, back in our room at the Edison, 

where we'd been stuffed four boys to a room. One of my friends was 

bouncing up and down on the bed like it was a trampoline and the 

rest of us were shouting and pushing each other around for fun. We 

barely heard the telephone ring above the din. The boy who 

answered said it was my mother. I hadn't lived long enough to 

wonder what disaster had happened to my family and picked up the 

telephone. A letter had come, she said, from Columbia. Should she 

open it? She started to read it, but language was so complicated we 

weren't sure what they were telling us. And then in the final 

paragraph, I was told to go out and buy the Lattimore translation of 

the Iliad, read the first ten books, and be prepared to discuss them 

during the first meeting of my required Humanities class. I was in, 

and as it later turned out, on a full ride scholarship. 

************************ 

In that Humanities class we read the Iliad and also the Odyssey 

and the Aeneid, and the Republic and the Symposium, the Poetics 

and the Ethics, Lucretius, Thucydides, and Ovid, Aeschylus, Sophocles, 

Euripides and Aristophanes. I still have the final exam. It lasted 

three hours and asked us to identify items from a list (Sarpedon, 

agave, The Thinkery, Diotima, brekekekex ko-ax ko-ax); to trace 
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ideas through several works (the Underworld in the Odyssey and the 

Aeneid, sexual love in the Symposium and the Nature of the 

Universe); to analyze a passage (from Oedipus at Colon us, from the 

Bachhae) by saying what it revealed about the speaker and the 

dramatic context, as well as commenting on its language and 

imagery; and finally to "compose an integrated, closely reasoned 

essay" on, for example, how a passage from Hippolytus about the 

problem of leading a well-ordered emotional life compares to a 

similar passage from Metamorphoses, or how Plato's and Aristotle's 

views of education differ and how they relate to those expressed in 

Prometheus Bound and The Clouds. At the same time, I was taking a 

required class in political theory (the Politics, Machiavelli, Locke, 

Hobbes, Adam Smith), a course in the history of Western art (from 

the Parthenon to Jackson Pollock), and beginning French. 

I was terrified pretty much my whole freshman year, but 

survived because I was also in a kind of dull shock and reacted 

slowly to what was happening to me. I did about as well as you'd 

expect, or maybe a little better, all things considered. Fortunately, I 

was probably too busy to stand back and get a clear perspective on 

what was being asked of me. I did my best to do the reading, but 

succeeded mainly in passing the words before my eyes until giving 

up after a few pages. Class was baffling, the teachers speaking a 

language I couldn't follow and asking questions that seemed 

calculated to have no answers. There were no quizzes and no 
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homework other than the reading, just papers that weren't due for 

weeks. 

In my French class, everyone else had taken several years in 

high school, so the teacher accelerated the pace beyond my ability to 

keep up. A couple of failing quiz grades sent me into a tailspin. First 

I tried to get help from one of my suitemates, who spoke French in 

the home with his Belgian parents, but he couldn't tell me exactly 

when to use the subjunctive and when not to. "I just know how it's 

supposed to sound," he said. The basement of the dormitory was 

called the "grub room," and it was filled with study desks between 

partitions. I xeroxed all the exercises we were supposed to do for 

the semester three times each and spent most of my evenings trying 

to complete them, over and over, in the grub room. My teacher 

assigned L 'Etranger, and to read it at all I had to keep a vocabulary 

notebook that eventually had more pages than the novel. I read a 

page at a time, underlining all the words I didn't know. Then I 

copied the words into the notebook and used my Harrap'5 dictionary 

to write all the definitions. Then I read the page again until I 

thought I understood it. Then I turned the page. These were acts of 

desperation. 

I lived with three other boys in Carman Hall, the freshman 

dormitory on the Columbia campus. I remember sitting on the beds 

in one of the two rooms of our suite and getting acquainted by telling 

how we had just spent our last summer before college. My 

roommate, son of two D. C. government bureaucrats, had backpacked 
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around southern Europe, biking through the Italian Alps, sleeping on 

Greek island beaches. Later he taught me what "Ivy League" meant 

and told me that Columbia was in it, something I hadn't known. One 

of our suitemates had received the high school graduation present of 

a month in Scandinavia, where he smoked hash in Amsterdam and 

visited prostitutes in Copenhagen. The boy with the Belgian 

immigrant parents, who seemed to be as poor as me, said he spent 

the summer "rereading Proust" in the original. Proust who? Original 

what? I had spent my summer serving burgers and fries, wearing a 

bow tie and paper hat and welcoming customers with a bright smile 

and "Welcome to McDonald's, your kind of place, may I help you?" 

Next door was a Kentucky Fried Chicken, and we would meet the 

boys who worked there out back at the dumpster we shared, smoke 

a joint with them, and trade a bag of Big Macs for a bucket of 

drumsticks. 

My Belgian roommate and I had to work. A workstudy job was 

part of my financial aid package, which I got after filling out all the 

paperwork we were sent. I saw my parents' 1040 for the first time 

in my life and was shocked at how little our family survived on. My 

first job was as a secretary in the moribund Theater Arts 

Department. It was located in the old Women's Faculty Club building 

on Amsterdam Avenue. On the first floor were a couple of Sitting 

rooms and a miniature ballroom. On the second floor was a huge 

kitchen and a smaller room we used for an office. A second floor 

balcony overlooked the ballroom. I sat at the office desk most 
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afternoons from 2:00 to 5:00, completely alone in the silent building, 

pretending to do homework. Mostly I wandered the rooms, poking 

into closets, looking for things to steal. As winter came on, the 

building became cold and I had to keep my coat on the whole time I 

was there, and it was dark by the time I locked the front door and 

walked back to the dorm. The second semester an acting class was 

held down in the ballroom and I took it. There were a couple of 

productions. For a set of one-acts by a lesbian playwright's group I 

set lights and ran them from a board on the balcony, skills I'd 

learned in high schoo1. When an actor dropped out, I got a bit part in 

a modernist version of Faustus. The next year Theater Arts was 

eliminated and the building was eventually tom down. From my 

sophomore year on I worked in the library. By the time I graduated 

I roamed the stacks like a pro, browsing after I'd emptied my 

shelving cart, finding lost books for desperate graduate students. 

I became a communist my freshman year, sort of. It was 

pretty easy to do at Columbia. I read Marx for the first time in 

Contemporary Civilization, and learned to put words to some of the 

vague notions my life experiences had given me: division of labor, 

surplus value, wage slavery. I learned that there were types of 

communists, and since I didn't like the Trotskyites I met I fancied 

myself a Maoist. I bought a copy of Mao's QJlotations and my 

roommate's girlfriend wrote a version of my name in Chinese 

characters on the inside cover. On the wall over my dormitory bed I 

thumb tacked a poster of a leaping dancer from a revolutionary 
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ballet, her fists clinched, her blood red peasant's costume fluttering. 

I wore a little red star pin on the collar of my Army surplus fatigue 

jacket. Later there were less flamboyant and more meaningful 

political gestures. The day after the Saturday Night Massacre, when 

Nixon fired Watergate investigator Archibald Cox, as well as his own 

Attorney General Richard Kleindienst, my friends and I plastered the 

campus with flyers and held a rally that Monday on the Sundial in 

the middle of campus. Walking out of a Humanities class with my 

professor, I made it just in time to help set fire to an effigy of Nixon 

and to climb up onto the Sundial, take the megaphone, and make an 

impromptu speech. (My chutzpah and delivery had improved.) 

I was so anxious my first freshman semester that I wrote an 

entire paper analyzing father and son relationships in Homer and 

never handed it in. I wrote another one about the relationship of 

Patroklos and Achilleus. It came back with marginal comments like 

"redundant," "You might have indicated why you think this," and 

"You tantalize your reader with sentences like this--either omit them 

or come through with what you promise." The end comment damns 

with faint praise, beginning by saying that my "basic perception" is 

"a fine idea." But then it goes on to say, "The troubles you have enter 

as you try to work out the idea." The teacher goes on to very 

diplomatically take me to task as my high school teachers never did 

for writing a hodgepodge of loosely related observations. He gave 

the paper a gentleman's B. The next paper, on the conflict between 

Odysseus and Neoptolemus in Sophocles' Philoctetes, he praised and 
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gave an A: "An excellent essay, better than your previous one." I 

had no idea why. He also told me to work on a tendency to "qualify 

your words unnecessarily with rather, somewhat, a bit of, etc." . I 

couldn't tell the difference between the two papers, couldn't see why 

one was "excellent" and the other wasn't. And anyway, As and Bs 

didn't fool me. I knew I was in trouble, hanging on by my 

fingernails, working at the outer limits of my abilities. At any 

moment, if I had stopped long enough to think about it, I might have 

panicked and sunk below the surface. But I didn't think about it, 

which saved me. In place of a formal paper, I wrote an imitation of a 

Platonic dialogue to explain Socrates' concept of change to my Con Civ 

professor, which he liked; an essay comparing the nature of political 

power in The Prince and More's Utopia, which he thought was "good, 

but on the high synthetic level of your first paper." Without asking 

him what in the world he meant by that, I forged on to write about 

the concept of Kritik in the early Marx, falling back on old habits: ten 

pages, 48 footnotes. Somehow I survived. The next semester it was 

on to the Old Testament, Apuleius, Augustine, Dante, Rabelais, 

Montaigne, Nietzsche, Sartre. 

Eventually I got better at all this, I suppose, wrote paper after 

paper for teachers I didn't know until later were famous. In Stephen 

Donadio's short novel class I wrote about Melville's Benito Cereno 

and Kleist's The Marquise of 0--. For George Stade I wrote about The 

Waves, for Michael Rosenthal Howard's End. I stuck to French with 

stubborn obstinance. The semester after the required two years 
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were over, I took four French classes: third-year conversation, 

advanced grammar, literature of the moyen age (Villon, Ronsard, 

DuBellay), and 19th century fiction (Balzac, Zola, Flaubert). The 

semester after that I spent in Paris, studying in Columbia's joint 

program with Penn State, Mount Holyoke, and several other schools. 

Cut off from workstudy money, I was desperately poor. I lived in a 

chambre de bonne, an eighth floor Walk-Up near Les Invalides, and 

ate slivers of pate en croute, baguettes, and Brussels sprouts boiled 

on a hotplate in my room. But I read Foucault, Derrida, Kristeva, 

Catherine Clement. I made French friends by volunteering to tutor 

English on weekends in a village 30 miles south of Paris. I stayed in 

their homes and they sent me back to Paris every Sunday with food 

and wine and even money. I marched in demonstrations with them, 

one of them protesting proposed education reforms that would make 

the vocational and scholarly tracks for high schools even more 

separate. We chanted as we tromped the Champs Elysee, and when 

we grew quiet, somebody would call out the name of the Minister of 

Education, "Haby, Haby, Haby!" and the crowd would answer, "Salaud, 

salaud, salaud!" 

I made it back home to New York with barely enough money to 

take a shuttlebus into the city. That summer, back in Florida, I spent 

working at a Wendy's that a friend from high school was managing. 

That fall, the beginning of my senior year, I had my first and only 

visit with my academic advisor, an eccentric Spanish professor with 

the improbable name of Karl-Ludwig von Selig, who told me that I 
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probably wouldn't graduate on time. I had neglected to take the 

science class the university required of liberal arts majors, neglected 

to take the third language that the Comparative Literature program 

required of its majors, neglected even to take enough gym classes. 

Most of all, I had neglected to take the comparative literature 

seminars designed to help students get started on their major thesis. 

Major thesis? It was the first I'd heard of it. I remember trudging 

home to the apartment I shared with three other Columbia boys on 

the comer of l07th Street and Amsterdam Avenue and telling them 

what I'd just been told. One of them gave me a Valium and shared 

his nightly quart of beer with me. The next day I registered for 

physics and beginning Italian and started asking my classmates in 

comp lit what they were writing about for their theses. Italian? I 

liked opera. A friend had taught me about day-of-performance two 

dollar standing room tickets at the Met. Madame Butterfly. Die 

Walkure. Der Rosenkavalier. La Fille du Regiment with Pavarotti 

hitting ten high Cs in a row. The Magic Flute with sets by Chagall. 

A few weeks later Columbia held the First Annual Schizo

Culture Conference. It turned out to be the Only Annual Schizo

Culture Conference, which was appropriate. It was my fIrst exposure 

to ideas that would later be called postmodernism. Foucault and 

Derrida and Lyotard, who was teaching at Columbia at the time, were 

there, and two French theorists I'd never heard of: Deleuze and 

Guattari. I went to the Librairie Larousse at Rockefeller Center, 

where I'd spent many hours handling books I couldn't buy, and got 
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their L 'Anti-Oedipe, a deconstruction of Freud and an indictment of 

capitalism at the same time. I began to work my way through it. 

Domna Stanton, whom I'd come to know by taking classes from her 

across the street from Columbia at Barnard, agreed to be my advisor. 

If it weren't for her I would never have finished. We met once a 

week in her office for the entire spring semester while she ate a 

lunch packed for her, she said, by her maid. There were little rolls of 

ham and cheese and those tiny pieces of rye bread from tiny loaves. 

We discussed the book, which she was reading for the first time just 

for my benefit, and she told me what Freud to read and which 

French intellectual journals to peruse for material. When I started to 

write, I brought her what I'd done and she wrote allover it and 

returned it the following week. She told me what to cut and where 

to expand, even did line editing. Toward the end I was seeing her 

two or three times a week. I finished at the last possible moment, 

the day grades were due. I stayed up all night and had a cup of 

coffee at dawn in a Chock Full 0' Nuts before delivering the thing to 

her front door, a mansion on the East Side. A maid took it from me. 

I had scraped by again. Thank you, Dr. Stanton. 

But I didn't graduate on time. I had incompletes from two 

literature classes and Italian, since work on the thesis had occupied 

time I should have spent writing papers and preparing for exams. 

Few of my friends had earned academic distinction for themselves, 

none of them receiving awards at graduation. We held an awards 

dinner of our own and designed distinctions for each other. I was 
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given the "Working-Class Hero Award," which proclaimed me "The 

Cracker the City Couldn't Crumble." I stayed in New York for the 

next year, working a variety of odd jobs, trying to recover from the 

previous four years of hectic work. I wrote the missing papers and 

took the missed exams and graduated in January. Then I left New 

York without a clue about what to do next. 

************************ 

Seventeen years after graduating from college I was taking my 

doctoral preliminary exams. During those years I had written fiction, 

done translations, taught English in the U.S. and Japan, published 

short stories, travel writing and book reviews, and drifted. For the 

prelims I read a lot of leftist educational theory (Gramsci, Althusser, 

Bourdieu) and began to sort out many of the thoughts and feelings 

I'd been having as a result of finally cOming close to finishing a PhD. 

I began to realize what a miracle my education had been, and also 

how it had failed to live up to its promises. 

The central question in my life is how I got from where I 

started to where I am. Where did I start? I call it the working class, 

though maybe I have romanticized certain facts about my family life 

to make it fit into that category better. We weren't abjectly poor, 

and my parents were literate people. The reality of our lives 

frustrated precise categorization by class. I once observed an adult 

literacy class where the first order of the day was to pass out student 
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supplies and explain how to put them together: big white plastic ring 

binder notebooks, paper, dividers, divider labels. I remembered how 

in elementary school I always got new school materials like these at 

the beginning of the year, and pens and pencils and a pencil box and 

so on. As a child I was familiar with the implements of school 

literacy in ways these adults with children of their own were not. 

The fact remains, though, that people with my background--of my 

"class"--aren't ordinarily encouraged to go to the Ivy League or get 

doctorates, aren't conditioned to survive or prosper in high academia. 

How did it happen? 

Certainly my home life contributed in certain ways. There was 

the example of literacy all around me, though it wasn't exactly school 

literacy, and education was valued and my good performance was 

encouraged and praised. So my working-class home did not 

handicap me, as some researchers might predict, by creating a 

crippling "deficit" in my literacy habits. On the other hand, my 

parents didn't know, and couldn't transmit to me, the first thing 

about college or what it would require of me or how to survive there. 

Maybe the "transmission" of those things wasn't as necessary as 

some researchers suppose. Instead, my parents did provide a stable, 

secure, and loving home, and every kind of encouragement for 

whatever I chose to do. My mother's fond hope, when it was clear 

that I was a good schoolboy, was that I would be a doctor, and she let 

me know that she thought it was possible. 
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School also made its contribution, providing things my family 

couldn't. I was given the chance to read and write in academic ways, 

praised for the abilities I exhibited, encouraged to consider myself 

educable. Here and there were good and even fine teachers, and 

others who were at least kind. At the same time, I was warehoused 

much of the time, bored to tears, and poorly educated for the most 

part by overworked, underqualified teachers. 

There were the literacies of the wider culture, too, from pop 

culture to high culture, and my own intellectual curiosity about it all, 

so that I could provide things for myself that neither my family nor 

formal schooling could. All these things together gave me a glimpse 

of a wider culture that I wanted to enter: a home life that pushed 

me to succeed in acceptably middle-class ways, a school life that in 

sporadic and often unplanned ways gave me a "cultured" language, a 

personal nature that led me to use reading and writing as 

entertainment and solace and, later, vocation. 

And then there was luck, or "grace" if you prefer, at every step 

along the way: moving to a town with a fairly decent school for a 

year, getting a particular English teacher rather than another, being 

threatened into not dropping out, receiving the wrong address for a 

college and entering the Ivy League without meaning to. Grace 

continues to operate. Recently I had a job interview at an exclusive 

university. During a conversation with a dean, I noticed that he had 

a folder containing my vita open on his desk. Reading upside-down, 
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I could see what he had highlighted in bright yellow: the line telling 

him I graduated from Columbia. 

I have become literate, then, by having a foot in several 

different worlds, and maybe one in heaven. It can be an 

uncomfortable way to live. When I read Richard Hoggart's 

description of "the scholarship boy" a few years ago, I felt a thrill of 

recognition. The scholarship boy feels different early on, feels 

destined for other things. He separates himself from his family, 

becomes obsessed in his own way with "getting ahead," but not just 

economically--that wouldn't be enough. He needs to inhabit the 

cultural spaces of his class betters as well. And even when he does, 

he is nervous and uncomfortable: "[H]e is likely to be nagged 

underneath by a sense of how far he has come, by the fear and 

shame of a possible falling-back" (Hoggart 231). Worse, he can 

develop a melodramatic sense of nostalgia for a Simpler past forever 

gone: "He both wants to go back and yet thinks he has gone beyond 

his class, feels himself weighted with knowledge of his own and their 

situation, which hereafter forbids him the simpler pleasures of his 

father and mother" (Hoggart 232). 

My schooling, especially in college, wasn't designed for people 

like me. It took me out of one world and thrust me into another that 

was foreign to me. The material conditions of my life before I went 

to college, which continue to exert their influence to this day, left me 

unable to take advantage of everything that such an education does 

for others. I left college fatigued, frustrated, without connections, 
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without prospects. One day I visited an adult literacy class where 

the students were working on resumes. I thought about the content 

of their resumes compared to mine, the educational and work 

experiences I could claim, experiences recognized and validated by 

the mainstream world where we both want to succeed. At the same 

time, the first academic job I got put me only a little beyond the 

income level of the highest earning students in the program. Will all 

my education make my life substantially better, more secure, more 

satisfying, happier than the ambitious adult literacy students who 

will start their own businesses and prosper? Especially in an age of 

economic stagnation and government downsizing and cutbacks, I 

could end up working very hard for not much money and with little 

job security. How "liberatory" was my education? 

I think I went to college, and went where I did, so that I could 

learn to "pass," though I wouldn't have understood this at the time. 

The people around me provided a lot of examples: there were 

upper-middle class kids passing for down-trodden activists, 

suburban New Jersey kids passing for beat poets, professors' kids in 

drag passing for women (Columbia was still all boys at the time), 

even a few black kids passing for white, more or less, for a while. I 

wanted in some vague way to pass for smart, educated, sophisticated, 

connected, for someone whose parents summered in Maine, whose 

grandfather endowed a chair at Yale, whose great-grandmother 

knew a president. I didn't even recognize the names of authors that 

my classmates had already read in high school, so I pretended to. I 
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learned to read and write on Aristotle and Aquinas, Machiavelli and 

Rousseau as if they were old friends. I studied abroad. My 

classmates never thought to wonder if they knew people whose 

backgrounds were entirely different from their own, and I wanted to 

belong so much that it never occurred to me to disabuse them of the 

idea that we were pretty much alike. More because of my 

classmates' ignorance, no doubt, than because of my abilities at 

masquerading as one of them, I succeeded to some degree. For all 

those years, unaware of my motives, I was also unaware of the 

polish of my performance. 

Later, though, my background began to reassert itself. 

Working toward my doctorate, I was often gripped with insecurity 

and with feelings of alienation from the world I thought I'd earned a 

place in. I felt acutely the distance between what I had brought with 

me to higher education and how I learned to behave there, between 

what I was and what I'd become, and from time to time there was a 

stab of panic at being unmasked, as if my working class background 

engendered my "true self" and everything else was performance, 

though another part of me tells me that that performance was my 

self. If I made a grammar error in speaking or writing, if I mistook a 

colonnade in Milan for one in Florence, if I couldn't join the 

conversation on the cavalier poets--mere slips of the tongue or 

lapses of memory or gaps in reading for those not members of 

excluded races, classes, genders--I felt threatened with exposure. I 

was filled with desperate shame all out of proportion to the error. 
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I knew I wasn't what I used to be, but I didn't feel that I was 

what I appeared to be now. The racial insults for those who try to 

pass are almost reassuring in their clarity: oreo, coconut, banana, 

apple, one color on the outside and another on the inside. What's the 

insult for someone who's scholarly on the outside, working class on 

the inside, and fearful of being discovered, shown up, exposed for 

what I am? I read for my prelims nearly all day, every day, for 

months, right through a winter, while living in a small house in the 

desert on the outskirts of Tucson. I worked in fear, doing everything 

I could to ignore my fear, but sometimes I looked at what I had read 

and at what was left to be read and I felt what a fraud I was, and 

tears of sheer dread came to my eyes, and I decided to give it all up 

and go back where I belonged, wherever that was. 

But I didn't. "Where I belonged" had become a complicated 

question. I tried to work it out in an answer to one of the questions 

on the written portion of my prelims, which asked me to discuss 

"rhetoric as a social praxis" in the light of the materialist theory I had 

read. After a formal answer quoting Marx's German Ideology, 

Gramsci's Prison Notebooks, Althusser's Lenin and Philosophy, and 

other texts, I meditated on my own role as a rhetorician interested in 

socially committed teaching as a "social praxis": 

I feel that my training up to this point has encouraged 

me to become a "traditional" intellectual, to abandon my 

class origins for the obvious material advantages of a life 

in academics, embrace a world view at odds with the 
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material reality of my world. The past few years have 

been a time of intense self-exploration, during which I 

have tried to identify the sources of my world view and 

the conflicts and contradictions between it and the world 

views that better serve the interests of the university as 

an institution. I have looked for the same contradictions 

in the world views of the students I go to class with and 

the students I teach, and my work as a rhetorician has 

become an exercise in intervention: pointing out 

contradictions, encouraging people to explore the sources 

of their own ideologies, asking people to visualize the 

society that would serve their interests best. I have 

become less uncomfortable (less embarrassed, less 

ashamed) to speak and work from a particular, engaged 

standpoint. 

There was a grain of truth in all that, but there was also an element 

of wishful thinking. 

************************ 

I became literate, all right, even hyperliterate, in ways I never 

could have imagined, but by means that no educational researcher 

has explained to me yet, and for reasons that I still don't understand 

myself. There was no simple cause-and-effect relation between 

some measurable but absurdly reductionist quantity ("mother's 
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achieved educational level") and some vaguely defined "literacy," 

whether functional, cultural, or critical. I'm deeply ambivalent about 

the role literacy has played in my life. On the one hand, even 

conceding the fears and insecurities I still harbor, it has changed my 

life in roughly positive ways. It has enriched my inner life in untold 

ways, "liberated" my mind, if not my body. Also, it has been the 

central investment in my own "human capital," helping me transform 

myself into a marketable commodity, since as someone who started 

from the working class, my labor is the only thing I own to sell. 

But on the other hand, the American economy is clearly unable 

to absorb the increasing numbers of workers literate in the ways I 

am, and the myth of upward mobility is getting exposed for what it 

is. At the same time, literacy is limited in its real power to free me 

from the system of human capital investment and to help me 

transform it into a system that will serve my class better. The 

literacies I gained through education are the least useful of all in that 

effort. Quite the contrary, as Bourdieu and many others have shown, 

formal education tends to have exactly the opposite effect, 

reproducing the intrinsically unjust social relations that it professes 

to remediate. I believe that most of the critical literacy habits I 

possess have been learned not within but in spite of my education. 

What I must admit in the end is that my identity is neither this 

nor that nor something else clearly defined. The question of what 

education has done for me--or can do for anyone from a 

disadvantaged background-is still difficult. In my darkest moods, I 
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have a bleak answer to the question Carnoy asked in the introduction 

to this book: "[H]ow can and should education be changed to make it 

more efficient and equitable, and how do such changes fit into a 

more general strategy for social change?" Education, according to its 

nature as an establishment, cannot be changed to make it more 

equitable, and a general strategy for social change would abandon 

the effort. 

In other moods, I see a small spark of hope, a hint of the 

"liberatory" possibilities of the literacy my education has given me, 

especially when I think about what my education has made it 

possible for me to do, especially for other people from a 

disadvantaged background. I have been conferred certain powers 

because of my education, and the key is to find ways to use them. 

Not long ago I asked PCAE Director Greg Hart what use he might 

make of this book. He said that there was good and useful 

information in it, especially the details of classroom activities and the 

student assessments of the Family Literacy Program gleaned from 

surveys and interviews, and that some of the recommendations I 

made were worth thinking about. Most of all, he said, he would be 

able to claim that the information came from a dissertation, a piece 

of writing sanctioned by the highest levels of academe. 

During the same conversation, however, Hart told me about a 

meeting he had attended along with many city leaders and officials 

from the University of Arizona, including the president of the 

university. There was some talk of budget cuts and the dire 
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situation at the university. Hart had an urge to stand up and ask 

university officials to compare their situation to his. He wanted to 

say that if they had a shred of conscience, they would refuse to 

accept a dime of public money until community literacy was 

adequately funded. 

I am a creature of the university, like it or not. There's nothing 

I can do to undo the effect that 25 years in the academy has had on 

me. As Lorene Cary says of her education, "Neither my parents nor I 

really knew what we were getting into. Once you've made the 

journey, you can't pretend it didn't happen, that everything's like it 

was before except now you play lacrosse" (Cary 4). Taking one foot 

out of the university community and trying to put both in the non

university community won't solve my personal dilemma after all 

these years--the feeling of in-between-ness and of completely 

belonging nowhere. And in any event, to give up whatever small 

privileges that status confers, as I dreamed of doing while working 

with the PCAE Program, would be a mistake. Much of what I have to 

offer to the non-university communities I come from and where I 

have lived and worked is a function of my status as a university 

scholar. Voices like Hart's, which speak from the outside to demand 

that the university be accountable to the community in which it 

lives, must be heard also from the inside. This book is an example of 

what I can do to serve the people who mean the most to me, and I 

hope it's only a beginning. 
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APPENDIX A: TRANSLATIONS 

Only units of a sentence or longer are translated, not individual 
words or phrases, which are translated in the text itself. Each 
translation is preceded by a page number and a reminder of the 
original passage in italics. Generally, I have preferred the literal to 
the literary style of translation. 

2. ENTERING THE FIELD 

74. Estimadas familias . .• I am a student at the University of 
Arizona. I'd like to observe your classes in PCAE's Family Literacy 
Program and ask you a few questions from time to time, so that PCAE 
can learn more about the effects of these classes on the lives of PCAE 
students and their families. I hope I can help PCAE understand more 
about its own program, and make improvements on the program in 
the future. The University of Arizona requires me to ask if you will 
sign a form consenting to let me observe your classes. Please read 
the form and ask any questions you have about what I'm proposing 
to do. If you agree to let me come and observe your classes, please 
sign the form at the end. 

4. PORTRAIT OF A FAMILY LITERACY PROGRAM, PART 1 

152. RegJas del Salon . .. Rules of the Room 1) No fighting, no 
kicking 2) Walk, don't run 3) Quiet voices 4) No wrestling 

154. RegJas • .. Rules --Chance to participate --No making fun of 
anybody --Hope to have a chance to express opinions --Raise your 
hand to express an opinion --"Help" our friends --Know how to 
listen 

154. 3 RegJas ... 3 Rules 1. Listen 2. Hands in our laps 3. Quiet 
voice 

154-55. Mi Carita . .. My Face A little mouth to eat with / A little 
nose to smell with / Two little eyes to see with / Two ears to hear 
with / And a little head to sleep with 
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163. Reglas del salon ... Rules of the Room 1. We walk in the room 
2. We use quiet voices 3. We don't hurt others 

s. PORTRAIT OF A FAMILY LITERACY PROGRAM, PART 2 

166. No puedo hablar bien . .. I don't speak well, but I listen very 
well. I have very big ears. 

169. Clyde, Gracias por interesarse ••• Clyde, Thank you for taking 
an interest in the educational program for children and adults and 
for helping out the teachers. Sincerely, Trinidad Barker 

202-03. 1. CuaJes son algunas de las cosas . .. 1. What are some of 
the successes in your life? Tell as many as you can. Include family 
goals, work goals, personal goals, etc. 2. What personal qualities do 
you have that helped you achieve these successes? 3) Choose a goal 
toward which you are working now. Why do you want to achieve 
this goal? How will it change your life if you do? Is it a goal that 
you want to achieve for yourself? Do you want more than you can 
actually achieve? How will this change affect others in your life? 

204. 1. Yo puedo tejer. .. 1. I can knit "sweaters." 2. I can read 
English and a little Spanish. 3. I can use a computer to play with my 
child. 

204. cosas que me gustan ... things that I like to do and things that I 
have to do 

204. abilidades que son utiles ... abilities that are useful in 
elementary school 

205. Necessito hacer . .. Must do: Look in newspapers, Fill out 
applications, Be responsible, Have an interview. Must have: Desire 
to work, Skills or necessity, Experience, Social Security or a work 
permit, Good recommendations, Good appearance, Good watch or 
punctuality, Diploma, Course of study 

206. nombre, direcci6n, numero de telefono . •• name, address, 
telephone number; Education 1) first, the last you attended or the 
most recent 2) name of school, city, studies, date(s); Experience 1) 
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first, the most recent (organized from the most recent to the first job) 
2) all the information should fit on one page 3) dates, job title, name 
of the company where you worked, explanation of your job duties; 
Abilities--depends on the job 

216. Susniiiosloconocen ••. Your children know you as well as you 
know them. Knowing how you are going to behave toward them, 
they can begin to manipulate you. Be sure that your behavior 
reflects what you really want to do and is not simply the reaction 
that your children are trying to get out of you. 

216. Es recomendable unir . .. It's a good idea to bring the whole 
family together for common activities. The idea is to talk to each 
other and get to know each other better. This doesn't mean watching 
television together. 

218. De 2 a 3 anos . .. From 2 to 3 years What you may observe: 
The child may become interested in using the toilet by him or 
herself; The child may take fewer or shorter naps; At the same time, 
it could be that the child sometimes seems restless or tired. What to 
do: Don't reproach the child when he or she accidentally wets him or 
herself. Offer praise when he or she is dry and when he or she 
attempts to use the toilet, and encourage his or her desire to use "big 
boy's or girl's pants"; If your child has already stopped taking naps, 
you can establish the routine of relaxing by reading a book out loud 
when he or she is tired or in bad humor. What to watch for: 
Frequent ear infections can damage a child's sense of balance; Pay 
attention to your child's health and see a doctor when you see early 
signs of sicknesses that occur often and of infections. 

221. Cinco minutos ... Five more minutes, let's clean up. 

226-27. La arana pequeilita ... The little spider climbed up the wall 
/ The rain came down and washed him down / The sun came out and 
dried up everything / And the little spider climbed and climbed and 
climbed 

239. Clyde--Sinceramente algunas veces • .• Clyde--Really, 
sometimes I was told that because I was so stupid or said such 
foolish things, a lot of people believed that I couldn't be anything 
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good or important, and from the things I heard my self-esteem was 
terribly low. 

8. STUDENT CONCEPTIONS OF THE PROGRAM 

226. Yo hacia mi mtina diaria . .. I did my daily routine as lady of 
the house and mother of the family 

226. Estaba en mi casa •.. I stayed home and took care of my 
children and husband 

226. Dormia en la manana. .. I slept all morning and watched T.V., I 
fretted and was anxious 

226. Estar en mi casa .•• In my house watching television, bitterly 
unhappy 

226. Ver television . .. Watched television, cleaned house, wasted 
time doing nothing 

226. Era un enfado . .. There was an anxiety that I had all the time, 
and it made me unhappy with myself 

226. Todo 10 que asia. .• All I did was watch t.v. and go shopping 

267. Me quedaba en mi casa •.• I stayed home, cleaning and 
finishing nothing 

267. Desperdiciarel tiempo ... Wasted time lying around at home 

269. Antes que nada . .. More than anything I always wanted to 
study and prepare myself to fmd a better job and get ahead together 
with my children 

269. Mi plan era aprender ingJes . •. My plan was to learn English 
and be able to go forward into the future with my family, and find a 
good job 

269. Ninguno en especial . .. Nothing special aside from learning 
English so that I could get ahead 
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269. Siempre he tratado ... I had always tried to learn English, in 
order to open doors in this country 

270. Quiera estudiar ingles . .. I wanted to learn English but I didn't 
know about this program 

270. Estudiar ingles . .. Study English I always wanted to study 
English but I couldn't because of my child 

270. Queria trabajar . •. I wanted to work doing anything but I 
couldn't because the language barrier gave me no choice 

270. Yo queria estudiar ingles . .. I wanted to study English but I 
didn't know where I could do it 

270. Queria aprender ingles • .. I wanted to learn English to get a 
better job, but I didn't have the opportunity 

270. Pues muchas . .. Well, a lot, but they were only dreams 

270. Porque quiero que me hija • .. Because I want my child to learn 
to speak English, and me to learn to speak English too 

271. Porque quiero aprender ... Because I want to learn English and 
want my child to learn it too to prepare him for kindergarten 

271. Por darle otra oportunidad ... To give more opportunities to 
my child 

271. Por aprender e1 idioma ingles . .. To learn the English language 
and be able to relate to my children in the future 

271. Porque me gusto la idea . .. Because I like the idea of coming 
with my child, this way she learns what school is and I learn English 

271. Porque me parecio . .• Because it seems so important and I 
want to improve myself and fmd a good job 
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272. Pienso que el programa . .. I think that the program will be 
very important for children and mothers because it will teach us 
things we need to know 

272. Muy bueno puesto ... Very good since it teaches children many 
new and educational things 

272. Yo pienso que es bueno ... I think it's good for me and my child 

272. Interesante porque vamos ir . .. Interesting because we're 
going to learn how to better educate our children, and also when we 
work as volunteers it will help us a lot 

272. Educacion y mejores oportunidades ... Education and better 
opportunities for me and my family 

272. Yo pienso ganar . .• I think I'll get as much as I can 

272. Salir mas preparada . .. End up more prepared to find a better 
job 

272. Aprender ingJes . .. Learn English and have good 
communication with my family 

272. Aprender a conocer • .. Learn to understand my children 

273. Poder aprende y saber. .. Be able to learn and better 
understand our children and speak English 

273. No puedo por no poder •.. I can't because I don't speak English 
well. 

274. No nos dan comida •.. They don't give us lunch and we have to 
pay for it if we don't bring our own. I'm worried because I can't 
afford to pay. 

274. Tener suficientes tiempo . . . Have enough time to fulfill my 
obligations. 
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281. Si, tuvo mucha influencia . .. Yes, it had a lot of influence now I 
value myself and also to educate my children and to get ahead 

281. Si, me a superado mucho . .. Yes, I've made a lot of progress 
toward more success 

281. Si, me dio mucho ... Yes, it gave me a lot of inspiration to get 
ahead 

281. Si, me motivo . .. Yes, it motivated me to think we must never 
stop studying and we must always prepare ourselves to get ahead 

281. Si, porque me di cuenta .•. Yes, because it convinced me that 
one can succeed at anything I want with perseverence and patience 
and the desire to get ahead 

281. Si, tuvo una influencia .•. Yes, it had a very positive influence 
because today my desire to get ahead with my plans to study is 
stronger still 

281. No asia planes. .. I didn't have plans until I heard of this 
program and thanks to it I am planning every day different things 
and escaping from the monotony 

281. B programa me despento. .. This program has given me more 
intention to get ahead and finish my GED 

283. La carrera que quiero . .• The career that I want to study for 
takes three years 

283. Mis planes son mejorar • .. My plans are to improve my English, 
and then to learn a trade 

283. Trabajar para poner . .. Work to establish my own business 
with my husband 

283. Aprender bien ingles ... Learn English well, and then establish 
a business, my husband and me 
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283. Mi esposo y yo . .. My husband and I are starting a business of 
"Interaction Distribution" (Network Marketing) and are investing our 
time and energy to have a better life style in 2 years 

284. Trabajar y asi ayudar . .. Work and so help my family find a 
house in a good area because now we live in a mobilehome. And I 
have plans for a better future. 

284. Ser un buena mama . .. To be a good mother and realize my 
dream of speaking English, and buy a house, have a good job, go on 
vacation in Guatemala, and be a good wife 

284. Me gustaria no tener. •. I would like not having to worry about 
$, be able to go on vacation with my family, have a big house and a 
good career, and be able to help my parents economically 

285. Segura que se me hace ... It definitely has made me feel more 
confident 

285. Si, mucho, porque ahora • •. Yes, a lot, because now I am more 
open, and this program helped me feel more confident in myself 

285. Si, porque me hizo sentir ... Yes, because it made me feel more 
independent now that I have learned to manage, when before I 
thought I couldn't do anything, and so I can do things for myself and 
my family 

285. Me motiva mas. .. It motivated me to get ahead and believe I 
can do it 

285. Si, porque he aprendido ... Yes, because I've learned that if I 
have a goal in mind I can achieve it 

285. Si, tanto que ahora • .. Yes, so much that now I know my 
dreams can come true 

285. Yo deceo poder seguir . .. I want to be able to continue with my 
schooling and keep up the progress with my studies in order to be 
somebody in this life for myself 
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307. Ojala dure mucho . .. I hope it lasts a long time, and other 
people learn about it so that they can improve the way we have done 
things 

307. Pues me gustaria . .. I want there to be more programs so that 
other people can know about them and come and grow 

307. Espero que se realize . .. I hope that there will be more 
publicity so that more people learn about the program and can 
benefit in the same way I did 

307. E1 programa tiene . .. The program has to continue to exist so 
that other women can also have the opportunity to benefit from it 

9. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMN1ENDATIONS 

318. Si, porque me di cuenta •.. Yes, because it convinced me that 
one can succeed at anything with perseverence and patience and the 
desire to get ahead. 



402 

APPENDIX B: SURVEY FORMS 

Appendix B contains the following survey forms in this order: 

1. Intake Questionnaire, including: 

a. NCFL Initial Data Record for Families 

b. Family Literacy Questionnaire 

2. Survey on Goals of PCAE Family Literacy Program 

3. Exit Survey, including: 

a. Cover letter 

b. Survey form 



THE NATIONAL CENTER FOR FAMILY LITERACY 
INITIAL DATA RECORD FOR FAMILIES 

Program Site: 

Full Name of Adult: 

Date Enrolled: Name to be Called By: 
Mo/Day/Yr 

Social Security #: Date of Birth: 

403 

Mo/Day/Yr 

Street or P.O. Box: 

City: State: 

Zip Code: Telephone #: ( ) 

How long at this address? 

Name and Address of Parent or Relative Who Is Not Your Spouse. 

Full Name: 

Street or P.O. Box: 

City: State: 

Zip Code: Telephone #: ( ) 

Name and Address of Another Person Who Is Not Your Spouse. 

Street or P.O. Box: 

City: _________ _ State: 

Zip Code: Telephone #: ( ) 
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On the blanks below, write the full name of each of your children. 
Also write the name that you call each child, the child's sex, and date 
of birth. Tell whether each child is enrolled in the Program or in 
school by writing "yes" or "no," and for children in school write their 
grade level 

Child's 
Full 
Name 

Name 
Called 
By 

Sex IDB 

Please respond to all of the questions below: 

What is your: 

1. Age at your last birthday? 

2. Marital status? 

3. Race? 

4. Sex? 

In In 
Program? School? 

Grade? 
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What is the: 

5. Total number of children you have? 

6. Total number of people living in your home? 

7. Number of brothers you have? 

8. Number of sisters you have? 

9. Highest grade in school that you completed? 

10. Year you completed that grade? 

11. Reason or reasons that you left school? 

12. Highest grade completed by your father? 

... by your mother? 

13. Highest grade completed by each brother? 

14. Highest grade competed by each sister? 

15. Total year income for your household (check one amount)? 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 

Less than $5000 
Between $5000 and $10,000 
Between $10,000 and $15,000 
Between $15,000 and $20,000 
Between $20,000 and $25,000 
Over $25,000 
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16. Major source of your family income (check one)? 

Wages earned by persons in home 1. 
2. 
3. 

Gifts or loans from family not in home 
Public assistance programs; which ones? 

17. Have you been enrolled in other adult-education programs before 
this one? 

No Yes 

18. Do you work in a job outside the home? 

No Yes 

19. What is the primary language spoken in your home? 

20. What other languages, if any, are spoken in your home? 

21. Is your spouse enrolled in the program? 

No 

Yes (if yes, name: -----------------,) 
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FAMILY LITERACY QUESTIONNAIRE 

Name 

Site Date 

1. What language do you speak with your children most of the time? 
lQue idioma habla Ud. con su hijo la mayoria del tiempo? 

2. How did you hear about the Family Literacy Program? lComo oyo 
Ud. sobre este programa de Educacion Para La Familia? 

3. Why did you enroll in the program? lPorque ingreso Ud. al 
programa? 

4. If you drop out before the year is over, what do you think the 
reason will be? lSi Ud. tiene que dejar el programa antes del fmal 
del ano, cwll podria ser la razon? 

s. What do you think the program will be like? lQue piensa Ud. 
como sera el programa? 

6. What do you hope to gain from the program? lQUe es 10 que 
espera Ud. ganar de este programa? 

7. Do you have any worries about the program? lTiene Ud. alguna 
preocupacion sobre el programa? 
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8. How much education do you hope to have some day? lQue tanta 
educaci6n desearia Ud. tener algun dial 

9. Do you have any worries about your children's education? What? 
lTiene Ud. alguna preocupaci6n sobre la educaci6n de sus hijos? 
Que? 

Questions for parents with children in school. Preguntas para padres 
con hijos en la escuela. 

10. Have you ever visited your children's school? If you have, for 
what reason? lHa visitado Ud. alguna vez la escuela de su hijo/ a? 
lSi es asi, que tan seguido y porque? 

11. Do you know your children's teachers? If you do, how well? 
lUd. conoce a los maestros de su hijo/a? lSi es asi, que tan bien? 

12. What is the biggest barrier to getting more involved in your 
children's school? lCuaI es Ia barrera mas grande que Ie impide 
participar mas en Ia escuela de sus hijos? 

13. Do your children have homework? If so, how often and what 
kind? lTienen sus hijos tarea? lSi es asi, que tan seguido y de que 
tipo? 
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14. Do you ever help your children with school work? If so, how? 
lAlguna vez ha ayudado Ud. a sus hijos con su tarea? lSi es asi, 
como? 

15. What is the biggest barrier to helping your children more with 
their homework? lCuaI es la barrera mas grande que Ie impide 
ayudar a sus hijos con sus tareas? 

16. When was the last time you went to the library? What did you 
do there? Who went with you? lCuando fue la ultima vez que Ud. 
fue a la biblioteca? lQue fue 10 que Ud. hizo alli? lQuien fue con 
Ud.? 

17. Have you ever volunteered in your children's schools? How 
often? What did you do? lAlguna vez ha sido Ud. voluntaria en la 
escuela de su hijo/a? lQue tan seguido? lQue fue 10 que Ud. hizo? 
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SURVEY ON GOAlS OF PCAE FAMILY LITERACY PROGRAM 

Dear Folks: 

This is a survey, not a test. There are no "right" or "wrong" 
answers--just information that I hope will help me understand what 
I'm looking at when I come to visit the sites. 

Clyde 

Name 

Position 

Site 

1. What influence do you think the PCAE Family Literacy Program 
hopes to have on the lives of the parents and children who 
participate in it? What specific changes do you think the Program 
looks for in students' behavior or attitudes? 

2. Do you have any additional personal goals for your students that 
are not included in the stated goals of the Program? If so, what are 
they? 

3. How do you try to achieve the goals of the Program? In your job, 
what do you do specifically to contribute to the fulfillment of the 
goals? 

4. How would you improve conditions in order to enable you to 
better fulfill the goals of the Program? If you could propose any 
changes at all, even those beyond the means of the Program at 
present, what would they be? 
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May 5,1995 

Dear Students and Staff of the Family Literacy Program: 

I want to thank you all for your generous help with the study I'm 
doing of the Program. You let me intrude on your classrooms and 
take up your time, and you were very kind and welcoming. 

I'm working on writing up the study now, and I hope to be able to 
show you all a rough draft next fall. I'm sure it will be full of errors 
and misunderstandings, and I hope that you'll feel free to offer any 
corrections and comments and suggestions you have. The draft will 
include information from the demographics and other data from the 
original intake forms, the many hours of classroom observations, 
interviews with thirty students at the Mission Manor and Craycroft 
sites, the "goals survey" that you all filled out at a staff meeting some 
months ago, and more. I've also done a lot of research on the 
background of the Southside as a community and the schools of the 
Sunnyside District, and will include that. 

I'd like to ask for one last favor. I'd like to ask the students to fill 
out one last piece of paperwork, an "exit survey" that asks about 
their plans for the future before and after participating in the 
program. This is valuable information that will be added to the other 
information I've collected during the year, and will contribute to an 
understanding of the effect of the Program on students' lives. 

Filling out the survey should take no more than ten or fifteen 
minutes. After the forms are completed, please put them in the 
stamped envelope I'm providing and drop them in the mail. After I 
receive the forms from all the sites I'll make copies and give a 
complete set to the Liberty office. 

Congratulations on being chosen as a training site for the entire 
state's family literacy efforts. Clearly your program is a model of 
success and a great example to others who want to achieve the same 
goals. It's been a pleasure and an education to get to know you and 
how you work. If I'm lucky I'll work with you again in the future. 

Clyde Moneyhun 
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EXIT SURVEY 

Name 

Site Date 

1. What were you doing just before you joined the Family Literacy 
Program? lQue hacia Ud. antes de inscribirse en el Programa de 
Educacion Para la Familia? 

2. Before you joined the program, what were your plans for the 
future? lAntes de inscribirse en el programa, cuaIes eran sus planes 
para el futuro? 

3. What do you plan to do next year? lQue piensa hacer el aDo que 
viene? 

4. What are your long-range plans for the future? lCuaIes son sus 
planes de largo plazo para su futuro? 

S. Did the program have any effect on your plans for the future? 
lTuvo el programa alguna influencia sobre sus planes para el futuro? 

6. Do you have any other comments to make about the program? 
lTiene cualqier otro comentario sobre el programa? 
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