
THE ROUTE WOMEN ON PUBLIC ASSISTANCE 

TAKE TO LITERACY 

A DISSERTATION 

SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS 

FOR THE DEGREE OF DOCTOR OF EDUCATION 

IN THE GRADUATE SCHOOL OF THE 

TEXAS WOMAN'S UNIVERSITY 

COLLEGE OF EDUCATION AND HUMAN ECOLOGY 

BY 

DELINDA SUE DENT LYBRAND, B.S., M.A. 

DENTON, TEXAS 

DECEMBER 1995 



TEXAS WOMAN'S UNIVERSITY 
DENTON, TEXAS 

September 28, 1995 
Date 

To the Associate Vice President for Research and Dean 
of the Graduate School: 

I am submitting herewith a dissertation written by Delinda 
Sue Dent Lybrandt entitled "The Route Women on Public 
Assistance Take to Literacy." I have examined this 
dissertation for form and content and recommend that 
it be accepted in partial fulfillment of the requirements 
for the degree of Doctor of Education, with a major in 
Reading Education. 

We have read this dissertation 
and recommend its acceptance: 

Chairman, Depar~of 
Rea ing and Bili ual Education 

\ 

D~~~ 
Major Professor 

µed J'1 ~ 
Associate Vice President 
for Research and Dean 
of the Graduate School 



Copyrighte Delinda Sue Dent Lybrand, 1996 

All rights reserved 



DEDICATION 

This work is dedicated, with all my love, to my 

husband, John, my children Alisha and Katibeth, and to 

my parents Bill and Lil Dent. John, without your love, 

support, untiring devotion, and constant encouragement 

this work would not have been possible. Thank you! 

Alisha and Katibeth, my two precious children, who have 

over the years of researching and writing this piece, 

stood by me as a working mother. Thank you for loving 

me, encouraging me, believing in what I was doing, and 

for giving up many hours of your time to help me reach 

this goal in my life. I could not have done it without 

you girls. Thank you! And to Bill and Lil Dent, my 

parents, thank you for your continued faith, love, and 

insistence throughout the years that I could reach my 

dreams. 

iii 



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

This endeavor would never have been completed without 

the generous assistance, support, encouragement, patience, 

and understanding of my family, friends, colleagues, 

committee members, the Literacy Academy, and the six 

women who shared their lives with me. Thank you, Dottie, 

Stephanie, Annie, Nell, Mary, and Sarah. You are all 

very special women whom I will never forget. You changed 

my life forever. 

My sincere appreciation also goes to Dr. Rose 

Spicola, committee chair, who believed in me and the 

importance of the stories these women had to share with 

the world. Thank you also for your encouragement and 

moral support. 

I also would like to thank Dr. Margaret Griffin 

for her support and encouragement in completing this 

endeavor. Thank you for stretching my thought processes 

and then helping to put the learning process into 

practice. 

A special thank you to Dr. Jean Saul for your 

sticking this out with me. Thank you for your trip to 

visit and encourage the six women that gave so freely 

iv 



of themselves in this study. I appreciate your 

willingness to help me continue the progression you helped 

me to begin as your graduate research assistant and I 

appreciate the friendship that was developed over the 

years. 

A very special thank you to Melba Terrell, who 

without her love and devotion to babysitting Katibeth 

so I could go to school, this dissertation would never 

have been completed. Thank you, Melba. 

And a very special thank you to Dr. Jackie Gerla 

who edited and re-edited this dissertation for me. Your 

constant encouragement was greatly appreciated. Most 

importantly, Jackie, was your vision that I AM a writer. 

Thank you from the bottom of my heart! 

V 



ABSTRACT 

The Route Women on Public Assistance 

Take to Literacy 

Delinda Sue Dent Lybrand 

December 1995 

The purpose of this study was to discover and analyze 

what effects the route and the acquisition of literacy 

skills through participation in adult education classes 

had upon the lives of women on public assistance. And 

to determine if the acquisition of literacy skills made 

a difference, or did these women's lives remain static, 

caught in their web of poverty, low esteem, and 

hopelessness? 

The following four questions guided the research. 

1. What occurs in the route toward literacy of 

women who are on public assistance? 

2. What obstacles/opportunities do these women 

face in becoming literate? 

3. What changes occur in the families of these 

women once they have become literate? 

4. What changes occur in these women's 

self-perception as they gain literacy skills? 
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The researcher adopted a participatory/interview/case 

study approach so that the reader could actually hear 

and see what the women had to say in their own words 

about their routes as they became literate. It is through 

the findings of this research that a better vehicle may 

have been found to help women and their families to break 

the cycle of illiteracy, poverty, and to improve their 

own self-images. 

The women who were in the study were in a special 

educational setting where churches, corporations, and 

government agencies were working together to help them 

become literate. Six women were chosen from 50 women 

attending the Academy. The six women were chosen because 

they met two criteria: they represented the various 

levels of literacy and they also exemplified the four 

categories of the definitions of illiteracy, conventional 

literacy, functional literacy, and advanced literacy. 

The data was collected over a 21-month period of 

time. The researcher did in-depth formal interviews, 

surveys were given to each woman, oral histories were 

collected and analyzed, formal interviews with family 

members and other faculty members, artifacts were 

collected, and field notes were recorded and transcribed. 
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The researcher found that the six women in the study 

all had different routes to literacy but yet there were 

many similarities. The women saw changes in how their 

families viewed them after gaining literacy skills. 

They also found that many of their family members decided 

to come to the Academy to gain literacy skills. The 

six women found that there were several obstacles and 

many were common to all the women. They also found that 

there were opportunities afforded to them once they began 

attending the Academy and gaining literacy skills. The 

six women all had positive changes in their self-images. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Literacy levels of the adult population have been 

a major concern of the government and educational 

institutions for many years, especially with the 

recognition that many American women possess inadequate 

literacy levels for meeting societal demands for 

employment (Ponzetti & Bodine, 1993). Even with the 

recognition of this problem, little research has been 

compiled and analyzed on the route that women on public 

assistance take to gain literacy skills (Fingeret, 1982). 

Many women's literacy skills have not allowed them access 

to the jobs they may wish to acquire. These jobs are 

the essence of improved lives for these women. Education, 

a route _ to literacy, plays a vital role to maintaining 
,,.. .: , 

a productive life (O'Neill & Spellman, 1983). 

The basic philosophy of adult education can be 

addressed in four parts: (a) to help promote change 

in society, (b) to help support and maintain democracy 

within our society, (c) to help promote productivjty 

as an individual in the workplace and to enhance 

productivity for the general economy of our society, 
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and (d) to augment personal growth as a whole person 

who can think and act in a critical and rational way 

(Beder, 1989). Each of these four components relates 

to the context of the importance of literacy to a woman's 

life and to those family members closer to her. Another 

challenge facing adult basic educators today is the need 

to understand illiterate adults in their social world 

(Fingeret, 1989). 

The real value of a woman becoming literate is the 

self-worth and dignity that the woman attains when she 

reaches her goal. Many educators have failed to see 

2 

the strengths that women bring from their worlds (Belenky, 

Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986). Women come from 

diverse backgrounds with different skills, knowledge, 

and aspirations. They differ greatly in expectations 

and in needs from literacy programs. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to discover and analyze 

what effects the route and the acquisition of literacy 

skills through participation in adult education classes 

had upon the lives of women on public assistance. Were 

their lives changed? If so, in what ways were they 

changed? And what happened to those closest to these 



women? Were their lives affected in any way? Did the 

acquisition of literacy skills make a difference, or 

did these women's lives remain static, caught in their 

web of poverty, low esteem, and hopelessness? 

Research Questions 

The following four questions provided direction 

to this study: 

1. What occurs in the route toward literacy of 

women who are on public assistance? 

2. What obstacles/opportunities do these women 

face in becoming literate? 

3. What changes occur in the families of these 

women once they have become literate? 

4. What changes occur in these women's self

perception as they gain literacy skills? 

Rationale 

It is the intent of this study to look at the 

different routes women on public assistance have taken 

to becoming literate. It is through this research that 

a better way may be found to help these women and their 

families break the cycle of poverty and to become 

productive members of today's work force. A large 
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majority of households today are led by single, illiterate 

women. In 1989, 63% of the one billion illiterate people 

were females and the number continues to grow (Lind, 

1989). Many of these women must support their children 

and they find it very difficult to accomplish this if 

they cannot read or write. Literacy is the first step 

in allowing women to take over their own lives and to 

participate on a more equal basis in society (Lind, 1989). 

An investigation of six women was conducted in a 

special education setting, through interviews, oral 

histories, and other documentation that yielded important 

findings with regard to the kind of obstacles and 

opportunities that these women have had to face on their 

route to literacy. It is through discussion with these 

women that information was obtained about the problems 

that they encountered in educational environments. Bruner 

(1960) suggests that the educational community may be 

assisted more easily in future studies on how to make 

the route to literacy more accessible to women on public 

assistance through the contribution of a broad knowledge 

base. 
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Limitations of the Study 

The study was subjected to the following limitations: 

1. The study was conducted at one site which may 

not be typical of other school environments. 

2. The generalizability of the study may be limited 

due to the size and site of the study. 

3. The researcher relied on the women's self-reports 

as credible. 

4. This study would be difficult to replicate due 

to the different ways the data was solicited and the 

uniqueness of the site. 

Definition of Terms 

The following terms have been defined operationally 

for this study. 

Conventional Literacy is the ability to read, write, 

and comprehend texts on familiar subjects and to 

understand whatever signs, labels, instructions, and 

directions are necessary to get along in one's environment 

(Hunter & Harmon, 1979). 

Functional Literacy is the possession of ski~ls 

perceived as necessary by particular persons and groups 

to fulfill their own self-determined objectives as family 

and community members, citizens, consumers, job holders·, 



members of social, religious, or other associations of 

their choosing (Hunter & Harmon, 1979). 

Advanced Literacy is a level of reading of adults 

who are attempting to obtain high school equivalency 

diplomas or to advance their careers but lack the 

vocabulary, concepts, and cultural knowledge in order 

to read and understand texts at advanced levels (Chall, 

Heron, & Hilferty, 1987). 

Illiteracy is not having the ability to read or 

write what is necessary to function on a daily basis 

in everyday life (Chall, Heron, & Hilferty, 1987). 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This review of literature examined the 

characteristics, enhancements, and barriers to 

undereducated women in literacy-learning environments. 

This chapter has the following sections: case study 

research, characteristics of women, characteristics of 

learning, and barriers to literacy. 

Case Study Research 

The following research questions guided the research. 

1. What occurs in women's routes to becoming 

literate? 

2. What changes occur in their self-perceptions 

as they attain the goal of becoming literate? 

3. What changes occur in family members and close 

friends? 

4. What obstacles did the women encounter on their 

route to literacy? 

The researcher adopted a participatory/interview/?ase 

study approach so others could actually hear what the 

women had to say in their own words about the dignity, 

7 



self-worth, empowerment, and pride they found on their 

route as they became literate. 

Case studies in education approach the area of study 

from a holistic perspective. The interest is in the 

process rather than outcomes, in context rather than 

in specific variable, and in discovery rather than 

confirmation (Merriam, 1991 ). Many of these aspects 

of educational practice can have a direct influence on 

policy, practice, and future research. A case study 

approach is often the best methodology for addressing 

problems in which understanding is sought in order to 

improve practice (Merriam, 1991). Through these case 

studies the researcher hoped to show the importance of 

the social world from which many illiterate women come 

8 

and how that world in which they live affects other family 

members and close friends. 

Yin (1984) states "case study is a design 

particularly suited to situations where it is impossible 

to separate the phenomenon's variables from their 

context." It would be almost impossible to separate 

out the obstacles these women have encountered along 

their routes to literacy, to the social world the women 

live in, and the changes that have occurred in their 

self-worth if the process was not observed over time 



with the end product being a rich "thick" description 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1981) of the phenomenon under study. 

"The generalization, concepts, or hypotheses emerge from 

an examination of data--data grounded in the context 

itself" (Merriam, 1991, p. 13). 

9 

In Heath's Ways with Words, she writes about what 

actually happens to children of two different communities 

as they learn language and form values about its structure 

and function. Language tells us what one must do to 

become an accepted member of one's own community. One 

community was Roadsville and the other was Trackton. 

The communities were separated by only a few miles. 

Roadsville was a white, working-class community and 

Trackton was a black, working-class community. Heath's 

research describes how the children of Roadsville and 

Trackton came from culturally different communities. 

Even though these two communities are very close in 

proximity to each other, Heath found that members of 

those communities learned to use language in their homes 

and their communities in vastly different ways. Heath's 

ethnographic study enlightens us as to how important 

the social/cultural aspect of education is. 

She pointed out that patterns of language used in 

any community are used according to the cultural 



background of each community. Such things as space, 

time, ways to solve problems, and loyalties within the 

community are linked to the ways children are talked 

to. The second influence that Heath found was that a 

child learns language through a social process. This 
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is one of the most powerful considerations in a child's 

academic success. A third pattern that emerged in Heath's 

work was the interaction between oral and written language 

and the use of both. Heath also found that oral discourse 

was used far more than writing and reading. Heath found 

that the uses of language are more difficult to change 

than any other single activity that is typically 

associated with preparing a child to go to school. 

Certain communities help their children make the 

transition needed to go to school and help the children 

to be successful while other communities send their 

children to school not prepared for the school environment 

with respect to their oral and written language skills. 

Another area of study in Heath's work was the difference 

that some of the teachers made in the lives of the 

children by turning the children into "learning 

researchers." The teachers used their knowledge of 
ethnography of "communication" to construct a passage 

between the children in their classrooms and the 
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communities in which they lived. The teachers inlaid 

classroom information within the lives of their students. 

They helped their students to take what they learned 

in the classroom and to use it in their everyday lives 

within the communities in which they live. The students 

had to vocalize the use of the different language 

structures that they were expected to know and use. 

"To bring about educational change, it is important 

to have knowledge and understanding of the total context 

of schooling. Social, political, economic, and cultural 

forces all influence what takes place in our educational 

system" (Zaharlick, 1992, p. 122). Providing rich 

ethnographic descriptions in case studies about the 

diversity among the illiterate women can help suggest 

where adjustments might be made to be more successful 

in facilitating learning. 

This section of the review of literature has been 

arranged into three segments which discuss the 

characteristics of women, literacy, and learning. Within 

each of these three areas the reader will be able to 

see how each ties into the social context of each of 

the participants' worlds in which they live. 



Characteristics of Women 

Women who have returned to school now out-number 

men of the same age bracket. The number has doubled 
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for women returning to school since 1972 (Rice & Meyer, 

1989). Most of the women who enter or re-enter school 

are married, younger, and are in the work force. Many 

have young children at home, and most are part-time 

students rather than full-time. "These women will need 

to learn new skills in order to function in the work 

force and in society at large" (O'Neill & Spellman, 1983, 

p. 43). The majority of women cite economics as the 

main reason for returning to school. "As the main or 

co-contributor to their families' financial well-being, 

women between the ages of twenty and fifty-five 

increasingly have formed larger proportions of the 

civilian labor force--from 43.4 percent in 1970 to 54.4 

percent in 1985, and a projected 59.0 percent in 1995" 

(Rice & Meyer, 1989, p. 551). 

In fact, in black single-parent households 56.2% 

of the homes are headed by the mother (Hacker, 1992). 

Minority mothers and their children represent a 

disproportionate burden of poverty as related to single

parent families. Sohoni's (1993) study shows that 45% 

of all black children live well below the poverty level. 
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Another factor contributing to the dilemma of the black 

women relates to socioeconomic and demographic 

circumstances of higher nonmarital and divorce rates 

(Sohoni, 1993). For women who were married, only 50% 

received payments. Of those 50%, 25% received no payment 

at all according to Sohoni (1993). She continues to 

say "It was further reported that inadequate spousal 

support is particularly burdensome for women between 

the ages of 35 and 64. Too often they are required to 

enter the labor force and become self-supporting with 

earning capacities that are nonexistent or diminished 

during marriage" (Sohoni, 1993, p. 63). 

Many of the women who are re-entering education 

are choosing more jobs that relate to business and health

related fields. But they still continue to be paid a 

lower salary and still tend to end up in the traditional 

female roles (Rice & Meyer, 1989). In 1990, 56% of black 

women were trying to clothe and feed their children on 

below poverty level income of $10,530 (Hacker, 1992). 

"The degree to which a woman experiences a successful 

return to school is often closely related to the support 

she receives from significant others, particularly from 

her spouse and family" (Rice, 1982). Women who have 

a difficult time in having the people in their social 
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network see them outside the home and returning to school 

undergo more stress than women whose families are 

supportive of their return to school (Zieghan, 1992). 

Re-entry women and their households may experience more 

stress than others but there appears to be more 

satisfaction (Rice & Meyer, 1989). 

"The issues of race, ethnicity, gender, and class 

persist and are tied to the challenges of teaching and 

learning literacy. The composition of many urban 

communities is more diverse now than ever in terms of 

national and geographic origin, political history, 

cultural experience, language, and political and social 

vision" (Sims, 1992, p. 342). The women are faced with 

such demanding personal and social problems that it is 

difficult for them to develop a positive view of education 

and to generate a voice of empowerment. 

Belenky et al. (1986) prepared a study on women 

and their developmental perspectives of their voices 

and their silence. They used an intensive interview/case 

study approach so they could hear what the women had 

to say in their own terms and words rather than to test 

their own preconceived hypotheses. They devised questions 

that used Perry's (1970) epistemological positions and 

questions developed by Gilligan (1982) and Kohlberg (1984) 
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for coding moral orientation or stage. The study included 

a wide range of ages, life circumstances, backgrounds, 

and epistemological perspectives from which women view 

the world (Belenky et al., 1986). 

Belenky et al. (1986) listened to what these women 

had to say. They discussed how the women felt about 

their world and how they pictured their place in it. 

The authors of Women's Ways of Knowing developed these 

five categories to describe the voices of women: 

Silence, a position in which women 
experience themselves as mindless and 
voiceless and subject to the whims of 
external authority. 

Received knowledge, a perspective from 
which women conceive themselves as 
capable of receiving, even reproducing, 
knowledge from the all-knowing external 
authorities but not capable of creating 
knowledge on their own. 

Subjective knowledge, a perspective from 
which truth and knowledge are conceived 
of a personal, private, and subjectively 
known or intuited. 

Procedural knowledge, a position in which 
women are invested in learning and applying 
objective procedures for obtaining and 
communicating knowledge. 

Constructed knowledge, a position in which 
women view all knowledge as contextual and 
experience themselves as creators of 
knowledge, and value both subjective and 
objective strategies for knowing. (p. 15) 



Women tend to use these ideas when talking about 

their lives and the world in which they live. Women's 

Ways of Knowing wanted to know how women think, not 

prescribe how students should think (Hogsett, 1993). 

They wanted to look at the way knowledge was formulated 

within the minds of the women. 

Characteristics of Literacy 

1 6 

"Literacy is a two-edged sword. It can be repressive 

or liberating" (Bee, 1981, p. 39). The definitions of 

literacy sustain this statement. Newman and Beverstock 

(1990) state 

An accurate definition of the literacy 
dimension of literacy necessarily 
includes awareness of the negative 
political and social uses of literacy 
by the literate to stigmatize the 
illiterates as inferior. However 
literacy is defined, its function for 
the census taker is different from its 
function for the applicant for funds, 
and different still for the illiterate 
person under anthropological study by 
a social scientist. For the literacy 
activist, recognition of these many 
dimensions of literacy has required new 
direction toward a socially more 
tolerant and politically more egalitarian 
definition. (p. 39). 

Illiteracy is basically the inability to read and 

write or the inability to use it in one's daily routine 

of life. Illiteracy hinders economic and social 



advancement and it also violates the basic human right 

to learn, know, and communicate (UNESCO Literacy 

Definition, 1988). 

Educators are becoming more aware that they must 

include all viewpoints from every community and every 

subculture whose individuals are trying to become 

literate. Every person's attempt at becoming literate 

must deal with the fact that each person comes from his 

or her own "real world" and these worlds must be 

integrated into society as a whole (Newman & Beverstock, 

1990). Literacy cannot be separated from a maze of 

relationships among other human beings and the cultures 

in which they live. 

"Participatory literacy education is a philosophy 
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as well as a set of practices. It is based on the belief 

that learners--their characteristics, aspirations, 

backgrounds, and needs--should be at the center of 

literacy instruction" (Fingeret, 1989, p. 5). Many of 

the women who are involved in literacy programs are 

involved in participatory education which results in 

an action of some type. Women view literacy learning 

from many perspectives: they see literacy as personal 

and political power; learning and literacy as education; 



literacy as a way to survive; and learning as a heritage 

to pass on to their children (Sims, 1992). 

Heathington (1987) conducted interviews at the 

University of Tennessee Adult Reading Academy Program 
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over a period of several years. According to Heathington, 

adult remedial readers not only described their needs 

related to reading certain reading materials but the 

individuals in the study also described their feelings 

about reading. "These feelings should be addressed as 

programs are developed, for they can help us understand 

the adult remedial reader. In the interviews, the readers 

described the effects of their inability to read on their 

lives as related to their roles as workers, as consumers, 

as parents, as students, in social situations, and in 

recreational or leisure situations" (p. 214). Heathington 

found that the readers described the effects of their 

inability to read on their lives as related to their 

role as: 

1. Workers: embarrassment, frustration, fear 

For example: 

The cook who was afraid someone would 
find out she couldn't read the recipes. 

The truck driver who was frustrated 
because he couldn't locate places for 
deliveries because he couldn't read 
the road or street signs. 



The chemical worker who was frightened 
and frustrated because he had to ask 
fellow employees to read the labels on the 
chemicals he mixed. (p. 42) 

2. Consumers: embarrassment, low self-esteem, 
frustration 

For example: 

They feel guilt that they cannot read 
health-related materials so that they 
know how to take care of a sick child. 

They are fearful of signing documents 
for credit buying because they must depend 
on others to explain what they are signing. 
(p. 42) 
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3. Parents: fear of detrimental effects on children 

For example: 

They are embarrassed when their children's 
friend finds out they cannot read. 

They are afraid their children will ask 
them to read a book aloud and they will 
not be able to do so. 

They have expressed their feelings of 
inadequacy when they cannot help with 
homework. (p. 42) 

4. Students: frustration, feelings of inadequacy 

For example: 

They are embarrassed when asked to read 
aloud in class. They are uncomfortable and 
nervous when the teacher makes such requests. 

They are frustrated when they cannot read 
assignments or pass tests. (p. 42) 



5. People in social situations: frustration, 
embarrassment, shame 

For example: 

One man could not communicate with a 
son in a distant state because of his 
inability to write and inadequate financial 
resources for telephone calls. 

Many report being embarrassed in church 
activities, especially Sunday School classes 
when they are asked to read a passage in the 
Bible. 

Many go to great efforts to hide the fact 
they cannot read. They feel like 'half a 
person' and are ashamed to tell even those 
close to them about their inability to 
read. (p. 42) 
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6. People in leisure situations: lack of pleasure, 
loneliness, frustration 

For example: 

One woman reported she was lonely and wanted 
to read books to fill the void. 

Another woman was frustrated at not being able 
to read books which 'teach things of value' 
in life. (p. 42) 

These were six categories of types of people and the 

negative effects that are associated with them. Many 

people who are illiterate feel these effects and fall 

into one or more of these six categories. 

According to Lind (1989), 63% of the world's one 

billion illiterate people are female and the number is 

steadily growing. Literacy is one of the first steps 

in a process for women to take control over their lives~ 
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to participate in society, on a more equal basis, and 

to help themselves become economically more comparable. 

Jarvis (1987) states that the heart of life is the process 

of learning. Learning of all kinds must have direct 

perception of something in life (Woodruff, 1968). Lind 

(1989) states this about literacy and its importance 

for women: 

Literacy is one of the first steps in a 
process of enabling women to take control 
over their own lives, participate on a more 
equal basis in society, and eventually free 
themselves from economic exploitation and 
patriarchal oppression. (p. 4) 

Educators know that literacy is an important issue for 

women today. They also know that literacy is a necessary 

part in the process of women's growth to find the voice 

within themselves. 

Individual female members of society have their 

own cultural beliefs, values, knowledge, morals, and 

attitudes of that society. Hence, interaction with other 

individuals is how that person acquires her culture. 

A woman may learn about her culture through various types 

of media, television, radio, books, newspapers, group 

discussion, and so forth. Even language is acquired 

socially. Literacy is a rich process that occurs because 

of the social context of that person. One of the greatest 

challenges we have as adult educators is the need to 



understand illiterate adults in their social world 

(Fingeret, 1983). Many illiterate women do not see 

themselves as one of the 60 million plus people in the 

United States who cannot read or write because of the 

social world in which they live. These women only see 

the world in which they live where the vast majority 

of the women are each illiterate (Fingeret, 1983). 

It is extremely important for the teachers of today 

to understand the tie between language and a woman's 

social cultural world and the relationship that it plays 

in the woman's academic success. If the woman's social 

cultural world is not looked at, how can teachers teach 

the skills needed to bridge the gap between the child's 

language patterns and the standard language patterns 

that the child must have to succeed in the classroom? 
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Fingeret's (1983) work helps us to see that what 

these women learned as children about how to function 

within their own community has a significant impact on 

their schooling and their adult lives. The culture that 

they learned and how it was accepted or not accepted 

plays a role in how and what type of schooling these 

women received. Many African-American women who have 

been failed by the public school system are falling 

through the cracks in our education system (Denny, 1992). 



Therefore, many women have learned through their culture 

to be skeptical of the educational system. 
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Freire (1970) helps us to see that literacy is mainly 

a socially constructed form of cultural and communicative 

practices. We assume that the learner's social reality 

is the same as the defined dominant culture's. Freire 

feels that illiteracy within the dominant view refers 

to reading and writing skills that are inadequate to 

carry out the actions required by the dominant social 

group to secure production by social relations within 

the world in which they live. Freire compares this to 

the illiterates being "undernourished," "starving for 

letters," and "thirsty for words" (p. 250). The letters 

and words must be brought to these adults in a way that 

includes their sociocultural world of women. 

"Mainstream approaches to literacy, which too often 

concentrate on the sheer mechanics of reading and writing 

fail to take seriously enough the learning social cultural 

context--his or her own social reality--in which meaning 

is actively constructed" (McLaren, 1987, p. 294). If 

we see literacy only as letters and sounds and do not 

look at the social cultural world in which these women 

come from, we will have missed something of value. 

Educators need to look at the backgrounds and what is 



important to the women in order for maximum learning 

to take place. 

Characteristics of Learning 
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There are a myriad of components that describe the 

learner and how one learns most productively. The heart 

of the process of learning is developed through the 

awareness and capacities for self-monitoring and active 

reflection on what is learned. Smith (1991) characterizes 

the ideal learner as one who is self-confident and active. 

He or she is a confident learner who oversees the learning 

event and then continually reflects on the outcome and 

makes changes when necessary. These learners have learned 

how to implement different strategies regardless of the 

text, and they are open to try and experience new things. 

Another important aspect is the learners have learned 

how to think critically. Smith states that "these 

qualities will have resulted from a combination of nature 

and nurture--through everyday experience, participation 

in formal education, and through the deliberate efforts 

of a facilitator seeking to enhance the capacity for 

learning" ( p. 11 ) • 

Andragogy, one of the best known theories of 

learning, comes from Knowles (1980). He defined it as 



"the art and science of helping adults learn (Knowles, 

1980, p. 43). This theory is based on four conjectures 

which are characteristics of adults as they learn. 

1. As a person matures, his or her self-concept 
moves from one of the dependent personalities 
toward a self-directed human being. 

2. An adult accumulates a growing reservoir of 
experience, a rich resource for learning. 

3. The readiness of an adult to learn is closely 
related to the developmental tasks of his or 
her social role. 
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4. There is a change in time perspective as 
individuals mature from one of future application 
of knowledge to immediacy of application; thus 
an adult is more problem-centered in learning. 
(Knowles, 1980, pp. 44-45) 

Brookfield (1989) concludes that many approaches 

will be needed to meet the diverse range of class, 

culture, ethnicity, personalities, and characteristics 

of the learners. It is important for the facilitator 

to include a range of different methods when presenting 

ideas. "It is important that facilitators vary their 

methods, have a range of materials (visual and written) 

on hand, and make efforts to individualize their curricula 

and evaluative criteria when appropriate" (Brookfield, 

1989, p. 207). 

Beale (1994) states that "adult learners cannot 

be expected to participate freely in adult education 



activities without a great deal of encouragement, 

acceptance, and support from adult educators" (p. 50). 

He continues on to say that many adult women who enroll 

in literacy programs have not had their basic needs of 

belonging, self-concept, and control met. Literacy 

programs that address these issues allow the women to 

gain literacy skills but also to learn how to take more 

control of their lives (Beale, 1994). 

Barriers to Literacy 
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Women are unique in many different ways. Learning 

programs for women must seek to overcome barriers which 

keep women from seeking education or learning experiences. 

This must be done without adding new barriers for the 

woman when she becomes a participant. Life experiences 

of adult learners can be used as a resource to be built 

upon by the facilitator. One's own life experiences 

should not be discounted in the learning arena (Beck, 

1990). Therefore, the women should not feel that their 

life experiences are of no value to the classroom 

environment or will not enhance their understanding of 

the class. 

A major barrier for many of the women who are 

returning to an educational experience is the need for 



child care and financial aid. Rice and Meyer put it 

this way: "In addition, single mothers and divorced 

women face social disapproval and isolation and they 

enjoy few institutionalized sources of personal or 

familial support. Many cannot get loans because they 
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are part-time and because they are poor risks, or they 

cannot get scholarships because they are part-time and 

because no matter what their academic ability, they cannot 

find enough time to study" (1989, p. 554). These women 

do not have the financial resources for child care and 

need part-time jobs just to support their families. 

Many of these women find that they have very little 

support from their families and/or friends once they 

begin an educational experience. Rice and Meyer (1989) 

state "that the degree to which a woman experiences a 

successful return to school is often closely related 

to the support she receives from significant others, 

particularly her spouse and family" (p. 552). Many times 

the family can act as a buffer for stress and the feelings 

of guilt for the woman who is returning to school. Many 

of these women continue to have to carry the bulk of 

the domestic chores and child care chores in addition 

to their job outside the home and the preparation for 

class. 



One of the largest barriers seems to be the woman's 

self-image or self-esteem. A portion of re-entry women 

students have difficulty addressing the issue of their 

own self-esteem and whether they feel as if they can 

28 

be competitive in the school environment. Horsman (1987) 

gives several hidden barriers that hamper a woman's self

esteem. 

Practitioners and organizers need to look 
closer at the whole pattern of women's 
lives, and at how much of their lives are 
organized and determined by external forces 
over which they have little or no control. 
The messages that literacy programs give can 
be implicitly damaging •.• help your child 
with homework, be able to deal with welfare 
agencies, be able to read information about 
children's health and nutrition. Such 
messages place a burden on women by telling 
them what they should be, and create feelings 
of inadequacy and lack of confidence. (p. 72) 

Other barriers that Ziegahn (1992) discussed 

"included past experiences with school and the low 

priority assigned to the benefits of formal education. 

The final category--women's lack of self-identity outside 

of the private domain of home and family--also served 

as a potential deterrent to learning in general as well 

as to participation in literacy education" (p. 43). 

Adult educators can help women become aware of the 

barriers and help them learn how to overcome them or 



at least begin to deal with some of the issues that they 

consider as barriers. 

Empowerment as Enhancer 

Freire (1970) has developed a philosophy in 

relationship to the oppressed people in Latin American 

countries. He thinks that the oppressed lack critical 

awareness of the forces that control their lives, and 

with this lack of awareness they are rendered powerless 
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to control their lives. He believes that once the 

learners become aware of these forces that control or 

exert control over their lives, they can become empowered 

and this empowerment then leads to some type of action. 

One action for women may be the act of returning to school 

to improve their status in society or the fact of finding 

a voice that is no longer silent. 

Empowerment depicts an expanded sense of power and 

independence within a woman's experiences. It may also 

represent a new perception of her new-found power. 

Empowerment is found through experiences the woman has 

and the self-understanding, strength, and independence 

she gains from these events in literacy. Empowerment 

is a fresh confirmation of one's self-worth. "It is 

increased confidence in one's power but it is at a much 



deeper level than awareness. It represents a resounding 

'I AM' spoken deep in one's being" (Rannells, 1990, p. 

64). 
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''Once learners become conscious of the forces that 

control their lives they become empowered, and empowerment 

leads to action" (Merriam & Cunningham, 1989, p. 563). 

This type of empowerment may be seen in three ways as 

stated by Rannells (1990): 

1. An experience that originates from one's 
inmost self. 

2. A sense of heart-rendering emotional fortitude. 

3. An awareness of increased gusto and spirit of 
power. (p. 64) 

This power comes from one's self and not from another 

origin. 

Empowerment can and does occur in the learning 

environment. Learning can take place in classes, courses, 

workshops, anywhere something is being taught or someone 

is actively engaged in learning. This experience can 

be created in many different types of environments and 

therefore, can facilitate the incident of empowerment. 

"It means respecting and legitimizing a student's own 

voice in the classroom" (Nemiroff, 1989, p. 8). 

Women need to become literate so they can learn 

new skills in order to function in the workplace and 



in society. O'Neill and Spellman (1983) list several 

notions that need to be addressed for program planning 

for women. 

1. To raise self-esteem. 

2. To develop intellectual and personal autonomy 
by presenting issues that affect women. 

3. To help women understand the use of power-
personal, organizational, and political. 

4. To help women prepare to resume interrupted 
careers. 

5. To teach women the special skills required for 
career advancement and women-to-women 
responsibility, including the concept of 
sponsorship. 
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6. To help women cope with problems raised by 
combining the role of wife and mother with that 
of student or career woman, and with the problem 
of aloneness. 

7. To promote the physical and emotional well-being 
of women through programs dealing with women's 
uniqueness. 

8. To provide women with skills necessary to cope 
with discrimination. (pp. 43-44) 

The real worth of becoming literate is the power that 

the women are given to think for themselves, and their 

own self-worth of what they have accomplished and what 

they will accomplish in the future through learning 

experiences that empower them. 
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Summary 

From the review of the literature it seems that 

many educators have begun to see the importance of the 

social cultural world in which these women live. Reading 

theorists know the importance of prior knowledge when 

a child is learning to read. The same principles need 

to be applied to these women and to the backgrounds from 

which they come. Educators must recognize that women 

have strengths that they bring with them from their own 

social worlds. They must build upon these strengths 

in order to bt1 ild a bridge between the academic classroom 

and their worlds in which they live. 

Many of the women experience many barriers that 

keep them from returning to school to become literate. 

One of the major barriers is the lack of support from 

the women's families and friends. Fingeret (1983) states 

how difficult it is for illiterate women to break out 

of the social network around which their lives have 

revolved and to form new social networks that support 

their desire to return to school. Many of the women's 

families and friends see them as traitors and see no 

real need to become literate and, therefore, do not 

understand the women's desires to go back to school. 



The majority of illiterate women needed to find 

a sense of empowerment. The women feel like they lacked 

any control over their lives and what happens to them. 

They feel as if their own voices are silent to other 

people (Belenky et al., 1986). In gaining a voice these 

women are gaining literacy skills which in turn empowers 

them and enables them to take control over their own 

lives and those of their families. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

The researcher utilized a case study approach, which 

is an intensive, holistic description and analysis of 

a social unit or phenomenon (Glesne & Peskin, 1992; Goetz 

& Lecompte, 1984; Merriam, 1989; Spradley & Mccurdy, 

1972). Case studies are part of the social/cultural 

research many educators pursue as a valid and reliable 

way of researching (Goetz & Lecompte, 1984). These 

research methods are analytic descriptions or 

reconstructions of intact cultural scenes (Spradley & 

Mccurdy, 1972). They recreate for the reader the shared 

beliefs, practices, artifacts, folk knowledge, and 

behaviors of the people in the case study (Spradley & 

Mccurdy, 1972). This approach allows the researcher 

to discern the details and the generality that are 

necessary for a credible description of the study 

(Erickson, 1973). The naturalistic case study approach 

to inquiry is of utmost importance for this study in 

order to recreate these women's lives and their route 

to literacy (Fingeret, 1982). 

34 



35 

Subjects and Setting 

There were approximately 50 women who are on public 

assistance who were enrolled in a special setting Academy. 

The subjects were divided into two basic classes. The 

first group which numbered approximately 25 were working 

on earning their GED. Some of them were involved in 

other classes outside of the Academy. Others were 

attending a local community college and working toward 

an associate degree. The other 25 students were working 

on basic literacy skills. 

The women who were in this study were in a special 

educational setting where churches, corporations, and 

government agencies were working together to help them 

become literate. In this educational setting, the women 

were attending classes at various locations of the school; 

some were at a local community college, and a few were 

at a local university. The women also were volunteers 

at their children's schools once a week. 

From the 50 women at the Academy, six women were 

asked to participate in the study. The six women were 

chosen because they met two criteria: they represented 

the various levels of literacy and they also exemplified 

the four categories of the definitions of illiteracy, 

conventional literacy, functional literacy, and advanced 



literacy that the researcher used in the study. The 

six women who participated in the study varied in their 

literacy abilities and represented diverse tiers of 

literacy skills. The four tiers are: (a) illiteracy 

where the women cannot read or write what is necessary 
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to function in everyday life; (b) conventional literacy 

where the woman was able to read, write, and comprehend 

familiar subjects in her environment; (c) functional 

literacy where she possessed the skills to fulfill her 

own self-determined objectives as a member of community; 

and (d) advanced literacy where the women is attempting 

to obtain a high school equivalency diploma or to advance 

her career but lacks the vocabulary, concepts, and 

cultural knowledge in order to read and understand texts 

at the advanced level. Their participation was voluntary 

in the study. 

Entry 

Initially the researcher called and visited many 

of the literacy programs for adults in a large metroplex 

area. Most of the literacy programs were teaching the 

adults to read through a phonetic approach. The 

participants met for an hour or two a week only for the 

reading lesson. Eventually the researcher was directed 



to a program which seemed to meet the researcher's 

objectives of women returning to school to gain literacy 

skills to improve their lives, not just phonetic reading 

skills. 
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The researcher called and made an appointment with 

the director of the Academy. She went down to the office 

and met with the director for several hours. The director 

told the researcher about the various components of the 

program and how it all fit together. The director took 

the researcher on a tour of the various locations of 

the Academy and introduced her to some of the women who 

attended the school. On the return trip to her office 

the director told the researcher how the Academy was 

started by a wealthy woman who had been illiterate herself 

and who gained literacy skills in a similar manner to 

the women at the Academy. The woman helped to fund the 

school and encouraged other corporations and churches 

to help with the monies. 

After the director and the researcher returned to 

the Academy's office, the director gave the researcher 

verbal permission to begin her study at the Academy. 

The director asked the researcher if she would like to 

become one of the instructors. A meeting was set up 

with the department chairperson of the local college 



and the researcher was offered the job of teaching the 

basic reading and writing skills to the beginning level 

class. 

The researcher then had access to all aspects of 

the Academy and the students who were enrolled. 

Researcher Role 

The researcher became a participatory researcher 

by becoming an instructor at the Academy. She collected 

various forms of data, categorized it, evaluated the 

data, and wrote the results of the data. 

Pilot Study 
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A pilot study was conducted to determine if a 

location for the study could be found and if the 

information needed to conduct this study could be obtained 

by a case study method. A 2½-month period of time allowed 

the researcher to locate a place for the study and to 

determine that the information needed to conduct the 

study was possible to obtain. 

Several places were considered for the study; 

however, the one chosen met all of the criteria the 

researcher felt was important to the study. The criteria 



the researcher felt had to exist were the following four 

items: 

1. The facility must possess illiterate women who 

had returned to school to gain skills to improve their 

lives. 

2. The researcher must be given full access to 

the women to be able to not only interview but to be 

able to gain access to their sociocultural worlds. 

3. The researcher must be able to have a good 

working relationship with the key people at the school. 

4. The researcher must have acceptance by the 

students as well as the staff. 
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Different interview styles and questions were piloted 

on women at the school. The researcher found that an 

informal interview with the women gave insightful answers 

but many other questions needed to be answered (see 

Appendix A). Therefore, a formal interview with the 

interviewer asking specific questions was used (see 

Appendix B). 

The researcher also found that some of the women 

preferred to write their stories. Reflective journals 

were attempted and found to hold insights into these 

women's lives. The survey of reading materials was used 

to help the women remember the various types of reading_ 



materials they had at home (see Appendix C). A self

perception survey was also administered to see if the 

women in the study could see a change in how they felt 

about themselves (see Appendix D). 

The pilot study reaffirmed that the answers to the 

research questions could be secured through a case study 

design in order to gain an in-depth understanding of 

the women's situations. 

Data Collection 

The data was collected over a 21-month period of 

time. The researcher did this through in-depth formal 

interviews, using specific interview questions that the 

researcher had piloted. A reading materials survey was 

developed and administered by the researcher to each 
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of the women to ascertain the different types of reading 

materials found in their homes. A self-perception survey 

was developed and again administered by the researcher 

to ascertain if the women's perceptions had changed since 

they had come to the Academy. Oral histories were 

collected and interpreted by the researcher. They were 

used as another way for the student to reflect on her 

route to literacy and for the researcher to triangulate 

the data. In addition to what the women said and 
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demonstrated, the women created various materials in 

and out of class that contributed to the researcher data 

base on each of the women's route to literacy. The 

artifacts were materials such as photographs of family 

members, important objects to the women, art drawings 

that were important, objects from their children, letters, 

books, class assignments, newspaper clippings, pieces 

of clothing, and small gifts that the women valued. 

These artifacts constituted data that indicated these 

women's sensations, experiences, and knowledge, and that 

connoted their opinions, values, and feelings (Goetz 

& Lecompte, 1984). Observations of the program by the 

researcher was also compiled into field notes. The field 

notes were categorized and analyzed for data. The 

researcher also had the opportunity to instruct four 

of the six women for one semester. Field notes were 

taken from each class session. Artifacts were collected 

from various class sessions from the women. 

Data Gathering Instruments 

Research Questions 

1. What occurs in the route 

toward literacy of women 

who are on public 

Collection and Analysis 

1. formal interviews, 

oral history, 

artifacts, field 



assistance who are 

functionally illiterate? 

2. What obstacles/ 

opportunities do these 

women face in becoming 

literate? 

3. What changes occur in 

the families of these 

women once they have 

become literate? 

4. What changes occur in 

these women's self

perceptions as they 

gain literacy skills? 

notes, reflective 

journals, reading 

material survey, 

self-perception 

survey, and oral 

histories 

2. formal interviews, 

oral histories, 

family observation, 

artifacts, field 

notes, interview 

questions, and oral 

histories 

3. formal interviews, 

oral histories, 

self-perception 

survey, artifacts, 

field notes, family 

observations 
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4. formal interviews, 

teacher observations, 

family members' 

observations, 



self-perception 

survey, 
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interview questions, 

artifacts, field 

notes, reflective 

journal, and oral 

histories 



CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

The purpose of this study was to analyze the 

different routes six illiterate adults took to gain 

literacy skills. There are many women included in a 

population of low educated adults whose literacy skills 

have not allowed them access to the jobs they wish to 

acquire. These six women possessing different skills 

and aspirations came from diverse backgrounds. 

The following narratives were obtained through field 

notes, observation, and interviews from November, 1992, 

through August, 1994. Three tables have been incorporated 

into this section for easier reading of the data. Table 

1 describes the instruments used for gathering data. 

Table 2 is a time line of significant research dates 

within the study. Table 3 is background information 

on the six participants within the study. The Time Line 

table exhibits significant dates in the researchers' 

participation at The Literacy Academy. The materials 

the researcher used came from several data collection 

strategies: episodes, special events, observations, 
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Table 1 

Data Gathering Instruments 

Participants Mary Sarah Nell Stephanie Annie Dottie 

Foraml Oral Interview X X X X X 

Written Formal Interview X 

Family Member Interviewed X X X X X 

Classroom Observations X X X X 

Field Notes X X X X X X 

Other Observations X X X X X X 

Reflective Journal X X 

Artifacts X X X X 

Reading Survey X X X X X X 

Self-Perception Survey X X X X X X 

Interview with Instructors X X X X X 

Interview with Director X X X X X 

~ 
u, 



Table 2 

Time Line 

Conlael<4 Di=lor 
of Literacy Ac.adcmy 

Oclobcr I 6. 1992 

Significant Dates for Researcher's Participation 

Firs! Meeting 
...;1h lhe Di=lor 

Oclobcr ~o. 1992 

Thanlugiving 
Celebration 

I 
November 17, 1992 

1,u 

1993 

Graduati011 for 
''•-Acadcm --,, y 

December 4, 1992 

Mec:ling with Di=tor 
lo discllSI teaching 

I 
December 7, 1992 

Meeting lo finaliu: 
becoming an lns1ruaor 

Community College 
Mtding Orientation 

Ouae, on Monday, Wednesday, Friday- May 11, 1993 

I 
January 4, 1993 

Cmiduation 

May 26, 1993 

January I 4, 1993 

Swnmer School 9 - 12 Meeting in 
Oi=nOflioc 

June - July 
I 

September 8, 1993 

Sarah and Mai}"• Telephone Call Annie & Telephone Call 
mothc,'1 inlcrvlcw to Dccrlc Tyrone'• lnlcrvicw toDcaio 

1993 

Telephone Call 
to Dccrlc 

Oclobcr Is. 1m 

1994 

November 17, 1993 

Rebecca'• S111ie & Mn. Nell'• Robert & Ncll'1 Stcphanic'1 
IAlaview lalcrviaw IDlavicw !nlczview 

Telephone Call 
1oRebccca 

I 
December 3, 1993 

St"i'hanic'1 
ChiJdico I Interview 

Dottie's 
lnlerview 

Meeting wilh Dir=or 

December 11. 1992 

Telephone Call 
10 Dollie 

I 
December 15, 1993 

Yi.siledlhe 
Academy 

June I , 1994 JIIIIC J. 1994 July 6, 1994 July I 1994 Jllly 1 , 1994 .haiy 1 , 1994 July 20, 1994 Jaly 1994 A11p11 , 1994 A .. llll 6, 1994 



Table 3 

Participants' Background Information 

Participants Mary SaraJi. N~ll s ........ AIIIIJe DoUM 

Age 

29 33 50 37 28 52 
Ethn ic Group 

Black Black Black Black Black Black 
Educational Level High School Dipkna 
Achieved & Associates ~gn,e 

7th Rradc drnn-nut 8th mdc droo-out 5th .,,.,i., dmr>-<>ut Hiah School Dioloma I Ith crnwt., dron-nut 
Living Arrangements Separalcd - Living 
Current Status with Mother-in-Law 

Not Married NotMarricd Di\'011%d LivinR with Boyfriend Married 
Children/Boys Ages 

247811 12 14 22 27 12 None None 
Children/Girls Ages 

10 None None 14 II 20 27 
Number Siblings per 
Participant 

7 7 15 2 6 2 
Siblings Dropped Out 

7 7 15 0 6 0 
Educational Level 
Achieved by Mother 

Droo-out Droll4lllt Droo-out DrolWlllt Omo-Out nmn..out 
Participant Helped 
Mother With Literacy 
Skills Yes Yes NIA Yes Yes Yes 
Educational Level 
Achieved by Father 

1N/A NIA Drnn-oot Him School Diolcrna NIA NIA 
Parlicipant Helps 
Father With Literacy 
Skills NIA NIA Yes No IN/A IN/A 
Educational Level 
Achelved by 
Sten-Father NIA NIA NIA IN/A lnrr-.,.,,,.,r N/A 
Participant Helps 
Step-Fattier Willi 
UlerKY SkUls NIA NIA NIA :NIA Ya IN/A 



class observations, and other people's observations (see 

Table 1 ). 

The researcher taught four of the participants and 

observed the other two women in many facets of their 

lives throughout the 22-month period. An oral history 

was obtained from each participant. During the formal 

interview each participant was asked to give an oral 

history of their lives. Two surveys were either read 
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to the participant with the researcher transcribing the 

answers, or the women answered their own surveys. The 

first survey dealt with what types and quantities of 

reading materials the participants had in their homes. 

Also, a self-perception questionnaire was given to each 

participant and the same procedure as above was followed. 

The self-perception survey dealt with how the women 

perceived themselves before and after coming to the 

Academy. Interviews were conducted with each of the 

participants and with some family members and friends. 

Interviews with teachers who have worked with or are 

still working with these women were also conducted. 

Also included in the interview process was the co-director 

of the Literacy Academy. Dottie, the director, talked 

to the researcher about the changes she had seen in the 



participants' lives since the women had come to the 

Academy. 
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All the names of the participants, their family 

members, friends, and the Academy have been fictionalized 

to protect their privacy. The data has been arranged 

into one or more of the following categories: background, 

episodes, observations, and interviews. The background 

section includes information about the participants' 

family members, friends, educational experiences past 

and present, childhood experiences, the setting of where 

they live. The information for these sections came from 

the interviews, the oral histories, and from reflective 

journals of the participants. Episodes focused on special 

events that the women were involved in during the research 

project. Information for this section came from field 

notes, artifacts, and interviews with the women. 

Observations were obtained by what the researcher observed 

in the classroom. Again, information was obtained by 

field notes, artifacts, and interviews. Table 3 may 

be used as a quick reference for each of the participants' 

background data. 

The case studies that are presented follow 

ethnographic models. Merriam (1991) describes case 

studies as a way of examining a specific phenomenon such 



as an event, an institution, or a specific social group. 

Taylor (1988) states that case studies "study aspects 
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of life situations in context and brings the 

anthropological perspective to the philosophical and 

theoretical framework of the research endeavor" (p. 221 ). 

The purpose of the following case studies is to provide 

rich, descriptive data about the context, activities, 

and beliefs of the participants. 

The following information is for the reader to be 

used as background for the case studies. The Academy 

wanted some type of testing administered to the women 

at the beginning of the semester and then again at the 

end of the semester. The test that was given was a 

multiple choice test that had the various letters 

underneath a picture that represented a sound. Also 

included were sentences that needed some type of 

punctuation. The four women that were in the researcher's 

class took the test. Mary, Sarah, and Nell scored less 

than 50% on the test questions. Nell's score was 15 

correct answers out of a total of 36 questions. Mary 

scored 8 correct out of the 36 questions, while Sarah 

scored 12 out of 36 questions. Stephanie had 30 correct 

out of the 36 questions. The ending test included the 

letter sound test, grammar, punctuation questions on 
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a multiple choice test and an essay question was included 

to see what progress had been made in the women's ability 

to write and to comprehend what they had read and learned. 

The test consisted of 135 multiple choice questions and 

2 essay questions. Stephanie scored 128 points on the 

test. Nell scored 116 points. Sarah scored 102 points 

out of the 137, while Mary scored 96 points. The four 

participants all scored above the 50th percentile on 

their posttests. 

The test had to be given to the women to justify 

the grades that would be given. With much hesitation 

the women took the exam, expecting to neither pass the 

exam nor the course. The course was a pass/fail and 

with much conversation from the junior college with which 

the program was affiliated, it was decided to give the 

women a "W" which meant that they each withdrew from 

the class. With a "W" they could continue through the 

program. 

The researcher was really nervous about going in 

to tell them after all their hard work they were getting 

a "W" and not getting credit for the course at the junior,, 

college. The rationale for this was that if they withdrew 

from the class, they could take the class as many times 

as they needed until they were ready to go into the next 



class at the college. If I gave them the passing grades 

that they made with me, and they transferred to another 

college or if a new dean was hired, the grades would 

not give the people a true representation of the group's 

status. 

To my surprise and amazement, no one in the group 

said a word about the grade. The grades at the junior 

college did not seem important. What seemed to be 

important was that they felt like they were learning 

something. Many of the students were so overwhelmed 

by passing the class that they did not care what the 

grade was. They had passed in their own eyes. Whether 

they passed it by the junior college standards really 

did not matter to them. They felt good about the class 

because they saw themselves as learners. 
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MARY AND SARAH 

PEOPLE/SETTING/BACKGROUND 

The following information is from oral histories 

taken from Mary and Sarah. When I met Mary and her sister 

Sarah in November, 1992, they were enrolling in the 

Literacy Academy at the community center where classes 

were being held. Mary was a 26-year-old single, 

African-American woman who had six children. Her oldest 

son Joe was 11 years old at the time. Ann, her daughter, 

was 10. Marvin was 8 years old, followed by Rodney who 

was 7, Paul was 4, and the baby Samuel who was 2 years 

old. They lived in a small, two bedroom apartment in 

the Section Eight apartments. Her mother lived in the 

same complex with Mary's and Sarah's youngest brother 

who was 14 years old. 

The apartment was located in the middle of the inner 

city, probably one of the poorest section of a large 

city. The apartments were run down, there was no air 

conditioning, and sometimes there was running water and 

sometimes not. People were often seen just sitting 

outside in the middle of the summer because it was cooler 

outside than inside their apartments. Shootings and 

drugs being sold on the street corners were common sights 

to Mary and Sarah. Fairly regularly, Mary would talk 
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with the researcher about the violence that took place 

at her apartment complex. Unfortunately, the violence 

on many occasions revolved around her own family members. 

Mary's oldest sister, Blanche, lived with her mother 

and brother occasional~y when she had no place else to 

stay. Violence was no stranger to them either. On one 

occasion Mary's mother ran down to Mary's apartment and 

screamed for Mary to help her because her sister was 

high on crack and was trying to hurt her. Blanche began 

pushing Mary and her mother and she finally pushed them 

both down. Mary said it really did not hurt either of 

them, but it did scare them both. Blanche then pulled 

a butcher knife and started chasing the mother around 

the apartment. She grabbed Mary and scratched her face 

and bit her several times. Mary managed to escape with 

the help of Ann (Mary's daughter) who jumped on Blanche 

and tried to pull her off her mother. By this time all 

six children were awake. They were able to push Blanche 

outside the apartment with the help of Mary's other 

children. They slammed the door, locked it, and then 

called the police. 

When speaking of the incident in class, Mary said, 

There are stab marks in my door where 
Blanche tried to break my doors down. 
It was a little after 1 o'clock in morning 
when Mama came running down to the apartment 



and it was well after 5 o'clock in the 
morning before the police left and the 
kids were able to go back to sleep, and 
they had to get up at 6:30 to go 
to school. 

My sister's crazy. She won't come to 
school. We'll tell her to come to school 
and try to make something out of her life. 
She won't. All she wants is cracks and 
beers. Her brain has been so messed up by 
the amount of drugs and alcohol that we 
aren't sure anything will help. We keep 
trying to tell her that school would make 
a big difference in life, but she just 
gets more and more angry when we mention 
it. 

Sarah interjected, 

I'm so glad I don't live in the same 
apartment complex. It drives you crazy. 
She comes and is so mean to her Marna, 
and she expects her Marna to fix all the 
meals and take care of her and buy her 
drugs and that type of stuff. Marna ought 
to kick her out and not let her come back. 
She's gonna hurt her Marna bad one of these 
days. [May, 2, 1992] 
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During a class discussion about the crime in the 

neighborhood Mary and Sarah began to talk about how crime 

had affected their family. "We know only too well the 

crime and violence of the area. We have two brothers 

who are in prison." Both women admitted that they think 

a lot about their brothers and how it has affected their 

lives. Mary stated, "I think about him lots. Sometimes 

I think what it would be like if he weren't in the jail. 

I know it bothers me that my brother got 75 years in 



prison--my baby brother. It bothers my children, too." 

[May 2, 1992] 

EARLY SCHOOL 

During a discussion after class with Mary she began 

telling the researcher about her life as a young child 

and as a student. Mary said, 

I attended school and liked school as a 
young child but as I got into 6th and 7th 
grade, that began to change. I guess, me and 
my other sister, we were hanging together, 
and I guess that, I met a boyfriend and 
dropped out. And I got pregnant. I guess 
I was shamed [sic] to go back to school, and 
I didn't go, so I had my baby, and I didn't 
go back period! Cause I was shamed [sic] 
to go back to school. And then I got 
pregnant again and I knowed [sic] I couldn't 
go back to school then. [April 5, 1992] 
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Sarah's story was much the same as Mary's. During 

the same discussion she also began to tell the researcher 

about her life as a young child and about the educational 

background of other family members. She started playing 

hooky in the 7th grade. 

I was having a lot of difficult problems, 
'cause it seem [sic] like higher grade I 
got in, the worse it was getting to 
understand different things and the way 
they had school set up, and then, so much 
fighting and stuff. It seemed like that's 
all I did was fighting and stuff when I was 
in school, and I have to fight, you know, to 
just stay in class, or even something went 
wrong with some of my kinfolks. I go help them 
whip some butts, to whoop somebody. And they 
still do lots of fighting in my kids' school 
today. I had to fight to protect me. I 
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ain't gonna let nobody slap and push me 
around. If somebody hit me, I'm gonna hit 
them. I guess we fought to see who was the 
baddest and the teachers didn't seem to 
care. [March 31, 1992] 

Sarah dropped out in the 8th grade. All the brothers 

and sisters in Mary's and Sarah's family have dropped 

out of school. One brother, Homer, got his GED and 

graduated from college since he has been in prison. 

When he gets out of prison, he hopes to be an electrician. 

PART I EPISODES AND OBSERVATIONS 

Episode 1, November 17, 1992 

Thanksgiving Celebration 

I had been invited to a Thanksgiving Celebration at the 

Neighborhood Literacy School where Mary and Sarah 

attended. Mary and her sister were sitting in the corner 

of the room with their Mamma and Mary's small son. She 

expected Samuel to sit quietly, and as he began to move 

around in his seat I heard: "If you don't sit still, 

I'll whoop you." He put his head down on the table and 

did not move again until it was time for everyone to 

share in the meal. 

The students were asked to share songs, stories, 

and dramatizations that had meaning to them. Tommy, 

one of the students, had most of the audience on the 

verge of tears as he presented "The Prodigal Son" from 



James Johnson's book, God's Trombone. Margie, another 

student at the Academy, sang a beautiful original song 

that she had written. The air was full of emotion and 

anticipation of what would happen next. Hands were 

clapping, bodies were swinging to the music, "amens" 
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from every corner of the room were reverberating 

throughout, and voices were raised as others sang songs 

that they knew. During this entire 2½-hour period, Mary, 

Sarah, and Mamma sat silently huddled in the corner 

exhibiting very little emotion. As the majority of the 

women stood, clapped, and swayed with the music, Mary 

and Sarah sat motionless, timid, and expressionless as 

the celebration continued. They sat still perhaps 

thinking maybe no one would notice them, and they could 

just slip through the meal line, and out of the building. 

Mary's son said very little during the meal, and 

both of the sisters would only answer: "Yes Ma'am" and 

"No Ma'am" when asked a question. Many of the other 

students lingered and talked for quite some time after 

they finished cleaning up the building. But Mary and 

Sarah ate and "slipped on out" as soon as they could 

with very little interaction with anyone but their 

immediate family. 
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CLASS OBSERVATIONS 

February 1, 1993 

The next time I saw Mary and Sarah was several months 

later when I became their teacher at the Neighborhood 

Literacy Academy. The school had been meeting in an 

old, "run down" church which had been gracious enough 

to give them free space to use. The deacon body of the 

church decided that they could no longer afford to allow 

the Academy to use the space for free. With little 

advance warning and/or time, and with much hard work, 

the Academy found a new home in the community center 

of a different local church in the neighborhood. The 

classes that I was teaching were placed in various rooms 

within the community center. The classroom today might 

not be the same tomorrow. Actually, the classroom might 

change every 30 minutes or so as it was needed by someone 

else at the community center. 

Mary and her sister came walking in drenched from 

the pouring rain and looking for a class to learn to 

read. They were put in my class. Neither of the sisters 

seemed to pay much attention to me or to what was being 

said. They continued to talk among themselves ignoring 

anything anyone said to them. When asked to write a 

paragraph, Mary handed in a very well written paragraph. 
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I thought she was well ahead of everyone else in the 

group, not realizing at the time she had copied the 

paragraph word-for-word from a newspaper article she 

carried in her notebook. It was not until the next class 

that I finally figured out what she was doing. She would 

lift the corner of her notebook, take her finger and 

try to find the last word she had written from the 

underlined paragraph that her oldest son had underlined 

for her to copy. Her sister had even more trouble than 

she did. Sarah had written only the word 'the' on her 

paper and did not know how to write any other words except 

her name. 

February 5, 1993 

Mary was not in class. Her sister told me that 

Mary's middle son Marvin was ill. She said she was on 

her way to the county hospital, which was across town, 

to "takes him" to the free medical clinic. Sarah said, 

"Mary hoped she could catch the right buses and get him 

to the clinic pretty quick 'cause he was real bad sick." 

He had been ill several days and just could not seem 

to get well. 

A few days later Mary came running into class with 

three bottles of medicine for Marvin to take. "I can't 

read these things ••• I don't know how much medicine 



to give him or when for him to take it. Please read 

it to me." Mary had taken Marvin to the clinic on 

Thursday morning, sat in the clinic all day long until 

6:00 p.m. that night waiting for a doctor to see him. 

When he was finally seen, a prescription was written 

out with no explanation of how to take the medicine, 

when to take it, or even what it was. She took the 

prescription down to the pharmacy, and had it filled 

at the clinic. She asked the cashier what to do with 

the medicine. Her reply was "read the directions. They 

are on the bottles of medicine." Mary and Marvin got 

back on the bus for the hour ride home. Once they were 

home, Mary began going through her apartment complex 

trying to find someone to read the directions on the 

medicine to her, but no one that lived around her could 

read. Frustrated and not knowing what to do, she did 

not give Marvin the medicine for fear she would give 

him too much or the wrong thing. All Mary knew to do 

was to wait until Tuesday to come to school to ask her 

teacher what the bottles of medicine said. 

I read the directions to Mary and all the time a 

blank stare was still on her face. She said, "I don't 

know how to tell when to give him medicine and which 

medicine to give him. He's got pneumonia and he's not 
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no better. He's worst and I needs to know how and when 

to give him his medicine." I set up a system of color 

coding with each bottle of medicine with the same color 

code put on the clock so she would know when to give 

what medicine to Marvin. 

February 10, 1993 

The next week a parade had been scheduled for the 

downtown area. It was during the middle of the week 
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and the school children were not supposed to skip school 

to attend. However, many thousands of children for all 

the local schools did skip and trouble erupted before, 

during, and after the parade. It pitted one race against 

other races, and before it was over, heated words were 

said, fists were flying and gang fights ensued. Our 

class met the day after the parade. As I walked in the 

classroom, Mary began to talk about what happened at 

the parade, and about how angry these women were that, 

"because of a small few, many people from the other races 

thought that they all thought and felt the way those 

few did who started the trouble." Mary, with tears in 

her eyes, said, "Please don't think that we are all like 

that--there are a few who feel that way and they are 

the ones that are seen. We don't know what to do or 

how to stop it. But please come back and teach us." 
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Week after week Mary and Sarah came to class. 

Occasionally, Mary would miss a class because one of 

her six children would be ill. Mary made slow progress, 

and she brought with her books her son's teacher sent 

home for him to practice reading, and they practiced 

together. She read I Like Me to the class after several 

days of practicing reading the words. We played some 

word games and divided up into teams. Mary became very 

competitive until she got to words she did not know and 

then I did not hear another word from her and she decided 

that she had to leave early to go pick up her baby at 

the day care center. The Literacy Academy had an 

agreement with the community center and the government 

(aid for dependent children) to pay for the child care 

at the center as long as they were in school 20 hours 

a week and attending regularly. 

March 3, 1993 

Mary came in the following week fuming at her only 

daughter. Her 13-year-old daughter was not doing well 

in school and Mary was saying, "I'm going to bust her 

if she doesn't do what she's supposed to do in school. 

Annie wanted $20.00 to go to a amusement park with her 

class at school but Mary decided to give the money to 



Joe, her oldest son, because he had made the "A" honor 

roll at school. 

When one receives about $286.00 a month plus food 

stamps to live on for 1 month, the $20.00 that Mary gave 

Joe becomes more important than it sounds. Out of the 

$286.00 she must pay her rent, electric bill, telephone, 

and food that food stamps do not pay for. Mary stated, 

"You just have to sit and waits on the check (welfare 

check), little money once a month and have to pay rent, 

groceries, and sickness and you don't know if you can 

do it. If you don't have the knowledge, sometimes you 

can't make it all work out. That leaves very precious 

little for anything else." The $20.00 that Mary was 

able to save for Joe was a big sacrifice for the family 

to make. 

Episode 2, March 22, 1993 

The Field Trip 

Many of the women and men in the Academy have never 

been out of their immediate surroundings. They live 

within a 2-mile radius of everything they do. A vast 

majority of these women do not drive cars because they 

cannot read well enough to pass the driver's license 

test and also they do not have the funds to buy, 

maintain, and pay insurance on a car. Therefore, the 
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women and men either walk to where they are going or 

they use public transportation. They walk to the grocery 

store, to the community center, to school, to the laundro

mat, and to the welfare office. 

I began talking to the women about going on some 

field trips. Where would they like to go? Many of them 

had not been to the downtown area which was about 4 miles 

from where they actually lived. The place they decided 

on first was the art museum. We called and set up a 

tour, packed a lunch for the women, and headed out in 

my Suburban and another volunteer's van. The first words 

out of Mary's mouth were, "Take my picture. No one will 

believe me I've been here if I don't have pictures." 

As they toured the museum they huddled together and talked 

about what they were seeing. The large sculptures seemed 

to create the most discussion and excitement. Mary and 

Sarah lagged behind the group and stayed to themselves. 

When lunch time came, we went out to the patio area and 

brought in a picnic lunch for the women. Mary and Sarah 

sat at one end of the eating area engaged in their own 

conversations. 

The next week after returning from the art museum 

I asked them what was their favorite piece of art. The 

majority of the women said, "the big sculpture piece 



where we had our pictures taken." The piece was called 

"An Assemblage". It consisted of things that were 

important to the sculptor. He had a collage of sorts 

of all kinds of different things that meant something 

to him. The class' homework assignment was to make an 

"assemblage" of their own. 

Mary brought in eight items in a plastic sandwich 

"baggy" that meant much to her. One was a plastic red 

checker and the other was a bingo tab because those are 

the two games that she and her children have that they 

play together. They spend time as a family, and that's 

important to her. One was a little jewel that came off 

one of her hand-painted tee shirts. She just beamed 
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when she showed us that. "I just like it .•• it's 

pretty. It one of the most precious things I have saved." 

She had part of a plastic baby rattle ring that was one 

of her children's when they were small. She said "It 

reminds me of when they were babies." She also had 

brought a plastic magnetic number from off her 

refrigerator which meant a great deal to her because 

she puts her children's school work up with the magnet. 

She said, "I'm proud of my kids when they do well in 

school and I put it on the box." The last article that 

she showed us was a small cross that came off a necklace 



of her daughter's. Mary said, "the cross represents 

the Literacy Academy and the Christian values that I 

am learning here. They help me with my life and they 

are important to me. The values you teach me here have 

changed my life and my children's lives. I go to church 

now some because my children go. It makes me feel good 

and I'm not so bad. It helps to go to learn to read 

and write and to live." 

Episode 3, March 31, 1993 

The Novel 
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Traditionally, the Academy's way of teaching reading 

had been through the use of phonic workbooks and work 

sheets. The women felt that if workbooks were not used 

that they weren't really in school and that was what 

it would take for them to become readers. The women 

had made small strides and in a few incidents two women 

had made large enough strides to be able to move on to 

the next class. However, none of these women saw 

themselves as readers or writers. 

I introduced two novels, The Friendship and The 

Gold Cadillac. Both dealt with Black Americans growing 

up in the South. I was hoping to activate their prior 

knowledge and help them to see themselves as readers 

and writers. After asking Mary to read aloud a small 



portion of The Friendship, I could tell by the reactions 

on their faces that they did not like to book at all. 

We talked about choosing another book to read. I could 

not get them to give me an idea of what they wanted. 
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All the women knew was that they didn't like the book. 

They didn't know how to verbalize what they really wanted 

to read or even what kind of literature they wanted to 

read. They had not been given the opportunity to choose 

novels to read because they did not think that they had 

the skills to do that. "People like us don't know how 

to read all those pages in a book" was the common 

response. 

My supposition was that by using a story line that 

was familiar to them they would relate to the book more 

and therefore enjoy reading. It proved to be wrong. 

As I walked out to the car, Mary and Sarah stopped me 

and said, "We think the reason that we didn't like the 

book too much was that it reminds us too much of where 

we are and we really want out of here." Mary continued, 

"don't feel bad. Come back. If you don't come back, 

then we're all going to come to your house and you will 

have 12 more kids at your house than what you've got!" 

Sarah added, "We know your're trying to do your best 

for us, but it's something that we'd rather not read." 



We chose a Newberry Children's Book, Sarah Plain 

and Tall, to read the next week and they loved the book. 

As we progressed through this book, they began to be 

able to verbalize why they didn't like the other book. 

"We've just been taught to talk the way we talk and it 

isn't the kind a talk that books have in it. We want 

to read books that teach us to talk right," said Mary. 

"We don't want to be reminded of where we have been or 

where we are. We want to read about places we ain't 
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ever seen before. We want to dream of things being better 

like they are in this book. WE want Hope!" 

Episode 4, April 5, 1993 

Children's Literature 

Over spring break my family and I visited Disney 

World. I was able to get many of the Disney children's 

books signed by the Disney characters. I brought those 

back to give to each of the women. Many of the ladies 

had no idea who some of the characters were that appeared 

in the stories. Many of the women were unfamiliar with 

characters such as Donald Duck or Goofy. However, the 

women couldn't wait to get their own personalized book 

so they could share it with their families. Mary was 

so excited that she wanted to practice reading the words 

right then so she could go home and read it to her 



children. "My children will be so proud of me if I can 

read this to them tonight." 

She was able to take the book home and read it to 

her children. She tried to talk some of the other women 

into exchanging some of their books so she could learn 

to read those books and take them home and share them 

with her children. She did not have any luck because 

they were afraid they would not get their own book back. 

For many, that book was one of the few they actually 

had in their home, if not the only book. Some months 

later, Samuel came over to me and said that Donald Duck 

book was his favorite book cause "Mommie can read it 

to me." 

Episode 5, April 10, 1993 

Bible Study 
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Part of the Literacy Academy program was Bible study 

that was taught 1 day a week. Many of the ladies wanted 

to learn to read the Bible. When they went to the Bible 

study they were given a certain number of verses within 

a chapter to read and then they were to answer questions 

about what they read. It became very obvious that these 

women just sat in the back of the church and did not 

participate like the other ladies whose literacy levels 
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were higher than theirs. They felt bad about not actually 

being able to participate like the other women. 

Several of the women commented that they had seen 

a difference in how they felt about themselves and other 

people after going to the Bible study class and that 

they wanted to learn to read the Bible better. That 

is how we started using the Bible to teach part of the 

reading class. We took the outline of the Bible study 

notes and read several verses a session and then discussed 

what they meant and helped them answer the questions 

they were given. Sarah commented, "I used to be real 

mean and now, since I go to the Bible class and we study 

it in here, I'm not so mean. I don't feel so bad about 

myself. I feel like I can go in the class and I know 

something." Mary commented that she had been going to 

the church where part of the Academy met and that she 

used to be too ashamed to go. Now she wept with her 

children and sat in their Sunday school class and she 

was learning more about the Bible and things about life 

she didn't know before. 

Approximately 10 weeks into the course the class 

members knew the answers to the questions and actually 

took the risk of answering the questions openly in front 

of all the Academy. One of the students in the higher 
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level literacy classes stopped and commented to the class 

members. "The dummy class knew more about the lesson 

today than we did. How did you do that?" The other 

faculty praised the women on what a good job they did 

and how well they knew the material. Mary said, "I felt 

so lifted up like I really knew something and I could 

tell others what I knew. I didn't have to feel ashamed 

I could feel proud. I think I can go to that church 

on Sunday and not feel bad." 

Episode 6, May 18, 1993 

The Grade 

"It doesn't matter. We don't feel like dummies 

when we are in class. We Can Learn!" was what I heard 

as I handed back the grades and the tests grades they 

had received in the researcher's class. Mary's mouth 

dropped open and she said, "I didn't realize that I could 

do this. I didn't think I could ever make a good grade 

on a test ever." As Mary and Sarah were leaving school 

that day, Mary said, "I'm learning, but I need a job 

so I may have to do this part-time, but I won't quit." 

Sarah, on the other hand, said "No, I'm sticking it out. 

My kids keep telling me I'm doing a good job and they're 

proud of me, so I'm trying to work. 
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PART II INTERVIEWS 

May 2, 1 994 

Mary and Sarah were inseparable throughout the 22 

months that the researcher knew them. Wherever one was, 

the other sister was not far behind. They spoke for 

each other routinely throughout classes and the interview. 

They wanted to be interviewed together and at times one 

sister would finish the sentence for the other one. 

The interview, therefore, reflects this weaving back 

and forth of their ideas, thoughts, and conversations. 

Mary and Sarah's mother would not agree to be taped 

or sign the permission form to be audio taped. I later 

found out she had dropped out of school herself and had 

married and had children in her teenage years. Mary 

and Sarah both said that is why they had children so 

young and dropped out of school. Mary said, "When a 

mom drops out of school, there must be a higher chance 

that her kids will drop out, too." 

I wanted to know what kinds of reading materials 

or books Mary had in her apartment, so I gave her a 

reading survey (see Appendix C). 

She said, "I have the children's Donald book, a 

Bible, phonetic book from school, a dictionary, and a 

children's Bible story book which the kids read a story 



to me every night. Sometimes I just pick my dictionary 

up and look up words and check them out. I just try 

to do lots of them. I just sometimes pick them up and 

look at them or try to figure out those words that I 

can't read--I just look at the pictures in the picture 

books. My little boy brings home magazines from school 

and I try to read the Weekly Reader and the sports 

magazine he brings home. 

They mostly like sports books. They love 
sports books. I may not read it to them, 
but they get it themselves and read. And 
we read the Bible and sit down and read it, 
'cause I be telling them some things I think 
they sh~uld know out of the Bible. I should 
read more to mine (children) more than I do, 
but I don't because they know more than I 
know. I was thinking about what Marvin 
told me, 'Mama, that ain't that word.' 
But you know kids, they don't mind telling 
me the word. To me, they beat me reading, 
so they can read to me. I want to understand 
what God, you know, saying to me. And 
understand how I should live out in this 
world. I'd also like to learn to read better 
an application. When I go fill out my 
application on jobs I would like to understand 
how to fill out applications. I want to learn 
how to read more books--just not all the kids' 
books. 

Sarah then turned to describing how she felt about 

herself since attending the Academy. 

I feel good about myself today because now 
that I know how to read better. Now when 
they (children) come and ask me questions 
about their work, I know how to break the 
the word down and say it. Since I started 
coming to the Literacy Academy there's been 

74 



a big change in me. Now I read better and 
I didn't know how to say my multiplication 
and now I do. I used to be mean too. The 
Academy helped me not to be so mean. 

Mary then described herself before she came to the 

Literacy Academy. 

I felt real bad and stuff and my self-esteem 
was low, and I just, I was just real angry, 
like, at first. I was angry because I didn't 
know how to talk to people. If I didn't know 
them, I don't bother people no way, but I 
didn't know how to talk to them, you know, 
ask them nothing. Seemed like I just didn't 
know what to say to them and how to deal with 
them. But now I feel good about myself 
'cause I know I can be somebody--somebody 
bigger than what I am now. It's because I 
ain't around the people where I, where I'm 
at all the time now .•• I seeing more 
peoples instead of just where I live at, 
what's around me. I goes other places now, you 
know, better than what was around me, and I 
guess this. I think the change was caused 
by Jesus, when I read God's word and to see 
other peoples and meet other peoples and just go 
other places. I think that's really what it 
is. I used to go and do things that I know 
were wrong, but I don't do them no more. I 
don't mess with a lot of womens like I used 
to do and a lot of girls. I don't bother 
nobody like I used to. I done changed a lot, 
'cause I used to be something else. Since 
I've been going here, I done learned a lot 
and I done changed a lot. 

My children and other people in my family can 
see changes in me since I started school at 
the Literacy Academy. My children see a 
difference in me. The love that I'm in 
school. They really do--my boys do. And I 
believe that my family do, too. You know 
because if you don't know how to read and write 
and stuff, you gonna be lost out here, really 
true, and that's the way I feel when I didn't 
know how to read and write. I felt like I was 
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just lost and you know, I'm learning some 
every day new, you know, when I come to school, 
and when I don't come to school, I still have 
a book or a pencil and paper in my hand trying 
to do something. My children they respect 
rne--they ask me questions now. I believe my 
family really does support me, but you know, 
I really don't need nobody's support; just 
need to support yourself. 

I decided to come back to school because of 
my kids. They kept talking to me about, 
'Morn, why don't you want to try to get back 
into school?' And I was like a lot ashamed, 
too, because I feel like I was too old. I 
really did. I was 20½ years old and I was 
a lot ashamed. I didn't know there was older 
womens in this program. I found out and I 
came. I know that I ain't the only one that 
didn't know how to read and write and stuff. 

The biggest obstacle in my gaining literacy 
skills has been my children. I don't say 
they been the biggest problem. I have six 
children. They have been my problem because 
my baby, you know, I have to bring him and 
carry him to school--that's kinda a problem, 
you know, but now next year he'll go on so 
I don't have to miss school--! can be here 
every day. Having six kids really do hem me 
down. Like when my baby got sick and had 
that bad operation I had to miss but other 
than that I just have to make up my mind. 
I had to really make a choice to come myself. 

Sarah declares, 

I want to tell you something about the 
Academy and the teachers here. When I came 
here to the Academy and sat and watched 
peoples, I knew, you know, that this was the 
kind of place where I wanted to be in if I 
was going to be in school. This the kind 
of school that I wouldn't mind joining. I 
just like it. The teachers are real nice 
here. If I don't know my work, they'll 
come around and help me and they'll show me. 
Real nice people. They take time out with you 
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and even if you don't know it they ain't gonna 
go tell anybody else. And mostly they have love 
and they try to help you with all your problems 
not just learning to read and write and stuff. 

Mary and Sarah did not attend summer school this 

summer. They had a multitude of problems in their home 

lives and just needed some time to regroup. But they 

are enrolled again this fall for classes at the Literacy 

Academy. 

SUMMARY OF CASE STUDIES 

The researchers traced the many factors involved 

in the routes Sarah and Mary took to literacy through 

observations, field notes, a survey, and interviews. 
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As they traveled along the route to literacy there were 

changes in how their family and friends perceived them. 

The women also saw a dramatic change in how they saw 

themselves. In analyzing Mary and Sarah's case studies, 

the researcher looked at their route to literacy, 

obstacles and opportunities, changes in self-perception, 

changes in the family, the Literacy Academy's environment, 

and knowledge growth. 

MARY 

Obstacles 

Mary's route to literacy contained obstacles that 

hindered her from gaining the literacy skills she would 

like to have. Her friends did not value education. 



She then dropped out of school, became a mother, and 

was embarrassed to go back to school. It was very 

difficult for her to then decide to go back to school 

after the birth of six children. Her friends saw no 

value in returning to school. Finding a school that 

she could attend was another problem. Most of the 

literacy programs are located outside the area where 

she lived and access to those programs required using 

public transportation and times that were difficult for 

the care of her children. 

Mary's own family did not seem to value education. 

Both of her parents had dropped out of school. The only 

person in Mary and Sarah's family to get a GED and a 

college degree was her brother who was in prison. He 

hopes to become an electrician when he is released from 

prison. However, education was not part of his life 

until he was put in prison. 

Opportunities 

The Literacy Academy is a supportive environment, 

and it is close to where she lives. Her children are 

in schools that are within walking distance of the 

Academy. She has made new friends who are interested 
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in the same things she is and they have formed support 

groups to help each deal with the many facets of literacy. 



Mary has gained the respect of her friends who did not 

value education and some of the women are now attending 

the Academy. 

Mary has learned to become more independent since 

she has been attending the Literacy Academy. She has 

established the goal of learning to read, to write, and 

to learn to do division problems so she can become a 

secretary someday. "I want to be someone and I will 

if I stay here and let the teachers teach me!" 

The Literacy Academy 

The Academy not only focuses on literacy and math 

skills but also on family literacy programs, various 

abuse programs, and spiritual programs. Mary has taken 

advantage of all these programs and now deals with her 

children in more effective ways. 

79 

Mary has extended her friendships to include the 

pastor's wife at the church where many functions of the 

Academy are held. Mary credits the Academy with equipping 

her with the Biblical knowledge to feel comfortable enough 

to attend Sunday school and church most Sundays with 

her children. That was one of her goals when she first 

entered the program. 

Mary found the teachers at the Literacy Academy 

to be different from her teachers when she was in school. 



She credits the teachers at the Academy as being willing 

to sit down and explain to her what she does not 

understand until she finally grasps the concept. They 

are willing to help her with school work, with personal 

problems, or with companionship when she needed to talk 

to someone. 

Changes in Mary's Family 

Many changes have taken place in her family since 

Mary returned to school. Her children encourage her 

to attend class regularly. The older children help her 

with her homework and read to her on a daily basis. 

They encourage her to pay the bills and take care of 
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the family business since she has been attending the 

Academy. This responsibility once fell to her oldest 

son. The children tell her how proud they are of her 

for going back to school. They tell their friends their 

mama is going to school now and she is doing really well. 

Mary's mother talks about how proud she is of Mary 

and Sarah both going back to school. She even talks 

about going to the Literacy Academy herself to learn 

to read. She attends classes with Mary and Sarah 

occasionally but talks about becoming a student full

time when her health problems are resolved. Mary and 

Sarah both have talked to their middle sister trying 



to get her to come to the Academy. They see what they 

have learned and how it has enriched their lives and 

they hoped that they could convince their middle sister 

to attend classes too. 

Mary's Self-Perception 
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Mary's self-perception of herself has changed 

drastically. Her children remark about how much better 

Mama feels about herself now that she is here at the 

Academy. Mary talks about herself as a reader and writer 

now. When I first met Mary she said she could not read 

or write and really did not feel very good about herself. 

Now she thinks she has the confidence to get a job and 

to be able to keep it and do it well. She sees herself 

as literate and able to attend church without the fear 

of embarrassment to herself and to her children. Mary 

thinks she is doing a better job of parenting now that 

she feels better about herself. Her children agree with 

her that she is being a better mom and a good role model 

for them now. Mary is much more self-assured now than 

she was 3 years ago. As she continues to gain literacy 

skills, her self-image continues to improve. 
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SARAH 

Obstacles 

Sarah's route to literacy has taken many of the 

same paths that Mary's did since they are sisters. 

However, Sarah ran with a crowd of children who did not 

value education. She dropped out of school because she 

did not do well academically. She fought other girls 

and thought to herself, "What's the use of putting up 

with this if I'm stupid and not learning anything anyway?" 

She had two children and felt like she could not learn, 

so why bother to try school again? She tried a literacy 

program at the local high school but soon found that 

she did not like it and dropped out. The program was 

2 nights a week and all they addressed in their program 

was basic phonics skills. She had tried and tried to 

learn the phonics sounds and had no success. 

Opportunities 

Sarah sees many more opportunities as she continues 

to gain literacy skills. Sarah feels that if she stays 

in school and continues on with her education that she 

can gain enough literacy skills to allow her to get the 

job she really wants to get. She has enough confidence 

that she went to visit a nursing home and asked the 



personnel director about the requirements for working 

at the home. She now is striving to work toward that 

goal. 

Sarah sees herself as growing because she is not 

afraid to meet new people. She has made new friends 

and has felt the freedom to go and talk to "business 

people." She has made new friends at the Academy. She 

commented, "I done [sic] met lots of nice ladies at the 

school. I don't mess with my old friends no more [sic] 

and now I stays out of trouble." 

Sarah's Self-Perception 

Sarah sees herself totally differently now that 

she is attending the Academy. When she first enrolled 

at the Academy she would fight anyone anytime. Now she 

says, "I've changed. I don't do those things no more 

unless I'm really pushed into it." But she said she 

had not been in a fight in a long, long time. She sees 

herself as more of a lady in the way she acts, talks, 

dresses, and thinks. 
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Her two children help her with her homework and 

bring books home from their school libraries that she 

needs for her homework. They help her read and help 

correct her writing. They think their mother has changed 

and has become a person they are really proud of. Both 



children ask daily what she did at school and what did 

she learn today. Sarah's oldest son is doing very well 

in school and wants to stay in school and make something 

out of his life. He sees his mother as a much better 

role model now and hopes she will continue on. 

Sarah's self-perception has changed from a woman 

who would just as soon fight you to a woman who now 

crosses the street to avoid anyone who might want her 

to fight. She sees herself as a learner and wants to 

continue to learn. She sees a better life down the road 

if she sticks to her plan to finish school and become 

an aide at a nursing home. Sarah sees herself changing 

little by little to becoming a woman that the other 

students look up to. Her mother and sister also have 

noted how much more self-assured Sarah is. 

Changes in Sarah's Family 

Sarah's children are involved in school and are 

good students, but they want to make good grades so they 

can go to college or a trade school. They see education 

as something that is more important to them now that 

their mother has gone back to school. They have seen 

that as an adult you really need an education to survive 

economically. 
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Sarah's own mother has contemplated going back to 

school because of both Mary and Sarah's involvement in 

the Literacy Academy. She said, "It makes me happy to 

try to learn to read and write and be more of a woman. 

I can learn all that at the school. I'm going there 

real soon." She has come to the Academy with Sarah 

occasionally. 
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Sarah's and Mary's route to literacy have had similar 

obstacles of dropping out of school, becoming pregnant, 

feeling that they were too old to go back to school, 

and having friends and family who did not value education. 

Their opportunities have been similar in the positive 

effects the Literacy Academy has had on their lives. 

The support system they have been able to form from the 

new friends they have made has encouraged both women 

to continue with gaining literacy skills at the Academy. 

Sarah's confidence level seems to be much higher than 

Mary's. Sarah sees learning to read and write as a way 

to reach her goal of working in a nursing home someday. 

Mary feels the pride that her children now have in her. 

She thinks she is a better parent now that she is more 

literate. Both women's families and friends have seen 

positive changes in them. There friendships have changed. 

Where they go and what they do has changed tremendously. 
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Both women say the change is for the better. Their mother 

wants to find time to go back to school to learn to read 

and write since she has seen such a drastic change in 

her two daughters' lives. Sarah's children see education 

as something they must strive for in their lives • 
. ~ 

Sarah and Mary's self-perceptions have changed from 

being powerless to becoming empowered by finding out 

that they are somebody and that they can become literate. 

A whole new world of choices is being opened up to both 

ladies and that has boosted their self-images of being 

worthy as individuals, as parents, as students, and as 

citizens of their world. 

ANALYSIS OF MARY 

In Mary's case study we see a bumpy road to literacy. 

Mary came to the Academy due to the urging of her children 

to go back to school. They wanted their morn to learn 

how to read and write. They are proud of the 

accomplishments that Mary has attained at the Academy 

and that has translated into higher grades for the two 

older children. Mary's children see the value in 

education and are trying to help their mother attain 

a certain degree of proficiency for herself. The children 

and Mary now spend time each night doing their homework. 

Rice and Meyer (1989) found that women whose children 
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supported them in returning to school did better in school 

themselves and the children were extremely proud of their 

mothers. 

Mary's self-perception has changed from when I first 

met her. She was a woman who sat motionless, showed 

very little emotion, and answered only "yes ma'am" and 

"no ma'am". Now she sees a big change in how she feels 

about herself and how she treats other people. "I felt 

real bad about myself and now I feel good. I was real 

angry and my self-esteem was real low. I didn't know 

how to talk to people and I'm not so mean to others now 

and I talk to peoples now." Knowles (1980) explains 

that as a person's self-concept changes from one of being 

dependent on others to one of being self-directed then 

adults can learn. Mary was beginning to see herself 

as a self-directed learner, one who wanted to learn to 

read and write so she could find a job to support her 

family. 

Mary saw herself as powerless and as a victim of 

her circumstances before corning to the Academy. She 

felt too ashamed to go back to school but knew that if 

she didn't, her life would stay the same and not change. 

Once she enrolled in the Academy, she began to recognize 

that she had some power over her life. She recognized 
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through her various classes that she did not have control 

over her own life and that she could do something about 

her situation in life. Nemiroff (1989) believes that 

empowerment can be facilitated through the classroom. 

Mary embodies that belief. 

Heathington (1987) listed six effects that people 

feel on their lives when they cannot read and write. 

Some of those effects were embarrassment, shame, and 

frustration. Mary felt frustration and embarrassment 

when she declared, "I was too ashamed to go back to school 

after I got pregnant in the 7th grade and then I was 

really ashamed to go back after I got pregnant again. 

Then I was so frustrated after I had all my kids that 

I didn't know where to go or what to do." The effects 

of shame were evident within her immediate family when 

Mary and Sarah both found out that their mother had 

dropped out of school and was too ashamed to tell them 

until they were already enrolled in the Academy. 

One of the major obstacles that Mary saw was having 

to take care of her six children. She was not always 

able to attend school because of sick children or other 

family problems. Rice and Meyer (1989) address the issue 

that few of these women have any help from their families 



or from institutionalized sources which would help them 

deal with these problems. 
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Another obstacle that Mary found was the surroundings 

in which she lived. Drugs and shootings were common 

occurrences around her two-bedroom apartment. The 

violence was everywhere. It even had affected several 

members of her immediate family. Two of her brothers 

were in jail and another sister on numerous occasions 

was high on drugs and would become violent with family 

members. 

Mary sees herself differently today than she did 

when she came into the program. Her family sees a 

enormous change in Mary and her inability to take care 

of her own children. She does not have to rely on her 

oldest son to take care of all the family's business 

matters now. She enjoys coming to school to learn and 

she says, "I feel better about myself because I know 

I'm somebody. I used to go to the wrong places and do 

the wrong things, but I don't do that no more. I changed 

a lot and I learned a lot and now I can go to church 

with my kids and not be ashamed. I know some of the 

answers now. I'm not so mean anymore 'cause church and 

the Academy helped me feel better about myself." Merriam 

and Cunningham (1989) speak to the issue of learner 



awareness. Once the learner is aware of what forces 

control her life, then she can become empowered and that 

then leads to action. Mary has become aware of what 

forces control her life and she is becoming empowered. 

ANALYSIS OF SARAH 
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Sarah's route to literacy is much the same as her 

sister's. Sarah entered the Academy because Mary decided 

to give school one more try at the insistence of her 

children; however, Mary did not want to go alone so she 

talked Sarah into attending with her. Sarah's two 

children also encouraged her to go back to school with 

her sister. They felt that it would help their mother 

learn to read and write and help her to feel better about 

herself. Sarah's two children also saw the Academy as 

a way for their mother to gain enough skills for her 

to be able to reach her dream of working as an aide in 

a nursing home. In Fingeret's (1983) works we see how 

hard it is to break the social network for the returning 

student and how important it is to have family support. 

Like Mary, Sarah also felt ashamed to go back to 

school after dropping out in the 8th grade. She also 

became pregnant and felt like there was no place for 

her to go to learn to read and write. Bee (1981) wrote 

that literacy can either be liberating or repressive. 
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Sarah saw going back to school as repressive before 

enrolling in the Academy and now she sees it as liberating 

her to take more control over her life. 

Sarah, like Mary, has begun to go to church with 

her children. She says, "The Bible study at the Academy 

has given me enough self-confidence to go to church. 

I go there to learn about life and how to help me and 

my family." 

Sarah found several obstacles in her route to 

literacy but the one she speaks of as being the most 

difficult to surpass was the lack of teacher help and 

involvement. She felt that the teachers really did not 

care if she dropped out or not. "I knew they (teachers) 

didn't think I was too smart. They didn't care if I 

was at school or not." Heath (1983) found in her study 

that teachers could make a difference in how children 

learned by integrating the students' own cultural 

background into the classroom experiences. She found 

less success in classrooms where this was not done. 

Violence was yet another deterrent for Sarah 

returning to school. "The kids all the time fighting. 

They also were trying to hurt you and make you mad so 

you would fights [sic] them" Sarah says not much has 

changed in school today. "When I goes to pick up my 



kids at school they are stills fighting up there!" The 

control issues seems to be at the center of the violence 

in the schools. Sarah still saw her world the same as 
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it was when she was in high school. Belenky et al. (1986) 

suggests that how women feel about themselves and how 

they see their world could be attained through listening 

to their own stories. 

Runnells (1990) speaks of the increased confidence 

a woman finds once she moves to a deeper level of self

confidence of "I Am" or "I Can". Sarah is moving to 

that deeper level of self-confidence when she speaks 

to staying in school until she has completed the Academy 

and is able to become the aide in the nursing home. 

"I'm sticking school out, no matter what" exclaimed Sarah. 



PEOPLE/SETTING/BACKGROUND 
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NELL 

Nell is a 50-year-old women who has two sons, Desmond 

who is 27 years old and Steven who is 22 years old. 

Nell is married and lives with her mother-in-law but 

her husband does not live with them. She sees him 

occasionally when he stops by the house. Also living 

in the house with Nell and her mother-in-law are her 

brother and two nieces and their six children. Nell's 

son Desmond lives with them off and on. Nell does not 

talk about her other son, Steven. Nell's brother-in-

law also lives with them. 

Nell lives in a small, wood frame, three bedroom 

house that is located close to the Academy in the inner 

city. The house is within walking distance of the school 

and close to the bus line. It is located in the highest 

crime rate area in the city. Nell tells of hearing 

shootings and watching violent crimes occur frequently. 

Her own son Desmond is in and out of trouble with the 

police. He has been arrested at least twice in the last 

year. Both arrests have involved relationships with 

other people and his lack of physical and verbal control. 

Nell says the reason she lives with her mother-in

law and does not divorce her husband is because she has 
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no place to go. "I have a roof over my head" she says. 

"Me and my mother-in-law get along pretty good. I help 

her. She helps me and I take care of the nieces and 

nephews." Nell doesn't talk much about her husband except 

to say she has one and that he doesn't live with her 

and that they are separated. 

During a conversation in class with Nell she 

discussed how her neighborhood had changed. "I have 

lived in this neighborhood since my boys were in 

elementary school. My nieces and nephews now go to school 

at the same elementary school." She volunteers every 

week at Bradley School. She has been doing this for 

almost 20 years. She believes that there is more violence 

in the elementary school than there used to be. The 

students carry more weapons to school and there are more 

gangs in the schools and in the neighborhoods. She thinks 

that it is because the children do not have anything 

to look forward to and they have nothing to do except 

get together and get into trouble. Nell volunteers at 

the community center weekly in the child care center. 

"I feel like if I can help keep the kids busy maybe they 
•), 

will stay off the streets and stay out of trouble," 

She also volunteers and participates in the summer food 

program at the Community Center. She has received several 
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certificates from the school and from the community center 

for volunteering and being active in the community. 

[ May 21 , 1 9 9 5 ] 

EARLY SCHOOL 

Nell was the youngest of 15 children. "I've had 

a hard life," she says. 

I went to school like the first, second, and 
third grade, and I went through fourth and my 
dad took me out of school, put me back in the 
middle of the year in the fifth grade, and then 
he took me back out again to go chop cotton, 
pull cotton, do everything and odd jobs they 
know how to do back in those days, like peaches, 
pulling peaches, onions and all that stuff that 
they do back in the olden days. I dropped out 
after tha~ fifth-grade year. And I didn't know 
how to read that good. I ran away from home when 
I was 13, got a job, from my age up to 14 years, 
worked for a chicken house, then they found out 
I was not able to read and not the right age. 
[ Ju 1 y 1 5 , 1 9 9 5 ] 

During various conversations with Nell the following 

information was discussed. When Nell was living with 

her Auntie she was expected to pull her own weight around 

the house. She would get up early and catch the bus 

to go clean houses for other people. She would then 

come home and either clean their house or cook dinner. 

She said that she had other chores that had to be 

performed and that left precious little time to think 

of going back to school. 



Part I Episodes and Observations 

Episode 1, November 17, 1992 

A RELUCTANCE TO TALK 

The director of the Academy introduced me to Nell. 

She would not look me in the eye. She ducked her head 

and I could barely hear her when she spoke. She would 

answer questions in short phrases. 
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Her communication with the other students was also 

very limited. During the sharing time at the celebration, 

Nell sat close to the front but she would not participate 

in the actual celebration except to stand and clap along 

with the entire group. She would appear to become 

frustrated when anyone drew attention to her that day. 

One of the activities we were to do that day was 

to tell the story of how we came up with one of our 

children's names. Most of the students participated 

in this activity. When it was Nell's turn, she ducked 

her head and with eyes downcast she mumbled, "I don't 

know." She never looked up until several other people 

had told why they chose the names for their children. 

Nell helped serve the food and then went and sat 

down with a small group of ladies. The other ladies 

were busy talking about what they were going to fix for 

Thanksgiving dinner. Nell listened quietly but only 
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spoke when she was directly asked a question. She 

finished eating, got up, and automatically began helping 

to clean the tables and cover the left-over food. Again, 

she did exactly what she was asked to do. 

Episode 2, February 1, 1993 

NELL ASSUMED RESPONSIBILITY 

I remembered Nell from the Thanksgiving Celebration 

in November when she came walking into the room. She 

sat quietly in the far southeast corner of the room. 

We were meeting in the conference room of the community 

center because there were not any other rooms available 

for us to use. There was no chalk or markers for the 

blackboard and no overhead projector, and Nell, without 

ever looking up at me, very quietly said, "I'll go take 

care of that." She slipped out of her chair and a few 

minutes later returned with chalk. "Is this OK?" she 

asked. She then turned around and sat back down. 

Episode 3, February 3, 1993 

BEING ASKED TO MOVE FACILITIES 

The directors of the program came into class and 

explained that we were going to have to move because 

there were no rooms that were available for us to use 

at this time on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. There 

was part of a house two blocks ways that was available. 
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The house actually belonged to the church with which 

the Literacy Program worked and permission had been given 

for us to move over there and hold classes there. Nell 

volunteered to go over with me and look it over. Nell 

had been in the program for several years and had earned 

the respect of her peers, so when she volunteered to 

go with me to the house the ladies left the decision 

up to Nell as to whether we moved from the community 

center or we stayed. 

Nell and I went over to look at the crime watch 

house and I think both of us were not prepared for what 

we saw. The house had been divided in half. The plumbing 

did not work and the ceiling lights worked only in the 

main room. There was no air conditioning or heating. 

We soon found that the wiring in the house was so old 

that it would not carry the electrical current safely. 

Some windows would open and some would not. 

While we were there, we met the man who was the 

head of the crime watch house. He very carefully 

explained to us how dangerous it was for a person, much 

less a woman, to be down in this area of town. He told 

us not to wear any jewelry, carry no purses, carry no 

money except two quarters to use the phone. He went 

on to tell us which stores were safe to go into and which 
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ones were just fronts for drugs. He told us to always 

be continually aware of who and what was around us and 

to never assume that anyone or any place was safe. He 

warned us to never go by ourselves into any of the 

apartment complexes. If we had to go, we had to make 

sure to be with someone who lived in the complex. He 

gave us a set of keys and told us what hours he was at 

the crime house and asked if we might try to be there 

when he was so he could help watch us. He said the crime 

house was probably one of the safest places we could 

be because many policemen and policewomen were always 

in and out of there. 

On the way back to the community center Nell said 

she thought maybe we could make the crime house work. 

She stated "Yes, things are bad here and you do have 

to be very careful, but this is where I live and where 

my kids have grown up. Yes, things happen, but at least 

it is quiet over there and maybe we could study better. 

The noise and the confusion at the community center makes 

it hard for us to concentrate." 

Episode 4, February 8, 1992 

NELL'S GLASSES 

Nell and I reported on the crime watch house and 

told the women we would have to clean, paint, secure 



furniture, heating and air conditioning before we could 

move in and that we had talked to the directors. We 

did not know if we were moving or staying and we would 

continue classes here until then. 
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Nell seemed to have difficulty seeing her book that 

day. She said that her eyes bother her and that she 

is waiting to get an appointment with the clinic to check 

her eyes. She wears glasses all the time but said she 

has a hard time focusing her eyes to see the letters. 

The glasses that she wears came from discarded glasses 

other people have worn. They were not specifically made 

for her but for someone else who had a similar eye 

problem. 

Episode 5, February 22, 1992 

NELL'S "A" 

Nell had received an"A" on a writing assignment. 

She was so excited that she showed everyone her grade. 

Nell has not made "A's" on many papers in her life and 

she wanted all of the women in our class and in the school 

to see how well she did on that particular paper. Nell 

had a tutor that she had been assigned through the 

Literacy Program several years ago. They had built a 

strong rapport with each other. The tutor's job took 

her to another state but the friendship continued. Nell 



wanted to make a copy of the paper for herself to keep 

but she wanted to send the original paper with the "A" 

on it to her tutor. 
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The tutor and Nell correspond fairly often. The 

tutor writes Nell and Nell writes back. When the tutor 

comes to town, she always calls Nell and they go to dinner 

or go somewhere that Nell has not been before. The last 

time she was in town she took Nell to a spring garden 

show. She has taken her to a play, to the museum, out 

to dinner, to various church functions, and to her home 

on numerous occasions. Nell credits the tutor with much 

of her success in reading and writing. The tutor gave 

Nell her very first story book. Nell would like to model 

much of her life after the tutor's. 

Episode 6, February 24, 1994 

NELL'S HEALTH 

Nell came into class today not feeling well at all. 

She thought her blood pressure was up. She has several 

medical problems in addition to the vision problem. 

She laid her head down on the table and really did not 

do anything the entire class period. When we asked if 

she had been to the doctor or was going, she said, "I 

called the clinic but they can't see me for another week 



and by that time I'll be ok. If I gets real bad, they 

can take me to the county hospital later tonight." 

Episode 7, March 5, 1992 

WHY I'M A SLOW LEARNER 

Talk was continuing about moving us to the crime 

watch house but we could not move until they figured 
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out a way to resolve the heating problem. Several people 

had volunteered to rewire the house but none had showed 

up to do it. Two space heaters had been donated but 

when they plugged them in, they blew all the circuits 

and almost caught the wiring on fire. Nell had been 

our representative with the school and the community 

center in trying to secure one room for us to meet in. 

Several of the students were discussing why they 

thought they did not learn as quickly as they thought 

they should have and why. Nell commented, 

Well, I come to school to learn to read and 
write. And I go to school in order to survive. 
My mom had 15 kids, and I'm the youngest ••. 
and I decided that I wanted to go back to school 
I tried night school ••• too long. And then 
I started going to .•• day time. And they 
weren't giving me what I wanted. I wanted 
read and write, but they gave me math, and I 
couldn't do their math ••• book. So I ••• 
the teacher up there was telling me about the 
••. Academy, and I said 'No, that's not for 
me.' Then I met my friend here at the Academy, 
when I was going to night school and she told 
me how .•• so I came up to ••• started 
going, and I've been here ever since. And 
now I can read good, do math a little better, 



I might not say my words that good, but I'm 
workin' on it [sic]. 

When I first came here my writing was so small 
and crammed together so tight, you barely could 
read it. It would take me long periods of time 
to write a short sentence. I always wanted to 
take writing assignments home so my niece and 
nephew could help me. As I have learned to 
read and write more, my writing has changed and 
it is larger and much easier for others to read. 
I also will write in class and feel like I can 
do it without having to take it home for someone 
to check. I will ask my teachers to help me 
and show me what is wrong. I even entered a 
essay contest that the community center sponsored 
for Juneteenth. I received a special award 
ribbon and a certification for participation. 
It made me really feel good that I got the ribbon 
but Mr. Johnson, the director of the 
community center, was so proud of how far I 
had come he put my essay up in the center so 
everybody could see it. 

June chimed in and said, 

When I came to this school, Nell influenced me. 
She say 'I could when I went to the other school 
••• they told me I could not do this, I could 
not do that. But I can now, better than I could.' 
When Nell told me that, I knew I had a chance. 
I really did. I knew I had a chance. She 
encouraged me. 'You can do it too.' Nell really 
encourages lots of people here. Everybody's 
here to help each other. It's not just one for 
one. It's one for all of us .•• to make it 
••• to come back. 

Nell stated, 

I get more caring here and more understanding 
••• more patience. The teachers and 
everybody is here to help you. They help me 
sound out words and stuff. They help you on 
the level you is on. When you first come in 
here you be scared thinking everybody be talking 
about you but several other girls came in and 
filled out the papers and I knew I was in the 
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right place. When I came here, I had an 
attitude. They worked on me to get me to stay. 
They would call me every time and I say 'Do 
I have to?' They showed me lots of love •. 
they got to. There's something that makes them 
have love to each other, and worth with each 
other. 

Patty said, 

Without Nell I wouldn't have made it this far 
because I needed somebody to care for me and tell 
me I could. That was very important to me. Nell 
had been here long enough to be able to give to 
the new girls what she got when she first came. 
You can do it. Anything Nell has she would gives 
it to me. That's the way Nell is, she always 
makes everybody feel good. You all knows she 
gives you whats she got and whats she learned. 

Episode 8, March 10, 1992 

AUNTIE'S ILLNESS 

Nell's son Desmond came running into our class, 

interrupted it and took Nell with him. He said they 

had to do something and do it now. Out they went and 

she did not return to class that day. I later found 

out that her Auntie had a stroke and was taken to the 

hospital and they went to sit with her. Nell was not 

in class for the next two classes due to the illness 
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of the Auntie and her own personal health after the stress 

of sitting in the hospital room with her relative. 



Episode 9, March 24, 1992 

THE FIELD TRIP 
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I had brought in six or seven different art books 

on different artists. We had Picasso, Monet, Rembrandt, 

Michelangelo, El Greco, one on various painters, and 

a book on various sculptors. Each lady was asked to 

look through one of the books and to find a picture and 

artist they wished to read about and then share with 

the class. Nell chose a picture by Picasso. The picture 

was an abstract of ladies and she said, "I'm showing 

you this so you guys won't laugh when we get to the art 

museum because we can't act silly in there and don't 

you go in there gawking and saying, 'Oh, Jesus, oh, 

Jesus'. 

Episode 10, March 26, 1992 

TAKE MY PICTURE, PLEASE 

Nell begged me to take pictures of her in front 

of the art museum. "Please take my picture by myself 

so I can show it to my husband. Maybe he'll think I'm 

pretty and come see me. I also want to send one to my 

tutor. I want her to see where all you take me so she 

knows I'm still going places and learning.'' Many of 

the women commented on how pretty Nell looked that day. 

She blushed and tucked her head. 



After the tour was over and we got back to the 

Academy, Nell said, "They showed us a Picasso painting 

and that's the painter I studied about. It was really 

fun to get to see one of his pictures. I won't ever 

forget him or what the picture looked like. I had fun 

seeing all those paintings and those great big metal 

sculpture things. Thanks for taking us. By the way, 
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will you take another picture of me in front of the pretty 

red azaleas in front of the community center? I want 

to send this one to my tutor 'cause she took me to the 

flower garden when these azaleas were in bloom last year." 

Episode 11, March 31, 1992 

NELL'S ASSEMBLAGE 

Nell chose to do a picture assemblage for her project 

from the art museum. Nell chose pictures of people who 

were important to her. She did a collage of pictures 

or an assemblage of pictures. She had several family 

members, nieces and nephews, her children, her mother

in-law, her Auntie, and several people from the Literacy 

Academy. The important idea about these people was that 

they were teaching her to read and write and they would~ 

help her do her homework. One niece helped her do 

writing. The little nephew read to her and she tried 

to read to him. 



Nell said, 

I have a picture of my tutor, Elsie and Melina, 
my pen pal. They are the only two white people 
that I have on my assemblage. Elsie has done 
more for me than anybody has done for me in my 
entire life. All the people on my assemblage 
revolve around me learning to read and write 
better and to me becoming a better person. 
I'm really proud of my assemblage. I showed it 
to everybody who came into our classroom. I 
even showed it and told the visitors why the 
assemblage was so important to me when they 
came into our class. 

Episode 12, April 6, 1992 

NELL'S NEW FRIEND MELINA 
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Nell had a picture of Melina who was her new friend 

who was younger than she. "I looked forward to writing 

more pen pal letters with her." Nell explained how she 

met Melina and the change it made in both their lives. 

A local private Christian school's 5th grade 
class brought books for each of the women to 
take home to read and to share with our 
children. The idea was that the 5th grade 
students were to pick out their favorite book 
and to write a letter to us and to tell us why 
they had chosen the book and what it meant to 
them. We were to write back to the class and 
tell them about ourselves. We made a video 
for the 5th grade class and introduce 
ourselves and then we sang two songs for 
them to say thank you. Melina was my pen pal. 
She sent me a picture of herself, a letter 
telling me about herself, the book Amazing Grace, 
and how the book spoke to her about being able 
to become whatever she wanted to be. 

Nell continued, 

The very next week I sent a poster size picture 
of myself to Melina. Melina told me when she 



came down to the Academy that she hung my 
picture poster on her wall in her bedroom. 
Melina came down to the Academy several times 
and would talk to me and would help me with 
my assignments. Melina and I both feel like 
our meeting has made a difference in both of 
our lives. 

Melina said, 

I saw a totally different way of life I had 
never seen before. I have driven by the 
projects with my parents going different 
places but I hadn't actually walked the streets 
to have the feeling you have to watch over your 
shoulder all the time. I learned from Nell 
what strength and courage she has to fight all 
the obstacles she has in her life and still 
come back to school day after day to learn to 
read and write. 

Episode 13, April 12, 1992 

THE NOVEL 

A new student came into class today and we were 

out of books. Nell had an extra one that her niece had 

given her so she gave the new student her copy of her 

book. The women began to volunteer to read Sarah Plain 

and Tall. Nell finally volunteered to read and when 

she mispronounced a word and was corrected by one of 

the other women, Nell would not read anymore that day. 

It embarrassed her so much she would not even finish 

reading the sentence. But by the next class period she 

was volunteering to read again. 
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Episode 14, April 14, 1992 

CLASSES AT THE CRIME WATCH HOUSE 

We met at the Crime Watch House to hold classes. 

Tables and chairs had just been piled in the rooms. 

The back room had six computers. We were so excited 

but that feeling soon vanished when we figured out that 

the computers did not work and would do us no good. 

We divided into four teams of three people each to clean 

up the house. One group mopped and swept all the rooms, 

cleaned the bathroom that hadn't been cleaned for quite 

sometime. One of the ladies said, "This is my specialty. 

I cleaned bathrooms at the motel." Another group moved 

chairs and tables while the third group washed windows 

and put a few posters up on the walls. Nell's group 

hung donated curtains up over the windows. As they were 

putting the nails in the walls to put the curtains up, 

they wall just fell away because of termite damage. 

We patched the wall and finally got the curtains hung. 

As we were finishing for the day the director of 

the Academy drove up with several gallons of donated 

paint and paint brushes. We quickly decided to meet 

back at the house the next day after their morning classes 

and begin painting the house. None of the women had 

painted a wall or house before. When they arrived the 
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next afternoon, brushes were passed out and painting 

began. Nell, whose physical health would not allow her 

to actually paint, ran errands for the rest of us. She 

prepared drinks and snacks for us, answered the phone, 

and helped clean up. She faithfully showed up at each 

of our painting sessions and became the cheering section, 

too. 

We rebuilt donated bookshelves and began putting 

a library together with donated books. The staff of 

the Academy felt that we could use the crime house as 

a classroom and as a resource center for the other 

students of the Academy with the class I taught as the 

overseers of the center since our classroom would actually 

be there. A lady by the name of Susie who had come to 

the Academy to volunteer was assigned to my class. Susie 

had excellent management skills and used those to help 

teach the women how to set up time schedules and how 

to run the center. Nell was one of the women from the 

class that volunteered to run the center. She would 

open the center, check out books, and help the students 

find what they needed in the center. Nell was always 

there 15 minutes before anyone else to make sure she 

was there on time. 



After all the painting, arranging, cleaning, and 

preparing the five classrooms in the center, the staff 
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of the Academy decided that they didn't have the resources 

or the time to let the students run the center. They 

did pot have the money to get the electrical wiring redone 

and could not find a volunteer who would come down and 

rewire the house. The women were disappointed after 

all the time and energy spent on the crime watch house. 

Nell said, "Well, our lives are like this, one 

disappointment after another, but we keep coming back. 

We learned to paint, we learned how to work as a team, 

we learned how to set up schedules, we learned that if 

we work together we can accomplish a lot more than we 

could when we were doing things by ourselves." 

Some of the women were angry that they had put so 

much of themselves into the project only to have it 

discontinued. Joy said, "Here we put all ourselves into 

making this work and they goes and take it away from 

us just like everything else in our lives. Schools been 

taken always [sic] from me till I found the Academy. 

My kids been taken away. Ain't got nothing except what 
0:, 

I'm learning here." Nell said to her, "At least we 

learned something that might help us to find a job one 

of these days after we finish school. We can tell them 



how we was setting up the center and they thought we 

could do it." 

Episode 15, Mary 12, 1994 

NELL FINALLY GETS NEW GLASSES 

Nell was supposed to have gotten her very first 
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pair of her own prescription glasses. The optical company 

that had made the glasses called and said they couldn't 

have the glasses ready today because the prescription 

was more difficult than they thought. The Academy has 

an arrangement with one of the local churches to offer 

families from the church to be a support system to the 

women of the Academy. Nell's support family had arranged 

for her to go to the ophthalmologist and have her glasses 

made at one of the local eyeglass centers. They picked 

her up at her house, took her to the doctor, and then 

took her to pick out her glasses. This was the first 

time Nell had the opportunity to pick out her own frames. 

So when her family share team called and said the glasses 

were not ready, she was very disappointed. As she walked 

into class Nell would not talk with any of us. Finally, 

she shared what had happened. 

I'm so disappointed. I've been waiting months 
to get my eyes checked by a real doctor. I 
finally do and then they tell me my eyes are 
so bad that they have to send my glasses off 
to a special place to make them. My family 
share team said they woulds [sic] call me 



when they come in. Does you know what they 
did for me? They paids [sic] for all the doctor 
bills and they [sic] are going to pay for my 
pretty new glasses. Ain't never had a pair of 
glasses all my own. Maybe I can sees the words 
better on the pages I try to reads. 

The following Wednesday Nell walked in with her 
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new glasses on. She strolled across the room and showed 

everyone her new navy rimmed glasses. 

My family share team did come through for me. 
They took me to the eye glasses place and waited 
while they teached me how to take care of my 
glasses and then they took me out to dinner at 
a real nice place to eat to celebrate my new 
glasses. I felt really special. They are so 
nice to me to help me to get these glasses. I 
can read the words on the pages now easier. It 
sure helps when I'm trying to read. I really 
didn't know for sure I would really get them 
till I put them on and they said I could go. 

PART II INTERVIEW 

Nell spoke about many different concerns that she 

felt had hindered her route to literacy and yet she felt 

there were many opportunities she had gained. She talked 

about her life before coming to the Academy and what 

the school had meant to her. She also spoke of how her 

becoming literate had affected her family and her life. 

Nell told the researcher what types of reading materials 

she had in her home and its value to her and those closest 

to her. 



July 15, 1994 

I have some children's books, a few religious 
books, like the Bible, my nephew has comic 
books, my Sarah Plain and Tall novel, and we 
occasionally get the newspaper. My favorite 
book was Sarah Plain and Tall, the novel we 
read during class. I buy Ebony, Jet, and People 
Magazine occasionally when we go to the store. 
My favorite children's book is Jack and Jill. 
I sees myself as the one who reads the most 
for pleasure in our house. I read to my nieces 
and nephews three or four pages every night. 
They have pens, pencils, and marker but no paper 
in the house for writing. I reads and writes 
in front of my nieces and nephews. I want to 
buy a history book so I can read it. I want 
to know more about history. 

I want to learn to read well because I would 
want to read something, and I didn't know what 
it say and I just threw it down on the bed 
'cause I didn't know what it meant, nothing 
like that. I really do feel great about myself, 
because now I know about what I'm reading and can 
understand it a whole lot better. I feel I'm 
a whole lot better, because when I didn't care 
nothing about myself, I didn't care nothing 
about how I looked, or how I felt, what nobody 
think, [sic] but now I know better. I can feel 
better about myself 'cause I can do what I want 
to do, and don't have to ask too many people to 
do things for me. The Academy has helped cause 
this change. The school because of the 
surroundings and the teachers and the help that 
I get here really has made a big difference in 
how I act. My family and my friends can see a 
big change in me because they know since I've 
been going to school I'm much happier in my 
attitude, in my speech, and the way I carry 
myself. I used to didn't care how I look at 
people and now I look them right in the face 
and tell what I meant and how I feel. 

Most of my family can't read and then I tried 
to help them the best way I know how and the 
way they help me here at the school. What the 
teacher teach me I go back and try to help them 

1 1 4 



the way that they can learn. I would like to be 
just like Joy. She used to work for a law firm 
here; she's a paralegal assistant and she'd 
been there for years, and she's not just a friend, 
she's a sister. And she moved away and she's 
doing the same kind of work, and we keep in touch. 
Joy use to work for the Academy and she had lots 
of influence on me and how I try to teach my 
family. I try to teach them like she used to 
teach me. 

Since I learned to read and write better I feel 
good about myself. Joy and Mrs. Smith, the 
director of the Academy, asked me to do something 
or read from my book I would say, 'Do I have to?' 
and she would say, 'Yes, you have to.' I would 
tell her, 'I can't do that.' She would say, 
'Yes, you can just try it and you can do it.' 
So I started trying and I could do it. 

Nell remembered early obstacles in her life. 

There have been some things that have kept me 
from getting my education sooner. My dad kept 
taking me out of school and that hindered my 
life in school to where I couldn't get the 
part I really needed, so that's what made me 
get way out. We didn't have nobody to teach 
us at home and nothing like that. I don't 
think my dad wanted me to learn because he 
didn't go to school as the 3rd grade, so I 
don't think he wanted me to learn either. 
'Cause he help me in and out of school. The 
other thing I would say was my children kept 
me out of school when they were little. 

I've had some good things happen to me since 
I've been coming to school here as I have gained 
some literacy skills. Things like helping me 
with my reading and writing, like Miss Elsie 
and I got to get a family share team from the 
church, and they help me a lot. They help me 
like when I had to go to the social security 
office to try to get disability, and they helped 
me get my disability started. They are constantly 
calling me everyday, and we'd go places. I had 
one come see me on Sunday and we go places and 
we read and write--just the two of us by ourself. 
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Every time one of them come by, we'd be by 
ourself and I would bring my book along, my 
math, or whatever I needed help in; they would 
help me do it. This will be my third year I've 
done family share team. I have had five different 
women. Joy was one person on my family share 
team when she lived here. 

I decided to go back to school because when I 
tried to ask some people to help me fill out 
an application for worker and stuff •.• I 
couldn't do it for myself. School has changed 
that a whole lot. Now I don't have to ask them 
to fill out my applications, and I don't ask them 
to ••• I might ask them to help me write a 
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letter with some of the words I don't know how to 
spell .•• I can pretty much function on my own 
now. My family feels good about my going to school 
because they get me up if I don't get up, like at 
6 o'clock in the morning, my brother, he has his 
set for 5 o'clock and if I ain't up at 6 he wakes 
me up before he walks out of the door and makes 
sure I'm up to go to school. When my mother and 
father died, my brother took the responsibility 
to take care of the three girls and he's doing it 
and makes sure that I'm back to school. My 
sister-in-law thinks it's a good idea, too. 

I want to go to college to get my degree in 
social work after I get finished at the Academy. 
I want to do social work for the elderly and the 
handicapped or work in a day care with some 
children. My family needs help and one way I can 
help them is to become a social worker. I knows 
what it is like to need someone to help you find 
the right agencies and my family thinks I can do 
that good. 

You want to know who has had the biggest influence 
on my wanting to get my schooling and become a 
social worker. Well, I'd say that I have had the 
biggest influence on my schooling. Because I had 
been going to different night schools and they 
wasn't giving me what I really needed. They give 
me math and I told them I have to have reading 
first. I can't read the math without learning the 
words first. When I first entered the program 
here, I was a bad sister. I had an attitude. I 



never did get into things that were wrong. I 
would just stay to myself, you know, like in 
a room to myself, and my family be saying, 'Is 
she back there?' Then they would come through 
the house to see if I was there. I'm just a 
quiet person that likes to be by myself. And 
now since I got in school, they know I'm in 
the house 'cause I'm always asking them something 
they don't know what this is and what that is 
and what it's doing or what it's for and stuff 
like that. 

The program means a whole lot to me. It means 
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to me that I can make it and go to school and become 
something and to reach my goals of where I want 
to be. The most important thing I've learned 
here is how to read. And Desmond, my son, came 
to school here, too. He would want to know where 
I was going and he would tell me, 'You go and 
finish school.' I would tell him, 'You know, but 
you don't know all things.' So he came and he liked 
it and stayed. He didn't come to school this summer 
but he will start again in the fall in the new 
men's group Mr. Smith is starting. 

Nell discussed what she considered to have been 

highlights of the Literacy Academy experiences. 

Well, to me Miss Smith and Mr. Smith are the 
teachers that I be around because they show me 
that they're not just there for themselves, for 
the job, but to help us to get all we need to 
learn. The local grocery stores gives us 
flowers and gift certificates for attendance and 
most improved attitudes. I've gotten both 
certificates and both the prizes. The Academy 
has this volunteer thing so I do a lot of 
volunteering. I would do it anyway because it 
helps me meet a lot of people and it makes me 
feel good that I can be around all ages and feel 
good about myself. I wouldn't have done that 
4 years ago because I didn't feel like I was 
worth anything. I feel like I was no good for 
helping anybody. I didn't feel good about myself. 
There has been a lot of changes in me I didn't 
use to look up to nobody and wouldn't look nobody 
in the eye or wouldn't talk to anybody unless I 



had to. Now I'm more talkative ••• that's 
what Miss Smith and others tell me. They also 
tell me that I'm one of the leaders now. It 
makes me feel good when the other womens come 
up and ask me for help or hows to do something. 
But most of all it makes me really proud when the 
other womens talk to the new peoples who comes in 
and tell them to hunt Nell up she can help them, 
even my family comes to me for help now. 

Summary 

Nell's route to literacy has been one of growth. 
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She dropped out of school in the 5th grade. Yet she 

held jobs, raised her two sons, and volunteered within 

her community. Nell had tried different night schools 

which did not give her what she wanted. She became a 

student at the Literacy Academy and began a new path 

toward literacy. She has learned to read and write with 

some success. She can now function on her own with 

minimal help from an outsider. 

Nell's route to literacy contained many obstacles. 

Her father forced her to drop in and out of elementary 

school when he needed her to work. She then went to 

live with her Auntie and had to clean and cook for her 

family. Nell then went to work and was fired because 

of lack of literacy skills. 

Nell became pregnant and was not able to go back 

to school because of family responsibilities. She 



continued to work at minimum wage jobs that required 

no literacy skills to support her two sons and herself. 

But this allowed no time to go back to school. 

Nell's physical health has become an obstacle in 
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her gaining literacy skills because many days she just 

doesn't feel well enough to really concentrate on her 

school work. She has a variety of doctors' appointments 

that she must attend during the time school is in session. 

Nell's vision and the lack of properly fitted glasses 

has been another obstacle for Nell. 

Nell's shyness has been a large obstacle in her 

gaining literacy skills. She was too shy to ask any 

questions until recently. She would just accept what 

she was told as truth and would not question. She was 

much too timid to ask for help when she needed it. Nell 

saw herself as a voiceless woman and subject to the 

impulses of others. 

Nell has found many opportunities to develop new 

and lasting friendships with others outside of her sphere 

of friends and family. She maintains an ongoing 

friendship with her first tutor and is looking forward 

to going to visit her this summer in Maine. Nell has 

formed lasting friendships with different people from 

her family share team members. They are available when 



120 

she needs help of any kind. Her friendship with Melina 

has perhaps changed both of their lives to understand 

that people are just people and each can help the other. 

Nell saw herself as valuable to Melina. That was an 

opportunity Nell had not expected or foreseen. 

Nell has been recognized and has received several 

certificates for her work as a volunteer at the community 

center. She would not have had the opportunity to touch 

the number of lives she has touched without first going 

to the Literacy Academy and learning about giving back 

to her community. 

Nell has gained the respect of most of the women 

at the Academy. She has been instrumental in many of 

the women staying and sticking out the hard times. She 

has become a person that the other women look up to and 

try to emulate in their own lives. They see the 

accomplishments Nell has made since she has been in the 

program. 

She reads for pleasure at home now. Nell learned 

to read well enough to begin to take books home and read 

for pure enjoyment. She reads to her nieces and nephews 

on a daily basis so that they will learn to read and 

write while they are still in elementary school She 

sees herself as a writer now. Before she entered the 



program she did not think of herself as a reader much 

less as someone who could communicate through writing. 

Nell is now entrusted with many different tasks 

at the Academy. As we saw in the case study, Nell was 

asked to help set up the Crime Watch House, she heads 

the volunteers for the Academy at the community center, 

and she will attempt to do whatever the directors ask 

her to do. 
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Nell's outlook on life has changed as she has 

progressed through school. She came in as a timid woman 

who would look no one in the eye and would barely speak 

unless spoken to. Now she is considered one of the 

leaders of the Academy. She will tell others how she 

feels and why. Nell has gone from a woman of silence 

to a woman who is constructing her own knowledge and 

sharing it with others. 

Nell likes herself now. She feels like she cares 

about herself and how she dresses. Before she said she 

didn't like herself or care what she looked like. Today 

she loves the compliments of how nice she looks as 

evidenced by the request to have her picture taken at 

the museum. She wanted to be able to show everyone by 

the picture how much she had changed. 
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Nell had a bad attitude before she entered the 

program and for quite some time after she came to the 

Academy. Over time that bad attitude has disappeared 

and a new one has taken over. Those who have known Nell 

over time have commented on the change in her. She used 

to not like anyone and would not communicate with those 

around her, especially if she did not like what they 

were saying. Today she comes in with a smile on her 

face. She misses class only when she is ill or has a 

doctor's appointment. She encourages those around her 

and tells them to hang on--it will get better. 

Nell has set goals which she wants to attain. Prior 

to coming to the Academy she has no long-term goals. 

She only wanted to find some place to teach her to read. 

She is realizing some of her goals today as she is 

becoming literate not only in reading and writing but 

in how to take control of her own life. She sees the 

Academy as a vehicle to reach her goal of becoming a 

social worker or day care owner. 

Changes in the Family 

Nell's son, Desmond, is now enrolled in the Literacy 

Academy. He has seen a change in Nell and he wants that 

too. His girlfriend enrolled in the Academy after seeing 
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how much Nell and Desmond both had grown and changed 

since beginning the program. 

Nell's family wants to see her succeed. Her brother 

makes sure she is up and getting ready for school before 

he leaves the house for work. Everyone wants to know 

what she learned that day when she gets home. In the 

evenings she tries to teach the other family members 

what she learned at school. They now rely on her to 

help them read and write. 

Nell reads to her nieces and nephews every day. 

The children see a change in Nell from never picking 

up a book to every afternoon sitting down and reading 

to them. She likes to read and now the children are 

asking her to take them to the library to pick out the 

books she will read to them. 

Her immediate family members also talk about how 

different she is now. They have said she used to be 

so quiet no one knew she was around. Now as soon as 

she walks through the door everyone knows she is home. 

She asks questions all the time now. She is trying to 

. find the answers. 

The Literacy Academy 

The directors, staff, teachers, family share team, 

and other volunteers have modeled to Nell what she wants 
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in her life. The Academy has taught her not only how 

to read, write, and calculate math problems, but it has 

given her self-confidence in her own life. The teachers, 

other students, and her own family have seen the 

difference in Nell's life and the lives she touches. 

Nell is continuing in the program and is continuing to 

find her own voice each step of the way. 

Analysis 

Nell's route to literacy has taken many twists and 

turns from being pulled out of school, to dropping out 

of school in the 5th grade, to not being able to fill 

out an application, and deciding to go back to night 

school, to figuring out that night school was not giving 

her what she needed, to changing to another school and 

seeing that was not working either, to finally enrolling 

in the Academy and finding what she really wanted, to 

learn to read and write. Jarvis (1987) states that at 

the core of many women's lives are the literacy skills 

which they must learn to become an active participant 

in the work force. Nell wants to become part of the 

work force again but this time as a literate person. 

Nell's plans are not to stop with the Academy but 

to go on to college and to become a social worker or 



day care worker. "I can help my family if I become a 

social worker because I know all the agencies and how 

they work." UNESCO's (1988) definition of illiteracy 

is the inability to read and write and the inability 
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to use reading and writing in daily life. The inability 

to read and write did affect her ability to function 

in her daily life. Now she wants to share what she has 

learned with others. 

"I was a bad sister when I came to the Academy. 

I had some bad attitude when I first came. Now I like 

myself and I like to volunteer to help others who are 

like I used to be." The other students speak of the 

influence Nell has had on their lives since they have 

come to the Academy. The other women say that Nell knows 

where they have come from and what their worlds are like 

and she helps them to adjust to the Academy. Newman 

and Beverstock (1990) say that for persons to become 

literate their real world must be integrated into the 

schools. 

When Nell first came to the Academy, she would speak 

to someone "when spoken to" and she never looked anyone 

in the eye. She did as she was told but never initiated 

anything. Today Nell has found a voice of pride and 

worthiness. She now looks one in the eye and speaks 
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her mind. Nell became empowered over the time she 

attended the Academy. Many of the students talk about 

Nell's increased enthusiasm and the increased power she 

has found. Rannells (1990) states one way to see growth 

of individual empowerment is when the woman finds her 

voice of pride and usefulness. 

Heathington (1987) refers to the six effects that 

the inability to read may have on an individual's life. 

Nell's life showed five of these effects. 

1. She was embarrassed and fearful as a worker 

that she could not read. She hid the fact from her boss 

that she was illiterate in fear of losing her job (which 

she did). 

2. Nell was frustrated as a consumer because she 

could not read and fill out applications and/or apply 

for disability from government agencies because of her 

inability to read. 

3. As a student, Nell was embarrassed to read aloud 

in class. She was afraid the other students would laugh 

at her. She felt the frustration of test taking and 

not being able to pass or being able to read the 

questions. 

4. In social settings Nell was ashamed of the fact 

she could not read and would go to her bedroom and stay 



in there only coming out when necessary because she was 

so ashamed of the fact that she will illiterate. She 

went very few places for fear of others finding out she 

could not read. 
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5. Nell reported loneliness and frustration at 

trying to read for pleasure. She would try to read but 

could not and would throw the book or magazine out because 

of frustration. She wanted to be able to read for 

pleasure and for her own information. 

Nell saw herself, as Freire (1970) discussed other 

illiterate people as being, "starved for letters and 

thirsty for words." Nell wanted more from her life and 

she tried to find a way to achieve that goal. She did 

not think much of herself before she was finally able 

to learn to read and write at the Academy. Deep within 

Nell she knew that if she could find the key to unlock 

the door to illiteracy she could change her life and 

the lives of others as she is doing today by volunteering 

at the community center, at the school, and at the day 

care center. She now sees herself as a leader of the 

other women at the Academy. Rannells (1990) would say 

Nell has found the "I AM" deep within her soul. 
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STEPHANIE 

PEOPLE/SETTING/BACKGROUND 

Stephanie was 37 years old when I met her in my class 
.. 

at the Academy. She had a high school diploma from a local 

high school but still had great difficulty reading, 

writing and computing mathematical problems. Stephanie was 

reading and writing around a fourth grade level. She did 

not know how to multiply and divide when she came into the 

program. 

She had two children, Flisha who was twelve years old 

and Zak who was ten at the time. She was separated from 

her husband. She had a younger brother and a twin sister 

named Jane Ann. On several occasions in class Stephanie 

discussed her twin sister. 

She (Jane Ann) was smarter than I was and I never 
knew why. Jane Ann had the mind to get her education. 
She was willing to just learn while I was always 
worried about Mamma. I couldn't see that if I got an 
education I could have helped her more. I was always 
so worried about how Mamma was going to make it with 
us that I couldn't concentrate on anything. Jane Ann 
just kept right on with her schooling and it didn't 
affect her none. 

I wish that my sister would communicate with me 
more 'cause she got a job. Jane Ann don't talk to me 
too much. We always been separated from each other. 
We always lived in same house. We was just never 
cfose. She getting her degree to where she is going 
to be a director of a day care. She going to have a 
degree and certificates. She was real good in math. 
She would come home and do her homework. I would come 
home and do my homework and still wouldn't comprehend 



it. How can you comprehend something that you just 
don't know the answer or that you just don't 
understand? 

Stephanie described her mother and father's education. 
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My Mamma got to the fourth grade if I'm not 
mistaken. She can figure math pretty good, but it is 
basic math. Her reading, she wasn't able to read well 
and she's not about to write well. I used to cry 
because the way she used to write looked so sad. When 
she signed my report card her 'd's' might look kinda 
strange but at least you knew it was a 'd' or she may 
misspell words. Now I can help my Mamma a little bit 
when she doesn't know a word cause I'm doing better 
with my learning. 

My Father would be with my Mamma and then he 
would kinda slip away from her. She was like on her 
own raising three kids. I knew she loved us because 
she got us food and had a place for us to stay. She 
had to work hard at various jobs to support us. She 
got sick and my father started helping her again. 
They tell me that he graduated from high school, too. 
He was able to teach my Mamma's family some. However, 
he really never did take the time to teach them nor us 
kids much cause he was so busy. Now, he had gone back 
to a new school but he quit when Mamma got sick. I 
think he went back to school kinda because of me. I 
told him I was learning things I thought I couldn't 
learn and feeling so much better about myself that I 
think he wants that for him too. He's doing custodial 
type of work now. He works at night. I think that if 
my father could have stuck it out our family wouldn't 
have been so off balance. I think our family is 
dysfunctional. 

STEPHANIE'S EARLY SCHOOL EXPERIENCES 

As the students came into class, many of the women 

talked about how their children had been learning about 

Martin Luther King. Many of their children had been 

involved in the parade on Monday. As the women continued 

to talk, they began to remember how much change had taken 
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place in the equality of education. Stephanie recounted 

her early experiences in school and the effect that they 

had on her life. She felt that President Kennedy made more 

of an impact on schools than King did. 

My twin sister and I were the first two black 
girls to integrate the schools here in our city. 
President Kennedy made it possible for us to go to 
school there. He told the courts that they needed to 
mix all races of people up in the schools and not keep 
them segregated like they were. So my sister and I 
lived where we could walk and go to a neighborhood 
school that was all white school. We walked to school 
everyday. I loved my teachers. They had so much 
compassion for all children. The teachers showed us 
hope. 

The teacher taught us a song kinda like "Getting 
To Know You." We learned lots of songs and I still 
remember some of them. The teacher started singing 
"Getting to Know You," and somehow I began getting to 
know myself. I was getting to be one of the people 
other than my race, and somehow I became part of that 
school. I had friends at the white school. I 
remember that all I could see was pretty blue eyes and 
brown eyes and lots of blonde hair. My sister and I 
were the only two black girls in the school. But we 
could see the smiles on those other people's faces. I 
don't know why but I just think God blessed us to go 
to that school. I really can't explain it, I just 
know I loved it. 

In explaining the effect of her teacher, Stephanie said, 

My teacher Miss Owens didn't make no difference 
in us and the other kids. She was real nice and she 
gave me lots of support and love. She taught me how 
to square dance. I love to dance today. That's what 
I really want to do is to be a professional ballet 
dancer. But Miss Owens taught me the love of dancing 
from her class. My friend was a Spanish boy and his 
best friend was a white boy. I always danced with one 
of them when we did our square dancing. It was just 
natural, you know, we all got along so well. 
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Stephanie described her teachers. 

At that school the teachers showed us things that 
the black school I had to go to didn't. They showed 
me love and they worked with me to help me learn to 
read and write. They would teach me there and they 
really didn't make no difference to us. All the kids 
they were nice to us, too. I loved that school and 
Mrs. Owens. 

She described what happened when her family moved to 

another school. 

Then we moved and I had to go to another school. 
It was an all black school. I would read and say I 
was reading. If I got anything out of it, I didn't 
know it. And the teachers there felt like if you got 
it, you got it, and if you didn't, you didn't. They 
didn't show the type of concern that the other 
teachers at the other school did. I went to the all 
white school for three years and loved it. I think if 
I could have stayed at the white school through sixth 
grade I could have done a lot better in school than I 
did. I think I would have done better because the 
teachers cared enough to help me when I was having 
trouble like they do here at the Academy. 

Stephanie stopped discussing her teachers and interjected 

the following statement. 

I guess going to school everyday and not missing 
a day was how I got my high school diploma. I was 
going to school everyday and it wasn't meaning a 
thing. I mean, I didn't know there was teachers 
willing to teach. They weren't willing to acknowledge 
that they needed to work with me, Stephanie, one to 
one. No one said, 'Hey, Stephanie, I will work with 
you to help you get your education.' One teacher used 
to call me out and put my name on the board. She 
would make me go up and do the board work. I didn't 
know how to do it. I would just cry and cry because I 
had to go up there and I didn't know nothing. I 
didn't know how to do it. 
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PART I EPISODES AND OBSERVATIONS 

Episode 1, January 20, 1993 

The Confusion of Letters and Sounds 

Stephanie came into my classroom angry and frustrated 

because she knew more than the other ladies, but she could 

not make it in the next class. Stephanie needed the 

reassurance that she could learn. The first day of classes 

Stephanie read slowly and deliberately, wanting to be 

perfect. She would not write anything for me that day. "I 

want to learn, Miss Delinda," she said. 

The women had been taught totally by the phonetic 

approach in the other classes they had attended at the 

Academy. They wanted to tell me what letters they knew the 

sounds for and which letters they did not know. They had 

been using workbooks and worksheets from the previous 

instructors. Many of the women in the class brought me 

what they had been using the past semester. What I found 

as was the semester progressed was most of these women had 

great difficulty hearing the different sounds that the 

words make. What they heard and what they said did not 

match up. 

Stephanie definitely fell within this group. She knew 

some of the consonant sounds but none of the vowel sounds 

were the same sound that Stephanie was producing. However, 

Stephanie had a larger sight word base than the other women 
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in the group. As Stephanie became more comfortable with 

her surroundings, she began to show that she really could 

understand what she was reading. "I can do my stuff, too, 

but I'm here because I'm going to learn and to better 

myself." 

Episode 2, March 31, 1993 

The Assemblage 

A field trip had been arranged to visit the art 

museum. Stephanie saw an art piece at the museum. It had 

a dramatic effect on her. Stephanie walked around and 

around the art piece and just stared. "This is the 

negative space I live in. These great big open spaces are 

negative space. The smaller pieces are not negative. They 

are positive." 

Stephanie came into class the following Monday with an 

assemblage that she said represented her. She chose 

cartoons out of the newspaper. She had ones that she 

called negative space, and those she called positive. The 

negative ones were cartoons that dealt with negative things 

about being too hurried, not having enough time, being a 

mom and having screaming children. Stephanie said, "I want 

to be more positive. I don't want to be so negative, but 

my life seems to be more negative than positive." 
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On Wednesday Stephanie came in with her assemblage 

redone. She added a modern art drawing. (See Appendix A.) 

Stephanie wrote the following text about her assemblage. 

Negative Space is unknown spirit of space, a 
shape, a symbol, a drawing, colors and lines, that 
will never go forward--Negative Space is darkness of 
full pain, that travels farther as you allow the 
distance--through the guilt and pain the sense of no 
direction that travels with motion quickly no 
where--Up and down, backward, forward, and all around 
within--no action, but I must get a grip of a kinder 
spirit. A spirit of hope, a form with true action. A 
positive space, a position, a direction so clear it 
becomes a purpose. A strong belief--that there's 
hope--to change to be better me--a better future, to a 
greater peace. 

Stephanie explained her assemblage after she read her 

piece, 

I put the negative comic strips on one side, the 
modern piece of art picture in the middle, and then I 
put a couple of positive comics on the other side. 
These are becoming positive in my life. I am trying 
to get rid of all of the negative things that are in 
my life. All the negative comics represented all the 
negative things that are in my life right now. The 
modern art piece is the blood and the hurt and the 
blackness that I feel because I've been in negative 
space for so long in my life. I am trying very hard 
to see out of the negative, to see out of the 
blackness and the blood of pain. The hand that is 
reaching out of the modern art picture is trying to 
pull me to the positive side of life to fill my 
negative space with positive spaces. As the hand 
pulls me closer and closer to the positive side I will 
add more and more positive comics to my art piece. 

Stephanie was asked to talk about her art assemblage 

to five visitors from a large hospital in the area. They 

were touring the facilities trying to decide if they were 

interested in supporting The Literacy Academy financially 
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and as volunteers. There were three women, two men, and 

Dottie and Robert, the directors of the Academy, in the 

group. After Stephanie had finished her presentation, 

there was not a dry eye in the group. Dottie could not 

believe how much progress Stephanie had made. She 

explained, "Stephanie had made tremendous gains this 

semester in how she viewed life. Her writing skills have 

improved drastically." The other women in the class also 

began to view St~phanie differently after she produced the 

assemblage and was able to verbally present it. Phyllis 

indicated that, "Stephanie thinks really deep. I didn't 

know Stephanie could do that." Jill didn't know Stephanie 

saw life so negatively until her presentation. She was 

glad Stephanie had the "guts" to tell others and hoped she 

could do that one day. 

PART II, INTERVIEW 

July 20, 1993 

When the researcher first mentioned to Stephanie the 

study I was planning her first words to me were "I want to 

do it." "I have lots to tell you and I want to be 

interviewed first." When the interview time grew closer, 

Stephanie wanted to know when can I be interviewed? "You 

can interview my kids, too." Stephanie said, "I have so 

much to tell others about why I didn't learn to read and 

write." Once the interview began, Stephanie just began 



talking. I asked very few questions in the two and one 

half hour interview. I spent most of the time just 

listening to Stephanie tell me about her life. 
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The following is Stephanie's interview in her own 

words and told in her own unique way. Sometimes it 

switches from one subject to another but I reported it as 

accurately as I possibly could. 

I can read, it's just that I'm not able to 
pronounce the sounds, simply because I really have not 
been taught, or maybe I just wasn't paying attention. 
I just don't remember being taught. I feel ashamed 
because I should be able to read to my children. They 
make straight A's even though I can't help them too 
much. 

I feel I should have been noticed from the 
beginning. I feel that I should have been concerned 
about myself enough to better myself, but I wasn't. I 
was never able to concentrate on just me and my 
feelings, and what I was thinking. I was more 
concerned about others than myself. I wish I would 
have been more concerned about what I could learn and 
what I could do. I just feel ashamed. I just wish I 
could have been a better person. 

I feel since I met you, and some of the other 
teachers at the Academy, that someone cared about me. 
You would come to the surface of whatever you thought 
would make us feel better. You was able to bring 
whatever was inside us out when we didn't know we had 
it inside of us. I don't feel ashamed of myself, like 
I did because I know I've got a chance now and I thank 
God for that. 

I view myself as having a chance. I can learn. 
I can kind of comprehend a little better than I could 
when I was younger. It always seemed like I had a lot 
of things in my mind that was mixed up, that needed to 
be sorted out. Now I feel that I can relax a little 
and kind of concentrate on one thing at a time. The 
reason there has been a change is the Academy. I 
still am not able to read as I thought I was going to, 
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but I know I have hope as long as I stay in this class 
at the Academy with teachers who are interested in me. 
I feel that I have hope, but it hasn't changed quite 
as I thought it was, but at least there is a chance. 

Stephanie continued, 

I have a chance to show my children that what I 
couldn't give myself when I was younger, I can give to 
myself now. I see my life to where it can be changed 
by going to school. I feel determined and willing to 
put an effort that I wasn't willing to put forth as a 
child. I want that education to just take me over and 
build me and make me the person I'm supposed to be for 
God and for the people in this world. 

I had children and I was leery about how I could 
be a mother and teach our children. I didn't know 
much of anything especially when it came to school 
work. I wasn't able to say what I felt because it was 
locked inside of me. I wanted to be able to speak 
clearly because I wanted people to understand exactly 
where I was coming from. I didn't want to use small 
words. I wanted to use big words. I also want to 
take dancing classes at the junior college. I like to 
dance. It makes me happy. I like it when I can dance 
and show others through the dance what I'm feeling. I 
really want to go to the junior college to take human 
development. I want to develop my mind to reach out 
to other people and let them know where I came from. 
I want to let them know that they never have to be 
what they are. 

Stephanie asserted, 

I didn't care about myself before I came to the 
Academy. I felt that there wasn't anyone who cared 
for me. I just kept wanting to be this right person, 
a special person, but you can't be all that to 
yourself if you don't have an education. Illiteracy 
will knock you down. It will destroy you. You won't 
have any self-esteem. You'll be negative, and it 
makes you now have positive things to say about 
anything. But now I'm happy. I'm happy to know that 
I can learn. I feel better than I did about myself, 
and I just know that I can do it. I know I will make 
something of myself. I just know it! 
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My children have had a very large influence on my 
going back to school and helping me to set the goals I 
have set for myself. My daughter Flisha is a dancer, 
too. She has gotten scholarships to dance for the 
Children Black Ballet. She encourages me to get my 
education here at the Academy so I can go to the 
junior college and take the dance classes. We dream 
of dancing in a ballet together someday. I feel the 
biggest hindrance in my being able to accomplish my 
goal has been math. It confuses me to where I just 
can't seem to concentrate on it. I'm getting there 
because I'm understanding that I can get it. I 
thought I couldn't get it, but I can. I just have to 
work with it myself. My kids help me with math. 

Sometimes when me and my children will read, I'll 
read first, and when I read I stumble like I can't 
read, and my children, they laugh. When they read, 
they read with such power, with such outgoingness, 
with such confidence, with such hope. It's very 
important to me that I learn to read and to do my 
math. I want to be able to read and do math good for 
my children, for my mom, and for the other people out 
there. I think I could be a good leader for the 
Academy when I learn to do my math better and when I 
read better. 

Stephanie allowed me to interview her two children two 

weeks after our interview. She brought both of her 

children to the Academy with her and gave me permission to 

take them to another classroom and talk to them. The 

interview with the children was much the same as with their 

mother. They did most of the talking and I did most of the 

listening. Both children seemed to have certain ideas they 

wanted to convey to me. I began the interview with this 

statement: "Stephanie says, 'My family seems to think I've 

changed and I'm a little calmer now that I'm attending the 

Academy. ' " 
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Zak commented, 

"She fussed all the time. She wouldn't let us go 

outside a lot. She always fussed." Flisha continued, "She 

wouldn't let us go outside because we live at is like drug 

related and you know anybody just shoot you and everything 

like this, so she likes to •.. not really cage us in, but 

make sure we're safe in the house. Now that she has gone 

back to school she's more focused on her school work now 

instead of just trying to keep us safe." Zak added, 

"Negative all the time. Just negative all the time until 

she started school here." 

Flisha stated, 

She's more positive than she used to be. I think 
it's meant a lot to her because maybe if this program 
wasn't here, she probably wouldn't even know where to 
go. Really, I don't know how she got here, but I just 
know that it's good that she got here because 
otherwise she probably be out somewhere else and would 
have gotten killed in a split second. She didn't know 
what to do with herself before she came here, and she 
didn't always hang out in the best places with the 
nicest of people. She would have been looking for 
different places to go that she shouldn't be going to. 
And the people that hang out there are, you know, the 
kind that will kill people for no good reason. 

Zak commented, "I try to teach her how to learn her times 

tables lots of times. I sat down, like, everyday, and I'd 

go over different timetables. Sometimes she would remember 

them and sometimes she wouldn't and she get frustrated." 

Flisha added, "She would get frustrated because she thinks 
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that she should have learned how to do math a long time ago 

and here and she is just learning how to do that here." 

Stephanie concludes the interview with, 

I didn't care about myself before I came to the 
Academy. I felt that there wasn't anyone who cared 
for me. Illiteracy will destroy you and you won't 
have any self-esteem. You'll be negative, and it 
makes you not have positive things to say about 
anything. But now I'm happy. I'm happy to know that 
I can learn. I feel better than I did about myself, 
and I just know that I can do it. I know I will make 
something of myself. I just know it! 

SUMMARY 

Stephanie has gone from a young woman who blamed all 

her problems on everyone else to a person who was beginning 

to take responsibility for herself and her children. She 

sees her route to literacy as one that has had many ups and 

downs. She continues on with her quest for knowledge even 

though the quest has been a difficult one. 

Stephanie has encountered many obstacles along the 

way. She saw her early schooling as a major hindrance in 

her ability to reach her dreams. Stephanie saw major 

differences in how the teachers treated her and her sister 

at the various schools she attended. She also found 

instruction differed greatly between the three schools she 

attended. 

Caring for her children and trying to be a good morn 

has hindered Stephanie attaining her goal of literacy. She 

did not try to attend school when her children were young 
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so she could be with them. Now that they are older she 

makes every effort possible to make sure she meets them at 

the bus stop or physically accompanies her children to and 

from school. She is afraid someone will harm the children 

and she wants to protect them with her presence. This 

means that Stephanie's attendance at the Academy will 

rotate about her children's schedules. 

Since gaining literacy skills, Stephanie has had a 

sense of accomplishment. She had been able to start the 

program and to see real changes that had occurred in her 

life. "I feel good about what I can do now!" She now 

lives with her two children in their own apartment, and is 

using the skills she has learned at the academy to function 

more effectively at home. 

Stephanie has made many new friends at the Academy. 

They have formed a support team and try to help each other. 

Before coming to the Academy Stephanie felt isolated and 

had very few friends. She has learned to rely on them and 

they on her. When she needs help, she now knows that she 

can ask others for help. 

Changes in Stephanie's self-perception and how her 

family has perceived changes in her are so closely tied 

together that it is hard to talk about one and not the 

other. Both Stephanie and her family see major changes in 

how she feels about herself. Stephanie's self-esteem 
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seemed to be raised by her acquisition of more math and 

reading skills. She felt at least she now had a chance to 

make something of herself. She felt like there was hope, 

that one day she will be able to take dance lessons at the 

junior college. 

Stephanie's children see a difference in how their 

mother relates to them. They also see a difference in the 

places she goes and the people with whom she socializes. 

They think that the Academy has helped to keep her out of 

dangerous places and has changed her outlook on life in 

general. Flisha and Zak both stated, "Morn don't think only 

bad thoughts now. She sees good things in life and that 

maybe we can get out of the projects and get a real home 
• 

where we can play outside and not have to worry." 

Art helped Stephanie to be able to express her 

innermost feelings. Had she not been exposed to or given 

the opportunity Stephanie would not have created the 

assemblage and would not have begun to look at her inner 

self and see what she wanted to change about her life. The 

other students saw a side of Stephanie that they never 

would have seen had she not created her assemblage. The 

students compared their feelings with those of 

Stephanie's and found that they really did have several 

things in common. She found hope through her art piece 
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that there really was hope for her to have a normal life 

with many positive not just negative spaces. 

Stephanie sees the Academy as a vehicle to help her to 

learn to read and write. But she also sees it as a place 

that has helped her to develop her social skills. She has 

found encouragement from the teachers and staff even when 

she was unlovable by others' standards. She has learned 

about who she is through various programs that the Academy 

has offered. She sees the Academy as a safe haven from 

life's cruel blows and a place she can go to help her learn 

not only how to read and write but also as a place with a 

support system to help her make the right decision. 

ANALYSIS 

Stephanie's route to literacy began years ago when she 

first attended school as one of the first children to 

integrate an all white school. Stephanie found the 

teachers at the white school to be much more loving, caring 

and interested in her academic growth. When she moved and 

had to change back to a school where the majority of the 

children were black, she found that the teachers showed her 

little if any attention. They failed to recognize her lack 

of literacy skills but allowed her to graduate from high 

school anyway. 

Stephanie knew she could not read and write like she 

was supposed to. She feared having children because she 



lacked the literacy skills to take care of them and 

herself. She knew she could not find a job and worried 

about how she would support the children and herself. 

Freire (1980) stated that illiteracy within the dominant 

view, refers to reading and writing skills that are 

inadequate to carry out the actions required by the 

dominant social group to secure production by social 

relations within the world they live in. 
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She came to the Academy at the insistence of her two 

children. Her daughter Flisha encouraged her to return to 

school so she would feel better about herself and could 

learn to cope with life better. Rice and Meyer (1989) 

found that women whose families supported their return to 

school acted as buffers for the stress that these women 

encounter and that they all gained from the experience. 

Many people at the Academy did not like Stephanie when 

she first enrolled. They found her argumentative and 

difficult to work with. Her own children said she was 

negative all the time and that she ran with the wrong types 

of people. Today Stephanie's peers see her in a totally 

different way. They see her as an emerging leader of the 

Academy. Many of the women now look up to Stephanie. And 

she sees changes deep within herself. "I just wanted to be 

a special person, and I found that without an education I 

couldn't be. Now I'm happy and I feel real good about 
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myself because I am someone now!" Rannells (1990) found in 

her study this type of empowerment comes from only one 

source, the women's inner most self. 

Horsman (1987) addresses the fact that if you lack 

literacy skills you may be harming your children with 

trying to help them with their homework. Stephanie 

believed that especially when it came to reading to her 

children. "My children read so much better than me. They 

read with such power. When I try to read to them, they 

laugh at me. My son tries to help teach me my times 

tables. I can't help them with their homework." 

Stephanie sees her biggest obstacle as being ashamed 

of the fact that she graduated from high school and still 

could not read or write. She felt like a failure because 

she could not learn the way the school had been teaching 

her. "I can't hear all those sounds. They say they sound 

different I can't hear the differences. It all sounds 

alike to me." Stephanie was taught to read by phonics and 

workbooks. She had very poor success with this approach. 

It wasn't until reading was put in a social cultural 

context that she began to read and to comprehend what she 

had read. Freire (1970) states that until we stop 

concentrating on the sheer mechanics of reading and writing 
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and begin to take seriously that learning must take place 

in the social cultural context then learning for many will 

never take place. 

Stephanie sees herself today as a young woman who is 

able to express herself verbally, to take care of her 

family, and to continue her education until she reaches her 

goal of attending a junior college so she can develop her 

mind and reach out to others. She sees the Academy as a 

second chance to see her life to continue to change for the 

better. Stephanie has been given the opportunity to be 

nurtured through everyday experiences, through 

participation in formal education, and through the 

conscious effort of the teachers at the Academy helping to 

enhance Stephanie's ability to learn (Smith, 1991). 
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ANNIE 

I first met Annie at the Thanksgiving celebration in 

November, 1992. She was there with her daughter and her 

boyfriend. Dottie introduced me to Annie. Annie was 

unmarried, twenty-six years old, and had a daughter in 

third grade. Annie was trying to learn to write 

standardized English and to learn appropriate grammar 

skills. Annie was a very shy and quiet young woman. She 

would not look me directly in the eyes and her voice was so 

soft it was difficult to hear her at times. Annie answered 

only in short one or two word phrases when asked a 

question. 

Several weeks later I was at the school observing when 

Annie came over to me in tears. "I don't understand why I 

got an 'F' on my paper. Can you help me please? I really 

want to learn how to do this, but I don't know how to make 

it right. All I see is red marks all over my paper." Miss 

Dennis was teaching them about verb phrases and Annie had 

not understood the concept. I sat down with Annie and 

explained it again to her. I helped her correct her paper. 

Annie said, "I really like writing 'cause I can write down 

what I'm thinking and it's easier for me to write it than 

to say it." 
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Annie talked about her family and their educational 

background. 

My mother dropped out of school in the eighth 
grade, and my father (that's my stepfather. I don't 
know my real father), but he don't know how to read 
and write that good. He can write his name. My 
mother has six kids and my brother, he's the only one 
that graduated from school. He got his high school 
diploma and has a job. And I'm the only one that has 
gotten my GED. The rest really need help with reading 
and writing. 

Annie continued by saying, 

My oldest brother, someone killed him. He was 
twenty-one when he was shot. It was right over there 
by the church on First Avenue next to our house. My 
brother was home asleep and my younger brother woke 
him up and told him a guy was out front looking for 
him. And the guy and his friends just shot my 
brother. I really miss him a lot because he taught me 
so much. He taught me how to cook and cut up a 
chicken. I didn't know how to cut one up and he 
taught me all that. We had a real close relationship 
and I really miss him. 

She went on to talk about the employment of her stepfather 

and her mother. 

My stepfather works as a custodian at Bellview 
High School. He has a long drive everyda_x to get to 
work. He's worked there lots of years. My mom used 
to work at Lake Murray School in the cafeteria. But 
now she works for a nursing home. She does nursing 
now. 

My father needs help with reading and writing. 
My mother pays the bills, but when she is sick and my 
father has to do it, he needs me to help him. I have 
to pay the bills and fill out the money orders. If 
they get something in the mail and they don't 
understand it, I have to read it and I fill out the 
applications or help them know how to answer the 
questions. 
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When asked what would happen if she were not available 

when they needed her to help them, Annie said, 

They would probably ask my Auntie. They keep it 
in the family. I'm the third child and I'm the one 
they come to for help when they need it. For some 
reason, I'm the only one that will help my mom clean 
the house and help her when she needs it. If they 
can't find me and they really need help quick, they 
will ask my little sister. Sometimes she will help 
too. 

EARLY SCHOOL EXPERIENCES 

Annie went to Pre-K to the fourth grade at a school 

that was close to one of the projects where she lived. She 

later moved out of the projects and to another area of the 

city where families lived in small homes. She went from 

fifth grade through tenth grade in a neighborhood school. 

Annie said, 

I made pretty good grades until I got pregnant at 
sixteen and had to drop out of school in the eleventh 
grade. I had my daughter when I was seventeen. That 
caused me to drop out. I really liked school when I 
was younger. I used to like running a lot. I got 
first place all the time. It made me feel good about 
myself because I was really good at something. 

I found someone to keep my daughter once she got 
older. I went back and got my GED and then I came to 
the Literacy Academy. I got my GED at a high school 
kind of close to my house. It took me from 1991 to 
1992 to get my GED. I failed two tests, but I didn't 
give up. I kept going until I got it. I've been here 
at the Academy three years and this is my first at the 
junior college. 



Part I Episodes and Observations 

Episode 1, May, 1994 

WRITING AND ITS IMPORTANCE 
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When I first started writing, I didn't know how 
to write the essay papers. I didn't know you had to 
have a topic, three supporting details and a 
conclusion. I didn't know anything about that. I 
would just write. Miss Dennis would tell me that it 
wasn't right and to go back and try again. I kept 
trying until I got it right. Miss Dennis told me that 
after I learned how that I write the best paper in my 
class. Now I know how to write a good paper, but I 
like to have a topic to write on. I l~ke to write. 
In class the other day Miss Dennis said she wanted to 
see if I could still write a good essay. The topic 
she gave me was on criminals and do I feel like all of 
them are guilty. I said I don't think so and I had to 
write an essay on that topic. I started writing. I 
messed up about five times before I got it right, but 
I got it right. I thought I would make a 'C,' but 
when I got my paper back I made an 'A'. 

MISS DENNIS 

Miss Dennis said this about Annie, 

I'm real proud of her. Annie was at a very low 
level when she entered our program, and now she is one 
of our biggest successes. When I first met Annie, she 
couldn't write a sentence. She marked time the first 
semester she was in my class. She has been in my 
class for four semesters and now she is in college 
this year. Many of the students here at the Academy 
look up to Annie and what she has been able to 
accomplish. 

Miss Dennis continued on to say, 

Her life was arness. Her daughter didn't like her 
morn. She was resentful of her. The daughter had been 
kicked out of school and didn't think Annie loved her. 
Annie brought her daughter to the Academy and I talked 
to the child. I was then able to talk to Annie about 
what was going on with her daughter. Annie, with the 
help of some of the Academy personnel and a boost in 
self esteem, was able to begin to communicate with her 
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daughter and show her that she truly did love her. 
Annie was able to show her that by corning to school 
and learning, she was doing it not only for herself, 
but also for her daughter. Annie's self-concept 
improved enough that semester that she was able to end 
a bad relationship with a man she had been seeing. 
Both of these incidents have allowed Annie and her 
daughter to rebuild a stronger relationship. 

Annie talked about her relationship with her daughter 

and what that relationship meant to her. 

My daughter she loves me. Every morning now she 
tells me that she loves me, and when she comes home 
from school, she'll hug and kiss me. Since I've come 
to this school, I've learned a lot about my 
relationship with my daughter and how to make it 
better. I learned how to talk to her and not holler 
at her. I can talk to her better. When I first came 
here, I didn't know how to go up to her and hug her 
and say, 'Marna loves you' because I didn't have that. 
I guess I didn't know how to go up to her to tell her 
that I loved her. Miss Wesson (teaches the abuse 
class and is a social worker), used to talk to me and 
say, 'You know, you need to hug her and kiss her, and 
tell her that you love her.' Now I know how to do 
that, but it took a long time. I wouldn't do it at 
first, but since I've been doing it, things are much 
better between us. We're much closer and we get along 
better. But before then she thought I didn't love her 
'cause I didn't do that.' But I didn't know you have 
to hug them and tell them you love them. I didn't 
know that, but I have learned a whole lot since I've 
been here. 

Episode 3, April, 1993 

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE BIBLE 

Annie describes her Bible study. 

Besides reading and writing I've learned about 
the Bible. We have Bible study and that helps, 
because what I learn I can take home and help her. 
The spiritual aspects have always been important to me 
all through my life. Now I can read the Bible and 
understand it enough to help teach it to my daughter. 
We also have family literacy where we learn more about 
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our families. We learn about our kids and about 
ourselves. We learn how to communicate with each 
other. I think it is really good. It has helped us a 
lot. I found out that I wasn't the only woman who 
didn't know how to hug my kid and say, 'I love you.' 
I thought I was the only one until I got into family 
literacy class. 

I took human development the first semester. We 
had to write about our goals for our lives so we could 
have them to remind us when school and life got tough 
and we wanted to quit. We also have a class in 
substance abuse. We learn about all the different 
types of drugs. We learn how to not use drugs and how 
to stay away from them. We also learn about the 
different types of drugs and what they do to your 
brain. Everyone of us in the Academy have either used 
drugs or someone in our family has or does presently. 
That's pretty scary to me. 

Annie was not in any of my classes but our paths 

continued to cross at the Academy. "I'm finally catching 

on to what Miss Dennis is teaching me." I found a journal 

for Annie and gave it to her. "I think I'll keep all my 

thoughts that I don't want to say aloud in this book," said 

Annie. As our paths continued to cross, she would tell me 

that she was writing in her journal some. She would always 

tell me how she was doing in her classes and ask for help 

occasionally. 

PART II INTERVIEW 

June, 1994 

The interview with Annie did not follow the exact 

format that some of the other interviews did. When Annie 

found out I was doing the study, she immediately asked if 

she could tell her story. "I don't care if you use my real 
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name. I'm so proud of where I have come from and where I'm 

going. If I can help one other woman I tell, I'll be part 

of your study." The following is Annie's story. 

I had a few obstacles that I encountered along 
the way to getting to where I am today. I had to miss 
days to take my daughter to the doctor appointments 
and when she was sick. I missed some days when I had 
to find a new place for me and my daughter to stay. I 
found a place and now I can be at school everyday. 

It's pretty scary when you're out there totally 
by yourself and you are not literate. It feels like 
no one else cares. You just stop caring. You see if 
no one else cares, why should I care? You feel alone. 
I felt afraid. You know, I feel like the Academy 
helped me because there were so many people that 
cared. I didn't feel like I had many people who cared 
about me before the Academy. When I came to the 
Academy there were lots of people who showed me that 
they cared. They would stop me everyday I came and 
they told me how glad they were I was here. They also 
encouraged me that I could learn. They would say, 
'Annie you can do it. You are going to make it.' 
They made me determined to go on. If you don't have a 
support system, it's hard. I found out that I wasn't 
the only one who couldn't read and write and they 
helped me. Once I came here it was like we were all 
family helping to encourage each other. 

But, lots of good things have come from me going 
to the Academy and to the junior college. It was 
something new going to the junior college, and I was 
afraid at first, but I went on, and I made it through. 
It wasn't the same as the Academy at the junior 
college. At the Academy you meet people you know and 
you're all like family, but then you go on to 
something new, and you don't have the help like you do 
at the Academy. You have someone who cares and can 
help you here at the Academy. You don't have that at 
the college. It's just different, no more make-up 
work, you have to do it. That is kind of hard on me, 
but I'm trying. I'm doing my best. I'm doing my 
best! 
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Annie continued, 

College has been kinda difficult. I had to drop 
a class. I need a tutor for my math, 'cause I can 
add, subtract, and multiply, and do the division. I'm 
having problems with algebra. You know the 
bracket/parentheses. Once I get that, then I'm ready. 
I just need someone to really explain it to me. Then 
I have it. 

Annie had seen changes in how her friends have been 

affected by her going back to school. She said, 

Most of the friends that I had backed away from 
me. When I got my GED, they said, 'Annie, you got 
your GED. Why don't you want to just quit? Why don't 
you just get a job?' I told them, 'This is what I 
want to do. I want go go to school.' I'm on AFDC 
[Aide For Dependent Children], you know, and that's a 
lot of pressure on me because they pressure you about 
hours and stuff. You have to have twenty hours of 
school a week to keep your AFDC. This is kind of 
pressuring me because I'm trying and the only way I 
miss a day is when it is something very important. 

She continued to talk about her friends' reactions to 

her becoming more literate. 

I also have friends that tell me, 'Well I 
wouldn't go to school.' I tell them this is what I 
want to do. I say, 'Well, I'm different. You know 
this is what I want to do.' I have lost friends 
because I've come back to school. So now I like stay 
off to myself, me and my daughter, it's just us. 

Annie described what living on AFDC was like for her 

and her daughter. 

I get $158.00 a month AFDC, $206.00 food stamps 
and medicaid. I am also considered section 8 which 
means I have to pay utilities which are water and 
lights for my apartment. As long as I go to school 
for twenty hours a week, I qualify. I have to borrow 
money from my parents sometimes to make ends meet. 
You see, I get this check from the AFDC once a month 
to live on, but I want to give my daughter something 
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better. I want to give her something from me that I 
worked for and earned, not money that the government 
gives me, but money I make myself. And that is why 
I'm here at the Academy because I want an education to 
get a good job. I want a job that can pay what I need 
to be paid without trying to go borrow money. Right 
now I still have to borrow money with that AFDC check. 
I have to borrow money from my family to pay bills or 
whatever. I'm trying. That's why I'm here. 

If I get a job then and I don't make too much 
then I would still be on section 8 but your rent goes 
up, they cut your check, and you wouldn't receive as 
much money in food stamps. I live off not too much 
now so,I'm determined to do something with my life. 
They [the government] puts pressure on you, telling 
you what you got to put in this many hours to qualify 
for the program. You can show them why you had to 
miss school that day, and you can show them proof of 
why you missed, and they still threaten you. You know 
that hurts because this is what I want to do. If they 
cut me off, I'll still go to school 'cause it's what I 
want to do, and I'm not going to give up for nobody. 
This is what I want to do! 

Annie explained the source of her determination. 

Because I want to get off of AFDC. I want my 
daughter to be able to make something of herself. I 
don't want her when she gets older to be on the same 
thing. Before I got pregnant I was determined to get 
my education. When I went to have my daughter at the 
hospital, they came there and put me on AFDC. They 
paid for my being in the hospital and having my 
daughter. I want her to finish school and to make it 
better, because right now it's easy for her. She's 
eleven years old and she is talking about finding a 
job. She looks in the newspaper to see if she can 
find a job she wants when she is older. That makes me 
feel good. It makes me want to go on. I see that she 
wants a job and it just makes me more determined, you 
know. If she can do it, so can I. 

I can work. It's not that I can't work. I want 
to work. I have gone for a job and it's not what I 
wanted. When I did get a job I would find I couldn't 
read what I needed to, or there was something I didn't 
understand. It just didn't work out. That is what 
has made me really want to get an education. I saw 
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that I couldn't do the job I wanted without furthering 
my education. So I'm here so I can do what I want. 

I think other women don't have the determination 
some of us have because they are afraid. They think 
they can't and they think there is no one out there to 
help them. I felt like that because the people would 
tell me that I couldn't do that. I lived with people 
for so long that said, 'Don't ask questions about 
anything,' and 'You ask too many questions.' I gave 
up and quit asking questions. When you have people 
tell you that you can't do something or they put you 
down all the time, you start feeling like that. I 
think that's one reason why so many women are still on 
AFDC because they've been told they couldn't do it 
instead of trying to do it. 

Sometimes your family and friends just tell you 
that you can't do it. Like I had my family tell me I 
talk too much, and I used to always ask questions at 
school. My teacher said it was good that I asked 
questions, but I had other people tell me that I talk 
too much. So then I got to the place that I wouldn't 
talk or ask questions because I was told that I talked 
too much. 

Before I came to this Academy and learned to read 
and write, I felt kind of bad. I felt like I knew I 
could do it, but it was like I had a fear of doing it. 
I've been going to school for a long time. When I 
first got my GED and came here, it took me a while 
before I failed my first test. I failed my math and 
my literature but I kept going back. I didn't give up 
and that made me feel good because I knew I could do 
it. Even though I failed those tests bad, I kept 
trying to pass them. I had people telling me I 
couldn't pass them, but I proved them wrong. I felt 
really good about myself after I did that. 

Today I feel real good about myself. I have the 
confidence now that I can read and write. I'm still 
having trouble in math, though, but I can read. So I 
feel good about myself. But look what I've been able 
to accomplish. I got my GED, finished the Academy 
here and now I'm at the college. I worked real hard 
to get to the college and I was determined to get 
there, and I did it! 
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I asked Annie if other people could see a difference 

in her since she had been gaining literacy skills? 

Yes, they can. They see a change. They always 
compliment me and tell me how proud that I really made 
it. I carry my own weight. I'm the only one out of 
six kids that's gone or been to college. My mother, 
she's real proud of me. My sisters and brothers come 
over when I'm sick or something and say, 'Is something 
wrong?' They want to know why I'm not going to school 
that day. They come by my house and pick me up to 
take me to school. That shows me that they care and 
they want to see me keep going to make something out 
of myself. It makes me feel good that they care. My 
stepfather, he picks me up from school most everyday. 
He drives all that distance on his lunch break and all 
the way back to take me home. That takes his own 
lunch hour. It shows me that he cares a lot about me 
getting my education. 

Annie has a new boyfriend and they plan to marry next 

year. Tyrone came to pick Annie up since she had stayed 

late for the interview. Tyrone asked what we were doing. 

The researcher asked Tyrone if he would answer some 

questions about Annie. He replied, "Sure, I'll be glad to 

tell you what I know, if it will help the ladies here like 

Annie." The researcher asked Tyrone what differences he 

had seen in Annie since he had known her. Tyrone very 

proudly replied. 

She has accomplished a whole lot since I first 
met her. She had very low self-esteem, but since she 
has come to the Academy she has taken tremendous 
strides as far as literacy. I mean now she has her 
GED and she is going to college now. She takes pride 
in learning and it's amazing how much she has learned 
since she has joined this program. 

Actually by her participating in this program is 
what has encouraged me to come here because I was 
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noticing and studying how much she was comprehending 
and learning from this program. It really excited me 
and made me want to come. She pulled me into coming 
here. That just goes to show how much she was 
learning because she would come home and tell me and 
show me, not just tell me, how much she was 
comprehending and learning from here. It's exciting 
to see what all she has learned. It made me happy for 
her and I had to join to see if it would work for me. 

We're all proud of her, her family and the people 
here. We're all proud of what she has accomplished. 
Her family thinks it funny, because a lot of times 
they come over and want her to go somewhere and she 
won't go because she has homework to do. She tells 
them she has school in the morning and they are 
shocked because they see how important school is to 
her. Every time they come over she is studying. They 
will say, 'Just leave her alone so she can study.' 
It's amazing what effect learning can have on a person 
and those that love that person. 

Tyrone volunteered, 

By Annie going back to school and getting a 
better education, it has affected her daughter. She 
comes home and sees her Morn doing homework, and it 
makes her do hers even more [sic]. Sometimes they do 
their work together. It has helped her daughter's 
grades because they can help each other with their 
homework. She feels like if Mama can do it, I can do 
it also. Annie going to school has had a big impact 
on her daughter; it truly has. 

Annie's personality has changed since she has 
come to this school. She feels better about herself. 
She used to be real timid about things; now she is 
more aggressive--definitely more aggressive. I think 
she feels better about herself and what she can do, 
but she always knew she could do it. She just didn't 
put forth the effort. I think she was a little 
scared. Between the Academy, the junior college, and 
the school she used to attend, it brought out all of 
that shyness. She was afraid to want to learn or want 
to speak. Now she stands pretty tall, and I'm proud 
of her. I love her for that. 
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Tyrone made an observation about women like Annie who 

are trying to gain literacy skills. 

Influence has a lot to do with it. A lot of 
times the environment you're around has a big effect 
on you. It's like when you've been hearing people 
say, it doesn't do any good, or you won't become 
nothing. You never even try to gain literacy skills. 
When you're around an environment like that, it makes 
it hard for a person to get motivated, especially when 
all you hear are negative put downs. 

Annie influenced Tyrone to come to the Academy so he 

could attend college too. He is one of the few men who is 

enrolled in the Academy. When talking to the researcher, 

he made several statements about the positive aspects of 

the Academy and how it affects the women students. 

Since I've been attending here, I have seen lots 
of women with lots of determination. It might come 
from their children but it has to come from someplace. 
Somebody has to give you the motivation to want to 
learn. I have seen that here at this Academy. The 
teachers and other students help to give that 
motivation to each other. It makes a big difference. 
It really does and has in my life and in Annie's life. 
This program has made a difference in lots of people's 
lives, but especially for minority students. When 
they leave this program they continue to learn. As 
long as they teach that, this is some special program. 

Annie's closing words to me were, 

I want to be a lawyer. I will be one some day. 
I will because that's my dream! When I was small, 
that's all I wanted to be. I met two of my goals of 
getting my GED and going to college. Now I'm shooting 
for my biggest dream. I'M GOING TO BE A LAWYER 
SOMEDAY SOON!" 
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SUMMARY 

Annie is a twenty-eight year old woman who has 

obtained one of her goals in life. That goal was to attend 

college. Her route to literacy has been one of struggle 

and determination. She dropped out of school, had a 

daughter, and found the self determination to return to 

school even though her friends and family were against her 

doing so. Annie liked school when she was young and always 

had a dream to become a lawyer. That dream sustained her 

through her difficult times in school. 

Annie's self-perception of herself has changed from 

that of a very soft spoken young women who preferred to 

write rather than to verbally communicate to that of a 

young women who is aggressive and outspoken at times. That 

change in her has brought about a great change in how her 

family and boyfriend view her as an individual. They used 

to see her as a pushover; now they see her as a force to be 

reckoned with. They all are proud of the accomplishments 

that she has made and want to help her to continue to 

strive for her goals. 

Annie learned more than just how to construct a 

sentence at the Academy. She learned how to show 

affection, and, as a result, she has won the love and 

respect of her daughter. She also learned the importance 
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of a support system in her quest for literacy, not only 

from her family and friends, but also from the Academy and 

the students there. 

Annie came in the Academy with very few literacy 

skills. She left with many. She sees herself as a 

success. She has given the other students hope for 

success, too. She has been a role model who proved that 

obstacles can be overcome. Annie was able to meet two of 

her goals, and she has been able to serve as a support for 

the other women in the Academy. She has shown them that 

the goals that each of them write can be reached. She is 

proof that they can. 

ANALYSIS 

In Annie's route to literacy we see one of 

determination. Annie was determined to go back to school 

after she had to drop out, to complete her GED, to attend 

the Academy, to attend junior college, and to strive to 

reach her dream of becoming a lawyer. Lind (1989) states 

that one of the first steps to a woman taking control over 

her own life and freeing herself from patriarchal 

oppression is to become literate. Annie wants to free 

herself from the oppression of her life. 

Before Annie came to the Academy, she felt that she 

was one of a very few who could not read and write. She 

did not see herself as one of the 60 million plus people in 
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the United States who cannot read or write. Annie's social 

world rotated around those who were like herself. Her 

mother, stepfather, and five out of six of her siblings are 

considered illiterate. These women see only the world in 

which they live, and most of these people are illiterate. 

Literacy is a process that occurs through interactions with 

other people in the personal social network (Fingeret, 

1983). Hence, Annie's social network was one of 

illiteracy. 

It is also important to realize how difficult it is 

for a woman to break the social network barriers and leave 

the safety ~et they offer each other (Fingeret, 1983). 

When Annie decided to go back to school and to obtain her 

GED, she lost the support and friendship of many in her 

social network. Rice and Meyer (1989) believe that the 

degree of success a woman has in returning to school is 

directly linked to the acceptance of her family and 

friends. In Annie's case her friends did not support her 

endeavors to return to school. But Annie's family has and 

continues to support her efforts in returning to school. 

Annie's perception of herself has changed dramatically 

since she has been able to obtain the goals she has set for 

herself. Annie's new perception of herself is found in her 

new found power to accomplish the goals she has set and 

those she still wishes to accomplish. She sees herself 
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differently now. "I'm in control of my life now. The 

government can't take what I've done away and they can't 

stop me from reaching my dreams by holding the AFDC money 

over my head." In Rannell's (1990) definition of 

empowerment, Annie has found the deeper level of increased 

confidence in her own self-worth and self-confidence. 

Annie has gained empowerment through her experiences, her 

independence, and her understanding of herself as she is 

becoming literate. 

Annie saw having to drop out of school and take care 

of her daughter as one of her largest obstacles she had to 

overcome. She still has to take days off from school when 

her daughter is ill or has to go to the doctor. Rice and 

Meyer (1989) believe that one of the biggest barriers for 

returning woman students is their lack of a support system 

which would mean someone to help take care of the children 

when they are ill. 

Another barrier that Annie saw was the violence and 

drugs that surround women at the Academy. Annie's oldest 

brother was killed in a drive-by-shooting and it 

drastically affected her life. "Every woman here at the 

Academy's life has been affected by drugs and violence. 

That's why we have the substance abuse class. Either we as 

individual women or someone in our immediate family has a 

drug problem." McLaren (1987) says that if we only look at 
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teaching these women to read and write and not look at the 

social cultural world in which they live in, then we miss a 

large part of these women's lives. 

Annie sees many opportunities today that she did not 

think would ever be open to her when she dropped out of 

school in the eleventh grade. She sees the Academy, the 

teachers, and the staff as the reason she is where she is 

today. The love, support and the caring attitudes at the 

Academy helped Annie see that she could obtain the goals 

she has set for herself. The Academy not only taught her 

to read and write, but it also helped her with personal 

problems as well. It has helped to give her skills to cope 

with the world around her. 

Knowles (1980) speaks of four characteristics that 

must be present for one to be considered an adult learner. 

Annie exhibits all four of them. Annie has matured her own 

self-concept and is moving from a dependent person to a 

self-directed woman who knows that she wants to obtain an 

education. She is accumulating a vast and growing 

reservoir of experiences that she is learning to use as an 

aide for her own learning. Annie's social role is changing 

in her capacity as a mother, learner, and student. And 

finally we see that Annie is becoming a problem-solver. We 

see Annie examining her goals and considering the problems 
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she has and will encounter and looking at how she can solve 

the problem so she can continue on toward her goal in life. 

Annie has been transformed from a young woman wanting 

her GED to a self-directed adult learner. She continues to 

pursue her dream of becoming a lawyer. 
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DOTTIE 

The information that is recorded in this case study 

was collected from talking and meeting with Dottie on a 

weekly basis and from phone calls throughout the nineteen 

months the researcher was directly involved in the Academy. 

Information was also extracted from an interview with 

Dottie and her husband Robert. Dottie chose to put her 

interview in writing and when the researcher met with her 

and asked for verbal clarification on certain questions. 

PEOPLE/SETTING/BACKGROUND 

I first met Dottie in her office at the Literacy 

Academy. Dottie is the director of the Academy at the 

community center. There are two other locations of other 

Academies that are part of the Literacy Academy. Each of 

the locations have site directors. Dottie and her husband 

Robert are the directors of the largest of the three 

Academies. 

Dottie had two women in her office and a student on 

the telephone line when I first met her. She graciously 

introduced herself to me and asked if she could return to 

the telephone call because it was an emergency. After she 

got off the phone she told the story of the young woman on 

the other end of the line and she sent her husband Robert 

to one of the projects close by to pick up the woman and 
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her ill child to take to the county hospital for emergency 

care. Then Dottie introduced me to the other two women in 

her office. Both were students who attended the Academy. 

Dottie continued to tell me about both of the women but 

then she was again interrupted with a phone call. She 

asked Helen to introduce me to the women and the 

instructors as she dealt with another student who was about 

to be evicted from her apartment. 

After the Thanksgiving program and celebration was 

over and Dottie had free time, she sat down with me and 

explained that part of her job was putting out "bush fires" 

with the students and teaching them how to take control of 

their lives. Dottie said that most days were spent in 

constant turmoil while she helped the students deal with 

crises in their lives and secured the right agency to help 

with the problems. She said that the Academy had to deal 

with more than just reading and writing. It had to help 

the students learn how to deal with life. Dottie continued 

to talk about the students as we put the tables and chairs 

up after the Thanksgiving Celebration. 

Just teaching them to read and write doesn't help 
them to change their lives so that they can become 
independent and take charge of their own lives instead 
of the welfare system taking charge. That's part of 
my job. We have found that the 'whole person' must be 
dealt with in order to see a long lasting change in 
these women. In other words we must minister to the 
person intellectually, emotionally, physically and 
spiritually. That is why we have set the Academy up 
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the way it is. The women go to classes that teach 
them academics (reading, writing and math) but we also 
have a social worker to work with the women through 
support groups and classes to learn about drug abuse 
and physical abuse that almost all of these women have 
experienced in some form. Either they have an 
addiction or someone in their immediate family has an 
addiction of some kind. These effects must be dealt 
with to make the person whole again. [Nov. 17, 1992] 

The Academy also has what they call 'Focus,' a class 

every Friday that deals with interpersonal relationships. 

They talk about how to get along with others, how to deal 

with their emotions, how to be a good parent, and any other 

topics that the women want to talk about. Rebecca, who is 

one of the two executive directors of the Literacy Academy, 

leads this class. 

The women are involved in Bible study on Wednesdays. 

They all meet at the Presbyterian Church which is in 

partnership with the Academy. They have a thirty minute 

Bible study and then they break up into groups and discuss 

questions and talk about the lesson for the week. I 

arranged another meeting with Dottie at her office and she 

explained that: 

Many of these women want to learn to read the 
Bible. They well me that the one book they want to 
learn to read is the Bible. Washington was 
seventy-eight years old when he came to the Academy to 
learn to read. He had just been given his father's 
family Bible and he wanted to be able to read it and 
to read what his grandfather had written in it. 
Stories like this one are common. [Nov. 29, 1992] 
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The women and men of the Academy are expected to 

volunteer at their children's schools on Wednesday 

afternoons. They are trying to teach these women and men 

to give back to the community. Dottie stated, 

It allows the women to see another part of life and 
get them involved in their children's school life. 
They see what is going on in their children's schools. 
It also allows them to have an avenue to feel good 
about themselves where they are helping someone else. 

I worked with Dottie as a volunteer and as an 

instructor for the Academy. I was able to get to know 

Dottie as a friend and as part of the staff at the Academy. 

Robert worked along side of Dottie. I spent many hours in 

their office discussing students, c 1 asses, and their lives 

and how Dottie and Robert affect the students at the 

Academy. 

PART I INTERVIEW 

AUGUST, 1994 

The interview with Dottie did not follow the same path 

that the other interviews took. Dottie and Robert's health 

problems precluded Dottie from a face to face interview. 

Dottie had to cancel all four of the appointments I had set 

up to interview her because of the health problems, family 

problems and her work schedule at the Academy. Therefore, 

she asked if she could respond to the interview questions 
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on a tape recorder. The tape was transcribed and the 

researcher compiled the two interviews from Dottie (D) and 

Robert (R). 

D. 

My name is Dottie Smith. I am fifty-two years 
old, the mother of two beautiful daughters, one, 
twenty-seven years old who has a beautiful husband 
Mac. My son-in-law has given me two beautiful 
grandsons, Tim seven years old in September, and 
Terry, five years old. They're both, daughter and 
son-in-law living in Charlotte, North Carolina, and 
attending North Carolina State University. I have a 
second daughter Ashley Smith. She's twenty years old; 
she also is attending North Carolina State University. 

In my route toward literacy I began to assess my 
academic skills and began to decide how they could 
translate into improved job marketability and 
self-$·1fficiency. My husband and I decided to 
separate geographically to allow time for marital and 
self-evaluation. We were experiencing severe 
difficulty at that time, and we were thinking of 
divorcing each other and not continuing the marriage, 
even though we loved each other. 

R. 

We had lots of problems. And I have to take the 
blame for a lot of our problems. I'm an addictive 
person. She was addicted just by association. She 
couldn't say, "well if he just get his act together 
then everything would be all right." It doesn't work 
that way, because when you live with a dysfunctional 
person, or when you live with an addictive person, you 
take on their addictions and you don't have to do 
drugs or you don't have to drink alcohol--you just do, 
just by living with that person everyday. Well, 
Dottie was wise enough to see that she needed help, 
and she was in AA for years and I didn't even know it. 
She tried to give me literature and I would take it 
and throw it out in the yard. Denial--denial of a 
lot. It's not my problem, its your problem type of 
attitude. 
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R. 

She was able to get help for herself and our two 
daughters. By watching her, not so much by what she 
said to me, by the way she lived, I could see that the 
message of self determination was to help herself 
first and not accuse me. Sure I was guilty of any and 
every accusation, because I did some very unthinkable 
type of things to myself and my family. But Dottie, 
with her determination and loyalty to her marriage, I 
could never once say that she wasn't faithful to the 
vows that she made from the offset of our 
relationship. She's just a totally .••. totally unusual 
woman in that she has a very deep faith in a higher 
power and that talks to heal our marriage. We are 
here today together working at the Academy and 
pursuing our dreams of higher education. 

D. 

As I gained literacy through the program here at 
the Literacy Academy, I moved from a feeling of 
powerlessness, low self-esteem, passivity, to an 
active more confident stance toward life. I 
encountered a few obstacles as I was en route to 
literacy. One was the negative comments from a few 
friends. I was forty-six years old when I began my 
pursuit toward higher education, higher literacy. My 
friends thought I was absolutely too old to begin this 
educational journey. Secondly, I had to give up my 
home child-care business that I had built up for eight 
and one half years. I had seventy-eight children go 
through my home from 1980 to 1987, and I didn't know 
how I could earn an income and go to school at the 
same time. I had to decide how to generate an income 
for my daughters and for me. 

By this time my husband was in Chicago dealing 
with his drug addiction--that was one of the reasons 
we had decided to separate so that he could go to 
Chicago and get into a rehabilitation program and be 
there with Robert's mother and his four children from 
a previous marriage. I was very frightened. I didn't 
know quite what to expect. This was a very critical 
time in my life. 

Miraculously I was asked to visit The Literacy 
Academy and I did. I attended one of the programs and 
took the assessment test. I scored high enough to get 
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into the program. It was just incredible after just 
one semester then director, Sally, saw that I had 
leadership ability and asked me if I would co-direct 
the summer program for the very program that I was 
involved in my pursuit for a higher, better education. 
This provided a small income for me, and I was given a 
support team made up of a few families to encourage me 
during this time. They really provided spiritual and 
emotional support for me during this time. 

R. 

Dottie, she was involved with the Literacy 
Academy first which helped to support her financially. 
She was in about a year before I came back to Texas 
and got involved. She's been with the Academy six 
years, and I've been with them for five years. This 
is our life's work, working with folk. We promised 
God, you know, He really spared my life, and we 
promised Him that we would spend the rest of my life 
doing what we do. When the grim reaper comes for me, 
I hope he catches me on my feet doing what we do best. 
That is helping folks. God has given Dottie and 
myself a love for these ladies and we are paid to do 
what we love. 

D. 

My girls also played a very major part in helping 
me through this time, trying to pursue a higher 
education. The support team that I had, this family 
share team, helped me solve problems. They stayed in 
touch with me, and they took a personal interest in my 
growth during this pursuit for literacy. Becoming 
more literate has afforded me a full-time position as 
director of the very program that I received my 
education--The Literacy Academy. My husband returned 
to our family here and enrolled in our program. 

R. 

From the onset, Dottie and I, we were on the 
verge of a divorce and she remained here. So I went 
back to Chicago. We kept in touch by phone and I 
would call her from time to time and all of a sudden 
she started to talk about this school that she had 
gotten involved in. Well, I thought that was 
wonderful that at her age she was going back to 
school. I said, "That's great." I was very, very 
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happy for her, but I would call her from time to time 
and she would tell me about this score or that grade 
on this test, "I got an A or I got a B" or whatever, 
and I thought, "That's really great. That's neat." 
And I noticed a difference just from talking to her. 
She had a whole different conversation, just all of a 
sudden all this education mattered. And so in 1988, 
it was nearing Thanksgiving, so I came back to Dallas 
because I was curious about what all this school was 
about. Dottie took me by the Literacy Academy offices 
and I thought when I went in, "All these are Anglos." 
I thought "Wait a minute. There's got to be a catch 
to this--all these white folks here. Why would they 
want to help me and Dottie?" They told me that it was 
free education. I said, "Nothing is free. What do 
you mean free education?" Yet, I had noticed a change 
in my wife. I met a lot of wonderful people who 
really cared at The Literacy Academy. I met a lot of 
wonderful volunteers. The churches that send the 
volunteers came from the white higher social standing 
area of town. They give their time, their money and 
themselves to come down here to the projects to help 
us. And that's a beautiful thing. 

Well, Dottie convinced me. She says, "Well, 
honey, you need to go back to school." Well I thought 
that was the most ridiculous thing I've ever heard in 
my life. I was 52 years old at the time. I said, 
"It's too late. It's too late. What can a 52 year 
old man learn? It's just too late. I would be 
sitting in a classroom with young people that I'm old 
enough to be their grandfathers." I just thought it 
was ridiculous. Well, really it was because of low 
self-esteem. I was afraid because I had been out of 
school for years. I dropped out of high school in 
1953. A very traumatic thing happened at home. I was 
just getting ready to go into twelfth grade; I just 
dropped out. I saw my high school class graduate. I 
stood with tears in my eyes--everybody had on their 
robes, their caps and their gowns, and I just stood 
there with tears in my eyes and watched everyone else 
graduate. 

So, I joined the Air Force and went off to see 
the world. I went to Europe. I went all over Europev 
I was in England, Germany, Spain. I saw a lot of the 
world. A lot of dysfunctional things started to 
happen to me in that I acquired a very severe drug 
problem that went on for years. It carried on for 
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years and years. That nearly destroyed my marriage, 
and it alienated my children from me. I had a very 
fragmented family. But, I returned to my family where 
Dottie and I graduated together from a junior college 
here in town with an Associate degree in social work 
and also substance abuse counseling. 

D. 

Our girls are now enrolled at North Carolina 
State University and are very proud of their dad and 
me. My friends are now happy that I did not listen to 
them, to their negative comments, about my age and 
being too old to return to school. I continue to 
strive to achieve my educational goals, and they are 
very excited and speak so highly of my tenacity and 
dedication to those goals. I wanted to become more 
literate to gain more control over my life. I was at 
a crisis point in my life, and I was trying to deal 
with what I wanted to do with the rest of my life. I 
felt that becoming literature would be empowering and 
would get me to a point of choice. My life has 
changed tremendously. I've developed new skills and 
behaviors that are helping me achieve economic and 
personal independence--something that I've really 
never known before. I've established a community 
network and support group based on some of the values 
and things that I have learned, and I'm well aware of 
my personal power and strength, thereby giving me more 
to offer in my relationship with my husband and my 
family. 

My family members have an intense hunger for 
literacy. They attribute this to my model and 
determination to fulfill my dreams. Our relationship 
with each other has improved. My family supports me 
going to school and encourages me to continue my 
education. They don't support me financially but in 
every other conceivable way they've been there for me. 
And this has pleased me so very, very much. 

I have begun working on a bachelor's degree at 
the local Christian university along with my husband. 
I am now working on documenting my life's experience; 
I've done many, many things--worked with different 
foundations, and I am trying to successfully document 
all that and put it in a portfolio and I will present 
it to a staff of educators at the university, and they 
can give me 30 credit hours for my bachelor's degree. 
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I'm excited about that and working on that to have it 
completed by December, 1994. 

R. 

We hope to get a master degree in sociology after 
we get our bachelor degree. We want to continue our 
education as far as we can so we can do our work to 
the best we can. 

D. 

I think, Sally the director of the Literacy 
Academy, when I entered had the most influence on my 
educational path as I have pursued higher education. 
She really believed in me and encouraged me and said 
that she knew I had potential to be a leader and to 
influence and to motivate others. She said I was a 
mover and a shaker, and I didn't understand those 
strengths and distant talents in myself at that time. 
She believed in me and she helped me to begin to 
develop and cultivate those gifts and talents. I will 
be eternally grateful to Sally. 

My biggest hindrance in gaining literacy skills 
have been a few health problems that I've had to 
address. This has caused some disorientation briefly 
as I have begun my menopausal years when I started the 
literacy program with the Academy, but I did not let 
those things stop me. I dealt with them and continue 
to deal with some minor problems, health problems, but 
I'm determined and I try to encourage others who have 
obstacles or anything that may be adverse during their 
pursuit for literacy. I encourage them to confront 
and address those problems and keep going. Robert has 
also had health problems which have caused some 
problems, especially this year. He had to go back to 
Chicago and enter the hospital there. He was in the 
hospital for several weeks. They have all his medical 
records and his doctors there are all familiar with 
his previous medical problems and his drug abuse. He 
is on a very strict diet for his diabetes and that has 
affected his overall health. 

Before entering the program I felt powerless, 
passive, and I had a poor self-image. I didn't really 
know who I was, where I was going, and it was a pretty 
sad, down time in my life, at that time. But now I 
feel empowered, assertive, confident, and I feel that 
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I've prepared myself for life challenges. There are 
many more things I have to learn and more changes in 
order to grow, but I'm well on my way. Being in this 
program has afforded me the opportunity to excel 
educationally and to reach out to others facing the 
same dilemma in which I was once stuck. 

Through this program I am now part of two 
national honor societies. I have been able to be 
involved in many clubs and programs and activities and 
fairs representing the junior college. It has been 
incredible. So I encourage people to really get 
involved. There's much to do and much to learn and it 
can be so much fun--so enjoyable. 

The fun of learning reminded Dottie of another topic, 

reading and writing. 

Reading and writing are very important in our 
home. We are all continuing to learn and to grow. 
Reading and writing are major ways we have improved 
communication in our family. My girls and I share the 
papers we have written. We share books and ideas that 
we have learned in our various college classes. We 
use writing very frequently to communicate across the 
miles. 

The most important thing I have learned in the 
Academy is "If it's to be, then it's up to me." And 
then other people, once you, or once I put myself in 
motion. I put myself in motion and I began to realize 
that people were there all around me to help me help 
myself. This has paid off in big dividends. Learning 
has been fun. 

The instructors that I had were very gifted 
people. The staff of the Literacy Academy were 
talented people, and they displayed such great 
personalism, and that was an important component of 
the program. I had a very serious need for 
personalism, so I'm eternally grateful for the 
Academy, and all the people who helped achieve the 
literacy that I am enjoying now and for my goals of 
even higher education. 

I'm tremendously happy for the gift of literacy 
and I want to use every moment to make my life more 
serene and more rewarding for the continuing of this 
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quest for higher education. I want to be able to 
share my experience and the hope I have attained with 
others. I feel good about myself. I don't have to 
"mask" any more to compensate for low self-esteem. I 
have a desire to grow and to do even more to help my 
fellow man who is suffering from a lack of 
self-awareness, good health, and self-esteem. I feel 
tremendously happy for the opportunity to share who I 
am and where I'm going and feel that I am armed with 
the tools of the nation and the knowledge, wisdom, and 
understanding as to how to achieve the things that I 
desire. 

There has been a marked change in how I view 
myself and how I feel with education. I'm very 
thankful for the positive reinforcement in my husband 
and my children and my dear friends. It's been an 
incredible journey! Others have expressed that there 
has been a noticeable change in how I seem to feel 
about myself and that makes me happy. My healthier 
self-image has affected my family in a positive 
way--in my daughters and my husband and in my friends. 
They react and respond to me in a different way now. 
They think I'm sending out positive vibratory patterns 
that cause them to react in a very positive way to 
them. I'm really grateful that they see change in me. 

There is a beautiful 78 year old instructor at 
the Academy, Miss Nell. She has really impacted and 
influenced my life in a very positive way. I have 
known her for about seven years and she would be 
someone I would choose to pattern my life after to be 
like. She has a strong desire and hunger to grow and 
she realizes that she cannot grow unless she is 
willing to change. She is always seeking knowledge 
and to understand others. She works outside her 
comfort zone because of her strong commitment to her 
fellow person. She has a zeal for life and a desire 
to impart what she's been given to others. She wants 
to pass on her love of life to others and she wants 
all people to live life to the fullest. She 
recognizes that in order to do that they must become 
literate. She comes rain, shine or storm to teach her 
classes at the Academy. She's a really beautiful lady 
and I love her dearly. 
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R. 

When I tell my story, or when Dottie and I tell 
our story, it's really the story of our people. 
Whenever we verbalize our story, we tell the story of 
our people--a people that's been stripped, that are 
dysfunctional, that have been raped, that have been 
abused, exploited--you get all that. But, we're 
survivors. That's the wonderful thing about it, you 
know, in spite of abortion, in spite of AIDS, in spite 
of everything ••. do you know our numbers are still 
going up. So, apparently, somebody don't want us .•. a 
power somewhere wants us to survive. And in spite of 
every obstacle that's put in our way, somehow we 
manage to survive. And sometime off a little bit of 
nothing, we still survive. I would like to say to our 
Anglo brothers and sisters to know ... we are really 
nice guys--we really are. 

D. 

"Thank you for sharing this, my written story and 
Robert' :-; story, with others," concluded Dottie. 

SUMMARY 

Dottie's route to literacy has grown from a woman who 

was not sure she could survive in the academic arena, to a 

woman who has been very successful in the classroom. She 

has been able to put her personal life back together and 

has inspired others to continue on. Dottie first came to 

the Academy unsure of herself and her abilities. She had 

many friends and family members telling her not to go back 

to school and to be satisfied with who and what she was. 

Dottie said, "Something deep inside of me kept telling me I 

could be more than I was." Dottie gained more than 

literacy skills at the Academy. She gained a more positive 



179 

self-worth. Other people believed in her leadership 

abilities and she was given the opportunity to use them. 

Dottie's own self concept changed enough that her 

husband saw a major difference in her. He wanted to know 

what was changing her life. Other family members also saw 

Dottie change before their very eyes. 

Dottie has been successful in her pursuit to break the 

cycle of illiteracy and poverty. She did that by going 

back to school and by sticking with her dream of helping 

other women to change their lives, and to become 

self-sufficient, productive citizens, and life long 

learners that care about their fellow man. 

Dottie has faced many obstacles but has come out 

stronger and more willing to help others who have or are in 

similar circumstances. She did not have the skills she 

needed to attend school. And she needed some way to 

support herself and her family while she was going back to 

school. 

What started out as obstacles in Dottie's case turned 

out to be opportunities for her. Her friends now tell her 

how proud they are of her. Her immediate family members 

are all in school seeking degrees at institutions of higher 

learning. 

The Academy has given Dottie the training ground to 

use her leadership skills and to gain an associate's degree 
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from the junior college. She is continuing her quest for 

knowledge now at a four-year college and does not want to 

stop until she has her master's degree. The financial 

support she sought in the beginning has come through the 

Academy. 

The Academy is more than just a place for education to 

Dottie and her family. It has been a support system for 

her, a family to her, a job, a place to develop her 

leadership skills, a place to help others who have had 

similar experiences, and a place where she has made many 

friends. Dottie sees the Academy as a place that ministers 

or helps the entire person to become a whole person just as 

it did in her very own life. 

ANALYSIS 

In Dottie's case study we have seen a varied route to 

literacy. Dottie was introduced to the Academy by a 

friend. She wanted some more control over her life 

personally and economically. Dottie scored high enough to 

get into the program and has continued her pursuit of 

higher education by completing her Associate's Degree. 

She continues to work toward her bachelor's degree at a 

local university. Dottie has plans to continue her 

education by pursuing a master's degree after the 

completion of her bachelor's. As Lind (1989) states, 

"Literacy is one of the first steps in a process for 
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women to take control over their lives and to help 

themselves become economically comparable" (p. 4). 

Dottie's self-perception has changed tremendously 

since she began at the Academy. When she first came to the 

Academy she saw herself as a woman whose voice was 

"Silent." She felt her voice silent because she felt she 

was subject to the whims of everyone else's authority. She 

felt as if she had little if any control over her life. 

Now Dottie sees herself in a position in which she has 

invested herself in learning and is applying objective 

procedures for communicating knowledge. Dottie viewed 

herself as having "procedural knowledge" the term that 

Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule (1986) talked 

about in their study of Women's Ways of Knowing. 

Dottie saw herself as powerless when she first came to 

the Academy. Once she became conscious of the forces that 

controlled her life, then she became empowered and her 

empowerment led to the action of going to school to better 

herself. Merriam and Cunningham (1989) speak to the 

empowerment of a person once they became aware of the 

external and internal forces that are controlling their 

lives. Nemiroff (1989) states, that learning can and does 

take place in classes as long as the participant is 

actively engaged in learning where the student's own voice 

is legitimized in the classroom. 
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Heathington (1987) categorized adult remedial readers 

into six areas according to the role they were in as 

adults. One of those roles was that of a parent. 

Heathington related the fears and embarrassment that the 

parents felt when their children's friends found out they 

were illiterate and could not help their children with 

their homework. Dottie felt many of these same feelings as 

a parent of two girls whom she was trying to raise. Her 

daughters and husband are all very proud of Dottie today 

and they, too, are striving to attain degrees from a 

university. The support that a woman receives from her 

family when she returns to school has a direct relation on 

the success she experiences, according to Rice and Meyer 

(1989). 

Dottie's main obstacle in gaining literacy from her 

perspective was the negative comments her friends made to 

her about being too old to go back to school. The friends 

could not understand why she would want to go back to 

school and give up her home child care business. Rice and 

Meyer (1989) speak to this issue by saying that many women 

have very little support from their families and friends to 

go back to school and once they are back in an educational 

setting there sometimes is little if any support. The 

women who go back to school find themselves hurled out of 

the social world in which they live because they no longer 
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fit into the network that has been established by the 

social community (Fingeret, 1983). Dottie was truly 

propelled out of her social network in her community. 

Dottie is in the process of documenting her life in 

portfolio form for the university class that she is taking. 

She sees herself now as a literate woman who thinks of 

herself as having the power to accomplish what she wants in 

the future. She sees herself as a woman being empowered by 

the learning experiences that she must deal with daily. 



CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, 

AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The purpose of this study was to discern what occurs 

in the route toward literacy of women who were on public 

assistance in a special adult education setting, including 

obstacles/opportunities they faced. The study also looked 

at what occurred in the lives of those family members 

and close friends of the women who had gone back to 

school. Another area of study focused on whether or 

not a change in perception about themselves occurred 

in the women. This chapter contains a summary of the 

procedures and findings, a discussion, implications of 

the research, and recommendations for further research. 

Procedures 

The researcher gained access to the Academy which 

contained a program that taught illiterates literacy 

skills and also attempted to improve their lives. In 

the Academy, church, corporations, and government agencies 

worked together to help women achieve their goals. The 

women involved in the study were chosen because they 
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met two criteria. They represented the various levels 

of literacies, and they exemplified the three categories 

of the definitions of literacy that the researcher defined 

in the study: conventional, functional, and advanced 

literacy. 

Six women who attended the Academy were chosen to 

be part of the study. The researcher taught four of 

the six women at the Academy. The fifth woman was the 

director of the Academy. The sixth woman was a student 

at the Academy. The researcher also had access to many 

of the family members of the six women who participated 

in the study during and after class meeting times. 

Individual case studies were developed on each of 

the six women from November, 1992, to August, 1994. 

Field notes, observations, artifacts, surveys, and in

depth interviews were collected by the researcher from 

each of the six women. Transcriptions of the interviews 

and field notes were produced. The data were then 

categorized and evaluated. 

Findings 

Research question 1 called for the identification 

of what occurs in the route toward literacy of the six 

women who were on public assistance. The following was 



a list of commonalities that the six women had on their 

routes to literacy. 
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1. Four out of the six women dropped out of school 

in middle school or late elementary school. The two 

other women graduated from high school but had obtained 

very few literacy skills. They did not consider their 

skills to be adequate to function in life. 

2. Five of the women became pregnant and either 

dropped out of junior high or high school because of 

the baby or felt too ashamed to return to school once 

they had their baby. Their feelings of shame became 

apparent in the data. 

3. The six women's children were active in their 

mothers' return to school. The children encouraged their 

mothers to go back to school. They routinely helped 

their mothers with homework. 

4. Five of the women reported feelings of not being 

valued as a student. They were told by teachers that 

they were 'stupid.' All felt that the teachers did not 

care if they learned or not. They had feelings of 

inferiority. They did not believe they could make it 

in school. They felt that they did not receive the help 

they needed from the teachers to understand what was 

being taught. 



5. All of the women had attended other adult 

literacy programs. The programs they attended 

concentrated only on teaching one to read by phonics. 

These types of programs did not seem to be successful 

with these six women. 
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6. All of the six women found the acceptance, 

support, and help that the Academy offered. The Academy 

dealt with the woman as a total person. It not only 

taught reading and writing, but it also built self-esteem, 

taught problem-solving skills, and helped with personal 

and financial difficulties. It also believed that the 

woman's spiritual side needed to be enriched as well. 

The second research question inquired about what 

obstacles/opportunities these six women face in becoming 

literate. There were many similarities in what the women 

saw as obstacles/barriers. 

1. The women's schedules rotated around their 

children's schedules and illnesses. 

2. All of the women came to the Academy with very 

poor self-images. They saw themselves as not being 

likable people. 

3. The women reported feelings of ignorance because 

their children knew more than they did. Their children 



made them feel stupid in comparison to what the women 

felt they knew. 
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4. The women lived with the constant threat of 

violence. The neighborhoods where they lived are riddled 

with crime, death, shootings, and drugs. Violence and/or 

drugs have touched every one of these women's lives. 

5. They also speak of the violence in the schools 

now and when they were in school. They see little change 

in the amount and types of violence in the schools today 

from when they were attending school. 

6. The parents of the participants in the study 

did not value education. They did not complete school 

themselves. Many of the participants' other immediate 

family members have not completed school either. 

7. Previous literacy programs that these women 

attended taught reading only by phonics. Four of the 

six women could not hear the differences of the sounds 

that are taught in these programs. Therefore, the 

programs were not successful for these women. Also, 

the programs met only one or two nights a week. Too 

much time passed between classes and the women could 

not retain what was taught over that length of time. 

8. All but one of the participants felt like they 

were too old to return to school to gain literacy skills. 
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9. Chronic health problems plagued three out of 

the six women. All of the women had health related 

problems with either themselves or with their children. 

10. All of the women had some job related experience 

which was affected by their lack of literacy skills. 

All wanted to go back to school to gain the skills to 

be able to support their families and to get off welfare. 

The opportunities that these six women had in common 

were: 

1. The women talk about the new friends that they 

have at the Academy who are interested in some of the 

same things that they are interested in. The women also 

felt that the friends they make at the Academy are lasting 

friendships that will endure long after they leave the 

Academy. They speak of not being afraid to talk to other 

people now. 

2. The women are all involved in various support 

groups at the Academy. The women speak of how helpful 

the support groups are to maintaining positive attitudes 

at home with their families. 

3. The six women all say that their children see 

a difference in how they relate to them. The children 

all help their mothers with their homework. 



190 

4. The six women see the Academy as an opportunity 

to learn to read and write, to learn to be more 

independent, to obtain help from instructors who care, 

and to find encouragement from the staff. 

5. The women also see the teachers at the Academy 

as willing to help them with not only their academics 

but also with personal problems, medical problems, 

transportation problems, spiritual problems, welfare 

problems, and other funding agency problems. These women 

see the Academy as a safe haven from life's cruel blows 

and not just a place to go to learn to read and write. 

6. The six women in this study were given the 

opportunity to become critical thinkers. They were also 

given the chance to become reflective thinkers who could 

make their own choices about learning. 

The third research question dealt with what changes 

occurred in the families of these six women once they 

have become literate. The similarities in changes that 

occurred in the families of the six women as they became 

literate were: 

1. The children and the families of the six women 

all believe that the women are now better role models 

for them. 
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2. The children are proud of the accomplishments 

of their mothers and are excited to tell their friends 

the accomplishments of their mothers. 

3. The oldest children in the families had been 

asked to take over many of the financial aspects of the 

running of the family. Now the children are encouraging 

their mothers to take the responsibility back and they 

are succeeding. 

4. Without exception, all the children of the six 

women see the importance of education now that their 

mothers have gone back to school. The children think 

that they should continue in school and not drop out. 

5. The children have seen that as an adult one 

needs an education to survive economically in today's 

society. 

6. The women's parents, siblings, and other close 

relatives want these women to succeed and they try to 

help as much as they know how to. 

7. several of the women's family members have come 

to the Academy because they have seen such changes in 

these six women's lives. They want the same change to 

occur in their lives. 

8. The family members talk about the positive 

changes they see in the women. 



The fourth research question was what changes 

occurred in these six women's self-perception as they 

gained literacy skills. The changes that occurred in 

the women as they gained literacy skills were: 

1. All six of the women talk about the changes 

that have occurred in their self-concepts. They all 

reported not caring about themselves before coming to 
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the literacy Academy. Now they feel good about themselves 

and what they have been able to accomplish. 

2. Most of the women reported that they did not 

care about their physical, spiritual, or emotional well

being before enrolling in classes at the Academy. Now 

they all take pride in how they dress. They also report 

that they feel like the Academy has helped to equip them 

to deal with their personal problems more effectively. 

Most of the women felt that the Academy gave them much 

needed spiritual guidance. 

3. The six women recounted that the staff at the 

Academy saw leadership ability in all of the six women 

and helped the women to develop it. 

4. All speak to academic growth in the areas of 

reading, writing, and math skills. They vocalize the 

fact that they are confident that they will be able to 
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find a job and get off welfare after completing the 

Academy. Before coming to the Academy all had experienced 

unpleasant job-related experiences. 

5. They all see themselves as readers and writers 

now. When they entered the program, they did not equate 

reading as pleasurable. 

6. Additionally, the women spoke highly of a Bible 

study and the value of learning "right versus wrong." 

7. The women have found a new voice of empowerment. 

They all saw themselves subject to other people's impulses 

and whims. Now they feel that they have control over 

their lives and that they are able to share the knowledge 

they are gaining with others. 

Researcher as Instructor 

This study was written from a very unique perspective 

since the researcher was the instructor of four of the 

six women and the friend of one of the women. There 

were many advantages and a few disadvantages to compiling 

and writing the research data. The major disadvantage 

was becoming so involved in these women's lives that 

it, at times, became very difficult to step back and 

become just an observer and to report only the findings 

that were reported and written in field notes, journals, 



the taped interviews, and the observations. Many times 

members of the families would give great insight into 

their lives and the lives of the participants and much 
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of that information could not be used because the family 

members were illiterate and afraid to sign the permission 

forms or they could not write their names. 

The advantages of being these women's instructor 

was I saw these same ladies three or four times a week 

for 5 months. I was able to observe these women in 

school, at the Bible study, at church, in their homes, 

at the Academy's celebrations, and on the field trips. 

I observed these women over a period of time and saw 

many aspects of their personalities. I was able to 

monitor their growth myself and to feel some of what 

they felt on good days and on bad days. 

The element of trust with the participants was not 

an issue once I became their instructor. My credibility, 

once I was established as the instructor and they knew 

I was there for the semester, improved greatly. The 

women were leery of strangers who wanted to find out 

about their personal lives and the lives of their children 

and families. 



Discussion 

"At the heart of life is the process of learning" 

(Jarvis, 1987, p. 1 ). At the heart of life for many 

women are the new literacy skills a woman must learn 

in order to function in the workforce and in society. 

Education plays a vital role in maintaining a healthy 

and productive life (O'Neill & Spellman, 1983). In the 

past, these six women did not have the type of lives 

that they would have wanted for themselves or their 

children. That is why they sought the Academy to make 

changes in their lives. 

1 95 

The women in this study are working toward becoming 

literate and have taken various routes to get to where 

they are today. Table 4 shows the various routes the 

women took to gain literacy. All speak of reasons why 

they did not return to school early in their routes to 

literacy. Dropping out of school, becoming pregnant, 

taking care of children were only some of the reasons. 

Feelings of shame, feelings of being too old, feelings 

of teachers not valuing them as students, and feelings 

of not being smart enough to go back to school were common 

in the routes to literacy these women experienced. 



Table 4 

Six Women's Routes to Literacy 

Mary Sarah Nell Stephanie Annie Dottie 
Drop out I pregnanl Drop oul I pregnanl One of 15 children Twin Dropped OU1 ; Anllined High 

School Diploma ard 
Birth of daughter Associale's Degree 

Thanksgiving Shame Father wIlhdrew Nell She and twin were AFDC • 11 yrs .. birth Child care business 
celebral1on from the 5th grade lo first to intergrate a of daughter kept her In her home 

chap cotton school in the city in school 

Ill son I medicine Shame at first . now Saw a major di1ference Attained GED. 
Separated from 

Teachers did not care husband because of 
episode confidence with in teachers at two attends junior college his addiction 

literacy skills schools attended 
d0 n°ndence 

Copying Was angry; Bible Tutor High school diploma Family support to Husband saw 
newspaper study changed anger but couldn't attend school ; helps change and wanted 
paragraph read/write family wrth literacy skills same for his !rte 

Violence: Violence: First pair ol glasses Leery of having Learned how to love Felt powerless and 
Sister/brother in sister /brother in she picked out children: how could I her daughler voiceless 
prison prison be a mother and teach 

them? 

Disney books read Children encouraged Art museum 
Children had a very 

Loves to write and Positive influence of 
to children her assemblage 

large influence on my 
read her Bible sta1f of the 

going back to school 
and setting goals 

Academy/Bible study 

Read first novel Thought she was a Crime house Assembleage Received motivation "If it's to be" lhen 
beller person negative/posilive from family and the "il's up to me" 
attending church space Academy 

Filled out Found DUI Mother Communily I school / I want lobe Brought Tyrone 10 Director of Academy 
application was illilerate church volunteer interviewed to tell why Ltteracy Academy 

I didn't learn to read 

Read B<ble . Goal to work in a Family very involved Dreams of becoming I'm going to be a Portfolio of 
participated in nursing home In helping her gain adllncertoinlpire lawyel'somectay e,cperleuces for B.S. 
church literacy others soon! Degree 



UNESCO (1988) defines literacy as the ability to 

read and write and the ability to use it in one's daily 

life. Gee (1987) expands the definition of literacy 
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to include the social network of the person who is seeking 

literacy. Gee (1987) defines literacy as "a socially 

accepted association among ways of using language, of 

thinking, and of acting that can be used to identify 

oneself as a member of a socially meaningful group of 

'social network"' (p. 21 ). In this study it was found 

that the women acquired literacy through the Academy 

which allowed them to acquire a new level of social power. 

Gee (1987) states, "Learning is a process that involves 

conscious knowledge gained through teaching, though not 

necessarily from someone officially designated as a 

teacher" (p. 23). The women in this study found that 

they needed to return to school to function in life the 

way they wanted to in order to gain discourse. Gee (1987) 

continues his discussion with "Literacy is mastered 

through acquisition, not learning, that is, it requires 

exposure to models in natural meaningful, and functional 

settings, teaching is not liable to be very successful 

--it may even initially get in the way. Thus powerful 

literacy almost always involves learning, and not just 

acquisition" (p. 26). The commonality of literacy for 
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these women was the Academy and the way acquisition of 

knowledge was constructed through the many meaningful 

and functional experiences that they were given while 

attending the Academy. 

Another commonality to the route to literacy in 

these women's lives was that the desire to become literate 

was greater than obstacles/barriers they encountered 

along the way. Illiterate women are a diverse group 

who have different skills, knowledge, and aspirations 

of what they want or need out of literacy programs. 

Research supports the idea that educators have not often 

viewed the woman's cultural or social practice on her 

own terms. In this study the researcher looked at the 

six women's own views of how their social and cultural 

world impacted their ability to become literate. 

Educators tend to look at the obstacles/barriers that 

these women bring with them. They have failed to see 

the strengths and opportunities that women bring from 

their worlds (Belenky et al., 1986). These women have 

brought with them experiences in life and with the help 

of the teachers at the Academy have been able to construct 

meaning from these experiences. 

Fingeret (1983) states: "One of the challenges 

facing adult basic educators today is the need to 
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understand illiterate adults in their social world" (p. 

133). Many of these women create social networks that 

are established on a reciprocal basis with friends and 

family members, and other students. As we have seen 

in this study, many of these networks were broken once 

the women returned to school. Yet we also see the 

formation of new social networks with new friends at 

the Academy. We also see the women joining support 

groups. We also see the pride that the children and 

the family have for the women once they begin to see 

the changes that occur in these women's lives. The 

majority of the family members of these women did not 

value education and therefore they are stepping out of 

their social networks to accept and support the women 

and their children as they gain literacy skills. For 

these family members, it is not an easy step. 

Nor is it easy for illiterate women to step away 

from their friends and backgrounds. These six women 

came from backgrounds of violence and/or drugs. Violence 

is common in their neighborhoods and in the schools they 

attended and their children attend today. Educators 

are becoming aware that they must include the student's 

"real world" experiences into the classroom and into 

society as a whole (Newman & Beverstock, 1990). Literacy 
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cannot be separated from the worlds in which these women 

and their children live. Violence does effect these 

six women's ability to learn since they must deal with 

it almost on a daily basis. 

Many illiterate women view reading and 
writing as only two of the many instrumental 
skill and knowledge resources that, combined, 
are required for daily life. Literacy relates 
individual lives and to society itself and 
how each individual constructs meaning. 
Without the ability to construct meaning, 
literacy skills are of no use to the 
individual. (Fingeret, 1983, pp. 133-134) 

The six women in the study found that programs that just 

teach reading and writing skills are not enough for them 

to be able to construct the meaning that they needed 

to function in society. The once-or-twice-a-week programs 

that dealt only with the phonics approach did not meet 

their needs. Nor did those programs teach these women 

to read and write. The women needed the daily interaction 

and encouragement of a supportive Academy staff in order 

for them to grow academically. The women found learning 

to read and write easier when put in a familiar ''real 

life" context. Also, the women found learning to read 

and write meant more to them and they were able to 

construct meaning when applied to their own lives and 

if it was something that the women had an interest in 

(Heath, 1983). 
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Smith (1991) characterized the ideal learner as 

one who self-monitors his or her own learning. Brookfield 

(1992) states that learners should be able to also be 

able to reflect back on their learning experiences. 

In this study the six women came into the study unable 

to oversee and to reflect on their own learning events. 

As the women progressed in their own learning processes 

at the Academy they were able to begin to become 

reflective thinkers and were able to oversee many of 

their own learning events. As the women gained education 

at the Academy they were able to take more control over 

their own learning processes. 

The six women in the study cited economics as the 

main reason for returning to school because they were 

the main contributors to their families' financial 

well-being. These women, as well as their children, 

have seen the importance of an education in order to 

compete on a more equal basis in society (Lind, 1989). 

The women found in the various jobs that they held or 

attempted to secure that they must be literate to function 

in the work force. In order to become literate they 

must return to school and become learners. 

Heathington (1987) speaks of the embarrassment when 

the friends of the women's children find out they can 
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not read. However, the six women in the study found 

support from their children when they returned to school. 

The children of these women were the ones who encouraged 

their mothers to go back to school. They were proud 

of the accomplishments of their mothers. They saw their 

mothers as better role models and saw positive changes 

in their families. The women and the children all talked 

of the value of education and of completing school. 

Several family members have seen such changes in the 

women that they themselves are now attending the Academy. 

They want the same change in their life. 

Kohlberg (1984) constructed a code for moral 

orientation. He believes that there is a dominant moral 

culture that most people live by. However, in this study 

five of the six women found that the moral code by which 

they had been living was not necessarily what the dominant 

culture lived by. The women found the Bible study to 

be very beneficial in their lives in helping them to 

determine the dominant society's values of "right and 

wrong." Additionally, they felt like they were "better" 

women after attending the Bible study class and going 

to church. 

A woman learns about her values, beliefs, and morals 

through group discussions, books, lectures, and the media 
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(Nemiroff, 1989). The women began to establish either 

new or different ideas, beliefs, values, and morals. 

Once they began establishing those, their self-images 

began to change. Without exception, all the women in 

the study had a change in self-concept. Rannells (1990) 

talks about a deeper level of power of "I AM" that women 

find once they feel the confirmation of one's self-worth. 

Leadership qualities were developed as these women found 

the confirmation of their own self-worth at the Academy. 

Each of these women found empowerment through their 

experiences of becoming literate at the Academy. Nemiroff 

(1989) believes that empowerment takes place in the 

learning environment. It happens when a person is 

actively engaged in learning. This means the student 

must be respected and legitimized in the classroom 

(Nemiroff, 1989). These women have become self-directed 

learners moving from women who had dependent personalities 

when they entered the Academy to women who know what 

they want in their learning environment (Knowles, 1980). 

"To bring about educational change, it is important to 

have knowledge and understanding of the total context 

of schooling. Social, political, economic, and cultural 

forces all influence what takes place in our educational 

system" (Zaharlick, 1992, p. 122). 
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Implications 

Keeping in mind the limitations of this study, which 

involved six women at a special setting Academy, there 

appear to be several implications for the route women 

who are on public assistance take to gaining literacy. 

The Academy not only encouraged academics, it also 

persuaded these six women to stay and become an active 

part of the school. The women all believe that because 

of the supportive staff, the constant encouragement, 

and the personal support that the Academy offered they 

were able to overcome many problems that might have 

prevented them from continuing their education. Academic 

settings need to realize how important support and 

encouragement are to adults. 

Six women in this study came with rich experiences 

in life that have not been valued in the classroom. 

Educators need to look closely at the social worlds that 

the students come from. If educators believe that there 

is the need to enrich students' background knowledge 

before they can comprehend what they read, then why would 

educators expect anything less with adults who have not 

had the rich cultural advantages of others. 

The social networks of the family members of the 

six women changed. The Academy, realizing how important 
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it is for the women to have the support basis of friends 

and family helped the six women re-establish new social 

networks once they came to the Academy which in turn 

many family members enrolled as students at the Academy. 

Educators need to note the importance of social networks 

in helping adults. 

Finally, the greatest change that the researcher 

saw in these six women was the sense of empowerment they 

gained from attending the Academy. Programs that are 

set up like the Academy must have curricula that encourage 

the empowerment of each individual. The sense of "I 

am somebody" needs to be part of every institutions 

curriculum. 

Recommendations 

This research leads to several recommendations as 

they relate to the results of this study. 

1. As previously reported, women who are on public 

assistance can and do gain literacy skiLls that allow 

them to free themselves from living on public assistance 

through academic programs like the Academy. More programs 

like the Academy need to be instituted throughout the 

country and continued to be studied. 



2. More research needs to be conducted on the 

obstacles and opportunities women gain from attending 

literacy programs and how each affects each individual 

woman's life, 

3. One might consider conducting more in-depth 

research on various family members. Research stated 
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that the children of women returning to school were 

embarrassed by their mothers' lack of literacy skills. 

This research showed that one of the main reasons for 

these women returning to school was the support and urging 

of their children. More research needs to be conducted 

to see if the results of this study are valid in other 

populations of women returning to school. 

4. As has been established by this study, there 

are changes in these six women's self-perceptions. 

Another area of research would be to do a longitudinal 

study with these same women and see if enhanced self

perception continues. 

5. The women spoke of the positive changes that 

occurred in their lives because of the Christian influence 

at the Academy. More research could be conducted on 

the effects of Christian values, self-esteem, and how 

Christianity impacted these women's lives so intently. 
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Appendix A 

Informal Interview Questions 
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1. What occurred in your route toward literacy. 

2. Did your self-perception change as you gained literacy 
skills? 

3. What obstacles did you encounter along your route 
to literacy? 

4. What opportunities occurred along your route to 
literacy? 

5. How has becoming literate affected your family and 
close friends? 



Appendix B 

Formal Interview Questions 



1. Why did you decide you wanted to become literate? 

2. How has your life changed since you came to this 
school? 

3. What does your family think of your new literacy 
skills you have acquired? 

4. Has there been any change in your family since you 
began this program? If so, how? 

5. Does your family support you in going to school? 
Why or why not? 
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6. What do you want to do after you finish school here? 

7. Who has had the most influence on your educational 
path and why? 

8. Who would or what would you consider to be your 
biggest hindrance in gaining literacy skills? 

9. Describe yourself before you entered this program 
and then describe yourself now. 

10. What does being in this program mean to you? 

11. How important is reading and writing in your home? 

12. What do you consider to be the most important things 
you have learned at this school? 



Appendix C 

Reading Survey 
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1. Do you have the following reading materials in your 
home? 

children's books 

religious books 

magazines 

comic books 

novels 

books 

newspapers 

textbooks 

2. List some of your favorite books you have in your 
home. 

3. List the magazines that you buy. 

4. List some of your favorite children's books you 
have in your home. 

s. Who reads the most in your home for pleasure? 



6. Do you read to your children? 

yes 

no 

7. How often do you read to your children? 

Daily 

3 to 4 times a week 

Once a week 

Once or twice a month 

Not very often 

Never 

8. Do you have writing materials in your home? 

Paper 

Pens and Pencils 

Markers/Crayons/Colored Pencils 

9. Do you write in front of your children? 

Yes No 

Do you read in front of your children? 

Yes No 

21 9 

10. What reading material did or do you want to be able 
to read better? 



Appendix D 

Self-Perception Survey 



1. Describe how you felt about yourself before you 
became literate? 

2. Describe how you feel about yourself today. 

3. Has their been a change in how you view your self? 

Yes . No 

Why or why not? 

4. What has caused the change if there has been one? 
OR 

What has not caused a change if there has not been 
a change? 
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5. Can other people/family see a change in how you feel 
about yourself? 

6. Can you see changes in how your family feels about 
themselves? 

7. Choose someone who you would like for your life to 
be like and tell me why? 




