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ABSTRACT 

Adult basic and literacy education (ABLE) is a unique social and educational site, 

a borderland where marginalized youth and adults can be found. This project sought the 

voices and stories of women literacy learners with disabilities. The project had a dual 

purpose of creating practical products and conducting research. The project sought to 

create knowledge for program improvement and produce two products, a list of 

recommendations to the field and a brochure of advice to new women literacy learners 

(both included). The research explored the social categories of gender, literacy, and 

disability to contextualize existing theories with the lived experiences of low-income 

women with disabilities. 

The project was grounded in critical and feminist standpoint epistemo logics that 

were actualized through a dialogic, participatory action research design. The data 

collection and management technique of the Unfolding Matrix (Padilla, 1993) was 

adapted to an Unfolding Venn diagram with three interlocking circles labeled Women, 

Literacy, and Disability. 

Fifteen women participated in the year-long series of monthly focus dialogues. 

The participants ranged in age from 20 to over 60 years old, represented a range of 

disability and impairment experiences, various lengths of involvement in the adult 

education program, and a range of ethnicities and geographic areas of childhood. 

The structure of the dissertation follows the design of dialogic research conducted 

with the technique of the adapted Unfolding Matrix, Three levels of data were analyzed: 

contributions to the diagram, four key discussions, and focus dialogue transcripts. 
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Specific findings are presented as chapters in Part II: Finding Ourselves in 

Contradictions, Part HI: Hinged Themes and Dreams, and Part IV: The Way Forward. 

Findings indicate the critical need for adult education and literacy programs to 

recognize women's unique learning needs and to engage women in dialogue so that those 

needs can be discovered and articulated. Access to literacy and the power of literacy 

includes instruction and support sensitive to individual needs. Disability issues need to be 

openly addressed with an attitude of critique and advocacy that can empower learners and 

the field to move forward on eligibility and service structures. 



OVERVIEW OF PART I: SETTING THE STAGE 

This project was envisioned to create a forum in which women could come 

together to grow and support one another, to document that growth and its potential 

power, to engage those growing voices in an educational and social critique, and to 

harness the energy that critique unleashed to improve our program and our lives. 

Grounded in a participatory action research design, the project embraced the underlying 

philosophy of inclusion and social critique, constructivist epistemology, and hope. 

Part I: Setting the Stage contains three chapters that introduce the project and the 

research design. Chapter 1, Lost and Sought, situates the project in the unique educational 

field of adult basic and literacy education (ABLE). The educational research on girls, 

children labeled "at-risk," and children caught in the special education system is 

reviewed to show that the perspectives and voices of students in ABLE programs are 

missing from most longitudinal educational research. In Theoretical Frameworks 

(Chapter 2), I first position participatory and feminist standpoint research in its critical 

theory roots where the power of critique of state level institutions, such as the economy 

and public schools, can continue to be leveraged in activist research. Then, in Methods 

Made Visible (Chapter 3), actualization of these theories through an adaptation of the 

Unfolding Matrix (Padilla, 1993) data collection and management technique is explained. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction: Lost and Sought 

Disremembered and unaccounted for, she cannot be lost 
because no one is looking for her, and even if they were, 
how can they call her if they don't know her name? 
(Morrison, 1988, p. 274) 

Purpose 

The confluence of several national trends has resulted in putting the needs of 

women literacy learners with disabilities in a national educational spotlight. The 

following factors have increased the attention to the needs of women: welfare reform 

through the 90s; literacy surveys, which found high rates of adults with disabilities and 

low literacy; and the prevalence of previously undiagnosed learning disabilities in the 

adult population, confounded by gender bias in identifying and serving children with 

hidden impairments. With new funding mandates and reporting standards, adult 

education and literacy programs are being held accountable for student progress and goal 

attainment in more stringent ways, thus forcing programs to look more critically at 

recruitment, retention, and progress issues. Taken together, disabilities are increasingly 

implicated as playing a role in the progress and outcomes of women literacy learners. 

Little, however, is known about the women themselves and how they are 

perceiving and experiencing these policy changes and assumptions. The voices and 

experiences of these women need to be sought out and engaged so that as practitioners, 

we can learn how to reach out to women with disabilities and address the barriers they 

face while fostering their empowerment and enfranchisement. As researchers, we need to 
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go looking for the women who have dropped out of our databases and become missing 

data points and learn where they have been, what they have lived through, and what they 

think about their educational experiences and opportunities. As policy makers, we need 

to create forums that include welcoming and respectful practices where we can learn to 

listen to marginalized voices, hear how policies impact real people and communities, and 

join in a collaborative effort to imagine more helpful and hopeful policies. 

The purpose of this participatory action research project was to discover the social 

and personal barriers presented by the intertwined and socially constructed categories of 

gender, disability, and literacy learner and the impact these barriers have on women's 

lives and educational efforts. This project complemented the Pima College Adult 

Education (PCAE) Civics mission by reaching out to women with disabilities, to create 

with them a network of support that could disseminate information about disabilities and 

raise awareness in the community about the needs and strengths of this population. 

The current action project was conducted in PCAE, an adult education program in 

Tucson, Arizona that serves approximately 12,000 students annually in literacy and 

English language classes. The project was based within the PCAE Civics program that 

delivers citizenship and civic involvement curriculum and experiences through embedded 

lessons within subject matter classes throughout PCAE and through extra-curricular 

activities such as site-based student councils. The Civic program's mission is to unite, 

inform, and promote action within adult education and the community in order to develop 

power and foster social change. The Coordinator of the Civics program, Laura Porfirio, 
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served as co-moderator and co-presenter on this research project. The project was fixnded 

in part by a Women-in-Literacy grant from Laubach Literacy International. 

The Women-in-Literacy grant project was administered through one of the 

nation's oldest volunteer-based literacy organizations, Laubach Literacy International 

(now part of ProLiteracy). Ten awards of up to $6,000 are given nationally to projects 

directly impacting women's literacy needs. Awards are also made to projects 

internationally. This special funding project recognizes the catalytic effect of literacy and 

numeracy learning by women for their families and communities around the globe. Their 

public information statement reads: 

Women... solving their problems to change their lives, the lives of their families 

and their communities, using literacy as a starting point in six action areas: self-

reliance, health, education, environment, human rights, peace. 

This proposal was funded through the target area of human rights in recognition of the 

gender, disability, and literacy rights and responsibilities work in which we would be 

engaged. 

The products of this project included recommendations for adult education 

programming delivered in writing and in several group presentations at professional 

conferences, advice to other women literacy learners presented in an easy-to-read 

brochure, increased capacity to serve this population within our own program, and 

increased leadership capabilities in the women who participated. Our transcribed 

dialogues also reveal the dimensions of persistence and resistance in the participants as 
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they theorized about a wide range of social policy and literacy topics and engaged in 

personal transformations, reframing journeys, advocacy efforts, and public speaking. 

Where Are We? 

Adult basic and literacy education (ABLE) is a unique social site, an educational 

and civic borderland. It is space that connects the in and out of public schooling, in and 

out of the mainstream of civic and economic life, in and out of educational research and 

view. Gloria Anzaldua (1987) calls a borderland: 

. . .  a  vague and undetermined place created by the emotional residue of an 

unnatural boundary. It is in a constant state of transition. The prohibited and 

forbidden are its inhabitants.. .those who cross over, pass over, or go through the 

confines of the "normal." (p. 3) 

As a borderland that is neither/nor and both/and of multiple, varied dimensions, a unique 

culture and language has arisen in ABLE that is not easily classified. Public school's 

"drop outs" are our "drop ins." Society's marginalized citizens are our civic and 

citizenship activists. Capitalism's under-credentialed workers are our workplace 

education students. The economy's "down and out" are our "up and coming" students. 

Students once tightly in the sights of educational research, the "at risk" and 

"disadvantaged," are dramatically absent from secondary and post-secondary studies of 

practice; never mind, educational theory and research move on without them, forging 

theories about adults and post-secondary students without acknowledging the etlinic, 

socio-economic or family structure winnowing that occurs moving through the 
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educational and economic systems and the confines of the "normal." The winnowed are 

our recruitment and outreach base. 

From here in the borderlands, the view out is great. We can see the workings of 

the economic engine and the inside of the rhetoric of achievement ideology. We can see 

the underside of the education system through the cracks and canyons where our students 

have fallen or been swept and pushed. We see the realities of immigration policy and 

enforcement. We can see the effects of the lack of affordable housing, health insurance, 

day care, safe homes and neighborhoods, and crumbling infrastructure. We know where 

the holes are in the safety net. 

Within the borderlands, the view is great. Our programs are filled with youth and 

adults with remarkable resilience, fortitude, creativity, and dreams. We get to watch the 

sparks of learning fan the inner flames of self-worth and determination. We can see the 

fireworks of previously disenfranchised citizens engaging the political system and 

demanding the right to a better community. We watch neighborhood improvement 

programs take hold and transform communities. We witness the creativity bom of 

poverty and necessity. We work with a global population in our classrooms and centers 

and together create a dream of world peace. We watch lives turn around and the cycles 

of poverty and oppression be confronted and rejected. 

Our classes are free. Attendance is voluntary. Our funding is public. Instructors 

are state employees. In these days of gated communities, privatization of civic services, 

and off-shore multi-national corporations, ABLE is one of the last truly democratic "free 

spaces" (Boyte & Evans, 1992). Youth and adults across countless borders of difference 
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come together to address their educational needs in basic literacy, learning English, 

studying for the GED or citizenship test, or learning computer skills. 

This borderland and its people have been the site of my work and passion for over 

20 years. I have been a volunteer tutor, volunteer citizenship and writing class instructor, 

paid instructor of GED and ABLE classes, a VISTA volunteer, an Advisory Board 

member, a professional developer, and now 1 work as a Learning Disability specialist in 

PCAE, one of the largest adult education programs in the county. It is not easy to make a 

living in the borderlands given its qualities of being in a "constant state of transition" 

(Anzaldiia, 1987, p. 3) and "psychic unrest" (p. 73). Through my career, I, too, have 

crossed back over, pursuing higher education degrees and finding interests and 

employment in the mainstream educational system. I have worked with pre-service 

teachers in their field sites and veteran teachers applying new reading research. I have 

worked toward my own training and credentials, moving through an elementary 

education program and a Master's in special education. Now in my doctoral program, I 

have been able to turn my attention and my inquiry back to adult basic education and 

literacy work, "dropping out" - again - of the mainstream educational system. 

From my position as both an insider and an outsider to the ABLE borderland, I 

can practice what Eisner (1998) calls educational connoisseurship and criticism. 

Connoisseurship relies on the experiential and caring connections between knowing and 

seeing, while criticism "refers to the process of enabling others to see the qualities that a 

[field of focus] possesses (p. 6). I am both immensely positive about the work that can be 

done in ABLE - at its very best, literacy work can transform lives, communities, and 
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societies - and continually confronted by the glaring limitations - funding woes, poorly 

designed materials, deteriorating buildings and neighborhoods, the physical and psychic 

residues of poverty and violence. Anzaldua (1987) writes, "to survive the borderlands/ 

you must live sin fronteras! be a crossroads" (p. 195) and "tolerate ambiguity" (p. 79). 

Surviving the contradictory weather of possibilities and realities erodes and shapes the 

landscape and inhabitants. My experiences in various ABLE settings and my reflections 

on them have trained my perceptions. I hope that I have achieved "a critic's level of 

educational connoisseurship to recognize what counts" (Eisner, 1998, p. 22) and a 

language clear enough so that through the following pages I can "make what [I] see clear 

to those who have a stake" (p. 22) in what happens in these borderlands. 

Here in the borderlands, where words and practices take on new meanings, it is 

important to be critical of what gets said and written by outsiders about our practice and 

population Allan Quigley (2000), an instructor and long-time ABLE program 

administrator and scholar admonishes, "what would certainly have been challenged as 

racist or slanderous if aimed at other adult groups in North America, became 

commonplace in the literacy research through the 60s, 70s, and 80s." These 

characterizations and stereotypes of what Quigley classifies as "formally undereducated" 

include the assumptions that adults with low literacy exhibit "insecurity, distrust, 

fatalism, low aspirations, limited time perspective, dependency, localism, and lack of 

empathy" (Irish, 1980, p. 41). When poverty and low literacy are cast as such individual 

and personality deficits, addressing the causes and structures that perpetuate the 

inequalities in this society through public policy seems foolhardy. When the stereotypes 
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are challenged as more aptly describing the policies that fund the literacy programs, a 

different perspective is gained. 

In this chapter, I want to situate ABLE within the field of educational research. 

There is very little respectful research on ABLE practice or population, by which I mean 

research conducted by those who have cared enough to come and spend extended time in 

the borderlands getting to know and care about the inhabitants and the culture. Much of 

what we can know is by noticing who is absent or silenced ifrom mainstream research and 

theory and investigate why that may be so. What little direct research we do have, such 

as the National Adult Literacy Survey (NALS) and International Adult Literacy Survey 

(lALS) (both conducted in part by the Educational Testing Service) and the Participation 

Trends and Patterns Report in Adult Education: 1991 to 1999 (conducted by the National 

Center for Education Statistics), raises as many questions and puzzles as it answers, even 

years after the studies were first conducted. 

Who Is Here? 

The NALS is the largest national survey to date of adult literacy. It was 

conducted in 1992 and the first reports were released in 1993 (Kirsch et al., 1993). This 

survey gathered information from over 26,000 adults, statistically representing 191 

million Americans. Nearly 15,000 people, including over 1,100 inmates, participated in 

individual interviews that lasted up to an hour. Participants responded to a range of real 

world literacy tasks and their responses and attempts were compiled into three scales: 

prose, quantitative, and document. The types of literacy tasks simulated and assessed 

included filling out a form, reading a newspaper article, and calculating the interest on a 
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home loan. The scales were divided into five levels of proficiency: Level 1 scores 0 -

225; Level 2, 226 - 275; Level 3, 276 - 325; Level 4, scores 326 - 375; Level 5, 376 -

500. Level 3 is the estimated minimum for independent, productive literacy skills (Sum, 

Kirsch, & Taggert, 2002). 

Nearly half the sample scored in Levels 1 and 2, representing 94 million adults. 

In Level 1, factors that might have impacted respondents' literacy performance include 

limited English - 25% of the respondents were immigrants and the survey was conducted 

only in English; age - more than 30% were over the age of 65; levels of formal education 

- 76% had not completed high school; visual difficulties - 19% reported a significant 

visual impairment; and poor health or disability -12% reported a significant health 

condition or disability. Obviously some of the categories overlap, particularly age, level 

of formal education, and visual impairments overlap for the elderly population. 

The NALS data and initial interpretation have held up to critique over the years, 

with the exception of criticism that the cut-off scores were set too high to be reflective of 

true "low literacy" (Comings, Reder, & Sum, 2001). As David Berliner (1996) writes, 

"these days, even the illiterates can read and write." The NALS data and reports, 

however, have not been put to a great deal of theoretical use. Ironically, the most 

visibility the data have had has been by popular media and politicians promoting literacy 

scares that threaten the American economic future and by ABLE programs to substantiate 

increased funding requests - both groups mis-representing and over-stating the data in 

order to justify their own agendas (Quigley, 1997; Smith & Reder, 1998). Smith and 

Reder (1998) sadly report that the NALS has had seemingly "little impact on the day-to
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day practices of...instructors, tutors, and students" (p. 4). Nevertheless, a new survey 

with the same framework and methodology is in the works. 

The lALS was conducted between 1994 and 1998 in 23 countries (mostly North 

America and Europe, with Australia, New Zealand, and Chile). It utilized the survey 

framework and scoring rubric from the NALS and assessed approximately 1,700 adults in 

each country. Twenty of the "higher-income" countries were compared in Andrew Sum, 

Irwin Kirsch, and Robert Taggert's policy report for the Educational Testing Service, 

"The Twin Challenges of Mediocrity and Inequality." When compared to peer countries, 

the literacy skills of adults in the U.S. could best be described as "average to below-

average" (p. 9). This characterization was true for the elderly population (over 65) as 

well as the young (both 16-25 and 26-35) even though educational attainment levels 

were higher in the U.S. The authors portray the findings as "very disheartening" (p. 20). 

In fact, by comparing the NALS data with the more recent lALS data. Sum, 

Kirsch et al. (2002) documented "mediocre and unequal" schooling outcomes in the U.S. 

Although on average adults in the U.S. had attended more years of formal schooling, U.S. 

literacy performances rank well below many other industrial nations. In feet, for adults 

who completed 9-11 years of schooling, their literacy per formance on all three scales 

ranked 19 of the 19 countries compared (p. 19, Table 11). Their report pays special 

attention to native-bom high school dropouts: their composite performance was very 

poor, a fill! 70 points below their native-bom peers who completed high school (scores of 

225 and 295, respectively). 
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The gaps and inequalities identified in the 1992 NALS data were found to have 

worsened through the past decade. Continuing their analysis of these inequalities, the 

authors found that "the U.S. distribution was characterized by larger gaps than was true 

for all high-income countries combined... [and that] the major contributing factor.. .was 

the very weak performance of U.S. adults at the 10* percentile" (Sum, Kirsch et a!., 

2002, p. 27). Unfortunately, they note, "those entering any level of the educational 

system with below-average skills are far less likely to advance to the next level, receive 

far fewer hours of applied learning time, and hence gain far fewer skills" (p. 31). These 

"extremes of literacy" is one of four "puzzles" Betsy Bo wen (1998/99) finds unresolved 

in the data from these surveys. It is a question Paulo Freire foreshadowed years before 

the NALS survey asking, "In a country with universal education, how can so many adults 

be considered illiterate?" (Freire & Macedo, 1987, p. 120). 

What, too, are we to make of the disparity in the NALS respondents' perceptions 

of their literacy abilities and their actual performance? "Performance and perception" is 

Bowen's (1998/99) second puzzle. While adults' assessed performance indicated that 

they were often unable to complete tasks independently, many reported that they read and 

write English "well" or "very well." This perception disparity of 23% of adults scoring 

in Level 1 reported that they get "a lot of help" with reading tasks and 25% reported that 

they get "a lot of help" with filling out forms (p. 317). Bo wen reminds us to consult the 

work of long-time literacy advocates such as Arlene Fingeret (1983, 1989, 1997) who 

helps us shed assumptions rooted in our own literacy and individualistic values and hear 

the voices of adult literacy students who live in communities of sharing and bartering 
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where literacy is a commodity and skill like many others to exchange (Moll & Gonzalez, 

1994). This perception puzzle very likely plays a role in who drops in to adult education 

and literacy programs, seeking to improve their skills. 

Surveys of who drops out of high school outline some of the cracks and canyons 

in the educational system, canyons populated by minorities and those with low incomes 

and students from special education programs. In 2000, an estimated 3.8 million youth 

and young adults (ages 16 - 24) were high school non-completers, a full 10% of their age 

group (Kaufinan, Alt, & Chapman, 2001). As is true historically, students from low-

income ikmilies nationally drop out in greater numbers, 28.9% in October of2000 as 

compared to the national average of 10.9% (Tables A & B). 

As these students drop out of educational research, they drop into other grim 

social and economic indicator surveys. Youth and young adults without a high school 

diploma or GED earn on average, $7,000 less per year of fiill-time work than their 

diploma-holding counterparts (Day & Newbourger, 2002). Importantly, non-completers 

are more likely to work less than full-time, pushing their average incomes even lower. 

Females are likely to earn "substantially" less than their male peers with equivalent 

educational attainment. For women high school non-completers, wages are projected to 

be from 65 - 78% that of their male co-workers. The cohort of young adults who are out-

of-school and out-of-work are the subject of the cautionary report, "Left Behind in the 

Labor Market" (Sum, Khatiwada, Pond, & Trub'skyy, 2002). Citing other government 

and scholarly reports, this cohort has been called "the forgotten half or "disconnected 

youth." Critical of both economic policies that have produced a jobless recovery and 
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educational policies that have produced so many young people unwilling or unable to 

continue with education, this report details the tragic economic consequences of youth 

caught in "a sort of no man's land" between childhood and the adult labor market. 

The NCES Participation Trends and Patterns report (Creighton & Hudson, 2002) 

surveyed adult education broadly, defined as "formal [but not post-secondary] learning 

activities" (p. v), watching to see who was making use of educational opportunities and 

the results of participation. As has been historically true, adults of higher income and 

more education continue to invest their time and effort in education and reap the benefits. 

Adults with lower incomes and education find such investment less productive. The 

federally funded adult basic education and English as a Second Language (ABE and 

ESL) system is analyzed as a separate educational field in the report. This report 

documents the overrepresentation of "young adults, women, non-Hispanic Blacks, [high 

school non-completers], and unemployed adults" (p. 4) in ABE and ESL. 

Unemployment rates in the ABE field were 27% in 1999, compared to 5% in 1991. But 

the field is small, especially when taking only the federally funded programs into 

consideration; the Participation report shows only 2% of the population in 1999 enrolled 

in ABE and ESL. 

Statistics on special education students' drop out rates include current rates as 

high as 26% (OSEP Annual Report 1996), leading the trend are students with serious 

emotional disturbance or specific learning disabilities. In the National Longitudinal 

Transition Study of Special Education Students, begun with data from the school year 

1988-89, 41.7% of the students with LD left school without graduating. Within the five 
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years of the follow-up, 30% of those students had returned to some adult education 

setting, but only 3% of them had attained their GED (Wagner, D'Amico, Marder, 

Newman, & Blackorby, 1992). In fact, youth and adults with disabilities are found to be 

less likely to earn a GED than non-disabled peers (Marder & D'Amico, 1992). 

Taken with the lALS and NALS data, these numbers and trends fiarther suggest 

that youth and adults with special needs, especially from minority and low-income 

families, are likely to be found in the low-literacy levels. The literacy skills of 57% of 

adults self-reporting a learning disability (SRLD) in the NALS survey put them in the 

lower 2 levels (Vogel & Reder, 1998b). Within this SRLD sub-group, Susan Vogel and 

Stephen Reder found a surprising lack of gender difference, inconsistent with the nearly 

3:1 male to female gender difference in school identified LD (p. 166). A sampling of 

adult education and literacy programs by NIFL (NIFL Report, 1997) found that adult 

students with disabilities are concentrated in the lowest levels of literacy attainment in the 

ABLE system but that program coordinators and staff lack professional training and 

understanding to address their learning and civic needs. 

The lack of significant differences between adult men and women's literacy 

performance on the NALS and lALS tells us nothing about how or whether literacy 

serves gendered needs and meaning in actual lives. However, there is little doubt left 

after a decade of national reports that schooling is experienced differently by boys and 

girls (American Association of University Women, 1991; Sadker & Sadker, 1994). The 

national reports chronicle trends of lowered expectations, differential teacher behaviors, 

and sexism in school policies and curriculums. They do not tell the story of the 
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psychological impact on females, and, consequently, the perceptions of education and of 

themselves as learners that women bring as adults to literacy education. 

Similar differential experiences and outcomes are acknowledged in the special 

education literature which documents a male bias in referral and placement in special 

services for the learning disabled despite a lack of gendered rates of occurrence (Vogel, 

1990). The common profile of co-occurring LD and hyperactivity in males may lead to 

classroom behaviors and activity levels that draw teacher and parent attention and lead to 

referrals and diagnosis. Girls who are struggling with hidden impairments, on the other 

hand, are more likely to exhibit internalizing behaviors, which, when combined with 

lowered expectations for girls (especially from minority families), cause their learning 

difficulties to go under-recognized (Fine & Zane, 1989). Girls who do receive a 

diagnosis for LD are often more severely impacted by their impairments and are further 

behind in skill attainment than their male peers (Shaywitz, Shaywitz, Fletcher, & Escobar 

1990; Vogel, 1990; Vogel, 1998). 

The on-going cultural and linguistic bias inherent in teacher referral rates, 

standardized tests, and special education placement procedures is undisputed (Artiles, 

1998 & 2003; Cummins, 1993; Ortiz, 1997). These practices add to discriminatory 

practices already in place in many public schools that silence and alienate students, 

families, and communities of color, difference, and class (Cummins, 1993; Delpit, 1995; 

Fine & Weis, 1998). For many minority children, these processes result in inappropriate 

labeling and service. Many literacy learners resent the years they spent in special 

education classes and were taught without expectations of success. They also resent 
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having been retained or having been passed on without the skills to succeed, although 

girls and women are more likely to admit to the deep emotional pain of these experiences 

(Fine & Zane, 1989). 

The stance adult literacy learners may have toward disability constructs and 

labels, then, may be one of past injustices, unequal opportunities, and great suspicion 

(Ross-Gordon, 1996). Understanding the impact of these gender-related factors for 

literacy instruction and participation begins with a realization that neither disability labels 

nor literacy acquisition are gender neutral. The effect for women literacy learners may be 

that they arrive at adult education programs having never been evaluated or helped to 

understand their learning strengths and needs and with a sense of shame and guilt for past 

academic performance. 

There is very little attention to gender differences in the NALS, lALS, and 

Participation interpretations. Gender issues constitute the third and fourth puzzles 

Bowen (1998/99) identifies from the NALS and the lALS findings. She notes that the 

expected relationship between literacy attainment and economic improvement is missing 

for those in the low-income bracket, especially women, and the difficulty adult education 

and training programs have had documenting literacy outcome progress with women on 

welfare. She bemoans the "two short paragraphs and part of a chart in the 150 page 

[NALS] report" (p. 320) devoted to gender analysis. The lALS found "no gender gap" 

(Sum et al., 2002, p. 13), but made note that the composite literacy scores for both men 

and women were 272 and 273, solidly in the average Level 3. The Participation study 

similarly left numbers standing unanalyzed, noting only that participation rates were 
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nearly equal for men and women in all segments of adult education, but that in 1999, 

women's participation had increased more than men's from 1991 levels. Women's 

"higher propensity to seek formal instruction" (p. viii) was the only suggested 

explanation for the increase, later called, "the 'asking for directions' hypothesis" (p. 46). 

At the same time these surveys were being conducted, welfare reform debate 

through the 1990s raged around the traditional stereotypes of poor mothers as unwilling 

and undeserving of the governmental support they received. In the strong economy of the 

early 1990s, policy makers found public support for instituting "clocks" and welfare to 

work programs designed to move women off public assistance as quickly as possible, 

with or without the literacy and vocational skills necessary for stable and fulfilling 

employment (Cohen, Golonka, Ooms, Owen, & Maynard, 1995; Foster & Julnes, 2001). 

The negative impact of these policies is beginning to be documented, even as new, more 

stringent policies are being debated. Summarizing a volume of state-specific evaluation 

reports, Michael Foster and George Julnes (2001) conclude with four over-arching 

lessons: "[welfare] leavers have joined the ranks of the working poor. ..leavers do not use 

services and programs for which they apparently are eligible... [welfare programs] rarely 

package services in a manner that would best support post-TANF work efforts... [and] 

stability of employment [and health insurance] play a critical role in determining which 

leavers fared best" (pp. 126- 127). 

Not only does the NALS data show that poverty rates are correlated with low 

literacy (44% poverty rate for those scoring in Level 1), but the data also show a stubborn 

lack of increased income for women leaving welfare rolls, despite their improved literacy 



levels (Vogel & Reder, 1998). This is Bowen's (1998/99) fourth puzzle in the NALS 

data, "While earnings rose as literacy skills increased for both AFDC and food stamp 

recipients, the rate of increase.. .was fer below that in the general population " (p. 319). 

This puzzle extends to the reality that educational certificates, including the general 

equivalency diploma (GED), deliver differentially across gender, class, and racial lines 

(Fine & Weis, 2000, citing 1990 NCES statistics). 

Through the 1990s, increasing attention to the incidence, impact, and implications 

of learning disabilities - and to a lesser extent, other disabilities - was brought to the 

adult education and literacy field. As the fields related to special education watched 

children with learning and attention disabilities grow up without losing their difficulties 

with literacy or many without having acquired proficiency, scholars began to look at their 

lives in pQst-secondary settings and out of school. 

Longitudinal studies of adults with disabilities, reviewed in Levine and Nourse 

(1998), have much to tell us about how adults with disabilities fare in the general society, 

but also leave many questions unanswered. Most studies, conducted a year or two post-

graduation, indicate that there is a lag in economic, social, vocational, and educational 

achievement of adults with disabilities compared to their non-disabled peers. However, 

those studies that included multiple follow-up points found, as did Wagner et al. (1992) at 

a five-year follow-up, that with longer tracking time, most spheres of achievement 

improve overall. Even so, young adults with disabilities do not appear to catch up to their 

non-disabled peers in vocational stability, income, or educational attainment, and show 
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significantly higher risks for confounding mental health and physical health stresses 

(Hooper & Olley, 1996). 

Women fare worse than men in all areas reported in the follow-up studies, and 

minorities fare worse than whites, as predicted from the larger social trends. One 

particular area where women are more vulnerable is early parenting. The NLTS 

(Wagner, et al., 1992) found that young women with disabilities are parenting at earlier 

ages than their non-disabled peers, often without a supportive partner. This striking 

finding was analyzed more in-depth by Wagner (1992) in a report titled, "Being female -

A secondary disability?" which concluded: 

The challenges of disability and single-parenting may put fiiture economic 

independence out of reach for many young mothers with disabilities. Low 

maternal education, poverty, and single-parent families all are risk fectors that do 

not bode well for the futures of the children bom to young women with 

disabilities, (p. 36) 

Michelle Fine (1993) reports statistics from the 1986 Children's Defense Fund study that 

young women with poor basic skills are three times more likely to become teen parents: 

"29% of women in the bottom skills quintile became mothers by age 18 versus 5% of 

young women in the top [skills] quintile" (p. 97). Early parenting was a strong finding 

across studies in the Levine and Nourse (1998) meta-review, as well. 

The bleak economic outlook for young single-parent households was a particular 

area of analysis and worry in the "Left Behind in the Labor Market" (Sum, Khatiwada et 

al, 2002) report. These "young families" (head of household 25 years old or younger) 
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whose head was no longer in school were often (30%) living in poverty, more so if a 

mother was the head (47%) or if the family was headed by a high school non-completer 

(50%). The authors warn of the related dangers of growing up in poverty on children's 

long-term cognitive and physical development. They challenge the Bush 

administration's child-centered focus by closing the report with a call for a "commitment 

to a national goal of "leaving no young adult behind" (p. 86). 

Levine and Nourse (1998) examined the survey methodology and potential faults 

in the results in the studies they reviewed. Importantly, follow-up studies nearly always 

follow high school graduates. The National Longitudinal Transition Study (Wagner, et 

al., 1992) is the major exception. Furthermore, even for studies that include students 

who drop out of school, there are significant numbers of initial respondents who drop out 

of the data sets. Levine and Nourse (1998) reviewed another scholar, (Grant, 1972), who 

turned a critical eye to survey data methodology, examining the issue of missing data that 

significantly reduces these large data sets and therefore their generalizability, worrying 

that "new truths [can] cause more mischief than old myths" (p. 123). "Missing data are 

rarely discussed in detail in follow-up articles, probably because if something is 'missing' 

then there is 'nothing' to report" (Levine & Nourse, 1998, p. 222). That "nothing" refers 

to real people, moving about in the world, leaving no forwarding address. 

The awareness of the impact of learning disabilities in the ABLE field has been 

led by initiatives such as the funding of the five-year project. The National Adult Literacy 

and Learning Disabilities Center, by the flagship governmental agency with oversight of 

adult education, the National Institute for Literacy, NIFL. The materials and training 
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initiatives, called Bridges to Practice, were promoted to state departments of adult and 

family literacy programs alongside the new, potentially punitive funding mandates 

administered by NIFL that held programs and states more accountable for student 

progress and goal attainment. Learning and other disabilities were theoretically 

implicated in the lack of student progress and high attrition rates in ABLE programs 

though there had been no large-scale evaluation of this direct connection. 

Through it all, the voices of learners in ABLE programs have not been well 

represented in educational policy or research. By carefiilly tracing the processes of 

elimination that occur through public school and the labor market, we can find those who 

remain, some of whom cross through the ABLE borderlands and economic "no man's 

land" (Sum, Khatiwada et al., 2002) seeking skills improvement. They are ethnic 

minorities, immigrants, low-income, under- and unemployed, struggling with 

impairments or health conditions, largely high school non-completers, many heads of 

households. 

Women living in poverty, in particular, have traditionally been invisible and 

silent, or as Pamela Reid (1993) writes, "shut up and shut out" of psycho logical and 

social science research. From the evidence reviewed above, their voices are missing 

from educational research as well. Although they are often the object of policy and 

special programs, poor women's voices rarely inform the direction of the policies, 

contribute to the program planning, or participate in the evaluation: 

Being silenced means having no access to dialogue and decision making. It 

means that others will set policies and define rules...The result is that we begin to 
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believe that poor women need us [professionals] to define their problems and 

articulate their needs, (p. 143) 

Reid (1993) criticizes feminist researchers for an abandonment of feminist ideals and for 

"abrogat[ing] our individual responsibility for failing to correct the existing discrepancy 

between 'what is' and 'what should be' in feminist research" (p. 146). 

Importance of the Study 

The litany of survey and literacy test results tell a story of winnowing that occurs 

as children, youth, and adults move through the public education system. From the 

margins of elementary and secondary education as minority and poor children, they slip 

back to the margins when they drop out of school and are left even further behind in the 

economy and civic life. 

Our grant created a forum for women in the ABLE system who identified 

themselves as having a disability to speak and be heard. J went looking and listening for 

the voices of those who had dropped out, entered the no [wojman's land of the labor 

market, and become missing data points in social science and educational research. 

Through a participatory, multi-vocal, feminist standpoint method, I hoped not only to 

leverage empowering opportunities for some women in PCAE, I hoped to educate myself 

and my field with their first-hand knowledge of the interlockmg systems of gender, 

ableism, and other oppressions. I also hoped to challenge the public policy debate among 

literacy funders and governmental agencies and support programs that tend to essentialize 

and stereotype the women with disabilities they sought to serve. 
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Over the course of one calendar year, we engaged in personal transformations, 

enacted new roles as student-experts and teacher-student within our program, and 

encountered disciplinary contradictions in the fields of general and special education, 

disability and rehabilitation services, literacy education, and public policy. Our 

conversations with theory and policy name those structural and practice contradictions 

and the resulting limitation and suffering they impose on girls and women, especially 

those from minority families without the cultural capital and resources to challenge them. 

These conversations are presented as the first three chapters in Part II, Finding Ourselves 

in Contradictions: 

• Difference and Disability (Chapter 4), 

• Meanings of Literacy (Chapter 5), 

• Schools and Mothers (Chapter 6). 

The story of our implemented design and methods offers new hope to the adult 

education and literacy field which has long been plagued by the inability of existing 

methods to capture critical, reflective participant input given the realities of the 

turbulence of the population. The responses by the participants to the design and method 

are parallel tales of coming to voice, transformations, and acts of hope and resistance. 

These are told in the last chapter of Part II, 

• Empowering Research (Chapter 7). 

The unplanned learning and growth that occurred through the project, what Freire 

(1970) termed "hinged themes" (p. 101), are explored in three chapters in Part III: Hinged 

Themes and Dreams: 
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• Stories of Our Selves (Chapter 8), 

• Putting Words to Lives (Chapter 9), and 

• The Experience of the Experience (Chapter 10). 

The narrative approach of the participants to the dialogic context illustrates the 

importance of stories and storytelling to the phenomenon of coming to voice. This 

approach is interpreted in Stories of Our Selves. Working dialogically with adult literacy 

students also revealed the contours of their language difficulties. Analysis of the 

transcripts traces a growth in vocabulary and confidence that accompanied their reflective 

dialogue; this analysis is presented in Putting Words to Lives. Finally, the "experience of 

the experience" (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 87) of the group's learning journey 

warrants reflexive attention. A project that 1 carefully planned escaped from my 

deliberate design, taking the group and my facilitation skills on a participatory balancing 

ride. My reflections on maintaining equilibrium and direction are interpreted through 

literature on similar journeys and presented in The Experience of the Experience. 

The knowledge created in the group has pedagogical implications for a wide 

variety of adult service providers, programming managers, policy writers, researchers, 

and funding agencies as well as the public school system of which all the participants 

were victims. Borrowing Dewey's (1938) concepts of continuity and interaction, the 

implications of the knowledge created through this project reach backwards and forward 

in time, to early childhood and elementary education and on through adult education and 

post-secondary settings and involve the personal and social interactions along the way 



40 

with parents, siblings, teachers, researchers, and policy makers. These implications are 

presented in two chapters in Part IV; The Way Forward: 

• Recommendations and Advice from the Heart (Chapter 11), and 

• Conclusions and Implications (Chapter 12). 

The restlessness of our site of inquiry and our constant exploration of margins, 

boundaries, gaps, tensions, reflections, and contradictions are indicative of a standpoint 

investigation. From the margins, we couM find the hidden curriculums, unspoken values, 

unacknowledged prejudices, private abuse, and quietly lowered expectations we were 

painfully tracing, naming, and making visible. This is the heart, although not always the 

rationalized argument, of critical social theory: speaking up and speaking out is an act of 

hope and courage (Freire, 1970, 1994; Horton & Freire, 1990). 

The next chapter presents the theoretical roots of the methodology chosen for this 

study: participatory action research (PAR). The literature review and my interpretation 

of it is intended to provide the rationale for operationalizing PAR given the unique 

parameters of the ABLE population. 



Chapter 2 

Theoretical Framework 

In this chapter, I briefly review the roots of critical social theory and the critique 

of traditional critical theory leveled by feminism. These two strands of theory are very 

much interconnected, yet distinct in their approaches to practice. Participatory action 

research (PAR) shares deep roots in both strands of the theory. Putting Theory into 

Action, the final section of the chapter, sets out the principles and methods of PAR 

through a detailed review of Paulo Freire's (1970) Pedagogy of the Oppressed and 

Raymond Padilla's (1993) technique of the Unfolding Matrix. 

The Relationship Between Theory and Practice 

Engaging in PAR is a deliberately political act. PAR, with its roots in critical 

social science and feminism, is a method with an attitude, an attitude that knowledge is 

socially constructed, that our social systems and relations are inequitable and unjust, and 

that researchers can engage with communities to address those inequities in ways that 

empower and transform. Both critical social science and feminism remain unabashedly 

in the "modem" project of actively engaging in the social sphere with the explicit intent 

of improving it, especially for those who have been dominated and silenced. And while 

they join in a critique of the positivist model of knowledge production, showing that it is 

flawed and partial and inextricably connected to existing power structures (Benhabib, 

1986; Harding, 1991; Kincheioe & McLaren, 1998), they also strive to incorporate 

multiple and shifting perspectives and knowledge claims, leery of any grand truth. 
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Critical theory emerged at the Frankfurt School in the 1920s as an 

interdisciplinary research project that strove to encompass an understanding of politics, 

economics, psychology, Mstory and society within a systematic, reflective, historical 

context. The School's Directors, first Carl Grunberg, followed by the better-known Max 

Horkheimer, emphasized both aspects of this project, its interdisciplinariness and its 

historical reflexivity, to counter what they perceived in other academic pursuits as 

extreme abstraction, fragmentation, and theorizing ungrounded by practice or an 

investigation of people's concrete situations. Brian Fay (1987) defines critical social 

theory as encompassing "a model of social theory, a metaphysics of human agency, a 

theory of value, an account of social change through education, and an idea of politics" 

(p. 26). Building from Marxism, critical social science rests on the social theory that sees 

dominating and oppressed classes and groups at work in structure and practices and 

recognizes that equilibrium, maintained in part by an ideological false consciousness in 

the oppressed classes and groups, favors the dominating forces and must be confronted 

directly. 

Sustaining a revolutionary theory of crisis, however, became increasingly 

problematic as events unfolded. Base and superstructure analysis grew unwieldy as 

societies differentiated beyond Marx's 19*^ century capitalism, scientism and the rise of 

technical dominance reached into academic and material arenas in both capitalist and 

communist societies, and mass culture grew as dissemination media of the status quo of 

global consumerism. Three questions drove the critical theorists' response to the 

unpredicted directions: How could the relationship between theory and practice now be 
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conceived? Could theoiy preserve hope for the future? In changing historical 

circumstances how could the revolutionary ideal by justified?" (Held, 1980, p. 20). 

Three directions to these over-arching questions have grown out of the Frankfurt 

School that remain significant for the current work of conducting participatory action 

research in an advanced capitalist state such as the United States at the turn of the 21®' 

century: a) the potential role of theory in expanding hope, b) the vigilance against the 

rising tide of technical dominance and its consequence of the domination of rationality 

over humanity, and c) the opposition to individualism as expressed in the guise of 

liberalism. 

Feminism joins critical social theory in its efforts to articulate the directions in 

which hope lies. Without this effort, both would fall victim to relativism or a value-free 

theoretical stance which return theory to abstraction (Benhabib, 1986). The social 

critique of "systemic crisis must be complemented by that of lived crisis" if this 

dimension of hope is to remain vital and speak to social agents of their present 

conditions: 

. . .  t o  f o c u s  o n  e x p e r i e n c e s  o f  l i v e d  c r i s i s  a n d  t o  e v a l u a t e  t h e m .  . . [ t o  s h o w  

social] forces generate certain experiences of suffering, humiliation, 

aggression, and injustice, which in turn can lead to resistance, protests, 

and organized struggle...is the task of anticipatory-utopian critique. 

(Benhabib, 1986, p. 228) 



Hope continues to lie in the individual creative agent as he/she has the opportunity to 

reflect on lived experiences of oppression and contradictions in dialogue with other 

creative, reflective agents. 

Benhabib (1986) and other feminist theorists take critical theorists to task for 

neglecting this lived crisis in favor of the social, systemic crises as a unit of analysis. 

Examining the lived crisis with people living through them requires investigatory 

techniques that allow the other to speak and to question the researcher's assumptions. 

The unwillingness of traditional critical theory to stop and listen to actual others and be 

changed by the conversation contributes to what critical feminists refer to as the 

"unhappy marriage of feminism and Marxism" (Hartmann, 1981/1997). 

Material feminism bridges critical theory to the feminist "legacy... to connect 

personal and cultural issues to economic and political affairs" (Segal, 1999, p. 5). In 

materialist feminism, standpoint epistemology keeps real participants at the center of an 

activist theoretical and practical project. 

In a world of'intensifying inequality, any concern with either gender justice or the 

fate of women overall must also engage us in social struggle for economic 

redistribution, alongside (and inevitably enmeshed with) issues of identity 

involving cultural recognition and respect. (Segal, 1999, p. 34) 

Connecting personal and cultural issues requires the dialogic and participatory methods 

that encourage reflective and narrative communication and a negotiated relationship 

between the researcher and the researched. 



Benhabib (1986) forwards the concepts of "plurality" and "radical 

intersubjectivity" as the necessary conditions to remedy the weaknesses of the subject 

position in critical theory. Plurality is proposed as an achieved, shared perspective. 

Rather than the assumed shared standpoint of the proletariat in Marxism, it is to be 

achieved through dialogue with real others as they confront their own ideological 

consciousness with critical theory in a "politics of radical intersubjectivity" (p. 12). 

Realizing this shift in focus, she instructs, requires a paradigm shift in critical theory from 

an analysis of production to an analysis of communicative action. This shift is largely 

achieved through the philosophic work of Jiirgen Habermas, widely considered the 

leading contemporary critical theorist. 

Carrying the critical theory banner that critiques the rise of instrumental reason 

and technical dominance, Habermas identifies two consequences of this dominance, 

which become the foundations of his encompassing theory: "the increasing tendency to 

define practical problems as technical issues not only justifies a particular class interest 

in domination, but also affects the very structure of human interests'" (cited in Held, 

1980, p. 254). The central role of interaction or language in his theory is unique among 

the critical theorists and represents a "linguistic turn" for critical social theory. Habermas 

states, "the problem of language has replaced the traditional problem of consciousness" 

(cited in Held, p. 331). 

Pursuing the relationships between knowledge and human activity is the central 

work ofhis theory of communicative action. Reflection opens on two fronts in 

Habermas' work, "rational reconstruction" and "self-reflection." The first type depends 
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on a group's work to explicate a field of knowledge, a discipline, and does not advance 

the concept of subjectivity. The second type of reflection, however, is directly tied to the 

emancipatory interests and to "practical consequences" (Held, p. 327, 328) for the 

individual agent. Yet the subject of emancipation remains under-theorized by Habermas 

as he, too, fails to engage the "lived crises" and their consequences for actual subjects. 

Setting communication as the work of modem agents, Habermas tries to show 

that through "ideal speech situations" in which agents meet and reflect as equals, rational 

consensus can be achieved and ideology exposed. The social context of communication 

necessitates an nmderstanding of how the interpersonal relations are established between 

speakers and listeners, their "level of intersubjectivity" and the "level of prepositional 

content" (Held, p. 335). Also necessary is the ability to question or refute any statement/s 

and continue the discourse in order to reach consensus. Power asymmetries are 

hypothesized to be bracketed during the discourse and ideological assumptions are to be 

uncovered as the discourse encounters "distorted" communication. Both of these 

conditions prove imattainable, however, even under "ideal" conditions (Held, p. 396); 

nevertheless, rational discourse and communicative theory have been taken as the 

foundation for the political theory of deliberative democracy. 

As conceived by Habermas (1996), deliberative democracy is based on discourse 

theory. This theory posits a decentered society, quite unlike the state capitalism and state 

socialism of traditional critical theory debate. The states of advanced capitalism are 

theorized as more complex, with the political system being just one of several "embedded 

subsystems" (p. 30). This discursively based model preserves liberalism's goals of 
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individual rights and self determination legitimized through a balance of power. The 

competing group interests of liberalism, however, are replaced by a public sphere 

organized by rational discourse that seeks a general consensus. 

Other theorists critique this discursive model for not being inclusive enough to 

accommodate real differences between individuals and groups. These differences - not 

easily confined to a list - require more flexible conceptions of participation in the "public 

sphere." Iris Young (1996) and Carol Gould (1996) point out that the rules of 

participation in rational discourse are dominating and silencing and function to devalue 

discursive practices more likely to be employed by marginalized groups. 

The use of the term "marginalized" is used deliberately to represent the socio

political structures that limit people's creative expression and self-sufficiency. Young 

(1990) explores what she calls the "five faces of oppression" - exploitation, 

marginalization, powerlessness, cultural imperialism, and violence. Oppression, she 

writes, is structural, "embedded in unquestioned norms, habits, and symbols...[and] the 

normal processes of everyday life" (p. 41). Of the five faces, marginalization is "perhaps 

the most dangerous... [as] a whole category of people is expelled from useful 

participation in social life" (p. 53); furthermore, marginalization "blocks the opportunity 

to exercise capacities in socially defined and recognizable ways" (p. 54). 

When oppression is acknowledged, deliberative theorists' call for "reason" and 

"consensus" "often fail entirely to notice [the] devaluation and silencing, while the less 

privileged often feel put down or frustrated, either losing confidence in themselves or 

becoming angry" (Young, 1996, p. 124). What is needed. Young argues, is a valuing of 
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"greeting, rhetoric, and storytelling." These three discursive practices are tightly 

associated with groups for whom preserving relationships and coalitions take a priority 

over finding a single truth. These communication techniques allow participants to share 

their unique experiences such that listeners can come to learn that they cannot fully share 

the meanings of those experiences. They are a first step toward a more inclusive and 

transformative public dialogue, especially a dialogue on the topics of difference, needs, 

and entitlements (p. 132). 

Jean Cohen (1996) points out that the public/private split enforced by deliberative 

democracy's held-over liberal individualism functions to suppress debate and 

consciousness raising on issues circumscribed as private or privacy rights (such as 

reproduction rights, impairments and abilities) with particular impact on women and 

other vulnerable members of society. She contends that removing some issues from the 

public sphere and relegating them as "privacy rights" beyond the reach of justice has 

paradoxically created severely unjust impositions on individual's rights to self-

determination and the ability to create their own identities. Feminist political theorists 

argue for a "communicative democracy" (Young, 1996), which widens the discourse and 

is more inclusive of groups and individuals previously disenfranchised and marginalized. 

These practices reflect Benhabib's (1986) notions of the plurality of an achieved, shared 

perspective and radical intersubjectivity of individuals confronting their own and others' 

differences. 

Habermas' (1984, 1987) adoption of a cognitive-developmental approach, which 

like the Enlightenment's 'ladder of progress' critical theorists prior to him so strongly 
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critiqued for its ability to subsume ideological rhetoric, incorporates traditional 

psychological theories' notions of "normal" development and pathological "regression." 

These two concepts expose the subject ofHabermas' theory to the restrictions inherent in 

developmental theory: a unitary personality, identity and epistemology across contexts; 

unidirectional growth as measured against a norm; and the threat of an exclusive move 

that marginalizes those individuals whose development does not match the proposed 

scheme (Benhabib, 1986). These threats are particularly dangerous to members of the 

community who are most vulnerable and unprepared to advocate for their own inclusion 

in the theory or in society. Suggesting that they are welcome to join in the political 

arena's rational discourse without amending the discourse or forum is taken as 

disingenuous (Young, 1996). 

Socially constructed and maintained practices such as public schooling, disability 

labels and services, and educational attainment are fertile ground for contemporary 

critical theorists because of the rich ideological contradictions they reveal. Critical race, 

class, and gender scholars working to show how these various domains of oppression 

limit individuals caught in them have furthered this line of investigation. 

The commitment to social justice by critical feminists drives research that has 

exposed the social structures and practices that have oppressed and silenced vulnerable 

members of the society, not only women, as well as questioning and rejecting many 

traditional research methods and practices that do the same. Feminist researchers have 

also been at the forefront of operationalizing standpoint epistemologies (Collins, 2000; 
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increasing complexity of the research "subject." 

'Third-wave feminism' has introduced a new focus on the variations of what was 

once respectably presented as a unified category of "women." Scholars such as bell 

hooks, Patricia Hill Collins, Aida Hurtado, and Gloria Anzaldua in the U.S. as well as 

many other international voices have denounced early feminist writings that failed to 

include the positionalities imposed by the social inequalities attached to race, class, 

ageism, able-bodiedness, homosexuality, etc. as they interact with each other and with 

gender. Recognizing the many subjectivities and the multiple groups with whom we each 

identify - or are identified with in social interactions - has pushed feminist and other 

research methods to become more participatory and reflexive (Kincheloe & McLaren, 

1998) as critical inquiry becomes more of a dialogue about the contextual specificity of 

the local rather than the over-determining characteristics of larger institutional and social 

structures (Butler, 1990; Smith, 1999). 

When localized efforts threatened to collapse into fragmentary identities or 

postmodern malaise, feminist theorists interested in the political and practical 

consequences of theory worked to connect those voices in dialogue, both in actuality and 

in scholarly dialogue with the increasing turn toward participatory and interpretive 

research. These efforts re-connect 21®' century feminism with participatory action 

research and traditional critical theory's foundational emphasis on interdisciplinary 

research written with historical reflexivity. 
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Putting Theory into Action 

Participator}' action research (PAR) has its roots firmly in European critical 

theory's efforts to unite theory and practice in an emancipatory - if not revolutionary -

direction and the effort to forge an alternative method to positivist science. "The central 

issue," writes Patti Lather (1991), "is how to bring together scholarship and advocacy in 

order to generate new ways of knowing that interrupt power imbalances" (p. 110). PAR 

interrupts traditional lines of power in several ways: the researcher is no longer the 

expert, the participants are (Freire, 1970): theoretical knowledge is no longer privileged, 

lived experience is considered equally important (Freire, 1970; Horton, 1990); validity 

includes the effectiveness of the actions undertaken by the group (Lather, 1991); and the 

knowledge gained by the group no longer is the sole possession of the researcher-writer, 

but belongs to the group (Freire, 1970). Conducting PAR allows a researcher to bring her 

scholarship and passion for advocacy together in service of addressing social injustices 

(Brydon-Miller, 2001). PAR is conducted within a "language of possibility.. .which is 

connected to shifting conceptions of power.. .shifting from emphases on ideology and 

structure to an emphasis on agency" (Gore, 1993, p. 96). This shift from the 

understanding of power as a negative force operating through fraud and false pretenses, 

so common in critical social theory (Benhabib, 1986, p. 218), to a creative, productive 

force to be employed by localized, storied agents, is crucial to understanding critical 

pedagogies (Freire's work; Gore, 1993; Lather, 1991) and emancipatory research. 

Paulo Freire's critical social theory and pedagogy shares the social and value 

theory that "the fundamental theme of our epoch... [is] domination - which implies its 
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opposite, the theme of liberation, as the objective to be achieved" (1970, pp. 82, 84). 

Within this "thematic universe" of asymmetrical power, many people find themselves 

constrained by "limit-situations" (p. 83). Limit-situations are supported by the "curbed" 

or "dominated" (p. 85) consciousness critical social science terms "false consciousness," 

the passivity and resistance that is the site of the educative project of critical social 

science. "In working towards liberation," Freire advises, "one must neither lose sight of 

this passivity or overlook the moment of awakening" (p. 46). 

Engaging in "the investigation of meaningful thematics" (Freire, 1970, p. 83) 

through dialogical education is conducted through methods that take as their object of 

investigation the "thought-language with which men and women refer to reality" (p. 78). 

This type of research "inaugurates the dialogue of education as the practice of freedom" 

(p. 77). Freire instructs: "The starting point...must be the present, existential, concrete 

situation, reflecting the aspirations of the people" (p. 76). The more active a role 

participants take in this investigation of their own thematic universe, "the more they 

deepen their critical awareness.. .and take possession of that reality" (p. 87). When 

investigators enter a mutual investigation as a "team member," it becomes "a mutual 

striving towards awareness of reality and towards self-awareness... [of a] liberating 

character" (p. 88). 

Raymond Padilla (1993) articulated Freire's philosophy of research into a dialogic 

method of conducting research, rooted in the principles of critical social science, and has 

developed a technique, the Unfolding Matrix, that advances the method by making the 

process more visible and explicit to the participants. Beginning with an ethnographic-
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like survey of the research context (preferably by an interdisciplinary team of 

researchers), contradictions and tensions in people's perceived realities, their "limit-

situations," are uncovered. Group discussion or "focus dialogues" (Padilla, 1993) are 

then convened, similar to Freire's "culture circles," in order to present to participants for 

their discussion "significant dimensions of [their] contextual reality" (Freire, 1970, p. 85) 

in codified form. Codes present abstractions of concrete reality, ideally in a non-verbal 

medium although language can be used successfully. Decoding those abstractions 

through dialogue involves "the dialectical movement of. .reflection" and a "critical 

reflection on the concrete" (p. 86). The focus on participants "thought-language" 

necessitates recording these dialogues for transcription and later careful analysis. 

Codes should be organized in a "thematic fan" (Freire, 1970, p. 96), one "opening 

up" naturally into another as the totality of participants' reality is pursued. Padilla's 

Unfolding Matrix (1993) developed from this idea coupled with principles of grounded 

theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). This technique uses an empty matrix with only a few 

"cover terms" to stimulate group discussion that fills in and extends the matrix 

"dynamically both in terms of the relevant concepts to be explored. ..and the elaboration 

of those concepts by the subjects" (Padilla, 1993, p. 164). These discussions can be 

conducted in tandem groups as the matrix continues to expand. By making data 

collection visible to the participants, it invites "more than cataloging and 

categorizing.. .By taking the matrix as a whole, one can begin to see connections and 

relationships" (p. 165) in the data which is the dialogue. 
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The next step in the dialogic research process is a second level of analysis of the 

embedded generative themes which emerge from the participants' own dialogue. 

Viewed from a pedagogical perspective, the encoded generative themes form a 

curriculum that systematically fosters the development of critical awareness by 

the subjects about themselves and about the conditions that surround them. 

Through the development of critical awareness, or conscientization, the subjects 

have greater power to identify and enact viable alternatives to existing social 

arrangements that may not be serving them well. (Padilla, 1993, p. 156) 

Researchers are responsible for analyzing transcripts between group sessions in order to 

synthesize these second level themes. 

The role of the researcher in dialogic research is as a "co-investigator" who enters 

a dialogic relationship with a community of people in a "horizontal relationship of. . .  

mutual trust.. .and critical thinking" (Freire, 1970, pp. 72-73). She is a facilitator of the 

"production of knowledge by and for the subjects" (Padilla, 1993, p. 157). This 

relationship cannot be conceived as easily established or maintained. Freire suggests co-

investigators to "re-examine themselves constantly" (p. 42) through dialogue with the 

community of people with whom they propose to work. 

The next phase of dialogic research is an "interdisciplinary study of [the] 

findings" (Friere, 1970, p. 100) in which transcriptions, memos, documents, and field 

notes written during the focus dialogue phase are subjected to a thorough thematic 

analysis. This analysis is similar to other qualitative data analysis methods such as 

analytic induction (Erickson, 1998; Huberman & Miles, 1998). Themes are identified 
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from explicit statements as well as implicit interactions. Themes are then brought to a 

disciplinary conversation with existing literature. Subsequently identified themes by the 

researcher-writer, what Freire calls "hinged themes" (p. 101), help make connections 

between the research context and participants' world view and/or between themes 

identified in the data. 

The final phase of dialogic research involves the presentation of the findings, 

inevitably another "encoding" of a complex human interaction. Although the knowledge 

produced in participatory action or dialogic research belongs to the participants, there 

may be broader implications of the findings that should be made available. Freire 

focuses on encoding findings as a pedagogical tool for other cultural workers and culture 

circles, with the explicit instructions that participants' contributions should be attributed 

to them, with a photo if possible. 

Negotiated ownership of fmal presentations and texts is a well-worn concern 

among feminist researchers. Issues of voice, what gets said and what is left out, and 

signature, in what register is it written/spoken, (Clandinin & Connelly, 1998; Ede & 

Lunsford, 1992; Naples, 2003) warrant reflexive analysis as well as active negotiation 

with participants. Michelle Fine (1998) writes of this negotiation of one's relationship to 

the topic and its participants as "working the hyphens:" 

By working the hyphens, 1 mean to suggest that researchers probe how we are in 

relation with the context we study and with our informants, understanding that we 

are all multiple in those relations... Working the hyphens means creating 

occasions for researchers and informants to discuss what is, and is not, 
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"happening between," within the negotiated relations of whose story is being told, 

why, to whom, with what interpretation, and whose story is being shadowed, why, 

for whom, and with what consequence, (p. 135) 

PAR offers unique opportunities to "work the hyphens" through the on-going and up

front problematizing of roles and products. Conducting PAR with the Unfolding Matrix 

allows for an unusual degree of visibility of the research process and the creation of 

knowledge. 

Summary 

This chapter traced the twin theoretical roots of participatory action research back 

to critical social science and feminist activist methods. The current theorists of these 

lines of inquiry were reviewed. The work of Jtirgen Habermas as the leading critical 

social theorist was shown to offer a "linguistic turn" (Held, 1980, p. 331) to critical 

theory and a renewed attention to reflection. Critical feminist theorists, however, critique 

his theories for failing to address issues of power and access. They do not find his 

communicative theory flexible and open enough to accommodate voices from the 

margins that are not prepared to join in academic discourse and debate. Alternatives such 

as narrative and shared lived experiences are offered as structuring a more inclusive 

dialogue. 

Choosing PAR as a research design commits me to a political stance of common 

struggle with participants against injustice and toward a more hopeful future. Growing 

out of both critical theory and feminist activist methods, PAR responds to Held's (1980, 

p. 20) overarching questions for critical theory (cited above), prescribing a rejuvenated 



57 

relationship between theory and practice in ways that "preserve hope" with an eye toward 

feminist principles of practical, activist research efforts. 

Combining critical theory with feminist standpoint theory had four key 

consequences for the project. The combination a) preserved a materialist grounding in 

economic realities, b) continued to hold state institutions (schools, economy) responsible, 

c) forced us to begin in lived experiences through narrative, and d) problematized the 

multiple layers of difterence.Padilla's (1993) articulation of the research potential of 

Freire's (1970) Pedagogy of the Oppressed through the design of the data collection, 

management, and interpretation technique of the Unfolding Matrix offers a 

methodological framework from which to manage these anchors. This multiple 

standpoint methodology will be explored in more detail in the next chapter, Methods 

Made Visible (Chapter 3). 



Chapter 3 

Methods Made Visible 

This chapter presents the structural elements of the project: the who, what, where, 

and how. In the beginning section. Participants, profiles of six key participants are 

presented in their own words as much as possible, followed by brief profiles of 

participants who attended fewer meetings. The setting, Pima College Adult Education, is 

described in the second section, providing a contextual understanding of how the 

recruitment process was undertaken, section three. The Design of this participatory 

action research (PAR) project and how the technique of the Unfolding Matrix (Padilla, 

1993) was adapted is described in sections four and five. Actualizing a feminist 

standpoint is described in section six. The final section is a presentation of how the 

analyses were conducted on the transcript data. Tables are included showing a detailed 

Timeline and the analytic coding system with key data samples. 

Participants 

Fifteen women students participated over the course of the year. Their ages 

ranged from 20 to 60-something, and their time in our program from one month to over 

ten years. Their self-identified ethnicities included eight Hispanic, one African-

American, and six white women. The range of represented impairments included ten 

women with learning disabilities (diagnosed, 6, and self-identified, 4), one woman who is 

blind, one woman who is Deaf, one woman with chronic health issues, one woman with 

epilepsy, and one woman who has physical injuries. All the women had attended some 
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high school and one woman had received her diploma. Both the facilitator and co-

facilitator are white without an identified impairment. 

Some voices providing the richest data belong to women who were able to 

participate regularly. While not a single participant was able to attend every meeting, the 

following six women were dedicated to the group and its process, proudly identified with 

it, and four of them were able to contribute to public presentations at the end of the grant 

year. Their stories, as they tell them in public and to each other, are presented here in 

their own words (reconstituted from multiple transcripts, Seidman, 1998) as an 

introduction to the uniqueness and commonalities among the women who participated in 

the group over the year. 

Frances: I was diagnosed with learning disabilities in kindiegarten [sic]. I was always in 

special ed. since kindiegarten. Me and my youngest brother were in special 

classes together, I think they just put us there because of our family name. The 

school knew our family, knew we were poor and my dad didn't finish school. I 

don't think it's right. My parents weren't really there for me in my education, to 

read to me or anything, things were too crazy at home. 

But when I got into middle school, 1 found out what special ed. really is. 

When I used to go to special ed classes, my teachers used to do my regular class 

homework for me and never explained anything on the papers. They were really 

impatient, they didn't have the time to sit there and teach, they just wanted to give 

us the answers and 'Be on your way.' I didn't actually start learning until I got 

into high school, that's when I actually started learning how to read on my own. 
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do my own homework. I had special classes for everything but math, I love math. 

In 11''' grade I got pregnant and dropped out. I got married and started a family 

with my husband who was in the military, and now I'm back in school. 

I learned about a Family Literacy class when I was registering my 

youngest daughter for HeadStart at our neighborhood school. Once I got 

involved, I've gotten into a lot of programs at PCAE, I'm in the Wilson Method 

tutoring group learning how to read bigger words, understanding the community 

of big words, I'm actually an AmeriCorp member and I teach ESOL to other 

parents at my Family Literacy site. I owe it all to my daughter, that's what I say, 

if it wasn't for her, I wouldn't be here right now. 

[Frances is 26, Hispanic, married with two daughters, and has lived in the 

Tucson area most of her life. She has been in classes since December of2000.] 

Pam: As I was growing up, I was diagnosed with LD and they put me in this little room, 

gave me a piece of paper to color and that was it. They just pushed me on. I 

dropped out in the 11 grade cause I got tired of people giving me something and 

expecting me to do it without showing me and telling me HOW to do it. That's 

the reason that I dropped. 

I got married when I was 19 and then I got away from that guy and got to 

Tucson and I got married again and had two kids. I was trying to read to my kids, 

to read them a story and help them with their homework and I got pushed away. 

Their dad and their uncle like pushed me away and was calling me stupid and 

retarded and dumb. I've been called that all my life, by my family, by my mom 
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. . .  s o  i f  I  g e t  math problems done and I get one wrong, I automatically says that 

in my head without anybody knowing it. Automatically says it [snaps her fingers], 

like 'You a dummy, you know?' 

So now I'm getting my GED and I've got 4 years of college looking 

forward and I'm going to be a veterinary assistant so I can be proud of myself, be 

happy with myself. 

And my reading and my spelling is terrible cause I'm dyslexic and I get 

my numbers backwards and my letters backwards, you know, and it just frustrates 

me. It's so frustrating. I can't deal with it, I don't know how to deal with it, it's 

just like how do I relieve my frustrations? But I've got a husband now who 

supports me and tries to help me and is behind me to get these goals. 

[Pam is 38,white, remarried, has two children 10 and5 who are in their dad's 

custody. She grew up in Arkansas but has lived in Tucson most of her adult life, and has 

been attending classes since October of2001.J 

Sherry: I come from a small town in Michigan. I never was diagnosed in school in 

reading or math or nothing. I come from such a little dinky school it looked like 

the Little House on the Prairie. We had a teacher from kindiegarten [sic] to eighth 

grade and she just passed you through and you came out and worked. No one 

ever called me stupid or retarded or special ed or slapped me down, but I never 

learned to read. We went from a small town to a bigger town for high school and 

they didn't have time for us. I sat in the hallway in high school because us four 

that couldn't read and keep up in class were just sent out. 
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So I was in denial all my life and all I did was work. My first husband and 

I raised our kids in Phoenix, but I wouldn't live there now, it's too big and too 

many people. I lost a son when he was 20 and he committed suicide and my 

husband, 4 years later he was deceased, he had cancer. I parked my life on hold 

and did for my kids and everybody else around me and put on a false face because 

I never really looked at my problems head on. I just put it on the back burner. 

That's the way I feel. I didn't have time being a wife and a mother. 

And now I really realized I need help, I was tired of hiding it, the shame 

inside myself. It's really something, my whole goal is to learn how to read. You 

don't know how much a person needs to know how to read. I buffaloed my way 

through life and people thought I knew how to read. I went to big meetings and 

sat right there and had a piece of paper and they thought I was reading it. 

The first time that I was putting my attention onto reading is the day I 

went into Social Security the second day after my husband died, and that lady told 

me to sell my house and live in my husband's truck because I couldn't get 

nothing. I had to go down there and beg for money. And this lady set there and 

looked at me like I was a dog. I'll never forget that lady's face, her blonde hair. 

My plan is to get my GED and get a job, a real job.... I don't want to be 

a housekeeper. I am tired of working for other people, I want to do for myself 

because I always did for others. 

[Sherry is 50, white, remarried, relocated to Tucson, her living son is grown and 

out of state, and she has been attending classes since August of2001.J 
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Dnicllla; I was bom in Arkansas and my mom came out here with a guy on a cotton 

picking truck and we lived all the way out in Arizona, I remember going to school 

there, but I never did know what grade I was in, never did know that. 

Then we moved into town and that's where 1 stayed till I got married. I 

married a guy from Phoenix and then he got a job in Tucson. We had four 

children. The baby was 5 months, 3 weeks, 2 days old when my husband and I 

busted up, that's when I went and started doing domestic work. And I started 

doing it here and I just kept on doing it. And I'm still doing it. 1 did get some 

different jobs, but they never did want me very long on the job, because they 

could see that I didn't have no kind of training, no kind of education with it, so 

they didn't keep me. And so I go back to my domestic work and now I have 

gotten established in doing domestic work and I have enjoyed doing that kind of 

work, but first there's my education. 

I wanted to go into nursing at the age of 40 but I couldn't go into the 

training because my basic education was too low, way below the level that I 

needed to have and I couldn't go into nursing. 

So then one day I was driving down this way and I came up on this 

building called El Pueblo and I said 'Oh Boy\ There's a class! I'm gonna go and 

check it out!' So two days later I came over here and I started going. 

I went to the old [former] building and had this teacher that I already knew 

him. I went in his class and I stayed in his class until he told me I couldn't take 

my GED cause my reading was so low. So then 1 went to the reading class and 
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that's where I'm stuck. So now I want to quit and they said 'No, you're not 

gonna quit!' OH\ They don't like me to say that! 

But I never was called a dummy as a child coming up, but I feel like I 

need to be tested in my learning disabilities. I feel like I do want to know. What 

is my hope and what is my ability in learning, because it is taking me a long time 

for that GED, and I just wondering for my own self. 

[Drucilla is 60-somethmg, African-American, has five grown children, and has 

been attending classes for over 8 years.] 

Elsa: When I started to lose my vision, I thought I wouldn't be able to leam. The 

students talked loud in class and 1 had to try to listen to what was being written on 

the board over there. But then when I came to the USA, and I was losing my 

vision more, I said, I don't care if I lose my vision because I can use my 

intelligence. 

I want to be an example to my child. I have one child, now he is 18. I am 

working very hard because I want to make him proud. He thinks I can't do 

things, but I show him that I can do things. When I was starting school, he'd ask 

me for time and told me, 'Mom, I need your time.' Sometimes I had to leave the 

books and go with my son to watch a movie and come back and sometimes I go to 

sleep at 3 or 4 in the morning. 

I want to be an example to other people, too, with the help of the teachers 

and equipment that can help us. It's hard, but I never think, 'This is hard for me.' 

Sometimes I have strong headaches, my eyes strain, but I forget about this 
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because I want to get to my goal. The biggest challenges for me are the language 

and the equipment. Right now I'm taking GED classes and pronunciation classes 

and I love them because math is my favorite subject, but it is very hard to make 

my teacher understand but I don't want to stop, I want to get there. I know, when 

I'm finished, I know someday I'm going to exchange my books for money. 

My mother was a great example to me. And she still is. Because when 

my father died, I was very young and I admire my mother because she started to 

work. There were nine in the family and she is still working. She's a big 

example. And that is why I am in the school and looking for a job to be 

independent. The experience I learned that in our life, our father died, and that 

means that I need to keep going. And now I got divorced and still the same 

example, I have to keep going. 

[Elsa is 47, Mexican-American, divorced mother of one son, and has been 

attending classes on and off for 10 years.] 

Yolanda: I've been through ups and downs in life and I was headed back down when I 

started coming to this group. I had a car accident when I was 16 that was due to 

drugs and alcohol. I was in a coma for three months and 20 years later, I'm still 

recovering. I've had to re-learn how to talk, walk, use both hands, read, write, 

speak English. I'm still learning, but now that I am sober, I'm learning a lot 

more, faster. It's hard to leave old lifestyles behind you, your friends can be your 

enemies, you know? Right now, I'm staying alone; I think it's better that way for 

now. 
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[Yoly is 38, Hispanic, single, recovering physically and from substance abuse, 

and has been attending classes for 8 years.] 

These six women share the commonalities of either living alone (Drucilla and 

Yolanda) or living with supportive family members (Frances, Sherry, Pam, and Alicia's 

son). Frances is the only one of these six with young children although both are school 

age and enrolled in the before and after school programs. Transportation was not an 

immediate problem for these six women through most of the year; Frances and Gertrude 

both have vehicles. Sherry and Pam's husbands were available and willing to drive them 

to school and group meetings, Yolanda was a seasoned bus rider, and Alicia had 

Vocational Rehabilitation money for the special needs public transportation until late in 

the spring (at which time I began transporting her as often as I could). 

Other voices that were less frequent, but no less poignant, belonged to women 

who were struggling with transportation, childcare of young children, families that were 

not as supportive of new involvements, or chronic health problems (their own or their 

family member's) that required regular clinical care or drained energy. 

Glenda is a divorced, white woman in her early 40s who is recognizing in herself 

a continuing attention and learning problem that went undiagnosed and mistreated in 

childhood. The adopted daughter in a family with biological children, she believed 

herself to be an outsider and less able than the other children. She left school in the lO'' 

grade. After a long-time career and marriage ended, she moved to Tucson to be closer to 

a newly-found biological brother with whom she is very close. She works in the health 
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service industry and needs her GED to go further into nursing training, but her chronic 

health problems make the physical work of caring exhausting and dangerous. 

Cindy and Donna are sisters, white, in their early 40s who have been attending 

the same literacy class for several years. Cindy has learning disabilities but was not 

identified or helped in elementary school. She was passed from grade to grade with no 

notice of her learning difficulties nor of the incessant teasing by other children in the 

cafeteria and on the playground which eventually forced her to quit school in the 10*^ 

grade. She has been attending the literacy class for three years and recognizes her own 

progress, attributing much of it to the individualized instruction she receives from tutors. 

Donna has epilepsy that is only marginally controllable with medication. She first 

started having seizures when she was eight and has been under close medical attention 

ever since. She left school in the 10^ grade as well, tired of the teasing other children 

directed at her epilepsy. She has been attending classes for two years. Both sisters are 

devoted to their church community and draw much strength from the other members. 

They live with their elderly mother who has severe health problems. They use public 

transportation, but Donna cannot go out without a family member for fear of seizures. 

Barbara is a white, mother of four children, the youngest of whom is now a 

teenager. Recently divorced and in economic stress, she had been attending adult 

education classes for only two months when she first attended a women's group meeting. 

She is Deaf, raised in a hearing family with three older siblings. She attended many 

schools, the last being the state school for the Deaf, but left school in the 10^ grade 

feeling that the curriculum and the expectations were capped and that she was not 
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learning anything new. She was a devoted school volunteer at her teenager's school and 

spent several days a week at the school. Although not currently working, she hopes to 

get her GED, attend the community college and become self-supporting. 

Linda is a married, mother of three in her early-twenties who was attending her 

third year of a Family Literacy class in our program where she is an insightful and 

catalytic leader among the parents. Her family is Mexican-American, comfortable on 

both sides of the border, they spoke primarily Spanish in the home as she was growing 

up, but she was schooled entirely in English. She was diagnosed with learning 

disabilities early in her school career, but was left in mainstreamed classes and did not 

acquire lasting literacy or numeracy skills. She left school after she had her first child in 

9^ grade. She sought special help for her literacy needs in the Family Literacy program, 

including a tutor in the classroom, a visiting reading specialist, summer family reading 

programs, and special tutoring students with LD. Her attendance has often been 

interrupted by family illnesses and crises as well as periods of necessary employment. 

She is driven to improve her literacy by the pace of her children's schooling needs and 

recognizes and worries that her oldest daughter struggles with literacy and schooling in 

much the same way she did. 

Connie and Mia are sisters in their early and mid twenties of a family that lives 

alternately on both sides of the Mexican-American border. Connie was attending a self-

paced adult education class when first recruited to the women's group, where she was 

encouraged to register for a Family Literacy class where her two young children could 

also attend. She was diagnosed with a learning disability in elementary school, but due to 
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discontinuous schooling in middle and high school, she received virtually no support 

services and was left in general education classes to fall further and further behind. She 

left school in 10® grade when she became pregnant and moved in with her boyfriend's 

family in Mexico. Her children's father was violent and abusive with addiction 

problems, and she left him to return to her mother's home. She began attending adult 

education classes right away, but found the self-paced program unsupportive and 

disappointing. She eagerly joined the Family Literacy class and encouraged her older 

sister to join as well. Her goal is to take community college classes in art and design 

once she has completed her GED. 

Mia joined the class but was not as enthusiastic about attending as her sister. She 

had been in special education classes throughout her public schooling, diagnosed with 

developmental disabilities due to extreme prematurity at birth (bom at 5 months). She 

carried these memories with great shame and was reluctant to engage in conversations 

about her learning difficulties or her rights. As the oldest in a family of four girls, she 

also carries guilt at having set a poor example for her younger sisters by getting pregnant 

and dropping out of high school, a pattern all of the sisters followed. She is blocked from 

her dream of becoming a massage therapist by her lack of a GED. She has one young 

son who attended Family Literacy classes with her until they left the program in the 

Spring. 

Anna attended a couple of sessions with Frances, her youngest daughter, 

enthused by the obvious growth and empowerment that Frances was undergoing. She is 

facing chronic health issues that affect her daily energy level and mood. A Mexican-



American woman in her 50s, she remains married to her first husband who has been 

violent, abusive, and addicted to alcohol for much of their lives together. Together, they 

run a construction business, which has provided employment for their seven children and 

now their extended family of in-laws. Her educational goals are to improve her computer 

literacy so that she can manage the business finances more efficiently. She has been a 

great supporter ofFrances' return to education and proudly attends conferences and 

award ceremonies where she can celebrate her daughter's progress. 

Eva is in her 50s, a Mexican-American mother twice widowed, who works for the 

local school district as a classroom aide. She has been working toward her GED goal in 

evening classes for over 6 years, but with many interruptions to take care of ill femily 

members. She faces not only a history of disrupted and discontinuous schooling as the 

child of migrant ferm workers, but conceptual difficulties in math and science. She 

joined the group late in the spring, at a time when she again was forced to face her 

learning difficulties when her district sent a letter stating that all classroom aides were to 

have GED diplomas by the beginning of the school year or be terminated. Although her 

work performance had always been judged as exemplary, Eva was caught in the 

upgrading of her position by the federal No Child Left Behind Act. 

The women's ages, ranging from 20 to over 60, were strongly related to their 

special education experiences as could be predicted by the history of the implementation 

of mandated services and trends. Women in their 50s and 60s with hidden impairments 

had attended public schools before the 1975 passage of the federal law mandating 

identification and services to students with special needs (PL94-142). Their struggles 
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with reading, writing, math, and other academic and non-academic skills were not labeled 

as disabled. They were often seen by others and themselves as "poor" in academic areas, 

and as a result, they focused their energy and self-concept on work. All three women 

who fit this age group and school experiences came from working poor families and had 

lived adult lives of constant work and economic self-sufficiency. Although their learning 

difficulties went unnamed and unaddressed during childhood, they still hungered for 

literacy and had devoted themselves to acquiring it in adulthood. 

Many of the younger women had been diagnosed with a hidden disability through 

their public school experience, but their experiences were not without struggle and 

frustration. Although eligible for individualized special education, none of the women 

left school having acquired a level of literacy that would allow their success on the high 

school equivalency exam for which they were studying. Their experiences in special 

education programs traced the spectrum of inappropriate instruction from insultingly 

childish to unsupported mainstreamed high school classes, and most women experienced 

one extreme on the spectrum after another. Neither their disability nor their label had 

guaranteed them effective instruction. 

The range of time invested in the adult education program also yielded a rich and 

thick description of our program from a student's perspective. From a woman who had 

been attending regularly for over 10 years to women who joined the group as they joined 

the program, and everything in between, we were able to piece together an emotional 

portrait of a student's involvement. From the initial gathering of information over the 

telephone, the registration and placement testing process and the return to an educational 
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environment, we traced the emotional supports and strains through to documenting the 

impacts of long-term enrollment such as facing instructor changes, policy shifts, and 

sustaining motivation. The range of fresh emotional experiences shared in the group 

gave a healthy balance to our work and the recommendations, helping us avoid an over-

focus on new students, a common pitfall in a field and practice with high attrition rates 

(Quigley, 1997). 

The women's stories had common tragic themes across geographic areas and size 

or configuration of school district. Common to all the participants, however, was a 

childhood firmly rooted in a working poor family. Whether families had been migrant 

farm laborers (Eva), manual day laborers (Anna, Frances, Pam, Linda, Elsa), domestic 

service workers (Drucilla), or tradespeople (Sherry, Connie, Mia, Barbara, Glenda, Yoly, 

Donna and Cindy), each woman had a femily story that cohered around work which 

included hefty responsibilities for herself at an early age. 

The issue of pseudonyms was addressed with the women as I began the writing 

phase of the project at the close of the grant. At our last session in June of 2002, we had 

an opportunity to talk about the issue as a group. I opened the conversation by saying 

that 1 was beginning to write for publication and that they were welcome to choose their 

own pseudonym. As they talked among themselves, however, most decided that they 

were proud of their work in the project and would enjoy being publicly recognized as 

having participated. ''Drucilla" is a name chosen as one the woman had always liked. 

"Elsa" is a middle name and was chosen to represent her in public. Frances, Sherry, Pam, 

Yoly, Anna, and Eva all chose to be identified by their actual first names. Donna, Cindy, 
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Linda, Connie, and Mia are pseudonyms I chose to represent women who had never 

presented in public and had stopped attending the group. 

Setting 

The adult education program where this project took place is Pima College Adult 

Education (PCAE), in Tucson, AZ. This program, established nearly 30 years ago within 

the county school superintendents' office in Pima County, grew from a GED class 

offered in a fire station in one of the most disadvantaged neighborhoods in South Tucson 

into a county-wide program that serves nearly 12,000 students a year in a variety of adult 

education programs including adult basic (literacy and numeracy) education (ABE), 

preparation courses for the General Equivalency Diploma (GED), English to Speakers of 

Other Languages (six levels). Family Literacy classes, Workplace Literacy classes, etc. 

Classes are offered at three large learning centers as well as community sites such as 

public schools, workplaces, and neighborhood centers. 

The program merged with the community college's Community Campus only two 

years earlier, providing access to the resources of the fourth-largest community college in 

the countT}' while simultaneously imposing an institutional bureaucracy on what had been 

a remarkably autonomous program. While this merger has led to increased tensions and 

a steep learning curve for the administration of the various offerings, students and classes 

have not been adversely affected and in fact by all accounts, students enjoy and 

appreciate being recognized as college students. Bridging activities for moving adult 

education students to the community college have been stepped up and made more 

visible in the programs. 
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PCAE as a whole and individuals in the organization have won numerous awards 

over the years, highlighting the commitment to quality adult education teaching. The 

program was awarded the USDOE Secretary's Award twice (both times it was eligible to 

be considered), in 1990 and 2000, both times being recognized for the holistic vision and 

service the organization has been able to provide learners in partnership with other 

community programs working toward social change for otherwise disadvantaged learners 

and families. Partnerships and political activism of administrators, teachers, students, 

and an integrated Civics program have resulted in adult education being seen as a 

community player in Tucson, recognized by city, county, and state-wide officials as an 

effective advocate for its population. 

This kind of visibility and organized, long-term efforts to bring about community 

change grew from a philosophy of adult education based on the work of Myles Horton's 

Highlander Folk School in Tennessee as well as Paulo Freire's literacy work with 

marginalized groups. Foundational administrators, many of whom are still committed to 

PCAE, worked together in study groups to understand and apply the lessons of these 

leaders to the Tucson context. The tangible results include curriculums teaching teachers 

how to run a participatory, student-driven classroom, integrated Civics programming, two 

brand-new buildings adjacent to neighborhood centers built for purpose of adult 

education, and a teaching staff of over 100 full-time, benefited instructors - an anomaly 

in a grant-funded field. 

The Laubach grant, which funded this Women, Literacy, and Disability study, 

was written through the Civics program at PCAE in hopes of finding a permanent 
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programming home for a women's group. The grant proposal had included funds for the 

group to travel to Phoenix to present a workshop at a Western regional adult education 

conference that was planned for the last month of the grant year. During the year, 

however, we seized opportunities to present at local adult education and literacy 

conferences and meetings in February, March, and April before presenting at the regional 

conference in May. Those who co-presented were enthused by the experience of being 

heard and appreciated and brought that enthusiasm back to the group so that others might 

be encouraged to join us in the future. The project was a highlight in the Civics program 

in a year in which it was recognized as a state-wide leader and designated a Model 

Program with training responsibilities around the state. The Coordinator of the Civics 

program, Laura Porfirio, was the co-moderator for nearly all of the focus group 

discussions and a co-presenter at the conferences. An adult educator for eight years, she 

participated in order to help facilitate the discussions, provide translation to and from 

Spanish as necessary, and be educated herself about issues surrounding disabilities. 

Recruitment 

My position at PCAE was as a part-time Learning Disabilities Resource 

Instructor, hired in the preceding year to provide policy and professional development 

aroimd the issues of serving our students with learning disabilities in particular, but by 

default, any disability that required special accommodations in intake, the classroom, or 

testing activities. In my first year, I had provided quite a bit of professional development, 

facilitating workshops on learning disabilities in the adult education population as well as 

explicit literacy acquisition techniques and activities. I also conducted individual 
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advocacy meetings with students at their class site when teachers or students requested. 

These meetings were a chance for me to meet both student and teacher and engage with 

them as partners in identifying needs and creating an action plan for meeting both short 

and long term goals. These conversations were often very emotional. Ml of personal 

information as students "confessed" (Luttrell, 1997, p. 15) to their past educational 

histories and expressed fears and anxieties in a renewal of their commitment to education. 

When the Laubach grant was proposed, I had approximately 20 women on my 

informal caseload, nearly all of whom were scattered and isolated throughout our 

program. I wanted to find a way for them to meet and talk to each other and hear the 

similarities in their stories. I talked about this hope with them through the year as I 

searched for appropriate funding, keeping them "on-call" to the project. When the 

funding did come through, these were the first women I called, those with whom I had 

already had conversations. Eligibility requirements were simply that the women be 

students in our program, be fluent enough in English to participate in the dialogue in 

English with minimal translations, and be identified as having a disability or be perceived 

by others as having a disability. 

Other recruitment efforts involved fliers posted at each learning center and 

community site, and distributed to every instructor for referrals. Through personal 

contacts, instructors were encouraged to help identify and refer women who might be 

eligible. As the group grew, the participants began recruiting their classmates in an 

informal, "snowballing" technique (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 
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The design of monthly focus groups with negotiated times and dates meant that 

recruitment was on-going through the year. A week before each group meeting, I started 

calling every woman on my list, inviting her to the next group, asking if she would need 

childcare or transportation assistance. Some women I saw more often in the learning 

centers and could keep them posted on upcoming events and they could catch me to talk 

about current difficulties or triumphs. These informal but private conversations provided 

me with situational knowledge about the women that folded into my understanding of her 

total contribution to the group. 

No woman who was informed and invited expressed distaste or hesitation about 

joining the group. Every single woman spoken to about the group expressed hope that 

she could attend and tell her story. However, many who were invited never attended and 

while transportation, childcare, or schedule conflicts were common reasons cited in 

follow-up calls, fear of self-disclosure, discomfort dealing with the topics discussed, or 

absence of support at home to add another school-related activity may have been 

unarticulated barriers to participation. 

Dialogic Design and Focus Group Procedures 

The design of this project closely followed Padilla's (1993) mapping of Freire's 

pedagogy, embedded within a long-term (one year) research context. The project's 

timeline is included in Table 1. Beginning in May 2001 when the grant was awarded, I 

began recruiting participants and scheduling our first focus group. Focus dialogues were 

planned monthly in a central location so that women from across our program could 

attend. Each session was tape-recorded. Twice, in August and September of2001, two 



Table 1 

Timeline 

Month Activity Specifics, Participants (new recruits marked w/ *) 
May, 2001 Grant notification, Recruitment 
June Focus Group #1 062501 Drucilla, Frances, Glenda, Elsa, Barbara, Heidi, Laura, 1 interpreter (all 

new) 
July Informational Speaker 

073001 
Ann Meyers from DIRECT 
*Connie, Drucilla, Frances, Glenda, Elsa, *Amia, Laura, Heidi, guest 
(Fam. Lit. teacher) 

August Focus Group #2 081301 Connie, Yoly, *Cindy, Laura, Heidi 
Focus Group #3 08270! Drucilla, Yoly, Laura, Heidi, guest (Celida, AmeriCorp volunteer who had 

come to provide childcare, but no children were brought) 
September Focus Group M 091901 At Family Literacy class 

Frances, *Linda, Connie, *Mia, Heidi 
Focus Group #5 092401 Drucilla, Yoly, Frances, Cindy, *Donna, *Sherry, Barbara, Heidi, 2 

interpreters 
October Site visit from Jane Hugo of 

Laubach 101701 
Consultation with Jane, Frances, Laura, Heidi 

Focus Group #6 101701 Drucilla, Yoly, Frances, Cindy, Donna, Laura, Heidi, guest (Jane Hugo) 
November Focus Group #7 112601 Drucilla, Yoly, Frances, Cindy, Donna, guest (Lois, mother of Cindy and 

Donna), *Pam, Sherry, Laura, Heidi 
December Focus Group #8 120401 Elsa, Frances, Sherry, Yoly, Laura, Heidi 
January, 2002 Unlearning Racism v^^orkshop Frances, Heidi, Laura (approx. 30 PCAE employees) 
February Focus Group #9 020102 Drucilla, Pam, Sherry, Frances, Laura, Heidi 

Practice Group for presentation 
020802 

Yoly, Pam, Sherry, Frances, Heidi 

Presentation 021502 Arizona Association for Lifelong Learning Regional Conference 
Sherry, Pam, Frances, Yoly, Laura, Heidi 



Month Activity Specifics, Participants (new recruits marked w/ *) 
March Focus Group #10 030802 Frances, Pam, Yoly, Sherry, Elsa, Laura, Heidi 

Practice Group for presentation 
032202 

Pam, Sherry, Frances, Yoly, Laura, Heidi, guest (Cindy Meier, Division 
Dean and theater producer helped shape presentation) 

Presentation 032302 Tucson Area Coalition for Literacy, Annual Summit 
Sherry, Pam, Frances, Yoly, Laura, Heidi 

April Focus Group #11 041202 Sherry, Pam, Drucilla, Frances, Heidi, guest (Kevin Courtney of PCIC, 
helping shape stories) 

Practice Group for presentation 
043002 

Frances, Yoly, Sherry, Pam, Laura, Heidi, guest (PCAE instructor of 
Sherry and Pam) 

May Conference in Phoenix Mountain Plains Adult Education Association Annual Conference 
Presentation 050402 Sherry, Pam, Yoly, Frances, Laura, Heidi 
Presentation to community 
group 052102 

Network on Adults with Learning Difficulties 
Sherry, Pam, Yoly, Frances, Laura, Heidi 

Conference in San Diego Laubach Literacy Int'l Conference 
Fre-conference workshop 'Women, Violence, and Education' w/ Jenny Horsman & World Education 

Laura and Heidi 
Presentation 053002 Frances, Laura, Heidi 

June Focus Group #12 062602 Yoly, Elsa, Arma, Frances, Sherry, Pam, Drucilla, *Eva, Laura, Heidi 
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groups were held at separate locations in hopes of starting off a second group of women 

who would fold in to the original group. Due to their other commitments md classroom 

constraints, the women in the second group, all attending one Family Literacy class 

(Connie, Mia, and Linda) were never able to join the project Mly. Other women 

continued to be recruited and folded in to the original group through the fail semester. 

We stopped recruiting in the spring semester as we began preparing for 

conference presentations and our meetings took on a more focused agenda. As we met 

new women who were eligible, we asked them to stay "on-call" to join the group in the 

summer months after we had completed the grant. We began adding practice sessions to 

the schedule to allow for more rehearsal and preparation of materials for our 

presentations, but continued with a monthly focus dialogue that opened around a 

prepared stimulus question or code. 

Time was spent at the beginning of each meeting on welcoming new participants, 

a review of ground rules, and an icebreaker activity. New participants first contributed 

demographic data on paper dolls added to a growing poster. Women wrote their first 

names on the front of the dolls and on the reverse, the answers to demographic questions 

such as age, number of years of schooling, disability label, officially diagnosed or not, 

ethnicity, marital status, number of children, and length of time in the program. The 

mural grew to include small paper dolls for our children, dolls for our husbands and 

partners, and even pets -- all at the women's requests. By the time we began taking the 

mural to our presentations, our mural included 46 people (and 6 pets) whose lives we felt 

were so intertwined with ours that they should stand with us in our representation. 
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The establishment of "ground rules" at the beginning of each session in which 

new members were present set the stage for the type and the rhythm of the dialogues. 

Using a framework for conducting focus group research (Vaughn, Schumm, & Sinagub, 

1996), Moderator's Guides were written for each session which were shared in advance 

with the co-moderator. These Guides included a welcome statement as well as explicit 

purpose and guideline statements that I read aloud. These Guidelines, such as each voice 

needed to be heard, the tape recorder could only accurately pick up one voice at a time, 

and that we were not at the table to reach a consensus or even to agree, but to listen and 

try to understand one another, struck a tone that allowed us to engage in the supportive 

questioning and respectful listening so crucial to deep understanding and critical 

reflection. Sections of the Guides that were not read aloud but were for the coordination 

of our own facilitation included timeline estimates and short lists of what we wanted to 

be sure to focus on in each session as well as what we did not want to focus on that day. 

The Guides had the unfortunate side-effect of freshly fixing my role as the facilitator in 

control of the dialogue at each session, but given the shifting membership of the group, 

the side-effects were judged to be necessary. 

Group membership was constantly shifting and no two meetings through the 

project had the exact same composition. In order to establish rapport among new 

acquaintances and build bonds to sustain long-term commitments, introductions were 

more than cursory. Icebreaker activities built on a repeated physical activity from month 

to month, making a web across the table with yarn. Each woman held the yam as she 

introduced herself, gave a few details about her adult education experience and goals, and 
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responded to the starter question, then rolled the ball across the table to another woman. 

Laura Portirio, the co-moderator, often took responsibility for leading these exercises and 

she and I participated fully in the activity. Questions for the web activity included "Who 

was an inspiration to you in your life?" and "With whom did you share Thanksgiving 

dinner?" and "What keeps you coming?" Once we had each spoken and had a grasp of 

the yam, we pulled the web taut to illustrate the support network we were creating and 

then, by dropping one anchor point, how each person is missed when she cannot attend. 

These get-acquainted activities helped the group members open up to each other, learn 

specifics of each other's concrete situations, and re-establish our space of listening and 

sharing. 

The current project adapted the technique of the Unfolding Matrix (Padilla, 1993) 

to a graphic display of a Venn diagram drawn with three large interlocking circles, 

labeled Women, Disability, and Literacy. Using this diagram instead of cells in a column 

under a cover term allowed us to investigate not only the cover terms, such as Barriers 

and Strategies, but also the relationships between them. This graphic was not 

immediately familiar to all the participants, but was easily explained and quickly grasped. 

The large bulletin board-sized graphic was the project's organizer and motto, structuring 

the way in which I listened to their responses, probed for clarification, or posed a 

reflective question back to a woman. 

Responses to the initial question about a cover term were written first on Post-it 

notes, these were our first level of data reduction. The choice of a Venn diagram, with its 

independent and overlapping regions, necessitated a dynamic conversation about 
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placement of the notes as part of the thinking we did about meanings and interpretations 

of shared contributions and clarified our data display. Notes were often shifted from one 

region to another based on fiirther reflection and refinement of meanings. This work was 

our first level of data categorization. 

A "thematic fan" was generated as we explored cover terms in light of each 

conceptual circle and spent time discussing where responses might best be posted. 

Additionally, a visual bounding of the thematic universe to be investigated revealed the 

limitations of that universe when additional "circles" and "backgrounds" were proposed 

by the participants, including Poverty. The participants felt that economic realities were 

important barriers, for example, that were not best categorized in any of our usual circles. 

Our first two cover terms, Barriers and Strategies, were captured on one Venn diagram. 

Responses to other cover terms that were introduced through the project, such as "What 

has participation in this project meant to you," were captured on newly drawn Venn 

diagrams with the familiar circles labeled Women, Literacy, and Disability. 

Group sessions included time for introductions, a re-visiting of the diagram to 

contribute new thoughts on barriers or strategies, and a dialogue around a contradiction 

encoded as a question or theoretical position put forward by me. The notes from these 

discussions were captured on separate easel charts. As group membership continued to 

shift and I realized that women were participating who had not had the opportunity to 

contribute to previous topics, I would bring the easel charts back and pose the question to 

a new group. This produced the effect of new participants responding to the code along 
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with the previous contributions represented on the chart as well as offering other women 

the opportunity to contribute to the same question again after a period of reflection. 

Focus dialogues were transcribed (by me) between meetings or as soon as 

possible. Reflective field notes were written after each session as well as in between as 

necessary to capture intervening or spontaneous events and my on-going reflection on the 

process. Themes revealed in the transcripts and field notes worked to influence the 

direction of the future dialogue and project. Key phrases and generative themes found to 

be not fully discussed were brought forward to the next session. For example, women 

seemed to enjoy sharing stories of their academic successes, they cheered on themselves 

and each other with stories of math problems conquered, essays written, comprehension 

exercises completed, etc. This phenomenon of success stories was brought back to the 

group explicitly for their interpretation of the meaning of these stories for each of them as 

learners and for our group. 

Actualizing a Feminist Standpoint 

Actualizing a feminist standpoint epistemology requires the feminist goals of 

keeping in sight the embodied nature of positionalities and the relational achievement of 

community as pivot points of the investigation (Naples, 2003). Our work pushed and 

transgressed multiple boundaries over the year. We began by stretching the existing 

categories of student involvement in our adult education program by creating a time and 

space which could not be classified or recorded as instruction or outreach; as a 

participatory research project, the stated aim was to create new knowledge that would be 

used to influence the delivery of the programming. Although as principal investigator I 
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was leading the group, I was not in a teaching position; although the women were there 

as students, their stories and experiences contained the knowledge we would be learning. 

Participatory action research (PAR) deliberately disrupts the familiar positionalities of the 

participants and the expected rhythms of research by blurring the distinctions between 

researcher and researched, research and education, teacher and student, subject and 

object, haves and have nots. 

We shattered the silence in which so many of the participants had been confined 

around the topics of abilities, impairments, and disabilities. First by naming our 

organizing criteria as "women literacy learners with disabilities," the taboo of 

recognizing hidden or undiagnosed disabilities was transgressed. The words appeared on 

the recruitment fliers and I did not hesitate to approach and recruit women who had 

visible impairments or those who were more euphemistically identified as "struggling" 

by their instructors. I knew that by naming the experience, even with words Ml of old 

assumptions, we could begin to re-write meanings and refashion our perceptions and 

worlds (Freire, 1970; Freire & Macedo, 1984). 

Our focus groups, or focus dialogues, created a new space within our program 

where we all could leam new roles and practices. Creating new spaces and positions can 

only be accomplished, however, by an honest and "humble" (Young, 1997) reckoning of 

the current status. We did not pretend to be situated as equals, socially, within the 

program, or educationally. Neither did we pretend to occupy only two social positions of 

the haves and have nots along axes of economic comfort, power, literacy, or able-

bod iedness. Multiple asymmetries, in fact, were integral to our conversations; learning 
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across them was the heart of the project. Our group represented women across wide gaps 

of age, geographic areas of childhood, cultures and ethnicities, trajectories through public 

school and special education services, time involved in our adult education program, 

impairments, parenting experiences, and family dynamics. We situated each other 

through our stories of family origins and sibling relationships, through our interpretations 

of impairments and public school experiences, our varied paths to adult education and our 

varied motivations to stay. Our deliberate focus on each woman's concrete lived 

experience helped us value each participant's position and history as a unique opportunity 

for knowledge and insight that could contribute to the project. 

Acknowledging each other's concrete lived experiences and the impact they have 

had on one's growth and understanding is the heart of standpoint epistemology. We 

made as few presuppositions about our commonalities as possible, favoring instead 

inquiry about our differences and theorizing what had contributed to them. Untangling 

the specifics of patriarchal dominance, gendered school experiences, gendered disability 

experiences, racial, social, age-ism and able-ism oppression - to the extent that we were 

able in one year - was an "achievement" for which we struggled together (Freire, 1970; 

Hart sock, 1983/1997), not an assumed perspective. 

Personal testimony, personal experience, is such fertile ground for the production 

of liberatory feminist theory because it usually forms the base of our theory 

making. While we work to resolve those issues that are most pressing in daily life 

(our need for literacy, an end to violence . .. etc.) we engage in a critical process 

of theorizing that enables and empowers, (hooks, 1994, p. 70) 
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Achieving a standpoint for women who had been silenced and marginalized is an act of 

political resistance (Bar On, 1993; Harding, 1991) as these women struggled to overcome 

old habits and disabling scripts and claim their voices and stories. 

Grounding our participatory action research in a feminist standpoint epistemology 

obligated us to devote quite a lot of time and talk to understanding each other's positions 

and past experiences in order to ensure that our representation was broad, grounded, and 

flexible enough to accommodate future women's stories and dreams. Our feminist 

orientation encompassed our political project of program improvement and 

democratization of knowledge about literacy students. Despite our focus on differences, 

the aims of our praxis to create recommendations and advice kept the group grounded in 

a "careful, politically focused, local analys[is]" (Mohanty, 1991). The creation of useful 

products, like "maps" that situate the action, the actors, the oppression, and the way 

forward, is a goal of feminist activist research (Naples, 2003; Segal, 1999; Smith, 1999). 

Engaging social critique from a women's only group enabled the research to take 

advantage of the "resource" of gender difference inquiry, a resource that Sandra Harding 

(1991) theorizes as including; 

. . .  t o  s t a r t  i n  t h e  l i v e s  o f .  . .  " o u t s i d e r s - w i t h i n , "  from which the relationship 

between outside and inside, margin and center, can more easily be detected ... 

[and] in the perspective from lives that at this moment in history are especially 

revealing of broad social contradictions, (pp. 150-151) 

The women who participated in this project were "outsiders-within" in several spheres: as 

women in a male-centered society, as working poor or welfare-assisted women in a 
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middle class centered society, as individuals with disabilities in a norm-based society, 

and as literacy learners in an information society. 

We met, then, in these new places and spaces created in our program, and we 

began to talk and listen across our differences. The dialogic ground rules, that each voice 

needed to be heard, that the tape recorder could only accurately pick up one voice at a 

time, and that we were not at the table to reach a consensus or even to agree, but to listen 

and try to understand one another, read each time we welcomed a new woman to the 

group, and their implementation helped to establish an air of respect and an expectation 

that each woman had an important contribution. While we met to challenge policy and 

theoretical assumptions openly, we engaged in supportive questioning and dialogue, often 

asking "what do you mean?" or "can you say more?" to help us as listeners better 

understand and assist the speaker to find the words to represent her experience. 

This type of dialogic facilitation is called the "believing game" by Mary Belenky 

and colleagues (Belenky & Stanton, 2000), following Peter Elbow (1973), and is 

contrasted with the "doubting game" more familiar to public debate. 

The ability to question authorities, tradition, and basic assumptions is especially 

important to those who have been treated unjustly. Paulo Freire (1970) makes 

that abundantly clear. These capacities develop most fully in communities where 

every voice gets heard, where people's stories are listened to with great care, and 

where their visions, struggles, and strengths are well documented. This enables 

groups to take their critiques forward, forge common goals, and engage in action 
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projects that have the potential of transforming whole communities as well as the 

people involved. (Belenky & Stanton, 2000, p. 99) 

Playing by the rules of the believing game in a group convened to critique unspoken 

social and personal assumptions created a dual focus, bridging the cultural divide 

between public and private spheres. 

As we began talking about cultural norms and assumptions held about gender, the 

disability experience, minority families, or about public schools, we necessarily traced 

some of the effects of those cultural impositions on the women's developing psyches and 

bodies, as they had developed as girls and in the present as they continued to develop as 

women and learners, bell hooks writes that standpoint epistemology should emerge 

"from the passion of experience, the passion of remembrance" (1994, p. 90). There is, 

she says, a unique knowledge made available through suffering, "a way of knowing that 

is often expressed through the body, what it knows, what has been deeply inscribed on it 

through experiences ... it is a privileged location" (p. 91). Exploring the experiences of 

suffering and theorizing about the forces and structures that had contributed and continue 

to contribute to that suffering is the dialogic work of "coming to voice." By convening a 

group of women with disabilities, many hidden and/or undiagnosed, I was deliberately 

seeking to document their silences and wait and offer assistance for the silence to come to 

voice. 

Silence was proposed as a category, or more accurately the non-epistemological 

category, in Women's Ways of Knowing's (hereafter, WWK) model of women's 

epistemological development (Belenky et al., 1986). As the authors relate, the category 
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was created to explain the impacts on women's cognitive habits of family situations in 

which care was not extended and the developmental work of articulation and dialogue 

was not engaged in, often in homes characterized by violence and chaos. Later, after 

input on the term 'silence' from cultures in which silence is not a negative or unfulfilled 

experience (for example, Patracinno, 1986), the category was renamed Silenced, the past 

participle carrying the meaning of imposition. 

The lived experiences of the women so categorized, however, remains the same, 

women who have reached adulthood without the habits and experience of positive 

learning from language-mediated social interactions and without a strong inner voice. 

The family-of-origin contexts of women who demonstrated a silenced epistemology were 

described in WWK as isolated, violent, lacking in dialogue and play, and "the experience 

of school only confirmed their fears of being 'deaf and dumb'" (p. 34). While not all the 

women participating in this project came from violent, oppressive, authoritarian homes, 

many did and others had experienced an abusive relationship in adulthood. 

These adult literacy learners' experiences, however, were also flavored by the 

difficulties they had encountered in school. While some individuals reported in the 

WWK and other studies escaped un-nurturing home environments through school success 

and especially through literature, there was no similar escape route open to the girls who 

found only more authoritarian relationships, possible terror or violence, and/or a 

bewildering curriculum and expectations at school. For these individuals, their identity 

development encountered few areas of mastery and fewer areas of public recognition. 

Their childhood was marred by further marginalization and isolation. 
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For these women who had rarely or never been expected to reflect on their 

impairment or on their status as disabled, their early attempts to speak about that aspect 

of themselves were halting, inarticulate, and painful. Their mindsets in regard to their 

disability were often best described by the category of Silenced: "describing the self was 

... almost impossible for the silent... when the women finally attempted to answer the 

question, they described themselves in terms of their own movements in and around the 

geographic space that surrounded them" (WWK, p. 31). A very common statement 

among these women and other adult education students is that they describe their 

impairment or difficuhies as impacting their public school careers with the phrase, "I was 

in special ed." When asked why they were in special education classes or what their 

diagnosis was, most cannot supply their labels. They define themselves as learners by 

their placement in separate, isolated, special education classes. 

The group was intended to be a forum for these women to try out their voices and 

hear their own and similar others' thoughts on previously unexamined themes. 

Involvement in this type of forum was seen as an important step for the women in the 

WWK study and Belenky's follow-up work with impoverished families (Belenky, Bond, 

& Weinstock, 1997) who were breaking o ut of a silenced epistemology: 

By sharing reactions and solutions . .. by being given the opportunity to talk 

things over with a sympathetic, nonjudgmental person with similar experiences, a 

woman can begin to hear that maybe she is not such an incompetent, a dummy, or 

an oddity. She has experience that may be valuable to others. (WWK, p. 61) 
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These types of dialogues, hosted by what Belenky and colleagues call a "midwife-

leader," where the group plays by the rules of the believing game, allow the participants 

to safely explore issues they were silenced from speaking about in the past. By naming 

within the group some of the struggles the participants had experienced privately, we 

began to identify where the margins of their lives had been drawn. 

It is not surprising that the mode of discourse the participants most often used to 

express their experiences - perhaps for the first time - was narrative. Jerome Bruner 

(1986) characterizes narrative as one of two modes of cognitive functioning, separate but 

complementary to the paradigmatic mode. The "imaginative application of the narrative 

mode," he writes, "deals in the human or human-like intention and action and the 

vicissitudes and consequences that mark their course. It strives . . . to locate the 

experience in time and place" (p. 13). Our innate human "sensitivity" to narrative as a 

means of expressing and understanding human actions "provides a major link between 

our own sense of self and our sense of others in the social world around us" (p. 69). It is 

narrative's psychological closeness to the experiences of life that make them a first level 

of representation and the communicative form of choice for individuals begirming to talk 

about their experiences or coming to voice. 

While sharing stories may be a natural human mode of communication, cutting 

across cultures and centuries, learning to question those stories for the social structure 

lessons embedded within them is the work of consciousness-raising groups. Making the 

personal political is the fundamental work of such groups, accomplished through critical 

dialogue in which personal accounts and stories are subjected to a critical examination for 



93 

the oppressions (sexism, classism, racism, able-ism, etc.) and assumptions in which they 

are cloaked. The work is accomplished on both the personal transformational level as 

well as in solidarity at the social, political level, hooks (2000) sees consciousness raising • 

groups, their turn-taking policies and free-ranging critical dialogues as a crucible for "a 

constant change of heart" (p. 7). This work begins when individuals and groups can 

"break the silence . .. so as to articulate their suffering [and] give ... another recourse 

than that of muteness" (Cornell, 1991, p. 4). 

Becoming a "we" is, as Jodi Dean (1996) writes, not a given but a "process ... 

the discursive achievement of individuated "I's"" (p. 3). The use of the pronoun "we" 

highlights the relational connections between "you" and "me." When used reflectively, 

the final definition of "we" remains undetermined and contested as we each continue on 

our projects of personhood. The responsibility of speaking for women who were absent 

from the table weighed heavily on the group and served as a reminder of the partiality of 

even our collective perspectives. By continuing the process of focusing on each woman's 

situated and concrete experience, as well as keeping absent and fiiture unique women in 

mind, we started out to fashion a community of "reflective solidarity" (Dean, 1996) that 

sidestepped some of the pitfalls of essentializing categories of participants. 

Our conversations and the objectives imposed by the research context maintained 

our "reflective solidarity," a connection which is "the mutual expectation of a responsible 

orientation to relationship" (Dean, 1996, p. 3). This commitment to the relationships of 

the group and of the dialogue to our objectives sustained the group through the many 

tensions we encountered as we worked toward a "communicative understanding ... of 
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. . .  t h e  c o m p e t i n g  d u a l i s m s  o f  u s / t h e r a . . ( p .  3 )  a n d  t h e  d u a l i s m s  a l r e a d y  m e n t i o n e d  o f  

the haves and have nots including: literate/illiterate, economically 

comfortable/economically stressed, powerful/disenfranchised, able-bodied/disabled, 

recognized/hidden disabilities. The "key" to this understanding, according to Dean, "can 

be found in the margins and spaces that mark the limits of our concepts, the boundaries of 

our discourses" (p. 3). 

Continued restlessness and inquiry at margins and boundaries fend off 

essentialism and rigidification of identities and assumptions. We met to contest the very 

ideas and "labels" which had brought us together in the first place. Although we called 

ourselves, after months of pondering and suggestions. The Women in Literacy Group, 

each of our three categorical research areas, gender, literacy, and disability, were sites of 

both critique and advocacy as women were supported and challenged in their personal 

journeys to transform and reframe their experiences and the meanings they had made of 

them. This openness allowed for a continuing re-imagining of identities and future 

possibilities, the creation of what Cornell (1991) calls the "imaginary domain," a place 

and space where consciousness raising groups can nurture creativity alongside discovery 

and dissent. 

Restlessness and voices from the margins are characteristic of a healthy 

democratic institution. Re-presenting ourselves is a fiindamental freedom we each 

personally and in solidarity with others need to exercise in order to participate in the 

project Cornell (2000) calls "radical democracy" which is about "opening up the space 

for new moral, ethical, and political representations of the . .. self (p. 15). Such 
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projects, however, must "always remember the metaphor of silencing" (p. 15) and remain 

responsive to new voices and hearing of new oppression and wrongs. 

Thematic Analysis 

Analysis was conducted separately on three different categories of data: 1) the 

barriers and strategies contributed to the Unfolding Venn diagram, 2) extracted 

discussions that centered on decoding four particular contradictions, and 3) on transcripts 

of entire group sessions. For each category of data, codes were developed that were 

relevant to the function of the data in terms of the larger goals of the project. Each 

process is detailed below. 

Barriers and Strategies. Barriers and strategies were the first level of knowledge 

the project sought to explore. Seeing the participants as successful adult education 

students meant that the project sought their expertise on what it takes to enter and persist 

in adult education and literacy programs. The original Venn diagram labeled Women, 

Disability, and literacy was designed to capture the cover terms Barriers and Strategies, 

the challenges the women had faced or continue to face as they strived to meet their 

educational and vocational goals and strategies they had used or were using to address or 

remove those barriers. The original proposal of the project planned to collect barriers 

separately from strategies, however, the women did not focus on the negatives. The story 

of barriers for these expert persisters was as much about their strategies as it was about 

the challenges. Strategies were shared alongside barriers, and that is how they were 

represented on the Verm diagram, written with arrows leading back to the barriers that 

had inspired them. 
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The analysis of these barriers and strategies took place primarily in group 

dialogue as an activity toward meeting the project goals of authoring recommendations 

and creating presentations of our findings. The technique of the Unfolding Matrix and 

Venn diagram can be used to capture data in on-going themes from iterative groups while 

remaining responsive to new themes that emerge. This allowed us to engage in data 

collection simultaneously with three processes of qualitative data analysis: "data 

reduction" as themes and stories are condensed, "data display" which serve as a basis for 

thinking about meanings, and "drawing conclusions and verifying" (Miles & Huberman, 

1998). The analytic work is spiraled back to the participants in questions and probes as 

the display - the matrix or diagram - unfolds. Involving participants at all stages of data 

analysis help "stimulate research participants' thinking about the potential utility of 

collected data" (Tandon, Kelly, & Mock, 2001, p. 204). This is in keeping with one of 

the goals of participatory action research, to develop analytic skills in the participants by 

making the research process (the design, method, tools, analysis, and representations) as 

much a topic of discussion as the research topic (Brydon-Miller, 2001). 

For this category of data, these steps unfolded as we condensed stories and lived 

experiences onto post-it notes to place on the diagram. The Venn diagram helped us to 

clarify our categories of responses by forcing a conversation on the placement of a 

response. For example, as we worked to properly place a note that read. Difficulty 

learning, we thought about, "Are you struggling with literacy learning now because of 

things that happened in school to you as a girl or to you as someone who has a 

disability?" Thinking through these connections forced us to look carefully at past 
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histories, compare ourselves to our siblings' experiences, and compare ourselves to 

childhood peers who had had disabilities. This challenging, reflective work cast us 

forward and backward in time, imagining futures and remembering pain. The 

conclusions and verifications we sought for our decisions were the products we authored 

and presented publicly, the recommendations and advice. 

Added to the Miles and Huberman (1998) process discussed above were the series 

of debriefings we were able to engage in following conference presentations. This added 

a level of verification often missing from qualitative methods textbooks that are bound by 

the presumption that a research effort ends when a report is submitted to a professor or a 

publication journal. In PAR, participants are obligated to encode the knowledge created 

for dissemination and then return for further reflection on the consequences of the action 

and fold that learning back into the project. Patti Lather (1991) calls for this "catalytic 

validity" as part of an emancipatory agenda and describes it as "the degree to which the 

research process re-orients, focuses and energizes participants toward knowing reality in 

order to transform it" (p. 68). Lather admits that this aspect of PAR is one of its most 

unorthodox because it unabashedly unites research, researcher, and researched in the 

struggle to alter reality. In so doing, however, leadership is nurtured among participants 

as they "gain self-understanding, and uhimately, self-determination through the research 

process" (p. 68). 

This project was able to engage in such catalytic validity efforts because public 

presentation opportunities serendipitously became available to us earlier in the project 

year than was originally planned. After each presentation, we spent a portion of the next 
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group session debriefing the experience from our perspectives and critically examining 

the audience perspective based on written feedback, the questions we were asked, and 

how we had read the body language of the audience during the presentation. These 

debriefing sessions led to personal reflection, refinements of the recommendations and 

advice, and enhancement of the presentation. 

The full story of the conversion of the contributed barriers and strategies into 

recommendations and advice is laid out in Chapter 11, Recommendations and Advice 

from the Heart. 

Encoded Contradictions. Four contraditions produced conversations that have 

been analyzed more closely as they are representative of the guiding inquiry of the 

project to investigate the social constructedness ofthe labels of gender, disability, and 

literacy learner. The contradictions were presented as questions: What is a disability and 

who gets to decide? What is literacy? How did your relationship with your mother affect 

your education? and What has participating in the research meant to you? 

These contradictions grew out of the tension between the feminist, emancipatory 

theoretical research investigated in my initial fieldwork and my prior understanding of 

the participants' lived experiences. The women's actual responses, however, often took 

me in unpredicted directions, away from the major theorists and positions that had 

formed the contradiction. Through the project, I continued to read and think critically 

with their words, what Coffey and Atkinson (1996) call "thinking with the data" (p. 191). 

This reflective work expanded my capacity to listen to their words and grasp more of the 

fullness of their stories. This on-going research, including bringing in new theorists and 
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interpretations, is represented in the analysis as the "Talking with Theory" sections in 

each of the findings chapters. 

Setting authentic voices beside theory in ways that informs both created a healthy, 

generative dynamic in the participants and the group process. This cycle of reflective 

dialogue is what Freire (1970) calls "the [dialectical] movement... from the abstract to 

the concrete which occurs in the analysis of a coded situation [and] leads to the 

supersedence of the abstraction by the critical perception of the concrete" (p. 86). These 

reflective dialogues, set in an engagement with the larger, disciplinary conversations on 

gender, literacy, disability, and participatory research are presented as separate chapters 

in Part II, Finding Ourselves in Contradiction. 

Focus Dialogue, Transcriptions of each session were printed out with 3" margins 

for my annotations. These were reviewed and coded with major categories drawn from a 

content analysis. The codes used were identified through the transcription process, 

memos, and field notes over the course of the year the project was conducted. The major 

code categories were: Family, Work & Life, K-12 Education, Skills & Abilities, Current 

Education [Program] Critique, [Personal] Agency, [Research] Process, and Teaching 

Times (when 1 moved into a teaching role). 

After each set of transcriptions was coded, a chronological list of categories and 

the themes embedded in each session was created that outlined the dialogue's path for 

that day. From these lists, a Theme Chart was created for each focus dialogue which 

represented the major categories, topics discussed within it, and key phrases and location 

noted. Overlaps and continued topics were cross-referenced to page numbers in the word 
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processor data for easy retrieval. The Theme Charts from each session's transcriptions 

were synthesized into Table 2. This table shows the coding categories, themes and sub-

themes revealed within each category, and a key quote illustrating the "thought language" 

of the participants. 

Most of the generative themes had been identified through the on-going 

interpretive work conducted with the group over the course of the year. The coding 

process helped identify the path that those themes had taken, weaving through several 

dialogues consecutively or laying dormant for months only to reappear in a new group. In 

this way, the coding process was an exercise of expanding, or "complicating," rather than 

reducing and simplifying the data (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p. 30). Some identified 

themes showed themselves in the transcripts to be so complex as to warrant being split 

into sub-themes that produced: Being Passed On or Over, Success Stories, Expressing 

Self, New Habits and Practices, No Longer Alone, Negotiation of Process and Products, 

Experience to Theory-or-Policy Cycles, and Teaching to Self-Understanding. 

The process of coding with highlighters (different colors for each code) and 

noting themes with penciled notations in the margins produced not discrete codes in each 

response, but overlapping, "densely nested" (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p. 37) codes and 

themes. As women talked about their lives and their educational efforts, the intertwined 

nature of their pursuits became multi-colored strands on the transcripts. The following is 

an example that was coded with Current Ed. Critique, Skills & Abilities, and Agency 

with notes made about the powerful second, third, and fourth sentences: 



Table 2 

Coding Chart 

Codes Themes Siib-themes Key Phrase/Location 
Family Childhood family Cindy's story of being teased w/ no response by brothers 081301, 

p. 9+ 
Frances as "Cinderella" in family 120402 

Family Childhood family 

"Black sheep" Sherry & Pam 120402, Connie & Yoly 081301, Frances 120402 

Family Childhood family 

Taking Care 
stories 

Donna & Cindy empowering their speechless sister 101601, p. 5 
Pam learning from sister to care for severely disabled brother 
112601, p. 19 

Family 

Own family As mother "I didn't plan on dropping out..." Connie 081301, p. 5 
"I want to show my kids who I am" Barbara 062501, p. 7 

Family 

Child-
development 
stories 

"Don't want my kids to see me that I dropped out" Frances 
062501, p. 7 
Pam's story of challenging daughter w ADHD and CPS 062602 

Work & Life Economic 
realities 

Networking/ 
resource sharing 

SSI eligibility details 092401 
Sh. & Dru. exchanging house cleaning jobs based on location 
041202, p. 1 
Sh telling of how to get home improvement assistance 041201 
Sh. Telling of the WalMart literacy campaign 062602 
Pam & Yoly discuss Section 8 eligibility 020802 

Work & Life 

Transportation Sh. w/ no buses in neighborhood, Cindy and Doima w/ bus strike 
101601 
Sh & Dracilla discussing how they find new cleaning addresses 
041201, p. 1 



Codes Themes Sub-themes Key Phrase/Location 
Survival 
strategies 

"Don't let other people tell you and keep you in that house 
because that neighbor is over there shooting. You live there and 
pay taxes, too, go over there and stand and watch it [be a witness]" 
Sherry 112601, p. 24 

K-12 Education Critique: 
Of instruction 
Of teachers 
Of sj^stem 

Being Passed 
on/over 

Connie & Cindy both, 081301 
Pam 041202, 043002: "[My teachers] expected me to get this 
piece of paper and expected me to do it without showing me or 
telling me how to do it, that gets me frustrated even more" (p, 7) 

K-12 Education 

Labeling stories "I think if they gave me the opportunity that they have now, that I 
probably wouldn't be diagnosed until I got into middle school. I 
mean it's not fair to be diagnosed right from kindiegarten, I mean, 
come on! Nobody knows in kindiegarten, I mean, well, people do, 
but I mean, that's where you are supposed to learn." Frances 
043002 
Connie's label given but not explained and then denied in a new 
district 081301, p. 26 

Current Ed. 
Critique 

Critique: 

Of instruction 
Of teachers 
Of system 

Being Passed 
On/Over 

"Then the other day [the math teacher] told me he was gonna put 
me in the other [more advanced] class, that I done passed. I mean, 
wait a minute here! He said if you don't like it, you can come 
back! But what good is that?" Sherry, 030802, p. 17 
Pam not encouraged to stay in math class, not accommodated 
020802, p. 2 

Current Ed. 
Critique 

Critique: 

Of instruction 
Of teachers 
Of system 

Sh intimidated by initial reading test 120401 
Dmcilla, classes too large, having to wait too long for help 082701 
Sh & Pam, complaining about independent work arrangements in 
math class, 020102 & 020802 



Codes Themes Siib-tlieiiies Key Phrase/Location 
Skills & 
Abilities 

Successes Success stories "When I first came to school, I didn't know anything. I didn't 
know how to get on the buses. See I had to take my mom with 
me... And now I know my way around town. I go by myself.. .1 
got confidence in myself now." Cindy, 08130!, p. 12 
"You know, I learnt my times tables on my own. ..I sat down one 
day and went to counting. Got me a pencil and I was at home, 
alone, by myself, and got me a piece of paper and I count, learnt 
those times tables all by myself." Dmcilla, 041202, p. 19 

Personal 
limitations/ 
Impairment 
details 

Donna shared details of epilepsy, 101601 
Pam talks about comprehension problems 041201 
"A lot of people thought a lot of things.. .maybe even my family" 
Yoly, 081301, p. 48 

Frustration "You got any frustrations?" (Pam as feedback to Sherry's school 
story, 041202, p. 10) Her own frustrations, 020101 & 043002 

Agency Personal change Coming Out "You park your life on hold and did for your kids and everybody 
else around you and put on what I call a false face because you 
never really looked at your problems head on. You just put it on 
the back burner. That's the way I feel. I didn't have time being a 
wife and mother." (Sherry, 120401, p. 8) 

Expressing Self "Cause before I wouldn't talk to anybody. I wouldn't go 
anywhere, just stay home. Now that I'm getting out, [I'm] slowly 
losing that shell" ( Donna, 101601, p. 15) 
Several women realizing that they have tried new classes, gone 
new places since they started in the group, 120401 p. 19 

New 
habits/practices 

"Now that I'm [living] alone, I used to see novellas.. .now I watch 
TV. ..Channel 6 [PBS]. Now I'm hearing things, seeing 
things. ..and when I see things...1 want to read about them." 
(Yoly, 082701, p. 15) 
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Codes Themes Sub-themes Key Phrase/Location 
No longer alone ''Now I know that there are people like me out [there] who can't 

read and that" (Cindy, 101601, p. 15) 
Speaking Up/Out "It's my deal right here.. .Cool! 11 really say this one, didn't I? I 

really speak my mind, didn't I?" (Pam, 020802, pp. 14, 15) 
Vulnerability "Is it bad, I want to know, like when you meet a person, a guy, 

you [don't] have to tell him you get a check [disability support] or 
nothing, verdad?' (Yoly, 082701, p. 1) 

Self-Disclosure Frances 101601, p. 9 & 120401, p. 6 
Yoly confesses to a protective "habit" of sharing only 
low/minimal expectations and goals, 101601, p. 22 

One of these days 
stories 

"Once I finish school, I'm gonna get a job cause I really don't like 
SSI because it's very limiting.. .I'd really rather get rid of the SSI 
and work and make myself a better life." (Barbara, 092401, p. 25) 
"I can't wait till one of these days I don't have to be on welfare, so 
I don't have to go in there and feel embarrassed all the time.. 
Frances, 120401, p. 6 

ril never forget 
stories 

"The second day after my husband died I had to go down there 
and beg for money. And this lady set there and looked at me like I 
was a dog.. .I'll never forget that lady's face, her blonde hair.. 
(Sherry, 041202, p. 25) 



Codes Themes Sub-themes Key Phrase/Location 

Process 
Management of 
process/products 

Negotiation "Can I mess around with this stuff? [designing the brochure]" 
(Frances, 120401, p. 14) 
Recommending that we translate the brochure into Spanish 
Frances, 120402 
"Can we just put up there [on the easel paper] 'Show how we are 
living with our disabilities'?' Pam, 041202, p. 4 

Care of Group Caring & planning for future others as we design brochure, 
120401 
020102, brainstorming how we can stay tog, as a group, how we 
could all go to Phoenix to present. 
Pam takes responsibility to watch that batteries don't die on tape 
recorder, 041202 

Demonstrating 
method 

Describing diagram and moving notes from one region to the 
other, 062501 
"You need more circles up there." Connie, 081301, p. 36 

Sharing 
theory/policy 

Experience to 
Theory/Policy 
cycles 

"That's a big thing, you have found a place that is 
imder standing... [details of environment repeated from her 
story].so in the theory it's called Goodness of Fit. That it's a 
good fit for you.. .That you know you can take that step [of self-
disclosure] because you trusted it." (Mod. 120401, p. 7) 
Mod: [building on Frances' request for more ftinds to recruit more 
students with disabilities].. .Let's talk about ftinds... [explains how 
the program is fonded]" 092401, p. 22 

Teaching Times Accommodations/ 
Compensations 

Strategies to help themselves and each other read the presentation 
cards (colored paper, larger font, highlighting, practice, own 
handwriting) 
Elsa story of not being accommodated or welcome in class, 
030802 



Codes Themes Sub-themes Key Phrase/Loeation 
Comm. Resource 
info 

Inviting Ann Meyers from DIRECT, deciding what topics we'd 
like her to cover, 062501 
Agency responsibility for interpreters, 092401 
Direct sharing by mod. about rights and resp.s under ADA, 
082701, p. 1 

Articulation Recognizing 
growth 

Teaching to Self-
Understanding 

"So you are not only more comfortable knowing there are others 
who can't read, but you are learning to read all the time. So you 
are learning that maybe there are other people who also could 
learn to read." "Yeah!" (Mod. & Cindy, 101601, p. 16) 
Relating Pam's frustration to an LD pattern, 020102, p. 18 
Describing how an LD diagnosis is made in schools to Pam, 
043001 

Articulation 

Vocab building 
and personal 
expression 

Frances with "expanding" 120402 
The group deciding to keep the presentation cards as written 
because the words were what they had spoken, even if they 
couldn't read them easily, 020802, p. 10 
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Drucilla: One [teacher] make the statement, 'Oh, you've been here such and such 

a long time.' Well, that ain't nothing to me. The time being here ain't nothing to me, 

time ain't what I want. I want to get what / want, not what she want. And I thought that 

was a snotty way of reporting something to me. I didn't say nothing, but if I had to, I 

would have got really mad at her, cause it doesn't matter how long I be here, but what is 

she teaching to help me get what I needed and I wasn't getting that. (092402) 

The colors on the transcript pages laid side by side also made visible this criss-crossing of 

themes through a particular woman's talk, of hopes and responsibilities, competing 

interests and an interweaving of the past and the present. 

Freire uses the term "hinged themes" (1970, p. 101) to identify those themes and 

patterns that emerge only with perspective and in concert with the larger disciplinary 

conversation Although many of the categories and themes had been apparent to me as I 

reflected on the conversations and the process through the year, others - or their 

frequency and intensity - were not apparent until I conducted the full thematic analysis of 

the transcripts. Three "hinged themes" revealed in the transcripts include the following: 

1) the prevalence of storytelling as an expression of participants' "thought-language," 2) 

articulation as the developmental work of coming to voice as in learning the vocabulary 

to express oneself and speaking publicly of previously unspoken issues, and 3) the nature 

of the group process through the participatory experience with these particular women. 

Identifying these themes was the process of paying attention to the form of the 

language and rhythm of exchange, not merely the content. This happened gradually as I 

read and re-read and reflected on patterns within and on the transcript print-outs. These 
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narrative units became "phenomenon" embedded within the transcripts (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990), to be analyzed separately for their function and relationship to the dialogic 

context. As analytic units, working with stories and larger themes has the power to 

counteract "the culture of fragmentation that is so characteristic of data analyses based on 

coding and categorizing" (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p. 80). These findings are presented 

in Part III, Hinged Themes and Dreams. 

Summary 

This chapter introduced the participants in their own words and explained the 

structure of the research design, methods, and data analysis. The section, Actualizing a 

Standpoint Epistemology, explored the multi-layered, multi-vocal, multiple standpoint 

approach. It is a response to the call of feminist and critical theorists such as Patti Lather 

(1991) and Brian Fay (1987) to create "reciprocal, dialogic research designs ... rooted in 

the intersection between people's self-understandings and the researcher's efforts to 

provide a change-enhancing context" (Lather, 1991, p. 65). 

The three levels of data analysis resulted in the three levels of findings. The 

Barriers and Strategies contributed to the Unfolding Venn diagram evolved into 

Recommendations and Advice (Chapter 11). Four contradictions were encoded as the 

following questions: What is a disability and who gets to decide? What is literacy? How 

did your relationship with your mother affect your education? and What has participating 

in the research meant to you? Decoding these contradictions through dialogue worked to 

deconstruct the categories of our inquiry (gender, literacy, and disability) and the 

processes of participatory research. These conversations, embedded within a review of 
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the related research, are presented as separate chapters in Part II: Finding Ourselves in 

Contradiction: 

• Difference and Disability (Chapter 4), 

• Meanings of Literacy (Chapter 5), 

• Schools and Mothers (Chapter 6). 

• Empowering Research (Chapter 7). 

The focus group dialogues were coded with the following major themes: Family, 

Work & Life, K-12 Education, Skills & Abilities, Current Education [Program] Critique, 

[Personal] Agency, [Research] Process, and Teaching Times. Minor themes found 

include: Being Passed On or Over, Success Stories, Expressing Self, New Habits and 

Practices, No Longer Alone, Negotiation of Process and Products, Experience to Theory-

or-Policy Cycles, and Teaching to Self-Understanding. These coded dialogues revealed 

"hinged themes" (Freire, 1970, p. 101) that are interpreted in Part III: Hinged Themes and 

Dreams: 

• Stories of Our Selves (Chapter 8), 

• Putting Words to Lives (Chapter 9), 

• The Experience of the Experience (Chapter 10). 

Throughout the project, the data collection technique of the Unfolding Venn 

diagram labeled with Women, Literacy, and Disability served as a visual organizer for 

our inquiry. It continues to structure the written representation of our work in the 

following chapters, the next three of which explore the categories of disability, literacy, 

and gender. 
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OVERVIEW OF PART II; 

FINDING OURSELVES IN CONTRADICTIONS 

Each of the following four chapters is organized to reflect the dialogic inquiry 

method out of which they were generated. As delineated in Padilla (1993), dialogic 

inquiry begins with an ethnographic survey of the field site, including gaining an 

understanding of the site as a "complex social system" and simultaneously, as a site of 

particular "events, life experiences, social structures, cultural patterns, etc." (p. 155). 

These understandings are then synthesized into a "critically informed and integrated view 

of the social system under investigation" (p. 155). From this critical synthesis, then, 

"fundamental social contradictions that characterize the problematic aspects of life in the 

research site" (p. 156) are codified in such a way to present a stimulus for dialogue with 

the participants. 

This ethnographic work, analysis, synthesis, and identifying of contradictions 

took place in this study through my own practical employment in the field of literacy 

while studying adult literacy as a social phenomenon through theoretical research. The 

chapters, then, present this field work as a critical review of the relevant theories in each 

of the disciplines covered by our three categories of inquiry: gender, disability, and 

literacy. The realization of each contradiction and the development of the codified 

stimulus are presented as a synthesis of these theories with reflection on my experiences 

in literacy work with learners and their stories, programs and staff and their efforts, and 

state and federal initiatives and mandates. 



I l l  

Following the development of the code, dialogic inquiry proceeds to facilitate 

focus dialogues on the work of decoding the contradictions with the researcher taking on 

the role of facilitator. "As the participants dialogue about the contradictions coded in 

stimulus objects, they express explicitly and implicitly their perceptions of things and 

events, their sense-making structures, and their fundamental orientation to the world 

around them" (p. 156). 

The transcripts of the tape recordings are the "raw data" of the second phase of 

the research, the purpose of which is to identify "generative themes that express the 

[participants'] understanding about their situation" (p. 156). These themes are again 

synthesized with the background research and returned to the participants as stimulus for 

further reflection as participants' critical awareness of the situation under investigation 

grows. Capitalizing on the shifting group of participants, generative themes were often 

presented alongside the original contradictions that had sparked them. This allowed first 

time respondents to decode the contradiction while others could both re-visit their 

previous contribution and reflect on the generative themes newly presented. This explicit 

doubling back to themes made visible the unfolding awareness the project was 

facilitating. 

The transcripts are presented nearly verbatim to preserve the relational and 

negotiated flow of the group dialogue. The only deletions are interruptions or exchanges 

that repeat a main point. Analysis is withheld until the women's voices have finished 

exploring the topic. I want to avoid, as much as possible, rewriting and speaking for the 

participants. This project sought their experiences and their voices, not so that I could re-



author them, but so that each participant could claim and author her own story, bell 

hooks (1990) cautions well-meaning critical and feminist theorists (me?) to "stop talking 

about the 'Other'" (p. 150) and learn to listen to anger, pain, silence, and hope. She 

invites us to enter the margins, an uncomfortable place, and listen so that, together, we 

can move forward in solidarity toward social justice. 

Each chapter follows the pattern of review of relevant theories, identification of 

the contradiction and development of the coded question, a description of the groups' 

demographics and particularities, transcripts of dialogues, and a section presenting a 

theoretical interpretation of the women's responses in light of their lived experiences. 
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Chapter 4 

Difference and Disability 

"I never think that I am blind until the people ask me." Elsa 

This chapter lays the foundation for how this project approached difference. This 

central concept to our investigation is a site of deep ethical implications. The concept is 

first situated in the feminist and critical theory literature and the social realities created by 

the Americans with Disabilities Act. The work of leading scholars is then reviewed to 

highlight three dilemmas within the concept of difference: dilemmas of difference, of 

care, and of inclusion. The contradictions framed by those dilemmas is then presented in 

dialogue to the participants whose voices question the social constructions of disability to 

which they have been subjected. 

Recognition and Misrecognition 

Theorists of difference and inclusion frame their analysis around the social 

response to individual positionalities. Third wave feminists (e.g., Butler, 1993, 1993; 

hooks, 1994,2000a & b; Mohanty, Russo & Torres, 1991; Moraga & Anzaldua, 1983; 

Moya, 2002; Spelman, 1988) and critical political scholars (e.g. Benhabib, 1996; Cornell, 

1991, 2000; Phillips, 1996; Taylor, 1989, 1992; Walker, 1998, 2003a, 2003b; Young, 

1997, 2000, 2003) posit the characteristics that differentiate individuals and groups from 

the traditional social norm of white, middle class, able-bodied, heterosexual male/female 

are axes of power relations and sites of cultural exchange and conflict. Feminist scholars 

in various disciplines have worked to dislodge these unexamined norms along with their 
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veil of object ivity and drive a wedge between boundaries of inclusion and exclusion by 

questioning the social constructedness of the boundary lines and their maintenance. 

Taken as particularly important axes to investigate are positionalities of gender, 

sexuality, ethnicity, social-economic standing, and with more frequency, able-

bodiedness. The interaction of these differentiating characteristics for a person's 

understanding of society and self is theorized as functioning through a "matrix" of 

interrelated forces, opportunities, and meanings (Collins, 2000, p. 18). In any given 

social interchange, an individual may feel that one or the other of her personal 

characteristics is foregrounded as "making all the difference" (Minow, 1990). Davis 

(2000) qualifies this intersectionality theory, however, with statistics and trends to show 

that disability is the "weaker" category between race and gender; judicial decisions, 

legislation, and hate crime statistics all track individuals through the "stronger" categories 

leaving doubly or triply marked individuals "marginalized" within their own identities. 

Key concepts that link critical and feminist social theories on the concept of 

disability are recognition and rights. How individuals are recognized as different or 

disabled and how that recognition is trained and maintained has been the site of inquiry 

into social justice issues as well as analyses of the intersecting and compounding axes of 

oppressions. In Western culture, recognition is, first of all, seeing. Seeing, unfortunately, 

is also so central a value and ability as to be considered objective and valid, as in the 

metaphor, 'Seeing is believing' (LakoflF& Johnson, 1980). This assumption masks the 

social element of perception, the meaning-making process that accompanies sensory 

input as described by Jerome Bruner (1986), "There is no seeing without looking, no 
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hearing without listening, and both looking and listening are shaped by expectancy, 

stance, and intention" (p. 110). 

Studying recognition implies its complement, misrecognition, and the social 

learning that drives both processes. Political theorists take up the study of recognition 

and misrecognition and the consequences for civic inclusion. Psychological feminists 

study the developmental impacts of recognition and misrecognition on identity formation. 

They converge on the understanding that recognition is central to concepts of dignity and 

respect. The response to difference, both from society and individuals so recognized, is 

the ethical component of these arguments. Theories of this response to difference range 

from the traditional "formal equality" position that relies on the assumptions that each 

citizen is equal and autonomous, to a "social relations" approach that incorporates an 

ethic of relatedness (these positions discussed in detail below). 

The disabling and limiting power of perception is acknowledged in the American 

with Disabilities Act. Passed by Congress and signed into law in 1990, it was hailed by 

disability advocates as the civil rights equivalent for the disabled community. The ADA 

extends into the public and private sector the pro-active anti-discrimination protections 

formerly available only through the federal governmental agencies and contractors as 

regulated by the Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and its Section 504. To be 

eligible for protection under the ADA as it was written, one must claim discrimination 

based on either a) a disability that significantly impacts one or more major life activity, b) 

a history of such a disability, or c) be regarded as having such a disability. This final 

clause is unique in legislation as it extends the rights of equal protection to an individual 
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iHisrecognized. Since its passage, the history of judicial interpretations of the ADA is 

regarded as highly problematic by disability advocates who see the court compromising 

and narrowing the defmition of disability (Francis & Silvers, 2000; Mayerson & Diller, 

2000). The law and its subsequent interpretations have been studied as an example of the 

rift between the legal approaches of social relations theory and formal equality (Schriner, 

2003). 

These overlapping conversations on recognition and rights have very real 

consequences for vulnerable members of a community and each in its way foregrounds 

issues of relationship and respect. The parameters of the conversation in critical and 

feminist theory are reviewed through the works of Martha Minow and Drucilla Cornell as 

feminist critical legal scholars, Carol Gilligan, Nel Noddings and Sara Ruddick as 

feminist psychologists and philosophers of the ethic of care, and Iris Marion Young and 

Margaret Urban Walker as feminist political theorists. 

Minow and Cornell: The dilemmas of deference. Martha Minow (1990) 

expbred the "dilemma of difference" in her pivotal review of difference and the social 

functions it serves. Making all the Difference: Inclusion, Exclusion and American Law. 

Drawing on the feminist scholarship of othering in science, psychology, cultural studies, 

etc., Minow examines the legal responses to the recognition of difference. She explores 

the edges of the categories and defmitions the American legal system has been built upon 

to illuminate the reality beyond the law that "boundaries are also points of connections" 

(p. 390). She identifies five "unstated assumptions" (p. 50) about recognizing difference: 

We assume differences are intrinsic to the person rather than expressions of comparisons; 
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We adopt an unstated reference norm when assessing others; We assume the impartiality 

of our own perspective; We assume the irrelevance of the perspective of the one assessed; 

and We assume the economic and social arrangements are neutral (pp. 51 - 52). Clearly, 

these assumptions carry consequences for the relationship between the judge and the 

judged. By stating them, Minow critically exposes the ideology on which they are based. 

This ideology, steeped in individualistic values such as 'individuals approach the law as 

autonomous beings,' hides the contexts and connections in which we are each embedded. 

Traditional theories of democracy and justice stand upon the American legal 

system of "formal equality." This ideology relies on the assumptions that each citizen is 

equal and autonomous and entitled to basic human liberties. The ideology allows for 

legal challenges that demonstrate unfair limitations on liberties which have a limiting 

effect on an individual or class of similar individual's rights to free access, participation, 

and self-development within the existing social arrangements. Prime examples of this 

corrective approach are civil rights cases and legislation that were able to demonstrate 

"separate but equal" civil facilities created unequal access to free participation in the 

existing social environment. Unchallenged in such cases and arguments is the system 

itself, representing the social status quo and the individual norm. 

Rights and entitlement talk in legal terms hinges upon recognition of difference. 

But as Minow (1990) makes clear, "differences between people and between problems 

... are statements of relationships; they express a comparison.... A difference cannot be 

understood except as a contrast between instances, or between a norm and an example" 

(p. 54). By naming and tracing the human processes of drawing boundaries and creating 
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definitions, the social constructedness of the processes becomes available for 

investigation. 

Feminists and colonialized groups have long decried the power of the privileged 

position to name and define the other and have challenged the mainstream hegemony of 

existing definitions and categories, claiming the right to name themselves as a human 

right. Yet by advocating for change within an existing system, the system itself is rarely 

fundamentally altered. Instead, definitions and categories are rewritten, eligibility 

requirements tweaked, and protection clauses inserted but the unstated assumptions of 

norms, objectivity, and neutrality are left unexamined. Furthermore, as Minow (1990) 

points out, "articulating harms and desires in the rhetoric of rights" (p. 132) limits the 

conversation and the potential of redress to the legal arena. 

Rights and eligibility talk also represents a fundamental paradox. By claiming 

differences previously misrecognized as deserving of special treatment, the differences 

are ossified as outside the norm. At the same time, rights talk seeks equal protection 

thereby claiming that the difference has been wi&recogmzed as normal with negative 

consequences. The question of which differences make a difference and should be 

recognized must be addressed. 

An alternative approach to difference is to challenge unstated assumptions and 

look to a larger social arrangement that respects individuals as unique and interconnected 

rather than autonomous and equal. Minow (1990) calls this a "social relations" approach. 

This analytic stance presumes that the prevailing consensus represents perceptions of 

power and privilege and suppresses the reality that individuals exist within social 
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relations. A social relations approach seeks to explore the "social meanings that 

inclusion and exclusion carry in a community" (Minow, 1990, p. 113), including 

practices of naming, labeling, and categorizing. The social relations approach to legal 

and social rearrangements that Minow describes is built upon an "ethic of care." Political 

theorizing of the ethic of care has been taken up and explored by as "equal protection of 

the imaginary domain" by Drucilla Cornell (2000), and "deep democracy" by Iris Marion 

Young (2000). 

Cornell (2000) goes beyond traditional theories of justice, as does Minow, by 

making permeable the boundaries of current recognition and an individual's right to 

continue his or her project of personhood. The imaginary domain is important to 

Cornell's theory of equal equality because it "gives to women the right to differentiate 

themselves and to express their identification in all their complexities" (p. 21). It is 

meant to address the "paradox" of difference, the danger of reifying differences as we 

work to include them Instead, Cornell insists on "the freedom to be otherwise" and to 

"opening up space for new moral, ethical, and political representations" (p. 15). The 

imaginary domain is an ethical stance that acknowledges particularly situated individuals 

are vastly more complex than any static categories or labels and that any established 

system of recognition will always be partial. Yet while we can work toward "the 

freedom to be otherwise," Cornell muses that "no one knows in advance what it means to 

be released from the identifications" (p. 45) that have been the scripts which are available 

to us. 
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GilUgan, Ruddick and Noddings: Dilemmas of care. The ethic of care is 

explored as a philosophic argument as well as an epistemology by Carol Gilligan, Nel 

Noddings, and Sara Ruddick. Their early work in feminism served as a foundation for 

the project of feminist critique of traditional, male-oriented claims of knowledge 

production, truth verification, moral development, and ethical social relations. Feminist 

scholars have long worked on the boundary between inclusion and exclusion, driving a 

wedge into the assumptions found there. Simone de Beauvior (1952) began the 

deconstruction of assumptions structuring and disciplining modem gender relations and 

expressions in The Second Sex. Feminist scholars have continued the deconstruction in 

nearly every area of intellectual pursuit and disciplinary field, asking questions about the 

relationship of the knower to the known, who benefits from the field's thoughts and 

actions, and how those endeavors affect others. A particularly vital site for feminist 

suspicions is rules developed in the abstract and applied without adjustments for contexts. 

Minow (1990, pp. 194- 198) suggest that this suspicion grows out of the relational style 

of moral and ethic values often held by women, as exposed by Carol Gilligan's work. 

Women's moral development, as traced by Gilligan first in the studies published 

in 1982 and since through work with Lyn Mikel Brown (1992) and others (Gilligan, 

Brown & Rogers, 1990), reflects shitting "complications" of the concept of care 

(Gilligan, 1982, p. 166). Approached initially as a concern for survival, the ethic of care 

develops into a reflective awareness of human interconnectedness: "A consciousness of 

the dynamics of human relationship then becomes central to moral understanding, joining 
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the heart and eye in an ethic that ties the activity of thought to the activity of care" (p. 

144). 

Girls and women, Gilligan (1982) found, thought of moral problems and solutions 

in what she termed, "a different voice" from the assumed norm of male development. 

Females were more likely than boys and men to pursue a fairness that incorporated a 

detailed context of a presented problem. Typical female reasoning sought particularities 

of the individuals involved, those to whom they were connected, a sense of how a 

problem is embedded in a larger context, and looked for solutions that did the least harm 

to all involved, often requiring a cooperative effort. This situational reasoning had 

relegated girls and women to a lower stage of moral development in the existing 

developmental stage theories of Piaget, Kohlberg, and Perry and led to them being 

excluded, labeled and named as deficient. 

The activities of care and the thinking that accompanies those activities are the 

practices investigated by Sara Ruddick (1989) in Maternal Thinking. Insisting that 

"maternal thinking" is not gender specific, Ruddick explores the thinking and activities of 

adults bound to respond to the "demands" of vulnerable others. She found three demands 

and the responses to them to be constitutive of maternal thinking: preservation, growth, 

and social acceptability (p. 17). A key component in maternal thinking is developing 

"double focus ... [which is] a [cognitive] ability to think about last as well as first 

things" (p. 78). This double focus engages a responsible adult in a larger vision of the 

world the vulnerable other inhabits, what Ruddick forwards as a particular 

epistemological "standpoint of care" (p. 135) as the basis for a feminist "politics of 
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peace." Acting on such a standpoint empowers responsible citizens to re-imagine and 

work to re-shape society so that it is supportive of the maternal work to protect all 

members, nurture growth in all, and create a social attitude of "humility" (p. 72) and 

acceptance. 

Nel Noddings wrote of the philosophic basis of care in Caring (1984). She 

suggests that care involves not only activities of care, but a recognition of other that 

includes an attitude of "inclusion and confirmation" (p. 67). Confirmation, she 

maintains, involves more than acceptance, it requires the one-caring to affirm the other's 

best vision of him or herself and join in the work to actualize that self (pp. 64 - 67). Such 

an attitude joins the "one-caring" and the "one cared-for" in a relationship of reciprocity 

and recognition. 

Young and Walker: Dilemmas of inclusion. Drawing on and critiquing the 

work of Jurgen Habermas and his theory of communicative action in the public sphere 

are feminist political theorists of difference and democracy such as Iris Marion Young 

and Margaret Urban Walker. These theorists take up the "consensual pursuit of the 

common good" in legal theory and the theory of communicative action as highly 

problematic for theorists of difference as is the assumption of free and equal 

participation. As exposed in Minow's unstated assumptions, both of these suppositions 

mask the reality of the oppressive potential in consensus and norms when participation 

and topics are circumscribed by pre-existing inequalities and relations of power. 

Deliberative theorists tend to assume that bracketing political and economic 

power is sufficient to make speakers equal. This assumption fails to notice that 
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the social power that can prevent people from being equal speakers derives not 

only from economic dependence or political domination but also from an 

internalized sense of the right one has to speak or not to speak, and from the 

devaluation of some people's style of speech and the elevation of others. (Young, 

1996, p. 122) 

Young (2000) develops a theory of inclusive communicative democracy that 

works toward social justice, defined as "the institutional conditions for promoting self-

development and self-determination of a society's members" (p. 33). She suggests, "the 

scope of a polity ought to correspond to the scope of relations across which obligations of 

• justice extend" (p. 9). Such a wide and deep democracy must be informed by the 

"plurality of perspectives ... [to] help disclose the reality and objectivity of the world in 

which they dwell" (p. 112). Allowing and encouraging alternative means and idioms of 

expression into public discourse, such as narrative, greeting and embodied/gestured 

expression, invites previously misrecognized or silenced participants to teach others 

about their experiences and perspectives (Young, 1997). This transformed dialogue can 

instruct all participants about the partiality of their own perspective, their unstated 

assumptions which had biased their previous misrecognitions, and the connections that 

mark the boundaries of recognition and difference. 

Young (1997) fiirther develops the value of respecting and recognizing 

asymmetrical perspectives in Intersecting Voices. The assumption of "symmetrical 

reciprocity" embedded in communicative theory and deliberative democracy holds 

dangers of "obscuring difference" in three ways: to negate others' particularities and 
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experiences, to suggest the impossible (that is that we can reverse positionalities without 

taking with us our own perspectives), and to offer an escape from remaining in our own 

positions to be confronted by the other with our prejudices, fears, fantasies, and 

misrecognition of them. As an example, she questions whether any able-bodied person 

can truly imaginatively put her self in the position of a person who uses a wheelchair — 

without putting her self'm a wheelchair, with her own senses of loss and fear. She 

suggests instead, a stance of "asymmetrical reciprocity" that is typified by "moral 

humility" that can keep us open and listening across differences we had previously 

misrecognized and disrespected. 

Speaking across differences in a context of public accountability often reduces 

mutual ignorance about one another's situations, or misunderstanding of one 

another's values, intentions, and perceptions, and gives everyone the enlarged 

thought necessary to come to more reasonable and fairer solutions to problems. 

(2000, p. 118) 

In her view, difference is a valuable resource that a communicative democracy needs in 

order to function and must be nurtured, protected, and given opportunities to develop and 

communicate in creative ways. 

Margaret Urban Walker (2003a) echoes Young's call for more inclusive dialogue 

and dialogic styles by insisting upon the human rights to truth and to voice. The rights to 

truth are most often discussed in terms of the rights of victims of gross human violations 

and systemic abuse to know or seek the truth about the crimes and oppression. To this 

right. Walker adds the rights to voice, "to be an authoritative teller of the truth about 
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one's life and experience" (p. 170), that has for so long been denied women and other 

oppressed groups and individuals, those "who have been systematically silenced and 

epistemically discredited" (p. 170). Being recognized as an authentic knower and teller 

of truth is a claim of human dignity that demands access to resources and opportunities to 

know and to tell. 

Both Young and Walker recognize the elemental role access to literacy and 

education plays in the lives of disadvantaged members of society working toward social 

justice. Without the tools to participate in public discourse and to share their 

perspectives, undereducated people are further silenced. 

Walker's (2003a) conception of human rights to truth and voice as basic human 

dignity, still too often reserved only for cases of "'moral emergencies'.. .of human rights 

disasters" (p. 173), is critical to expanding the concepts of recognition and rights. 

Without a recognized legal standing to a truthful perspective, speech can still be silenced 

as illegitimate. "Rights to truth and its telling are both instrumental and fundamental. 

For women who are disadvantaged and oppressed, they are a lifeline to the claiming of 

other rights" (p. 178). For marginalized women with disabilities and literacy needs, their 

rights to truth and voice may not be immediately apparent even to them. Creating 

opportunities that include the resources of vocabulary and education, access to public 

respect, and expectations of accountability can set the stage for women to re-imagine and 

re-claim their sense of "moral agency" (p. 170). 
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The Contradiction 

The contradiction I posed to two different groups to elicit reflection on our 

inquiry category of disability was "What is a disability and who gets to decide?" followed 

with the clarifying question, "Who is normal and who is different?" These questions 

aimed to deconstruct term disability by asking the women to name power and have an 

opportunity to re-name themselves. 

These questions formed for me out of the feminist critique of legal, political and 

ethical theoretical attitudes toward difference referenced above. My journey began with 

my own misgivings at the increasing federal and funding pressure applied to adult 

education to assign labels borrowed from special education and the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), not the ADA. Adopting the IDEA terminology 

increasingly implied an adoption of the legalistic mandates, fears, and categories of 

service. Most troubling for me as a special educator was the realization that many of the 

adult students coming into adult education with past histories of special education 

identification were casualties of extremely poor, and in some cases traumatic, "special" 

education. These learners did not perceive their identification as having benefited them 

in their education and in many cases, perceived it as having been an actual disservice. 

These concerns are mirrored in the literature on the misdiagnosis and over- representation 

in special education of students from minority and poor families. While fully 

acknowledging the existence and extent of the difficulties and impairments many adult 

education and literacy students face in their literacy learning, I wished the adult education 

field could envision an alternative approach to the legalistic mindset of current special 
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education statutes and practices and resist the ever-narrowing concept of "normal." The 

literature in adult education and literacy is lacking cutting edge theories or critiques of 

special education and rehabilitation that question the status quo. I worried that the field 

would adopt out-dated and discredited theories, stances, and practices that would be 

disrespectful of the learners' experiences and aspirations. 

The purpose of presenting this contradiction to the group and the ensuing analysis 

in this chapter is to explore critical theories of difference alongside the participants' lived 

experiences and, together with the women and their words, reinterpret some of those 

experiences. 

Demographics 

This question was asked at the very first session when five women attended: 

Barbara, Drucilla, Frances, Glenda, and Elsa. The group returned to the question four 

months later when five women attended: Drucilla, Frances, Cindy, Donna, Yoly. Our 

Laubach grant officer, Jane Hugo, was our guest on the second occasion. Laura and I co-

moderated both sessions. These groups represent women aged 25 through "60-

something," women studying basic literacy and others finishing their GED tests, women 

who had been in the program from three months and others who had attended for over 10 

years. The range of disabilities included Barbara who is Deaf, Elsa who is blind, Yoly 

who is physically disabled. Donna who is severely epileptic, Frances and Cindy who are 

learning disabled, and Glenda who self-identifies attention deficits and learning 

disabilities. These two conversations are collapsed into the transcript presented here. 
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The Women's Words 

Moderator: The big question of this project is What's a disability and who 

- decides? After all, I'm as different from Barbara as she is from me. I'm as 

different from Frances as she is from me. Who is norma! and who is different and 

who gets to decide? I think that's the real kicker - who gets to decide. 

Glenda: [my] family. 

Mod; So they said, you are different and they are normal? 

Glenda: Uh-huh .. .they were the adults .. .they have the power over you. 

Mod: We heard that a lot at the table today, that the adult-child .. .teacher-child .. 

.power imbalance was significant in your early years. 

Barbara: I was bom Deaf and it didn't really matter to me ... 

Laura: Wow, for you being Deaf is normal, that IS normal. 

Barbara: Right, it's no issue for me. We're all here at the table the same. We're 

ail human. 

Mod: Elsa, your disability has been a gradual occurrence, right? 

Elsa: I'm really losing my vision. The doctor says that I am legally blind, pero, 

when I went to the court, my ex-husband wanted to take away my son because I 

couldn't  see.  One of  the things that made me very very strong and I  do i t . .  .1 

learned to do everything . . .in my childhood. And when I lost my vision, I am in 

another world, darkness, and try to leam as other life .. .1 never think that I am 

blind until the people ask me. 

Mod: Others who ask. 
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Elsa: In my mind, I am a normal person. But disability [or no disability], I am 

eager to learn . . J feel like todo los gentes .. .feel normal. 

Mod: So others who ask, but also, you said that the doctors gave you the "legally 

blind" definition, right? 

Elsa: Mhhm, and I am blind. 

Mod: The doctors defined your disability. 

Elsa: They said. You have a lot of damage to your eyes. 

Mod: Damage to a particular organ is different than a disability, but it is a 

different way of talking about it, right? Barbara, how do you feel about this? 

You were saying that being Deaf is normal for you, so who gets to decide when 

hearing impairment is a disability? 

Barbara: One thing that I will admit to .. .having to encounter with someone who 

is hearing and you know, having to write to communicate .. .it's frustrating, it's 

not always easy . . . interacting with hearing people . .. they don't always take the 

time. 

I was taking my son to court, he was on probation, and an interpreter was 

there, and after the interpreter walked away, J asked if they could explain cause 

they were talking a little bit more. And so I asked the interpreter, can you talk to 

them, you know, I am Deaf, I need to know what's going on, this is about my 

child. So after discussion, I was allowed that, but they were trying to leave me 

out.... I wish ... an interpreter was [always] there, so that there is 
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communication. Ml access. When there is no interpreter, I feel so stupid, and it 

makes me angry to feel that way. 

Mod: This word, access, is very common in disability language and disability law 

and research when you are talking about getting disability services, because foil 

access is something that is supposedly guaranteed under the Americans with 

Disabilities Act. 

Barbara: I just feel they're pushing me away, shutting the door in my face. 

Mod: It's the same as stairs for a person who uses a wheelchair, right? 

Glenda: Yeah, they [the governmental agencies] push us away. 

Mod: Yoly . .. [your recovery process] is so amazing, your disability experience 

has been changing over time. It started out much more physically disabled from 

your accident than you are now. 

Yoly: People might say, "Oh, pobrecltal What happened?" And what happened 

was with my LEG, not in my head. That's what I say about I can't accept that 

people treat me like a disabled.. .. 

Mod: so who do you think decides, the people who look at you? 

Yoly: Yeah, they say, Pohrecita . .. and I'm a person that I don't like no one ... 

feeling sorry, then I won't do nothing. 

Mod: You feel like you will pick up on other people's perception of you? If other 

people feel sorry for you, you should too? 

Yoly: Yes. 
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Mod: Well, Donna, epilepsy is something that comes and goes... .That's also a 

different disability experience, something that is not always there. You were 

sharing that there was embarrassment and worry that you would have a seizure in 

public again.. .. Do you consider yourself disabled? 

Donna: A little bit because of the epilepsy ... I have to have someone with me at 

all times. 

Mod: OK, it limits your independence... .How do you feel about how others look 

at you and perceive you? 

Donna: The reason I dropped out was cause the people called me a retard because 

of it and when it happened at the bus stop, they say it was the devil coming out of 

me, and that, really, I drew back in. 

Mod: You mean it made you personally withdraw? 

Donna: Yeah. And I'm just now starting to come back out.. .. 

Mod: And Frances, having a learning disability is a completely hidden disability, 

what do you think about who gets to decide who is normal and who is different? 

Frances: I think myself Instead of being ashamed about it. Once you realize you 

have it, it opens other doors for you to get help. 

Mod: So your own perception opens and closes doors. So interesting. 

Laura: That's a powerful thing for you to say, I decide. And then there are steps 

that come after that, saying I have a learning disability. It's a really powerful 

thing. 

Frances: Once I got into AmeriCorps, it took a while to say. 
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Mod: Could you share a little bit. .. about how that went for you and what made 

you decide to self-disclose? 

Frances: The second day, 1 wanted to quit AmeriCorps cause of it and I didn't feel 

right... and then. .. the AmeriCorps is so, so cool, that uhm, as we were playing 

a communication game like we each had cards and each person had something 

like one person couldn't hear, one person couldn't see, or one didn't have a hand, 

and we had to build up this thing of candy [gesturing a tower shape] and it was 

hard cause all of them... just the fact that everybody did it even though they had 

that [handicap], made me open up. And just uhm - it was like 15 people and it 

just  felt  l ike the right place and the right vibe .  . .  

Mod: You felt good? A safe place? 

Frances: Yes! And then when I did open up, I told them that, you know, Don't 

baby me, and don't like pity me and don't be like, oh, it's reading time, I should go 

over there and help her. .. . To me, I just straight out and said that.. .just the 

friends that are around you open you up. 

Jane: Wow. 

Mod: Being in a safe place makes such a difference. That's great. 

Talking with Theory 

This conversation reveals the women's experiences with power at several levels, 

parent-child, teacher-student, governmental agency-citizen, other's norming perceptions. 

Glenda responded to the question first, and first with her body. As I read the question off 
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the easel paper, Who gets to decide?, she threw herself backwards in her chair with a loud 

sigh as though the wind had been knocked out of her. Then she said, "Family." 

The theme of lowered expectations in childhood had been explored earlier in that 

first session by the women as we began contributing barriers to the diagram. Asked for 

specific challenges they have faced, Glenda shared: 

[My stepbrothers] thought I wasn't smart enough .. .and they figured, OK, that's 

the way you are and that's the way you are gorma be for the rest of your life. 

... They didn't care and thought I wasn't smart enough, so why should I care? 

Further probing revealed how constrained her position was as an adopted daughter into a 

family with biological children. Perceived to be less capable, she internalized the 

lowered expectations and assessment of her self and her abilities. 

Frances shared a strategy first, that as an adult, she has more power and control of 

her learning situations than when she was a child, "Being a woman now, I can actually 

stick up [for myself] and say I want to leam. I want to do my own work." She returned 

to add a barrier under Literacy: "As a kid, you can't say anything because they are in 

charge of you" and later, "It's just that you're supposed to respect your olders [sic] and 

it's like, how can you tell an adult what to do when you are a child?" Drucilla echoed 

these feelings of childhood constraints in the face of a primary teacher's lack of care but 

increased sense of control in adulthood: 

[The teacher] never seemed to be too interested in nobody. My part of it was I 

just needed some special help and at that time, you just couldn't speak out and 

say, Well, I need some help. You couldn't ask for help like you can now. 
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These reports highlight the powerlessness and silencing the women felt as girls with 

special needs in school and in families that did not advocate for and with them. 

Barbara's story makes clear that even now as adults, women with disabilities still find 

themselves in situations where they are cut off and diminished by institutional 

assumptions and practices. 

Yoly and Donna experience being seen as disabled by strangers and, for Yoly, 

people who knew her before her accident. For both, it is a very common and negative 

consequence of being out and about in public. Rosemarie Garland-Thomson (2001) 

writes that "being looked at is one of the universal social experiences of being disabled" 

(p. 346). And, as Donna's story illustrates, even a hidden disability "is always ready to 

disclose itself, to emerge as some visually recognizable stigmata, however subtle, that 

will disrupt social order by its presence" (p. 347). Garland-Thomson's analysis of the 

type of "being looked at," staring, that gets directed at people considered disabled 

uncovers cultural meanings of this staring: "The dynamic of staring registers the 

perception of difference by the viewer and enforces the acceptance of difference by the 

viewed. As such, it manifests the power relations between the subject positions of 

•disabled' and 'able-bodied'" (pp. 346-347). Many narratives of adults with learning 

disabilities and/or literacy struggles tell well-remembered horror stories of holding up the 

check-out line or the flow of a game in school as their literacy problems suddenly were 

foregrounded in public. 

Patricia Hill Collins (2000) describes such intersecting power relations as a 

"matrix of domination" (p. 18) that is 
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. . .  o r g a n i z e d  v i a  f o u r  i n t e r r e l a t e d  d o m a i n s  o f  p o w e r ,  n a m e l y ,  t h e  s t r a c t i j r a l ,  

disciplinary, hegemonic, and interpersonal domains. Each domain serves a 

particular purpose. The structural domain organizes oppression, whereas the 

disciplinary domain manages it. The hegemonic domain justifies oppression and 

the interpersonal domain influences everyday lived experiences and the individual 

consciousness that ensues, (p. 276) 

Applied to the experiences of poor girls and women with disabilities, the matrix might 

actualize along the following interactions: she might experience the structural oppression 

of poverty as limited opportunities and resources available for self-development and 

expression, an oppression tightly managed by the disciplinary domains of social welfare 

agencies and the medicalization of disability. At the same time, she is caught by the 

social expectations of her abilities as a girl or woman with an impairment and 

experiences daily the looks of misrecognition of her self and her projects. 

These women's stories reveal how access to resources and opportunities are 

constrained within the dynamics of this matrix of domination. All of these women were 

raised in families struggling with poverty and seriously limited resources. Attending 

neighborhood schools meant schools with high percentages of similarly positioned 

children with limited resources, but also, it appears, lowered expectations from the start. 

The right to truth and the right to speak their truth are, as Walker (2003a) 

describes, impossible without the social and legal standing to be heard. As girls, these 

women share that they were positioned in such a "speechless standing" (p. 174) that their 

words would not have been heard or taken into account as truth. "When women are 
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silenced as self describers of their actions and choices they lose or never gain.. .the most 

basic status of a moral agenf (p. 178). The internalization of those hegemonic and 

disciplinary messages and experiences of powerlessness and silence is the damaged self-

confidence and self-concept the women are struggling to reinterpret as learners, as 

women, as mothers, and as citizens in a society still structured to limit their resources and 

opportunities. 

Frances' story of self-disclosure shows the process to be one of managing her 

own recognition by others. By openly representing herself, she confronts her co-workers 

with common (their own?) misperceptions of learning disabilities and how she wants to 

be recognized and supported. The ability to take this stand, however, was dependent 

upon the resources (acknowledgment of her accountability as a knower and her own self-

understanding) and opportunities (unstructured time and supportive atmosphere or 

"vibe") to do so. She demonstrates that she is moving through the four stages of 

"reframing" outlined by Henry Reiff, Paul Gerber and Rick Ginsburg (1997); recognizing 

the disability, accepting its presence and impact and judging when and where to self-

disclose, learning about and understanding the disability, and taking action. By taking 

charge of defining herself, she experiences her disability as a stable feature of her 

identity, "it opens other doors," giving her more control in the situation. 

In the post-ADA reality, citizens need to be savvy and flexible to negotiate the 

socially and legally constructed concept of disability. The relraming literature provides a 

model and procedure of action steps that individuals can move through toward some 

assumed fixed point of independence that balances self-disclosure and self-advocacy. 
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The reality, however, is that there is no fixed point and society is continually under 

construction. Unfortunately, what are often being constructed are environments and legal 

institutions that reflect and protect the same unstated assumptions Minow (1990) 

exposed. 

Individuals with disabilities and their labels are caught between K-12 education, 

regulated by IDEA, and higher education and employment, covered by the ADA and 

Section 504 of the Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 1973. As youth transition out of the 

K-12 educational system, either by graduation, aging out or dropping out, they leave the 

entitlement program of special education behind and enter into the legal standing of 

autonomous individuals with the right, but not duty, to claim disability protection under 

the ADA. 

Since the passage of the ADA, the legal interpretations of the law's scope and 

intent have proven to be very controversial and disappointing to disability advocates. 

Rather than embracing a wide, civil rights attitude of interpretation, the Supreme Court 

has instead upheld or decided ADA discrimination cases in favor of institutional 

decisions and positions against full inclusion. In particular, three cases decided in the 

summer of 1999 (Sutton v. United Airlines; Kirkingburg v. Albertsons; Murphy v. UPS) 

are taken as a watershed in the disability advocacy community as a new era of narrowing 

of the scope of the law and raising the bar for proof of disability. These cases hinged 

upon whether a disability is still a disability when it is adequately compensated through 

mitigating means and therefore does not pose substantial limitations on a major life 

activity. Examples included eyeglasses that mitigate the Sutton sisters' myopia and 
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medication that mitigates Murphy's hypertension. These mitigating factors prevented the 

claimants from claiming disability status under the law. At the same time, however, the 

defendants (all employers or potential employers covered under Title I of the law) were 

upheld in their authority to set and select eligibility and performance criteria (Yoimg, 

2000b) for the positions that excluded the - now deemed non-disabled - claimants. 

These rulings, referred to collectively as the Sutton cases, have created new 

standards for claiming disability under the ADA. You now must prove that you are 

different enough to be considered disabled, but your compensatory strategies or devices 

cannot be too effective or applicable as to mitigate your differences to the point of no 

longer being substantially limited in a major life area AND you must continue to prove 

that you are "otherwise qualified" for the position (employment, academic course, 

certification test, etc.) as it is currently configured. This places the high-functioning or 

technologically-compensated disabled community in a bind: they must now downplay 

their abilities as otherwise qualified in order to emphasize their differences while still 

making the argument that the reasonable accommodations they are requesting do not 

compromise the employment position or academic requirements. 

These rulings also effectively close the door on the hoped-for educative and social 

justice project of the ADA as civil rights legislation. Anita Silvers (2000) points out that 

"traditional civil rights laws do not make people claiming the right to equal opportunity 

meet the threshold requirement of  establishing membership in a protected class" (p.  142) 

as the ADA does. Women do not have to prove they are women before claiming gender-

based discrimination or sexual harassment. Similarly, minorities do not have to prove 
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that they belong to an oppressed minority in order to claim protection from 

discrimination (Silvers, 2000). Instead of adopting an ethic of care that extends a blanket 

protection to vulnerable members of the class of people with disabilities, or those 

"regarded as" having a disability, the interpretations of the ADA have managed to 

maintain the autonomous individual approach from the formal equality legal tradition. 

This is not a surprising dilemma because "the ADA is the heir to both traditions. 

It is both a civil rights statute and ... an entitlement program" (Illingworth & Parmet, 

2000, pp. 8-9). Furthermore, its own definitions set its interpretation in conflict. 

Congress prefaced the law by emphasizing "the exclusion and poverty of people with 

disabilities (Section 2(a)(6)) and their large and growing numbers (Section 2(a)(1))" 

(Wasserman, 2000, p. 146). This conflict between defining the disabled community as a 

"discrete and insular minority (Section 2(a)(7))" (p. 146) and a community that is 

"growing" has created pressures felt as budgetary and service constrictions or "the 

politics of resentment" that "fiiels attempts to narrow the class" (Young, 2000b, p. 170). 

Individuals trying to navigate the shifting currents of disability rights and law, 

especially those caught in the currents without the safety equipment of economic security 

or literacy skills, are understandably wary of staking a claim to one definition or one label 

of disability. The women in this project are clearly still within the full grasp of the 

"matrix of domination" (Collins, 2000, p. 18). The recognition and misrecognition they 

have been subjected to, often without explanation, demonstrate little human respect and 

questionable social morality. Joining together in a dialogic group, listening to the stories 

of each other's struggles to represent herself and disentangle or re-position herself within 
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the matrix, can "open and enlarge critical spaces" (Walker, 2003b, p. 208) within what 

was previously considered personal terrain. 

The understandings of disability constructed by marginalized peoples are rich 

sites for continued theorizing of the contextually situated "naturalized" theory advanced 

by Walker (1998) or "pragmatic theorizing" around a particular problem forwarded by 

Young (1997). While theorists of difference in the 1980s and 1990s often promoted a 

"disability-blind" equality to counteract the medicalization and therefore traditional 

asocial theorizing of disability, akin to problematic "color-blind" approaches to 

multiculturalism (Niento, 1996; Walker, 1998), recent works by disabled theorists offer a 

counter-stance that demands a recognition of their bodies as they are and as they fiinction 

(e.g., Bordo, 1993; Mairs, 1996; Milchalko, 2002, Titchkosky, 2003; Wendell, 1996). 

These disabled theorists take disability as a unique epistemological standpoint that 

reveals much about the existing culture, created environment, and social norms. 

Summary 

This chapter presents critical theories of disability and the social response to 

difference. By setting lived experiences beside theoretical critique, a more complete 

understanding is gained of how those social responses have played out in real lives. 

From a disability standpoint, the women who participated in this study have much to 

teach adult education about how the existing structure and delivery of services are 

perceived and received. Their public sc hool experiences and the repercussions of those 

experiences have much to teach general and special education teachers, as well. As 

working-poor women with disabilities, their experiences expose the social and cultural 
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hypocrisies behind the rhetoric of "equal opportunity" and "equal access;" they encounter 

limits in all dimensions of their positionalities. From where they stand in the social, 

economic, and educational margins, a first step in their reframing journey must be 

personal recognition and representation as a moral agent, a process made possible for 

these women in a dialogic community. 

In this, the first stop on a tour around the Unfolding Venn diagram's trio of 

categories, it is already clear that disability construction is inseparable from the other 

categories of gender and literacy learner. The dialogic community helped all of us 

unravel these connections to trace their origins and begin to re-weave them into a more 

healthy sense of self 
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Chapter 5 

The Meanings of Literacy 

"It's [an ex p r e s sion], coming out of my shell. ..." Donna 

Literacy is power. There is no denying it, but there are many, often contradictory 

ways of defining both literacy and the power it implies. This chapter begins with an 

historical overview of the definitions of literacy in order to situate the present adult 

education system and participants within their collective history. Three strands of 

thinking about and practicing literacy instruction are then explored in more depth with an 

emphasis on the literature of adult literacy development as the background for the 

framing of the contradiction presented to the group. The women's reflections on the 

definitions of literacy help contextualize the theories which are ftuther explored in the 

final section of the chapter. Talking with Theory. 

Historical Definitions of Literacy 

Literacy has been conceived historically by those in positions of power and 

knowledge to be so vital to modernity that the presence of its absence is perceived as a 

threat or a marker of pre-modemity. Early anthropologists set out to study and classified 

exotic cultures, using dichotomous terms such as primitive/civilized or concrete/abstract, 

and gave great weight to written language and literacy for civilizing and increasing 

abstract thought-capacity. Early developmental and linguistic researchers followed a 

similar logic, arriving in new places with old assumptions and assessments, prepared to 

determine a culture's stage of cognitive and intellectual development according to the 

scientists" own literate, academic standards. Both Gee (1996) and Street (1984) have 
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unraveled the anthropological and psychological roots of the arguments that were built on 

the assumptions that academic, or "essayist" (Gee, 1996) literacy was the ultimate 

cognitive achievement and that cultures and individuals could be classified as haves or 

have-nots. The "literacy myth" as Gee writes, obscures the underlying social agendas 

and Discourses which use literacy, illiteracy, and education to maintain or impose power 

relations. 

As the fields of anthropology, linguistics, and cognitive psychology were 

establishing themselves and looking for universal cognitive laws and principles abroad, 

the commitment to foil universal education and literacy at home in North America and 

Western Europe was not living up to its own rhetoric. Social problems and economic 

disparities persisted in the land of the "civilized" cultures. Critical theorists came to ask 

of the U.S., "In a country with universal education, how can so many adults be 

considered illiterate?" (Freire & Macedo, 1987, p. 120). 

In the United States, the formal system of adult basic and literacy education 

(ABLE) was established by the 1964 Economic Opportunity Act, followed by the 1966 

Adult Education Act. These Acts established federal funding for state-run and -

subsidized ABLE and English language classes. With federal money came federal 

oversight of policy and planning mandates. The ABLE system was under the influence 

of the trends and policies aimed at the larger K- 12 system. The definitions of literacy 

have changed over the past four decades, reflecting those shifts in educational and social 

planning policies and ideologies. 
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Critical literacy theorists such as Paulo Freire, Donald Macedo, James Paul Gee, 

Colin Lankshear, and Brian Street have offered historical critiques of the ideologies of 

literacy programs and acquisition. Public campaigns have cast literacy rates as "disease"' 

or "threats to national security" and efforts to address the need as "cures" or "battles" 

(Street, 1984). Low literacy is blamed for economic woes and persistent social problems. 

The popular image of a literacy learner is either as a Heroic Victim (Quigley, 1997) or a 

pathetic, sub-adult leech on the public welfare (Naples, 1998; Sheared, 1998; Sparks, 

2001). By perpetuating the perception of literacy acquisition as an individual effort and 

responsibility yet casting its outcomes as socio-economic, the government rhetoric 

effectively makes invisible its own responsibility to ensure quality access to literacy 

instruction as a human right. 

But literacy education has never been confined to state-sponsored instruction. 

There is a long history of spontaneous and local volunteer organizations that have 

incorporated literacy education as a priority. It is in the folk stories of literacy learning 

that the power of literacy is made visible. These stories reveal the power of literacy to 

join and augment transformative social and personal projects such as the claiming of 

citizenship rights (for example, the work of Hull House with new immigrants (Addams, 

2002) and the Citizenship Schools in the South (Morris, 1984)), enforcement of worker's 

rights and demands (for example the work of Highlander Folk School (Glen, 1988)), or 

advocating for improved community services for families (see Belenky et al. (1997) for a 

review of historical and contemporary community-based movements that integrated 

education and local political activism). Paradoxically, these stories also expose the 
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systems of power that have structured the participants' prior unequal access to literacy 

and social justice. 

Freire (1985) maintains that all education is political, and certainly the public 

rhetoric surrounding adult literacy and its proposed links to economic advancement and 

the deeply-held American achievement ideology set it on the political table. "Adult 

education's particular role in history can be seen as a struggle for knowledge, which is 

interwoven with struggle for power" (Cervero & Wilson, 2001, p. 12). The push and 

pull of political mandates, funding threats, public misrepresentations and misplaced 

accusations catch adult educators and researchers in a bind of constant "negotiation" (p. 

12) of practice, stretched between real students' needs, goals, and hopes and their own 

institutional and social constraints. 

The history of adult education and literacy practice is worth reviewing and 

revising as Hugo (1990), Quigley (1997, 2001) and Cook (1977) have pursued. 

Ironically, the very parameters of the field that make it difficult to research the history -

part-time staff, high staff turnover, inconsistent funding, shifting mandates, etc. - are the 

very features that necessitate such an historical understanding. Quigley (2001) warns, 

"losing memory leads us to assume that today's inherited ABLE system is somehow 

normal" (p. 57), a system that continues to cobble together what Smith (1977) called 

"hastily contrived solutions ... invented and reinvented" (p. vi) and rolled out on a 

shoestring budget. 

The practices and definitions of adult basic and literacy instruction mirror the 

larger social struggles from which they have emerged, complete with contradictions. 
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cyclical echoes, and critical critiques. Three main definitional categories of adult literacy 

- literacy as autonomous skills, literacy practices, and literacy as ideology - are reviewed 

here as a backdrop to our group's exploration of the definition and meaning of literacy 

from the points of view of literacy learners. 

Autonomous skills. The concept of literacy as a "tool," separate and external 

from the leaner, or a "skill" that is not innate but acquired through guided practice are 

both concepts drawn from the functional or "autonomous" (Street, 1984) models of 

literacy. These models, more common in the literature in the late 60s and 70s, were a 

response to the utilitarian manner in which adult literacy public policy was framed and 

were well-tuned to the behaviorist and positivist educational mindset of their time 

(Cervero, 1980; Levine, 1986). 

It is not surprising, then, that the programs associated with this model heavily 

referenced government survey data that warned of a literacy "crisis" in terms of an 

"epidemic" or "threat to national security" and cast the efforts to address the need in 

terms of "battles" and "cures" (Street, 1984). This discourse was used in the West about 

domestic literacy needs as well as international efforts. The checklist of survival skills in 

the Adult Performance Level (APL) (1975) program is exemplary of this model. It grew 

out of an initiative at the University of Texas and sought to define literacy in a list of 

content and skill objectives in five broad areas (consumer economics, occupational 

knowledge, health, government and law, and community resources). The "mastery" of 

the skill objectives, however, is passive and minimal at best. "Functional literacy equips 

the person to respond to outside demands and standards, to understand and follow. There 
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is no suggestion here of leading, commanding, mastering, or controlling" (Lankshear, 

1993, p. 94), and "dialogue is a non-starter" (p. 105). Although the definition of 

functional literacy and its corollary, functional illiteracy, has been condemned as 

irredeemably flawed (Kozol, 1985), the terms and conceptualizations live on (see the 

undefined use of the term functional illiterate in Thompkins & Binder, 2003). 

The public promotion of an unquestioned correspondence between literacy 

achievement and individual and social economic advancement, moreover, has regularly 

reoccurred as an organizing discourse for federally sponsored literacy efforts. As Jeria 

(2001) and others have shown, the tighter this correspondence is cast in policy, the 

narrower the conceptions of literacy become. Welfare reform is a prime practice from 

which to watch this relationship's ebb and flow. The welfare reforms of the 1980s 

mandated participation in literacy classes and mandated curriculums. "Workfare" 

reforms of the 1990s, with greatly heightened expectations for fuller employment, 

slashed the amount of time recipients could engage in education, thereby creating the 

need for extremely narrow job-specific training programs (Cohen, et. al, 1995; Knell, 

1998). The outcry over this abandonment of larger literacy goals, led by feminist and 

critical scholars arguing that women's futures are being curtailed (D'Amico, 1997; 

Sparks, 2001; Sheared, 1998; Sissel, 2000) has done little to effect the pace and scope of 

the "reforms." 

But literacy as a tool or skill that can be chosen and applied in a given situation -

or not - is also illustrated in more recent cross-cultural, ethnographic studies such as 

Street's (1984) study of an Iraqi village, Reder and Green's investigation of Hmong 
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immigrants (1985), Merrifield et al.'s (1997) comparison of an Appalachian and a West 

Coast immigrant community, or Pureell-Gates' (1995) inquiry with a mral-to-urban 

emigrant family. These cross-cultural studies suggest that literacy is more complicated 

than an individual achievement and functions more like a matrix of skills, attitudes, and 

relations that are embedded in personal history and social circumstances. 

Literacy practices. The definition of literacy as a separate knowledge domain 

references the epistemological models built around Howard Gardner's (1983) theory of 

Multiple Intelligences. Meshing with the emerging cognitive and constructionist 

psychological research in the late 1970s and 1980s, the influence of the Multiple 

Intelligence (MI) model has been to encourage an appreciation of the complexity and 

variability of individual abilities. This theory is a counterpoint to the functional literacy 

models that adopted, along with their positivist stance, the standardized testing and skill 

hierarchies upon which such a stance relies. Even 20 years later, there is still no test for 

multiple intelligences; instead, there are ever-enriching models and explanations 

(Gardner, 2001). 

The MI model of human capacity resonated deeply in the adult literacy field 

where practitioners grasped to find educational theories and materials to apply that were 

respectfiil of the adults they taught. Practitioners and learners worked hard to rebuild 

self-esteem and a sense of self as learner. It was through theories that allowed teachers 

and learners to honor multiple ways of knowing that learners' strengths could be brought 

to bear on their literacy acquisition efforts and the social stigma of "illiteracy" as an all-

or-none impoverishment concept could be challenged. A large project underway through 
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the National Center for the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy (NCSALL) (Kallenbach 

& Viens, 2002) is working to apply this model to adult literacy and English language 

learning practices. 

Literacy practice theory is a descendant of this effort. This theory, traced to the 

influence of the work of socio-linguistic researchers such as Shirley Bryce Heath's Ways 

with Words (1983), Denny Taylor's Family Literacy (1983), Ken Goodman's oeuvre and 

Gordon Wells' work including The Meaning Makers (1986) entered adult literacy 

practice through the opening created in the positivist/fimctionalist wall by the new 

appreciation of the multiplicity and contextual nature of literacy learning for both 

children and adults. This field of critical research also exposed the powerful influence of 

privileges (or the lack thereof based on a host of factors including gender, ethnicity, 

family income, urban or rural position, perceived able-ness, etc.) on language and literacy 

acquisition and instruction. The ethnographic work of the socio-linguists exposed for 

theory workers what practitioners had seen daily but had not integrated into their 

practice: literacy learning and use is situational, historical and context-dependent. 

This understanding informed emerging literacy scholars such as Hannah Arlene 

Fingeret (1983) in her classic account of reciprocal relationships in a community of 

which literacy events were just one of many skills and services exchanged and 

scaffolded. Other researchers, whose research methodology increasingly included 

qualitative methods, added to the literature descriptive case studies that positioned 

learners not just in a literacy class, but in a life. 
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Something in My Mind Besides the Everyday (1990) is an exemplar of this kind of 

work. Jenny Horsman introduces the reader to 23 women with limited literacy skills 

living in rural Nova Scotia whose lives were "Jworganized" (p. 25) by barriers, both 

physical and structural. Using discourse analysis to reveal the hidden meanings in the 

language of the women, their literacy instructors and tutors, and government policy, 

Horsman shows the deep gulf between the women's daily realities and their perceived 

needs. 

In Literacy for Life, Arlene Fingeret and Cassandra Drennon (1997) constructed 

in-depth case studies of five literacy learners in New York City and of the program in 

which they were enrolled, Literacy Volunteers ofNYC. All five adults had experienced 

non-continuous periods of attendance at various programs. Their drive and belief in the 

value of improving their reading and writing abilities remained constant, however, and 

they found ways to engage with literacy in their lives built around family and work 

responsibilities. Fingeret and Drennon construct a model of change in relations to adult 

education and learning that emphasizes "learning and personal change as inextricably 

bound together" (p. 67) in social practices. 

Life at the Margins (Merrifield, Bingman, Hemphill & Bennett deMarrais, 2000) 

profiles adults living with low literacy skills, some of whom have been involved in 

literacy programs or are currently enrolled, and others who have not returned to education 

since leaving school. From the six profiles of rural residents, none of whom were 

currently enrolled in an adult education program, the authors found a "complex 

assortment of barriers" and critiques of programs. However, all of their participants 
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expressed pride and confidence in their ability to learn from demonstrations, 

explanations, and working with others, what the authors term "other-oriented strategies" 

(p. 203). "Our profiles shed some light on the kinds of things people want to 

learn... [which are] almost always immediate and quite specific" (p. 208), a finding that 

counters what the authors see as the policy assumption "that more time in a program is 

always better for the learner. This study suggests that the issue is more complex" (p. 

209). 

In Other People's Words^ Victoria Puree 11-Gates (1995) provides a rich, 

ethnographic account of a displaced Appalachian family caught in the disconnect of their 

home culture and dialect and their new urban and schooling culture. Following the 

difficulties both the parents and the children experienced in their literacy learning, light is 

shed on how schools' and authorities' assumptions disrupt and silence an individual's 

literacy development. 

School-Smart and Mother-Wise (1997) represents an ethnographic report of 

working class women returning to adult education, to a center in a Philadelphia 

neighborhood and to a workplace literacy program in North Carolina. Over two hundred 

women were informally interviewed and in-depth "life story" interviews were conducted 

with fifteen women from each of the two sites. Luttell has brought forward the long-

ignored stories of working class women's self-development in and against the structured 

and figured worlds of schools. The aim of the analysis, she writes, is to "reveal and 

disrupt images of what education can and should be" (p. xiv). Underdeveloped in the 

book, however, is the impact of these prior experiences on present adult learning. 
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Literacy practice theory is perhaps most visibly adopted in the nationally funded 

and promoted curriculum and program planning project, Equipped for the Future (EPF). 

This initiative is based on a constructivist, developmental approach to literacy that 

recognizes the multiple dimensions of an adult life that are involved in literacy learning. 

The EFF content standards encompass the broad areas of communication, decision

making, interpersonal [relationships], and life-long learning. Teachers and programs 

adopting and aligning services to the EFF model are encouraged to approach student 

learning as a purposeful, developmental effort to learning "expertise" through the use of 

increasingly complex cognitive and metacognitive strategies. EFF curriculum materials 

heavily reference cognitive psychological and constructivist learning theories. 

Performance standards aligned to the EFF content standards and to the federally 

mandated National Reporting Standards are still under development. 

Ideological discourses. The model of literacy developing under the category 

name ofNew Literacy Studies posits literacies as multiple, and often competing. 

Discourses and expressions that are inseparable from the power relations in which 

language is embedded. These studies, associated initially with James Paul Gee, Allan 

Luke, Colin Lank shear, and Brian Street, grew in parallel to the critical cultural studies 

underway in Europe through critical social theorists as well as the socio-linguistic work 

that influenced the literacy practice theorists. This model distances itself from the 

residual Enlightenment beliefs found in literacy as practice theory that formal education 

is necessarily to the benefit of the individual and society; instead, the New Literacy 
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Studies turn an analytical spotlight on those very institutions to question their hidden 

curriculums and ties to power relations. 

The literacy challenge from this critical perspective is to expose the power 

relations, hidden in social Discourses, that attempt to control "who gets access to which 

technologies and practices of writing and representation - and how schools and literacy 

education are active participants in the construction of the social division[s]. ..along 

traditional fractures of gender, culture, and class" (Luke & Freebody, 1997a, p. 9). This 

challenge also includes a strong critique of the assumptions that print literacy is central to 

identity and personal development, as enforced in both traditional autonomous and 

literacy practice theory. "A reshaping of what will count as literacy in New Times is 

both necessary and inevitable" (p. 10) if new institutional and civic relations are to be 

imagined and created. 

In its criticality, the New Literacy Studies model shares much with the Freirian 

model of literacy that embeds literacy learning and use in a praxis of naming powers and 

working openly toward social justice. It is the harsh contradiction between the students' 

realities and their workplace experiences that uncouples literacy from meaning and 

makes of certificates and diplomas mere "tickets" or pieces of paper. On applications 

and forms one indicates either the presence or lack of a GED; it is a yes or no question. 

This demarcation in the workforce of the educational haves from the have-nots is obvious 

only when one is a have-not. Most employers and public policy writers would not notice 

the lives of individual workers closed off when a job is upgraded to require the GED 
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certificate; adults without their diplomas or equivalents and adult education practitioners 

cannot help but be confronted by this glass door. 

Contradiction 

The contradiction captured in this question and the key words chosen came from 

my review of the literacy literature and the field of adult education and literacy. As a 

veteran practitioner and graduate student, I often find theory and practice out of sync. 

Missing from theory is learners' critically reflective perspective on their lives and 

learning; missing from practice is critical social theory linking practice, context, and 

agents to social forces that shape the extent and intent of the work in which they engage. 

Although I had participated in hours of graduate seminar discussions and readings around 

the question, What is literacy?, and could sketch various theories and their authorial 

lineages, I did not feel I could predict how the participants would respond when 

presented with the same question. 

The words I chose as discussion starters reflect the various theories. The 

question, What is Literacy?, was posed and starter words written on an easel chart and 

briefly defined as: 

Mod: ...Is it a tool to get other things done...? Or is it a skill like a sport... [that] 

you practice? A set of skills? Is it a knowledge like knowing how to read [and] 

play music off sheet music... [or] some people have a knowledge of space and 

they can just get anywhere in town... Is it an expression"} Like dancing, like 

singing, whistling. . .. Is it a way to express yourself? Is it a ticket, a ticket to get 

on with other things in life? Is it something else? 
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Demogmpkics 

This question was asked of two groups, eight months apart. The first group was 

composed of eight women, three of whom have a self-identified or diagnosed learning 

disability, one of whom is severely epileptic, and one of whom has a physical disability 

from a car accident. The ethnic mix that day was 1 African-American woman (Drucilla), 

2 Latinas (Frances and Yoly), and 5 white women including 2 facilitators and a guest, 

Jane Hugo, our Laubach grant officer. Two of the White women are sisters, Donna and 

Cindy, attending the same literacy class. The second group consisted of 9 women, ages 

26 to 60-something, made up of 5 Latinas (Frances, Yoly, Elsa, Anna, and Eve), 3 white 

women (Pam, Sherry and me as facilitator) and one African-American woman (Drucilla). 

Three women had contributed to the same question previously. The disability range 

included 5 women with self-identified or diagnosed learning disabilities, one with chronic 

illness, one with a physical disability, and one woman who is blind. 

The Women's Words 

The group discussion in response to my question and key words revealed the 

following meanings and experiences of literacy shared by the participants. 

Frances: I think it is a skill.. .and if I keep going, keep on learning.. .1 can keep it 

in me, and if I quit and don't do it anymore, it will like fade away. 

Drucilla: I think it's a skill and knowledge... [the more you work on the skill, the 

more knowledge you get]. 
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Donna; It's to more or less to learn so that if I go to get a job, I'll have my 

diploma and all that. And also [expression], coming and that, coming out of my 

shell, being around people. 

Mod: Let me ask you, Donna, 'helps you come out of your shell' - what is it that 

helps you, is it coming to class and being around others or is it learning more? 

Donna: Both...Cause before I wouldn't talk to anybody, I wouldn't go anywhere, 

just stay home, now that I'm getting out, slowly losing that shell. 

Co-Mod; You're getting out and coming out! Getting out of the house and 

coming out of your shell. 

Donna: I just say. Leave the shell behind. 

Cindy: [I think] expression, about me coming out. Cause now I feel comfortable 

cause now I know that there are people like me out [there] who can't read and 

that. Like before, I wouldn't talk to people too much, and you know, I wouldn't 

tell people that I couldn't read.. .1 had to take my mother and sister with me to tell 

me what bus to get on, now I can read myself and get on the right bus. See, I was 

always afraid of getting lost, now I feel comfortable with myself, I know how to 

get on the right bus. 

Mod; So you are not only more comfortable knowing there are others who can't 

read, but you are learning to read all the time. 

Cindy: Like in [my] classroom, there are other people like me, so I feel 

comfortable in there cause I know there are other people like me. 

Co-Mod: Knowing you are not alone. 
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Cindy: Yeah, cause that's how I felt sometimes, alone. People made fun of me at 

school cause I couldn't read, kids would tease me and that would hurt...I'd see 

other people reading and they'd hand me a book and I would feel 

embarrassed.. .Now I can read a book! 

Frances: About a tool, can it be like the teaching? Could that be like for me, 1 go 

[to classes] and I help teach [tutor]. 

Mod: Hmm! So it's like a teachmg tool? 

Frances: Yeah, and my family is like my tool to help me [learn]. 

Yoly: Can it be a ticket to the world?.. .It has opened up my.. .mind's eye. 

Elsa: Literacy for me is knowledge, better communication, and to help me prepare 

for my GED, to open doors to college and a job. 

Sherry: My literacy has kept me from getting [and keeping] a good job and from 

getting my GED. 

Pam: I'm working toward my GED, but I'm working on my literacy to help me 

through that step. 

Frances: The GED is just a piece of paper for you to get a job. ..literacy is right 

there to help me learn. I'd rather have my literacy before my GED. 

In the first group, the dialogue continued with the follow-up question, "When do you 

know when you have enough literacy?... When will you know you are done?" 

Cindy: Since I've been coming, I think I've come a long way...[but] I've still got 

a long way to go! ... I'm gonna stick with it. 
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Donna: I don't know, that's a good question. Once I master math then I'll be 

ready. 

Mod: So what does "mastering math" mean? 

Donna: Learn how to, well, if you buy something, to know how much change to 

get and that. 

Frances: I think that for me, I think that once my girls get old enough to...I think 

that once I hit that point when I can actually teach my girls. 

Jane: But you told me today that you are doing that. 

Frances: Yeah, but I want to go on after that to help others. 

Yoly: I want to become for people around where I used to live to see that Yoly is 

up...that 1 can do more, entiendesi 

Co-Mod: Is getting a GED, that's like kind of proof? 

Yoly: Well, that's what I think, that people will say. Oh, Yoly did THAT? 

Drucilla: I wanted to go into a career in computer training... [but] I don't know if 

I'm going to be able to get [the GED] cause that reading is not coming up to what 

I want it to be, I'm still 'rastlin' with it. 

Frances: Is there any way that we could like fight for the GED to be [not] so hard? 

Cause it's ridiculous. ..Why can't it be like when you go get your car, if you can't 

pass [the driver's license test] and they know you are LD, they read it to you? 

And it's in an easier language and easier steps... 

Mod: But still the same skills, right? You still have to drive the car. 

Co-Mod: So why can't you [fight]? I want to ask the same question to you. 
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Frances: I kind of want to. Yeah. 

The follow-up question to the second group was, "What does it mean to you to come to 

class? What does it mean in your life?" 

Yoly: It makes me feel more [involved] in life. Otherwise, I'd be home... 

Elsa: You are proud because you are doing something. Somebody asks, Are you 

at school? When I say, 'Yes, I'm going to [the program]' my self-esteem is very 

high and I am happier. 

Pam: Well, I've put this much time into it, I can't quit now. 

Talking with Theory 

Disentangling the words that were provided for the discussion from the meanings 

the women described in their responses, we can find that several definitions of literacy 

are held by the participants simultaneously. 

Completing the GED is a goal described with the provided word "ticket." All of 

the participants in the study were studying for the GED, no matter their current level. 

The women have undoubtedly encountered the lack of a GED as a gatekeeper. Here and 

in other conversations, the participants bemoaned the all-or-none aspect of passing the 

GED and compared themselves as workers to co-workers who, though perceived as not 

as competent, were able to attain or keep better paying jobs by virtue of having their 

diploma or GED. Sherry and Frances are dismissive of the "piece of paper" but are 

nevertheless committed to attaining it. Donna acknowledges the certificate but 

immediately elaborates on the more personal meanings of literacy embedded in everyday 

practices and needs. 
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This definition reflects the social value attached to certification (Collins, 1979) 

that does not preserve the connections between personal learning or growth and "proof 

of completion of a certificate, a definition enacted by their potential or former employers 

and other authorities' judgments of them as lacking. The participants' lived experiences 

amidst the reality of contested meanings of literacy in our fast capitalism narrate the 

conflicting hidden agendas theorized in the critical literacy studies. Their complaints 

about the changes in the GED test in 2002 and the lack of accessible accommodations 

underscore their critical awareness of the constructed nature of the test and the power of 

authorities to make arbitrary changes. Laura's challenge to them, especially Frances, to 

act on that awareness is an example of the praxis embedded in this project's design. 

But after the meeting, Elsa expressed dismay with this attitude: 

If it were just a piece of paper, why do we frame it? Why do we put it on the 

wall? It stands for all we've achieved. If not, what does it mean, all the rushed 

breakfasts and dinners with my son? All the late nights? The headaches? 

Indeed these women, like their post-secondary counterparts, are making sacrifices to 

pursue education alongside family-home and work responsibilities in what Cheris 

Kramarae (2001) calls "the Third Shift." In the ever-changing economy, women are 

"scrambling" (Weis & Fine, 1998, p. 241) after certificates and degrees even as structural 

biases of gender, race, ableness and class are perpetuated that render such 

accomplishments unequally rewarding and without guarantees (Bowen, 2000; Fine & 

Weis, 1998; Sum, Khatiwada, Pond, & Tub'skyy, 2002). As adult literacy learners strive 

for education and credentials, they fully realize - but do not fully understand (who can?) 
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-the pre-requisites of "certified, visibly displayed . .. literate practices [are] necessary 

[but] not sufficient" (Luke & Freebody, 1997a, p. 9) as guarantees of economic or social 

status return. 

Achievement ideology runs deep and many of the women held conflicting beliefs 

about the value of education and the promise of economic returns. The "theme of 

literacy" Horsman (1990) found in her women participants, is "part of a dream of a 

'better' life" (p. 215) that offers a degree of resistance to the status quo and opens a small 

space for imagining a different reality. "Like playing the lottery, literacy helps keep 

dreams alive ... like the lottery, it is true that if you don't play you can't win; you won't 

get the "career" if you are not literate" (p. 216). With the upgrading of so many entry 

level jobs in the years since Horsman's research, however, literacy learning and 

certificates have taken on a more desperate quality; this project's participants seemed to 

be dreaming of maintaining a self-sustaining livelihood, much less dreaming of a "better" 

life. 

Frances describes literacy as a "skill" with the sense that she must keep 

practicing, "keep on learning and keep on learning" so that it won't "fade away." As a 

learner with LD, she recognizes that her route to fluency and automat icity of foundational 

skills includes a commitment to intense practicing. Drucilla also sees literacy as a set of 

"skills" that, as it is mastered, has a reciprocal relationship with knowledge acquisition. 

In this sense, the women are reflecting popular functional definitions of literacy that posit 

literacy acquisition and use as "autonomous" rather than contextual. Drucilla 
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contextualizes this discreteness somewhat by including the relationship those skills can 

foster with as-yet unforeseen knowledge. 

Later in the conversation, Frances offers a further description of how literacy can 

be a "tool" that she is taught to use in her own literacy classes and then applies as 

leverage to help others leam to read and write. Additionally, she recognizes that 

engaging with literacy learning has created an opportunity within her own family for her 

husband and two young girls to help her leam and use literacy tools themselves. She sees 

her literacy achievements as empowering her role as a mother so that she can help her 

daughters negotiate the world of public school, but she also sees a future for herself in 

helping others learn to read. This definition is more in line with "literacy as practices" 

theory. Frances' definition of literacy as a tool incorporates all of four practices outlined 

in the Equippedfor the Future curriculum (Stein, 1995): Literacy for Access and 

Orientation, Literacy as Voice, Literacy for Independent Action, and Literacy as a Bridge 

to the Future. She, like Stein's participants, seeks to "develop new literacy skills in order 

to change what [she] can do, how [she is] perceived and how [she] perceives [herself] in 

specific social and cultural contexts" (p. 10). 

And yet her description of literacy as a tool bears a strong resemblance to the 

New Literacy Studies model. She recognizes that literacy is "there to help me" and is not 

to be confused with the certificate of the GED. Her intense confrontations with the 

public school system through her involvement in a Family Literacy program have given 

her the critical awareness that there is a language of public school, a Discourse, that she 

needs to leam in order to chart a positive course for her girls who were straggling. It is 



163 

not a language that she could learn autonomously, she needed the social scafiblding of 

the Family Literacy program in which many parents in and from similar circumstances 

were also working to leam this Discourse through the mediation of their instructor and 

the participatory curriculum. She is improving her literacy in part to help her decode and 

negotiate this school Discourse. 

Yoly and Elsa talk about how their engagement with literacy classes helps them 

break out of the isolation partly caused by their disabilities and transportation barriers and 

heal their wounded self-pride and self-concept. Elsa said her self-esteem was buoyed by 

her attendance at class and Yoly feels "more involved" in life by attending class several 

days a week. Yoly also turns the key word "ticket" away from the notion of credential 

and toward using literacy as an expression of her awakening interests, "my mind's eye," 

emphasizing the personal enrichment she finds through attending class and learning. 

Enacting a theory of literacy practices for these women means practicing literacy and 

indeed, regular class attendance was both a goal and an achievement for most of the 

group worthy of self-congratulation and a personal daily accomplishment that helped re

shape and re-claim a positive sense of self-as-leamer. 

Donna and Cindy, adult sisters living with their mother, both emphasize the 

empowering effect literacy learning has had on their lives. Donna chose "expression" to 

describe how engagmg with literacy learning - both coming out to class and learning 

literacy and numeracy skills - have helped her "come out of my shell" and physical 

isolation caused largely by her chronic epilepsy. Cindy credits her "coming out" to her 

engagement with literacy learning. She is not only mastering skills, such as using the 
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public transportation system by herself without fear of getting lost, but she is learning 

about her relationship with others in society, "I feel comfortable cause now I know there 

are people like me who can't read" and she feels less "alone." 

Disability theorists often reflect on the phenomenon of people with disabilities 

coming out. Comparing the phenomenon to that of the lesbian and gay communities' 

experiences of coming out, Simi Linton (1998) draws attention to the "loss of 

community, the anxiety, and the self-doubt" (p. 21) embedded in the experiences of 

trying to overcome and pass, both of which are heard in the stories of adult who have 

hidden their literacy difficulties. Rod Michalko (2002) shows that what gets outed when 

someone with a disability comes out are the social assumptions of naturalness and 

normality. 

"Shame and fear are personal burdens...many disabled people live with...but if 

these tales are told, we can demonstrate how the personal is indeed political. And further, 

that the unexamined connections between the personal and political are the curricular" 

(Linton, 1998, p. 22). Responding to the question What is literacy, but not What is a 

Disability (presented in the previous chapter, but discussed in the same meeting), with a 

sense that it means coming out, Donna and Cindy illustrate the intertwined and 

augmentative impact of hidden disabilities, past schooling experiences and literacy 

learning. 

These women's stories offer a glimpse into the closet of shame created around 

disability and low literacy, locked in by poverty, but also the hope and personal release 

possible in a welcoming social and educational environment. At their literacy classes, 



165 

they have found others in similar situations, experiencing life and learning in similar' 

circumstances and this has empowered them to not feel so alone. Cindy can now say that 

she feels "more comfortable" with herself. Outing literacy struggles questions the social 

conceptions of normal reading ability as well as invites literacy learners' voices into the 

conversation on the meanings of literacy. 

Summary 

Through an historic overview of literacy theories juxtaposed with learners' 

critique of those theories, this chapter makes visible the social and political construction 

of the concept of literacy. The meanings of literacy held by these participants are 

multiple and overlapping, situational ly and temporally specific, indicative of the complex 

social and personal situations in which literacy plays a role. The women are actively re

shaping their identities as learners, as women, and as citizens through their practices of 

literacy, yet they encounter regular challenges to this endeavor. Through their dialogue 

with each other and with classmates, they are building networks of positive recognition, 

seeing themselves and others like them learn, despite many years of personal and social 

messages to the contrary. In later dialogues, the process of authoring recommendations 

helped us all take steps to lay responsibility where it belongs and work toward imagining 

a better program that could, through improvement, support stronger learner voices and 

actions. 

The next chapter presents an even more personal level of response to the research 

topic by moving on to deconstruct and explore the category of gender. As with the 



166 

meanings of literacy and of disability, the meanings of gender held by the participants are 

intertwined with all three markers of gender, literacy learner, and disability. 
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Chapter 6 

Coming to Terms with Gender 

"I couldn t give him what I couldn't. " Pam 

This chapter presents the group dialogues around the educational maxim that 'A 

mother's educational attainment is the best predictor of a child's success in school.' The 

maxim itself is first contextualized through a review of social reproduction theory and a 

review of educational ethnographies that focused on the lives of high school non-

completers. Our own dialogues explored the women's lives as daughters to their 

particular mothers as well as now for many of the women, as mothers to their particular 

children. In the Talking with Theory section, then, two lines of theory are brought to the 

conversation, theories of female development as well as theories of mothering. 

Schools and Mothers: Paradoxes 

The educational maxim that 'A mother's educational attainment is the best 

predictor of a child's success in school' epitomizes two paradoxes in our society: that 

public schooling does not function independently as a "level playing field" and that the 

undervalued work of mothering is nonetheless important. The first paradox is squarely in 

the sights of social reproduction theory which looks to explain how it is that class 

stratification is perpetuated through generatioas despite the rhetoric of social mobility 

through ability and ambition. The role of public schooling plays a key role in the 

reproduction theorists' analysis. The second paradox straddles the feminist critique of 

patriarchal social structures and gender relations as these play out in children's 

development and family dynamics. 
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The theoretical background for my understanding of the maxim as a contradiction 

will be presented through a review of the arguments of social reproduction theorists 

represented by Pierre Bourdieu and Anthony Giddens, the classic American capitalist 

critiques of Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis, and a current "reconstruction" of 

reproduction theory by Raymond Morrow and Carlos Torres. How reproduction unfolds 

in American schooling and the transition to adulthood is understood through 

ethnographies of working class students. 

Social reproduction and education. Pierre Bourdieu's theory of social 

reproduction offers an understanding of the organic nature of the social reproduction 

phenomenon. It recognizes that reproduction theory is powerful, not because it implies 

identical imitation of existing structures, but rather captures the way that individual 

"strategic" agents and social microcosms internalize elements of the social structures as 

"practical knowledge," resulting in a self-reproducing system replete with contradictions 

(Morrow & Torres, 1995, p. 8). The existing inequities of society continue to be 

maintained through the unequal distribution and control of goods and resources such as 

"social capital" (personal and family networks and connections), "cultural capital" 

(education and culture skills) and "symbolic capital" (status and power resources) 

(Bourdieu, 1977). 

Public schooling, while posing as an institution of social mobility where social, 

cultural and symbolic capital are neutralized through equal access and participation, in 

fact reinforces the unequal resource distribution in multiple ways. Students entering 

school with low levels of social, cultural, and symbolic capital resources are 
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disadvantaged from the start by the expectations of incoming abilities held by schools, 

teachers, and curriculums. Students who are not proficient in standard English, who 

struggle with emerging literacy concepts, who do not have parents advocating for their 

needs effectively, who cannot participate fully due to poverty and chaotic homes all begin 

public school from a position of disadvantage from which they will find it extremely 

difficult to join, much less succeed, in a race not of their choosing. Bourdieu (1977) 

summed up this phenomenon with; 

By doing away with giving explicitly to everyone what it implicitly demands of 

everyone, the education system demands of everyone alike that they have what it 

does not give. This consists mainly of linguistic and cultural competence and that 

relationship of familiarity with culture which can only be produced by family 

upbringing when it transmits the dominant culture, (p. 494) 

Anthony Gidden's theory of structuration (1984) also aims to bridge the dualism 

of traditional structural social theory that set individual agents as passive actors at the 

mercy of existing structures. Instead, adopting insights from phenomeno logical and 

ethnomethodological research, Giddens' agents are active and reflective. Reproduction 

occurs, not because it is destined by social forces, but because agents are actively 

borrowing from and framing their actions from within existing structures. Social 

structures exist in specific domains, such as schooling or employment, having built up 

over time as rules and resources. These rules and resources are facilities from which 

agents draw to initiate their ovm behaviors and maintain equilibrium through routines. 

But by drawing on our "practical consciousness" of existing rules and resources, "the 
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unintended consequences of our practices" (p. 104) is reproduction of the systems we are 

in. 

Giddens echoes critical theorists in his understanding of agency and power within 

social structures as a "transformative capacity" of being "able to act otherwise" (Baert, 

1998, p. 101). Key to the degree of freedom an agent has to act otherwise and thereby 

change the course of events, is his or her "range of practices that an agent is competent to 

perform" (Cohen, 1987, p. 285). Like Bourdieu, Giddens sees that access and control of 

the resources to develop such competence are the hinges upon which larger social 

inequalities are maintained. 

Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis (1976) address the structured inequalities of 

American capitalism and education. They maintain that "economic inequality is a 

structural aspect of the capitalist economy and ... while the extent of inequality is 

subject to change . .. it is hardly susceptible to amelioration through educational policy" 

(p. 56). The assumption in much of the research on literacy and governmental policy is 

that there is a presumed and positive relationship between literacy attainment and social 

and economic mobility (Street, 1984). Left unquestioned by the literacy = income 

assumption is the continuing economic disparity between social and ethnic classes 

despite American universal education and the public rhetoric of opportunity. 

"Employment conditions," Bowles and Gintis (1976) state, "are far more 

important than is schooling and experience as a determinant of annual earnings" (p. 92). 

Mirroring Bourdieu (1977), Bowles and Gintis theorize that "uneven development is 

directly related to the unequally distributed ownership of capital and the associated 
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inequalities in both political power and access to economically relevant information" (p. 

64). They summarize their critique of the role of education in the economy with: "Two 

of the most important avenues for getting ahead economically - education and job 

experience - work most effectively for the already economically advantaged ... for most 

females, blacks, and [poor] white males . .. these avenues turn out to be rather short, 

dead-end streets" (p. 99). These streets are peopled by the participants in ethnographers' 

accounts of the educationally and economically disadvantaged. 

Current approaches to reproduction theory are advanced by Morrow and Torres 

(1995) as 'Reconstruction" models that are "practice-based, parallelist models" (p. 440). 

These models retain the power of an analysis of state-level structures (such as public 

schooling or economic policies) and gain insights from the parallel problematics of 

various forms of domination such as class, gender, race, able-ism and sexual orientation 

within specific, historical and social practices. Conducting social analyses from both 

global and local perspectives affords a better understanding of the interplay between the 

two. Schools in particular continue to be prime sites for such investigations. Educational 

bureaucracies have become standard bearers for the capitalist state in much social 

research, especially in their relationships between education and work, education and 

capital accumulation, educational reform and democratic efforts, and the increasing 

centralization of educational policy and planning. Within schools, these relationships can 

be studied not in the abstract, but as they impact individual students who are already 

positioned in their families and communities. "Schools," Morrow and Torres (1995) 

write, "do not merely produce, distribute, and reproduce knowledge, cognitive and moral 
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skills, and disciplinary molds ... they also constitute places for the formation of 

subjectivities, identities, and subcultures" (p. 442). However, the subjectivities, 

identities, and subcultures valued and rewarded in schools remain those "associated with 

white, male, affluent codes, with the result that those defined by other subjectivities must 

undergo massive code switches in order to compete" (p. 404). This disparity in values 

and outcomes keeps school practices "a battleground" (p. 442) for knowledge, power, 

and identities. 

Documenting the parallel forces of oppression within the practices of schools and 

families requires the current reproduction theories Morrow and Torres call for that can 

combat both the fragmentation of forces found in postmodern theories and the 

universalizing and generalizing sweep of classic social theories. "Materialist feminism," 

as forwarded by Nancy Fraser and Linda Nicholson (1989), Rosemary Hennessy (1993), 

[and Nancy Naples (2003)], is cited by Morrow and Torres as a positive theoretical 

direction that can straddle the parallels between meta-narrative and local investigations, 

accounting for the long history of sexism and other forms of oppression while 

acknowledging the cultural specificity of different groups within a society. 

Looking in ethnographies. Critical educational ethnographies provide the type of 

studies Morrow and Torres call for, "concrete" studies that inform the theories and show 

"suitability" to progressive politics (1995, p. 445). Seven critical ethnographies 

(Bourgois, 1995; Fine, 1991; Foley, 1990; Luttrell, 1997; MacLeod, 1987/1995; Purcell-

Gates, 1995; Weis, 1990) of high school non-completers were consulted and interpreted 

through a constant comparison method of analysis. This revealed a remarkably 
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consistent set of themes from American high school non-completers throughout the last 

quarter of the 20® century (Silver-Pacuilla, 1999). 

The ethnographies' informants told poignant stories of their identity conflicts 

framed by their struggles to reconcile their adult responsibilities and practical abilities 

outside of school and their semi-literate roles within. All expressed resentment at their 

semi-literate status and at the lack of challenging work and expectations. Combined with 

the school's rules and regulations, which they perceived as disrespecting their freedom 

and independence, they felt that schools were humiliating places where "nagging" 

teachers treated them "like children." Silence and struggles for voice were powerful 

undercurrents, not only in Fine's work in which silence is the central metaphor of 

analysis, but throughout as the ethnographies' participants struggled with the disrespect 

of their home culture and cited reasons for dropping out that included a reclaiming of 

their ability to speak their mind and speak their own language or dialect. 

The complex role of the mother in working class families is a theme that was 

"drenched in emotion, fear, bonds, and [obligations of|  material assistance" (Fine, 1991, 

p. 174). Mothers were alternately honored, blamed, seen as victims of an unjust system 

or enforcers of that system. Luttrell's women, especially, dwell on their relationship with 

their mothers as girls in school as having been a key influence on their school progress 

and attitudes. Luttrell (1997) categorizes their memories of their mothers' involvement 

in school into three types: vminvolveds, school back-ups, or school antagonists (p. 92). 

The deep ambivalence and emotionally laden stories shared about mothers - in all of the 
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ethnographies - points to what Luttrell calls "the intersecting discourses of mothering and 

schooling" (p. 97). 

In the ethnographies that included follow-up data or inclusion of older 

participants (Bourgois (1995), Fine (1991), Foley (1990), Luttrell (1997), MacLeod 

(1987/95)), the economic outcomes of the participants were grim. Mirroring the national 

data on the income status of minority and white high school dropouts, the vast majority of 

participants hovered on the edge or in the pits of poverty years later, still socially 

marginalized, patching together work, welfare, and underworld income, and still 

professing the value of "an education." Many participants had tried to return to some 

type of adult education, either to get their GED (some did) or to the many proprietary 

schools that were so common in the 80s and 90s. A few had tried community college; 

very few had completed an AA degree. Luttrell's participants overwhelmingly identified 

their return to adult education as a step toward self-folfillment and "becoming 

somebody." 

Most of the ethnographers identified a shift in their participants from the earlier 

sharp critiques of schools that had failed them to an internalized blame for having failed 

themselves. Their adult lives were punctuated with stories of educational attempts, slops, 

and continued critiques of their options and their own failings. In addition, the work 

which was and had been available to them was a disappointment. These individuals' 

suspicions about "the race" in America were confirmed as they ran up against the 

structured inequality they had seen at work in the lives of their parents and older siblings. 
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Throughout, the value of education, or at least a certificate, so closely tied to the 

ideology of the American Dream, was pronounced by the participants and their mothers, 

despite numerous examples in their worlds to the contrary. 

The Contradiction 

Investigating issues attributable to gender seemed to be even more difficult than 

parsing out literacy and disability issues. A few openings I used to take us to a gender 

specific conversation included asking how participants' schooling or home experiences 

were different from their brothers' experiences or asking us to think about how and when 

we knew we were being "good" daughters, girls, sisters, mothers, wives, etc. Each of 

these conversations proved revealing and pieces of them will be brought forward in this 

chapter, but the most gender explicit conversation emerged from our last session in June 

of2002 when I shared the educational maxim that a mother's educational attainment is 

the best predictor of a child's success in school. I had asked how participants' 

relationship with their mother impacted their decisions to drop out of school in an earlier, 

smaller group session in August of 2001, but had not set that relationship in theory. 

Knowing that most of the participants had had troubled relationships with both 

schools and their mothers, I read the maxim as a contradiction for the participants to 

decode from their lived experiences in troubled, working-class families from several 

generational perspectives. Given my understanding of social reproduction theory and the 

key role of public schooling, I hoped that by talking about schooling and mothering, we 

would open a discussion about class so that as a middle class-raised and -living mother 

and educator, I and the project could be educated by their experiences. 
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I shared with the final group my own position as a mother who, though obviously 

valuing education deeply as a professional educator and graduate student, is confronted 

daily by a son who professes to "hale" school and resists, rejects, and resents 

conventional schooling. Nevertheless, on the previous morning before this final focus 

group, as I sat thinking about the maxim at the breakfast table with him, he said to me out 

of seemingly nowhere (or maybe it was "know-where") that he thought he would go on 

to college for his Ph.D. because he would be "embarrassed" if both his parents had their 

PkD.'s and he did not. I was astounded! We were worried that he would refuse to 

attend fourth grade in the fall! His comment had made me even more excited to host the 

conversation. 

When I did share the maxim, I was surprised that this was completely new 

information to every woman at the table. None of them had heard this correlation before 

which is such foundational knowledge to me that I cannot even begin to think where to 

find an original citation for it. Again, I felt we were joined by Bourdieu's implicit 

demands and Gidden's rules and resources; how could these women and their children 

have a fair chance in the race if they didn't even know where the starting line was set? 

Denwgrmphics 

The earlier dialogue took place between Yoly, Connie, Cindy, Laura and me. 

Yoly and Connie identify as Hispanic, Cindy, Laura and 1 as white. Yoly has physical 

disabilities, Connie and Cindy, learning disabilities. Connie was the youngest woman in 

the group and the only mother (of two toddlers) besides me. 
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On the final day of the grant focus groups, we had eight participants plus me; 

Frances, Yoly, Sherry, Pam, Drucilla, Elsa, Eva, and Anna. This represents five women 

who identify as Hispanic, two white women and one African-American woman. The 

disability range included Frances, Sherry, Pam, Drucilla, and Eva as identifying learning 

disabilities; Elsa who is blind, Yoly who has physical disabilities and Anna who has 

chronic illnesses. Frances was the youngest woman there and Drucilla the oldest. All but 

Yoly are mothers with children ranging from my infant daughter and Frances' 6 and 8 

year old girls to Anna, Sherry, Drucilla, and Eva who are grandmothers. It was 

opportune to have Anna and Frances there together for this conversation on mothers and 

daughters, as the transcripts reveal. 

The conversations are woven together in the following presentation although they 

occurred at separate times. 

The Women's Words 

Mod: How has your relationship with your mother affected your education? 

Connie: In a bad way? It hasn't. [The reason I dropped out] was because I got 

pregnant. I had to drop out, but it wasn't in my plans.... I knew there were [teen 

mother] programs and they could help me out with it. But my mom got mad and 

my sisters got mad even though they already dropped out because they got 

pregnant.... I think my mom thought I would set the example for my sisters, she 

had that hope, but I failed my mom. She shut me out; I had to go live with the 

baby's father in Mexico. So that was one of the biggest reasons I dropped out. 
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Yoly: What can I say about mom? ,,. She was always judging me, for the way I 

was dressed ... my style . .. the way I talked.... And she does it now.... My 

sisters are not [like me]. I told her, "Well, they graduated from high school, and I 

graduated from la vida locaJ" I left her quiet.... I was the craziest one for mom. 

... But they go for the brain people. 

Connie: I was the ugly duckling with my mom, too, when I was small. I brought 

more problems to her.... 

Cindy: It hasn't with my mom.... I just quit on my own. She knew I couldn't 

stand it [the teasing]. She knew. 

Mod: Why didn't the school give you any help, do you think? 

Cindy: I don't know ... 

Mod: Did your mom go to the school and say, "Cindy isn't learning, you have to 

do something different?" 

Cindy: No.... She thought... they thought I was, but then [they] just passed me 

over. 

Mod: Passing you on. 

Cindy: Yeah. 

Mod: So what do you each think about that statistic [the maxim]? Eva, your story 

was such a good step into it, "I grew like I was rolling" you said. 

Eva: Well, that's the way I felt, but she didn't know that. 

Mod: But how was your relationship with your mother? How did that affect your 

schooling? 
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Eva: Well, in the sense that 1,1 was there, because she needed help in the sense of 

so many boys [she has 6 brothers]! And I was there, even though I would go to 

school. And even I got to the point I was scared of going to school, I just had to 

get to the bus. As long as I was on the bus, I had to get to school and find my way 

around. And my brothers would say, "That's your class" and they would just, you 

know, go the other way. And to me, it was like I was lost, you know? Most of the 

time, because I had to find my way around and maybe I would see somebody and 

I would say, well, that girl goes on the bus, and that girl goes on the bus, and 

maybe . ,. that's the way I would find my way around. 

Mod: So you were scared. 

Eva: I was scared. 

Mod: And you were helping your mother a lot, you said, 

Eva: Yeah, at that time, I was washing, ironing, making tortillas, you know, at 

that time, things that, that was her life and that's what she taught me, in other 

ways to teach me how to be uh, a ... woman, that I would grow up and know 

how to do housework and cook and everything. 

Mod: So your mother was specifically teaching you those things, not school 

things, but she was teaching you. 

Eva: How to grow up a responsible [woman] ... 

Mod: So somebody else, what do you think? 

Frances: My mom's a lot smarter than my dad is. 

Laughter 
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Mod: OK, say more! 

Frances: You said that we take our motlier's, and my mom's smarter than my dad, 

so I'm like, Ohhh, cool! I guess I'm a little bit smarter than my dad. 

Mod: Did you look at that when you were growing up, that you knew that your 

mother had finished high school and you knew that you dad had not? 

Frances: Well, I knew that I didn't want to drop out like him. I wanted to go to 

school, my mom finished, but life is life. 

Mod; So, this is exactly what the statistic is saying, that when moms finish high 

school, their kids are more likely to finish high school. 

Sherry: Back then, where I come from, they were lucky to go through the fourth 

grade! They went in to working, there was no ... 

Drucilla: My parents didn't finish high school. 

Mod: So how was your relationship with your mother? What influence did that 

have on your education? 

Drucilla: Well, she wasn't educated, my dad either one ... and I feel like, by her 

not having any education, she ... it didn't matter whether we got one or not. 

Mod: OK, so she didn't find that important? 

Drucilla: No, it wasn't important, cause one time, I'll never forget, she told me, 

"Drucilla, all these other chil'ren outside playin', how come you ain't outside 

playin'? Other chil'ens outside,... why don't you go outside and play?" I'm in 

there trying to STUDY!! Didn't thought nothing [of it], she came out with that. 
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. . .  A n d  I just, I didn't say nothing to her, when she said it. I was tryin' to get something 

in my head and she asked that kind of question. ... I still remember her saying it. 

Mod: Can you [still] hear her voice? 

Drucilla: Yeah. ... So I figure that between my daddy and her, neither one of 

them had any education cause they worked on the farms and she did work for the 

women doing their houseworking things so, fax as education, she never had one, 

neither one had one. 

Mod: Sherry, you are echoing all these things behind Drucilla's back. 

Sherry: I understand what she's saying, because, back then, your parents worked. 

Drucilla: Yeah. 

Sherry: They had to pay the bills, I mean that was a priority. 

Drucilla: Yeah. 

Mod: So what about your relationship with your mom. Sherry? Specifically ... 

Sherry: Work, we learned to work. 

Mod: And how did she influence your attitude toward school? 

Sherry: Nothing, it was more about work. I mean, you get out and watch ... 

Mod: Well, did she get you up and get you off to school? . .. 

Sherry and Drucilla: NO! You better get out of bed yourself! 

Lots of laughter and cross-talk of chores 

Sherry: You better get out and feed the chickens and the cows and have your 

chores done before you go to school! We walked three miles to school. . .. 
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Mod: Well, OK, let me say it a different way, so school had to fit around the 

chores. 

Drucilla and Sherry: Oh yeah! You got it! 

Drucilla: When you came home, you worked around the house till it was almost 

time to go to bed! 

Mod: So Pam, you're nodding your head, did you mom have a routine? 

Pam: OH NO! You had to get your own self out of that bed or else you'll get 

spanked. Or you get a bucket of ice water dumped on you. That's how bad my 

mom is, she's mean, she's cold. 

Mod: Elsa, do you want to say something about your mom? 

Elsa: My mom she's not have a degree, but she has intelligence to run a business, 

you know, she was doing a business. And uhm, always she told us that education 

is very important for the future, always she says I don't want you working in the 

selling and things like that, working hard. She said, I want the best for you, you 

have opportunity, you are young, you have opportunities to go to school and 

universities and get your degrees. 

Mod: So she saw education as a way to do better. 

Elsa: Yes. 

Mod: And talked about that... 

Elsa: Always. Sometimes, it was like. Jye, mom! 

Frances: I don't remember like uhm talk about school, but when just thinking 

about it now is I see that she was there just to take my dad's crap. You know, 
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there to cook, get the business started for him, and you know, ifs her business, 

but she has to do what he says ... and when I got with my husband, I thought, 

OK [softly teary], I'm supposed to be here cooking for you, when he gets out and 

the food better be on the table and, no! I didn't like to see her do it and I wasn't 

gonna let myself be like that.... You know, I want to help her to get in to school 

and become what she wants to become and not being his slave. 

Anna: Well, to comment on that, this is mom speaking, [laughter] I have become 

very proud of Frances, and I see her growing quite a bit. My lifestyle was [that] 

education wasn't there for us. My mother graduated from school but she sort of 

had to hurry up, graduate, and take care of the rest of the family. My dad went up 

to the fourth grade because he had to support his family. 

Sherry: There you go. 

Anna: So I really, as a mother, wasn't there for my daughter. Or my kids let's put 

it this way. I couldn't tell my kids, hey, you've got to go to school, be better than 

your parents. You know, be better than us, whatever ... 

Mod: Why couldn't you tell them? 

Anna: My energy was spent on protecting myself, so I could be there for the kids, 

cause if I wasn't there for the kids, who would be there for the kids? [relates 

detailed story of systematic and violent abuse]. .. . As a mother speaking, I never 

thought I gave my kids any educational push until Frances came around. Frances 

told me, Yes mom, if it wasn't for you, 1 wouldn't be here [in the Family Literacy 

program]. Now, I don't see it, what I did, cause the only thing I had was to 
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survive to take care of my kids, that's my whole 20 years of life there for me, you 

know? I be panicky, put the kids aside, keep the house clean, make the food for 

your husband, and that's it. And damn it if you don't have the food on the table, 

you get a lickin' for it. 

Talking with Theory 

These stories shed light on what Luttrell (1997) calls "the intersecting discourses 

of mothering and schooling" (p. 97) from these women's unique positionalities in their 

communities, the schools, and their families. If school practices are "battlegrounds" as 

Morrow & Torres (1995, p. 442) state, then these women were vulnerable from the start. 

Coming to terms with school as a girl Connie, Frances, Pam, and Cindy 

(ranging in age from 20 - 38) have strong critiques of what happened to them in school: 

Cindy was teased without recourse; Frances and Pam were tracked into special education 

classes without expectations for or attention to their success; Connie was misplaced and 

left on her own. Yet none of them blames their mothers for a lack of school advocacy on 

their behalf Connie and Frances' mothers' anger and rejection of their daughters when 

they became pregnant, forcing the young women to drop out of school, are not reflected 

upon as an influence on their education as much as a response to them in their established 

roles in the family. 

Cindy's mother didn't question the school on her daughter's lack of reading 

progress, in fact, her literacy learning did not appear as a problem. The problem was the 

incessant, hurtlul teasing being hurled on all three girls in the family, enough to cause all 

of them to drop out of school. On this problem, too, though, Cindy's mother did not 
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approach the school, instead supporting Cindy's decision to drop out and avoid the 

problem, just as the other two would do after her. 

When asked, "Do you think they were teasing you more because you were a 

girl?" Cindy responded thoughtfully, "I don't know.... [pause] Maybe ... [pause] I 

don't know." This tentative double speak, of knowing but not wanting to admit to 

knowing, is seen in adolescent middle-class girls and young women (Gilligan, 1993). 

Psychologically, Gilligan sees this stage of withdrawing authority from one's own 

experience as the "intersection between political... and psychological resistance" (p. 

164). As Cindy is questioned on why her five older brothers were neither teased nor 

willing to defend her and her younger sisters, she teeters on the edge of finding 

responsibilities unshouldered within her family rather than the more psychologically 

comfortable explanation of assigning blame to the teasing strangers. She is equally at 

odds to explain why all five brothers finished school or completed their GEDs while all 

three sisters dropped out. "They were just smarter.... [pause] No, I'm just saying that 

.., [pause] I get along with my brothers." Gilligan (1993) writes that young women 

who, by all other appearances are psychologically well-adjusted, might also be: 

Engaging in difficult and sometimes painful personal battles around issues of 

voice and authorization, unsure of the accuracy of their own perceptions, afraid 

that speaking up will damage relationships or compromise their image in the eyes 

of others ... showing signs of an impasse in their ability to act in the face of 

conflict, (p. 165) 
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Although Cindy is now well past adolescence, her stories and the under-examined 

meanings and lessons embedded in them come to our conversation from that time. 

Luttrell's participants' stories of family life and mother/daughter relationships 

were entwined with the schooling and achievement rhetoric: "In their descriptions of 

marginality, exclusion, or resistance at school, the women looked to their mothers for 

protection or comfort; and it was their mothers whom they tried not to blame for their 

childhood disappointments" (1997, p. 97). Eighty-eight percent of Luttrell's nearly 200 

women saw their school failure as equally related to teachers and uncaring mothers (p. 

93), not social and structural constraints and oppression. "Part of the day-to-day 

dynamics of class transmission through education" she identifies, "is that individual 

mothers are blamed, and they in turn blame themselves for the institutional failure of 

schools to educate disadvantaged children" (1997, p. 112). 

While the stories shared in the current project are not the individual lengthy 

interviews about early schooling analyzed by Luttrell, they do not show the same patterns 

of yearning for an idealized mother who would have/could have made a difference in 

their school histories. What the current women share with Luttrell's work is the 

"splitting of the (m)other." Luttrell analyzes the conflicted views the women express of 

their mothers through the psychoanalytic theme of object relations as theorized by Nancy 

Chodorow (1978), Chodorow and Susan Contratto (1982) and Melanie Klein (1975). 

This theme focuses on the psychological development that occurs around the mother-

child relationship as both partners come to recognize the other's subjectivities and 

constraints. "Meaningful differentiation occurs when both parties can move between 
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realities and fantasies rather than settling into one or the other; when both mother and 

child can sustain rather than resolve these doubled images and emotions about self in 

relation to other" (p. 103). The splitting of the (m)other as it is reflected in the larger 

culture leads to the "belief in the all-powerful mother" (Chodorow & Contratto, p. 192) 

which allows both blame and idealization, with little room for reality. 

While feminist theorists often cite the object relations work in terms of the larger 

culture's myth of the "all-powerful mother," feminist researchers of color or postmodern 

feminists denounce the myth as a white, middle-class diversion with little relationship to 

the realities of working class and poverty-bound parenting. Jane Flax (1990) critiques the 

emphasis put on the mother-daughter conflict by object relations theorists as simplistic 

and narcissistic, avoiding a larger social theory that would consider the "complex series 

of experiences . .. [brought] to the relationship [by] the caregiver" including the 

"seemingly abstract and suprapersonal relations of class, race, and male dominance" and 

"the particular characteristics of each child's family ... and cultural, religious, class and 

ethnic norms as they affect child-rearing patterns" (p. 122). Certainly the mothers and 

families of the women at our table were responding within and to a web of relations and 

constraints greater than the individual mother-daughter dyad. 

Connie and Yoly especially articulate contradictory feelings about their mothers. 

Connie's mother and sisters "shut me out" and essentially disowned her when she 

became pregnant at 16, but Connie takes responsibility for her mother's anger and 

rejection by blaming herself for "failing" her mother's hopes. Now that Connie is living 

as a single mom and re-engaging with education, she says of her now supportive mother, 
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"She's always been there for me." Left under-examined is the lack of supervision and 

guidance given Connie and her sister the years they were bounced from relative to 

relative and school to school. Connie's image of her mother is left in distinct and 

incongruous phases: strong and independent from her early childhood, absent and then 

angry and rejecting in her adolescence, and now reflective and supportive in her 

adulthood. 

Yoly sums up her conflicted feelings about a mother who "was always on my 

back" about her lifestyle and drug habits but who devoted years ofher life to nursing 

Yoly back to health and encouraging her to take up a more sober lifestyle with "She's 

always been there for me.... We can't put her down, entiendesl The moms put you up, 

even though they put you down." Both of these women struggle to hold both positive 

and negative feelings about their mothers and come to a deeper understanding of their 

mother as a woman mired in circumstances unseen during their adolescence. As they age 

and take on their own responsibilities, they are also able to reflect upon the stress and 

anguish their adolescent "wildness" caused their mothers. 

For Cindy, Connie, Yoly, Pam, and Frances, family dynamics and dysfiinction 

can be seen as at least equally influential in their schooling and development as their 

mother-daughter relationships. For Frances, Connie, and Yoly, their experiences with 

their sisters and mothers were harshly judgmental. They shared stories of being judged 

on the basis of their dress, oral language, body shape, manners, cleanliness, forms of 

knowledge, achievement, impairment, and for Connie and Frances, on their mothering, as 

well. And while they might come out on the positive end of some of those comparisons, 
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as Yoly summed up the larger cultures' achievement ideology, "they go for the brain 

people." These stories point to the role of the whole family structure in enforcing the 

hierarchy of valued attributes inherited from the society at large and reinforced in the 

school system. 

Drucilla, African-American, Sherry, white, and Anna and Eva, Hispanics, share 

childhood histories from the 1950s of working agricultural families although Sherry's 

father also ran a house-painting business in the summer months. Frances, a generation 

younger, experienced a similar childhood of work and poverty, coupled with extreme and 

programmatic "patriarchal terrorism" (Johnson, 1995). The work these families engaged 

in was for survival, not status or individual development. Every member was required to 

work and school had to fit around the needs of the house and family. Education was of 

secondary importance, if at all. 'Work' is the defining metaphor of fiinction for their 

childhood families. 

Eva, growing up in a migrant farm working family, grew "like I was rolling," 

without guidance or expectations. She attended school when she could, when the family 

stayed somewhere long enough, but "I got to the point where I was scared of going to 

school. .. it was like I was lost most of the time." Drucilla, also from a migrant farm 

working family, "never knew what grade I was in" in school. She feels that her mother's 

own lack of education was the reason she didn't value education for her children. Her 

"I'll never forget" story rang painfully true to the others at the table who had also had to 

muster their own encouragement and motivation for school in the face of family 

resistance as well as their own learning difficulties. 
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Patricia Hill Collins (1992) writes in "Black Women and Motherhood" that the 

economic and social/political realities that Black working class women face in their 

efforts to mother influence the "emotional intensity" of the mother-daughter relationship. 

For several of the women who contributed to the current conversation, their mothers, too, 

were worn down by the weight of daily pressures, expectations, and constraints. Without 

denying the role racism plays in our society for women, I've added 'working poor' to 

Collin's 'Black' in the following passage: 

For far too many Black [and working poor] mothers, the demands of providing for 

children in interlocking systems of oppression are sometimes so demanding that 

they have neither the time not the patience for affection... Black [and working 

poor] daughters ... have to come to terms with their feelings about the difference 

between the idealized versions of maternal love extant in popular culture and the 

strict and often troubled mothers in their lives, (p. 228) 

Luttrell summed up her analysis of women's paradoxical desires and realities with, 

"Women mother under situations and circumstances that are not of their own choosing" 

(Luttrell, 1997, p. 105). 

Coming to terms with mothering. "Coming to terms" with their concepts of 

mothering was a process that several of the women talked about during a follow up 

question asked of the second group, "How has your education affected you as a mother?" 

Their responses follow: 

Sherry: I think it made me stronger, I wanted my kids to have more than what I 

had. Which they did. 
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Moderator: Did you talk to them about your reading problems? 

Sherry: No. 

Mod: What did you do in your house to encourage education? 

Sherry: Make 'em go to school and help them. 

Mod: How did you learn to parent [and] help your kids with school? 

Sherry: Well, I worked in a daycare for five years and my kids come to day care 

with me and they learned a lot [there].... And then when they were in high 

school, I went to all their gymnastics and sports and encouraged them a lot. 

Frances: The only thing that really gets me bad still is them saying that your 

mother is your [child's] first teacher. I did have time for my kids, but I couldn't 

read to them. I told my kids that I couldn't read when they were old enough to 

understand and I told them that I wanted them to do better than I was. So you 

know, once in a while we sit and try to read, but they sit with my husband more. 

Drucilla: Well, my education affected me bad because I couldn't never get a good 

job. I didn't have no job and education. ... I couldn't get into a class to get me 

some training because my reading was so low, so I was just in a bind. Still in a 

bind cause I haven't had that GED. 

Eva: I was a single mom for a long time, I supported them with housecleaning and 

babysitting in my home all those years so I could be there. I could take them to 

school and be there when they came out of school. 

Pam: When my daughter went to school, I had the son, he was home with me. 

And I was teaching him to say his colors cau.se I had this chart. Then when he 
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went to HeadStart, one day he come home and said, "Mom! Look what I can do -

red, purple, green..." and I went what the hell? Like who changed you all of a 

sudden? [He had learned in school what she had tried to teach him at home.] 

Cause I couldn't give him what I couldn't. 

These women share insider stories about how low levels of literacy affect them as 

mothers and providers and band together to make sure that 1 did not miss learning from 

their stories. Drucilla saw her provider role as a single mother of five most harmed by her 

reading levels that were so low she couldn't get into the training programs she hoped for 

to start a career outside of domestic work. Eva, the other single mother at the table, also 

made immediate connections between her education and her ability to provide for her 

family, which included her ailing mother. She, loo, had relied on domestic work to 

support the family and highlights an important positive aspect of domestic work, which is 

that it can be done around school schedules. Collins (1992) writes that: 

African and African-American women have long integrated economic self-

reliance with mothering. In contrast to the cult of true womanhood, in which 

work is defined as being in opposition to and incompatible with motherhood, 

work for Black women has been an important and valued dimension of. .. 

motherhood, (pp. 224-225) 

Clearly the reality for many women heads of households is the need to integrate 

"economic self-reliance with mothering," a challenge increased by the limited 

employment options and low wages or social support available to women without 

training or school credentials who are caught "in a bind." 



193 

Ironically for Sherry, who had learned many parenting skills at her job at a 

daycare center, her lack of education cost her the very job that was so beneficial to her 

family. When asked in a later conversation, "What does literacy mean to you in your 

life?" her first reaction was, "Kept me from getting a good job. Even if you know your 

job, it doesn't mean you're gonna [keep] it, you better have that GED." Her inability to 

read made the newly imposed GED requirement at her job unattainable, costing her the 

position. It did not, however, propel her to admit or act on her reading problem, and she 

began babysitting in her own home to make up the lost income. 

Unfortunately, Eva was in exactly the same position at the current time, 20 years 

later. She, too, had been told to produce a GED certificate or face losing her position as a 

kindergarten aide in a public school, an upgrading of the position of aides by the federal 

No Child Left Behind Act. Her response to the meaning of literacy was "To me, it's my 

life, it's the difference between life and death [laughing awkwardly], and support.... 

And I feel like if you are self-supporting, you have to, you need to work to support 

yourself" 

All of the women talked about how they have tried to make education and school 

routines more important in their homes than it had been in their childhood homes, but 

their efforts and the results create ambivalence. It is in their talk about themselves as 

mothers of school-age children that the longing to be - perhaps not a perfect mother - but 

a better mother is heard in similar ways to Luttrell's participants. "That the women saw 

themselves as key to but inadequate for the successful education of their children is one 

of the most insidious and effective mechanisms regulating and reproducing social 
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inequality" (Luttrell, 1997, p. 112). Pam's closing remark on her attempts to be her son's 

first teacher captures reproduction theory aptly with, "I couldn't give him what I 

couldn't." 

Frances in this and other conversations produces a chilling look at the effects 

Mother as First Teacher rhetoric, so central to early childhood education, can have on a 

woman. She encountered the phrase and the responsibility and expectations behind it in 

the Family Literacy class she enrolled in when her oldest daughter was in first grade and 

her youngest in HeadStart and she was 24 years old. This concept, used as a curriculum 

organizer in Family Literacy classrooms to teach lessons on the value of play, oral 

language, reading, writing, and math readiness activities, and so on, was perceived not as 

an empowering celebration of her role as mother, but as a devastating, dangerous blow to 

her daughters' chances for success. 

Her reflection on her own coming to terms with this rhetoric is captured over the 

year of her involvement with this women's project. In October, she said that she felt 

"cheated" out of the experience of being her daughters' first teacher by her learning 

disabilities and the difficulties she has with reading and spelling. In December, she 

shared, "I just wished I wasn't there at that time to hear that [the lesson on 'mothers are a 

child's first teacher']... if I'm their teacher, their first teacher, it's going to be hard for 

them to learn how to read!" By April, as we were sharing what the experience of being 

in the group had meant to the participants, she shared: 

I had a lot of problems with 'Mom as child's first teacher' and that really upset 

me, but not anymore. It's coming to here [to the group], it's making me feel like 
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Go out there. Go read to your daughter. And if I can't figure out what this word is, 

read on, and maybe I'll figure it out, and then I can read what that word is. So for 

a woman, my motherhood is changed.... Meaning, that I am my daughters' first 

teacher. 

Without a mediating environment that supported Frances herself as a learner with 

learning disabilities and the accompanying handicap of instructional neglect in her K-12 

education, her position in relation to the rhetoric might not have been so successfully 

reframed or accomplished so quickly. 

Summary 

This chapter represents a critical space in the American schooling system where 

rhetoric meets reality in the lives of working poor and minority children. These women's 

experiences demonstrate the power of the role of the mother in their early education and 

where the schools failed to provide what their mothers could not, leaving the girls adrift 

in a system that hardly recognized their presence. As mothers themselves, they have tried 

to improve their children's odds, but as Frances tells us, the odds just keep getting longer 

and the gaps wider in this information society; she felt that her girls were behmd before 

they had even really started school. Adult education's work with working poor women 

and mothers is also a troubled space that too often enforces the message that women's 

literacy should be about their families first, failing to meet the needs and desires for 

literacy learning expressed by women as women. 

This chapter completes a tour around the Unfolding Venn diagram, exploring 

some of the contradictions found in the social construction of the category of woman and 
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as mother. Just as the other discussions explored contradictions without resolve, the 

conflicted meanings and feelings generated by schools and mothers reflects a negotiated 

and on-going relationship. The next chapter takes a step slightly away from the Venn 

diagram to explore how the participants understood their roles as co-researchers and the 

type of research in which we were engaged. 
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Chapter 7 

Empowering Research 

"I spoke, you heard, you spoke and they heard. " Frances 

This final chapter in Part II is an exploration of the methods of this study. The 

Methods chapter was introduced as an explanation of the who, what, where, and how; 

this chapter delves further in dialogue with the participants into the 'why' and 'to what 

ends' these methods can be utilized. The latter is posited as the twin, braided outgrowths 

of coming to voice and coming to power, both explored in the literature on critical and 

feminist pedagogies. 

The Politics of Method 

In the politics of method, what counts as knowledge and whose knowledge counts 

are the major epistemological questions. This deliberate contextualization by critical 

theorists exposes the social construction and maintenance of knowledge claims. Feminist 

epistemo logics, Tanesmi (1999) writes, are based on three foundational assumptions, a) 

that practical, rather than theoretical, knowledge is the starting point for investigations, b) 

that knowledge is essentially social, and c) a rejection of any claims of value-neutrality 

(pp. 11-12). "Feminist epistemo logics ... are more concerned with finding out, and 

improving, the practices that help us to achieve knowledge" (pp. 19-20), Furthermore, 

feminist ethics brings to epistemo logy the questions of not only what you want to know, 

but how you want to know it (Grasswick, 2003, p. 99). 

Critical and feminist researchers (e.g. Lather, 1991) have long maintained that the 

choice of methods and their implied epistemologies and paradigms is inherently a 
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political decision yet one often made invisible by the ideologies and traditions of science 

that claim neutrality. 

The goals of discovering knowable truths by attaining objectivity, eliminating 

bias and subjectivity, quantifying constructs in measurable units, and achieving 

the ability to predict and control are at the heart of a positivistic practice .. . 

interpretive and participatory action methods fundamentally challenge these 

assumptions. (Tolman & Brydon-Miller, 2001, p. 5) 

Participatory methods expel the objectivity which is a "god trick ... a way of being 

nowhere while claiming to be everywhere equally" (Haraway, 1988, p. 584) in favor of a 

"strong reflexivity" which conceives of both the subjects of inquiry and the researcher 

"gazing back in all their cultural particularity. .. [on] the socially situated research 

project" (Harding, 1991, p. 163). Subjectivities are celebrated, explored, and engaged 

rather than bracketed and ignored: "Moving from 'subjects' to 'subjectivities'... 

acknowledges that as researchers with subjectivities of our own, we can connect with and 

relate to people whose subjectivities expand our notion of what constitutes ... 

knowledge" (Tolman & Brydon-Miller, 2001, p. 10). Furthermore, "participatory 

methods of research . .. acknowledge the relationships as adding power to, rather than 

contaminating or detracting from, the research process" (Brydon-Miller & Tolman, 2001, 

p. 323). 

Patti Lather (1991) suggests "the central issue" of critical inquiry "is how to bring 

together scholarship and advocacy in order to generate new ways of knowing that 

interrupt power imbalances. The line between emancipator)' inquiry and pedagogy blurs 



199 

as critical researchers focus on developing interactive approaches to research" (p. 110). 

Concepts such as validity and ownership of knowledge, then, need to be reconceived in 

these new approaches. Under the feminist and critical assumption that there are no grand 

truths (Lyotard, 1984), research goals are to join in projects that produce "partial, 

beatable, critical knowledges" (Haraway, 1988, p. 584). These locatable knowledges 

belong, moreover, to the participants who worked to produce them. This leads to 

political and epistemological questions that researchers and participants fece throughout 

the process, questions such as who benefits and in what ways from the research process 

and the research products (Brydon-Miller & Tolman, 2001, p. 322). The concept of 

validity in emancipatory inquiry must incorporate concepts such as catalytic validity, 

which is "the degree to which the research process re-orients, focuses and energizes 

participants toward knowing reality in order to transform it, a process Pre ire (1970) terms 

conscientization" (Lather, 1991, p. 68). 

The project of participatory action research (PAR) is by definition and design 

educational and political. The deliberate blurring of the boundaries between researcher 

and researched, education and research is a direct challenge to traditional knowledge 

production and claims. Conducting PAR commits the researcher to a philosophy and 

epistemological belief that "people have a universal right to participate in the production 

of knowledge which is a disciplined process of personal and social transformation" 

(Freire, 1997, p. xi). It is, as Barbara Du Bois (1983) calls it, "passionate scholarship." 

Choosing to engage in PAR commits the researcher to the empowering 

educational and political work ofjoining with participants as they come to voice and 
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come to power. Becoming familiar with the rough terrain of these learning journeys 

caused me to question how the participants were perceiving their journeys and how they 

understood and perceived the compatibility of the methods of the project with that 

learning. The literature on coming to voice and on emancipatoiy pedagogies will be 

presented as a backdrop to the group's conversation about the method of PAR and the 

technique of the adapted Unfolding Matrix. 

Coming to voice. Voice is a term often used with theories of marginalized 

peoples and women. Elizabeth Hayes (2000), reviewing the literature on women and 

voice in adult learning, identifies three metaphors for voice that reflect different 

trajectories of the process: giving voice as in naming past silenced experiences or re

naming experiences that had been mislabeled by conventional language; developing a 

voice which implies a deliberate process, one that Hayes points out may be context-

specific; and reclaiming a voice, often a childhood voice that was muted or distorted to fit 

cultural assumptions, a process that is particularly "emotionally-laden" and embodied. 

She also examines the distinctions between voice developed individually and voice as a 

collective power. She identifies dialogue and conversations as key bridges for women to 

give, develop, and reclaim their voices and leam to use their voices together as a power. 

Brown and Gilligan (1992) describe the physicality and metaphorical nature of 

the term voice with: 

Voice, because it is embodied, connects rather than separates psyche and body; 

because voice is in language, it also joins psyche and culture. Voice is inherently 

relational. . . the sounds of one's voice change in resonance depending on the 
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relational acoustics: whether one is heard or not heard, how one is responded to 

(by oneself and by other people), (p. 20) 

Through their years of work at a girls' school. Brown, Gilligan, and colleagues trace how 

girls' voices are driven underground or develop a resistance in order to be outspoken. 

The girls move from pre-adolescence, a time in which they see and hear clearly and speak 

the truths about the relationships and people in their worlds as "whistle-blowers," to more 

troubled times when their voices are unsure of how to speak about conflict and yet 

sustain relationships, they "approach a wall" that seems to separate reality from 

acceptability. It is this realization of the social construction of reality and "feeling the 

power with which this framework or construction is enforced or held in place" (p. 160) 

that girls experience as muting, denying, and psychologically disturbing. 

Brown and Gilligan (1992) warn that the individual responses to this experience 

have been cast in the psychological literature as normal and natural for girls and women, 

"where others have seen a growth in subjectivity ... we see ... a danger of losing voice 

and also a struggle against dissociation" (p. 161). Girls are especially vulnerable to abuse 

at this time in their lives, a time when they may be at risk of losing "their ability to name 

relational violations . .. both psychological and physical" (p. 106). A healthy resistance 

to the muting and denial of experiences and personal knowledge, then, becomes a 

"political resistance or a challenge to the existing order of relationships, to the prevailing 

lines of power and authority" (p. 183). 

Jill Tarule (1996) describes the typologies developed in Women's Ways of 

Knowing (WWK) through a further analysis of the role of voice and dialogue in the 
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epistemologies. Women categorized in the position of Silence[d] were those who did not 

have a habit of learning through language-mediated social situations. Women 

categorized as Received knowers were listeners, learning without engaging in 

questioning conversations. From the Subjectivist position, women learn by listening to 

others and to themselves, as if in parallel. As women moved into Procedural knowing, 

they began to exercise their skills at dialogue, engaging with others in pursuit of new, 

mutual understandings. Separate knowers, familiar to western academic traditions, might 

play the "devil's advocate." Connected knowers might engage in "real talk" that is more 

conversational. Constructed knowers are those for whom learning is a conversation 

between real others, literature, and their own thoughts, and for whom knowledge is in a 

steady state of construction. All of the WWK informants, Tarule (1996) found, 

"emphasize that the roots of their thinking are nourished by conversation and that 

dialogue is how they apprehend new understandings and reinterpret their thinking and 

their ideas" (p. 285). 

Since the publishing of WWK, Belenky has pursued an understanding of how 

development occurs among people outside the established higher education system, 

particularly among marginalized and excluded groups. Along with colleagues, Belenky 

has documented a discourse quite different from the rational discourse that, following its 

central role in Habermas' theory of communicative action, is so often proposed in critical 

theory and championed in adult education by Jack Mezirow's Transformation Learning 

Theory (1990; 1991; 2000). 
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Rather than encouraging the "doubting game" of Separate, rational knowing, 

"which can harm those who lack confidence in their abilities to develop and articulate 

ideas" (Belenky & Stanton, 2000, p. 88), groups that adopt the "believing game" of 

Connected knowing, which encourages listening and empathy, "create ... a level playing 

field where even very dissimilar people can meet as equals" (p. 89). The assumptions of 

equality, matched competence, and bracketed power relations in rational discourse 

(Habermas, 1984, 1987; Mezirow, 1991,2000), unmasked as a farce even in higher 

educational settings (Brookfield, 2001), are thrown over in favor of examining the 

feelings, positionality, contextuality, and temporal aspects of the participants in a 

supportive atmosphere that encourages everyone to "listen deeply and respectfully and 

models how to draw out others' ideas" (Belenky & Stanton, 2000, p. 93). 

When coming to voice occurs in such a supportive listening community, 

individual growth is maximized and "Voice then becomes a metaphor for a community 

that is constructing and articulating its thought as well as exercising the right to seek 

justice" (Belenky et al, 1997, p. 8). 

Coming to power. Researchers and educators who proclaim their critical 

ideologies struggle to create and use methods and pedagogies that reflect their vision and 

values. As they join with oppressed or marginalized peoples to claim and reclaim their 

rights to voice and power, "how they want to know" (Grasswick, 2003, p. 99) is a 

question with immediate and daily consequences. 

Peter McLaren and Tomaz Tadeu da Silva (1993) attempt to explicate Freire's 

pedagogies from a position of end-of-the-century social criticism, Freire's work, they 
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argue, is an "agenda of dissent" that specifically and unabashedly links an "educational 

vision in which self development and social transformation go hand in hand in the 

struggle for social justice (p. 52). Critical pedagogies create spaces and "forums" where 

lived experiences can be shared and engaged and a "new narrative of hope" (p. 68) can be 

constructed within what Freire (1994) called a "pedagogy ofhope." Pedagogies, 

McLaren and da Silva (1993) argue, "always produce specific forms of practical 

competencies, i.e., literacies ... Freire's work can ... envisage a means of enlisting 

pedagogy into the construction of a contestatory space where a radical and plural 

democracy might begin to take root" (pp. 48 - 49). Not only is Freire's work about the 

power of literacy, it is, therefore, about the literacy of power. 

Jennifer Gore (1993) theorizes pedagogy as a "process of knowledge production 

... in which such production is seen to be connected with relations of power" (p. 9). 

This look at pedagogy leads her to deeper epistemological questions: "The pedagogical 

process embodies power relations . .. concerning issues of knowledge: 'What is valid 

knowledge?' 'What knowledge is produced?' 'Whose knowledge' and so on" (p. 60). 

From this perspective, she warns that the discourses of "empowerment" and "leadership" 

carry within them regressive potentials of authority, an "agent" doing the empowering, 

usually assumed to be the teacher/authority, and a notion of power as a "property" to be 

exchanged (pp. 74, 122). The solution she identifies is a deepened reflexive examination 

of our positionalities and our participation in the "construction and operation of regimes 

of truth even while working or arguing ... for empowerment, democracy, and liberation" 

(p. 109). This can happen when the authority of a learning environment chooses to 
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acknowledge his or her choice of emancipatory pedagogy in a language that is not an all-

or-none discourse of liberation or dominance, but a "language of possibility." "The 

proclamation of a language of possibility in critical pedagogy is connected to shifting 

conceptions of power - from power as repressive to power as productive ... and shifting 

from emphases on ideology and structure to an emphasis on agency [and practice]" (p. 

98). 

bell hooks (1994) writes of the project of "liberatory education that connects the 

will to know with the will to become" (p. 19) and reflects on pedagogical tools that help 

students make the connection. She sees the classroom, "with all its limitations" as a 

"location of possibility" where critical educators and students can "collectively imagine 

ways to move beyond boundaries, to transgress" (p. 207), especially to transgress our 

silences and avoidances. She strongly urges a critique of traditional "safe" educational 

practices, often finding behind the term a veil of professed neutrality, of color-blindness, 

class-blindness, able-ness blindness. Creating a learning community that is "a 

democratic setting where everyone feels a responsibility to contribute is a central goal of 

transformative pedagogy" (p. 39) necessitates that the researcher or the teacher pay 

attention to issues of voice and ask questions that mirror Gore's knowledge questions, 

such as "Who speaks? Who listens? And why?" (p. 40). 

The declarations of neutrality in education, research, or other human activity is 

thoroughly denounced by critical scholars. Myles Horton and Paulo Freire (1990) talk at 

length about the "immorality" of professed neutrality, unmasking it as mere 

conventionalism, "Neutrality is just following the crowd" as Horton said (p. 102). Freire 
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continued the conversation with the claim of neutrality as "the best way for one to hide 

his or her choice ... that works in favor of the dominant" (pp. 103 - 104). Instead of 

neutrality or "safety," critical researchers and educators opt for a fuller accounting of 

positionalities and ideologies, of themselves, students and participants, and of the project. 

Arthur Wilson and Ronald Cervero (2001) take up the question of power and 

politics from the position of specific practices in adult education, calling for more 

analyses of specific "micro-practices ... that illustrate directly the practice of politics in 

adult education: an understanding of what counts and a willingness to struggle in 

changing who benefits" (p. 277). Their edited volume. Power in Practice (Cevero & 

Wilson, 2001), highlights several such micro-practice studies. They reserve their 

introductory and summary chapters, however, for situating their larger argument that 

adult educators are unavoidably "brokers" of knowledge distribution and power 

restructuring and therefore have a responsibility to claim their privilege to envision and 

work for social change. In accepting responsibility to ask "Who benefits?" and "Who 

should benefit?" educators and researchers can join in building the "practice of 

possibility" (279) as a new foundation for adult education. 

The Contradiction 

Critical pedagogy and research, then, offer a language, a location, and a practice 

of possibility, a pedagogy and a narrative of hope. The design of this project, utilizing 

the technique of the Unfolding Matrix (Padilla, 1993) adapted to a Venn diagram within 

participatory action research, was proposed as an unabashedly emancipatory effort. 

Issues of coming to voice, exploring lived experiences, creating knowledge, developing 
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relationships, and negotiating power were all built into the design at multiple stages, from 

recruitment through data collection, organization, and reduction, and interpretation and 

presentation efforts. The Unfolding Venn diagram, especially, was chosen to 

accommodate some of the specific difficulties inherent in long-term research in adult 

education and literacy settings as discussed in Methods (chapter 3). Additionally, the 

flexibility of the framework was hoped to fulfill the call for "reciprocal, dialogic research 

design[s]" that are mutually constructed and validated (Lather, 1991, p. 65). 

Nevertheless, as Elizabeth Ellsworth (1989) had the courage to teach us, even 

emanciptory designs can feel oppressive and authoritarian to our students or participants. 

I needed to know how the women perceived their role in the research project, what they 

thought about how we were creating knowledge through the matrix, and the potential 

personal and social effects they imagined as a result of their participation. I was 

concerned that my initial desire that the women, whose classrooms were scattered 

throughout the agency and city, would be able to meet and create a supportive group had 

not been fulfilled. Despite multiple efforts, we never had the opportunity to meet as a 

whole group with everyone who had participated together at one time. I worried that the 

"relational" design I had implemented felt cold as participants were asked again and 

again to respond to words from women they had never met. 

Questions about these issues were posed to a core group of women who had 

participated in several public presentations and were preparing to do more. Although we 

talked about all three of the issues on the same day, the conversations were discontinuous 

and that is how they will be presented and then interpreted in this chapter. 
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Demographics 

At the meeting in April, 2002, Drucilla, Sherry, Pam and Frances and I were 

debriefing the experiences of recent presentations and preparing for the regional 

conference in Phoenix in two weeks. This group was coincidentally composed of all 

women with learning disabilities, aged 25 to 60+ years old. Their literacy levels were all 

within the range of "basic education," that is pre-GED reading, writing, and math 

proficiencies. Our ethnicities were one African-American, one Hispanic, and three white 

women (including me). Drucilla and Frances had been in the group since the first 

meeting in June, 2001, Sherry since August, 2001, and Pam since November of 2001. 

Sherry, Pam, and Frances had already co-presented (with Yoly, Laura and me) at two 

local adult education conferences. 

The Women's Words: Doing Research 

Mod: How has the process of participating in this research been for you? We've 

talked about this before. This is more than a support group because there is 

always an agenda, I'm always asking questions, I'm tape recording things, I'm 

coming back and saying, 'You said this last time, did you think about it again?' 

So I was wondering how that has been for you and what can you tell me about 

that? 

Drucilla: I myself, I enjoyed it, I have enjoyed it and I enjoyed just listen at 

different women and they situation and I have enjoyed even with mine, to share 

Sherry: Their experience in life . . . 
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Drucilla; My experience of what I have for me and coming together just with 

different ones, it's just a joy for me, I have enjoyed all of it. 

Sherry: For me. It's like she said, we've come together, we work together, we 

share each other's problems. We're working out, we're coming out of the closet 

into the sunlight and now that we did that, I hope other people can join us and get 

out of the closet into the sunlight. 

Mod: So you are thinking a little bit about disability, too, right, coming out? 

Pam: Uh-huh, coming out of the dark and talking. 

Frances:... Just the fact that we touched somebody.... So it's mostly like ... I 

spoke, you heard, you spoke and they heard. It's kind of like that [gesturing with 

her arms opening and spreading]... the fact of spreading. 

Drucilla: And at the same time, we are looking for something, hope, for 

something to help us better in the ftiture. 

Sherry: Right. 

Drucilla: Things that we want to better our condition in life for us. 

Sherry: I'm hoping we find things to build on ... 

Drucilla; which way to go 

Pam: which way to go, which way to turn ... 

Drucilla: which way to go to get some help! 

Pam: Yeah, there you go! 

Mod: Some hope and direction, maybe, huh? 

All: Yeah, direction! 
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Sherry: Not to be ashamed of who we are, we are still human beings even though 

Pam: we have a disability 

Mod: Are you thinking about that, too, in terms of literacy? Because Pam and 

Sherry, you have shared at other times, that you hadn't told people that you had a 

reading problem before. 

Sherry and Pam: Right. 

Mod: And now you are telling people that you have a reading problem and you 

are working on it. 

Sherry and Pam: Right. 

Frances: I'm not afraid to help other people, even though knowing I have a 

disability. 

Sherry: We are realizing now that there is hope for us and ... 

Drucilla: Mmhhmm! I always looked at it as though there is hope for me ... I 

have always believed that. [The group] is giving us hope that there is help out 

there for us . . .  

Pam; Yeah, there is some help for us! 

Drucilla: to go and ask for. . .  b u t  f i n d i n g  o u t  W H O  t o  a s k ,  t h a t ' s  w h a t  w e  h a v e  a  

problem with. 

Talking with Theory about Hope 

These women identify the pedagogy of hope embedded in the project and, 

through their words, work to create their own "narrative of hope" that resonates with 

McLaren and da Silva's (1994) "arch of social dreaming ... a forum for sharing and 
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engaging stories of pain and suffering but also for constructing a new narrative of hope" 

(p. 68). By sharing their "experiences" and "problems," they break out of their "closet" 

of isolation, silence, and denial. 

bell hooks (1994) takes special care to recognize the "priviledged standpoint" that 

is grounded in 'the passion of experience [and] the passion of remembrance" (p. 90). For 

the women in the project, this forum provided them the opportunity and the expectation 

that they would share some of their painful experiences of literacy learning, schooling, 

facing disabilities and discrimination, and of their resistances to damaging assumptions 

and limitations. They were asked to break their silence, speak their painful memories, 

and trace the consequences in their lives of the limitations to which they had been 

subjected. These kinds of passionate, emotionally charged experiences, hooks writes, 

"encompass many feelings, but particularly suffering . .. which is a way of knowing that 

is often expressed through the body, what it knows, what has been deeply inscribed on it 

through experience" and can be "rarely voiced and named from a distance" (p. 91). 

Voice, with its embodied and cultural connections, can give power back to embodied and 

.social experiences that were once silenced. Naming pain and suffering, she asserts, is the 

first step toward theorizing from that privileged location, a theory in which "lies the hope 

of our liberation" (p. 75). 

Developing a voice, as Hayes (2000) pointed out, can require a context-specific 

vocabulary and knowledge. For these women, developing a voice about their 

impairments and the impacts on their literacy learning required learning the vocabulary of 

learning disabilities, of disability rights and accommodations, of learning and instruction. 
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and about the sequence of learning to read. Drucilla, for example, began the project in 

June of 2001 saying "I'm a slow learner." Later in the fall, she was asking for a tutor to 

help her with reading, she was still "'rastlin' with it." But by the end of the project, she 

could identify that her particular difficulties were with reading comprehension and rate. 

She also knew where to identify growth in those areas, celebrating when she began to 

read and comprehend faster so that she could complete and pass a whole reading lesson 

in one evening's class on the computer-based instructional software, to when she could 

complete and pass two lessons. McLaren and da Silva (1994) connect developing a voice 

to critical pedagogies, saying that the role of the critical educator or researcher "is to 

provide the conditions for individuals to acquire a language that will enable them to 

reflect upon and shape their own experiences and in certain instances, transform such 

experiences in the interest of a larger project of social responsibility" (p. 49). The 

"hinged theme" of context-specific development of a voice and a language and the role 

that my facilitation played in that process, the "condition," is the subject of deeper 

analysis in Putting Words to Lives. 

For Sherry, Pam, and Frances the experiences of talking about their literacy and 

disability struggles openly in the group and then in public presentations have been a 

liberatory experience. They use the metaphors of "coming out" and "spreading" to 

express the release and energy they have gained from participating in the research 

process. These echo the "embodied" metaphors, collected by Belenky et al. (1997), used 

by women researchers and community organizers as they described themselves and their 

work. The list includes metaphors of growth and nurturing such as drawing out, lifting 
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up, bringing out, growing, etc. (p. 259). Summarizing Lakolf and Johnson (1980), 

Belenky and colleagues connect metaphor with lived experiences: "Metaphorical 

thinking is often the first step in the development of a complex set of ideas. Such ideas 

seem easier to grasp when illustrated by metaphors suggesting more easily understood 

concrete experiences" (p. 260). As the embodied experiences of being on guard against 

being found out, hiding impairments, or self-censoring (speech, writing, reading, 

employment, etc.) give way to more honest exchanges, the energy once expended in 

closure can be released and put to more creative and hopeful uses. 

Drucilla, however, draws attention to the distinction between hope and help. 

Hope is something that she has always had for herself, it is help that she needs. This 

distinction is made by Freire (1994) as well. "Hope is an ontological need," he writes, 

but as necessary as it is, "it is not enough" (p. 8). Nor does it sustain itself in the face of 

despair and hopelessness. "Hope needs practice" to be strong and vibrant and join "the 

struggle we wage in our hope" (p. 9). The struggle, against hopelessness and social 

injustices, cannot be won with hope alone. There must be some critical awareness of 

what is "out there for us," some help of guidance and direction to "better our condition in 

life." There is a role for the critical educator and researcher, engaged with our students 

and participants as "knowledge-power brokers" (Wilson & Cevero, 2001, p. 276), 

keeping hope alive by taking a stand through our practice. 

The Women's Words: The Unfolding Venn Diagram 

Mod: You've been responding to people you haven't even met. ... One of the 

things that we've done in this group is keep talking about the same topic even 
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though the same group hasn't always been there. Tell me how that has been for 

you, what does that feel? 

Pam: Makes me feel stronger. 

Mod: How so? 

Drucilla: Encourages you. 

Pam: Encouraged me a lot. 

Mod: To know that other people that you don't even know are contributing? 

Hmmm! 

Sherry: There are more people out there than just us, realizing that they have a 

problem. 

Mod: Hmmm- you are recognizing connections to people you don't even know. 

Sherry and Pam: Right. 

Drucilla: It needs to be public so others can read that about that. 

Mod: Hmmm! Making it public ... you feel good about making things public. 

Drucil la: Yeah, and they can come and tel l  about their l ives and how they .  . .  

about what hard struggles they've had. 

Mod: Helping others by making your story public, that's fantastic. 

Frances: I like to give my opinion, if [it's] really wanted. I don't like to give my 

opinion if they're [audience members] just in there like [nonchalantly not 

listening], OK, we're listening and then they go back to the same thing all the 

time. 
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Mod: Well, so how has this group been? Have you felt like you continued to want 

to give your opinion? 

Frances: I guess ... like the fact of knowing that [teachers] need a taste of 

something to understand. 

Drucilla: I like the group meeting because we can tell what we thinking, how we 

feeling, and what we want more in life and if we don't get it, at least you knew 

what we want... 

Mod: Ohhhh, that's so nice! So I can't wave a magic wand and make everything 

happen that you guys want, but at least you feel like someone is listening. 

Several: RIGHT! 

Drucilla: Someone is listening to what we are saying and what we want and then 

maybe one day, there may be something come along, then you knew about it and 

then you can tell  them about us . . .  

Talking with Theory about Being Heard 

These women recognized the power of story as a force to reach across distance 

and time to unknown others. They felt connections with women who had contributed 

before them and were "encouraged" just to know that there were other women in the 

program struggling with similar issues. Stories, preserved in the diagram and through our 

collective talk, created a sense of connection and collaboration toward the project goal of 

creating knowledge and informing our educational program. Carol Witherell (1991) 

discusses how the paradoxes inherent in the educational and therapeutic environment, 
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paradoxes between self and other, subject and object, knower and known, can be bridged 

by stories: 

The power of story and metaphor [is] in offering up possibilities for human action 

and feeling . .. the teller or receiver of stories can discover connections between 

self and other, penetrate barriers to understanding, and come to know more deeply 

the meaning of his or her own historical and cultural narrative, (p. 94) 

The concrete details and lived experiences represented in other women's stories 

resonated across absences, allowing an authentic connection to be formed. The genres of 

stories told and the function each genre served in the group emerged as a "hinged theme" 

in this project and will be explored in greater detail in Stories of Our Lives. 

Ann Brooks (2000) identifies narrative as a key element in women's 

transformational learning, a kind of learning that reshapes the learner in ways that she 

and others can identify. Narrative is, she writes, "the link between individual and social 

transformation" (p. 145). Bringing personal narrative to public light, moreover, is a 

political act. "Whenever subordinate knowledge is claimed and voiced within the public 

domain, the hegemony of mainstream knowledge is challenged, and public space is 

claimed for an additional voice" (p. 147). Making their stories public, the women in this 

project felt, did just this, it opened "space" for other women to step forward and tell their 

stories of their "hard struggles." 

These women further demonstrate that the power of coming to voice is as much 

about being heard as it is articulating one's feelings and experiences. Just as the concept 

of "voice" carries many hidden meanings, silence, too, can be more than merely a lack of 
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talk. Silence can be a strategic option as "self-protection" (Hayes, 2000, p. 95; also 

Brown & Gilligan, 1992) in the face of threats to important relationships. Silence can be 

"resistance" to hurtful racial, cultural, or sexist assumptions or prejudices as Hurtado 

(1996) and Johnson-Bailey (2001) describe, a way to preserve one's integrity (C. Luke, 

1994) by not having to answer falsely. Silence can also be a strategy of loud denunciation 

of a perceived lack of trust or respect. Unfortunately, individual uses of silence do not 

have the strength to challenge authority or power and often go unrecognized or 

misrecognized by authorities (Hayes, 2000). 

Through dialogue in a respectful, supportive setting, the women in this project 

have felt the respect and trust they needed in order to give voice, in the multiple senses of 

the term, to their frustrations, past hurtful experiences, and secreted dreams. "Through 

dialogue, women may provide each other with models for voicing self that challenge 

limitations" (Hayes, 2000, p. 101), or as Tarule (1996) wrote, models for imderstanding 

herself and past experiences. This collaboration becomes catalytic as women seize the 

dialogic tools to express themselves and demand a respectful hearing. The crucial 

importance of our dialogic community — the establishment and growth of trust and 

respect - emerged as another "hinged theme" and is more carefully analyzed in The 

Experience of the Experience. 

The research setting, utilizing the technique of the Unfolding Venn diagram and 

tape-recording and transcribing every conversation, became a visible and audible form of 

respect as women's words and thoughts were physically represented and reflected upon, 

even in their absence. The goals to which we were committed and the products we 
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worked to produce were grounded in the women's words, taken from our dialogues. In 

this way, we were able to continue to listen to each other even as we presented our 

findings publicly and asked of others a respectful listening. Drucilla identifies the 

responsibility I had as a listener to the stories, to hold their concerns in mind into the 

future, when something new might "come along" that I would then connect with their 

needs. 

The Women's Words: Retention 

Mod: Has being in this group contributed to your being able to stay in school? Of 

all the women who have participated, we have only lost one person out of class in 

this whole year, [and] we've been meeting since the end of June. So almost one 

year and only one woman has dropped out of the class that she's enrolled in .  . .  

And usually, we have like a 50% drop out rate in our classes, you've seen it, you 

see people come and go in your classes all the time.... So I'm thinking, wow, 

has the group been a positive impact on your enrollment and attendance? How 

so? 

Several: Yeah! 

Sherry: Because when you go to school, you just see yourself behind. 

Everybody's just getting ahead, like she said, seems like you in that classroom 

and you're not going nowhere. But when you come here and listen to other 

people's stories, and they're doing the same thing, so that means wow, I'm not the 

only one setting there in that classroom wondering if I'm gonna go somewhere. 

So . . .  
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Mod: So you think you would not have found each other if it had not been for the 

group? [specifically Pam and Sherry who are now close friends.] 

Sherry and Pam: Right, right. 

Mod: Why do you think it has helped you stay in school? 

Drucilla: Better ideas. Better ideas about myself Give you that determine to 

wants to do, wants to fight on. I have that desire to fight on. 

Sherry: You can go home and think about what you talked about with other 

people . . .  

Pam: and sit down and see if you can't think up some more. 

Mod: So let's put up here [on the diagram] 'retention'... 

Pam: And don't give up. 

Mod: So giving you determination, I'm going to put that as a woman thing, don't 

you think? 

Sherry and Pam: Yeah! 

Sherry: I feel. . . everybody wants a goal in life and if we can touch somebody 

else's life, the more the merrier. 

Frances: Just the support from the group ... makes me want to come in to the 

group, it kind of makes the problems I have disappear. Just to hear other peoples' 

problems, it helps me. . .. Sometimes its really hard for me to come out with stuff 

... when I'm in here, I don't feel like I'm talking for myself, I feel like I'm 

talking for [pause] a different person is talking about me. I can't just come out 

and say it, it's like really hard and so I have to kind of turn myself around inside 
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for me, for somebody to talk about me.. .. Coming to this group has helped me 

figure out who I am. 

Talking with Theory about Support 

The on-going and flexible nature of the group allowed it to become what Robert 

Kegan termed a "holding environment," a social or educational environment that can 

first, recognize and affirm a member, second, "let go" by permitting and challenging 

members to take intellectual risks, and third, "stick around" to provide stability and 

continuity through members' growth (Kegan et a!., 2001, p. 14). Such an environment 

can support and foster emotional and cognitive growth and reflection. 

Holding environments also, evidently, help students "hold" onto their 

commitments to learning despite the inevitable challenges and frustrations. Time and 

again, the women came to the group expressing their frustrations with their instruction or 

instructors, their own learning difficulties, or the competing responsibilities ofhome and 

work. They strongly identified the support, dialogue, and respect they found within the 

group as making the difference for them to remain engaged in literacy learning. The 

retention statistics from the group reinforce this: over the course of a year, only one of the 

16 women contributors stopped attending class (after more than a semester). This 

percentage of 94% compares to the programs' average of 75% retention for 12 weeks or 

more. 

Dialogic communities that support individual's self-reflection, moreover, 

encourage not only the positive connections participants make with each other, but the 

connections they begin to make within themselves (Flannery, 2000). Each enunciates 
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beautifully the process of engaging in self-reflection. Drucilla gets "better ideas" about 

herself when she comes and participates in the conversation. Sherry and Pam take the 

conversation home and "think up some more" thoughts about wlmt was shared. Frances 

articulates the physical experience of learning to engage in self-reflection, to "turn myself 

aronmd inside me" to "figure out who I am." 

Accounts of women proclaiming their primary motive for returning to basic 

education to "become somebody," as Luttrell's (1997) participants stated, are frequently 

found in the literature on adult education and literacy (see Fingeret & Drennon, 1997 and 

Horsman, 1990). The self-reflection and re-authoring of past experiences undertaken by 

the women in this project show that these women are seeking, perhaps more 

fundamentally, to find out who they are at this moment in time, with all their emotional 

and educational baggage and secreted dreams and fears, before trying to become 

something new. 

Summary 

Participatory action research utilizing the data management technique of the 

Unfolding Matrix has the potential to be a "practice of possibility" in adult education. 

Combining the long-term and action commitments of PAR with a dialectical technique 

that "holds" participants in mind and in the project even during absences has the potential 

to address some of the most difficult research parameters with this population and setting. 

Moreover, this project demonstrates that participants respond positively to those qualities, 

accepting them as scaffolding on which they can grow, challenge, and hope. 



222 

OVERVIEW OF PART III: HINGED THEMES AND DREAMS 

The three chapters in this Part explore themes that emerged over time in the group 

and in the data. For me, they were unexpected findings, unpredicted by the 

contradictions that I encoded and presented to focus groups. They are the result of the 

participants exerting their needs and styles on the project and taking it in directions that 

revealed more of themselves as specific women in specific circumstances. 

As introduced in the Methods chapter, "hinged themes" is a term from Freire's 

(1970) Pedagogy of the Oppressed that speaks to themes that cut across focus dialogues 

and emerge with perspective on the long-term trajectory of the project. Hinged themes 

connect and contextualize the project within the larger social and disciplinary 

conversation/s, enriching both the local focus and the theoretical view. The narrative 

units of the three themes presented here emerged from my reflections on the project and 

on the physical transcript print-outs. 

The title of this section mirrors the process of discovering the content. The 

emergence of the themes in an organic process paralleled for me the surprise of hearing 

several of the women talk about their dreams for the future. In December, Frances told 

me that her dream of becoming a teacher was coming back to her, being rekindled after 

many years of discounting her ability to do so, by her involvement in her Family Literacy 

class and the group. Pam also surprised me one day in late spring by saying that she had 

dreamed of becoming a veterinary assistant when she was little and now she thought she 

might see a way to make it happen. Like seeds that have been dormant through the 
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winter, the appearance of dreams was a pleasant and wonderfti! surprise, indicative of 

personal transformations underway. 

The first chapter in this section is Stories of Our Selves. It explores the role of 

storytelling in our group dialogues, both in the immediate setting and over the long-term 

connections within and between the participants. The types of stories told and their 

particular function are presented, embedded in a theoretical conversation about the role of 

narrative and storytelling in adult education. 

The second chapter. Putting Words to Lives, delves into what was coded as 

Articulation sequences in the transcripts. These exchanges were found to represent three 

types of collaborative voice work: "word work" such as vocabulary building, "delivering 

words" or coming to voice, and "self-understanding" as scaffolded meta-leaming about 

learning and disabilities. These highlighted exchanges illustrate an adult education and 

literacy micro-practice that sheds light on how students acquire and connect oral and print 

literacy. 

The final chapter of the section. The Experience of the Experience, is a multi-

vocal and multi-textual narrative inquiry. I first use Clandinin and Connelly's (2000) 

three dimensional inquiry space to examine my own field notes and memos with a 

particular interest in my learning about participatory facilitation techniques. I then turn 

back to feminist political and ethical theorists to help me understand into what form and 

functions the focus dialogues grew through the year. The final section is a collection of 

voices speaking to what the project meant to those who participated as well as others who 



were touched by the work. Through these reflections, a portrait of a "community of 

practice" (Lave & Wegner, 1991) emerges. 
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Chapter 8 

Stories of Our Selves 

This chapter explores the role narrative, in various forms, played in our group 

through the year. I begin with an opening discussion of key theorists on the 

psychological and pedagogical role of stories and narrative knowing. The eight genres of 

stories found in our dialogues are then presented with examples and interpretation. The 

explicit teaching function of dialogic codas to these stories is analyzed in the final 

section. Morality Tales. 

"Stories Are Surely Not Innocent" (Bruner, 2002, p. 5) 

Although I was surprised that our dialogues were filling up with stories, I should 

not have been. There is a long and rich literature on narrative knowing, storytelling, and 

the function of stories within groups. "Narratives" - or stories - "might well be 

considered a solution to a problem of general human concern, namely, the problem of 

how to translate knowing into telling" (White, 1981, p. 1, cited in Tappan & Brown, 

1989, p. 174). It is stories' psychological closeness to the experiences of life that make 

them a first level of representation and the communicative form of choice for individuals 

beginning to talk about their experiences or "coming to voice." This closeness is also, as 

Bruner (1986) suggests, due to the "two-faced nature of language" used to convey 

embodied knowing into telling. Language "serves the double function of being both a 

mode of communication and a medium for representing the world about which it is 

communicating. How one talks comes eventually to be how one represents what one 

talks about" (p.  131).  
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Our focus on lived experiences through a standpoint epistemology was a natural 

springboard for the participants to share stories. Women who had never analyzed their 

experiences in terms of policy, social structures or theory could nevertheless tell stories 

of their experiences. Carol Witherell and Nel Noddings (1991) write of the 

appropriateness of the narrative mode for this type of dialogue with: 

[Stories] give special voice to the femin ine side of human experience - to the 

power of emotion, intuition, and relationships in human lives. [They] frequently 

reveal dilemmas of human caring and conflict, illuminating with the rich, vibrant 

language of feeling the various landscapes in which we meet the other morally, 

(p. 4) 

Stories, in fact, were the primary resource the women brought with them, a central tenet 

from participatory education and research (Freire, 1970; Horton, 1990). But experiences 

need to be revisited and reflected upon to reveal their meanings and become educational. 

Student stories, coming from "society's rifts and margins . . .  s e r v e  as guideposts 

to liberating praxis" (McLaren & da Silva, 1993, p. 72). Affirming these stories by 

listening and questioning help uncover the cultural and structural elements of domination 

to which we have all  been exposed. "Stories help us to remember and also to forget. . .  

Narratives provide the discursive vehicles for transforming the burden of knowing into 

the revolutionary act of telling" (p. 73). Critical pedagogy urges us to learn new lessons 

from our old cultural stories as well as learn to tell new stories about ourselves as 

members of a society with many axes of oppression. 
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The role of narrative in mainstream adult education is now being recognized as an 

integral practice for significant learning. John Dirkx (2001), an adult educator, and Paul 

John Eakin (1999), a literacy critic, both summarize the impact of new brain-based and 

constructivist psychological work on the power of feelings (especially Bruner, 1990; 

Chodorow, 1999; Damasio, 1994 & 1999; Edelman, 1992) for their understandings of 

learning and selfhood. "The emotions and our imaginative appraisal of them are integral 

to the process of meaning-making, to the ways we experience and make sense of 

ourselves . . . as well as our relationships with others and the world" (Dirkx, 2001, p. 66-

67). Emotions, feelings, imagination, intuition, and embodiment - the "messy" elements 

of a good narrative - are making their way into mainstream practice and research on 

learning. 

The relationship between narrative and the creation and maintenance of the moral 

self has a long and cross-cultural history. Several scholars have taken up this 

relationship, alternatively referred to as self, agency, and identity. Tappen and Brown 

(1989) put forward shared stories as a pedagogical device for moral development, seeing 

in the "authoring of [one's] own moral stories and learning the lessons" (pp. 189-190) 

within them the potential for moral development and reflection. Authoring a moral story, 

they write, is an act of taking moral responsibility for one's "thoughts, feelings, and 

actions that constitute the psychological dimensions of. .. moral experience" (p. 190) 

and is "tied directly to an individual's sense of his or her moral identity and authenticity" 

(p.  191).  



228 

Charlotte Linde (1993), looking at the ways and reasons adults tell "life stories" 

of decisions made and paths taken notes the psychological struggle for coherence in the 

construction of self. She addresses three "characteristics of the self (p. 100) that are 

revealed through stories: continuity, relation to others, and reflexivity which includes 

moral evaluation. The struggle to maintain these characteristics is balanced through 

narrative devices such as describing a chain of events as an accident or taking pains to 

explain discontinuities. The distance of the narrator to the protagonist of the story -

distances of time, geography, maturity, and reflection - is the space in which the narrator 

can re-fashion or "correct the self that is being created" (p. 122). "Confession may be 

good for the soul," she writes, "but it is also excellent for the self-image" (p. 124). 

Pierre Dominice (2000) takes narrative to a pedagogical and research method by 

working with his higher education students to write and then present what he calls 

"educational biographies." This biographical approach, focused on an adult's lifelong 

learning journey, "makes learning the focus and object of the life history ... open[ing] a 

new epistemological perspective" (pp. 27-28). Dominice has found that even for adult 

students in graduate school, lasting meanings constructed about knowledge, identity, and 

aptitude are very tightly tied to earlier experiences in school: "the evaluative processes 

students encounter during their school years have a tendency to freeze their interpretation 

of their ability to think. Grades are taken as a sentence ... school... is a key reference 

for their level of self-esteem" (p. 94). For students who have had an unpleasant or 

contested relationship with school and other authorities, creating a biography can be a 

strong step toward re-authoring his or her story as a student. Creating and sharing 
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narratives in educational settings allow learners to bring their personal selves into the 

academic context, to "unite the emotional and cognitive sides of their expression" (p. 

131).  

Feminist pedagogies have long emphasized narrative as a practice that promotes 

voice and builds connections and understanding between and within learners (Brooks, 

2000; hooks, 1994; Lather, 1991; Tisdeil, 2000). The role of narrative in learning is seen 

as the "link between the individual and social" (Brooks, 2000, p. 145), with the potential 

to link one's relational and emotional skills and history with one's growing rational and 

public skills in order to forge new stories and take new actions. For storytellers and 

listeners who are wounded by past experiences, internalized negative images and self-

talk, new ways to imagine alternate possibilities and explanations offer fresh 

determination and hope. 

Methodologically, stories reveal as much in their contents and genres as in their 

sharing by serving a variety of social functions in the group. Coffey and Atkinson (1996) 

suggest that researchers approach their transcripts with an eye to embedded stories: 

The storied qualities of qualitative textual data .. . enable the analyst to consider 

both how social actors order and tell their experiences and why they remember 

and retell what they do. The structuring of experiences can hence be analyzed 

alongside meanings and motives, (p. 57) 

Paying attention to the types of stories shared in our group, the genres and their 

function/s, was a process that happened both during the project and later as I conducted 

the thematic analysis of the entire set of transcripts and compared their contents with the 
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literature. More than once when I realized stories were being shared in the group, I 

interrupted the flow of sharing to ask the group why they were sharing such stories and 

how the others were reacting or making meaning of them. These side discussions 

afforded some on-the-spot analysis and member checking of my emerging 

understandings, an instance of this is included with Inspirational Stories below. Knowing 

that "stories ... always have a message, most often so well concealed that even the teller 

knows not what ax he may be grinding" (Bruner, 2002, p. 5), the analysis of stories 

involves interpretation and speculation about their intended effect. When stories are 

shared in a dialogic context, that sharing and interpretation become a public, political 

action. Through the interpretation of the dialogic context of these stories, the function/s 

of a shared story becomes visible. 

Genres of Stories Shared 

Exemplars for each identified genre are presented below embedded within an 

analysis of the flinction/s each type of story played in the group dynamics. The structure 

of these stories is condensed as the stories were undoubtedly abbreviated to fit the context 

of the conversation as a group discussion, not the individual interviews often cited in 

qualitative analysis as containing lengthy stories with predictable structures (Coffey & 

Atkinson, 1996; Denzin, 1989; Dominice, 2000; Riessman, 1993). The semi-public 

context of the group discussion also no doubt mediated some of the harsher or less 

socially acceptable elements of the stories (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996), for example, 

several women found opportunities in more private settings to share with me details 

about physical and sexual abuse in their past. 
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Nevertheless, the shared stories fit Bruner's (1986) "loose" definition, that they 

"deal with the vicissitudes of intention" (p. 17) in a way that "locate the experience in 

time and place" (p. 13). Some of the stories show predictable structures of abstract, 

orientation, narrative clauses and coda (Linde, 1993), others exist only in their past tense 

clauses. Codas are especially important as they reveal the narrator's evaluation of the 

moral content of the story, or as they are negotiated in dialogue, reveal cultural norms 

and assumptions; the evaluative coda "is among the most powerful tools we have for 

understanding what speakers do as they construct their narratives and what is at stake for 

them" (p. 81). These are discussed in more detail below in the last section of the chapter. 

Morality Tales. 

The genres identified in the transcripts were categorized with the following titles: 

Success Stories, Abuse of Power, Coming Out, Labeling Stories, Inspirational Stories, 

Connecting Stories, One of These Days and I'm Never Going to Forget It Stories. 

Success stories. The group was a place to share not only fitistrations but also 

Success Stories about learning accomplishments. These stories might never be recorded 

on a teacher or administrator's checklist of "goals achieved," but they were significant 

enough to the participants to warrant sharing and public celebration. Drucilla shared that 

she had completed two lessons on the computer assisted instructional software in one 

evening, the first time ever, and had received a score of 83% on the reading 

comprehension lesson she had completed without the teacher's assistance. Pam brought 

in and showed her Certificate of Completion for the computer literacy two-semester 
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sequence. Sherry and Drucilla supported each other in their attempts to learn the 

multiplication tables by themselves. 

Success Stories were often also stories of personal change such as those 

participants told of how their literacy growth was leading to other changes in their lives: 

Yoly: The habit I'm getting now, like before, well, I used to come to school, there 

were a lot ofhomies, friends, and well, we weren't ditchers cause you can't ditch 

here, but I wasn't putting too much attention on school and now I am and I am 

seeing it when I'm in the car with my mom, I'm always reading things that I see. 

Sherry & Frances together: Oh yeah! 

Yoly: And I try to remember that word. (120401) 

These successes and changes are subtle and often are not noticed even by caring and 

involved educators, much less identifiable on standardized assessments, yet they are 

foundational for more advanced and visible literacy learning. Adult literacy research has 

unfortunately focused on the instructional environment, with noteworthy exceptions such 

as Literacy for Life (Fingeret & Drennon, 1997) Other People's Words (Purcell-Gates, 

1995) and Life at the Margins (Merrifield et a!., 1997). In these case studies, stories such 

as those from this project teach us that literacy learning is a lifelong and life-wide effort. 

The role of the Success Story within the group was as a motivator for one's self 

and others, and a chance to recognize one's own growth in the process toward self-

understanding and self-acceptance. The women at the table literally cheered on 

themselves and each other by sharing these successes in ways that they said their 

classmates, instructors, and families do not. 
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Abuse ofpower stories. Stories about the negotiations of power abounded, both 

from the past and the present as these marginalized women pushed those margins and 

were confronted by author ity/ies. Abuse of power was the theme of the very first 

meeting when we focused on barriers. The women told stories of how they, as children, 

had been defined and limited by adult and authorities' perceptions and expectations. 

Frances had been unable to demand of her special education teachers that she be allowed 

to do her own work because "you are supposed to respect your olders [a/c], how can you 

tell an adult what to do when you are a child?" (062501). Glenda had been defined and 

limited by her adopted family who had assumed and reiterated that she was not as smart 

as the biological sons. She summed up her motivation to stay in school this way: "They 

didn't care and thought I wasn't smart enough, so why should I care?" (062501). 

Pam's personal story, the public story she practiced at several meetings and 

shared at our conference presentations, included the theme of being "pushed away" by 

authorities throughout her life and how that has taken up residence in her own self-talk: 

Pam; ... I've been called stupid and retarded and dumb all my life. My mother 

called me that. She pushed me away. . .. My [second husband] and [the 

children's] uncle pushed me away and was calling me stupid and retarded and 

dumb. So I've been called that all my life, so if I get math problems done and I 

get one wrong, I automatically says that in my head without anybody knowing it. 

Automatically says it [snaps her fingers] like, 'You a dummy, you know?' 

(041202) 
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Abuse of Power stories served to situate the speaker in terms of difficulties in the 

present as being tied to marginalization and mistreatment in the past. These stories were 

shared when we talked about barriers, past schooling, childhood and adult families, and 

current educational situations such as disrespectful teachers or staff. The educational 

biographies these women shared in the group are in stark contrast to those used as 

examples in Dominica's (2000) book, which, while not all positive student stories, are 

stories from adults in higher education. The stories from the women in this group who 

have been so grossly failed by the very structures and systems our culture assumes are in 

place to support and nurture children - families and schools - are morality tales of 

responsibilities unshouldered, questions unasked, care unextended and recognition 

withheld. In the distances between then and now, the women share stories that reclaim 

their authority to name these abuses, speak their truths, and position themselves to face 

the future with more compassion, understanding, and feeling than many adults and 

authority figures had shown them in the past. 

Coming out stories. Growth metaphors such as Coming Out and Opening Up 

were frequent themes in the women's stories of coming back to school or to the group. In 

response to the warm-up question, "What keeps you coming to this group?" the following 

exchange occurred: 

Yoly: What can I say? Coming to this class, I see light, I don't know. 

Moderator: To the support group? 
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Yoly; Well, what I mean is, I go to school and then come over here and 

everything, like I'm meeting people, I feel like I'm talking, you understand what I 

mean? Like I'm seeing light. 

Sherry: Not living in a closet. 

Yoly: Yeah. 

Mod: ... Can you say a little more about that 'not living in a closet'? 

Sherry: Well, I'm up in an age [when] it's pretty hard to ... after your kids are 

grown up, he's 32 years old ... I had a son that is 21, he committed suicide. My 

first husband had cancer, I put myself on hold for that time, that's what I mean 

about living in a closet. You tell other people, but they don't want to hear you 

talking, you know what I mean? (092401) 

The group was an environment that allowed the women to bring their personal histories 

to light in dialogue with others who had faced similar barriers. It was a unique 

experience for most of them in their lives. Details were shared how their learning or 

other disabilities had isolated them from family members, husbands, classmates, even 

their own children. Sherry had never talked to her children about her reading problems, 

and Frances, who had been open about her struggles with literacy, found her own words 

thrown back at her when her daughter called herself "dumb like mommy" when she was 

beginning to read. 

By "coming out" to the group, the women were practicing self-disclosure, 

learning how to talk about their literacy, their impairments, and their instructional needs 

while retaining their dignity and self-composure. Sherry, who had denied her reading 
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problems to herself and everyone else for her entire life, began coming to the group only 

one month after she entered the literacy program. Within five months and five group 

meetings, she had made a public presentation to an audience that included her teachers 

and her new husband about her role in the group and her lifetime of hiding her reading 

disability. 

Labeling stories. These stories served a similar function to Coming Out stories as 

the women practiced and became more comfortable telling their stories of school 

mistreatment or misdiagnosis and their language became more precise as I was able to 

model terminology for them to use. An example of the latter was an exchange in April 

after Frances had practiced telling her story as an introduction for an upcoming 

presentation. The group was giving her feedback on the organization of her story when 

an instructor invited as a guest listener asked: 

Guest: Diagnosed with what? 

Frances: I guess diagnosed means when somebody tells somebody else, when the 

school actually says, 'She has a learning disability.' 

Moderator: Yeah, so give your label, you were diagnosed with a . .. 

Frances: learning disability. 

Pam: Like a counselor or a psych ... 

Mod: Psychologist. 

Pam: At an insane ward or something ... 

Frances: But they tested me for it.. . 

Mod: A school psychologist would do [the testing]. 
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Pani: Thank you! Because that's how they did me. (043002). 

This exchange highlights the value of a group setting, where one person's experiences 

elicit questions and reflection in the others that had not quite surfaced for them yet. 

Frances, trying to represent her labeling experience, gives voice to Pam's experience as 

well. 

Yoly shared a detailed chronicle of her physical recovery from a car accident that 

had left her first in a coma, then partially paralyzed and unable to speak. Her recovery 

has brought her through re-learning how to speak clearly, regain muscle control on her 

once-paralyzed side, and walk with little hesitation. We worked through Spanish and 

English translations of the prostheses she had used and how to describe her recovery. 

Her experiences of disability, then, have been changing over time, but she remembers 

clearly how her physical presentation influenced other's perceptions of her abilities. 

"Everybody thought I was [crazy]. ... I used to see a lot of things and hear a lot of things 

... They thought I was stupid. . . . A lot of people thought a lot of things, maybe even my 

family" (081301). 

Various models have been proposed to describe the psychological and emotional 

process of being labeled with or diagnosed with a disability or disease or being a family 

member of someone who is in the process, including the Kubler-Ross (1969) stage theory 

of grief, Goffman's (1963) processes of stigmatization, and the reframing literature as 

conceptualized by ReifF, Gerber and Ginsburg (1997). Each model works toward an 

emotional and psychological equilibrium, through denial, anger, bargaining, and 

depression to acceptance (Kubler-Ross), discrediting, master status, spread, and 
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scrutinization (Goffman), or recognition, acceptance and negotiation, understanding, and 

taking action (Reiff, Gerber, & Ginsburg). Higgins, Raskind, Goldberg, and Herman's 

(2002) study makes clear that for learning disabilities, movement through these stages 

was contingent on a political understanding of the social constructedness of the label of 

learning disabilities and its shifting definitions over time and across service agencies. 

This learning cycle is apparent in the participants from this project, as well. All 

of the women spoke of being aware that they were different than other children, that 

some of their difficulties were with academic issues, but problems cropped up in out-of-

school environments as well. That these differences were cast as disabling conditions by 

authorities and strangers was the crux of the emotional work of the awareness stage. 

Moving past recognition into negotiation and a deepened understanding of a diagnosis or 

label has clearly not happened completely for many of these women. They simply have 

not had the information they needed to make sense of the complex and contradictory 

construct of learning disabilities or attention difficulties. Missing this information, 

moving on to assessing one's strengths and weaknesses is nearly impossible. The 

Labeling Stories shared in this group were mostly about the processes and emotions 

embedded in the first two stages of the reframing model. Our group dialogue helped give 

voice to these emotions and support women as they tested the waters of acceptance and 

negotiation of their labels. 

Inspirational stories. Inspirational stories appeared in our conversations and 

transcripts from outside the group, they were stories brought in, like a special treat, not of 

the teller's own experiences, but of others' successes. In November, we met for a potluck 



239 

the Monday after the Thanksgiving holiday, and talked about women who had been role 

models for us and what they had taught us. It was a day of family stories, of 

grandmothers, sisters, mothers, and family friends who had inspired us by the hard 

struggles they had weathered and the strength of character they modeled. 

Other Inspirational Stories entered unexpectedly as did the following example, 

shared in the middle of a conversation about significant others who had put the 

participants down for going back to school as an older adult (their husbands, children, 

youth in their classes): 

Drucilla: But you know what I did? I heard on the radio, there was a lady 90 

years old, went to college and got her bachelor's degree, I said 'Wait a minute! I 

ain't done yet!!' 

[laughter] 

Drucilla: I was sitting in my house with the radio going and they said, they said it 

two different times, and I said, 'Wait a minute! Wait a minute! I ain't 90!! I've 

got a chance, then!' But a lot of people think, people of my age, well, what's the 

use of going to school, you can't learn no thin'. I don't believe that. 

Sherry: You're never too old to learn. 

The fimction of Inspirational Stories such as this was analyzed on the spot by this group 

as the transcript continues: 

Drucilla: I don't believe that. I can learn. I don't know how anybody else feels 

about theirself, but I know I can learn. 

Pam: I can learn. 
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Moderator: And so you [all] find inspiration in stories like that? 

All: Yeah! 

Drucilla: I'll tell you what, when I heard that, it made me want to come to class 

even though 1 was so tired I couldn't even hardly get there. It make me want to 

go to class!. (041202) 

The women found inspiration in themselves and each other, but did not hesitate to grasp 

inspiration wherever it hit them. Watching for images and role models of others who had 

accomplished similar journeys encouraged them and carried them over difficult patches 

when energy, motivation, or dedication failed them. 

Connecting stories. Stories not directly related to our process also served a 

connecting function within the group as links between the women, offered from one to 

the other as a way of demonstrating their ability to understand the other's position and 

meaning and sometimes offered as comfort that they are not alone. After one woman 

shared a painful account of programmatic abuse throughout her marriage, another 

offered, "At least you didn't commit suicide. I had an aunt, she committed suicide. She 

walked out in front of a train cause she was tired of taking a chair over her head and stuff. 

She'd had enough." This connection and reflection helped the first woman to re-evaluate 

her own story and persistence and say, "I never thought of it [that way], and, Yeah, I did 

teach them [her children] something, but I never took a pat on the back for sticking in 

there...." These bridges built to unknown others also provided opportunities for the 

group to engage in theorizing, making meaning beyond their own personal experiences. 

Their stories no longer stood alone, but in a context of other women's stories. 
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To complete this cycle begun above of abuse and persistence, I offered a theory 

story in return: 

Moderator: Well, there's a definition of courage. . .. You know, when we say 

courage, usually you start to bring up images of somebody tackling a fire, the 

firefighters at the World Trade Center.... 

Pam: Or the White Mountains [referring to a wildfire burning in Arizona]. 

Mod: [gesturing acknowledgement] Or something brave, something heroic, 

something Out There. But that's a very male image of courage. I found a nice 

defmition of courage in a book on women's leadership that courage is the 

persistence to hang in there. You know, it takes courage to wait a problem out, to 

hang in there, and keep bit by bit improving the situation. But we don't recognize 

that as courage in this culture, we see that as not acting, being passive, but in 

reality it can be courage as well. 

[long pause from the group]. (062602) 

These Connecting Stories built networks from our table to other women not at the table 

and perhaps not even in our educational or civic community. The stories of embodied 

experiences and of suffering helped us stay accountable to those we were representing -

ourselves first, but future women in our program as well. Our "other" was another real 

woman with real embodied experiences, not an abstraction or essentialized position as 

often seen in postmodern theories of communication and democracy. 

One of these days and I'll never forget stories. Less frequent were One of These 

Days and I'll Never Forget stories, but each time they appeared, they were worth 
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attention. As we drafted our brochure of Advice, trying to frame o ur previously 

identified strategies as advice, we talked about the line 'Don't be ashamed to ask for 

help.' Frances shared: 

It does get tiring, you know, after a while, going to DES (Department of 

Economic Security) or [wherever]. They read to you and you don't understand. 

Like I can't wait till one of these days I don't have to be on welfare, so I don't 

have to go in there and feel embarrassed all the time. But going to this [group] 

and you know, my job knows my problems, that makes me get some confident. 

Moderator: What makes you have confidence? That you have shared? 

Frances: No, that I'm around people that I don't have to keep explaining why I 

don't know how to spell right, it's just the environment that knows who I am and 

doesn't walk all over me. 

This story, in the first paragraph, includes a coda, "returning the discourse to the present 

and marking a possible transition" (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p. 61) that is extended in 

the dialogue. The theme of the coda continued in a spiral to talk about Frances' job, her 

supervisors, and the understanding behind the Goodness ofFit theory, which led to the 

next piece of advice added to our draft brochure, "Look for a place that you feel 

acceptance and understanding." 

Drucilla shared an I'll Never Forget Story when asked about how her 

relationship with her mother had affected her education: 

I'll never forget. She told me, "Drucilla, all these other chil'ren outside playin', 

how come you ain't outside playin'?" I'm in there tiying to study! Didn't 
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thought nothing [of it], she came out with that [remark]. And I just, I didn't say 

nothing to her, when she said it. I was trying to get something in my head and she 

asked that kind of question.... I still remember her saying it. (062602) 

Such stories usually involved the strong emotional component referenced in the 

constructivist psychology work, emotions that remain undiluted and often still 

unaddressed. For Drucilla, this "emotionally laden story" (Chodorow, 1999, p. 239) 

contains powerfal emotions tied to her mother's mis-recognition of the self she was 

trying to create as a student and a reader. 

These stories could also overlap with Abuse of Power stories, as did Sherry's 

Social Security story when she told it in April, 

Really the first time that I was [putting] my attention onto reading, is the day I 

went into Social Security and that lady told me to sell my house and live in that 

car because I couldn't get nothing. The second day after my husband died I had 

to go down there and beg for money. And this lady set there and looked at me 

like I was a dog.... I'll never forget that lady's face, her blonde hair. ... [She 

oughta] go out and get an education herself cause she don't know.... (041202) 

This retelling also includes a coda that completes the story and makes explicit the lesson 

embedded within it, that helping professionals ought to be more understanding and 

knowledgeable about the situations real people face. Drucilla built onto Sherry's story, 

making shared cultural and class knowledge explicit. "See," she said turning from Sherry 

to face me, "that was another thing about it, when we go try to get some help or support, 

they'll look at you like you never had nothin', you never will get nothin'...." The 
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lesson was heard and reinforced to me as a middle-class outsider hoping to learn from 

working-class and poor women's experiences. 

Morality Tales 

Codas turned many stories into Morality Tales, both for others at the table and in 

self-recognition for the storyteller. Many of the stories shared did not include a coda, 

they were shared experiences called up by the question or the turn of the conversation. It 

was in the dialogic process of understanding the stories and how they could inform our 

process, through our questions and probes, that the storyteller was helped to examine her 

own motives for sharing the story and find the lesson learned within it. Sherry's story at 

her first group visit about putting her life on hold (see Coming Out stories above) was 

followed by: 

Moderator: Let me try to capture that in some way [on the easel paper], that 

family tragedies really meant that you put your life on hold. 

Sherry: Yeah. 

Mod: Why do you think that happened? Why were you the one to have to put 

yourself on hold? 

Sherry: I guess I was a nice person, [pause] I don't know, [awkward laughter] 

[pause] I come from old fashion, you have to take care of your husband, your 

kids, and that's first priority. Then yourself. That's usually the way women do. 

Mod: Well, I was waiting for you at the end of that line! That's so typical of 

women, right? [she nods] That women will put themselves on hold [for] other 

members of the family. Husbands and sons don't put themselves on hold.... 
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Sherry: They need to be waited on. 

Mod: There you go! Let's put this note [as a barrier] in the Women's circle [on 

the Venn Diagram].... (092402) 

This dialogic coda helped pull a personal story into a political context that could then be 

represented in our growing understanding of why it is difficult for women to return to 

education. 

Authorship, in Tappan and Brown's (1989) theory, is taken from Bakhtin's 

philosophy in which it is considered the differentiation between humans and other living 

creatures. 

Authorship not only expresses itself through narrative, it also develops through 

narrative . .. this is because when an individual tells a moral story... [she] must 

necessarily reflect on that experience.. .. Consequently, such reflection also 

entails learning from the event narrated, in the sense ... this is what we have 

called "learning the lessons. (Tappen & Brown, p. 182) 

On this point, there is much overlap with Freire's understanding of the human capacity to 

praxis: "human activity consists of action and reflection: it is praxis; it is transformation 

of the world. And as praxis, it requires theory to illuminate it. Human activity is theory 

and practice; it is reflection and action'" (1970, p. 106). The two theories come together 

in their understanding of the importance and power of language in dialogue to represent 

outer and insner reality. "There is no true word that is not at the same time a praxis. 

Thus, to speak a true word is to transform the world" (Freire, 1970, p. 68). Transforming 

worlds by learning the lessons embedded in past experience is moral development. This 
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was facilitated through our dialogues where, with receptive others, stories could be 

shared and reflected upon and then re-authored with the new understandings and moral 

stances. 

Sumnuuy 

"Stories are instrument[s] not so much for solving problems as for finding them" 

as Jerome Bruner (2002, p. 15) writes. The stories from this project tell tales of abuse, 

neglect, denial, limitations, and the stinging power of memory; they also carry the 

precious sparks of inspiration, personal connection, and hope. "Through narrative, we 

construct, reconstruct, in some ways reinvent yesterday and tomorrow. Memory and 

imagination fuse in the process" (p. 93). By making time and space in our group for our 

stories, we began to rewrite some of the old stories, infused with the imagined hope of a 

different future for the storyteller. 
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Chapter 9 

Putting Words to Lives 

The title of this chapter is taken from Pierre Domince's (2000) book. Learning 

from Our Lives. In it, he writes of the creative and healing force unleashed when adults 

write their educational biographies: "Putting words to the learning experience of a life is 

formative, a learning experience in itself (p. 131). For the women in this study, finding 

the words with which to express their experiences was a significant part of their learning 

journey. This chapter explores this aspect of the project, first through some background 

on how the project arranged to make language learning "the focus and object" (p. 27) of 

much of our work together. Three sub-themes of language learning are then described 

with examples from the group transcripts and theoretical interpretation: Word Work, 

Delivering Words, and Self-Understanding. 

Articulation 

The theme of Articulation emerged from the thematic analysis as a "hinged 

theme" (Freire, 1970, p. 101) to capture specific patterns of dialogue. While I sometimes 

despaired at the short answers by the participants and long explanations by me visible in 

the transcripts, I also knew that there was a dynamic mutual engagement in the 

articulation process that was not being revealed in the audio recordings. Finding the 

literature on interpersonal reasoning and midwife facilitation helped me identify the 

function of these exchanges and see an analysis beyond quantifying "floor time." 

Articulation as a theme encompasses more than one kind of exchange, included in it are 

explicit teaching of terms or concepts, exchanges when we worked together to understand 
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exactly what a woman was trying to say, or times when my response to a woman was a 

time to teach toward self-understanding. 

As has been discussed throughout this work, it was vital that participants saw that 

their words were important to the project. We spent time at the table working together to 

find the words they needed to capture their thoughts and feelings. Key words and phrases 

were written up and posted on the easel charts that were carefully saved and brought to 

each meeting. Plirases and thoughts were recalled from previous conversations or from 

women currently absent from the table as a way to spark further reflection in an equal 

manner that theoretical positions were offered as discussion starters. All the group 

discussions were recorded and transcribed. The tape recorder itself became a physical 

reminder that words and voices were important and by February, I noticed that the 

women were helping me turn the recorder toward a speaker to capture even the quietest 

voice. 

Also vital to the process was the "believing game" that we had entered into as a 

group, as has been discussed. This process promotes dialogue in an environment of trust 

and respect while modeling careful listening and the exploration of words and meanings. 

The believing game requires participants to hold in common the notion that all are worthy 

and have something to contribute to the group; it is our role as participants to look for and 

draw out that contribution. "What do you mean?" or "Can you say more?" were constant 

probes to short stories or responses. 

Such questions encourage the speaker to re-create and re-say in different words 

what it is that she thinks or feels. In the process, a person expands her capacity 
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for self-reflection and thinks more about what it is that she could mean. (Belenky 

etal., 1997, p. 81) 

Facilitating this type of emergent awareness calls for what Women's Ways of Knowing 

(WWK) termed a "midwife-teacher," someone who is involved in a "cycle of 

confirmation-evocation-confirmation" in an effort "to help students deliver their words to 

the world, and ... [who] use[s] their own knowledge to put the students into conversation 

with other voices - past and present - in the culture" (pp. 218-219). This role is very 

much in line with Freire's teacher-student (1970), one who, while not ignoring the power 

of her position as a teacher, merges that power with the knowledge and experience of the 

students to work collaboratively toward a new understanding. 

McLaren and da Silva (1993) look explicitly at how Freirian pedagogy facilitates 

bringing experience into dialogue. Avoiding the traps of privileging either experience 

over language or vice versa, they argue that "ideology is lived not only through language, 

but also through experience, that is, through discursive, non-discursive, and extratextual 

forms of knowing of the body" (p. 49). Critical pedagogies have the responsibility to 

"affirm . .. the experiences of students to the extent that their voices are acknowledged as 

an important part of the dialogue," (p. 49), but in so doing, "the task of the critical 

educator is to provide the conditions for individuals to acquire a language that will enable 

them to reflect upon and shape their own experiences" (p. 49). This is not only the 

language of theory, but also a language that shows "affinity for the suffering of the 

oppressed ... by brushing commonsense experience against the grain, by interfering with 

the codes that bind cultural life shut..." (p. 49). The grain of commonsense includes the 
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non-critical affirmation of what students already know, we conjure only those ideas 

that we already have the words to express, then our presence in history remains more or 

less comfortably static" (p. 62). The language of hope and possibility of critical 

pedagogy really is about new words, new expressions, and new thoughts formed in 

dialogue with others in a "contestatory space" (p. 49). 

Word work. The transcripts of our conversations reflect the amount of 

collaborative word work in which we engaged, time spent on discussing the nuances of 

vocabulary words and synonyms and at the board spelling, syllabicating, and sounding 

out those choices. Our work to articulate and make the new words available for the 

participants to own - to recognize, remember, and use in the future - worked on multiple 

levels. This explicit word work supported the women who were English language 

learners, Elsa who is blind and an English language learner, and those who have learning 

disabilities and for whom an auditory-only dialogue would have been less productive. 

On the rainy December day when we met to turn our strategies into advice and 

begin drafting the brochure, the following two exchanges occurred that illustrate this 

rhythm: 

Moderator: [It's] incredible, what you all are sharing about how your literacy is 

growing. How can we share that? That you are coming to learn to read and what 

is happening to you and for you? 

Frances: I don't know how to say it. .. but it makes you a bigger person. .. sort 

of like [gesturing with her arms and hands spreading] 
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Mod: Expands you? Expanding? Is that what you mean by being bigger? You 

are open to more things? 

Frances: Yeah! 

Mod: Do you know how to spell it? 

Frances; No. 

Mod: Like this [sounding out the syllables as 1 write on the board]. Ex ... pand. 

Literacy expands you? 

Frances: [writes the word in her notebook] Like if it wasn't for your LD [tutoring 

group]... that was just like an opening for me to other programs. I'm not just in 

one program, I'm in many different programs, slowly spreading out. (120402, p. 

18, 19) 

Later, Sherry picked up on a theme in the conversation that all the women who 

participated were strong and independent despite their difficulties and offered: 

We all have our problems, but we solve 'em ourselves. We tell each other our 

problems, but we don't want sympathy, we want... uhm, uh . .. [gesturing and at 

a loss for words] 

Mod: There are two different things that often get confused, sympathy and 

empathy, [writing the words on the board] Sympathy is when you feel bad for 

somebody. Empathy is when you feel the person's pain and move with them as a 

partner. 

Sherry: That's what I wanted to say. (120401) 
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This was turned into a recommendation to the program, "We don't want sympathy, we 

want miderstandieg." 

During our last meeting in June of2002,1 asked Pam what literacy meant in her 

life and we engaged in the following word work; 

Mod: What does it mean, Pam, that you are putting so much of your energy into 

learning right now? 

Pam: My energy? Into learning right now?... It feels great for my life. Because 

back then I would give up, get frustrated and quit. But here, it makes me 

frustrated, and I still want to quit sometimes, but I can't. 

Mod: You're invested in it? 

Pam: I'm invested in it. I'm invested in it. [repeated with different intonations] 

Mod: So is your self-concept growing [as we had just talked about with some of 

the others] because you invested in it? 

Pam: Oh yeah!! 

Mod: You say, 'I'm not gonna quit now because I put all this time and effort into 

it'? 

Pam: Oh yeah! I'm like, I told my husband the other day, I came so close to 

throwing it all away and it would be dumb for me to throw it away. And I'm 

invested in it already, why shouldn't I just keep doing what I'm doing, that way I 

can go ahead and get my med coat so I can be that Vet Assistant.... (062602) 

This exchange shows how thoroughly Pam had picked up on the word "invested" and 

even cast it into her past conversation with her husband. 
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Frances reflected on how old, limiting word habits were fading from her life, 

"little words" being replaced by "big words:" 

Frances: Yeah, you don't want to sound like a child, I want to sound like an 

adult...Like I wouldn't have used "opportunities." I wrote a speech I gave [and 

• said] it was a good opportunity to work with you this year. [Before] I would have 

put, it was a good...it was fun. I would have put something childish.... I never 

knew what opportunities was until I hang around with you.... Opportunity, what 

does it like really mean? 

Mod: When the door is opened, when there is an opening, you have the chance. 

Frances: Like an honor? 

Mod: No, not the honor, but you have the chance. Nothing has been given to you, 

except the right to participate. 

Frances: OK, I'm like chance, yeah, 1 know what that means, back then I probably 

would have said chance. (041202) 

The reciprocal relationship between literacy learning and personal growth is captured in 

this example of both "coming to voice" and learning new vocabulary, "big words," with 

which to express one's experiences and changing self more clearly. 

These women (in these examples all with learning disabilities) also demonstrate 

the findings from research and clinical work with students with LD, that their language 

learning must be supported multi-modally (Bos & Anders, 1990; Bryant, Goodwin, 

Bryant, & Higgins, 2003; RofFman, 2000; Wren, 2000). Oral presentations of new 

concepts, new vocabulary words, new assignments or meeting times are inadequate, their 
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phonological processing is usually not strong enough to capture and retain oral-only 

details. The women in this project also taught me this through their communication 

styles. They often relied on gestures and enactments to make their words and meanings 

clear. For example, Frances described a blurry image as "like in a daze" and as she said 

this, she mimed a hypnotist's watch swinging back and forth. I said, "It's hypnotic?" 

and she said, "Yeah!" 

The women often took the responsibility to write down new words or meeting times as we 

discussed them, but they were supported in this effort when I wrote the words on the board so they could 

see the correct spellings. When I forgot my pedagogical responsibilities, 1 was reminded, either directly or 

indirectly by noticing someone's difficulties. One meeting, I was horrified to realize that Pam, Sherry, 

Yoly, and Frances were writing eadr others names in their notebooks because Ihey were still, after months 

of meetings, having trouble remembering names and did not have a visual image of how to spell each 

other's name. My memo from that event captures my sinking feeling of having "blown it" by not providing 

name tags to represent the spelling of women's names. Thereafter, we used name cards on the table at our 

meetings. 

Delivering words. The second type of collaborative word work coded as 

Articulation is exchanges that reveal facilitation cycles of confirmation-evocation-

confirmation that WWK called "delivering words" (p. 218). These exchanges also trace 

the development of voice, of moving from an inarticulate, silenced position on a topic to 

an expressed position with the scaffolded language support from a facilitator. Our 

conversation around the question. What is Literacy? reveals two such cycles: 

Frances: I'd say two things. 

Moderator: OK, [pause] say more. 
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Frances; I think it is a skill like they said that you continue it and continue it till 

y o u  h a v e  a n  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  n o t  g e t  p u s h e d  o u t  o f  i t . . . .  

Mod; OK, once you learn it, it can't be taken away from you? 

Frances; Yeah [not enthusiastic] 

Mod; Is that what you meant? [pause] Say again what you wanted to say. 

Frances: It's like [pause], it's like to me, it's a skill and if I keep on going, keep 

on learning, and keep on learning, I can keep it in me, and if I quit and don't do it 

anymore, it will fade away. 

Mod; OK, so it can fade away? 

Frances; Yeah [with certainty]. 

Mod; If you don't practice? 

Frances; Yeah. (101601, p. 13) 

Yoly's thoughts about literacy were shared in the following exchange; 

Yoly; Can it be like a ticket to the world? 

Mod; Hmmm, say some more, [long pause] How has literacy been a ticket to 

open up the world for you? 

Yoly; It has opened up my... how do you say. .. mind's eye. 

Laura; Opened up your mind's eye?! Hmmm. 

Mod; Is that a tool or a ticket? 

Yoly; Ticket. 
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Mod: Another way to say your mind's eye is imagination. You know, you've had 

to kind of create a new person for yourself to be ... you created a new Yoly, there 

was an old Yoly, but you wanted to get rid of so much of that, those habits. 

Yoly: [pause] Can I change my name now? 

[Laughter from whole group.] (101601) 

Other conversations showed similar patterns of the confirmation-evocation-confirmation 

cycle of affirming what the woman was trying to say, asking for more information, and 

then affirming her continued attempts toward a fuller understanding before connecting 

her thoughts to others' at the table or in the culture. 

At our first meeting, Barbara and I engaged in an exchange aimed at drawing out 

her deeper reasons for returning to adult education. I had asked the group to think about 

barriers they had faced in each of the three categories and take a moment for reflection. 

Barbara said, "I can't think of anything" and we began working: 

Mod: Let me think of another way to ask ... as a woman now with four children, 

do you find it, or how do you find it to come back to school while you are also a 

mother? 

Barbara: Well, my three boys are gone, they're older. 

Mod: Why did you wait to come back? 

Barbara: So I could focus on my children until they were raised. She's [her 

youngest] 14, so it's time for me to get back. 

Mod: That the kind of thing that I'm thinking about. In some ways, you have put 

your needs aside while you were raising your kids because you're the mom. 
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Barbara: Oh! Good point! 

Later in the conversation, she went on to share a more complete story of how hurt she had 

been that all three of her boys had dropped out of school and how she is strongly 

encouraging her daughter to stay in and finish, "just as I want to graduate so I can show 

my kids who I am." We took off again to follow the intriguing phrasing of her statement. 

Mod: "Who I am" that's nice, [pause] Well, if you want to show them who you 

are, how is it that not having a GED, not having met your goal, is masking, is like 

a mask [gesturing a mask], of who you are? 

Barbara: I am doing the best that I can do. All of the struggles, I've struggled a 

lot, that I can still succeed, that I can go to [college] and get what I want, take 

what [classes] I like, have a job, and that's how I want to show my kids who I am, 

that way. They can see me. 

Mod: Why were they unable to "see" you before you went back to school? The 

real you? 

Barbara: Uhm, well, I need to complete the school. I don't know how to answer 

that. 

Mod; Keep thinking about it. 

Barbara: That's something good to think about! (062501) 

My 20 years of experience in adult education and literacy work has tuned my ears to the 

voices of silenced and marginalized learners, those who feel that they have "little to offer 

and much to hide" (Belenky et al., 1997, p. 107), and gave me the confidence to know 
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that those are starting points, responsive to a "language of possibility" and hope. (Freire, 

1994; Gore, 1993) 

Hearing the voices of the marginalized come to voice, however, is an effort that 

requires intense empathetic listening. As Belenky et al. (1997) wrote about their own 

learning to listen and facilitate groups of previously marginalized women: 

Developing a dialogue with a whole group of women was also challenging. We 

were constantly striving to understand where each woman was coming from and 

where she was trying to go. To enter another's frame takes a great leap of 

imagination even when the other person is very articulate. Since the words were 

not readily available for many of the participants, we had to keep searching for 

questions that could help to draw out a woman's fledgling ideas and the words to 

communicate their shape and substance, (p. 83) 

My own reflective memos speak of listening "hard and fast" so that I could process the 

gist of a woman's response and connect it to the conversation at the table and to what I 

knew of her story from previous conversations 

Feminist scholars of diversity (Collins, 2000; Goldberg, 1996; hooks, 1994; 

Hurtado, 1996: Reid, 1993) continue to remind us that silence and voice are not 

dichotomous but "strategies . .. for the acquisition and display of knowledge, silence and 

outspokenness, are central to understanding how many women of Color negotiate private 

and public knowledge" (Hurtado, 1996, p. 383). Vanessa Bing and Pamela Reid (1996) 

write that "women silenced by their lack of access to education, financial resources, and 

other types of social power must "speak in tongues" not recognized by those who control 
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what is heard" (p. 192) and urge researchers and community leaders to "find improved 

ways of communicating (this means listening and hearing them, as well as speaking to 

them)" (p. 193). 

Silence and voice, speaking and listening, take on even more poignant dimensions 

when words are transcribed and shared. Similar to the experience of the Listening 

Partners project, I spontaneously began writing and posting more and more notes of key 

words and phrases as the dialogue unfolded. Transcripts are punctuated with my 

rhetorical questions, "How can I write that on a note?' as I tried to summarize and 

represent the women's words and stories. As we began to anticipate presenting our 

recommendations at professional conferences, I brought transcriptions of their 

contributions for them to categorize and prepare to share their words publicly. Just as the 

Listening Partners participants were "astonished" (Belenky et al., 1997, p. 84) to hear 

their words read aloud, the women who contributed to this project found their transcribed 

words moving and empowering. 

In preparation for our first conference in mid-February, we worked together to 

practice a presentation taken from the transcripts and transferred to index cards. As the 

women encountered their own words in print, exchanges such as the following occurred: 

Frances: [reading an index card] 'We are a garden, waiting for your care and 

nurturing.' I said that? 

Mod: Uh-huh -1 have it on tape!! 

[Laughter from the group] 
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Sherry: [reading a card with a lot of assistance] 'We need to speak to a counselor 

and Disability Specialist when we get here, people who can encourage us to find 

help that is available to us.' So I need to write down the words I need to learn. 

Mod: Well, let's talk about this for a minute 'cause I don't want to make this a 

time that is uncomfortable. Let's say this in another way... It is so interesting 

that these are words that you have said but you can't read them, you know what I 

mean? So let's get them so that you can read them also, so that you are 

comfortable reading in public. 

Sherry: So once 1 go over and go over this, I can do it. .. [reading with great 

difficulty and much assistance] 'One way we have learned about these is through 

having a disability specialist in the programs who can talk with us individually.' 

... Now that's going to be a hard word to say! 

Mod: Well, do you want to say 'independently?' Is that an easier word to say? 

Sherry: Yeah [unenthusiastically] 

Mod: What about 'one-on-one'? 

Sherry: There you go! 

Mod: OK, let's make it say one-on-one [writing on the master transcript]. Oh this 

is ... really... I had no idea what would happen today, but this is really great 

that this is what 's happening, that we're making it easier for you to read.... 

Mod: Number 5 [card] is yours [Pam]. 

Pam: It's my deal right here, [reads it silently]... Cool!! I really say this one, 

didn't I? I really speak my mind, didn't I? 
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Mod: Yip!! 

Pam: [with great feeling and exaggerating her Arkansas dialect] Don't rash me, 

let me take my time and do it at my speed. I deserve not to be rushed. If it's 

going to take me a long time to reach my goal, well, let it. It's my time! 

[Laughter from the group] 

Pam: I was sitting there doing this last night [saying] "it's my time!, it's my 

time!" 

Mod: There you go! Well said! 

Pam: I'm taking this [card] home and writing it in my notebook. 

These transcriptions, a version of a Language Experience Approach often used in adult 

literacy tutoring practice, is also a way to "deliver words" to speakers, connecting their 

oral words with print. For newly literate adults, those who had not often encountered 

their own words in print, the experience was unique and thought-provoking. 

Self-Understanding. Teaching toward self-understanding is the third type of 

exchange included in the theme of Articulation. Because I was consciously trying to 

document growth within a participatory design that required that I share preliminary 

findings, I regularly shared my view of their growth to hold up "mirrors" for them so that 

they, too, could see their "growing edge" (Belenky et al., 1997, p. 287). For example, 

after Sherry had practiced delivering her introductory story as we prepared for a 

presentation, a listening guest initiated the following exchange: 

Guest; I bet you have plans, but you didn't tell us about them. 

Sherry: OK, my plan is to get a GED and get a job, or a real job. . .. 



Guest: What kind of a job? 

Sherry: Being around people, I don't really know.... 

Moderator: But you know what you don't want, right? 

Sherry: I don't want to be a housekeeper. I'm tired of working [for] other people. 

I want to do for myself because I always did for others. I was a fetchin' lady. 

(041202) 

Because I had talked repeatedly with Sherry about the kind of work she dreamed of, I 

could prod her to include that dream in her story, her presentation of herself. Similarly, 

in the same group, Pam was being helped to see "being pushed away" as an organizing 

metaphor for her shared story. Knowing about her struggles to get the accommodations 

she needed and deserved in the program helped me hold up a mirror in the following 

exchange: 

Pam; [I could end my story with] 'For the first time in my life I have not been 

pushed away.' 

Moderator: Well, you know what, you're not letting yourself be pushed away. 

Pam: Right. 

Guest; Good! 

Mod: It's not that you haven't been, you're standing up for yourself, you're not 

letting yourself [be pushed away]. (041202) 

Teaching for self understanding also included instances when I shared specific 

disability information, connecting the women's own impairments to common patterns 

identified in the literature, especially of learning disabilities. Not a single woman with 
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self-identified or diagnosed learning disabilities had had the opportunity to learn about 

the topic. Their reading difficulties as well as the lack of clear information available to 

the general public prevented them from understanding the concept and no one reported 

having had any self-advocacy training in school. It should be noted that several of them 

watched and discussed the HBO show on Learning Differences produced by the Schwab 

Foundation that aired in early Spring of 2002, the stories shared by celebrities and 

ordinary folks about their struggles were inspiring, emotionally evocative and 

informative. 

At one meeting, I realized Frances was stumbling on the abbreviation 'LD' when 

talking about her learning disabilities. 1 wrote the letters L and D on the board and 

showed her how the abbreviation worked. She hadn't understood her "label," much less 

what the diagnosis involves. Another time, attending a workshop I was facilitating for 

community service providers in which we had just paired the participants' partial and 

mistaken understandings of the construct and consequences of learning disabilities with 

the research and theory, she caught me at break and said breathlessly, "I thought 

everyone else knew what they were talking about! I can't believe that they don't know!" 

The constructed and contested nature of the disability and social responses to the 

impairments included in the term was being revealed to her. 

When I could say that "frustration is part of the package of learning disabilities, 

it's not just personality" to Pam, it made her look at me with wide eyes and a slack jaw. 

She had never considered it. From there we could in future meetings talk about how to 

deal with her frustrations as though she had some ability and right to not be held in their 
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grip. After months of meetings, she began to say things such as "It's so frustrating, I'm 

just... [pause] I can't deal with it, I don't know how to deal with it, it's just like how do 

I relieve my frustrations? This is the only time I can get my frustrations out, is right here 

[in the group] right here because it makes me feel good to get it out" (041202). She was 

clearly beginning to understand that there might be help for her, strategies to "deal with 

it" whereas before, there are notations in the transcript that represent strangling noises, 

semi-repressed screams, or accounts of literally or figuratively throwing papers and 

supplies when she described how she felt about her learning difficulties. 

Our first practice session for our presentation, described above, continued with 

mutual reflection on the process between Sherry and me: 

Sherry; I don't feel embarrassed by standing there reading so much, it shows 

we're trying to read. But there's words that belong in these sentences and if you 

changed 'em, they wouldn't mean the same thing. 

Mod: Ohh! It's so nice the way you said it! 

Sherry: [This] is what we're talking about and this is what we need, but we don't 

want to be embarrassed . .. because it won't come out of our mouth right. 

Mod: I think it's great, I think it's great, because you want to keep it the way it's 

written, because that's what it means. 

Sherry: And that's what we said. 

Mod: And that's what you said, and that's part of the problem, you can say these 

things, you can use these words, you know what they mean, that's what belongs 

there, but you can't read it and you can't spell it. And boy is that LD. 
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This type of teaching is what Robert Kegan calls for as a "psychology of self-

understanding" (2001) that helps individuals move toward "respect and regard" (p. 195), 

and I would add curiosity, for themselves as persons with disabilities rather than as 

dysfunctional individuals. In his position as constructivist-developmental theorist, Kegan 

(1994) uses the psychological principles of the dialectical relationship of subject and 

object, which for him represents "the most powerful way I know to conceptualize the 

growth of the mind" (p. 34). The metaphor he uses to describe the transforming process 

is "the gradual traversing of a succession of increasingly more elaborate bridges" (2000, 

p. 60) as individuals objectify what once was subject to them. He draws the following 

distinction: 

That which is "object" we can look at, take responsibility for, reflect upon, 

exercise control over, integrate with some other way of knowing. That which is 

"subject" we are run by, identified with, fused with, at the effect of We cannot 

be responsible for that to which we are subject, (p. 53) 

Transformations occur as individuals irmsform from one epistemology to another, but 

such development is gradual and often wrenching. 

Freire (1970) also uses the dialectical relationship of subject and object in his 

pedagogy, though without an accompanying stage theory of development. It is this 

relationship that is transformed when students confront a coded abstraction of their 

everyday lives and, through dialogue, decode that abstraction and take new responsibility 

for seeing the contradictions embedded within it. By "exteriorizing" (p. 87) their 

worldviews, people can begin to think about their thinking and learning, the opportunities 
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that have or have not been available to them, and their learned responses. Through 

dialogue, we confronted the concrete realities of the social construction of disability 

labels, of literacy assumptions and requirements, and of gender roles and "decoded" the 

discourses and ideologies in which we have found ourselves. 

Summary 

The hinged theme of Articulation reveals a detailed view of a "micropractice," the 

specific, strategic pedagogical practices sought by Arthur Wilson and Ronald Cevero 

(2001) as revealing of the shifting relationships between knowledge and power. With an 

eye on both my facilitation role and the women's responses to and requests of that role, 

this mircropractice can "illustrate directly the practice of politics in adult education: an 

understanding of what counts and a willingness to struggle in changing who bene fits 

[from adult education]" (p. 277). The personal processes of vocabulary acquisition and 

linking of oral and print literacy are areas under-studied in adult literacy. Supporting 

learners as they find the words to describe their worlds is a collaborative act of struggle 

against the silences in which their lives and learning have been shrouded. 



Chapter 10 

The Experience of the Experience 

The "experience of the experience" (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 87) of 

beginning and maintaining this group process and social action is the subject of this 

chapter. Even within this theme, however, there is more than one story and more than 

one point of view. I begin with a narrative inquiry from my point of view as a facilitator, 

drawing from my reflective field notes and memos logged during the project year. Next, 

I devote more thought to embedding our experience within the literature on "becoming a 

we" as Jodi Dean (1996) says and what might have been the elements that contributed to 

that becoming. Within this discussion, I deconstruct a metaphor that I often heard the 

women say in our group and in our presentations, that the group was "like a family." It is 

also a metaphor Belenky and colleagues (1996; Belenky et al., 1997; Belenky & Stanton, 

2000) adopt unquestioningly within their notion of "public homeplaces." This metaphor 

was never a comfortable fit for me. I am too aware of the dysfunctions in too many 

families, including the childhood families of the very women who used the metaphor. 

Finally, 1 address the experience of the experience from others' points of view. The 

participants were asked on several occasions to sum up their sense of what participating 

in the group had meant to them, and those statements are summarized here. The final 

reflections from co-moderator Laura Porfirio, Coordinator of the Civics program, the 

sponsoring program for the grant, are presented, as well as the reflections of the Division 

Dean ofPCAE, Cindy Meier, who was asked to reflect on the initial impact and 

continued role of the women's group within the adult education Division. 
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Narrative Reflections 

Exploration of emotions and knowledge constructed out of shared, lived 

experiences is the strength of narrative inquiry. Clandinin and Connelly (1988, p. 415) 

consider that, "Following Dewey, the study of experience is the study of life . .. the study 

of epiphanies, rituals, routines, metaphors, and everyday actions.'' Pushing these raw 

experiences from description to interpretation and analysis, however, is the key to gaining 

transferable meaning from them. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) write that they rely on 

Dewey's concepts of continuity and interaction as a "frame for identifying tension at the 

boundaries" (p. 21) of disciplinary discourse and as a guide for their interpretative 

direction. They continue to lay out a "three dimensional narrative inquiry space" 

determined by the terms "'personal and social (interaction); past, present, and future 

(continuity); combined with the notion ofplace (situation)" (italics as in original, p. 50). 

Key to narrative inquiry is maintaining a focus on the shifting and generative tensions at 

those boundaries, including temporality, people, action, certainty, and context. 

Referencing the constructivist psychological literature that lives and selves are 

lived and constructed through narrative, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) insist "narrative 

is both the phenomenon and the method" (p. 18) of their work. The process of writing 

field notes helps a narrative researcher negotiate the border crossings of being in and out 

of the field, while allowing for those borders to shift. This stance requires the stories we 

tell of our research experiences also allow for growth and change, that we tell a story of 

^'becoming rather than being" (p. 145). 
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The field notes (descriptive of events, reflections from each group meeting) and 

memos (reflections along the way, not necessarily referenced to a group event) I wrote 

through the project year were an attempt to address this three dimensional space, 

documenting and reflecting on my interactions with participants and their interactions 

with each other, endless reflection and worry on continuity issues in our ever changing 

group, and intermittent reflections on the situations the group found itself in or seemed to 

have created. With retrospective reading, these field texts seem to address my perennial 

questions of 'What just happened here?' or 'What's happening in the group?' They 

sketch the co-constructed nature of the research design, the unpredictability of 

participatory education and research, and the waves of emotions that colored the year. 

The field texts also document the large and small decisions made along the way 

and trace their consequences. Luttrell (2000) wrote ofher own research choices and their 

effects as an "accounting" for the "nitty-gritty" (p. 500) of research. She calls on other 

researchers to do the same and address the epistemology of social sciences that "demands 

a distinction between researcher and researched, observer and observed" (p. 515) that 

have led to the "fantasy" of the perfect researcher. Borrowing the language from 

psychoanalysis of the perfect mother, Luttrell joins in the counter-interpretation of a 

"good enough" mother (from Winnicott, 1965) and researcher. A good enough 

researcher is aware of personal investments in the project, "does not shy away from 

frustration, anxieties, and disappo intments .,. and seeks to understand ... and appreciate 

... the differences between one's self and another" (p. 515). This is accomplished 
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through applying the same level of awareness and appreciation of the "healthy tensions" 

(p. 515) in the fieldwork to one's own reflexivity. 

The first field note of the project begins with "I'm scared to get started because it 

will mean closing doors, making decisions, running the first group that cannot be run 

again." I worried that the Venn diagram would be either "too rich" or "too abstract" or 

both. Decisions that I thought I had made in the research design and proposal suddenly 

seemed in doubt. From this overlook, marking the edge of my past terrain of "before we 

start," the participatory river below seemed rough, wild, and dangerous. I was leaving 

behind my role as a teacher, my authoritative classroom space and time, and my known 

methods to set off on a journey with women different from me in many significant ways, 

women on whom I would be very dependent for their cooperation and generosity to 

accomplish what I had represented to professors and flinders as my responsibility. 

The first group, however, our first day's journey, was exhilarating. "Wow" 

appears more than once in both my field notes and Laura's. My notes conclude with 

"Laura and I talked afterwards that what was most terrific was that the women had all the 

stories and knowledge in them. We didn't have to give them words -just supply the 

scaffold for them to think about [the topics] and they did." This group had as wide a 

cross-section of disabilities, age range, literacy levels, ethnicities, as any we ever had and 

it was an inspiration to experience the connections the women made to each other across 

the table in light of and in spite of the differences they embodied. 

Future field texts chronicled the challenges and achievements of feciJitating 

similar and different groups, the evaluation of which often mirrored my own emotions or 
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physical state going into the meeting. The sudden death of Dr. Candy Bos, my long-time 

mentor, two months into the project and just weeks before the September 11, 2001 

terrorist attacks, had a strong effect on my "with-it-ness" for several months but also 

made me more sensitive to the participants' significant relationships and responsibilities. 

In October, Laura conducted the familiar warm-up web activity by asking the question, 

"Who has been an inspiration to you?" I felt comfortable at that time to share the story of 

my mentor's death and what an inspiration she had been to me as well as the lessons I 

was learning through her death. Frances asked me gentle questions and Cindy 

immediately offered me a story as a connection about the surprise death of a classmate 

and how she had felt about it. 

That first summer was also a time when a team of colleagues at PCAE (including 

Laura and me) organized and co-facilitated a professional development institute on 

participatory education. Over three months, we worked first as a team to choose and 

discuss reading materials (chapters and articles from Paulo Freire, bell hooks, Stephen 

Brookfield, and Jack Mezirow), plan and practice demonstrations and exercises, and 

address logistics. The institute was offered to adult education colleagues from around the 

state in four three-hour sessions over a five-week period. At each session, we began with 

an experiential exercise to physically demonstrate and evoke participatory principles; we 

had a free-form percussion instrument exercise, a (hilarious) skit of banking education, a 

semi-scripted fishbowl class discussion, and a yoga warm-up. Each session also 

developed group activities around problem-posing pedagogy, in-depth reflections and 

sharing, discussions of the readings and, at one session, viewing and discussing portions 
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of a Bill Moyers' (1982) interview with Myles Horton, founder of Highlander Folk 

School. Although the time commitment required to do such an institute well was 

draining, the experience of working through participatory principles in creative, 

experiential activities challenged me to clarify and communicate my theoretical and 

educational philosophies. 

A concern that surfaced in the field texts through the fall was meeting our grant 

responsibilities within our timeframe. I have several notes that question whether I was 

pushing too hard or hard enough for the women to work on data reduction when they 

were still sharing and discussing new data. It is a very familiar tension to participatory 

educators. Most of these concerns are followed by the realization that as much as I felt 

that I was pushing, I could feel the women pushing back, correcting my false 

assumptions, and claiming the "floor" to clarify a previous contribution or introduce a 

new idea. 

During the first semester, I also had the opportunity to share my preliminary 

findings with colleagues in graduate seminars. In the fall, I shared my Venn Diagram, 

thick with Post-it notes and written notations, and general research design to a seminar on 

Adult and College Literacy. This opportunity helped me realize a flaw in my design that 

had been corrected by my participants. I had proposed to start our group dialogues with 

social issues, the barriers, before asking for personal issues, the strategies. I had 

deliberately planned to begin with a more neutral, safe level of sharing, despite the 

critical theory deconstruction of the term "neutrality" (Horton & Freire, 1990, pp. 102 -

105), with which I was familiar. Laura and I both remarked after the first groups that 
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"the women just wouldn't focus on the negative" but kept inserting personal strategies 

into our discussions. While preparing for the seminar presentation, I realized that a 

feminist standpoint design should have begun with the personal in order to elicit a move 

to the political. Luckily my participants resisted my flawed design and waited for me to 

catch up and learn the lesson. 

By a lunch date (121301) with Laura in December after another stellar session 

(120401), we felt that the project was already a success. After the December 4"" session 

in which we had begun to push the strategies collected into advice and actually draft our 

brochure, I wrote in my notes: "[we've] come so far ... we are at a place I thought we'd 

be at by the end of the year. I don't know where we are going from here." As Laura and 

I talked about the first half of the project, several themes emerged: the power of stories; 

building leadership; positive, and respectful group dynamics; the importance of my prior 

and ongoing individual connection with the women; the good fit to the Civics program; 

and body language. Each of these themes continued to unfold through the year and 

several have already been discussed. 

Body language was my term for my emerging physical awareness of participatory 

facilitation. From the planning meetings for our summer institute. Char Ullman, who is 

both a graduate school and PCAE colleague, shared her experience with modem dance as 

a metaphor for the physical feelings of leading and following. This metaphor stuck with 

me and I have continued to think about the sensory aspect of facilitation. Fred Erickson's 

(1986) metaphor of teaching and classroom dynamics as surfing with the whole group on 

one surfboard also appears more than once in my field texts. The metaphor of 
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participatory facilitation as a river was developed at the lunch with Laura: "thinking 

about how the flow of a river of conversation can carry me on, very much an active 

participant and facilitator, thinking and listening as fast and hard as I can. However, as 

soon as I need a breather or perhaps need to feel in control again, I try to stand up against 

the flow, put my feet down and stand rigidly and anachronistically in the current." The 

physical feeling of standing against a flow is very real, and I almost always knew/know 

what I had done before I even finished my statement. Such statements were usually off 

the mark and ended up being bracketed in the transcripts as "assumption" with lines 

drawn to link to the annotation of "refuted." In another note, I wrote "This [facilitation] 

is a great experience for me - forcing me to trust, be open, be amazed." 

I also wrote and talked to colleagues about "my feminist years" as I was living the 

parallel experience of parenting an infant daughter, born late December 2000. My son 

was eight years old when my daughter was bom and was/is an excellent teacher about the 

effects of discipline and schooling on non-linear minds and gross motor energies. My 

daughter has been an entirely new parenting experience. I watched in amazement as she 

deliberately and predictably ignored any toy without a face, learned to hold a 

conversation and take turns long before she could articulate a word, observed her 

significant others intensely and modeled her behavior on theirs. As she began speaking, 

her language was tied to emotions, both her own and what she saw. Now at age two, she 

is what Brown and Gilligan (1992) call a "whistle-blower m the relational world;" she 

names the emotions she sees and feels and fearlessly questions their appearance and 

disappearance. Recently, as we sat at the dinner table discussing what birthday gift to 
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send to her little cousin, she turned (with spaghetti hanging out of her mouth) to ask, 

"What do you think we should send, Daddy?" carefully drawing in the missing voice. 

Ail of the research on female development in relationships and connections was being 

embodied before my eyes. 1 have been challenged to see my own and my participants' 

female-ness expressed in context with a more "enlightened eye," as Elliot Eisner (1998) 

says, as a connoisseur and as a critic. 

All of these thoughts continued to grow in my head and in my notes when, in 

mid-January, I attended a YWCA-sponsored in-service at PCAE on racism that centered 

on the watching and debriefing of the film. The Color of Fear. The movie is a 

documentary of a weekend retreat of several men of mixed ethnicities and backgrounds, 

sharing stories of racism, discrimination, privilege, fear, pain, and hope. It was a 

powerful day of inner confrontation, sharing with colleagues, and feeling again the 

weight of doing respectful research. I was particularly confronted with my position as a 

middle-class white woman without (known? encountered? admitted?) disabilities being in 

position to speak for working-class women who claim disabilities. The experience 

heightened my sense of responsibility to the stories I was holding and would be 

representing, in upcoming presentations and in future writing. I made a decision based 

on these feelings to devote the remaining time on the grant to the women who had 

already given me so much, to their personal growth and leadership opportunities, as well 

as addressing their needs and hopes for the project rather than continuing to introduce 

more of "my" research questions and agendas. 
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Serendipitously, this decision opened up time in the project to devote to preparing 

and practicing for the four conference presentations we did as a group and to debriefing 

those experiences together. As described above (in Empowering Research, chapter 7), 

this level of group reflection on the praxis of the project, is special. Too often, research 

projects are completed with the presentation of the findings, whether as a scholarly 

article, a paper for a graduate class, a report to a governing board, or a presentation at a 

conference. In fact, my original design had exactly this form, to prepare through a year 

for a grand finale, the regional adult education conference in Phoenix at the very end of 

the grant. Responding to and creating opportunities to present our story as a work in 

progress was a move on my part that was based both in a strong sense that what I was 

hearing in the group needed to be shared with my adult education colleagues as well as a 

sense that these women could do it, that they had the passion and courage to join me in 

presenting to their instructors. The decision was not made without trepidations within 

each of us, but we were buoyed by the importance of the knowledge we had created and 

anticipated good questions from supportive audiences. 

The decision to focus more on the group that we were becoming rather than to 

continue to recruit new women and run more focus dialogues around "my" research 

questions had other consequences as well. We began to meet more often and less 

formally, often folding in birthday celebrations or sharing potluck lunches. The sense of 

community was deepened and new questions were raised for me about the functions and 

meanings of our group in our agency as well as in society. 
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Becoming a We 

We had moved beyond expected research group parameters but were not simply a 

support group, either. We were still collecting data and kept the tape recorder running 

and were working on research products for public presentations. We were something else 

altogether and I cast about in the literature for an interpretative anchor. 

Our more informal atmosphere allowed us to take greater advantage of the three 

types of communication called for by Young (1996) as able to enrich public discourse: 

greeting, rhetoric, and storytelling. Greeting as a mode of discourse recognizes the 

"particularities" of each person, their bodies and their otherness (p. 129) and includes 

"the nonlinguistic gestures that bring people together warmly... smiles, hugs, giving and 

taking of food and drink" (p. 129). Rhetoric acknowledges the "stituatedness of 

communication" that serves a "connecting function" that "constructs speaker, audience, 

and occasion by invoking specific meanings, connotations, and symbols" (p. 130). 

Storytelling or narrative, as has been discussed, is a communicative mode capable of 

laying bare the personal meanings people have constructed out of experiences, their 

"situated knowledge" (p. 132). These communication techniques allow participants to 

share their unique experiences such that listeners can come to learn that they cannot fully 

share the meanings of those experiences. Young insists that they are a first step toward a 

more inclusive and transformative public dialogue, especially a dialogue on the topic of 

needs and entitlements (p. 132) -- our topic precisely. 

Belenky et al. (1997) came to the term "public homeplace" to describe their 

listening Partners project. It is a term that draws from the community development 
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tradition, particularly in the black community, alternatively called "homeplaces" by bell 

hooks (1990), "the beloved community" by Ella Baker (1973) and the Student 

Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, "authentic public spaces" by Maxine Greene (1988) 

and "free spaces" by Sara Evans and Harry Boyte (1986). These places, represented in 

the literature and stories of community development and social justice movements were 

nurtured by leaders who could see that "it is in the spaces between private and public life 

where people develop the freedom to gaze on old arrangements with a critical eye, dream 

of better ways, and actually build new models for living" (Belenky et al., 1997, p. 163-

164). The leaders of these communities were often women with little formal education 

and no institutional backing, unlike the more public charismatic leaders who were often 

men of authority such as Martin Luther King, Jr. These "developmental leaders," or what 

Collins (2000) calls "community othermothers," worked behind the scenes, on long term 

goals of community uplift. Theirs is the often-invisible tradition of leadership that 

Belenky et al. (1997) take as their title, A Tradition That Has No Name. 

In their review of present and past examples of public homeplaces, Belenky et al. 

(1997) developed a description of "places where people support each other's 

development and where everyone is expected to participate in developing the homeplace 

... [and] go on working to make the whole society more inclusive, nurturing, and 

responsive . .. especially [for] those who have been excluded and silenced" (p. 13). 

Development in these places involves a rejection of the othering that occurs in societies 

as well as the split between rationality and emotion, "instead, it envisions hearts and 

minds developing in tandem" (p. 16). The leaders of these places are called "connected 
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leaders [or] midwife leaders because they enable the community to give birth to fledgling 

ideas and nurture the ideas along until they have become powerful ways ofknowing" (p. 

14). 

Jodi Dean (1996) stresses "reflective solidarity" as a constructive way ofbeing 

with others, a term that she poses as a way out of the dilemma of identity politics that 

relies on legal recourse to ethical, relational issues. As an alternative to the legal and 

norm-referenced demands for justice such as exhibited in identity politics and 

deliberative democracy based on Habermas' theory of communicative action (see 

Difference and Disability, chapter 4), reflective solidarity appeals to dialogic relations 

that rely on "critique and engagement" (p. 178). It is, she writes, "a mutual expectation 

of a responsible orientation to relationship" (p. 28) where responsibility is understood to 

mean "accountability for exclusion" (p. 28) and, thereby, keeping the perspective of 

missing others in mind and voice. Keeping before us the prospect of speaking for future 

women students forced us to constantly examine the partiality of our understanding and 

frame our knowledge claims accordingly. 

Moreover, "reflective solidarity entails that we give the other the space to be the 

person she is ... we respect the depth of her difference and trust her enough to stand with 

her" (Dean, 1996, p. 39). In communities of developing individuals, this space is 

important as it recognizes that people are growing in their understanding of themselves 

and of others. This language echoes ComelFs (1995, 2000) appeal to maintaining space 

for "the imagainary domain" where we can forge new understandings of ourselves and 

not be held to others' definitions of us. As this project shows, developing women need 
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the space to explore their differences, differences within themselves, between themselves 

and similarly situated others, and others whose lives bear little resemblance to theirs. 

They are also strongly dependent upon the trusting environment of the group to move in 

and out of various positions as they explore those differences. 

As the women described the group to each other and to audiences, they often used 

the metaphor of family. Pam called the group "my big family" (meaning extended 

family). Sherry said, "I feel like we are a kind of family. I had a family, but I was doing 

for everybody else, now I'm finally doing something for myself." By describing the 

group we had become as a "family," I had to seriously question just whose family the 

women were referencing. Not many women who participated in the project made claim 

to having been raised in a nurturing, healthy, warm, and supportive family. Rather, many 

at one point had tried to explain with other metaphors just how much of an outsider 

within her tamily she had felt and often still feels. Sherry called herself the "black 

sheep" of the family ; Frances, the "Cinderella" (meaning before the arrival of the fairy 

godmother!); Eva described herself as an object "rolling" into maturity; Connie called 

herself the "wild one"; and Yoly, "the green switch." How can these contradictory 

metaphors be reconciled? 

Metaphors are, according to George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1980), a means of 

^^understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another" (p. 5). As such, 

metaphors can both highlight similarities as well as mask them (p. 10), ground our 

understanding of abstractions in terms of physical and sensory experiences (p. 58), and 

yet are drawn from the vocabulary we already have in our command. Only Barbara and 
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Frances brought prior experience with a support group (both around parenting issues) to 

the current group, so how else were the women to describe the novel experience of 

participating in a trusting, affirming group? 

Belenky and colleagues (1996; Belenky et al., 1997; Belenky & Stanton, 2000) 

use the metaphor of family when presenting the ideas of a public homeplace. Their 

strong images align with a peaceful and united family ideal but are in direct contradiction 

to the types of families described by most of the participants in their own Listening 

Partners project. This inconsistency is not addressed in their work. 

Bonnie Honig (1996) problematizes the concept of home, the political and 

personal quest for "a place free of power, conflict, and struggle" (p. 258) and instead of a 

tranquil, unnatural space, she reminds us of the "turbulence that is always already there" 

(p. 259). Critiquing home, and by extension, the concept of family, she opens the door to 

examine that turbulence and note how little real difference there is between the public 

and private realms. If home is not a safe haven, if family, too, is the site of coalition 

politics (as all of us with siblings or as mothers know), then where can one yearn for 

unity and peace? Nowhere, according to Honig, the home must be "recast in coalitional 

terms as the site of necessary, nurturing, but also strategic, conflicted, and temporary 

alliances" (p. 269). Instead of trying to create public homeplaces, she calls for 

"dilemmatic spaces" (p. 259) where a subject "positioned on multiple, conflictual axes of 

identity/difference such that her agency itself is constituted, even enabled . .. by daily 

dilemmatic choices and negotiations" (p. 259) can be nurtured. 
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Facilitating this group that could be cast as a "homeplace," a "dilemniatic space," 

or a site of "reflective solidarity" was imcharted territory for me. My experiences had 

prepared me to coach a project-oriented group or lead a reflective classroom discussion, 

not grow a long-term group out of diversity and difference. Belenky et aL (1997) 

discovered that "all of the public homeplaces were begun by researchers who apprenticed 

themselves to their so-called research subjects" (p. 272). My research design of 

standpoint epistemology with the adoption and adaptation of the Unfolding Matrix 

(Padilla, 1993) technique serendipitously worked in concert to scaffold within me a key 

characteristic of homeplace leaders, being "unusually open-minded ... always 

questioning, reevaluating, and trying to see things from a different vantage point; they get 

others to do the same" (Belenky et al., 1997, p. 272). Standpoint epistemology demands 

"staying with" (Titchkosky, 2003) difference and dilemmas and the Unfolding Venn 

Diagram remains open and expanding, a model of continued listening. Being 

accountable to my design helped keep me "apprenticed" to my participants. 

The participants' expectations of the group to be more than my research project 

and their expectation of my commitment to them also drew me in to the role of being a 

"midwife leader" or "connected leader." They wanted a commitment from the 

educational program that a women's support group would be an institutional feature that 

they could draw on as they continued their literacy studies and it is a key 

recommendation on their list (see next chapter). Many researchers worry about the pull 

of commitment, the difficulties of leaving the field and of damagmg relationships when 

the research data have been collected. These concerns were very much on my mind as 
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the project year came to a close; we negotiated as a group that we would continue to 

meet, but less frequently. 

In the year that has passed since the grant ended, we have continued to meet at 

least every eight weeks when the classes take registration breaks. New women have 

joined us and others have fallen out of the habit of coming, but the relationships and the 

atmosphere of coming together in warm greetings and recognition, storytelling, 

questioning barriers and imagining and planning solutions continue. I continue to take 

notes, make easel charts, and audio-tape the conversations, but have not continued the 

time-consuming process of transcribing the tapes before the next meeting. The 

leadership and public speaking confidence the participants accomplished during the 

project has also blossomed in other roles. Several of the women were active, articulate 

public advocates for state funding for adult education this past legislative cycle when our 

program was slated for zero funding. Frances, Sherry, and Erica, a woman who has since 

joined the group, were all inducted into the National Adult Education Honor Society on 

the basis of their attendance, cooperation, self-reliance, leadership, achievement, and 

perseverance. 

Through this past year, my understanding of "what just happened here" continues 

to grow. As I have engaged in new research projects with adult education students with 

learning disabilities - some of whom are the same women from the original women's 

group -1 have come to think of our standpoint not so much as a feminist but as a 

disability standpoint. This perspective was nurtured by new readings on the turn in 

interpretations of the Americans with Disabilities Act (see Difference and Disability, 
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chapter 4) and disability theories of embodiment, especially Susan Wendell's The 

Rejected Body (1996), Gerard Goggin and Christopher Newell's Digital Disability 

(2003), Rod Michalko's The Difference that Disability Makes (2002), and Tanya 

Titchkosky's Disability, Self and Society (2003). I am also challenged by the participants 

in the women's group who have resisted losing the focus on disability. When I suggested 

inviting more female students and shifting the focus to more broad-range womanist topics 

such as body image and domestic violence, they hesitated. "Maybe we could have two 

groups," they suggested, "but we need someplace to come and express our frustrations 

and share about our learning." 

From Other Points of View 

In this section, I first share the perspectives of others on their experience with this 

project before turning to a theoretical discussion of the reflections. The participants were 

asked several times to share what they felt they were gaining from being in the group, 

both in group sessions that were audio-taped and transcribed and at conference 

presentations at which the transcriptions were read or spontaneously amended. They 

shared: 

"In the group, I have learned what there is to learn and where to get help." 

(Drucilla) 

"I feel like I have the support of somebody standing behind me to get all this stuff 

done. And it's a place where I can let all my frustrations out." (Pam) 

"I feel like we're kind of a like a family. I have a family, but I was doing for 

everybody else. Now I'm finally doing something for myself" (Sherry) 
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"Before I cam to Heidi's group, 1 didn't feel comfortable with my learning 

disability because I thought that I was the only person with a learning disability. 

If I didn't come to this group, I don't think that I would be the person that I am 

today. It helped me not to be ashamed of who I am. Now I'm comfortable with 

my learning disability, now if I have to tell someone, I can. I hope one day I can 

open a group for women and men and kids that dropped out with a learning 

disability." (Frances) 

"Now I have a place to talk to others, I feel more free." (Yoly) 

"I feel more confident. It's a place where we can find support, share our fears, 

worries, and preoccupations." (Elsa) 

Laura Porfirio, the co-moderator of the focus dialogues and Coordinator of the 

Civics program at PCAE, shared: 

This experience has really opened my eyes. I've been an adult educator for 8 

years and I know that my heart has been in the right place. But I am now much 

more keenly aware of the mistakes I've probably made in dealing with students 

who have disabilities. We need to know more to do better. And we need to take 

the time to let that happen. 

Cindy Meier, Division Dean PCAE and a very interested party to all the 

undertakings, logistics, and tangential outgrowths of the project reflected: 

Heidi's Women's Group (as I've come to think of them) has had an extraordinary 

influence on Pima College Adult Education. I am reminded of Margaret Mead's 

over-used quotation (and undoubtedly misquoted here): "Never doubt that a small 
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group of dedicated people can change the world—in fact, it is the only thing that 

ever has." This group of dedicated women has taught so many of us so much. 

Again and again, their insistence on what they need and their persistence in 

making sure they get it has been inspiring. Anyone who has seen not only the 

educational gains these women have made, but also the transformation in their 

self-perception is touched and moved by their work. I know that other teachers 

who have witnessed their process and progress are changed in their approach to 

teaching. Equally inspiring has been Heidi's unflinching belief and patience in the 

process of self-discovery and true learner-centered participator}' education. 

A specific memory of the women from the group [stands out]. After a 

stunning and well-received presentation they gave at a [regional] conference in 

Phoenix, Arizona, Heidi and the women's group walked to the hotel lobby. One 

of the women was afraid to take the escalator. At the student's request, Heidi took 

her hand and gently and unobtrusively helped her on to the escalator, held her 

hand while riding the escalator and helped her off the escalator. It was a simple, 

kind gesture, but I was deeply impressed by the simplicity of it: someone needed 

help, Heidi offered the help, and the student was able to continue on her way. 

Heidi's teaching was much like this—simple, practical, kind, and empowering . .. 

What does all this mean for the rest of Pima College Adult Education? I 

suppose it's similar to any real life heroic stories. When Lance Armstrong wins 

the Tour de France, we all win. When someone among us does something 

extraordinary, we benefit from the power of the deed. Heidi and her women's 
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group have reminded us all of the possibilities in education and in ourselves. We 

will learn from their lesson for a long, long time. 

These perspectives, often shared in public as we stood shoulder to shoulder, can 

add to the descriptions of what it was and is that the group represented for the participants 

and their social contexts. Along with Belenky's (1996) "homeplaces," Honig's (1996) 

"dilemmatic space," or Dean's (1996) "reflective solidarity," these participants' 

perspectives speak to communities of practice. A community of practice, according to 

Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger (1991), is "a set of relations among persons, activity, and 

world, over time and in relation with other tangential and overlapping communities of 

practice" (p. 98). Such communities support knowledge production and learning through 

"legitimate peripheral participation" (LPP) by which they imply a continuously 

increasing complexity of the roles participants play in the reproduction of the community. 

Drucilla's comments that the group is a place to "leam what there is to learn" touches on 

this idea of knowledge and learning as existing in the group practice and relations. These 

communities, with "highly asymmetric forms of coparticipation" also "have the potential 

to transform the participants, even if their trajectories and thresholds of change differ 

widely" (p. 18). Frances' reflection captures her own transformations and where she 

hopes her learning and practice trajectory will take her. 

Our group was not a community of horizontal relations among equals, I cannot 

and did not deny my responsibility to model knowledge and language and to scaffold 

opportunities, such as conference presentations, for the women to engage "in the 

performance [of the practice] in congruent ways" (Lave & Wenger, p. 21). Nevertheless, 
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I was not a "master" to "apprentices" in any of the usual connotations; in fact, as cited 

above, it is more accurate to say that I "apprenticed" myself to ray research participants 

(Belenky et al., 1997, p. 272). There is no "central" participation in Lave and Wegner's 

(1991) theory of LPP, there is instead '"fullparticipation'^ (p. 37) that is a stance of 

openness to the periphery. It is in this sense that our community and our practice was and 

is: 

. . .  a  stage on which the old and the new, the known and the unknown, the 

established and the hopeful, act out their differences and discover their 

commonalities, act out their fear of one another, and come to terms with their 

need for one another, (p. 116) 

The project and the products could not have come about without the community of 

practice, at all the levels and trajectories of involvement and learning. The public quality 

of our "stage," played out at our more-frequent-than-anticipated conference 

presentations, opened our community to our peers in adult education and, as Cindy 

reflects, the visible relations and practice within were striking and thought-provoking. 

This section would not be complete without two more voices. At our first public 

presentation in mid February 2002, six of us stood side by side in front of an over

crowded classroom Ml of our own program instructors and administrators, some 

community educators, my major professor, and two of our husbands. Sherry's and Pam's. 

After our (nerve-wracking) presentation was complete and we had fielded several 

thoughtful questions from the audience. Sherry and Pam's husbands stood up in the back 

corner of the room to witness to the creative and inspirational power the group has 
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evoked in their wives and their relationships. Sherry's husband said that their own 

communication has improved, that he knows Sherry feels better about herself and how 

proud he is of her for facing her needs. Pam's husband stood to say that the group had 

been one of the most important factors helping Pam stay in school despite a list of 

personal frustrations and unwelcoming practices, including the frequent re-assignment of 

teachers to her classes. It was totally spontaneous and very moving. There were not 

many dry eyes left in the room. I was so touched I reached over to Sherry and Pam and 

hugged them and said "Happy Valentine's Day!" - it was too emotional to leave them 

standing, stuck up front, without a hug. 

The husband's testimonials to the power of literacy learning and a support group 

was memorable to all the audience and, as practitioners, we talked about it in teacher 

workrooms in the program for weeks. In particular, we took note of our surprise that 

their husbands were so obviously supportive, so much of the folklore of adult education 

tells of the opposite. We recalled and used this powerful memory within the group to 

encourage us to share more of our personal stories in future presentations. 

Summary 

The "experience of the experience" (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 87) of this 

project is a multi-vocal, multi-textual tale that requires the reflection and perspective of 

participants as well as those who were touched by the process. Through narrative inquiry 

based on my field notes and memos, reflection on theoretical voices, and reflective 

contributions from participants, an impressionistic portrait can be generated of a 

community of practice, committed to exploration and support of women's lives. 
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OVERVIEW OF PART IV: THE WAY FORWARD 

Our project wrenched open a new space in our own program in which the 

participants could imagine themselves and their stories with a heightened respect and find 

voice to articulate their needs and goals within a vision of a more inclusive and 

welcoming institution. Its research context required the program to listen to and respect 

these voices and demands from students. These written recommendations now go out to 

the adult education field with the same request of a respectful reception. 

The spiraling design of dialogue, action, and reflection enacted in participatory 

action research develops a recursive, generative relationship between theory and practice. 

This relationship, Freire (Horton & Freire, 1990) maintains, pulls practitioners out of the 

rut of "walk[ing] in circles" of honoring but not challenging people's current knowledge 

and experience or of scholars circling through theory without practical experiences (pp. 

98 - 99). The theoretical movement, as an historical perspective, is the temporal axis that 

connects practice to past solutions, present improvements of existing practice and theory 

and to our dreams of a better future, thus stretching the "circle" into an historical spiral. 

The findings from this project have broad implications for the field of education. 

Bridging these women's past experiences to their present educational and vocational 

efforts and envisioning their futures necessarily encompasses implications for family 

supports, early childhood experiences, general education models, special education 

models, drop-out prevention efforts, and disability services through the lifespan. Their 

own recommendations to the field and words of advice and inspiration to future women 

literacy learners are embedded in current adult education literature and presented in the 



first chapter of this Part, Recommendations and Advice from the Heart. The second 

chapter, Conclusions and Implications, first circles through the project's Venn diagram to 

revisit the findings specific to these participants. These findings are then pushed to a 

more political level, taking a hard look at how these women have been failed by our 

educational and social systems. It includes the argument that the responsibility adult 

educators have to work toward a more inclusive, just, and democratic society involves 

becoming advocates for our students. 
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Chapter 11 

Recommendations and Advice from the Heart 

This chapter presents the two major products of the grant project, the 

programming recommendations to our own program and to adult education programs in 

general and the words of advice offered to future women literacy learners in our own and 

in other programs. Both of these products were shared in multi-vocal conference 

presentations as the women helped me read out the recommendations and distribute the 

brochures of advice. Both products are presented with the women's words first, followed 

by a discussion of the ideas within the literature of the adult education field. 

Inviting literacy learners to critique and theorize about adult education curriculum 

and program planning decisions disrupts the traditional power structure of adult literacy 

in which students are grateful, meek recipients while programs are shoe-string budget 

apologists for poor instruction, resources, facilities and advocacy (Fingeret & Drennon, 

1997; Street, 1984) and student voices are invited merely to drive these positions home 

(Quigley, 1997). The types of dialogue and praxis engaged in by this project have the 

power to expose these hidden agendas and offer theory complicating rather than theory 

confirming findings (Kegan et al., 2001). 

The recommendations below are distilled from months of focus groups' reflective 

dialogues on barriers and experiences in adult education. Our range of ages, ethnicities, 

disabilities, time in the program, and goals are reflected in the wide scope of the 

recommendations. They are presented here as they were prepared and shared in multi-

vocal conference presentations, grouped into nine main topic areas. As with the 
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dialogues, theoretical interpretation will be held until after the women's voices have 

finished speaking. 

The Women's Words to Adult Education Programs 

1. We are a garden, waiting for your care and nurturing. 

When we come to adult education, we are ready to leam and grow. Please help us feel 

comfortable and WANTED in your program. We need to speak to a counselor and a 

disability specialist when we get here, people who can encourage us and help us find the 

help that is available to us. There are more people with disabilities in our communities 

who are not in the adult education program, keep recruiting them and working to meet 

their needs. Reach out to the young students who might still be in denial of their 

educational needs and goals. After all, the more students with disabilities you have, the 

better you can prove the need to ask for increased funding. 

2. We don't want sympathy, we want understanding. 

3. Provide opportunities for us to leam about our rights and responsibilities. 

We need to leam what there is to leam about our rights in this society, but we also want 

to meet our responsibilities. One way we have learned about these is through having a 

Disability Specialist in the program who can talk with us one on one. The support group 

has also been a place where we leam about our rights, from each other and from guests. 

Help us continue to advocate for GED accommodations, we need those accommodations, 

like extra time, to be able to take the test and really show what we know. 
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4. We need assistive technology to be more independent.We want to be as 

independent as possible. We need equipment in our homes as well as in the program. 

Keep trying to get more assistive technology for the program and then provide training so 

we know how to use it. Help us find referrals to other programs that could provide 

equipment at home. The things we've tried and liked so far are word processors with 

spell checkers, computer readers. New Century educational software, JAWS screen 

reader, email and TTYs. 

5. Don't rush us. Don't give up on students who are having a hard time. 

One woman with LD said, "Don't rush me, let me take my time and do it at MY speed. I 

don't want to be rushed. If it's going to take me a long time to reach my goal, well, let it. 

It's my time. Also, please understand that I get very frustrated. When I need to ask a 

question or get some extra help, I can't wait." 

6. Teachers or trained tutors should lead small groups. 

We need the opportunity to leam at our own pace, but we need to be taught by teachers or 

steady, committed tutors with training in meeting our unique needs. A small group 

setting addresses our need to work at a slower pace and get help when we need it. It is 

hard for us when we have to work with new tutors all the time, we appreciate their time 

that they give, but it's hard to open up and get used to new tutors. We recommend the 

Wilson Reading Method for adults with learning disabilities, we really like it and it helps 

us learn to read and spell. 
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7. Teachers need to listen and be sensitive to our needs, but provide 

appropriate challenges, too. 

When we come to adult education, some of us knew we had a disability, others of us had 

never had the opportunity to talk about our learning problems before. We need teachers 

and counselors to be prepared to help us leam more, begirming wherever we are. Some 

of us might need referrals to other community services - since we are already here, it 

would be helpful if teachers and others could help us find those services. We also expect 

our teachers in adult education to know about meeting the needs of literacy learners with 

disabilities. We aren't teachers, we need you to know how to teach us. 

8. Don't be afraid to ask about students' disabilities. 

Provide an opportunity for all students to privately self-identify their disability to the 

teacher. It's like if a doctor doesn't ask you personal questions, you're never going to get 

helped. Teachers need to get over any embarrassment or fear they have about disabilities 

because if they don't, students can't get the help they need. 

9. Maintain/Start a support group, it means a lot to us. 

Talking with Theory about Literacy, Women, and Disability 

Several of these key recommendations lay bare the continued low expectations 

and silencing that these women have encountered in adult education. Just as they were 

made to feel inferior in public school (for reasons of ability as well as ethnicity and 

family income), these women have encountered instructors, administrators and tutors 

who have expressed lowered expectations directly or through a lack of challenge. These 

instructional practices as authorized discourses can deny learners access to the level of 
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proficiency and breadth of knowledge they seek and cause fiirther self-doubt, a situation 

that repeats the restricted access and low self-confidence they experienced in their 

childhoods as girls with special needs from low income and minority families. 

These women have experienced authority figures ducking from direct 

conversations on disabilities, whether from a misplaced fear of insulting the student or a 

fear of being held accountable for providing appropriate instruction or accommodations. 

Frances said, "It's like if a doctor doesn't ask you personal questions, you are never 

going to get the help you need." This silence on disabilities at the adult education 

program has had the effect of enforcing the passing or overcoming discourses of the 

larger society, effectively keeping all involved ignorant of actual needs and possible 

solutions, such as the recommended assistive technology and social service referrals. 

These women learners resisted and resented being sent off individually with 

untrained volunteers as if their literacy levels, needs, or learning pace were too 

problematic for the regular program, again all-too-reminiscent of past restricted schooling 

experiences. They were keenly aware of the power relations in the education program 

that often resulted in their needs being (un)met by untrained volunteers, including their 

needs for connection that was challenged by frequent tutor turnover. They also resisted 

the instructional design of independent, self-paced work that is overseen by an instructor 

or tutor as being equally inappropriate. 

Since our group included women who attended classes throughout the program, 

rarely were more than two women in the same class. This allowed them to share aspects 

of instruction that was helpful or not and they began to question why some teachers were 
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assigned to classes outside of their area of specialty. As one meeting began, two women, 

who attended a different center, irritably noted that the whiteboard in the classroom 

where we were meeting was covered with mathematical equations and vocabulary. 

"Why doesn't our teacher use the board to explain things to us?" they asked, "All we get 

is a photocopied packet with the answers in the back." 

Adult literacy as a field is not meeting the literacy acquisition needs of many if 

not most learners as two recent reports from vastly different perspectives show. Victoria 

Purcell-Gates and colleagues (Purcell-Gates, Degener, & Jacobson, 2001; Purcell-Gates, 

Degener, Jacobson, & Soler, 1998, 2002) embarked on a multi-year effort to survey and 

document the actual practices of adult education and literacy outcomes tied to various 

practices. Beginning with a typology of instructional practice that were ranked on 

dimensions of life-contextualized to -decontextualized and dialogic to monologic, they 

found that, despite common program rhetoric of being student-centered or participatory, 

only 27% of the classrooms surveyed could be classified as actualizing an dialogic, 

contextualized curriculum. Following the survey work with classroom observations, 

student questionnaires and focus groups, the team found that only classes with high 

degrees of dialogic contextuality had a positive correlation with increased literacy 

engagement practices out of class, most notably expository and fiction reading. 

Furthermore, since their data controlled for incoming literacy levels, they advocate, citing 

Freire, that "there is no reading ability threshold at which this type of [authentic] practice 

is inappropriate" (2002, p. 90). The team takes pains to note that authentic materials and 
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practices do not preclude teaching for skills, but recommends that such teaching be 

"embedded in and served the purposes of (p. 91) authentic literacy projects. 

Janet Sheehan-Holt and M. Cecil Smith (2000) reanalyzed data from the 1992 

National Adult Literacy Survey (NALS), looking for increased skills based on time spent 

in basic education and training programs. Their data could not support the assumption 

that time in basic education and training classes actually improves literacy skills, even 

when personal goals such as earning a GED or being able to help children with 

homework were reportedly met. Moreover, their analysis could not support the literacy 

development theory (Reder, 1998b), which contends that the more education a person 

completes, the better developed his or her literacy skills become. Their analysis does 

lend support, however, for a practice engagement model (Reder, 1994) that proposes 

skills and practices develop best within closely related context of practice. They refer to 

several studies of adult education and workplace literacy outcomes that showed while 

specific, tightly related functional literacy skills did increase in well-designed programs, 

out-of-class reading practices did not show a significant change. Alignment of goals, 

practices, instructional materials and outcome measures therefore becomes more crucial 

in light of these findings. 

These findings corresponds to the New Literacy Studies' emphasis of embedded 

literacy practices within "social languages" and networks of power relations: 

Instructional methods (just like literacy itself. ..) do not work or fail as 

decontextualized generic practices. They have effects only in, and in relationship 

to, specific social and cultural contexts as they recruit different forms of 
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cognition, and they have different effects in different contexts. (Gee, 1999, p. 

361) 

Literacy, on these terms, implies "scaffolded socialization into different and multiple 

literacy practices" (p. 369), not a disconnected string of mastered skills. In fact, Gee pays 

special attention to the post-elementary level in which many students are left behind in 

literacy attainment, identifying the "mapping" of discourse styles (including vocabulary, 

syntax, and discourse connectors) as a key element in mastering the "code" of written 

expository English, a specific "social language." "This mapping ... is just as much a 

part of reading and writing as is the "phonics" mapping. In fact, many more people fail 

to succeed in school. .. because of failing to master this sort of mapping" (p. 368). 

Although Gee does not mention mathematics, it is also clearly a "social language" that 

needs to be deconstructed with students. Understanding practice engagement theory with 

an eye toward the New Literacy Studies and their "social language-activity-identity 

nexus" (p. 369) could move adult education practice into the effective zone in Purcell-

Gates' et al.'s (2002) instructional typology. 

That the women report finding support, encouragement, and learning 

enhancement in small groups of students with similar levels and needs led by an active, 

well-trained instructor reflects much of what is found in the literature on feminist 

pedagogies and women's development, as well as increasingly in the adult literacy 

research (Demetrion, 1999; Horsman, 1990; Quigley, 1997). Such groups - with a 

trained yet humble leader - are the heart of a Freirian approach to literacy (Carmen, 1998; 

Friere, 1970; Purcell-Gates & Waterman, 2000). These small groups can reshape the 
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learning environment to be a much more interdependent, dialogic learning experience 

than learners' past negative experiences in public schools or other adult education and 

training programs. Literacy programs that work only with clients one-on-one or in self-

paced classes may be failing to provide the dialogic context in which learners can begin 

to do some of their most significant learning, learning to read the word and the world 

(Freire & Macedo, 1987). 

The women who participated in this project were also well aware of the difference 

in quality of instruction between well-trained teachers and tutors and volunteers with 

little training or interest in learning about special needs. Those with learning disabilities 

had participated in a tutoring group using the Wilson Reading System (Wilson, 1988) and 

strongly recommended it as something "that helps us learn to read and spell." This 

micro-practice focus by the women, deliberately choosing to recommend a particular 

curriculum, exposes a common gap in participatory and critical adult literacy practice: the 

lack of attention to methodology (Carmen, 1998). Even as Allan Luke and Peter 

Freebody (1997a; 1997b) write eloquently about reading as a non-neutral social practice 

and expose the many ideologies hidden in literacy education, they skim over what they 

dismiss as psychological components of the learning to read process as reflections of 

Western individualism. For the women who struggled with English language learning in 

this study, direct instruction in the phonological and orthographical code of the English 

language through systematic methodology, in their experience through the Wilson 

Reading System, met their literacy acquisition needs. Moreover, its effectiveness at 

providing them access to the code of the language exposed for their reflection the lack of 
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effective instruction to which they had been previously subjected. This reflection 

resulted in the pointed recommendation, "We also expect our teachers in adult education 

to know about meeting the needs of literacy learners with disabilities. We aren't teachers, 

we need you to know how to teach us." 

Patterns of literacy learner attrition based on inhospitable and/or inappropriate 

reception or instructional and curricular design are well documented in the literature 

(Fingeret & Drennon, 1997; Merrifield et al., 1997; Quigley, 1997). Students use their 

power to not participate when they find themselves faced with inflexible authorities and 

institutions, restricting messages of their ability to learn, instruction that does not meet 

their immediate and emerging needs, restricted opportunities for them to voice their 

opinions and needs, or a lack or mis-representation of their positionalities and identities. 

The attrition rates in adult literacy programs, often as high as 50 - 80 % (Quigley, 1997; 

Vogel, 1998), need to be examined not only for what they tell us as researchers and 

practitioners, the overwhelming majority of whom are white, middle-class educators, 

about the challenges of teaching and researching in the field, but about our practice and 

how it is perceived by the learners. 

Time and again, the women came to the group expressing their frustrations with 

their instructors or instruction, their own learning difficulties, or the competing 

responsibilities of home and work. They strongly identified the support, dialogue, and 

respect they found within the group as making the diflFerence for them to remain engaged 

in literacy learning. Their recommendation to maintain or start a support group reflects 

their understanding of the value of the group experience to their learning goals. The 
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retention statistics from the group reinforce this; over the course of a year, only one of the 

15 women contributors stopped attending class, after an entire semester of attending four 

days a week. This percentage of 93% compares to our own program's average of 75% 

retention for 12 weeks or more. 

A growing collective of feminist literacy scholars (Horsman,1990, 2000; Luttrell, 

1997, 1997; Sparks, 2001; Tisdell, 1993, 1998) are insisting that literacy programs make 

space for women-centered activities and group work through which women can work 

collaboratively to find their voices and their powers. These researchers caution literacy 

practitioners and administrators to keep women's unique and changing needs for literacy 

learning in mind, providing space and time in the curriculum and center for women to 

develop their own identities as learners without always or only being cast in the role of 

mother. Frances' story of experiencing exactly this in her Family Literacy classroom and 

relying on the group environment to sort out her own issues, provides an experiential and 

emotional window into this advice. 

Too often, cultural patterns of male dominance or sexual harassment make their 

way into adult classrooms (Brookfield, 2001; Horsman, 2000). These subtle threats add 

to other cultural patterns such as racism, ageism, classism, homophobia and ableism that 

are just beginning to be addressed in adult education (Johnson-Bailey, 2001; Shore, 2001; 

Sissel & Sheared, 2001; Tisdell, 2001), all of which fiirther reproduce the larger culture's 

marginalization of women and minority students. The opening recommendation to help 

women with disabilities feel ''wanted" in the program speaks directly to how they have 

not been made to feel welcome in every setting. Stories from which this recommendation 
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arose include instances of all the -isms on the list, occurrences that the women 

experienced with deep pain and emotion. 

The role of narrative in the practice of adult basic education is central. Through 

stories and the process of storying, adults stretch their understanding of past experiences 

and present circumstances. They encounter others with similar or different stories that 

challenge the cultural norms and force a re-examination of past meanings. "This is the 

narrative version of the disorienting dilemma or the cognitive dissonance" (Rossiter, 

1999, p. 68) that is considered crucial to adult learning and often posited as the role of the 

adult educator to provide (Brookfield, 1986; Jarvis, 1992; Mezirow, 1990, 1991, 2000). 

Using narrative as a pedagogical practice encourages relational and connected learning, 

with the educator actively participating in the construction of meaning with students. The 

role of the educator, rather than as a prod or goad, is to "listen, receive, and wait in 

hopeful puzzlement" (Rossiter, 1999, p. 69) for the lessons within the stories of our 

students and groups. 

Time and again in the list of recommendations, the women identified the 

importance of the program employing a disability specialist or counselor who could fill in 

the gaps of their knowledge about legal rights and responsibilities, social services, and 

accommodations. They also relied on this person to take on the role of liaison to 

classroom teachers in order to negotiate accommodations and instructional modifications. 

With the increased attention on serving the needs of students with disabilities in the adult 

education field, spearheaded by the Office of Vocational and Adult Education (OVAE) 
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and the National Institute for Literacy (NIFL), programs are being held more accountable 

for their service structures. 

Adult education, as a borderland to and from the margins and mainstream of 

society on axes of immigration status, economic security, welfare-to-work requirements, 

completion of secondary education equivalents, etc., is in a precarious stance with regard 

to disability laws. As recipients of federal and state funds, programs are unquestionably 

accountable for upholding the rights of students with disabilities. Many post-secondary 

settings have strict ADA policies and procedures to serve students with disability 

documentation that meets standards set by the institution. For students who meet the 

criteria, accommodations and support services are usually available. These policies, 

however, exclude students whose paperwork is incomplete or too dated or students who 

were never identified as having a disability and leaves little room for problematizing the 

definitions and social valuation of disability labels and constructs. 

Being a borderland requires that adult education and literacy programs remain 

open and flexible to students whose status is in flux. As witnessed through this project, 

students do not always enter adult education programs prepared to share disability 

documentation and advocate for their instructional needs; this is important learning that 

needs to be explored and supported while they continue to work on their literacy goals. 

The direct recommendation to continue advocating for more accessible GED 

accommodation procedures reflects the dilemmas many students face, caught between the 

requirements for thorough, updated psychological testing by the Educational Testing 
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Service and their in-flux disability status with old or non-existent documentation and 

ambivalence about seeking further testing. 

Balancing accommodating instruction and programming with legal service 

mandates can be accomplished through open and honest discussions with students, 

community service partners, and disability specialists within a disability standpoint. 

"Everyone, disabled or not, who interacts with disability is engaged in producing its 

meaning and its social identity" (Titchkosky, 2003, p. 4). When disabilities are ignored, 

silenced, or considered a personal issue, or when institutions and authorities profess a 

"neutral" stance, the status quo of adults with disabilities in this society living with 

unequal opportunities, limited participation, and denied access will continue 

unquestioned. In contrast, when disabilities are allowed to "serve as a teacher" (p. 45), 

educational institutions have much to learn about our practice and our assumptions. 

Multiple, creative ways to meet obligations while challenging cultural norms need to be 

charted as we work together to make this borderland welcoming. Freire and Horton 

(1990) remind us, "we make the road by walking;" we cannot wait to serve students and 

educate educators who are already in our programs. 

The Women *s Words to Other Women Literacy Learners: Take Our Advice 

Alongside the program recommendations created by the group, we also re

interpreted the strategies contributed to the diagram and encoded the support and 

encouragement offered within the group in order to author a brochure of Advice to 

Women in Literacy. These brochures are intended to be distributed to all women 

registering in our program. We negotiated the layout, the cover design, and the wording 



so that it would be accessible and inviting to new learners. We intend to have it 

translated into Spanish as well. 

Inside a cover that depicts a stylized flower as a heart (to capture both the 

suggested open heart and garden metaphors), the women offer this advice: 

Here are some strategies we recommend to help you reach your educational and 

work goals: 

• Join a support group, it's a place to learn about your rights and let out your 

frustrations. 

• Involve other family members in education, it helps make education more of a 

priority in the house. 

• Keep role models in mind for inspiration and encouragement. 

• Recognize and celebrate your own learning and personal growth. 

• Be patient. Building new habits, like studying seriously, takes time. 

• Recognize when you need help and ask for it. 

• Believe that learning builds self-esteem. 

• Get involved, one opportunity leads to another. 

Talking with Theory about Learning 

These statements reflect the multi-faceted and on-going efforts required of the 

women to re-engage and persist in literacy learning they had expressed in the group 

dialogue. 
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They recognize that their learning efforts involve the rational and the affective, in 

ways that are existential and everyday, within an orientation that encompasses their past, 

present, and fiiture. These are the connections feminist researchers theorize as important 

to women's learning, connections within oneself and connections between self and the 

external - others, culture, politics, nature (Belenky et aJ., 1986; Belenky et al., 1997; 

Brooks, 2000; Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Flannery, 2000). 

The women also recognize that learning is not a passive activity, nor is it only a 

classroom-based activity. Re-engaging with formal or structured education for these 

women with impairments that have colored their learning all of their lives is a life-wide 

experience. As such, literacy means more than skills although it must mean that, it is an 

opportunity and a power to engage in the risks and critical reflection of personal 

transformation. 

Accounts of women proclaiming their primary motive for returning to basic 

education to "become somebody," as Wendy Luttrell's (1997) participants stated, are 

frequently found in the literature on adult education and literacy (see Fingeret & 

Drennon, 1997; Horsman, 1990). The self-reflection and re-authoring of past experiences 

undertaken by the women in this project show that these women are seeking, perhaps 

more fundamentally, to find out who they are at this moment in time, with all their 

emotional and educational baggage full of stowaway dreams and fears, before trying to 

become something new. Their invitation to others to "get involved" reflects the healing 

and expressive power they recognize in literacy learning accompanied by group dialogue. 



Sumrnmry 

These recommendations to the ABLE field and words of advice to women literacy 

learners are the products of our grant, our 'take home message" - literally -these 

products were our handouts at all of our conference presentations. Together with this 

theoretical work, they are examples of what Dorothy Smith (1999) calls for as "ordinarily 

accessible and usable" (p. 95) outcomes of feminist standpoint inquiry in the feminist 

activist tradition. "Like a map, (such products] would be through and through indexical 

to the local sites of people's experience, making visible how we are connected into the 

extended social ruling relations and the economy" (p. 95). We hope the map we have 

made of the borderlands of ABLE says loudly and clearly, "Here we are!" and "This is 

what we need." We hope others in our own and related fields will use our map and be 

able to find us and other women literacy learners with disabilities and we can all move 

forward with more self-understanding and better communication. 
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Chapter 12 

Conclusions and Implications 

"If things were simple, word would have gotten around. " 
(Derrida, 1988, p. 119) 

The lessons learned and implications for further inquiry that the current study 

suggests extend beyond the adult basic education and literacy field. This group that has 

sustained its identity and inquiry for over a year is like a collection of precious gems 

gleaned from the dusty, windswept, trampled-upon borderland of the adult basic 

education and literacy (ABLE) field. The participants are from the field, shaped and 

refined by the weathering and pressures of surviving poverty and violence, society's 

ambivalence about disability and impairment, the educational "third shift" (Kramarae, 

2001), misrecognition and disrespect from social "supports," and the contradictions 

inherent in the publicly under-funded adult education programs. Gathering together these 

precious and beautiful women and their stories is an ethical and historical project: once 

you listen to their stories, you are called to join them in action to improve the structures 

that have limited and continue to limit them and so many others. 

Although this study involved a fairly small number (15) of women literacy 

learners with disabilities, the group represented a wide range of ages (20-60+), 

ethnicities, impairments, lengths of involvement in public schooling and adult education, 

and childhood family and school experiences. All the participants were from working 

poor femilies and most would fit that socioeconomic category now in their adult lives. 

The gift of their stories is the telling of an honest journey through dishonor-ing social 

circumstances. They are not alone and they would be the first to say so. They tell their 
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stories, they say, so that others "can come and tell about their lives and ... about what 

hard struggles they've had" (Drucilla, 041202). That they and their stories were 

invitingly on the surface of this range of the borderland, ready to be gathered together, is 

a coincidence that brought together their willingness to be found and my efforts to seek 

them out. 

Juxtaposing these precious stories to conceptual "spaces" (Soja, 1996) of 

disability and educational theories allows the characteristics ofboth the stories and the 

spaces to be seen in a new way. An "enlightened eye" (Eisner, 1998), an observer who 

brings together the imagination and vision to experience subtle and complex qualities of 

the field, can critique and guide appreciation of the practice of this juxtapositioning or 

border crossing demonstrated through this study. Our project first explored inner spaces 

within the borderlands of adult basic and literacy education programs and the inner 

spaces within the participants. Returning to our organizing visual of the Venn diagram 

labeled Women, Literacy, and Disability can help bring to light findings from those inner 

spaces. 

As women in literacy classes, these participants teach us that literacy learning - as 

all learning - is gendered. They expressed their needs to be seen as women, women who 

had the experiences of being girls in school. They still bear the scars of the intense and 

harmful teasing to which they were subjected in public schools. They live with traumas 

old and new (Horsman, 2000), remembering the fear of attending new schools or being 

lost in the learning process, remembering the chaos and violence at home that haunted 

them into the classroom and often reappeared in their adult relationships, haunting them 
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their learning often takes a lowered priority. As mothers, they worry about their 

parenting skills and their children's learning, and they struggle to re-engage with public 

schools despite their own discomforts. 

As women with disabilities, they have walked the broken line between eligibility 

and services. They have lived in the construction zone of society's changing 

understanding and stance toward disabilities. Disability is a dangerous zone that adds a 

significant dimension of vulnerability to girls and women (Wagner, 1992). Their school 

histories reveal the fault lines between special education and regular education; a 

diagnosis was no guarantee of appropriate services and diagnoses were not always 

determined appropriately. As adults living in the construction zone, they see that the 

promises of the Americans with Disabilities Act have not been realized. Self-disclosure 

is still a risky business in personal and vocational relationships. 

As literacy learners, these women demonstrate both the power of literacy learning 

in their lives and the limits of that power to directly impact some of the harsh realities of 

their lives. "Coming out" as adult literacy learners has liberated their perceptions not 

only of themselves but also of other in society. Once "out," they can re-engage their 

hopes, get involved in community life, and begin to build a healthier sense of self-as-

leamer. Their learning, however, demonstrates gaps in adult education programs that 

focus on the culminating experience of achieving a GED; for these women, that 

achievement is still on the horizon and they need recognition and support for their efforts 

along the way. Their disabilities co-mingle with their learning histories in habits and 

self-concepts that are often self-defeating and clearly expose the embodied nature of 



312 

learning. These histories and habits must be addressed in literacy programs through 

dialogue, support, and specialized tutoring. 

When literacy learners are provided with that support and engaged in dialogue 

and action, their hopes and stories can carry them to new expressions and new 

understandings. They are able and willing partners to work with educators and 

community members on improving their lives and communities. Their energy, talents 

and perspectives are resources that often go untapped in adult education programs for 

lack of a trusting, encouraging dialogue and respectful engagement. 

As the opening quotation from Jacques Derrida (1998) suggests, social and 

personal interactions and intentions are complex and multi-layered. Looking out from 

the borderlands and inner spaces to draw conclusions about what should be accomplished 

and changed in education, social services, or governmental policies runs the risk of 

oversimplifying causality or reducing the interconnectedness of social and individual 

forces to a single axis. This chapter attempts to provide a multifaceted critique of the 

value of this project to inform and enrich the conversations in the theoretical spaces of 

special education, general education, teacher education, and disability studies. The 

chapter ends with a call for lurther opportunities for the [previously] marginalized to 

come together in similar "free spaces" (Evans & Boyte, 1986) and engage in advocacy 

and action research that can "empower and enable" (hooks, 1994, p. 70), for only through 

individual and group empowerment can their hopes be energized and realized. 

Within the enormous range of responsibilities to which general education is held 

accountable in this society, one of the most salient responsibilities applicable to this study 
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is the relationship of schools and school authorities to create and nurture opportunities for 

children and families living in poverty. These women were misrecognized and 

disrespected by their schools, both in general education and in special education. They 

were misrecognized in their uniqueness, their strengths and weaknesses, interests and 

challenges, hopes and fears, and in the misrecognition came disrespect. The harmful 

disrespect was manifested in lowered expectations, an authoritarian stance that created 

the student and family stance of powerlessness and speechlessness, a dismissal of their 

language and family funds of knowledge, and an extinguishing of their dreams. 

Patrick Shannon, in Reading Poverty (1998) explores and names explicitly the 

links among poverty, government policies, and schooling. He emphasizes throughout his 

works that as the obscene divide between rich and poor expands exponentially, we are 

vastly more like the poor than we are like the very wealthy and it behooves us, especially 

as educators and researchers, to understand what our societies do to the poor. He sees 

federal policies, inclusive of entitlement programs (like food stamps and welfare) as well 

as direct service projects such as Head Start and Chapter One reading programs (before 

the days of the No Child Left Behind Act which is certainly within this scope), as 

"stem[ming] directly from attempts to use schooling to overcome poverty without 

addressing standing inequalities" (p. 18). Ronald Glass (2000) summarizes Shannon's 

(1998) historical analysis of governmental rhetoric and policy as: 

The poor do not have flawed minds (conservatives) or flawed characters 

(neoconservatives). Raising literacy standards and expanding the economy will 

not eliminate poverty (neoliberals) nor will the opportunities created through 
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The poor do not have flawed minds (conservatives) or flawed characters 

(neoconservatives). Raising literacy standards and expanding the economy will 

not eliminate poverty (neoliberals) nor will the opportunities created through 

antidiscrimination programs establish equity and justice (liberals)... and most 

new jobs continue to require minimal literacy, (p. 294) 

The corrective measures Shannon (1998) advocates are within a "radical democratic" 

frame which "recommend[s] transformative strategies that would couple recognition with 

redistribution... [and] uncouple issues of well-being from employment" (p. 183). Such 

coupling and uncoupling are best done by the people impacted and misrecognized by 

current arrangements, demanding to be seen in all their cultural and historic complexities 

that inevitably implicate those privileged by those same histories. 

A host of researchers has documented the misrecognition and disrespect schools 

and school authorities have directed toward poor and minority children and families 

(Delpit, 1995; Heath, 1983; Kozol, 1991; Moll & Gonzalez, 1994; Purcell-Gates, 1995; 

Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988). The age range of the women in this project and the 

informants of the ethnographies portray a dismal lack of change over the past 50 years 

(Chapter 6). The policies, vocabulary, and mechanisms of distancing, silencing and 

disrespect have varied, but the overall effect remains: a stubborn achievement and 

literacy gap strongly correlated with poverty and/or minority status. Reading instruction 

and literacy achievement, teachers and learners, are inevitably caught in the middle, 

buffeted by shifting policies and discourses. 
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Artiles (2003) writes of the "paradoxes and dilemmas" of the field of special education, 

particularly around the complexities of culture and institutional spaces within the field's 

discourse communities of overrepresentation and inclusion. These two communities 

bring inter-disciplinary conversations to a field often myopically focused on 

rehabilitation and instruction for a single disability group. The "paradoxes and 

dilemmas" include the "cultural politics [of] an emphasis on individualism and 

competition, views of competence and literacy that privilege certain groups, and a 

troubling politics of difference" (p. 168). As in society at large, these cultural politics are 

effective in maintaining hierarchies of privilege, subverting the intended benefits to the 

under-privileged, and masking the responsibilities of a democracy. 

Artiles (2003) reviews the literature on overrepresentation with a critical eye 

toward the variations in the pattern that emerges when additional factors, such as poverty 

levels, ethnic mix of the school/district, availability of alternative programs, are 

considered. The national data (Donovan & Cross, 2002) suggest overrepresentation 

trends holding steady for the past twenty years — with nearly three times as many black 

students identified as mentally retarded as white, and Native Americans and Latinos both 

overrepresented in high incidence disability categories and, along with blacks, 

underrepresented in gifted categories. However, the more subtle trends Artiles reports 

emerging from culturally and geographically sensitive studies indicates that regulating 

forces, the "cultural politics," are in play. 

Artiles uncovers these contradictions by exploring the dilemmas of special 

education placements for English language learners - in classes and spaces where they 
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will be at risk for having under-prepared teachers and under-performing schools, 

experiencing culturally and linguistically biased assessments, and meeting lowered 

expectations and poor graduation outcomes attached to a special education label. He 

asks, how can the intended benefits of special education placement, with smaller class 

sizes and individualized instruction, be so problematic for minority students? 

Conversely, is inclusive educational placement better, with underprepared teachers and 

schools, the same culturally and linguistically biased assessments, general education 

reform efforts such as standards based curriculums and high stakes testing, and a poor 

track record of respectful relations with minority students and families? 

The stories shared in this project, representing primary schooling in several 

locations and over a 40-year time span, lend support to the complexities of this inquiry. 

None of the women who participated in this project received the educational 

opportunities they needed or deserved, regardless of whether they were diagnosed with a 

disability in public school or not. Two stories are emblematic. With her label, Connie 

was segregated and poorly served in special education classes with little attention to her 

academic advancement; when she moved and her documentation did not follow, she was 

immersed in general education classes where she was subjected to lowered expectations 

as a low-income, minority girl whose poor achievement was unremarkable. Frances, 

diagnosed with LD in kindergarten along with her brother, now muses that if she had had 

"a push, a challenge" in her early schooling, she would not have been diagnosed until 

middle school. 
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The role of access to literacy in democratic schooling is essential (Meredith, 

Steele, & Kikusova, 2001), but often buried in the "cultural politics" of achievement, 

competence, and individualism (Artiles, 2003). Elizabeth Moje (2000) asserts that who 

people are, or who they are allowed to be, is shaped in part by their literacy practices 

within communities that are valued or disrespected by conventional schooling. Shannon 

(1998) speaks for many critical educators when he states, "literacy alone won't transform 

cultural and economic system" (p. 200) "but it can help us struggle for justice, equality, 

and freedom" (p. 17). 

Advocacy, like accommodations for disabilities, is almost always a one-person-at-

a-time struggle. Each entangled situation is a unique blend of structural constraints, past 

limitations, personal hopes, strengths, and challenges. Denny Taylor (Taylor, Coughlin 

& Marasco, 1997), in an edited book of essays written by teachers about their acts of 

advocacy on behalf of individual students, admits: 

It is clear that teachers are advocates for their students but that it's rarely talked 

about. Teachers often stand alone when they advocate.... We rarely talk about 

the role that literacy plays in providing opportunities for teachers to work as 

advocates. Exploring how literacy learning is enabled and disabled, and how 

literacy is used to enable and disable, provides us with that opportunity, (p. 10) 

The stories told in this project, told within an adult education program, highlight the 

disabling effects of lowered expectations and ineffective instruction while juxtaposing the 

enabling potential in learning literacy as adults in order to move forward with education 

(Chapter 5). When adult literacy learners join together to discuss the meanings of 
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literacy, literacy comes a "visible social practice" (Luke, 2000, p. 459), clearly 

"embedded within the normative fields of power, value, and exchange" (p. 453). When 

disabilities, including literacy learning, are "outed," it is society's assumptions and 

conventions that are suddenly confronted and called to account (Chapter 4). Yet, by 

keeping the role and practice of advocacy at the individual level of the advocate and the 

client/student/citizen, advocacy is not the transformative tool it can be. 

The role of the advocate is an intermediary between structure and agency. 

Helping others express and nurture their own sense of agency is an effort of nurturing and 

deep caring, sustained by a healthy outrage at the limitations drawn around people to 

confront those limitations with all the power at one's disposal. Limitations are easier to 

detect from the viewpoint and standpoint of the margins than from the center. It is from 

the margins that cultural assumptions and norms, bureaucratic and "toxic" (Taylor, 1996) 

literacies, institutional policies and habits, can be figured, can be seen, against the 

background of social relations. But it is such a viewpoint used from within that affords 

opportunities for change. This work is what Collins (2000) calls "working the cracks" of 

the egg (bureaucracy or institution); "From a distance, each egg appears to be smooth and 

seamless, upon closer inspection, each egg's distinctive patterns of almost invisible 

cracks become visible" (pp. 281-282). Identifying the cracks and faults within the social 

structure and working with others to claw and pry them open so that personal expression 

and agency can grow is the role of the advocate. 

Practicing advocacy, therefore, entails taking the responsibility of this role that 

first requires one to acknowledge the privilege of one's own position as well as the 
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oppressions of which we are all part. It also requires "an alternative paper trail" (Taylor 

et al., 1997, p. 236), an official documentation trail to counter the bureaucratic and 

disciplinary documents and literacies. Arthur Wilson and Ronald Cervero (2001) insist 

that adult educators are "knowledge-power brokers" who should be responsible "to see 

what is at stake and [be] willing to act to change who benefits and who should benefit 

from adult education" (p. 276). Casting educators as "knowledge-power brokers" puts 

them firmly in the role of advocates and moves advocacy to the "heart" of practice: 

Whether it is providing opportunities for voice, creating space for involvement, 

altering who gets to the table, crossing borders and boundaries, challenging 

practices - whatever works - all refer to strategic practices of recognizing the 

uneven distribution of power and knowledge and seeking practically and 

politically to alter that distribution in ways to change who typically benefits, (pp. 

275-276) 

Actualizing such a "practice of possibility" (p. 279) requires that advocacy move out of 

private spaces and into the classroom, into groups, and into the community where 

advocates can be empowered and multiplied. 

The injustices of society are not meted out one person at a time. Whole groups 

and categories of people are misrecognized, limited, disrespected, and silenced. 

Individuals within shifting groups experience oppression everyday in large and small 

ways, always limiting and confining expression, full participation, and respect. As 

described earlier. Young develops the idea of "the five faces of oppression" (p. 42): 

exploitation, marginalization, powerlessness, cultural imperialism, and violence. Each in 
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its way is a structured injustice that is maintained by structured relations and unstated 

assumptions. Naming and confronting oppression, in whatever guise, must be done on a 

social scale, at the level of the social group experiencing the oppression; if this work 

continues to be conducted only by advocates for individuals, justice cannot be served. 

Sara Evans and Harry Boyte (1986) forward the conclusion from their historical 

and contemporary study of group social actions that social movements "call attention to 

the vast middle ground of communal activity... as the arenas in which notions of civic 

virtue and a sense of responsibility for the common good are nourished, and democracy is 

given living meaning" (p. 202). It is these in-between spaces, what they call "free 

spaces," that sustain a voluntary membership and a participatory character where "people 

are able to learn a new self-respect, a deeper and more assertive group identity [and] 

public skills ... [and] ordinary citizens can act with dignity, independence, and vision" 

(p. 17). To envision and work toward social justice with women as those who 

participated in this project, many, many more "free spaces" need to open up in the 

borderlands as well as beyond, places where the marginalized can find their public voice 

and power in each other. Creating and maintaining structures of expectation and 

possibility within our educational and social service programs allow the previously 

marginalized to give voice and agency to their hopes and dreams (Chapter 7). 
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review by the Human Subjects Committee; (4) 1 am satisfied that the procedures to be used for obtaining 
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is/are fully competent to accomplish the goals and techniques stated in the attached proposal; (6) the signed 
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L. HtHdJir 
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Title Date 
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